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Resumen: El presente artículo es un estudio sobre los costos de información que enfrentan
comunidades rurales.  De scribe la economía política de la información y su impacto en la toma
de decisiones colectivas para la provisión de bienes colectivos. Discute también los arreglos
institucionales que dichas comunidades han desarrollado para enfrentar estos cotos. 

Ab stract: This pa per re ports on the in for ma tion costs ru ral com mu ni ties face in the pro cesses
of col lec tive decission mak ing for ru ral de vel op ment . It dis cusses the po lit i cal eco nomic
impact of in for ma tion on com mu nity in sti tu tions and the mech a nisms the have de vel oped to
over come them.

Introduction

C
rit i cism of de vel op ment pro jects  was wide spread by the late
1960s. It was ac cepted that over the past de cades ru ral
development had largely failed or been in suf fi cient to im prove

the con di tions of liv ing of the poor est sec tors of the pop u la tion.
Projects, in gen eral, not only had been un suc cess ful in reach ing the
rural poor, but also had un evenly dis trib uted  the ben e fits of
development. Even when there was rec og ni tion that some eco nomic
de vel op ment had oc curred it was ac cepted that it had not re flected
itself as so cial ben e fits (e.g., ed u ca tion, health) ac ces si ble to the more
mar ginal sec tors of so ci ety.  There was not only con cern that pro jects
were not yield ing the de sired re sults, but that the de vel op ment pro cess
it self was con trib ut ing to the further underdevelopment of the lower
ranks of the rural poor. 

The blame for  the dis ap point ing re sults was cast in many di rec tions. 
In par tic u lar, it was stressed, the fail ure was due to the the o ret i cal
approaches that had in formed those pro jects. It was, there fore,
accepted that a new mech a nism for ef fec tively pro vid ing for the ru ral
poor was needed. An in creas ing num ber of schol ars and de vel op ment
prac ti tio ners started then to stress in dif fer ent ways that ben e fi cia ries
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should be brought to ac tively par tic i pate in the pro jects that af fect
them. With out par tic i pa tion –they be lieved– peo ple may ben e fit but
not de velop from a pro ject. Thus, from the sec ond half of the 1960s
onwards, a new per spec tive on ru ral de vel op ment started to take a
stake in the development literature and action. 

In 1966 USAID called to place em pha sis on “as sur ing max i mum
par tic i pa tion in the task of eco nomic de vel op ment”. The
Inter-American Foun da tion (IAF) ech oed this in 1969. In 1973 World
Bank’s pres i dent, R. S. McNamara, enun ci ated the Bank’s ba sic
human needs doc trine and the re di rec tion of the or ga ni za tion’s
priorities, in which par tic i pa tion had a cen tral stage. Lately in 1975 The 
Third World Fo rum de clared in Karachi that “the real fo cus should be
on the sat is fac tion of ba sic hu man needs and on a “mean ing ful
participation”. The move ment to wards peo ple’s par tic i pa tion was
followed by the institutionalisation of par tic i pa tory strat e gies in
agencies and gov ern ments pol i cies, its im ple men ta tion by  grass roots,
NGOs, and de vel op ment of fi cials, and by it’s ex pan sion in the
academic  lit er a ture on de vel op ment. Is in this con text, ru ral
communities de vel op ment, in which we un der stand “peo ple’s
participation”. Par tic i pa tion for  com mu nity de vel op ment is the lat est
strat egy in a tra di tion of con cepts which have guided ru ral
development in a par tic u lar di rec tion,1 and that have moved rural
people through specific processes of social change.

This strat egy has cre ated large con tro versy on the way and the
extent to which the ru ral poor should in flu ence or have con trol over
development ini tia tives, and over the de ci sions and re sources which
af fect them. Sev eral ap proaches have ap peared pre sent ing dif fer ent
ways in which to con cep tual ise and im ple ment par tic i pa tion. These
diverging ap proaches have been very in flu en tial in dif fer ent ar eas of
de vel op ment. Some are more val ued by do nors and gov ern ments and
oth ers by non-gov ern men tal and grass roots or gani sa tions. These
approaches’ the o ret i cal prop o si tions and the re ports from the field
have con trib uted to a boom ing lit er a ture on par tic i pa tion. How ever,
some of their short falls, such as weak conceptualisations and lack of
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rig our in the ob ser va tion and anal y sis of par tic i pa tion, have
contributed to cre ate a “tower of Ba bel” in which ev ery body talks
about “participation”, but where “participation” has a different
meaning for every one.

