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An annotated letter to a grandfather

Jan Douwe vanderPloeg

Introduction
This chapter is written in the form of an annotated letter containing anecdotes
and conversations: a form of presentation used by writers varying in style from
Kafka (1983) to Chayanov (1976).' This might seem an unusual way to reflect
upon thework ofNorman Long. There isindeed adifference between a scientific
article and a letter. However, since the letter contains many elements that are
dear to me - and,which are at the same time difficult to integrate into scientific
discourse- 1 have decided touse itsform as away ofpresenting this paper.
The letter discussed here is in several respects a confusing document, as I will
explain later. I have nonetheless chosen for this slippery road simply because
Norman Long, to a considerable degree, has formed me intellectually. I do not
mean to implywith thishonest statement that creating confusion is athing Ihave
learnt from him. Far from that. Thepoint isthatthe letter seems tobe, ifIamnot
mistaken, a nice vehicle with which to highlight some of the less visible
cornerstones and complexities of the approach developed by Norman. Thus, the
presentation of the letter and the accompanying discussions might also be
understood asan indirect expression ofmy admiration for him2.
The first issue hidden in the letter regards the relevance of context and hence
the importance of local cultural repertoire. As the combination of letter and
explanation that follows will make clear, any exposition is meaningless when
isolated from its context. Even more so since context is to be found within the
exposition itself, i.e. in the form of language, symbols and implied meanings.
Such an observation is probably the most powerful argument against the often
articulated criticism that Long's actor-oriented approach is identical to
methodological individualism. Firstly, an actor-oriented approach not only
implies an inquiry of context; it is one ofthe most powerful andprecise tools for
the analysis of relevant context and the implied 'structural settings'. Secondly,
the letter underpins another important element of Long's work: the notion of
interface. The letter is telling, especially where it highlights the confusion (and
1
The lettertobediscussed here,though, isnot aletter to a father. Nor is itamessage from the future.
This letter goesback tothepast andtheperson towhom it isaddressed isaman whodied longago.
2
It is very difficult for Friesians, like me, to express admiration and praise in a direct way. In our
culture praise ishighly suspicious. Itusually implies the opposite.

some new insights) emerging out of the encounter of different cultural contexts.
In his Introduction to the Sociology ofRural Development, Long (1977) stressed
the importance of the interlocking of (until then) isolated value circuits for the
'kick-off of development processes. There is some resemblance here; by being
exposed to different cultural repertoires, specific notions often acquire new and
often highly valuable meanings. Inter alia, this also shows how 'hidden
transcripts' (Scott, 1985) emerge in sometimes unwilling ways. Thirdly, the
letter refers to a completely different issue: the relevance of development
sociology outside and above it's ownprivileged object and domain. I myself am
one of people to whom the cry 'they are going back to where they came from'
applies to. This might sound a bit cryptic, I am sure, but the discussion that
follows will clarify this point. Finally there is a related issue of the 'travelling
capacity of concepts, words and symbols'. They move, as it were, from town to
countryside and visaversa.They travel between Catacaos inPeru and Burgum in
Fryslân, between past, present and future. This travelling is illustrated in the
letter as well. In the conclusion I will return to the meaning of 'travelling
concepts'.

A brief introduction to the letter
The original letter upon which this article is based is not mine. A friend who
happened tohave studied inWageningen aswellwrote thisoriginal and fictitious
letter. It was originally addressed to a grandfather who had already passed on
several decades before. I encountered the letter sometime later by accident and
have translated and annotated the original. I am aware that considerable
confusion might arise from the fact that the original author carries exactly the
same name asmine. This isdue tothe fact that his grandfather (just asmine) was
also called Jan Douwe van derPloeg. InourFriesian kinship system, the first son
ofevery son andthe second son of every daughter isnamed after the grandfather.
This could imply that the original author and the translator/annotator probably
have some common ancestor. Robert Goddard (2001) might able to ground
current events firmly in the complexities of the past but speculation is the only
possibility in Friesland.4 Having a common ancestor gives me the confidence
that Iamsomehow authorised touseJan Douwe's letter.
A confusion that arises is that several Jan Douwe's play a role in this text.
There isonewho found, translated and annotated the original letter. Then there is
another Jan Douwe who wrote the original letter. Where necessary, the first Jan
Douwe will refer to the latter by saying 'the other Jan Douwe'. Oare Jan Douwe
(i.e. the other Jan Douwe) is an expression often used in the context of extended
families where many youngsters carry the same name. I will use the same
solution here. Finally, there is the grandfather (or Pake) who is also called Jan
Douwe. The latter mostly figures as Pake in the following transcripts. I will
interrupt the flow of the text every now and then to explain events and notions.
Although headings are ofcourse lacking intheoriginal letter, Itook the liberty to
insert sometomakethe text accessible.
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This friend ended up,very sadly, inthe lunatic asylum oftheFriesian city ofFraneker.
This is partly due to the fact that during World War II, the Friesian resistance destroyed
considerable parts ofthe existing civil registration systems.
4
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DearPake
Iam verysorry thatithas taken mesolong towriteyou toagain,andto informyou
of my whereabouts. Iremember itwell; 1 could explain ittoyou perfectly. It wasin
the autumn of 1974,around the time of my experiences intheNorth of Peru. I had
just spent twoyears there, mainly intheComunidad de Catacaos, the heroic village
about whichIwrotetoyou before.Althoughyou werealready anoldmanatthetime
(more than 80years oldif my memory serves mecorrectly), I distinctly remember
you asking mearangeofverypertinent questions. Whatstruck mesomuch thenwas
that you seemed quite familiar with the situation that,for me, was a complete
surprise: another worldso distinctfrom theoneIhadknown untilthen.

