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INTRODUCTION: THE RAISON D'ÊTRE FOR STUDYING RURAL DEVELOPMENT 

INTERFACE 

Norman Long 

From time to time "new" words or expressions, deriving from other 

sciences or from everyday discourse, creep into the vocabulary of a 

particular scientific debate. This usually occurs when the need arises 

to convey a new idea or to emphasize some particular dimension of a 

problem requiring further exploration. This, I believe, is true of the 

central organizing concept for this book - social interface. 

This opening chapter outlines briefly the essence of the concept 

and suggests how it relates to several important issues in the field 

of rural development. Although sketchy, the following account serves, 

as it did in our 1986 workshop 1, to lay out the terrain and to stimu

late others to think through the various analytical problems which it 

raises. This introduction also aims to provide an overview of the 

contours of the chapters that follow, reserving until the Conclusion a 

fuller discussion of the theoretical implications of an interface 

perspective. 

The concept, of interface and why it is important 

The general notion of interface conjures up the image of two surfaces 

coming into contact or of a modern computer system whose central 

processing unit is linked to auxiliary equipment through a mechanism 

called the interface. It has also been used to characterize the situa

tion where chemical substances interact but fail to combine to form a 

new composite solution. My usage differs somewhat from these in that I 

wish to stress the dynamic and potentially conflictive nature of social 

interface. Hence I define a social interface as a critical point of 



intersection or linkage between different social systems, fields or 

levels of social order where structural discontinuities, based upon 

differences of normative value and social interest, are most likely to 

be found. 

The concept implies some kind of face-to-face encounter between 

individuals or units representing different interests and backed by 

different resources. The interacting parties will often be differen

tiated in terms of power. Studies of social interfaces should aim to 

bring out the dynamic and emergent character of the interactions taking 

place and to show how the goals, perceptions, interests, and relation

ships of the various parties may be reshaped as a result of their 

interaction. However, they should also explore how these interactions 

are affected by, and in turn themselves influence, actors, institutions 

and resource-fields that lie beyond the interface situation itself. 

Interface analysis, then, is essentially a methodological devise for 

studying linkage structures and processes and should not therefore be 

confined to the study of the minutiae of social interaction, but should 

situate these within broader institutional frameworks and power fields. 

Rural development interface 

It is my view that we can develop this type of approach for analyzing 

interventions in the rural sector. Public agencies (both government and 

non-government) frequently intervene to implement particular develop

ment policies or programmes and much research (both "pure" and 

"applied") has been addressed to understanding the complex relationship 

between types of intervention and types of outcome. Yet we still find 

it immensely difficult to formulate sound generalizations about this 

relationship that could serve for replication purposes: note, for 

example, the widely differing findings and interpretations of the 

results of the Green Revolution in Asia or of different Land Reforms in 

Latin America. I believe that interface analysis could help us to 

resolve some of these issues more effectively, but it would require 

developing a systematic framework for comparison and the working out of 

appropriate field methodologies. 

My interest in developing such an analytical framework has evolved 



from my view that there are presently three urgent areas for research 

on rural development. 

1) We need to develop a more adequate analytical approach to under

standing the relationships between policy, implementation and outcomes. 

The tendency in much existing work is to conceptualize the relationship 

between policy objectives, the means of implementation and the outcomes 

as essentially linear in nature, implying a kind of step-by-step 

deterministic process whereby a policy is formulated, implemented and 

then certain results follow. Clearly, as recent research and practice 

demonstrates, this separation of "policy", "implementation" and "out

comes" is a gross simplification of a much more complicated set of 

processes which involves the continuous reinterpretation or trans

formation of policy, both at the point of manufacture and at the 

"frontline" by those responsible for its implementation. Furthermore, 

"outcomes" often result from factors which cannot be directly linked 

to the development programme itself. 

Following certain leads in policy research (see, for example, 

Grindle, 1980, and Warwick, 1982), I became interested in looking 

closely at the point at which planned intervention (whether initiated 

by the State or some non-government organization or interest group) 

takes place, and at studying the social consequences and peasant and 

bureaucratic responses to this process. Development interface situa

tions are the critical points at which not only is policy applied but 

at which it is "transformed" through acquiring social meanings that 

were not set out in the original policy statements. As any enlightened 

planner or rural development worker knows through experience, it is 

impossible to separate policy, implementation and outcome into water

tight compartments: there is considerable seepage between them and 

therefore a mixing of elements such that it is often difficult to say 

where one stops and the other begins. One solution to this problem 

seems to be to concentrate one's research efforts on implementation 

processes so that one reaches a fuller understanding of the structural 

dynamics and "degrees of freedom" or "room for manoeuvre" associated 

with particular interface situations (see Long, 1984:11-13). 

The question of implementation is close to the central problem of 

policy analysis, namely the "allocative dimension", i.e. how exactly 

are the goods and services, rewards and punishments, handed out to the 



population at large? What are the direct and indirect benefits to 

particular social sectors, and why are the distributive effects uneven? 

Only a close-up study of allocative processes and outcomes can provide 

the answer to these and similar questions (Batley, 1983). This, of 

course, entails looking in detail at interface situations. 

2) We need to develop a sounder comparative analysis of the processes 

by which "target" and "non-target" populations respond to planned 

intervention. Such an analysis would aim to explore how different types 

of households, peasant groups and communities (including both those 

directly and indirectly affected) develop strategies for dealing with 

the new circumstances they face due to the introduction of new develop

ment initiatives. Such an approach necessarily entails contextualizing 

the new types of choices generated by specific interventions within the 

framework of the livelihood and organizational problems faced by 

peasants and other classes. 

In order to undertake such an analysis one needs to document the 

differential responses of particular peasant groups to specific rural 

development programmes. This requires undertaking a set of controlled 

comparisons aimed at explaining why different groups react differently 

to apparently similar circumstances (Long, 1977:105-143), as well as 

providing a detailed chronological analysis of the relations that 

evolve between the target and non-target group, and the implementing 

agency. The latter djachronic analysis is often neglected, with the 

result that it is simply assumed that the key explanatory factors are 

endogenous to the situation (for example, existing variations in demo

graphy, access to resources, or differences in ideology or culture) 

rather than an outcome of how the intervention process has evolved in 

relation to specific social units. The issue of differential responses, 

therefore, requires a much more careful mapping out of how implementing 

agencies and their personnel interact and present themselves to local 

groups, and vice versa. 

3) We need to resolve the serious theoretical gap in the analysis of 

social change and rural development that results from the tendency to 

formulate problems either from the point of view of how peasants react 

to development intervention without really analyzing the nature of the 

wider encapsulating system, or from the point of view of how external 



forces determine local p a t t e rn s of change without taking in to account 

how the ac t ions of peasants themselves or of o ther local groups may 

shape these p rocesses . One way of breaking t h i s t h eo r e t i c a l deadlock 

i s , I b e l i eve , to develop methods of ana lys i s which focus more on the 

i n t e r face s i t u a t i on s t h a t develop between implementing agencies and 

l oca l groups and a c t o r s . 

