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Sociology is the science of evetyday human life; that is its pride, but
also its cutse. The concepts sociology uses ate for thgé reater patt
detived from colloquial language, which means from wotds and terms
which as a rule ate used in a rather vague and inexact way. To make
them suitable for scientific use, they have to be putified and their
meaning has to be testricted to one, well-defined catogory of phe-
nomena. 'That usually means that the sociologist has to make a
choice. Since in ordinary language words are used in a vague way
they can often indicate different, but mote or less related phenomena.
Thus a sociologist who wants to exptess a cettain well defined concept
by using a certain word is using pethaps only part of the possible
meanings of this word. Another sociologist who uses the same word
but for a concept with a different meaning from that his colleague
wanted to express, is able to do so without coming into conflict with
the every-day use of the word.

Sociology, thetefore, suffers from a great confusion in its termino-
logy. Sociological dictionaries have been of little help to tesolve it.

The tetm social organisation is no exception. Its components, the
wotds sosial and organisation are used and perhaps misused to cover a
broad diversity of meanings which often have little relation to one
another. Hence, although the combination sosial organisation as such
does not belong to the vocabulary of the man in the street, it gives
sociologists the freedom to use the term for many different concepts.
And they have used this freedom with eagerness! Znaniecki states
that a malicious critic of sociology could hardly find a better way of
arousing scepticism about its scientific value than by collecting the
definitions given by sociologists of social organisation (Znaniecki, 1945).

In one tespect almost all sociologists who have grappled.v@t.h the
problem of social organisation agree, that ikhas to do with the le%SlOi‘l of
functions in a social entity. Many of them add, that co-opetation is a
fundamental and even an essential element of organisation (van Doorn,
1956, p. 33). 'This is mote or less selfevident as division of functions
without co-operation between those who perform these different
functions means disorganisation. Except for this starting point the
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theories of the students of social organisation have little in common.

An important difference of opinion exists as to the question whethet
organisation should be used in the sense of an activity or a process
which leads to functional differentiation, ot 2 in more passive sense,
namely of a condition ot a phenomenon resulting from an activity ot a
process.

When organisation is to mean an activity, thete still may be a diffe-
trence of opinion whether it should mean purposeful activity and
nothing else, or, as many sociologists maintain, it should include also
less conscious and even unconscious behaviour.

In the first case, organisation is considered as planned action executed
by an organiser ot an organising body, and meant to serve cettain
conctete, well defined ends. We find this concept of organisation in
particular among sociologists who ate intetested in the social probletms
of organisation in industry and related fields. An example is the Dutch
sociologist van Dootn (1956, p. 289), who defines organisation as:
“a social technique comptising simultaneously a functionalisation and
coordination of human action in telation to objective aims”. But
othet sociologists without special intetest in industrial sociology, hold
the same opinion (Johannessen, 1955). It is hardly necessaty to point
out that organisation defined in this way is of enormous importance in
modern life. Often the term organisation is used without the adjective
social but as van Dootn stresses in his definition, organisation is a social
technique.

When social organisation is not defined as putposeful activity but as 2
process including all human behaviour leading to functional differen-
tiation, we ate dealing with 2 quite different concept. When the
process of functional differentiation is not directed totally or primarily
by the conscious will of an otganiser or an organising body, this
usually means that clear, well-defined goals are also lacking, even if 2
vague general aim may be present. If — to take a Dutchl example -
we speak in the Netherlands of the social organisation jof the newly-
colonised Zuiderzee-polders, we are concerned with a process which
— notwithstanding the far seeing planning for this area — is only
partly consciously directed. It will be the result of 2 multitude of
forces and influences which no one controls completely, and in 2
democratic countty, no one wants to control completely. Those who
ate in charge of the colonisation have pethaps a general idea of the
kind of society they would like to see realised in these poldets. This,
howevet, is not a fized goal but only 2 hope and one which is not eves
officially sanctioned. In fact, there is no official statement, not even in
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general terms, as to the kind of organisation of social life the Dutch
government would like to see in this atea.