Notes on a dialogue and on the language used
Wewere speaking, at that time, ourown Friesian language - the'tribal language'
as outsiders call it. I remember this seemingly irrelevant detail sovividly, because
my girlfriend of that time was participating in the conversation. Participating is
probably toobigaword.Asyoumayremember, shecould more orlessfollow our
conservation, butshewasnotable to express herself in Friesian. What else could
you expectfrom a girl from Amsterdam? Anyway, thepresence of my girlfriend
resulted insomefunny complexities. Since she was Dutch speaking, you addressed
her as'Jo'. Evidently that made nosense al all. She should have calledyou Jo,but
she couldn't since she was notfamiliar enough with our language.Butan elder man
likeyou, calling thatpoor young girlJo, washilarious ifnotabitludicrous.
I interrupt the letter to spell out some of theparticularities ofthe pronouns in the
different languages involved (see also the following scheme offering a
synthesis). Without a firm knowledge of these particularities, the above extract
from the letter would be pure nonsense. Evidently, it is not. For dialogues,
Friesian language offers two pronouns:jo and du. The first expression resembles
the English pronoun 'thou' as used in prayers or in medieval encounters with
noble people.The latter du isonly aptfor discussions between very good friends,
people ofthe same age and/or within the family. An expression in-between (such
astheDutch word U)is lacking.
Friesian

Dutch

English

Jo

Gij
U

Thou
You

Jij
Du
I understood the background to your use of 'Jo'. You have been engaged in
hierarchical relations almost allyour life.Asayoung boyand lateras teenager,you
were hired outfor oneguilderperyear toarichfarmer ontheclaysoils inthewest
of theprovince. Later you became a worker in thepeat industry andafter the big
strikes, whenyou werefired,youwentoff towork asahannekemaaier (animmigrant
worker in Germany engaged injobs like mowing, JD), andfinally, you became a
peasant. Apeasant quite dedicated to theartofpoaching (as,Iguess, nearly every
peasant was at that time). Youhave been constantly surrounded by superiors —
schoolteachers, landlords, clergymen, highly ranked policemen, judges, military
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men, and traders - all of whom were Dutch speaking . In the world you lived in,
Dutch was the language of authority, of power. The authorities had to be addressed
in Dutch language and if they weren't, severe sanctions would follow. Kneppelfreed
[the Friday of the Truncheons], an episode that occurred many years later, only
underpins the point I am making here.

This memory refers to a particular and telling episode out of recent Friesian
history. In oral history the story is still very much alive but official recordings
are thin and misleading, if not almost entirely absent. The kneppelfreed event
occurred somewhere in 1956 or 1957.It actually started some years earlier when
the central government in The Hague decided that all weights and measures
should be according to the metric system and be expressed in Dutch. Until then
milk for example was sold in Friesland by the mingle. That had to become the
litre. A different word, and a different amount. As always, nobody in Friesland
paid much attention to the new imposition. However, the authorities became
irritated and new orders were communicated. The unavoidable occurred. In the
village of Beetsterzwaag a police officer hidden behind a big tree witnessed a
conversation between a housewife and a milkman about the required amount of
mingles molke (milk). The poor milkman was arrested and brought to trial in
Heerenveen. Fedde Schurer, a Friesian poet and well-known advocate for what
was called 'Friesian freedom', became his defender. The milkman, though, was
declared guilty, after which the case went to the High Court in the provincial
capital, the city of Leeuwarden. The lawsuit was scheduled on a Friday. Two
details, which are far from irrelevant, need to be explained here. First, the High
Court is located inthe so-calledzaailand (literally: the seeding ground), a central
square in the city of Leeuwarden. Second, the weekly provincial cattle market
was organised every Friday onthis same square.Fedde Schurer andthe Friesian
Movement for Freedom had organised some 10 to 20 sympathisers to protest
against injustice in general and the fate of the milkman in particular. What
happened was the following. The mobilised policemen (some 100) started to
knob the demonstrators who fled and tried to hide amongst the many thousands
of farmers and cattle traders on the square. In their enthusiasm, the constables
started tohammerthe farmers aswell.
Then there is a third indispensable detail. The zaailand was just a normal
square during the week. The keen observer would notice, however, that there
were small holes inthe surface of the square. These were used onFridays for the
placement of iron andwooden poles,towhich horizontal poleswere fixed sothat
the cattle could be attached. Now, the farmers and traders, having been
hammered on their heads by the policeman, decided to take these poles and
convert them, as it were, into a rich arsenal of truncheons. The police fled, the
now cheering crowd took arms and proceeded to the military quarters. By the
end of the day, the now unarmed military men and police had been hunted and
flocked into the pastures surrounding the city. New military forces from the
South arrived in the night, but the farmers and traders had already returned to
their homes and daily affairs. This is the story of kneppelfreed and as such, it
continues to be told and retold, even now at the beginning of the third
millennium.
5

Even if they knew the Friesian language (which often was not the case), in formal situations Dutch
language wasused tounderpin unequal relations.
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Dutch language was the tool and vehicle of others: of the powerful. We were
assumed tohave respectfor them, butthiswas more or less identical toself-defence.
Thismeant in thefirstplace thatyou had to address them in a respectful way. You
spoke 'jo' to them. I remember thatyou yourself were especially clever in cheating
the 'others' withyour use ofthe 'jo' word.