While the study of i n te r face n eces sa r i ly involves giving a t t e n t i on 

to i n t e r a c t i ona l processes and adopting an " ac to r -o r ien ted" approach 

to the understanding of~"so\jicfl phenomena (Long, 1977:187-190; and Long, 

1984), t h i s should not , however, b l ind the r esearcher to the e f f ec t s of 

important l a r g e r - s c a l e s t r u c t u r a l processes (such as i n t eg ra t ion in to 

na t iona l or i n t e rna t i ona l commodity markets or the impact of S t a t e 

bureaucracy and n a t i ona l - l eve l power s t r u c t u r e s ) . Rather, I argue t h a t 

i n t e r face s t ud ie s reveal concre te ly the na ture of Cap i t a l -S t a t e -peasan t 

r e l a t i o n s in p a r t i c u l a r l o c a l i t i e s or r eg ions , and thus i n d i r e c t l y 

f a c i l i t a t e a f u l l e r understanding of the charac te r and s ign i f i cance of 

s pec i f i c S t a t e formations (see Martinez, 1983; Geschiere, 1984). 

I n t e r faces focussing upon the r o l e of non-government o rganiza t ions or 

on peasant-organized s t r a t e g i e s aimed a t implementing p o l i c i e s t h a t may 

run counter to the i n t e r e s t s of r u l ing c l a s ses l ikewise h i g h l i g h t the 

problems and na ture of the wider pol i t ico-economic system. Unlike 

general t heor ies of the S t a t e , or i n t e r p r e t a t i on s of the r o l e played 

by planned development in "accumulation on a world s ca le" (De Janvry, 

1981), which operate a t a high level of a b s t r a c t i on , often tending 

towards r e i f i c a t i o n , the study of i n te r face forces one to look c lo se ly 

a t the i n t e rp lay and mutual determinat ions of so -ca l led "ex terna l" and 

" l o ca l - l eve l " p rocesses . 

The p resen t book, then, explores both e thnographical ly and theo

r e t i c a l l y these var ious i n te r face i s sue s . I t s p r i n c ipa l aim i s to begin 

the search for ways of developing a methodology and t h eo r e t i c a l frame

work for deal ing with the many, complex problems r a i sed above. I f i t 

succeeds in arousing i n t e r e s t among soc ia l s c i e n t i s t s and o the rs 

working in the f i e ld of r u r a l development then indeed i t w i l l have 

achieved i t s ob j ec t ive . 



Organization and themes of the volume 

The book begins with an ethnography of interface encounters, with what 

Geertz (1973:6-9), borrowing from the philosopher Gilbert Ryle, has 

called "thick description" to convey the many layers of social meaning 

implicit in the activity of ethnography itself. It ends with chapters 

that explore the more general theoretical and practical issues in

volved, including the usefulness of an interface perspective for work 

on knowledge systems and networks, irrigation organization, and the 

comparative study of socio-legal processes. 

We open, then, by immersing the reader in detailed ethnography so 

as to communicate both the excitement and complexity of dealing with 

processes of cultural construction, strategy and negotiation at the 

interface. The analytic struggle with field material, so evident in 

these opening chapters, underscores the crucial need for developing an 

appropriate and sensitive methodology for collecting and analyzing 

field data on rural development interface (see Appendix for some 

suggestions). 

Chapters II, III and IV are based upon field studies that form part 

of a programme of research currently being carried out in western 

Mexico by a team of researchers based at Wageningen. Chapter II focus-

ses on the social processes that made possible the construction, 

operation and eventual demise of a small-scale irrigation unit in a 

Mexican ejido. The case identifies the crucial social actors and 

institutions involved and the different phases of the project. The 

analysis deals with a series of encounters between the local represen

tatives of the Mexican agricultural bureaucracy and the producers. It 

emphasizes the ways in which the actors' previous experiences and 

biographies shaped their interaction with each other, leading to 

differing social constructions of the project. Yet despite these 

differences, the actors are nonetheless able to develop bridges between 

their life-worlds, even when these life-worlds represent major discon

tinuities within a particular social order. Hence processes of accom

modation are not simply defined by the existence of differential 

relations of power and sources of authority in the society at large, 

but by the inherent capacity of the actors to process knowledge and to 

learn from experience, which are the hallmarks of human agency. In the 

end, it appears that it is those who cope best with this process of 



defining s pec i f i c i n t e r face s i t u a t i o n s and u t i l i z i n g t h e i r resources 

to the f u l l , who come to con t ro l the o rganiza t ion and meaning which 

p a r t i c u l a r i n te rven t ions take a t local l e v e l . 

Chapter I I I examines how, in another v i l l a g e con tex t , farmers ' 

o rganiza t ions responded to a c r i s i s in the future of a farmer-organized 

packing p l an t producing winter vegetables and f r u i t s for the United 

S t a t e s . The ma te r i a l i s p resented and analyzed using the method of 

" s i t u a t i ona l ana lys i s " which analyzes the n ego t i a t i ons , exchanges and 

opposing s t r a t e g i e s t h a t emerge between them and o f f i c i a l s r epresent ing 

d i f f e r en t government agencies . The main t h eo r e t i c a l i n t e r e s t of t h i s 

con t r ibu t ion i s to shed l i g h t on " in te rven t ion" processes from within 

the loca l arena, thus showing how ac t ions i n i t i a t e d from "above", 

involving in t h i s case the s e t t i n g up of farmers' o rgan iza t ions , a r e 

reshaped by the i n t e r p r e t a t i on s and s t r a t e g i e s of l oca l a c t o r s . 

The next chapter (IV) d i scusses a t h i r d case from western Mexico: 

t h a t of a women's group t h a t e s t ab l i s he s a sma l l - s ca l e , bee-keeping 

e n t e r p r i s e . Adopting a " l i fe -wor lds" approach, i t i s argued t h a t these 

women a re a c t i v e ly engaged in reorder ing t h e i r s oc ia l r e l a t i o n s (both 

wi th in t h e i r household domains as wel l as wi thin the wider s o c i a l 

environment of the v i l l a g e and beyond). For some, t h i s means recon

s t r u c t i ng t h e i r l i f e -wor lds by c r ea t ing space for the p u r su i t of t h e i r 

own individual " p ro j ec t s " , e n t a i l i ng a break with e x i s t i ng s oc i a l 

p r a c t i c e and ideology on women's r o l e s and behaviour. For o t he r s , i t 

implies the consol ida t ion of ex i s t ing networks with female k i n , a f f ines 

and f r i ends , with no a t tempt to chal lenge p r eva i l i ng c u l t u r a l r epresen

t a t i ons of male/female r e l a t i on s and d u t i e s . The chapter descr ibes the 

d i f f e r en t i a t ed na ture of these soc ia l forms and l eve l s of conscious

ness . In add i t i on , i t looks a t the r e l a t i on sh ip s t h a t the group has 

with r ep re sen t a t i ve s of government agencies i n t e re s t ed in promoting 

women's "par t ic ipat ion 1" in r u r a l development. The ana lys i s explores 

i n t e r f ace from the po in t of view of the co-exis tence and i n t e rpéné t r a 

t ion or t ransformation of l i f e -wor ld s . Such an approach, i t i s argued, 

provides important i n s igh t s i n to p rocesses of s oc i a l confronta t ion , 

nego t ia t ion and r e s t r u c t u r a t i o n wi thin the context of everyday s oc i a l 

encounters , as well as wi thin the l a rge r arena of S t a te -peasan t r e l a 

t ions . 