The term organisation as an activity is often used in telation to the
development of functional differentiation within newly settled areas,
such as new towas, colonies, subutbs etc. In all these cases however,
the process of functional differentiation is a result not only of putpo-
seful planned action but also of less cleatly directed and even partly
unconscious behaviour.

It is probably organisation of this kind that Earp had in mind, when
he defined in Fairchild’s Dictionaty of Sociology (1944) organisation
as “a process, which differentiates one part from another in a functional
sense and which at the same time creates an integrated complex of
functional relationships within the whole”.

When we use the term organisation in the passive sense, namely in
the sense of a condition ot a phenomenon which results from a certain
action or process, we can again differentiate between two concepts.

On the one hand organisation is used to indicate an organised group.
Itis quite usual to refer to voluntaty associations of all kinds as organis-
ations. This mostly implies the existence of clear-cut rules governing
the functional differentiation within the group and the activities of the
members within the framewortk of the group as a whole.

On the other hand organisation in the passive sense is also used to
indicate a condition or quality of a certain social entity. Theoretically
social organisation in this sense can be used in relation to every social
entity with a certain amount of functional differentiation particularly
in telation to more complex social units. It is frequently used by
social anthropologists to indicate, for example, the functional differen-
tiation within cettain tribal systems, but it is equally used in relation to
modetn western societies. We speak, forexample, of the social organisa-
tion of the Norwegian society. Hete social organisation does not normally
imply a well-defined, strictly co-ordinated set of rules which deter-
mines the division of functions and directs the action of the total
entity. The social organisation of evety country shows an almost
chaotic mixtute of formal rules, customs, habits, personal relationships,
arrangements, unconscious behaviour etc., which result in a cettain
functional differentiation without an ovet-all co-ordination which
would transform the sum of the activities of the component patts
into a concerted action. Sometimes a society will act consciously as a
whole in a certain respect, but this action will usually be only a patt of
the total activity of this society.

In this case sovial organisation is often used in a rather loose way and
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not clearly distinguished from related concepts such as social structure
ot even social life in general. If social organisation as a concept is to
have any value, we have to use it strictly in its essential meaning, of
functional diffetentiation within a cettain social entity.

Since the famous Hawthorne experiment it has become customaty

to make 2 difference between formal and informal otganisation. By
formal otganisation we understand an otganisation created and main-
tained by explicitly formulated, often written rules fixed by competent
authority, for example, the management of a factory, the general
meeting of a voluntaty association or the patliament of a state. By
informal otganisation we understand a mote or less spontaneously
developing ot developed functional differentiation depending on
petsonal relationships between those who are concetned.

When we apply this distinction of formal and informal organisation to
the four different sub-concepts of orgamisation mentioned eatliet, it is
appatent that, when we speak of socia/ organisation as a planned action, we
have todo with a phenomenon in which the formal element predomin-
ates. If by social organisationwe meanan organised group, we are concesn-
edwith organisation in the formalsense if this organised group has resulted
from planned organisational activity. In the case of the two other sub-
concepts organisationis usuallya mixture of formaland informal elements.

Some authots teject the distinction between formal and informal
otganisation as it is usually made (van Dootn, 1956). van Dootn main-
tains that even in the most strictly organised social group the activity
of the members is never based entitely on the otganisational blue
print. If members were to follow the blue print strictly the organ-
isation would not work. Every organisational function, van Dootn
remarks, implies an intetpretation (re-interpretation) on the patt of
the acting members. I think van Dootn is right, when he points
out, that even in the most strictly preconceived organisation there
will always develop and must develop an element which we ate
accustomed to call informal. van Dootn’s interpretation depends on
on his definition of organisation, which covers only one of the four
sub-concepts mentioned.

When we accept a broadet concept of social organisation, defining it
as functional differentiation in general, the distinction between formal
and informal otganisation is very useful. In that case the study of the
relative importance of formal and of informal elements in the organi-
sation of a social entity, and their relation to function, structure and

culture of this entity, becomes an essential element in the under-
standing of group and society.
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'This leads us to out theme of rural social organisation. 'The choice of
the term indicates alteady that it was meant in a rather broad sense
and not to refer only to the organisation of cettain limited groups,
but also to rural society as a whole. Undoubtedly the organisation of
associations and other special groups in the countryside will demand
our attention, but I think they will always be considered in the frame-
work of rural society as a whole.