The interesting point here is that language as used by the actors concerned,
divides the world into 'macro-actors' (ref. Mouzelis, 1991), who figure as the
strong, important, clean and well educated category because they are Dutch
speaking. On the other hand there is the mirror image: the pagans, the ones who
can't even speak properly. This division, however, is not understood here in the
Mouzelian way, that is in an apriori social hierarchy, which is merely reflected
in everyday language.
Of course, cheating or tricking her was notyour intention whenyou addressed my
girlfriend with the 'jo' term. It was a simple matter of routinefor you: talking to
Dutch speaking people could not avoid the use of that particular word and it's
impliedpower relation. It was inyour bones,you couldn't do it differently. To me,
however, itseemed tobe a complete turnabout. Talking to the mighty implied Dutch
language.And by talkingDutch itwas almost automatically assumed that theperson
being addressed was mightier than thou: a 'jo'. And this made a humorous contrast
withthegirl thatshould havebeenaddressed withthepronoun du.
Evidently, there would have been another, quite obvious solution. I was aware of it
andI amsureyou had thought about itas well. Theabsence of theobvious made the
situation even more hilarious. Nobody else, though, would have understood this,
since they would not have been sufficiently familiar with our tribal language, let
alone withtheparticularities ofmyprivate situation.
In order to avoid the social hierarchy implied inpairs of words such asjo and du,
Friesians veryoften use the thirdperson inconversations torefer toaperson who is
present.

It is quite interesting that without knowing the respective theories, the other Jan
Douwe points to the phenomenon that it is through language and the cultural
repertoire entailed in it, that relatively amorphous situations are defined and
ordered into 'structural settings'. Further on in this letter he will apply the same
point ofview inhis description ofmodern farming in Friesland.
Whentalkingface toface to e.g. a largefarmer, you would not normally say 'what
doyou (jo?or du?) think about...' but insteadyou wouldsay: 'what does the farmer
think about this or that...' Probably the other will then reply 'well, I would have to
tellthelabourer (Teint) that....'.

This refers to social positions seemingly being fixed, rigid if not objectified in
this way. One's identity isreduced to one's socio-economic or class position. Or
to put it the other way around: professional identities, class positions, etc. are
used as a vehicle in the interpersonal contacts, amongst others to avoid the
assessment of somehierarchical orderbetween the involved persons.
Class neverhas been astrange wordforyou,althoughyounormally talkedaboutus
slagminsken(ourtypeofpeople, JD).
The grandfather Jan Douwe was a fervent follower of Domela Nieuwenhuis, the
clergyman who became the leader of the very strong anarchistic movement in
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Friesland inthe late 19th century. The old Jan Douwe had aportrait ofDomela on
the mantelpiece in his house. Whoever said a wrong word about Domela would
receive a severe beating. Hence, class and class struggle were indeed familiar
notions.
Later I encountered lots of people who indeed did what you seemingly did. They
understood the world as fixed. They talked about 'structures' thatgoverned us, that
made us,tocoin aphrase, likepuppets on astring. Weknew of course already knew
that this was all nonsense. Yes, we used the words that referred to seemingly rigid
positions, but in the meantime people likeyou moved quite differently. You danced
through time. It was not an easy dance. That was why the dancers, or should I say
themovingpeople werecalledwrotters.

Literally, the word wrotter can translate to burrowerbut it also can mean ahard
workingperson. Inthe latter case,however, the association with moles and other
burrowing rodents remains because the word has subterranean connotations;
equally it is aword with associations of being physically strong and abit stupid.
But there is more: wrotter also implies that somebody going ahead, creating his
ownroom for manoeuvre.
To make this particular concept more clear to a non-Friesian public I could
possibly refer to the beautiful Irish movie 'The Field'. The central person in this
movie, the Bull, would be atypical 'wrottef: strong, fighting and struggling like
hell for progress, engaged in many fights, tough and demanding in the eyes of
others with strong feelings of justice, but in the end also terribly stupid and
tragic. Of course, this stupidity isnot somuch an individual trait, but an attribute
emerging atthe interface ofbeing a 'bull' inahostile environment.
The typical wrotters from Friesland started e.g. as daily workers in the peat
industry or in agriculture. Through much hardship they finally obtained a small,
(if not microscopic) farm, which they subsequently tried with much toil and
suffering, to develop into something more decent, in order to obtain, as the
beautiful expression in our language goes, eenpear skonken onder itgat, i.e. to
get a pair of legs under one's backside. This reflects the struggle for autonomy,
for room of manoeuvre, as Long would argue (ref. Long, 1984). The use of this
phrase is omnipresent in Hylke Speerstra's breathtaking account of Friesian
immigrants. Wherever they went (South Africa, Paraguay, Australia, New
Zealand, Canada, the United States) they fought to obtain skonken onder it gat
(Speerstra, 1999).
The letter discusses how being a wrotter is at odds with the notion of social
hierarchy and a fixed social division of labour. People move through these
hierarchies and patterns of division, instead of being entrapped by them. But
there is more. The letter even seems to suggest that the very concepts of social
hierarchy and a more or less fixed social division of labour seem to be
suspicious:
You have been pretty much a wrotter yourself. Walking to Germany, mowing the
endlessfields, returningandmeeting onyour way back the woman that laterbecome
your wife, and mygrandmother. But before that could happen she wasyour fiancée
for some sevenyears. The both ofyou first had to save enough money to buy a cow
and apig. Co-habituating and having children would not have been deemed proper
byyou, her or us slag minsken, until that minimum requirement had been acquired.
And thenyour being a wrotter continued, untilyou had two sons, seven cows and a

