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Every society must obtain food and will have rules for its distribution. The 
spectrum of social structures that man has created over the past millenia have all 
succeeded to a greater or lesser extent in providing food for their members. What 
then is the sociology of food? 

It is evident that this topic can be examined only within a narrow context. It is 
possible, perhaps instructive, to recount how various societies are organized and 
how they manage the problems of securing a daily food supply. But an 
encyclopedic review of anthropological studies would demonstrate only that 
mankind had been ingenious in adapting his tastes, customs, artifacts, and forms 
of social interactions to the potentialities and limitations of his physical 
environment for providing food. 

It is also possible to classify the essential elements that every society must 
possess if food is to be available on a sustained basis: a method of organizing and 
combining the skills and physical resources of a society to produce food; a way of 
storing food between harvests and of controlling the flow of food from that store; a 
means of transferring food from those who produce it to those who perform other 
social tasks not directly related to food production; a way to assure the food supply 
for children; and a system for maintaining, improving, and if possible, extending 
the land or grazing area, the hunting and gathering area, for a sustained and 
growing food harvest. These are the elements that will find expression in some 
form in each community of man. But again, this approach would be simply a 
catalogue, not a thoughtful contribution. 

If our concern is poor countries and hungry people, then, in place of the 
encyclopedia or catalogue, it might be useful to focus on a subject I believe to be 
of great importance - on the specific issue of the role of the individual and of 
rural society in countries engaged in the process of modernizing traditional 
agriculture. 

Perhaps it is because long ago I claimed history as my discipline that I find it 
useful to place this discussion in some historical perspective. The invention of 
agriculture more than 10 000 years ago opened to mankind a technology that 
became the basis for all material advance until the late eighteenth century when 
new methods of harnessing energy provided the foundations for the emergence of 
modern industrial nations. Industrial technologies rapidly absorbed and continued 
to grow using the findings of science. The societies that adopted these 
technologies, and the accompanying institutions of science, enjoyed an 
unprecedented growth in available goods; goods produced with Jess arduous 
labour and greater leisure than societies that continued to use the older, traditional 
technologies limited by muscle energy. These latter societies remained mainly 
agrarian, with a high proportion of their members engaged in agriculture and food 
production. In contrast, the industrialized societies adapted to agriculture many of 
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the technologies used in industry . This resulted in an increase in farm output per 
worker and surplus farmers left the land, not always eagerly , for factory-related or 
service jobs. 

An old and familiar story . But I suggest that its simple details hold the key to 
the processes that must take place if the countries are to provide a reasonable level 
of living and an assured food supply to their people. Development is the extension 
to the whole of the activities of a nation, including food production, of the use of 
modem science and modem technology . 

The experience of the developing countries over the last three decades 
indicates that transforming older industries and establishing new industries, albeit 
with imported technologies, was easier than generating the modernization of 
traditional agricultures. There are many explanations for this . Observers have 
pointed to a lack of adequate research on modem farm technologies for the 
environmental conditions of developing countries and to government policies that 
neglected agriculture , but I leave the task of elaborating these to others . I wish to 
concentrate on the atmosphere that will be conducive for farmers to adopt modem 
agricultural practices and the social consequences of these decisions . 

I will begin by assuming that there are significant, useful technologies for 
cultivators to adopt; technologies that have been researched, tested under farm 
conditions, and proven successful in raising productivity per hectare or per hour of 
labour. 

This is not an easy assumption to make. Research workers are often 
unrealistic about their findings , failing to realize that the conditions under which 
they conduct their investigations cannot be duplicated on the farm . Too frequently 
there is little evidence that research results are really improvements on traditional 
farming practices. 
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Caution must also be exercised in reviewing research findings that claim 
gains in yield from a particular package of new practices gains that are 
measured against experimental control plots, not against farmer experience. 
Year-to-year variations in the yield of a farmer's field, tilled by traditional means, 
even under irrigated conditions, may range as high as 30 percent. Farmers are not 
likely to be impressed with new technologies that offer output gains within this 
range. The gains must be much larger and fully apparent, with clear evidence that 
the risks of innovation and the costs of learning how to manage new practices will 
be rewarding. 

But in order to carry the discussion forward I will assume that the technology 
is proven and suitable for the physical environment. What then are the social 
elements that will determine whether traditional cultivators will adopt the new 
methods? 