When we think of rural society as a whole, in particular rural
society in Europe today, we hatdly can avoid the problem of the
relative importance of formal and informal elements. One can even
postulate that the problem of the relative importance of formal and
informal elements in rural social organisation and changes thetein is
one of the main subjects in European rural sociology. It is not only a
problem in the academic sense, but it plays an impottant patt in rural
and in agratian policies. These terms may not always be used, but
there is a permanent and sometimes heated discussion between those
who emphasise the value of informal organisation for rural life and
for society as a whole, and those who are convinced of the necessity
of an adjustment of the rural population to formal organisation which
becomes more and more dominant in Western society.

On the one hand, there are those who believe that the countryside
has and should have a culture essentially different from urban culture,
one of its aspects being a predominance of #formal elements in its
social organisation. On the other hand, thete are those who think that
there is no essential difference between the culture of the cities and
that of the counttyside and that, in any case in modetn societies, it is
impossible to maintain such a difference. In their opinion to attempt
the artificial preservation of this cultural difference — for example
with regard to the type of social organisation — is detrimental to the
countryside.

It was Tdnnies (1912) who in his famous book “Gemeinschaft und
Gesellschaft” expressed as eatly as 1887 for thefirst t'me this problem
in sociological terms. The dichotomy of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft
isnot quite identical with that of formaland informal organisation, Essen-
tially Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft are not types of social organisation
but types of social entities (Vetrbinde). Theoretically a Gemeinschaft
can exist without any functional differentiation, but when it has an
organisation it will be predominantly of an informal character. It is
not quite certain whether T'énnies uses Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft
as ideal types or includes also actual social entities, for instance under
Gemeinschaf?, the family and the village. These actual entities will
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show some formal otganisational traits but in his definition of Gemein-
schaft Tdnnies emphasises its informal character. Formal otganisation
is essential for the Gesellschaft and the contract is according to ‘Ténnies
its basis. When T6nnies speaks of Gesellschaft in the abstract Gesel-
schaft is almost identical with formal organisation.

Itis remarkable and does honour to Ténnies as a sociologist, that
mote than eighty years aftet he formulated his concepts, they ate still
very much alive in sociology, in particular in rural sociology not only
in Hutope but also in America. One of the best known American
textbooks on rural sociology, Loomis’ and Beegle’s “Rural Social
Systems” (1950) still uses the concepts of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaf?
as a starting point for their discussion of American rural life.

There is, however, some reason to believe that Ténnies” theoty had
a very unfortunate effect on rural sociology and the thinking about
tural problems in general, especially in Europe. The theoretical
basis of the two forms of social life can be ctiticised and is criticised in
many ways (von Blankenburg, 1960; Gurvitch, 1950; Konig, 1955,
and Kruijt, 1955), but is cettainly not mote shaky than that of many
other wellknown and much used theoretical concepts in sociology.
It is not so much the formulation of the dichotomy as such but his
pfefrsonal attitude to the two forms of social life which caused this bad
ettect.