gardenfor horticulturalproduction. Andofcourse the klaverkamp (apasturefull of
clover,JD), whichIrememberso well.Turningbackhomefrom theklaverkamp with
the wagon full with hay, two horses pulling heavily- that really was a joyful
ceremony. Andyes, your son, mydaddy, wasina wayan unbelievable wrotteras
well. He hadthe chance togo to thesecondary school. Themaster hadsaid he
should do so. Throughself-study intheevenings (the bloody amount of courseshe
did!) finally became a schoolteacher. And a fine florist to boot, but that doesn't
matterhere.
Here the notion of wrotter is coming very close to the idea of a self-made man.
This is not a denial of the more general meaning spelled out heretofore; it is
rather atime andplace bounded specification ofthe general notion. But there isa
clear consequence:
Ha, I remember howmypa got very upset when I used theMarxistjargon in the
'70's. Foryou class was notaforbidden word.Mypagotmadthough, saying that
all that structure you're talking about, isnonsense, ifpeople really want andfight
for it,well, then theymight wellsucceed. Youwould not agree thatmuch with him,I
think.Itisapity thatitistoolatetooaskyou...
It is at precisely this point that we encounter the endless debate that surrounded
thebeginnings and further development ofLong's actor oriented approach. Is ita
methodological device that allows you to better understand the 'mechanics' of
the world (including situations of exclusion, marginalisation, etc) and to obtain a
glimpse of the possibilities to ridicule, to resist and/or to move through this
world? Or is it a substantial description of a world containing per definition a
certain range ofdegrees of freedom, atwhatever location intimeand space? This
somewhat fruitless debate comes down tothe different opinions of a grandfather,
a father andthe confusion ofthe son.
And finally myself. AmI a wrotter? No, I don't think so. It would befar toomuch
honourfor me.I would bedegrading themeaning of theword byreferring tomyself
as awrotter. Butonething remains: thetremendous stubbornness I inherited from
you andyour son and,Iguess,from the women involved as well.It's inmy genes.I
drive mygirlfriend madsometimes. Othersaswellpossibly. Butwhat canyou do:it
is,asitwere,builtintome.

Notes on places and farmers faraway
Anyway, theissue atstake isadifferent one. It isabout the words weused in what
wasprobably ourlast encounter whenI hadjust gotbackfrom Peru. Remember? This is when mygirlfriend from Amsterdam accompanied me. Theeasy way out
would have beentorefer toherinthethirdperson. Wehave inFriesian languagea
wide repertoire of words to do so. There is joffer, and frou, and mefrou - all
implying hair-splitting differences in social status. Saying frou to the wife of the
local medical doctor would have been an insult. I remember mypa told me that
Beppe,your wife, hadtocorrecthimveryfrequently - themoresosince others in the
villagehadbeencomplainingabout hismistakes.
Nonetheless, this reservoir ofpotential ways outof the dilemma could notbe used.
My girlfriend andme were notmarried although shewasvisiblypregnant. Hence,
whatever word would have been used, be it frou, faam, joffer or whatever, the
Gordian knot (theimpossibility to slot into established routines) would only have
beenenlargedfurther. Itwas like thesongI learned much later,asong about 'a boy
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named Sue'. You solved the dilemma in your own, albeit hilarious way, by calling
her 'Jo'. It was even trickier (you never knew), because her father, who was one of
thefounders of the first communist party in the Netherlands, was named Jo as well. I
remember the surprise on her face. Jo? There's no Jo around here! 'His father died
a year ago, so what are you talking about' she must have thought. Whatever the
confusion that arose at this particular interface...

In the original letter the Friesian word grinsflak was used. Generally speaking,
Friesian language contains very little abstract words. Onthe other hand, it isvery
rich in metaphors, in specific terms derived from the world of visible and
material entities, which in turn imply more general or more abstract concepts.
Room for manoeuvre, for instance, is a concept impossible to translate directly
and as such in Friesian language. But then, earmslach, literally 'elbow room'
(Fryske Akademy, 2000) pops up as an adequate and typically Friesian
alternative (see also Fryske Akademy, 1990). The same applies to grinsflak,
which I translated here as 'interface'. Later on, Norman Long would use this
concept in his academic work (Long, 1989; Long and Long, 1992). I remember
vividly the genesis of this word (and the underlying notion).Norman Long and I
became increasingly unhappy with the notion of interlinkage, as developed
especially by the Leiden School of Sociology. Aworld perceived of as consisting
of interlinkages (schakelingen as the colleagues from Leiden used to say) all ran
too smoothly for us and during one of our conversations Norman suddenly arose
and said: 'Eureka, it is all about structural «^continuity and we will call it
interface.' 6
Whatever the confusion created at this particular interface, we had a crystal clear
discussion. You asked me what a deihier was in the Peruvian fields. At first I didn't
understand you. I had never heard the word before.

Deihier isan oldFriesian word, not invogue anymore. Itrefers tothe daily wage
a daily worker could obtain for a day's job. Literally, the word means 'the rent
you have to pay for one day'. One has to take into account here that (the other)
Jan Douwe did not have any formal training in Friesian language. In those days
Friesian language was not allowed at school, even at the level of the
Kindergarten. Like many other Friesians ofthat generation, he isable to speak it,
but writing had to be learned later, outside of school. Anyway, the other Jan
Douwe managed to do so in one way or another as is illustrated by the original
Friesian letter. I on the other hand, was never able to do so and remember the
cold shower when going to school for the first time. A horse (hynderin Friesian)
was suddenly a horse no more - it was a paard A considerable backlog was
created in this way and the boys and girls concerned became 'special needs
pupils'. Ifeel like I've stayed inthis catagory allmy life.