Traditional farm societies are small and for the most part self-sufficient. Each 
community holds within it the major skills required to provide and maintain its 
tools and the other day-to-day operations of its agriculture. Some societies have 
elaborate divisions of labour, hereditary social castes or groups designated to 
handle particular tasks. The family, often an extended family with several 
generations living together, is usually the basic social and economic unit. 
Exchanges of services or goods between families take place by bartering or are 
governed by set and relatively inflexible rules of reciprocal obligation. Strict 
codes of behaviour ensure that the separate units of the societies mesh their 
economic and social activities in daily and seasonal cycles that preserve the 
capacity of the community to produce, store, and distribute food required for 
sustenance, and to meet the other material needs of its members. 

As one might expect, traditional communities differ widely in how equitably 
food and other goods and services produced in the community are shared among 
its various economic units. Because traditional agricultural technologies use 
mainly land and labour, those who hold rights over the land usually claim most of 
its product, rewarding labour according to social customs that give those without 
land rights some share in the product. Rights in land (whether farmed or grazed), 
and therefore control over the distribution of its yield, usually differentiates those 
who hold economic, social, and political power in the community from those who 
have only their labour and skills to give to the work of the society. In sedentary 
farming communities, it is generally the landed class who control the application 
of the systems of social sanctions that reward acceptable and punish deviant 
behaviour. Through these sanctions they maintain the functioning stability of the 
various parts of the society. It is they who bear the greatest responsibility for and 
have the greatest interest in preserving social stability and continuity. It is they 
who organize and supervise the rudimentary capital infrastructure of village roads, 
drains, irrigation channels, even schools and places for worship. And it is they 
who maintain the stocks of surplus food in case of future crop failures, the stocks 
of seed to ensure future harvests, the animals necessary for tillage and other power 
needs, and the tools and rudimentary capital required for the conduct of 
agriculture. In most traditional rural communities the distribution of wealth in the 
form of land and capital among its members is highly skewed in favour of a few. 
But this distribution is seldom reflected or even approximated in the distribution 
of the economic income produced by that wealth, the latter being much more 
equally shared among all members of the community. 
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In nomadic and seminomadic grazing societies, or where shifting cultivation 
is practiced, social structure is less elaborate. Tools are simpler, fewer skills are 
needed, and there is less division of labour than in most sedentary farm 
communities. But whilst the organization of these societies may be less complex, 
the codes of behaviour must be enforced, resources and skills must be preserved 
and mobilized, and the yield of land and pasture must be gathered and distributed 
to those who laboured and to those who are not directly engaged in its production. 
Again, assuring each member of the society his daily bread will be the dominant 
purpose of the social and economic system. 

Further, traditional small communities do not require much from the larger 
society of which they are a part. Although goods and services imported into the 
community are few , they may require the raw materials and parts for tools, 
sometimes fuel for cooking and lighting, dietary and food supplements (such as 
salt and spices), medicine, cloth of types not spun or woven locally or produced 
from animal hides or other locally grown materials, perhaps sugar and beverage 
items, occasionally vegetable or basic foodstuffs that cannot be grown locally, 
and items for ceremonial use and special occasions . External trade relations of the 
community are sometimes on a barter basis with people in neighbouring 
communities or with local itinerant peddlers . More often, however, through 
participation in the wider market systems, money is used as the medium of 
exchange. 

The vast maJonty of pastoral communities in most of the developing 
countries are traditional societies . In some countries a significant proportion of 
these communities have only limited contact with the national economic system. 
In other countries, especially the more advanced developing nations, over half the 
food output of the rural areas enters the national market through some form of 
financial transaction. 
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This trans1t10n from self-sufficiency and barter to participation in the 
economy is the critical shift that separates mainly traditional from mainly modem 
societies. The transition has important economic consequences for rural people. It 
has significant social consequences as well, for it opens opportunities for 
individual participation in an economic system that is outside the mechanisms of 
participation and control, which are part of the codes ofreciprocal obligations and 
behaviour that sustain the traditional society. 