It is sutprising to discover when one reads and re-teads Tonnies’
book how strongly the author is emotionally involved in his subject.
Though he acknowledges that an increasing predominance of the
Gesellschafi~type of social life in our society is unavoidable, all his
sympathy lies with the Gemeinschaft. There is no reason to doubt
Tonnies’ sincetity and his endeavour for scholatly objectivity. But
his sympathy for forms of social life of the Gemeinschaft charactet
made him asctibe to them all kinds of virtues which exact research
cannot cotroborate. ‘The picture, for example, which T6nnies gives of
the old village community does not cottespond with reality, as was
shown some yeats ago by Ktuijt (1955). With regard to Gesellschaft
Tonnies was inclined to emphasise all its unpleasant charactetistics.
Many of his statements about the forms of social life with a Gese/lschaft
character are definitely wrong. This sturdy Frisian gave three gene-
tations with nostalgia for old fashioned rural life a scientific excuse fot
opposing the adjustment of tural life to the conditions of modetn
society. In many cases he obsttucted the way for rutal sociologists
towatds 2 correct understanding of the changes in rural social organi-
sation, their background and their consequences. :
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Tonnies cannot, however, be blamed for all which has been done
and said in his name. ‘The Belgian socialist Hendtik de Man (1937)
coined the term “vulgatr Marxism” for a ctude and simplified materia-
lism by which many so-called Marxists — and non-Marxists — thought
they could explain human behaviour. By analogy of this one
could also speak of a “vulgar Tonniesism”. Thete is an uncritical
glotifying of oldfashioned rural life which at least in part is based
on Tonnies’ ideas but which would have been quite unacceptable for
his scholarly mind (Plessner, 1955 ; Kottet, 1958). This does not alter
the fact, that the way in which Ténnies ptesented the dichototmy
Gemeinschaft — Gesellschaft gave tise to misinterpretation of social
phenomena in our modern world.

Tonnies concept Gesellschaft is strongly influenced by the fact that
he identified this formal, contractual type of social organisation prima-
tily with capitalistic economic otganisation (Ténnies, 1912, pp. 48-100).
'The part of his book devoted to the theoty of the Gesellschaft is in
fact an analysis of capitalism as he saw it. It is correct, that Ténnies
states that telationships of a Gesellschaft character can be created for
all kinds of goals (T'énnies, 1912, p. 241). But in his consideration of
associations, for example, (T6nnies, 1912, p. 243) their relations to capit-
alism are emphasised. It is perhaps the relation Tonnies perceived to
exist between formal and tational social organisation of a Gesellschaft-chat- .
acter and capitalism which explains his remarkable attitude towards co-
operatives. Co-operatives, in contrast to associations, he considets
to be true Gemeinschaften. He even expects to see a regeneration of the
Gemeinschaft -type of social life by means of co-operatives (Tonnies,
1912, pp. 246 and 275). In fact Ténnies’ attitude to co-opetatives
amounts to a disavowal of his fundamental concepts. A Gesellschaft is
according to him a human association based on the common rational
will to reach certain well-defined limited goals. Even if in actual
associations the participants or some of the patticipants may become
petsonally involved, the Gesellschaft in its pute form is only an associa-
tion of interests as regulated by contract ot constitution. It is hardly
necessary to add that according to this definition a co-operative is 2
Gesellschaf?, even if in a co-operative as much as in any association
petsonal relations between the members can develop. Ténnies tries
to explain the break between his theory and his personal attitude by
stating that the co-operative is adapred to conditions in a society of a
Gesellschaft-character (Tonnies, 1912, p. 246) but this is hatdly mote
than a face-saving; the co-operative is essentially a Gesellschaf?.

Another suggestion which Tdnnies makes and which is accepted
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by many is, that man finds mental secutity in the Gemeinschaft but that
a society with a Gese/lschaft-character deprives him of this security.
Accotding to this train of thought human beings find injthe Gemeinschaft
in which they ate involved with their whole personality, the sympathy
and the warmth of feeling they need for their mental wellbeing. In
the Gemeinschaft people can trust one another because they know one
another and because they know each others’ motes and norms, and
thus there is no need to be on guard.

In the Gesellschaft people do not associate but intetests associate.
In the most favourable situation feelings of the patticipants towards
each other are neutral. Everyone follows his own intetests and only
when these coincide are the participants brought together. A society
dominated by the Gesellschaft-type of social organisation is hatd, even
inhuman, and makes people feel insecure. The contacts with other
people ate only formal and have no background of human sympathy.
Man feels at a loss because no one is really intetested in him. Tonnies
himself states this very clearly: “But hete everyone is only for himself,
and in a state of tension against everyone else” (Ténnies, 1912, P. 48).