6

What nobody knows is that Norman was one of the first in Wageningen with a PC and a printer.
This is where he got word 'interface' from. And given the proverbial uneasiness of a social science
professor with technology, he really believed that 'interface' meant 'something that is not
functioning'.
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But thenI realised that itwas the same asjornal, the daily wage golondrinas would
obtain....
Golondrinas literally means swallows. In Peru, it stands for the daily workers
who follow the annual cycle of differently distributed harvest periods. They go,
as swallows, from the sugar cane harvest in the middle of the country to the
cotton harvest in the North and then on to the citrus harvest in the valleys near
Lima and so on and so forth. In the corresponding literature they are mostly
referred to as eventuates, i.e. those who don't have stable and protected labour
relations,but whowill work iftheyare abletogetaday's work.
But thenI realised that itwas the same asjornal, the daily wage golondrinas would
obtain after a dayof hard work. Workingfor a deihier wassomething you were
familiar withrightfrom your youth. Ionlydiscovered itwhenIwas23years oldand
working inaplace asremoteasPeru.Itseems thatsometimesyou havetotravelfar
beforeyou understandyour ownplace andtime. Or theplace andtime ofyour own
pake. Anyway I explained the deihier toyou about and the different arrangementsit
wasembedded in. Youwere notsurprised eitherwhenItoldabitabout the struggles
going on over there.Strange contrast: whenI wrotealengthypaperfor my studyon
it,myprofessor (who was aniceguy, butthat's beside thepoint) was sceptical.He
said, 'I don't believe that all those guys (i.e. those peasants, JD) have studied
Marxism'. Jo,who could easilyfollow thispart of the discussion, agreed completely
withyou. Shedidn't understand much of Marxism. Itwas even worse than that; she
didn't even botherwithit.Nonetheless,she wasneither verymuch amused withdaily
wagesystems,beitthroughjornalesordeihieren.
You were intrigued by mystory about the 'gringo pobre'. In Catacaos, asinother
places inthe department ofPiura, people mostly referred to themselvesas 'nosotros
los pobres delcampo' (we, thepoor people of the countryside). Transferred toother
places that might sound a bit pathetic but there it was: simple everyday life
language. Of course, there were other versions as well, sometimes more cruel,
sometimesfar sharper, and sometimes more humorous. Younearly died of laughter
whenI told thestory aboutmycompadre Perez, oneof the local leaders of the then
FEDECAP, thefarmers' union of Piura. It wasat a meeting in Chulucanas, that
smallplace whereallthose lemons aregrown. Perez wasfrom the big co-operative,
Luchadores del dos de Enero. Anyway, at the meeting in Chulucanas, (itwasa
protest meeting tomake clear totheregional authorities that the lifepeasants were
living had become unbearable, although I have to admit that I do not remember
anymore theexact reasons orcauses),mycompadre Perez took the floor andat the
end of hisflamboyant speech he shouted: 'Don't you see that el campesinado is
dying of hunger?' Tounderpin hiswords heopened his shirt inadramatic gesture.
A big,fat bellyflopped outatthe very moment he was referring tohunger. Boththe
authoritiespresent andthe mass ofprotesters burst intopeals of laughter.I mean,
the pobres delcampo hadagreat sense of humour andknew how tojoke andhave
fun. Nonetheless, the barrier was clear as well. On the one hand there wasus,
nosotros los pobres delcampo or, asyou would have said,us slag minsken. On the
other therewere theothers, the gringos. Thosefrom Lima werefrequently addressed
in that way. Butitapplied especially toforeigners. Topeople from Germany, Italy
andSpain whoatthe endof the 19' and the beginning of the20 centuryhadtaken
theirlands.And tothosefrom the UnitedStates, ofcourse.
Yes, inthebeginning itwas difficultfor me. I am tall, blond andespecially in the
beginning my Spanish must have been awful.ButthenIjoined the cotton harvestin
oneofthecommonproduction unitsthecommunity washavingatthattime.
One understands that the concerned 'unit' was one of the Unidades de
Produccion Comunal(UPC), more specifically the UPC called SanPablo Sur. It
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seems that this particular experience had a considerable impact on the then
young (other) Jan Douwe. The remarkable point was that in these UPC's a man
to land ratio was realised (a famous and much discussed issue in debates on land
reform) that was far superior to the one realised in both the previous haciendas
and in the later state controlled co-operatives. The thus defined 'room for
manoeuvre' would play an important role in the thoughts the 'other' Jan Douwe
developed later and which, eventually, would bring him a step closer to the
lunatic asylum. Through his travelling he gained a lot of new insights, which
allowed him, in the end, to obtain a refreshing view on the Dutch context to
which he returned. However, the price he paid, especially when he further
developed his type of analysis, was an increased rejection: you are mad, man.
The particular experience described here drew a first cleavage, to say the least,
between him, that is the other Jan Douwe, and his particular context, i.e. the
body ofinstitutionalised knowledge.
It was terribly hard work, starting at 3 o'clock in the very early morning. And then
continuing in the burning sun. Ifainted several times: thepesticides used during the
cultivation enter into your body one way or another. It wasfrustrating as well,
especially in the beginning:young kidspickedfar more mota (cotton) than Icould.
Step bystep, though,I got a bit more experienced. Youknow,I engaged inthis work
to better understand thefunctioning of these Unidades, a kind of organisational
innovation designed by the comuneros themselves. It wasgreat to learn all this and
much more. Anyway, joining the cotton harvest had another effect that I came to
know only later. The first time was in a chicheria (a localpub where mainly maize
beer is served,JD). Behind me I heard old men talking about me. They were not
aware thatI was listening. It touched me that they referred tome as el gringo pobre
(thepoor gringo). Of course, gringo because of my physical appearance, but also
pobre due to thefact that I had been picking cottonfor so many weeks. "Cotton
picking is what we, los pobres del campo, are doing" seemed to be the underlying
rationale behind them calling me thepoor gringo. Hence the (at first sight at least)
impossiblecombination. Thisishowseemingly unbridgeable cleftswithin orbetween
classification schemes might beovercome. Dancing through time (omwarberje aswe
say in our Friesian language) is, as it were, playing and moving with words,
inventingsometimes evennew expressions andphrases. And making new realities ...
sometimes, atleast.