The following two chapters address the i ssue of knowledge i n t e r 

faces . Chapter V analyzes the confronta t ion of two knowledge systems in 



the cultivation of potatoes in Peru and the consequent marginalization 

of local knowledge by a system of scientific knowledge. Through this 

process farmers are deprived of one of their major resources, since 

local knowledge becomes superfluous. This has profound consequences for 

the dynamics of interface between the "agents" of scientific knowledge, 

on the one hand, and the farmers, on the other. The chapter argues that 

the agents of scientific knowledge, who are categorized as "the ex

perts", ignore the importance of local knowledge and agricultural 

practice, thus denying the peasants any significant role in rural 

development. In this way "development" becomes a kind of commodity that 

is monopolized by the expert who acquires authority over his "sub

jects". Further, it is argued that the processes of negotiation that 

occur between the representatives of development agencies and farmers 

must be understood within a broader social context, since the rules, 

limits and procedures for these negotiations and the levels of resour

ces involved are only very rarely defined in the interface encounter 

itself. They are usually shaped and sanctioned by other social and 

institutional contexts or levels. Hence the interactions between potato 

cultivators and experts in the Andes are constructed on the basis of 

relations of distrust and dependency that form part of the larger 

social framework wherein "modern" technology and science prevail. This 

prevents effective exchange of knowledge and experience, resulting in 

the creation of a sphere of ignorance that generates the types of 

interface we find between "the experts" and "the invisible men" (i.e. 

devalued local producers). 

Chapter VI takes up a related theme: the segmented character of 

knowledge networks in relation to cassava production in the Dominican 

Republic. The chapter shows how sharply divided social interests and 

cultural values separate off the worlds of farmers, extensionists, and 

researchers, thus inhibiting the development of well-articulated 

networks of information and knowledge, and limiting the generation, 

spread and utilization of technology. It is suggested that here the 

applied social scientist can play a useful role in developing ways of 

linking together this segmented social system and devising methods of 

stimulating the flow of information between the parties concerned. 

Indeed, in the Dominican case, this was attempted through organizing 

meetings that brought the different parties together and by establish

ing teams consisting of researchers and cultivators involved in on-farm 



trials. "Adaptive agricultural research", it is argued, must extend its 

work to cover these dimensions, which, to coin a phrase, entails "adap

tive networking". 

The discussion of knowledge interface is followed by two contribu

tions from scholars from related disciplines working on rural develop

ment. The first (Chapter VII) discusses the application of the concept 

of interface to the analysis of irrigation projects. Such projects 

represent important instruments of rural development intervention, yet 

their design, construction and management has, until recently, been the 

domain of engineers. But due to increasing social, managerial, economic 

and ecological problems, social scientists have now become interested, 

though it remains difficult to combine these different approaches and 

types of analysis. The chapter suggests that the concept of "social 

interface" can serve as a focal point for the development of a new 

integrated approach. Such an approach would analyze irrigation develop

ment as an interactional process, linking technical and social aspects, 

and would also provide the means to develop a framework for tackling 

more effectively the practical issues of managing projects. Three 

cases, drawn from Ecuador, Sri Lanka and Tunisia, are presented to 

illustrate the practical value of this interface approach. The discus

sion concludes that a more dynamic perception of management processes 

is needed, that engineers should make explicit the social dimensions of 

their designs, and that research should aim at revealing the social 

meanings of implementation processes. This requires the integration of 

structural and actor-oriented approaches, as well as the use of socio

logical, management and engineering concepts. 

The second chapter (VIII) consists of a critical discussion of the 

original position paper written by Norman Long (now appearing in 

slightly revised form as the first part of this chapter). The argument 

is developed by drawing upon socio-legal studies that have analyzed 

intervention issues, discontinuities in normative systems ("the con

flict of laws"), and the interrelations between "customary" and "State" 

law. A number of critical points are made: one should not confine 

oneself simply to the interactional setting when studying implementa

tion or interface situations; one must be careful not to posit a 

dualistic notion of "external" versus "internal" forces; agents should 

not be identified with one system as "representatives" - rather they 

are "janus-faced" - ; and one must resolve the issue of whether inter-



face is an interactional and/or a structural concept. The chapter con

cludes by suggesting how one might develop a framework for analyzing 

the reproduction of structural discontinuities, using recent research 

on Ambon and Bali in Indonesia. 

The book ends with a concluding chapter (IX) which outlines the 

essentials for developing an actor-oriented approach to interface and 

which describes the various analytical dimensions involved. 

Notes 

1. The first part of this introduction consists of a slightly revised version 
of a discussion paper prepared for the "Interface Workshop" held in Wageningen 
in December, 1986. The Conclusion to this book provides my more recent views 
on the theoretical and methodological implications of interface analysis. 
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I I . THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF AGRARIAN DEVELOPMENT: A CASE STUDY OF 

PRODUCER-BUREAUCRAT RELATIONS IN AN IRRIGATION UNIT IN WESTERN 

MEXICO 

A l b e r t o Arce 

I n t r o d u c t i e » ! 

I n a p r e v i o u s s t u d y o f S t a t e - p e a s a n t r e l a t i o n s i n Mexico, I f o cu s s ed 

upon an a n a l y s i s of t h e i n t e r a c t i o n s be tween b u r e a u c r a t s and r u r a l 

p r o d u c e r s i n t h e hope of p r o v i d i n g i n s i g h t i n t o s o c i a l change from t h e 

p e r s p e c t i v e of p e o p l e and t h e i r a b i l i t y t o modify t h e c o n t e n t s o f 

deve lopmen t i n t e r v e n t i o n (Arce , 1 9 86 ) . Whi le I p e r c e i v e d t h e g e n e r a l 

e f f e c t s of a t e c h n o c r a t i c s t r a t e g y aimed a t r e a d j u s t i n g r e l a t i o n s 

be tween t h e Mexican S t a t e and s o c i e t y (Arce , 1 987 ) , I c onc l uded t h a t 

n e g o t i a t i o n s among t h e a c t o r s i nvo lved i n t h e p r o c e s s was a c e n t r a l 

p o i n t t o which t h e o r e t i c a l a n a l y s i s s hou ld a d d r e s s i t s e l f . I a l s o 

a r gued f o r " t h e r e f l e x i v e c o n s i d e r a t i o n of e m p i r i c a l l y o b s e rved s o c i a l 

r e a l i t i e s , r a t h e r t h an t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n , g e n e r a t i o n o r p s e u d o - v a l i d a -

t i o n of a b s t r a c t t h e o r e t i c a l mode ls" (Arce , 1 986 : 414 ) . 