‘T'his is one of the most unfortunate statements ever made in sociolo-
gy, just because it seems to be true, especially in respect of rural society.
We all know the couttyman who feels self-teliant and mentally secure
in his village community, but is totally at a loss and insecure in the
formal wotld of a bank, a govetnment office and in the impersonal
life of the modern city in general. ,

Tt would be totally wrong, howevet, to blame formal organisation fot
that, It seems that T6nnies and many after him never quite understood
the real background and the real function of formal otganisation of the
Gesellschaft-type in our society. It seems that they saw and see formal
otganisation in the first place as an efficient way for organisers to
reach their own ends, whatever these ends may be. If we consider it
from the point of view of the organisers, this is often true. But when
we look at the origin and the function of formal organisation from the
point of view of society as 2 whole, we have to take into account quite
different aspects.

One of the most essential diffetences between formal and informal
organisation, and, in fact, also between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaf?,
is that the informal organisation is only suited for the small group,
while the formal organisation is specially suited for large groups and
social systems. The actual social entities which Ténnies designates as
Gemeinschaften and which show an otganisation are small ones. He
does not make it quite clear whether a nation has, in his opinion, the
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characteristics of a Gemeinschaft (Ténnies, 1912, pp. 17 & 303), but thete
isno doubt that he considers the state to be a Geselischaft (T'énnies, 1925).

Social life in a family can be otganised on an #formal basis. So long
as life in a village or in a small town is not too complicated and too
integrated in a larger whole, the informal element in their social life
can predominate. But when individuals begin to participate in
larger social units, and when small groups become integrated
into large systems, formal organisation becomes unavoidable because
personal relations as an organisational force have only a vety limited
effect. The farmer and the ctaftsman can otganise the wotk on the
farm and in the workshop on an informal basis but an informal
otganisation of the activities in a factory with 1000 wotkers would
not only be less efficient than a formal one, but it would be totally
impossible. The same holds for all kinds of activities in the social,
cultural and political field which take place on 2 large scale. How can
one organise Red Cross activities or other charitable activities on a
national scale without a formal, that means essentially an impersonal,
organisation?

Thus, the real background to the development of formal organisa-
tion, of society with a predominant Geselschaf#-character, is due not
to the greed of merchants and other capitalists, but to the gradual
widening of the social wotld of individuals and groups which is
characteristic of Westetn society in the last few centuries, especially
in the 19th and 20th centuties. The process of formalisation of social
otganisation in our society was also furthered by an inctease of func-
tional differentiation which made organisation of social life on an-
informal basis increasingly difficult. This increase of functional
differentiation is itself related to the widening of the social wotld, but
is also 2 mote ot less independent phenomenon. The widening of the
social wotld and the inctease of functional differentiation are related to
changes in many other sectors of social life but their most essential
backgtound is the rapid increase of knowledge charactetistic of Wes-
tern society since the Renaissance, in particular since the 18th century.

The inctease of formal organisation is not only unavoidable as a
corollary to the mentioned development but without it this develop-
ment would have been unbearable for the individual. Fomm{ organi-
sation does not deprive the individual of his peace of rr.und but,
on the contrary, it makes it possible for him to feel at ease in a large
and complicated world. Society is not large and complicated because
of formal otganisation, but formal organisation is es.sen‘_cial to tastet 2
large and complicated society and to make it fit to live in.
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In the social wotld in which we live to-day we ate to 2 high degtee
depending on people who ate strangers to us; that must be so just
because this social world is large. Because this wotld is organised in
a formal way it is possible to live with strangers and to feel secute.
Because out society is formally organised to a high degree a stranget
in a foreign city will give me a stamp when I pay a certain amount of
the right currency. Another stranger will bting my letter to the train
and still another stranger will take it to the house of my friend in
another foreign city. And so, owing to the formal otganisation of
railways, restaurants, hotels, banks etc., one can live amongst complete
strangers provided one knowns the rules of the formal organisation.
Living in the wide social wotld of out modetn society without formal
organisation and depending only on the power of informal organisation
would mean living in complete insecutity. Thete would be no possi-
bility for co-operation except with the very few with whom one would
be able to establish personal informal telations. The formal otgani-
sation does not tutn a stranger into a friend or make him a co-member
in a Gemeinschaft, but leads to co-operation with him if he follows
the rules of the formal organisation. The awareness of the existence
of this possibility for co-operation makes one feel mentally secute in
out modern world.