Notes from the present
From here on the letter is, I think, extremely rich in referring to the particularity
of Wageningen. 'We are theplace where we are' as Büttel (1997) would say
years later. The interesting point about Wageningen is, of course, that it
represents an ongoing, multi-facetted and often extremely rich encounter of
different places, different views and different disciplines. This is echoed in the
following parts of the letter, where many insights from development sociology
(the concept of peasant, the notion of involution and the image of the limited
good) are used to enrich rural sociology: that is,the understanding, analysis and
representation of agriculture in so called 'western societies'. The comparative
method, as advocated strongly by Long has evidently inspired the other Jan
Douwe.Forhim itbecame nearly identical to let concepts travel.He increasingly
felt that he wasjust avehicle that caused concepts, stories and insights to travel.
During the late 1990s and early years of the 21 stcentury, such an approach ran
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increasingly counter to the views that became dominant with the merger of
Wageningen University and the State Research Institutes. The high-ranking
officials of the new 'enterprise' (as the outcome of the merger was called) made
it increasingly clear that there was only room (sic) for one 'corporate view'.
Contrasting visions, they said, wouldjust add to confusion and severely threaten
the newly acquired corporate identity. They constructed, as it were, a new
'context' and sanctioned everything theybelieved tobe deviations.
Sorry Pake, but I have to come to that point. If this weren't a letter but a
straightforward dialogue instead, you surely would have interrupted me by asking to
stop witheamelje (whining,nagging, andtalking inanon-directed way)

It is to be noted, though, that Friesians are, amongst themselves, very fond of
eamelje. It is only in contacts with strangers that they can be very short, blunt
and/or silent.
By repeating all these memories, I only want to make clear that in your time, you
were quite a keen man, not only understandingyour ownpeasant world in a perfect
way, but also able tocome togrips easilywith otherpeasant realitiesfar away from
your own direct experience. That was and still is a thing that turned out to be far
more difficultfor me myself. And maybe I have to assure myself by repeating all
thesewell-knownpoints ofreference, thatIamnotyet completely crazy.It wasas ifI
am lookingfor some solid anchors. Therestof thestory reallyneedsthem.
Youreallywouldn't believe it!During the last 10years orsoI have been wandering
through what they now call modern Dutch agriculture. I havefocused especially on
Friesland.Itseems thattheworldofagriculture hasgone mad. Thereare newwords
and expressions. People talk new phrases. And behind all these new words and
phrases is a dazzling confusion sometimes. Words and world do not seem to
correspond anymore. Let me try and explain some of this confusion toyou. There
used to be boeren (farmers), simply because 'sie oan't buorkjen wienen' (farmers,
because theywere farming).

There is no proper linguistic difference between farmers and peasants in either
Dutch or the Friesian language. There isjust one standard expression i.e. farmer
(or boer in both Friesian and Dutch). In rural sociology, however, a clear
difference is made between peasants and (agricultural) entrepreneurs. I
elaborated on this discussion recently (Van der Ploeg, 1999). Here I
demonstrated that, from an analytical point of view, it was precisely the peasant
features and strategies that made modern Dutch agriculture as strong as it is (see
also Jollivet, 2001).
Itwillbe understood that (the other) Jan Douwe isreferring here to 'peasants',
the more so since he discusses here the situation of small Friesian farmers from
the eastern sandy soils, to whom the availability of and control over (own)
resources - and therefore, autonomy - was central. The same notion, though,
applied to nearly all farmers/peasants of that time. Only the so-called
'hereboeren' (large farmers who contracted several wage labourers on a
continuous basis)were different. It should benoted thatno equation canbe made
between small and peasant and large and entrepreneur. A large farm might very
well berun inapeasant way, andviceversa.
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Thesefarmers were also wrotters, simply because although they had started with
little, theytried tomakesomething out ofit.

There is an interesting similarity here with the work of John Bennett (1981) who
described and extensively analysed the (folk) schemes of classification as used
by Canadian farmers. 'Scrambler' is probably the Canadian term that
corresponds most with theFriesian wordwrotter.
Then of course there were otherfarmers also, the well established, the well-known
breeders, deneiboeren. 'Alles hie innamme' (itallhadaname).

Intriguing is that this phrase was used many years later in another novel 'De
Kalde Erfenis' ('The Cold Heritage') written by Hielke Speerstra (2001). In this
novel, the story of skating and especially of the famous 200 kilometre 'Tourof
the Eleven Cities' is retold. The story of the landscape and of farming
intermingles in the novel as well. In the past, 'everything and everybody had a
name' according to Speerstra, who at the same time deplores the loss of all of
these names. Everything seems to have become anonymous, just another
numerical expression ofanabstract category.
It was all quite logical. First you struggled to 'get your feet underyour backside'.
Thismeant thatyou would beable topay more attention toyour work and thethings
you worked with.