The p r e s e n t c h a p t e r -*- d e v e l op s t h i s l i n e o f a n a l y s i s - a l r e a d y 

c l e a r l y s i g n a l l e d i n Norman Long ' s w r i t i n g s on " a c t o r - o r i e n t e d " and 

" i n t e r f a c e " p e r s p e c t i v e s on r u r a l d eve lopmen t ( s e e e s p e c i a l l y Long, 

1977, 1984 and 1988 ) , and i n ou r j o i n t c o n t r i b u t i o n 2 to the study of 

knowledge interfaces and systems of ignorance (Arce and Long, 1987). 

The case-study data are drawn from recent investigations into the 

behaviour and interactions of government officials and peasants in the 

context of irrigated agriculture in western Mexico, which formed part 

of a larger study of irrigation organization, farmer strategies and 

planned intervention (Long, 1986). One of the research aims was to 

apply an interface methodology to the analysis of State intervention 
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(see Long, 1988:121-129). Under the influence of Giddens' w r i t i ngs 

(Giddens, 1984) I came t o r e a l i z e the importance of h i s theory of 

s t r u c t u r a t i on and the s ign i f icance of human agency. Thus, although an 

a c to r -o r i en t ed pe r spec t ive was the b a s i s for the r esearch , i t could 

no t s top a t the l eve l of a c t o r s ' i n t e r a c t i on s . Actors ' p r a c t i c e s for 

organizing soc ie ty through, for example, s oc ia l networks a r e important, 

b u t they a re an outcome, a p a r t of a complex p rocess , which, I th ink, 

s t a r t s a t the l eve l of a c t o r s ' p r a c t i c a l consciousness . Hence the 

cogn i t ive process of a c to r s became one of my main concerns during 

f ieldwork. 

My impressions of the fieldwork area 

The f i r s t impression I had of the f ieldwork a rea was a sense of 

d i v e r s i t y and complexity; a p roduct ive and soc ia l space, where a 

d i v e r s i t y of soc ia l a c to r s were involved in d i f f e r en t types of p roper ty 

r e l a t i o n s ( i . e . e j ido 3 , p r i v a t e p roper ty and a g ro - i ndu s t r i a l e n t e r 

p r i s e ) and in d i f f e r en t labour processes ( i . e . S ta te-organized, Mexican 

p r i v a t e and e j ido e n t e r p r i s e , and USA/transnational e n t e r p r i s e ) . These 

p a t t e r n s represented the s pec i f i c l oca l dynamics of c a p i t a l / l a bou r 

r e l a t i o n s , non-commoditized r e l a t i o n s , and S t a t e i n t e rven t ion . 

One s a l i e n t l oca l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c was the d i v e r s i t y of producer 

groups with d i f f e r en t moda l i t i es for i r r i g a t i n g t h e i r l ands . S ta te 

i n t e rven t ion in t h i s context played the r o l e of p rovider of the ba s i c 

condi t ions for i r r i g a t i o n through d i r e c t and i n d i r e c t a c t i on . I r r i g a 

t ion s t a r t e d in 1955-1960 with the cons t ruc t ion of a c en t r a l i z ed 

i r r i g a t e d system and continued during 1974-1978 with the r e h a b i l i t a t i o n 

of the i n f r a s t r u c t u r e . In add i t i on , o ther locally-managed i r r i g a t i o n 

moda l i t i e s , such as 19 pumping s t a t i o n s and 88 a r t e s i a n we l l s , a re 

found in the Munic ipa l i t i es of Autlân, El Grul lo , El Limón, Tonaya and 

Tuxcacuesco. The majori ty of these pumping s t a t i on s were b u i l t around 

1977-1978, and were influenced by a r eg iona l power group ( the Zuno 

Family) i ns ide the S t a t e . This group sought to introduce the Chinese 

development model as an a l t e r n a t i v e to the t r a d i t i o n a l Mexican one. The 

a r t e s i a n we l l s , on the o ther hand, were p a r t of a p r o j e c t of local 

p r i v a t e en t repreneurs backed by foreign c a p i t a l , who s t a r t e d i l l e g a l 

d r i l l i n g of wel l s a t the end of the 1970 ' s . With t h i s a c t ion , they 
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opened up new economic options for agricultural production. Confronted 

with this fait accompli, local State representatives opted not to 

implement existing regulations to stop the drilling. 

In all these situations, the State's presence and involvement have 

been important, although the degree of control exercised by government 

has varied according to the specific period and conditions, and accord

ing to the State agency in charge of implementation. In this way inter

ventions have affected differently local social groups and patterns of 

differentiation and integration. The processual character of these 

interventions has also provided opportunities for shifts in the crea

tion of agricultural commodity value. Each specific intervention has 

embodied a singular process of cognition for the producers which, 

depending on the degree to which they value and identify with it, will 

generate possibilities and limitations for further change. This process 

has affected the social construction of the producers' world and 

allowed the State to insert itself locally through legitimizing the 

consolidation of certain social groups. 

State intervention in Mexico does not run counter to the processual 

character of the Mexican State. On the contrary/ it constitutes, what 

one might call, a practice of governability that aims to control the 

contradictions arising from discontinuities in the social order. This 

style of intervention, on the one hand, separates interests and on the 

other, recognizes the legitimate right of segmentary groups to ac

cumulate. Accumulation is an economic dynamic that relates to capita

list production and the expansion of commodity relations in the 

society as a whole. This dynamic provides State representatives with a 

framework of reference for their institutional, economic and social 

areas of action, influence and control. 

Producers internalize these new components within their everyday 

knowledge and this motivates them to weave social ties and consolidate 

networks in which producers (ejidatarios and small private producers), 

government officials and rentistas (those who rent land) manage their 

contacts, in spite of divergent interests, in an attempt to achieve 

their respective social images of "progress". For instance, I observed 

that the planned extension of the centralized irrigation system that 

will come into operation after the Trigomil dam ^ is finished, today 

constitutes among rainfed producers an imperative for continuing as 

agricultural producers. They believe that when the water comes, their 
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economic problems will be solved overnight; it is just a matter of 

holding on for a couple of years more before making a transition to a 

better situation. This notion of a bright future, when the producer has 

access to water, is now part of everyday producer technical knowledge 

and, at present, is widely generalized in the research area. 

Producers who have access to irrigated land and who benefit from 

irrigation infrastructure contrast sharply with rainfed producers whose 

only alternative is to cultivate maize. Rainfed producers are charac

terized by low productivity, little incentive to invest in agriculture, 

constant pressure to reduce maize production costs and by their capa

city to work only during a short season of production. They are con

stantly trying to gain access to some irrigation modality. In other 

words, the need to have access to water has been transformed by rainfed 

producers into an important ideological device. This device provides 

the producer with a conceptual option which makes it possible for him 

to dream about extending his control over a previously-restricted 

reality (one limited by the rainy season). This control, based on 

access to water, projects an image of being able to solve all the 

economic and productive problems faced by the producer, and constitu

tes an important springboard for mobilizing local producers. 