Rural man in our society has to live and increasingly wants to live
in a large ever expanding social wotld. If he wishes to take patt
economically, socially and culturally in modern Western society he
has no choice; he has to fit into the formal organisation of this society.
The tragedy of a diminishing but still important patt of the rural
population in Western Europe is that it is not yet adjusted, or at least
not yet sufficiently adjusted, to the forma/ organisation of our society.
These people still try to organise fot themselves theit own environment
on an #formal basis. But they feel unconsciously that they cannot
keep out of this broader social wotld which invades even their small
community and touches them every day. That makes them feel
increasingly frustrated and insecure. They are the people who ate
afraid to leave their village because they do not know how to behave
away from their home surroundings. They do not know the tules of
the formal organisation and thus feel insecure, but not because formal
otganised society as such causes insecurity. Every stranger is for
them still mote or less a potential enemy. They think that every
merchant is cheating them and that no govetnment official, including
the agricultural advisoty officet, can be trusted as in their opinion
they are all out for their own interest at the expense of the peasant.
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They are the people who keep away from farmers’ unions and
technical organisations and often from co-operatives. In short they
ate out backward farmers, backward not only socially and culturally,
but also economically and technically.

It is difficult to give an exact idea of their number. In the Nethet-
lands about one third of all farmers have regular contact with the
advisory setvice, one third have an irregular and one third have no
contact. Investigations have shown that there is a high cottelation
between lack of contact with the advisory setvice and no orinsufficient
patticipation in farmers’ unions, co-operatives and other associations,
low productivity and backwatd farming in general, low participation
in activities outside the village, and in genetal lack of undetstanding
of the modetn wotld (Hofstee, 1957 and van den Ban, 1956 and 1958).
It may not be far wrong to say, that in the Netherlands about one thitd
of the farmers ate well integrated in the forma/ organisation of modern
society, one third not sufficiently and one third insufficiently.

It is the task for everyone who has to do with the education of
rural people to help them to understand the meaning and the function
of formal otganisation in our modetn woztld and to stimulate their
integration in this organisation. It is hardly necessaty to say, that
this is not always done. Thete ate still people who believe that the
farmer — perhaps it would be better to say the peasant—should continue
to live his quiet life on his farm and in his village community as little
as possible touched by the outside urban wotld. He should try to
maintain the old social structure and organisation of his neighbouthood
and his village. In this way the traditional values of rural life and
rural culture in general, as opposed to the utban culture, would be
kept alive, and preserved for posterity. The number of those who
take this point of view is diminishing, but it would be wtong to
underestimate their influence it some countties.

This romantic thought and an education based on it are detrimental
not only to the matetial well-being but also, and perhaps even mote,
to the mental well-being of the tural population. This does not mean
to say that personal telations, informal social organisation and social
groups of a Gemeinschaft-character are not of great impotrtance in
human life. In the family, amongst friends and everywhere where
personal ties between human beings develop, man expetiences feelings
and emotions which ate indispensable for his happiness and his mental
equilibtium. ‘The argument is only that it is wrong to suppose that
Jormal otganisation and Gesellschaft would have a negative effect in
this respect. On the contraty, often strong personal relations and
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friendships develop in formal otganisations, which originally brought
only strangers together. Research has shown us, that in the newly-
colonised Zuniderzee-poldets in the Nethetlands many of the friend-
ships between colonists otiginated from contacts they had made in
formal otganisations (Bosker, 1956).

It is often argued that owing to the acceptance of formal organi-
sation as the normal basis of co-operation, many forms of co-operation
which took place within groups of Gemeinschaft chatacter have dis-
appeated. Examples ate the many forms of mutual help which former-
ly existed in rural communities. Other causes and not the competition
between formal and informal otganisation usually brought about the
change from one type of organisation to the other. Technical change,
multiplication of activities to be carried out, increase in membership
and differentiation in its social composition, changes in the social
relations between the membets of the group and many other social

factors are usually the cause for the change from mutual help to formal
organisation.
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