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4. Communications and Community

The relationship between communication and community is being closely studied in both developing
and industrialised societies, by people in many different disciplines. Although the circumstances may
be very different in different countries (and even within the same country) many of the notions of
community development can be usefully discussed by people working in very different areas. These
three papers deal with community communications as a tool of development.

RURAL COMMUNITIES IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES: THE PROSPECTS OF
COMMUNICATION

Luis Ramiro Beltran

The Universal Underdog

Most people in developing countries live in rural communities. And the great majority of these rural
people occupy the bottom of the social structure and are the most afflicted by under-development.
Peasants rank lowest according to every possible development indicator. They lack land of their own,
earn meagre incomes, are plagued by chronic malnutrition and diseases, deprived of access to education
and communication, and kept outside political decision-making. Most are forced to struggle even to
survive.

There is nothing accidental or inexplicable about this situation. It is clearly the direct product of the
ways in which societies are structured in the countries that are kindly but perhaps inaccurately called
‘developing’. With very rare exceptions, these societies are essentially built around the interests of urban
minorities, which usually derive the power to secure privileges precisely by dominating the peasantry

to a degree that resembles slavery.

The Concentration of Power

Many of these countries earn their livelihood from agriculture. Their chief possibilities for development
are the greater production of food and fibres for internal requirements and for export to get foreign
currency. The ownership of land is crucial to this primitive economy, as the ruling minorities know only
too well. They monopolise land ownership to an extent that endows them with sufficient financial,
cultural and political power not only to dominate agriculture activity — indeed, all rural life — but also
to exert an hegemonic influence over their countries’ total existence.

Typically, a small number of farmers own the largest and best areas of cultivatable land, while the
majority of peasants are condemned to be landless peons or owners of only the smallest and worst
land. The peasants also have minimal or no access to farm credit or insurance and must see much of
their earnings swallowed by intermediaries who fit neatly within the overall scheme of domination that
has been called ‘internal colonialism’.

And yet, in spite of everything working against them, they manage not only to survive but to make
possible the survival — and progress — of their urban compatriots. Indeed, as research has verified in
several developing countries, subsistence peasants often produce more per unit of agricultural land
than the large commercial farmers, in spite of the latter’'s monopoly of land ownership, the advanced
technologies, credit, insurance and marketing facilities. Yet the supply of land is obviously not
inexhaustible, while the population — especially in rural areas — increases at hardly controllable rates.
Many peasants are forced to migrate to the cities which, however, can absorb them no more easily
than the countryside.

The Myth of Land Reform

For half a century, the equitable redistribution of land has been universally proposed as a basic
structural remedy to these problems. But very few land reforms have actually been implemented, in
the developing countries, to any significant extent. Instead, partial remedies have been tried, such

as promoting small farmer cooperatives and ‘expanding the agricultural frontier’ by settling peasants
in new territories. These measures have some virtues, but they avoid the main issue, the concentration
of land in which the monopoly of power is rooted.

Technology Without Justice

More recently, the technological modernisation of agriculture has been put forward as a solution. No
one would deny the importance of innovation in agricultural practice, but the remedy may prove

worse than the illness if considerations of social justice are ignored. Experience shows that technological
innovation that is not accompanied by structural transformation in the direction of egalitarianism may
worsen the peasant’s situation. It has also shown that the irrational modernisation of land cultivation
based on technologies that are not labour-intensive — may increase the already high levels of rural
unemployment and underemployment. And both factors could dangerously exacerbate social unrest.
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The Green Revolution is the clearest illustration of this point. Years of highly meritorious scientific
efforts in Mexico culminated recently in some ‘miracle seeds’ of corn. They well deserved the name
as they yielded levels of production never imagined before. But who profited? Only a few and
mighty farmers, who collected the windfall earnings of this feat of technology and refused to share
them with their labourers. The same thing has happened in Asia, with wheat and rice. In one
country there was such an upheaval that some feared the Green Revolution might become the ‘Red’
revolution. The former president of the International Agricultural Council has said that if the Green
Revolution is not linked to measures of social reorganisation and economic redistribution it might
only widen the gap between the rich and the poor. And he asked the crucial question: ‘Is it a
cornucopia, or a Pandora’s box?’.