The emergence of an ideology regarding access to water as a central 

element in the economic life of agricultural producers basically means 

that the experience of producers who have water is seen by rainfed 

producers as the "solution" for closing the inequality gap between 

them. In this vein, certain scientific techniques, which promote change 

through irrigation, have penetrated the social construction of agrarian 

development at local level. 

The Autlan-El Grullo area is located in the hydraulic basin of the 

Armeria river. This area is an important agricultural location within 

the State of Jalisco which, from the 1950's onwards, has been the scene 

of a process of commoditization which has followed cyclical waves 

fluctuating between different economic activities geared to internal 

and external markets, covering both mining and agriculture. 

14 



How the case became a case 

After some weeks in the fieldwork area, I decided to attend the monthly-

meetings held between high ranking government officials of each of the 

agricultural agencies active in the area, and the State Governor's and 

the agricultural producers' representatives (Reuniones de Comité Direc

tive») . It was at one of these meetings, in Tuxcacuesco, during produ

cers' question time, that a voice different to the others caught my 

attention: "Sir, we have not received fertilizers or credit during 

this agricultural cycle". The answer from the bank representative was 

sharp and clear: 

"We did not give credit to El Guamuchil because the producers owe 
us money. Some years ago we gave credit (refaccionario) to the 
producers to help them buy and install an irrigation pump. To this 
day, we have not recovered that credit... Last year we lent money 
to the producers to cultivate melon. The agreement was that the 
profit from the melons would be used to repay the credit. We gave 
some money in advance to help producers with the agricultural 
cycle. Producers repaid part of their debt but, unfortunately, that 
was not good enough, and we have had to stop any further economic 
help to El Guamuchil" 5. 

When the meeting ended I met the ejido President from El Guamuchil. He 

struck me as a person who was really proud of his office and totally 

committed to making those important people hear his case. The voice he 

used in the meeting was in accordance with his black shirt, so naively 

decorated with small red motifs on both sides of his chest. I liked the 

way he was dressed, how he presented his case and how he apparently 

did not listen to the logical reasons put forward by the bank to 

justify its institutional action. 

On the way back to Autlân-El Grullo with the group of bureaucrats I 

started to ask about the ejido of El Guamuchil. I had in mind the 

idea of developing a story, based on the image of water for irrigation 

(the producer-perceived solution to all economic and production 

problems), that would be an exercise for reflecting on the "social 

reality of progress" as I observed it at local level. I wanted insight 

into the interaction of different sorts of knowledge operating in the 

area, so as to reach an understanding of this elusive notion of "pro

gress". Several colleagues questioned my interest in knowledge. Others, 

who perceived my enchantment for El Guamuchil, suggested that the ejido 

was not representative of the reality within the valley and, even more,-

some members of the research team suggested to me that perhaps my 
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interest in the Tuxcacuesco area was no more than my individual anthro

pological obsession for the exotic. 

My enquiries about El Guamuchil established that the ejido was one 

of the poorest ejidos in the administrative area of the Irrigation 

District. It was difficult to reach because of the bad conditions of 

the roads. The officials in charge of the District did not want to talk 

very much about the ejido and furthermore, in the official file, no 

documentation, not a single paper, existed concerning the present or 

past situation of the ejido. On the other hand, a number of officials 

critical of the District's policy mentioned to me that, through the 

previous team of administrative officials, the ejido managed to obtain 

important irrigation infrastructure. They pointed out that El Gua

muchil received help from the District because past policies were 

orientated to helping the poorest producers, a situation that, accord

ing to them, contrasts markedly with the present aims of the District. 

People said that the irrigation infrastructure of El Guamuchil came 

from a period when District officials and producers had collaborated in 

the building of it, though it now lay idle. The irrigation unit of El 

Guamuchil was thus far circumscribed by an aura of failure. Different 

explanations pointed to bad official decisions or to the lazy nature of 

the producers. 

The opposition of worlds (the different actors' meanings) excited 

me sufficiently to go and study this irrigation unit, three years after 

its completion. This implied that I would have to work with the actors' 

memories of the irrigation unit. I was interested specifically in 

looking at the experiences underlying these actors' social accounts. In 

other words, my journey was in search of actors' cognitive processes. 

I was ready to board the Foucaultian ship of fools for a symbolic 

voyage in search of imaginary heroes, ethical models or social types. 

For me these imaginary elements form part of practical knowledge 

(animation) and, therefore, they have a real existence through the 

actors' recall of the significant events they have experienced, felt 

and analyzed during the construction and operation of the irrigation 

unit. I was less interested in abstracting from this information the 

general properties of the different actors' social accounts. In this 

sense, I was not motivated to manufacture the conflict of logic under

lying the processes of interaction or interface. I wanted to collect 
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and bring together the different voices, images, meanings and social 

forms that animate the social practice of development projects. 

Before going to the community I carried out some open-ended inter

views with the local bureaucrats who had participated in the irrigation 

project. Only when I had a picture in mind of the El Guamuchil people, 

drawn from the District officials' accounts, did I decide to go and see 

for myself. The aim was to talk freely with some of the producers and 

to explore how they perceived their involvement in the construction of 

agrarian development. I wished to contrast producers' perceptions with 

the mental constructs of bureaucrats, because I wanted to find a realm 

of denotation, where I, as a researcher, and they, as actors, could 

both accept an horizon real enough to direct my symbolic voyage into 

the actors' past and their animations of this irrigation project. 

On my first visit to El Guamuchil a child guided me and showed me 

the irrigation unit. The diesel engine was inside a solid stone con

struction which was erected a metre or so above the level of the river. 

This solid construction consisted of an unfinished room, without roof 

or windows. A complicated system of pipes connected the engine to a 

big diesel tank embedded higher up in the arch of an old hacienda 

bridge. The composition of tubes, machinery and metal containers, in 

contrast to the tranquility of the river, hills and forest, produced in 

me a strong image. I had this same feeling before. I remembered it was 

in Paris when a friend took me to see the Pompidou Centre. I smiled 

inside, because I had finally located my symbolic artifact of agrarian 

development. 

I returned to El Guamuchil several times for day-visits before 

staying there continuously for several weeks, in order to experience 

the everyday life-situation of producers. After that I followed the 

case of El Guamuchil for some six months and became good friends with 

the producers, and their problems to a large degree became mine. 
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The case of an irrigation unit: social configurations of actors and 

strategies across the technical and a—technical realities of agrarian 

development 

Social configurations 

This case is about the social process that made possible the installa

tion, organization and operation of a small irrigation unit in the 

ejido of El Guamuchil. By means of the case I want to outline how the 

social configuration of people participating in the project spear

headed a process of social transformation. The project involved a 

number of different phases, with the social experiences of the actors 

acting as bridges that connect different settings and give meaning, 

value and identity to their encounters. The outcome of each one of 

these encounters led, within the limits of the contexts of both ad

ministrators and producers, to the achievement of specific aims. The 

actors related to each other through their interpretation of their 

experiences and social locations (Bailey, 1969:1-17). Thus pragmatic 

rules of action emerged which were culturally accepted and internalized 

through the experiences of the actors. 

