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    Introduction


    The wide variety of peasant organizations, formal and informal, found throughout Africa bears testimony to the vigour and enterprising spirit of rural society in the continent. Despite the heavy hand of the state, which has sought to smother all forms of popular engagement cultivators, pastoralists, agricultural labourers and rural craftsmen continue to recreate the conditions of their existence through forms of associative activities and relationships. The proliferation of these organizations gives the lie to the catastrophic predictions of the many doom-sayers that the continent has recently attracted. The crisis in Africa that all too often is played up, specially the paralysis of the state, is not replicated at the grass-root level : the people may have become poorer, and may now have reduced access to basic services such as health, education and home, but their instincts for survival and solidarity have become much sharper.


    In any rural setting there are numerous primary organizations competing with or complementing each other, and peasants and other rural people may be involved in one or more of them depending on their needs. One study identified twenty-five different organizations in several villages in Botswana, and while some of them were floundering or inactive, a good number were cohesive and dynamic [Fortmann 1986 : 43-5]. Even where the policy environment actively discourages independent association, such as for example in countries pursuing hard-line statist programmes, peasant structures do not die out but on the contrary flourish and expand. It may in fact be argued that just as in the case of religious sects and movements, unfavourable social conditions promote or enforce popular solidarity and indigenous structures.


    The proliferation of peasant organizations stems from several important factors : they are flexible, familiar and practical; they are based on the real needs, interests and knowledge of the people involved. The resilience of peasant society in Africa in the face of repeated social, economic and environmental crises may be attributed to a wide variety of factors of which associative endeavour is a significant element.


    The scope and outreach of primary organizations varies with their purpose and strength. Small-scale mutual support groupings often do not extend beyond the neighbourhood, while multi-purpose community organizations may serve a village or a district. At the smaller end of the scale, or at the informal level, one may identify mutual-support networks, welfare associations, and pre-cooperatives. These institutions are indigenous to rural Africa. With greater social change and influences from outside came savings and loan societies, self-help organizations, multi-purpose cooperatives, occupational groupings, farmers’ unions, and, since the 1960s, rural-based non-governmental organizations (NGOs).


    The term « peasant organization » employed here needs some clarification. The literature on the subject employes a variety of terms to describe informal and formal structures such as those listed above. « Rural » organization was favoured by FAO in an earlier document [1979], but it has since changed this to the awkward sounding « promotional » organization to refer mostly to formal structures such as farmers organizations and NGOs [1989]. Esman and Uphoff [1984] prefer « local » organizations, while Fortmann and others working in rural Botswana employ « local institutions ». Formal and large-scale bodies are referred to as « farmers » organizations by those who are more concerned with trade-union type of structures [Bratton; Cernea]. However, students with a more anthropological bent continue to use the more common designation, « voluntary associations ». Kerri and Hyden seem to be more comfortable with the term « common interest groups ». I do not wish to quibble over words, but I find many of these designations unsatisfactory.


    By peasant organization I mean a formal or informal body involving peasant men and women in which the major objective is the pursuit of mutual benefits in return for mutual obligations.1 In « traditional » organizations, people’s obligations are wider and more varied, and are expressed in active participation, personal engagement and asset contribution. In more modem ones, membership fees and periodic attendance of meetings may be all that is required.


    The emphasis here is on peasants because it is assumed that they are the poor, the under-privileged and the excluded. Peasant organization also suggests, more so than the other terms, active agency and engagement The term is also class-specific as the others are not because rich persons, or even persons in positions of authority could be members of rural or local organizations. While in much of rural Africa primary structures are frequently peasant based, one should not ignore cases where such structures also exclude peasants.


    It is important to bear in mind the distinction between formal and informal organizations because, as we shall see below, what separates them goes beyond formalities, procedures or size. For the moment let us just say that informal organizations are those which have no known premises (or have only irregular rotating meeting points), which are not encumbered by a structured leadership, and which are not legally registered or recognized. Such organizations may appear fragile and impermanent but they, are ubiquitous and play a critical role in peasant struggles for viability. Primary structures of this sort are often voluntary (though occasionally community or peer pressure may drive the reluctant to participate), self managed, and participatory in traditionally accepted ways. Formal organizations on the other hand are legally registered, have hierarchical forms of leadership, and may or may not be voluntary and/or participatory.


    Peasant organizations did not attract serious academic attention (the anthropologists are exceptions) until about a decade and half ago. Within mainstream rural studies, the popular field of interest continued to be social movements and peasant political action; the Marxist school’s contribution was to add to this the subject of rural class formation and the integration of rural society into the world capitalist system. Popular readers on rural society such as Shanin (1987), and bibliographies prepared for teaching purposes like Gutkind (1984) simply ignored peasant organizations. Everyday forms of peasant existence (and resistance) expressed through what appear to be prosaic and routine activities of individuals and their primary organizations was considered neither significant nor exciting.


    Peasant organizations, specially the informal and the « uncaptured », serve as instruments in the everyday struggles of peasants and contribute significantly to the economic viability of rural households; moreover they help create the enabling conditions for the discreet pursuit of peasant autonomy. The study of primary organizations should therefore be a return to peasant society, to the constitutive parts on which it rests, and to the minutiae of everyday life in the tradition poineered by James C Scott [1985].
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