The Newest Panacea?

‘Integrated rural development’ seems to be the newest remedy in vogue. It is based on the notion
that the development of rural society should not be seen only in terms of increased agricultural
productivity and improved marketing mechanisms, but also in terms of progress in solving the problems
of nutrition, health and education that hinder such modernisation efforts. An integrated strategy
implies inter-agency coordination, and some measure of centralised planning. Will this rescue the
peasants from their predicament? Perhaps not, if, as seems to be the case in some countries of Latin
America, integrated rural development turns out to be just another device for delaying or obstructing
structural change through land reform. Not that land reform by itself can account for rural
development, but that, without it, no true solution appears to be viable. Far from being just a matter
of economy and technology, rural development appears to be fundamentally a political question.

The “Dorian Gray" Peasant

The way out probably lies in facilitating the peasants’ transition from being enslaved minors to being
emancipated human beings, from being victims of an under-development that is imposed upon them
to protagonists in a genuine development. It may well be that, if justice was granted to them, they
would not need anyone’s help to attain a dignified and enjoyable existence.

For peasants are not what vested interests — and, reflecting them, the media — would have us believe.
They build an image of the peasant as a backward, lazy and ignorant person who irrationally opposes
modernisation. He is supposed to be uncreative, recalcitrant, distrustful of innovations, unwilling to
save, invest and risk. He is supposed to lack any future orientation, or motivation to achieve and
succeed, or entrepreneurial ability.

Can a man who collects some $15 a month for working 10 hours a day in the fields really be accused
of not being inclined to save? Can a man for whom there are no schools be condemned for being
uneducated? Can a man who is hungry and ill, who does not even have drinkable water or electricity
in his hut, be expected to be ‘risk-taking’ and ‘innovative’? Can a human being who is barely able to
survive each day be criticised for not being ‘future-orientated’? Can a person who is exploited and
often oppressed be expected to have high levels of ‘achievement motivation’ and creativity, and to
strive to become an entreprencur?

Even if the peasant was indeed such a monster of under-development as the elite’s image might suggest,
should he be blamed, or should the blame go to the society that makes him so? Does it make any
sense that the system forces him into a virtual cage and then blames him for being an impotent
prisoner?

It is within such an archaic and unfair pattern of social relationships that ‘communication for rural
development’ has to be appraised. For communication is neither independent of the determinant
societal structure nor can it be deemed a magician capable of changing that structure by itself alone.

Agricultural Extension . . . For Whom?

Many developing countries began substantive efforts to use communication for rural development as
much as 25 years ago. Agricultural extension services, patterned after the successful post-war
experience of the USA, were set up through land grant colleges. These imported services were
essentially systems of interpersonal communication between agricultural experts and the farmers in
their vicinity. The experts wanted to transfer technological innovations. They contacted the farmers
on an individual basis (by visits to farm and home) and in groups, aided sometimes by the promotion
of demonstration areas, and exhibits in fairs. They were expected to use radio and pamphlets and
other mass media whenever possible.

For all the good intentions, the strategy did not prove very successful. There were several reasons:
two major ones. Limits of time, distance and costs prevented the extension agents from reaching
directly more than a few farmers. They tended to favour those who had more land and money, and
the inclination to put into practice what had been recommended. They tended to concentrate their
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energies on rural elites; which is to say that they served most those who least needed it, and least
those who needed it most. Secondly, the experts’ urban origins and highly academic training prevented
many from establishing effective communications with the rural dwellers. As for mass communication,
very few extension services were ever seen to use it significantly.