The point to stress here is the importance of previous experiences 

that shaped the social positions and interpretations of the actors, 

because it was in these events or processes that actors' identities and 

strategies were formed. Previous experiences strongly influence actors' 

ways of asking, listening and signalling idioms, a process that is 

central to the constitution of a social field wherein the social 

reality of agrarian development is constructed *>, Consequently, in 

this section, "by social configuration" is meant an actor's cultural 

construction of knowledge and experience that shapes the contours of 

specific aggregate social forms 1 (i.e. encounters, interactions, 

interfaces) in bureaucrat-producer relations. 

The producer's social configuration 

A producer ' s s oc i a l conf igura t ion r e f e r s to the a c t o r ' s d e s c r i p t i v e 

knowledge concerning the c on s t i t u t i on of s oc i a l phenomena. This i s a 

mental c ons t ruc t t h a t a r i s e s from the tension between the p r a c t i c a l 
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consciousness of the producer experiencing spatially and temporally 

the presence of an "ordered reality", and how others share that reality 

with him. That is to say, it is the knowledge employed by producers in 

concrete social encounters so as to direct the course of events through 

their definitions of the situation. 

The point here is to appreciate how actor events can be understood 

through their links with individual biographies. In this way they come 

to form part of an assembled chain of previous contexts and social 

relations that reveal the relevant capacities of the actor in defining 

situations such as interfaces. This is an analytical device designed to 

set the "scene" or the "setting" of an interface. It uses to a maximum 

the participants' own social experiences and the cognitive elements of 

practical knowledge. 

This notion of social configuration makes it feasible to examine 

the way possibilities are combined and achieve their meaning as alter

natives, in the producer's immediate context. In the case that follows, 

family biography, community history, political relations with the State 

and even population pressures appear no more than separated elements 

until they are combined consciously or unconsciously in the actions, 

perceptions, presumptions, premises and statements of defined social 

agents. Such individual combinations are organized within the local 

social stock of knowledge that is familiar enough to the rest of the 

producers so as to "collectivize" an individual project, endorsing it 

as a legitimate model of social change. This process finally replaces 

the existing pattern of political control and establishes a new set of 

practices between producers and the State. 

El Guamuchil is an ejido situated near the town of Tuxcacuesco, 

approximately two hours by jeep from El Grullo. The settlement contains 

about 40 families and is situated on the banks of the Armeria River. It 

is one of the most difficult ejidos to reach for the administrative 

personnel of the Rural Development Centre in El Limón. Also, it is 

perceived by fieldworkers as a "punishment zone" (area de castigo). The 

lack of roads makes access to the ejido arduous in good weather, and 

practically impossible during the rainy season. 

This relative isolation has affected the development of economic 

possibilities in El Guamuchil, forcing the producers over the last 10 

years to migrate to the USA or to work as labourers in irrigated 
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agriculture (in El Grullo, Autlân and later Tuxcacuesco) and as pro

ducers of rainfed maize. 

Javier Rivera was 37 years old at the time of the project and the 

son of Don Salvador, a 63 year old producer who is very respected in 

the ejido. The Rivera family came to live in this area 55 years ago. As 

Don Salvador remembers, his father Don Pedro (now deceased) and his 

elder brother Margarito (68), who lives today in El Grullo, were the 

first of the Rivera family to settle down in what was then the com

munity of Los Mezquitez. When the first Riveras realised that con

ditions in this new location were good for tilling the land and working 

as labourers, they sent for Don Salvador. The Rivera family was 

originally from Toliman, a settlement in the nearby State of Colima. 

One of Rivera's brothers stayed behind there to work the property of 

Don Pedro. After Don Salvador's arrival, his other brother Pedro (60) 

came and settled in Los Mezquitez. 

When Don Salvador arrived he was married and already had a son 

(Javier) and a daughter. Later his family increased with the birth of 

four more children. From this original family, two sons and two 

daughters today still live in the community. Don Salvador was active 

in community affairs from the beginning and he is proud to remember the 

agrarian fight that eventually gave them the status of ejidatarios, and 

that resulted in the creation of the new settlement (pueblo) of El 

Guamuchil. Don Salvador was elected head of the ejido from 1958 to 

1961. 

This long family tradition in the area, their participation in the 

agrarian struggle, the network of Rivera family relationships in the 

ejido and the fact that Don Salvador was head of the ejido in the old 

days, have given the Riveras a strong local presence, political respect 

and power to influence collective decisions. 

Javier, being the elder son of Don Salvador, inherited the prestige 

of the Rivera family. He married in 1963, at the age of 26, Virginia 

Lapuente, who belongs to one of the important families in the commu

nity. Her uncle, Victoriano, was the first producer to hold ejido 

office from 1955 to 1958. Furthermore, in relation to the living 

standards of the ejido, Virginia comes from an economically well-off 

family. Her mother, Elpidia, runs one of the two shops within the 

community. One of Javier's longstanding passions has been politics and 

he has had to overcome difficult local political circumstances in order 
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to become accepted as an influential representative of ejido opinion. 

In my view, this situation is a direct result of the historical process 

by which the ejido was founded. Producers are consciously aware that 

access to land has not significantly modified their social position 

vis-â-vis the traditional landlord families and that therefore they 

must coexist with them economically and politically. 

El Guamuchil was created an ejido during the years 1947 to 1955. 

The peasants had to endure a long fight with the local landlord and his 

supporters, who physically threatened them and even murdered one of 

their leaders (1955/1956). They also had to suffer the constant dismis

sal of their petitions by government officials in charge of implement

ing the agrarian reform law. According to the producers, the officials 

were easily bribed by the local landlord. But, in the end, their 

petitions were accepted by the government and they were granted the 

right to organize the ejido, although government, in a totally unpre

cedented interpretation of the law, dictated that the implementation of 

the agrarian reform had to take place some 14 kilometres from Los Mez-

quitez. This decision was interpreted by the producers as further 

interference by the landlord and as a clear sign from government that 

winning the right to land did not mean that the political power and 

influence of the local landlord over peasants had ended. 

This decision of the government still haunts the elders and some of 

them uphold the view that until they recover their old land, the 

agrarian reform cannot yet be considered to be concluded. Peasant 

producers maintain that, although the State was not totally hostile to 

their interests, it was not a body that they could trust. And there 

are some elders who still question whether the agrarian struggle, and 

"the sort of independence" that came with it, was really worth while. 

The majority of the producers today consider the price they paid for 

their independence too high. 