Following Bennett, one could argue that the locally valid competence axis is
discussed here. The other Jan Douwe used the beautiful Friesian saying: 'de
dingen hungerakjaen, inwhich 'dingen' might refer to cows, fields, canals, but
also to activities such as mowing and milking and, finally, also topeople e.g. the
wife, the children, the neighbours etc'. The Friesian expression 'De dingen hun
gerakjaen' implies 'giving things what they need', e.g. giving the land what it
needs, in other words, not treating it in a regardless, disrespectful way. This
expression fits very well with the more general expression of 'kreas buorkje',
which means farming gently (see Van der Ploeg, 1999 and for an example from
elsewhere Zuiderwijk, 1998). Kreas has strong aesthetic connotations as well.
For example, a 'kreas frommes' means a beautiful girl. 'Kreas' work, means
work that iswell done orproperly finished in such awaythattheendresult looks
nice, even tempting.
An interesting issuehere istheuse ofmetaphors by farmers. Many of these are
derived from sailing. In the following part of the letter a reference to this
emerges. The expression used ('heavy winds') refers toadverse markets.
And once you had done this, you were able toproceed step by step on your own
account or, in the worst case, defendyourself when the winds were heavy and inthe
wrongdirection.
Farmers likeyou, however, are an exception nowadays. Even the word itself seems
to be taboo. Everyone is talking now with new words, especially that new and
strange caste of highpriests who are telling us howfarming should be done. They
talk about agricultural entrepreneurs. And they say that these entrepreneurs are
different and that they also act differently. Entrepreneurs, they argue, are risktakers. Theytakelarge loans out and carry heavy financial burdens. Theywork with
many resources they obtain in the market. They don't make hay anymore, let alone
from a clover camp.All thefields are the same now. They allproduce spinach and
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nothing else. As well as this, these entrepreneurs buy the feed and fodder they
requirefor eachyear. Youandyour companions never would have done that. That
would have beenshameful inyour day. Onlya badfarmer bought hisfeed. And then
the heavy loans I toldyou about. In your time,you would not have had much pity
with thoseso heavily indebtedfarmers. If thewind turnedtheycouldeasilygo broke.
Risks,you would haveargued,areabundant enoughalready:you could find yourself
easily engaged ina kneppelfreed ifyou went toLeeuwarden market, the windscould
change andyour most beloved cow could die. I still hearyou saying: ''hell! why put
your headevenfurther intothegallows?'
The entrepreneurs of today are not engaged in the steady struggle for more
resources anymore. The hard,meticulous and gentle work is no longer understood
as the road towards a better resource base. Whatmany entrepreneurs do - and are
toldtodo- istomortgage thefuture of their business.Heavy loans,large purchases
of additional quotas and land,cartloads offeed andfodder, week in - week out, an
open account with thecustomsworker tobesettled at theend of theyear (nosettling
ofaccountswith halfapig andsome cheese!)....

Here reference is made to the then prevailing practices of socially regulated
exchange that were omnipresent till the midst of the 20th century. For a vivid
description, seeVan denAkker (1967).
...huge amounts ofchemicalfertiliser (whilstsimultaneously degrading thequalityof
the manure asproduced by the available cattle), buying time and again expensive
cattle. Theyengage ina heavy burden,....

From other studies published much later it can indeed be derived that these
quickly expanding, large farms (later on the notion of mega farm became en
vogue) do as a matter of fact have relatively high cost price levels. However,
both the concerned farmers and the involved institutions and state apparatuses
that drive farmers in this particular direction, maintain that such high cost price
levels should not be seen as problematic. What counts, in their opinions, is the
future costprice.A high costprice now, isunderstood as aprecondition and asa
legitimisation for alowcostprice lateron.
...expecting that thiswillall beremunerated inthenearfuture. Iguess many of them
know how tricky thegame is, but theyfeel obliged todoso since theyare told thatin
the nearfuture only very largefarms will be remaining, and not so many of them
either. They believe that thefuture can be ajoy onlyfor a happyfew. That is why
they engage in this race. Or maybe I should say: that is why they have created the
race. Theyare afraid.

What is described here is evidently the well known 'image of the limited good'
(Foster, 1965).It isoften assumed that such an image isonlyrelevant to describe
and understand places far away in time or place. This description, however,
demonstrates that this very 'image of the limited good' might well be one of the
main driving forces in current Dutch agriculture, the agriculture sector
considered tobe one ofthemost 'modern' ofthe world.
They think they cannot do otherwise. They are entrapped in their own beliefs,
projects andpractices.

It is somewhat remarkable that (the other) Jan Douwe does not describe this type
of entrepreneurial behaviour in terms of 'structural development' as is normally
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the case in the Netherlands. Here the concerned practice is identified as a
particular practise, which is not understood and represented as the more or less
unilineair unfolding of assumed technological and economic laws. Instead, it is
presented as being inspired by local development and informed by particular
notions and relationships.
And theytakeawayfor many others thepossibility toproceed step bystep. Yes,many
people aregrumbling.
This is evidently related to the currently prevailing 'zero sum game' as
introduced by the quota-system. This type of omnipresent regulation implies that
growth and progress for the one seems to imply inevitably reduction and
backwardness for the other. As well as the growing impact it has had on rapidly
expanding expert-systems, the same regulation has also had a far-reaching
influence on identities.
'Hell!' you might askme, 'why arethese guys behaving insuch asilly andselfish
way'. Totellthetruth, thatisnot easy toexplain.Ionlyknowpart of theanswer. But
Iamafraid thatitisnotthecomplete answer. Thedifficulty isthatthemore elements
I find, themore otherpeople aresaying that I am crazy. Anyway, a bigdifference
betweenyour timeand thesituationIam describing now isthatinyour timeyou and
yourfellow farmers could go their own way.Ifyou werefarming inakreas (gentle)
way,people would respectyou. Now, however, there isanewcast ofpriests. They
are everywhere.
My Italian colleague Benvenuti (1985) had already referred to this phenomenon
in the 1980s. This can be found in his now widely accepted theory (see e.g.
Long, 2001) with a special emphasis on the role of expert systems (i.e. the
priests the other Jan Douwe is referring to) and the language they use, in the
subsumption and standardisation of seemingly 'free' agricultural entrepreneurs.
Maybe it is coincidental, but Benvenuti was also very much a 'travelling man',
who caused surprises and concepts totravel allover theplace.
And they usemany disguises. Sometimes it seems to be the tongue of science, at
another moments it is thevoice of law, industry, oreven moreflabbergasting, the
echo of nature.I learnedfrom you about birds andflowers, andhow nests hadto be
removed carefully before mowing started.Itwasyour neighbour,you remember,the
one on theleftwho wassobloodyproud of the owls inhisbarn.It isstrange. When
we moved later tothecityI encountered aduck with itsfeet frozen into theice one
winter. I didwhat I learntfrom you. Igrabbed thepoor thing andwrung itsneck.
Thecitypeople, though, wereupset,theyadmonished mefor torturing thepoor bird.
It is the words, feelings andpeople of the cities and of science that nowadays
prescribe what istobedone inthecountryside. Theyhave apoint of course, alot is
going wrong.Butitisprecisely thosefarmers who havejoined the story asdictated
bygovernment, science andthecity, thatare doing things inrüge[that is:rough,as
opposed togentle] ways. Thismakesfor allkinds of new rules andceremoniesand
thestrange thing isthat the result of all thisisthatitisthegentle ones who become
victimised intheend.
Weused to have such a fine language, itwasprecise, everything hadaname. Now
both words and story telling have become rough, sometimes very rough. As a
consequence, practices aregetting rough as well. Youwouldfeel ashamed, Iam
sure, tobementionedand identified inthesame breathasthosewhopose themselves
as 'the real entrepreneurs'. You wouldfeel uncomfortable with their 'programme',
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their claims that everything and everybody should make wayfor them.And so many
people indeedfeel uncomfortable about this. Theyare not really entrepreneurs, they
are peasants, which precisely the reason they have been able to make solid and
beautifulfarms -farms theyareproud off. Farms thatare their skonken under it gat.
But nobody addresses them as such. Theyare addressed as entrepreneurs and then
thepriests tell them that they also have to act and to behave as such! That makes
many people feel lost. Theyfeel non-existent. They do exist and they made their
farms themselves, butitisas iftheothersdonot wanttosee them....
At thesame timeyou would be comforted again ifyou were tojust wander aroundin
thecountryside likeIdid,just watchingandtalking tothepeople.
Youwouldprobablyjust observe their cows and theirfields initially, perhaps asking
afew questions. And thenyou would realise that there are still many people going
their own way and makingfarming into what it is, just the wayyou did. But would
alsorealise that,thesedaysatleast,thesepeople are invisiblepeople.