Not in the Market, Not in the Audience

In most developing countries, the mass media reach the rural masses only tangentially, if at all.
Physical handicaps, such as the countryside’s lack of roads and electricity, partly account for the
discrimination. There are also the self-evident economic causes such as the impossibility of the
peasants buying communication equipment or even copies of newspapers. Anyway, illiteracy inhibits
more than the minimal penetration of print media. But research strongly suggests that in many cases
the main reason is the shortage of content that might interest the peasantry. Media operations are for
the most part financed by advertising and are primarily addressed to the urban population, not the
rural population, which is too poor to buy what is advertised. Even when rural inhibitants do read
newspapers, they will find almost nothing about the peasants’ lives, problems and ambitions.
Paradoxically, this bias appears even in media that specialises in agriculture, which are for the most
part written in a language and on such topics that interest only the few rich farmers who own a
great deal of land (but, in many cases, who do not even reside in the countryside) and who can buy
the products that are advertised. The point is that people who are not in the market are not regarded
as part of the audience.

So far, then, the private and commercial mass media cannot be regarded as useful tools of rural
development communication for the peasantry. A relative exception is radio which is the one channel
that does reach the rural population. Radio is essentially organised around music, entertainment and
sports programmes, but does carry some agricultural programmes, either supported by government
agencies or produced by private firms or individuals.

Many state agricultural agencies and several commercial farms produce substantial amounts of
agricultural booklets, and some visual materials (posters, slides and even films). In fact, several of
them produce too much printed stuff, considering the high levels of illiteracy.

With very few exceptions, these publications are exclusively addressed to farmers who are highly
educated and well-to-do. The covers, texts and drawings tend for the most part to be couched in
terms compatible only with a high level of urban culture. Research has demonstrated that many of
these publications neither reflect the interests of the peasants nor serve the priorities established in
the national agricultural development plans. Thus government communication activity cannot really
be rated as an appropriate instrument for rural development communication.

Is there anyone doing anything in communication that can be deemed useful for the peasantry?
Fortunately, yes. But the real and full impact of it remains to be seen. Systematic and reliable
assessment js still to be done.

A Big Hope: Special Radio Formats

Radio has consistently been a favourite of rural development communicators. A number of countries
in Asia, Latin America and Africa are carrying out significant, innovative and promising experiments.
Among the oldest and most famous are the Radio Forums and Radiophonic Schools, which involve
group listening and discussions under the guidance of trained monitors and with the aid of printed
and visual materials. These strategies are based on programmes specifically addressed — in content and
in code — to the peasantry, and have earned high levels of acceptance.

The chief experiments with Radio Forums have taken place in India and Ghana; essentially under
government inspirations. Radiophonic Schools were born in Colombia, mostly under private non-profit
initiatives inspired by the Catholic Church, and have spread throughout Latin America. The forums
appear to have waned, while the latter remain active and growing.

With extremely few exceptions both have concentrated on the pragmatic education of the adult rural
masses. They have avoided programmes and messages that, by fostering social transformation and
peasant emancipation, might run them into political trouble. Other attempts at combining radio with
filmstrips, slides and audio-cassettes are being employed imaginatively in Guatemala, Brazil and other
countries for non-formal education.

Towards Horizontal Communication

Television and feature films are too expensive and complex to produce to have been much use in the
service of rural development, although attempts have been made in Asia and Latin America. Long ago,
and for a while, Puerto Rico excelled in film: more recently, some experiments have been conducted
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in Peru in taking television to the peasants by means of mobile videocassette units. The most
important and unusual feature of this latter experience — and of a comparable one with Rural Radio-
Cassette Forums in Uruguay — is their intention of democratising communication, They do not treat
the peasant as a passive and subordinate receiver of messages but as a discriminating and participating
unit, an autonomous producer of messages, all in an atmosphere of creative dialogue.

Other formats have been tried in one developing country or another: circular letters, loudspeakers,
educational community theatre, puppetry, etc. And some people are preparing printed material that
will not be trivial or alienating; examples include educational comic books, picture-story magazines
and even small rural community newspapers.

Most of the experiments mentioned here are modest in scope and unsure of their impact. Yet they
represent the first courageous attempts to help overcome the problem I have described. They deserve
attention, respect and encouragement.
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