These experiences have shaped a collective stock of knowledge in 

relation to the expression of power at local level, as well as giving 

rise to an ideology in which the old place "Los Mesquitez" is perceived 

as having an extraordinary fertile soil, an abundance of fish and 

chacales (river shrimps) in still virgin and deep parts of the river, 

and a multitude of buried treasure waiting to be recovered by those 

"pure" and brave enough to resist the apparition and pursuit of the 

wandering ghosts (espantos). 
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The character of the socio-political practices revealed to produ

cers during implementation of the agrarian reform required that they 

adopt a balanced political strategy in order to survive the pressure of 

the landlord and the reluctant support of the State. It was this con

straint that enabled 13 producers from the old agrarian guard to 

consolidate and legitimize themselves as the political representatives 

of the ejido. They rotated responsibility for the ejido, and during the 

first years actively encouraged their families from Toliman to join the 

ejido. This group managed to distribute among themselves the best land 

of the ejido and they became the only producers with access to small 

riverside orchards. Internal conflicts did not reach a point critical 

enough to change this situation until the 1970's. 

By the 1970's, the sons of the group of elders and their brothers 

had started to marry and to form their own households. This new genera

tion of young heads of households had a common characteristic. None of 

them had access to land. While some people migrated to the United 

States as a partial solution to their economic problems, Javier Rivera, 

who was then 33 years old, became involved in organizing this landless 

group. The group demanded an increase of ejido land, and, although some 

older producers morally supported this position, only one of them 

committed himself to helping them achieve this end. Eventually in 1973 

the group managed to gain access to additional land. During this period 

of mobilization, Javier won himself a good political reputation. His 

critical views about the form and content of what had been the 

traditional political style of leadership, and how this affected the 

community's lack of development, found a positive reception among pro

ducers . 

In 1981, Javier presented his candidature for ejido office. In 

Javier's favour were the long tradition of his family's involvement in 

community issues, his marriage into one of the influential ejido 

families, and his active participation in the movement for an increase 

of land. His family tradition and marriage generated a division inside 

the group of elders when confronted with Javier's candidature. Those 

related by kinship or political alliance to Javier endorsed his nomina

tion, and with this came a real challenge to the existing power base of 

the ejido. For the first time, an alternative existed which could cut 

across generational boundaries and unify ejidatarios around the need 

for change. It was this last element that finally rallied behind Javier 
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the support of people who had just acquired access to land (i.e. the 

new ejidatarios). In 1981, Javier was elected head of the ejido, and 

for the first time in the history of El Guamuchil someone who was not a 

member of the old guard was invested with the political representation 

of the ejido. 

In this presentation of Javier's social configuration, I am not 

suggesting that Javier was able to manipulate each one of the social 

circumstances (family, marriage and political participation), in which 

he was involved for several years simply for the purpose of one day 

being elected head of the ejido. What I am trying to suggest is that 

the conditions surrounding Javier's election motivated a process of 

collective reflection, and that it was during this process that people 

gained awareness, within their own local social stock of knowledge, of 

the need for change. It was, then, during this process that Javier's 

biography acquired a concrete cultural meaning, as well as a defined 

social identity. In other words, it was in this process of collective 

cognition, and the subsequent step when this knowledge became objec

tive, that Javier was legitimized as a real political alternative. 

This event reveals the importance of knowledge and belief, as practical 

resources, based on everyday processes, that link producers' valuations 

and identity with the assessment of the possibilities and limitations 

accompanying social change. After Javier was elected, the ejido was for 

the first time clearly divided into, at least, two well-defined camps. 

When Javier assumed ejido office, he became concerned with the need 

for improving the economic opportunities of those producers who, in 

1973, had gained access to land. To achieve this, he began a personal 

campaign to mobilize local agricultural government agencies. This 

method was highly disapproved of by some of the elders and disagreement 

was finally stamped with strong criticism against Javier, who was 

characterized as an opportunist using the name of the ejido to improve 

his own economic position. Nevertheless Javier, a producer who cannot 

write or read and who can hardly sign his name, succeeded in using his 

position to establish a new set of practices between producers from El 

Guamuchil and the government agencies. 
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The institutional social configuration 

The institutional social configuration is fundamentally a relation 

between a model of the government, that is, on the one hand, a repre

sentation of an interrelated set of concepts or notions that explains 

and administers the supply and delivery of agricultural services to the 

producers and, on the other hand, the individual action of those 

persons responsible for the implementation of such a model 8. 

In the case of Mexico, the District is the administrative unit 

where national and regional programmes and the different federal and 

regional agencies coordinate their actions in order to implement 

government agricultural policy at municipal and ejido levels. The 

agency in charge of providing an overall rational framework for these 

activities is the Ministry of Agriculture and Water Resources (SARH). 

This means that they are responsible for making the connections between 

the technical and political aspects of development. 

District decision making has to adapt programmes and institutional 

intervention to local conditions but political considerations are not 

an extra burden for district officials who have long been involved in 

the regional political game. This last aspect in practice has the 

effect of politically enhancing the importance of the officials working 

for SARH at District level, since they are perceived by different 

types of local producers as important elements in the process of 

resource allocation. The field in which the implementor moves and 

manages is one in which he has to mediate between general administra

tive rules and what can be done in the field (see Grindie, 1980; and 

Arce, 1986, Chapter I ) . 

The individual actions of officials in charge of implementing 

policies assume a central importance in those social contexts that 

lack the strong presence of political leaders able to mobilize the 

interests of the disadvantaged producers. This is also the case in 

situations where a sense of advocacy from professional groups, promo

ting policies within the government agencies on behalf of the produ

cers, is practically non-existent. In these circumstances the ad

ministrative action of the implementor acquires a specific importance. 

In this vein, Grindie's study of the Mexican implementor (1980:197-

223) appears to ignore that the decision-making process of the imple

mentor (which according to Grindle is largely determined by the po-
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l i t i c a l and admin i s t ra t ive context in which he has to make dec is ions 

and maintain peace) implies a p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r a l and cogni t ive p r o 

cess , which va r i e s according to the l i f e experiences of the o f f i c i a l . 

This missing dimension in Gr ind le ' s ana lys i s leads her to s t r e s s a 

funct ional explanation of publ ic o f f i c i a l s ' behaviour wi thin the 

admin i s t ra t ive s t r u c t u r e of the Mexican government. My uneasiness with 

t h i s explanation led me to examine one implementor's biography in order 

to analyse dec is ions as c u l t u r a l l y - cons t ruc t ed e n t i t i e s t h a t go beyond 

admin i s t ra t ive S t a t e - soc i e t y exp lana t ions . My approach perceives these 

implementors as human agents whose ac t ions are embodied wi th in ideo

l og i ca l l y and c u l t u r a l l y spec i f i c meanings. 

The implementor's experience 

Engineer Pedro Ariziaga arrived in the Irrigation District of El Grullo 

in 1979. During that period irrigation was divided between two main 

administrative bodies, one which administered the centralized irriga

tion system and the other which supervised the operation of the local

ly-managed irrigation units. 