The heavy pressure of penetration of national economic systems into 
traditional village social and economic structures began in most developing 
nations in the nineteenth century. The products of the early industrial era were 
brought by colonial powers to Asian and African territories. These products of 
European factories competed with traditional cottage-produced goods. The lower 
prices and improved quality of the manufactured products slowly captured the 
popular market. Textiles were the beginning wedge. Factories in England and 
France provided supplies first for the urban consumer and then for the 
countryside. The products of the foreign mills were finer, better woven, more 
durable, and cheaper than the homespun of the village weaver. It became more 
economic to export cotton from the tropics and buy back the cloth than it was to 
process it by means of traditional technologies. A village family, although part of 
a community that embraced the skills needed to meet its clothing needs, found that 
by engaging in trade in the pecuniary market it could buy its cloth requirements at 
a net saving of family resources. In countless villages throughout the world of a 
hundred years ago, village spinners and weavers were made jobless, their skills no 
longer needed. Without rights in land, they either left rural areas for work 
elsewhere, or became labourers in other occupations, mainly as landless 
agricultural workers. 

An impact similar to that felt by the weavers was felt by those who worked 
iron and steel for village tools, and by those who made clay cooking utensils and 
shoes. As the industrial capacities of Europe and North America grew and 
expanded, the gates opened to a flood of products that competed directly with 
traditional goods or were totally new. These goods, sought after by people in rural 
areas, absorbed real resources from the community that would have been 
distributed internally had they not been used for imported purchases. 

The market external to the rural village was carefully protected and 
controlled by the colonial power in most of the nations we now call 
underdeveloped. And the manipulation of this market did much to erode, 
inadvertently (for there is no evidence of purposive design for this effect), the 
basis for a functioning integrated society. As traditional villages found increasing 
needs for money, the static codes of social conduct and economic interdependence 
within the community were harder to enforce. As additional products from the 
community were siphoned to market sales the cohesiveness of the village was 
thre~tened; shares obligated under old social codes of conduct were ignored or 
half-fulfilled, people whose skills were no longer needed found their claim on the 
village product, especially its food supply, sharply reduced. The impersonality of 
money exchanges slowly replaced the personal and direct exchanges of goods and 
services that are an essential element of traditional social systems. 

I think a slow intrusion of the money market might have been successfully 
absorbed through the social evolution of traditional societies had not another 
Western innovation been introduced that had consequences too swift for 
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accommodation. Medical technology lowered death rates drastically in most 
colonial territories, but birthrates did not fall. The resulting increase in population 
would have greatly upset, if not destroyed, traditional social systems even if the 
external pressures of an alien economic order had not been present. The two 
combined to make a smooth evolution to new rural social patterns impossible. 

In most developing nations by the latter half of this century, population 
growth and changing economic opportunities and behaviour had weakened the 
traditional social cohesion and economic protection afforded its members by the 
traditional social structures of agrarian communities. The destructive process was 
accelerated as colonial territories achieved independence and new forms of 
political intervention were added to the external pressures on rural village 
societies . 

The new national ruling elites sought to build national unity by blending the 
identity of the village into the emerging national patterns of social, economic, and 
political activity . They did this through political and economic reforms of tenurial 
rights in land, of altered market instrumentalities, of changes in legal structures 
governing social and economic relations, of new forms of local government and 
administration, and so on . And while few nations gave much real attention to the 
development of modern agricultural economies that would bring traditional 
societies more completely into the national market, the growth of industry , of 
urban affluence, and of a national middle class also had an impact on many rural 
communities as young people left to find work elsewhere and the marketplace 
carried still more goods from both indigenous and foreign industry. In some 
countries rural schooling has greatly expanded and the barriers of illiteracy to 
communication with the outside world have fallen as the radio, and in a few 
instances television, has opened vistas of a life unknown to traditional heritages. 

The exposure to new knowledge has expanded wants and aspirations . It has 
created desires among rural people, and especially among the younger members of 
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the community, both for more material benefits and for altered forms of social 
organization. These desires can only be met by a fuller union of the changing 
traditional village with the national economy and society. It is a union sought by 
national leaders, although there is often little agreement between villagers and 
governments on the structural form the new society should take. 