Here again a remarkable association is evoked. In Peruvian storytelling, painting
and literature (see especially Manuel Scorza, 1977) the theme of invisibility is
omnipresent and very telling: peasants tend to become invisible in the world
governed by state, capital, caciques and priests. Equally, in today's descriptions
of Dutch agriculture the reality of peasants and the way in which they construct
multi-functionality at grass-root level (meeting thereby a range of new demands
and expectations of society at large) is completely neglected i.e. made invisible.
This goes to the extreme that farmers having an exceptional record on the
sustainability dimension are sent anyway to court (remember the beginning of
Kneppelfreed), because they donotusetheholy and sacrosanct tokens prescribed
by the current priests. The encounter that occurred on the Zaailand could soon
repeat itself. Equally interesting in the last phrase is the underlying social
constructivism. "Let me observe your cows and I will tell you who you are".
Interestingly enough, in rural sociology such an approach has been considerably
developed recently (see e.g. Groen etal, 1994).
Thestories thattheomnipresentpriests telldo not allow anymorefor theirexistence.
It makes me sad, it makes mefeel sick,to think thatyou and all thesepeasants that
have beenmade invisible.Tm sureyou wouldfeel thesame, thepeasants too. Weall
feel as ifwe are trapped intheirlunaticasylum, but ifwesay so, theylookat usasif
werewecrazy.
DearPake,I hope thatthelandyou lovedso much restssoftly uponyou,
You're lovinggrandson,Jan Douwe

Post script: on travelling concepts
The story from the other Jan Douwe, as it emerges in a fragmentary way from
the letter to his grandfather, entails some intriguing references to the
interrelations between concepts and the empirical world. The other Jan Douwe
hasalwaysbeen fascinated by a storythat his father, thebotanist, had toldhim. It
was about aparticular plant, the description of which was lost somewhere in the
late 19th century. From then on the plant was neither mentioned nor found by
botanists again. During the 50's of the 20th century, the description and the
corresponding name were reintroduced into the world of Dutch botanists - this
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was due to increasing international contacts. From then on,that iswhen the plant
name became available again, Dutch botanists began to encounter and describe
the particular plant by the dozens. It is everywhere. The moral of the story is that
you only see,findand experience what you know.
What the other Jan Douwe knew, and here we enter in the second story line,
was remarkably influenced by his experiences elsewhere. It was through his
experiences inPeru that hebegan toappreciate thenotion ofpeasantry and it was
only after the concept had 'travelled' with himto theNetherlands, that the notion
(and the associated concepts discussed in this paper) became explicit. It is
precisely here that the strategic relevance of the discussions with his grandfather
resides. They sharpened his views and he rediscovered the basic features,
continuities and changes apparent in Dutch agriculture. Unfortunately, those
controlling the official schemes of classification (theLineaus type of thing) were
not particularly amused by the modifications he proposed. They still had a large
stock of floras to be sold and making public that these 'accumulated bodies of
knowledge' entailed considerable flaws was not the best argument for further
sales. This ishowthe other JanDouwe became increasingly lost. Henow fills his
days reading Jollivet (2001), Goddard (2001), Speerstra (2001) and that kind of
work, which seems are better option than fooling around in the countryside and
confusing people with his illconceived ideas.
Poor other Jan Douwe. But let's look at it from another, brighter side as well.
Ironically, Franeker (the lunatic asylum town) is the place where one of the first
universities of the Netherlands was located; the other Jan Douwe is probably far
better of there than in what is currently called the Wageningen University and
Research Centre. That you may spend your remaining time, dear other Jan
Douwe,inblessed isolation!.
We should neither forget the other important element highlighted by his
whereabouts (and somehow condensed in his letter). Yes, context (or more
generally speaking: structural setting) is damn relevant. But what if, as they said
in Peru, el mundo se vuelve loco? What if context increasingly represents
organised irresponsibility (Van der Ploeg, 1999), institutional thrift (Jacobs,
1999), ignorance (Hobart, 1993) and/or incapability (Roep, 2000)? Then, I
would say, a situation is emerging that requires a drastic revision of theories on
actor-structure relations and in which, remaining uncaptured (just as Hyden's
peasantry, 1980) i.e. being at odds with context, isprobably the most logical and
rational stance.
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