He came to the District after being in charge of the rainfed 

District of Ameca. In this post he encountered strong political reac

tions to his decisions by fellow ex-students from Guadalajara Univer

sity. This, it seems, was mainly a consequence of his political po

sition when a university student. Ariziaga came from a humble rural 

family background, without resources. He saw in education his only 

chance to improve his economic and social mobility. He, therefore, con

centrated upon achieving professional status. Contrary to the univer

sity norm in Guadalajara, he believed in hard work and dedication, and 

rejected politics (i.e. membership of the official government party, 

PRI) as the quick route to a successful university degree. He opposed 

official party corruption and showed his political preference for the 

radical left of student opinion. These attitudes brought him into con

flict with students who supported the PRI, some of whom later became 

his institutional subordinates when he was designated head of the 

District of Ameca. 

During his university period he established a friendly and close 

relationship with Carlos Rojo, a fellow student. The family of Rojo 
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accepted Ariziaga as one of their own family and helped him financial

ly. This relationship influenced Pedro so deeply that he considers 

Carlos as his brother. When political problems started to manifest 

themselves, Carlos, who at that time was Head of the Irrigation Dis

trict in El Grullo, invited Ariziaga to work with him. 

During his period in Ameca, Ariziaga established contacts with 

people working inside SARH on Producers' Organization. This group were 

members of different political groupings but had one point in common: 

they were all left-wing political supporters and adopted Marxism as 

their ideology. Through SARH these people were committed to support the 

organization and politico-economic development of poor rural producers. 

Their small number inside the Ministry of Agriculture led them to 

decide that if they wanted to intervene practically in the agrarian 

context, they would have to concentrate their few human resources on 

target Districts in Jalisco. 

When the invitation from Engineer Carlos Rojo came, Ariziaga was 

informed that El Grullo was one of the Districts in Jalisco selected by 

the people from the Producers' Organization for a long-term initiative. 

This last element finally persuaded him to accept the new post in El 

Grullo. Thus Ariziaga arrived as District Deputy in charge of URDERAL 

(Irrigation Units for Rural Development). Within the institution, he 

was perceived as a highly efficient and technically excellent profes

sional, an image that protected him from political reprisal from other 

institutional groups. Ariziaga remembers: 

"When I arrived to work with Carlos Rojo, the situation was a 
difficult one. In spite of our great friendship we have differences 
in ideological terms and on how to organize institutional work 
practices". 
(interview/Ocotlan/30 and 31/12/1987). 

Nevertheless, Ariziaga overcame these difficulties and finally found, 

in the people from the Producers' Organization, a strong ideological 

compatibility with his ideas, and support for his institutional posi

tion. This relation evolved to the point where Ariziaga and the people 

from the Producers' Organization decided to form a special policy unit, 

made up of a network of SARH employees, but outside formal institu

tional channels, in order to strengthen their capacity to influence 

District decision-making processes. In this informal policy unit the 

members were free to use their Marxist categories to order, describe 

and analyze existing institutional policies, as well as to explore 

alternative views on existing problems in need of solutions. 
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Contrary to formal institutional practice (Arce, 1986:204-243), 

the policy unit was encouraged to understand the whole District agra

rian reality and the effects that SARH intervention could produce in 

specific localities. The group was committed to a policy which would 

lead to the rest of the institutional personnel recognizing them as the 

best technical group in the District. They organized alternative 

training courses among themselves and forced the District to finance 

their projects, because they were technically viable and socially 

relevant. In other words, their practice was what Selwyn (1984:13-32) 

calls a search for the "unobjectionable". 

An important feature of this policy unit was that their members 

covered the different institutional levels in the District, ranging 

from central staff to fieldworkers. The group was made up of a wide 

range of different professionals (agronomists, psychologists, sociolo

gists, rural teachers and field personnel with experience in agricul

tural programmes). This gave the members of the unit a remarkable 

capacity for gathering information and implementing their alternative 

views in some areas of the District. In order to exercise their in

fluence and to control negative reactions, the members of the unit 

identified other officials within the formal institutional order 

according to the degree to which their actions might directly affect 

them. In practical terms this provided the members of the unit with an 

institutional knowledge for defining and organizing political alliances 

so as to influence the everyday administrative running of the Dis

trict. 

Later the activities of the policy unit were detected by the group 

of officials critical of Engineer Rojo, the head of the District. These 

officials perceived the activities of the policy unit as requiring 

institutional control, otherwise their own positions might be weakened. 

Carlos Rojo, too, was concerned that the unit should not undermine his 

position as head of the District and called upon his own inner circle 

of collaborators to give him support. These latter had a proven record 

of loyalty to Rojo (i.e. they were his compaclres) . But, with the ex

ception of Ariziaga, he could not rely on the members of the unit. He 

therefore opted to acknowledge the presence of the unit, though not 

endorse its activities. According to Ariziaga, Rojo called him, on at 

least one opportunity, to ask for reassurances that the aim of the 

unit was not to create problems for him. 
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The group of staff officials critical of Rojo was composed mainly 

of professionals with strong local social and economic interests. Some 

of them had made their fortunes during the period of high melon produc

tion and later had acted vigorously in favour of State intervention to 

counteract the effects of melon decline. They now favoured agricultural 

production based on sugar cane that would promote local commodity 

relations. They perceived the function of SARH as an essential element 

in achieving this and protecting their interests. They argued that 

control of the centralized irrigation system (El Operado) could in the 

end determine the extension of the area of sugar cane cultivation. The 

members of the informal policy unit also concluded that sugar was 

crucial; they, too, focussed their attention on the activities of the 

sugar cane producers, as well as on the institutional in-fighting for 

the administration of the centralized irrigation system. 

During 1979 to 1980 the policy unit influenced the policies of 

URDERAL and the organization of producers. This was achieved largely 

through the personal relationship between Ariziaga and Rojo; and some 

of the unit's recommendation were adopted as general policies of the 

District. During this period, Rojo managed to keep control of the 

institutional situation by assigning the administration of the cen

tralized irrigation system to one of his compadres, and during 1979 the 

institutional position of Ariziaga improved. A new government scheme 

incorporated the work of URDERAL within the administrative framework 

of the Irrigation District and Ariziaga was put in charge of implement

ing this at local level. Being perceived as a "true irrigation man", 

Ariziaga did not generate any opposition in the District in terms of 

the wider national conflict within SARH between rainfed and irrigation 

tendencies (Arce, 1987:3-24). As an agronomist from Guadalajara Univer

sity, Ariziaga learned in URDERAL the importance of irrigation. He 

believed that this type of infrastructure could produce significant 

changes in favour of rural producers when used together with a program

me that increased their level of organization. 

This was the period when Ariziaga became known to the central 

District staff. He was seen as being committed to a progressive ideolo

gical position and gained a reputation for being a hard worker (muy 

chanbeador) with a capacity to remain independent of powerful local 

pressure groups. 
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