In traditional societies social position is most often determined by property 
inheritance and family background. In modern industrial societies property 
inheritance is important but subject to taxation that can erode it over time, and the 
ascription of status to family antecedents has largely given way to personal 
achievement as the source of social influence and position. The basic social unit in 
the traditional village is the family, and competition among families for status 
within each social class, and especially among landed families who are the top of 
the secular social hierarchy, encouraged individual heads of families to be 
conservative and carefully prudent in making decisions affecting family fortunes. 
In most traditional societies there are strong obligations on family heads to share 
good fortune with all other family members who can claim a relation by close or 
distant common descent or marriage. In modern societies the achievement 
principle limits the right for claims of family members on the fortunes reaped by 
individual endeavour, thereby increasing the incentive for pursuing reward and 
bearing the risks of such pursuit. 

As national governments approach the better integration of traditional rural 
societies with the nation's economic, social, and political systems, the models 
they use to shape the future structure of rural society are often alien to both the 
recent historical forces influencing and shaping those societies, and the cultural 
heritages of the societies themselves. For the most part these models seem to have 
grown from a misunderstanding of the underlying nature of the agricultural 
modernization process. 

The basic desire of rural people in the developing societies is to increase their 
economic well-being not only in terms of traditional consumption patterns but also 
to participate more fully as producers and consumers in the national economic 
systems. To expand consumption, they must expand production, and the only 
significant resources they hold are the land and the labour they can combine with 
it. However, their access to the market for the sale of products and the purchase of 
consumer goods and services depends on networks of transport, storage, traders, 
information, etc., networks that require large social investments by national 
authorities in the economic infrastructures needed to service and support rural 
development. 

In most developing countries and for a variety of political reasons, these 
investments have been slow to materialize. Rural people have been left frustrated 
as consumers and held within the confines of traditional methods of farming as 
producers. 

From the experience of a few developing countries that have expanded both 
national and rural economic output over the past few decades, countries such as 
South Korea, Taiwan, Brazil, and more marginally China, it seems that both 
investment in the modernization of rural areas and the enhancement of farm 
productivity by the introduction of new farm technologies are critical to increasing 
farm prosperity, and incidentally, to building a buoyant national economy. 
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But this experience seems not to provide the basis for the rural development 
program of many other countries. The programs that are advanced seek to build 
rural well-being with a minimum of infrastructural investments, and to restructure 
traditional social systems around a village-wide pattern of cooperative action that 
subordinates individual production decisions to group agreement, and gives all a 
claim on the total product. In these countries the social vision of the governments 
is often in conflict with the personal perceptions and interests of their rural 
populations. These national visions have persisted, although historically the 
forces of an expanding external market have loosened the traditional ties of group 
interdependence and have strengthened the role of the individual farmer as a 
private entrepreneur and consumer. The visions have persisted because in some 
countries the need to secure ensured food supplies has not been strong. Food aid 
from surplus nations, other forms of economic assistance that enhanced the ability 
to import food, or the fact that traditional farming was producing enough, eased 
the need to take seriously or press aggressively rural development programs. And 
many countries today still are in this position. For others, however, the arithmetic 
of population growth is pressing on available food supplies and the issue of what 
kind of rural development will be encouraged is a pressing question. 

China solved some of its rural difficulties by enforcing collectivization on its 
farmers . The large rural communes have the scale necessary to construct their own 
network of infrastructural support for farm activities, and production and 
distribution decisions are handled as corporate matters under the overall guidance 
of the political principles of the Chinese Communist Party. It is too early to say 
how successful China has been in modernizing its agriculture, that is, building it 
upon a base of scientific technologies. It can be said, however, that food 
availability in China seems to be adequate, and distribution sufficient to cover the 
needs of all. But collectivization did not occur without violence (and even now 
individual freedom is sharply circumscribed), social effects, and costs that few 
other nations are willing to accept. Is there an alternative? 
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In countries preserving individual freedom, there is evidence that increasing 
food production through the application of scientific technologies is accomplished 
best when individual farmers make private decisions on how they will handle their 
land, labour, and tools. Essentially, this is capitalistic agriculture. Further, I can 
cite no successful socialistic pattern of modern farming that does not incorporate 
some measure of state coercion. The Yugoslav state farms are not highly 
productive; nor are the state farms of Eastern Europe; and Soviet food supplies 
depend heavily on the minuscule amount of land permitted in private plots. Even 
the Israeli kibbutz is operated more as a capitalistic corporation giving dividends 
to its stockholder members than as an ideal socialistic community. 

The implications for the social structures of rural communities pursuing 
modernized farming based on individual decision-making are great. If left free, 
rural communities in developing countries are likely to evolve into communities 
that have a close resemblance to those of the industrial nations. Farmers will not 
lose identity with the community but many of their economic and social concerns 
will transcend community boundaries as they become active in national farm 
associations that seek to mold government policy to their interests. Family ties 
will loosen and the nuclear family will replace the extended family as the basic 
producing and consuming social unit. Land will become less valuable as off-farm 
opportunities arise and as other factors of production are required for its profitable 
use. The national market, carrying both production requisites and consumption 
goods, will grow and be extended; and rural communities will find their 
well-being matched more to product and factor prices than to the calamities of 
nature. There might well be a wistful yearning for older, simpler days, but the 
pace of change will be toward the future, not governed by the past. 

For some the picture is one of potential food abundance and necessary social 
adjustment; for others the view is of social change arising from an unchecked 
pursuit of individual interests that will destroy much of the interactive discipline 
and interdependence that maintain traditional societies as vibrant and stable 
centres of human life. Each interpretation has elements of truth. The search by 
many is for a middle course. Perhaps there is one. The Tanzanian experiment with 
Ujama villages is such a search that depends heavily on the Chinese experience 
but strives to avoid the excesses of its compulsion. The South Korean pattern of 
Saemaeul villages is an attempt to integrate private farming into a village structure 
that will encourage joint decisions on the handling of common resources such as 
supplies of irrigation water and group purchases of inputs and sales of outputs. 

The growth of rural population and the already small size of many traditional 
farms entail great diseconomies of scale in the application of modern farm 
technologies. To overcome these diseconomies, there can be strong incentives for 
private farmers to build social systems that enhance their market bargaining power 
and provide them and their neighbours with effective control over resources that 
are not made available easily to anyone individually. As yet, the rural 
development policies of most developing nations do not include programs to 
stimulate the building of this kind of social institution. Perhaps it would be 
premature to do so, because such institutions will thrive only if agricultural 
modernization is advanced enough to make them economically useful to their 
members. 
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Summary 
The social transformation occurring as developing countries strive to attain 

economic advance has its greatest impact on the traditional rural social system. 
The older patterns of social organization have been eroding for over a century, and 
the rate of erosion is accelerating. There is an emergence of new social forms that 
place an emphasis on the role of private economic decision-making and on the 
absorption of family units within the framework of national rather than local social 
structures. Governments are trying to influence the course of this rural social 
evolution, but the changes they would make are often in conflict with the play of 
natural forces at work within the traditional society. It would appear that the route 
to enhance food production in developing nations lies in the encouragement of 
agricultural modernization through an incentive system that gives individual 
innovators adequate rewards. If this route is followed, traditional rural social 
systems will evolve along the path already charted by the experience of the 
industrially advanced nations. 

However, other social patterns can in fact emerge: some from direct 
intervention of the state, or by state stimulation of social institutions that 
overcome by collective social action economic obstacles on the path to greater 
private well-being. However approached, the road to food abundance seems to 
call for a stress on private farming, and the subordination of what might be 
considered by some as more desirable forms of social organization to those forms 
that will foster and support the private entrepreneurial cultivation of land. The 
costs of substituting the attainment of social objectives for food abundance have 
been, and are being paid by many countries. It seems likely that in the future, 
these costs will become too high to bear as governments seek larger domestic food 
supplies, and farmers seek greater personal freedom to pursue production and 
consumption decisions that are individually rewarding. 

The form of social organization will determine to a major extent the success 
of development programs to accelerate the growth of agricultural output in 
developing nations. If there is a distinct sociology of food it arises from the 
interaction between social organization and the transformation of traditional 
agricultural systems to those incorporating modern applied technologies. The 
impact of social structures upon this transformation and the effect of the 
transformation upon the traditional social structure are the central elements in the 
development question "What kind of a society and nation do we seek to build?" It 
is a question every developing country must answer, but, if experience is any 
guide, politicians find it difficult to comprehend the limited range of options they 
have in striving to increase domestic food production while simultaneously 
creating an ideal rural society. In the long term, just as it has in the past, the 
national need for food, its production, and its distribution, will dictate the 
essential elements of the social framework within which rural people live as 
producers and consumers and human beings. 
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