In this book we will in tend to ana lyse the dif fer ent lan guages of
participation.  First we will pres ent a his tor i cal back ground in which it
has de velop. We pres ent here how the idea of “ben e fi cia ries
involvement” evolved through out dif fer ent ru ral de vel op ment
strategies. Sec ond we will briefly ex plore the dif fer ent mean ings that
par tic i pa tion  has in dif fer ent dis ci plines. In the third part of this pa per
we will ini ti ate a the o ret i cal re view on the ma jor de bates, schools,
typologies and crit ics that con form the lit er a ture on par tic i pa tion for
com mu nity de vel op ment. Fi nally, in the fourth part, we will pro pose
the ba sis of our own view on par tic i pa tion. Here we will pro pose that
com mu nity par tic i pa tion is mech a nism of po lit i cal-eco nomic change.
We also pro pose that it should be stud ied by Col lec tive Ac tion the ory.
We will start to de velop on how in this pro cess,  peo ple’s val ues,
incentives, and con tract ing are “dy nam i cally” framed by their
institutions. We conclude this book  presenting a model to analyse
community participation.

How ever be sides the or gani sa tional in for ma tion costs, PSP face
oth ers IC for which so lu tions are more com pli cated.

These prob lems can be sintetysed in four,  (1) in di vid u als can not
eas ily ac cess com plex in for ma tion on is sues as tech no log i cal
requirements, that (2) that in risk en vi ron ments they have dif fi cul ties in 
asses on the costs-ben e fits  dif fer ences of the fi nal out put of
participation; (3) they have dif fi cul ties re gard ing the be hav iour of their 
neigh bours and fi nally; (4) the con trol of in for ma tion is a par tic u larly
conflictive  issue in rural communities.

On of the ma jor ques tions in terms of par tic i pa tory de ci sion mak ing
for self-re li ant  com mu ni ties is how to ac cess, use and or gan ise
information they need to pro vide ser vices for themselves.

This ar ti cle dis cuss how com mu ni ties man age in for ma tion for
participatory ser vice pro vi sion. It fo cuses on the costs and ben e fits
attached to the pro cess of search ing for and man ag ing in for ma tion for
ser vice pro vi sion that ru ral com mu ni ties have. In par tic u lar, it ar gues
that the costs of get ting rel e vant in for ma tion for ser vice pro vi sion are
spe cially high for ru ral com mu ni ties, par tic u larly those pass ing
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through a pro cess of mod erni sa tion. It con tends that these costs can
rep re sent se ri ous con straints for com mu ni ties to pro vide for
themselves. This chap ter brings ev i dence from the Mazahua cases to
ex plain why and how these costs af fect com mu nity par tic i pa tion and
how communities have developed institutional arrangements so as to
minimise them.

The Meetings in the Mazahua Self-reliant Communties

Meet ings are the heart of par tic i pa tory de ci sion mak ing. They play a
cen tral  part in the pro cess of ser vice pro vi sion in the com mu ni ties
studied. 

Though the old Mazahuas re mem ber that they had meet ings be fore
par tic i pa tory de vel op ment reached the re gion, they re mem ber also,
that those were of a very dif fer ent type. Be cause only the more se nior
mem bers of the com mu nity had voice, and for the lead ers, wer e very
au thor i tar ian. As pro moted by the gov ern ment and NGOs,
participatory de vel op ment brought a dem o cratic com po nent to the
collective decision making process.

Dur ing the time of ob ser va tion this pa per re ports about meet ings in
Mazahua com mu ni ties had in gen eral high as sis tance to them. This
was pre cisely one of the rea sons the gov ern ment of fice, the QUANGO
and the NGO gave us to con sider the com mu ni ties stud ied as
self-reliant , the high and par tic i pa tory assitante to their meet ings. In
two of the com mu ni ties, San Lorenzo and EL Salto, the field of fi cers
even stressed the par tic u lar role of women in meet ings. These field
officers (both women) were highly sat is fied for they per ceived that as a
con se quence of the pro cess of par tic i pa tion women had been
empowered. The field of fi cer of El Salto said to us “now that they have
gained voice in the meet ings, nobody  will be able to take it away from
them”. 

In our first visit to the field we had the op por tu nity to at tend to some
of the meet ings these field of fi cers had with the com mu ni ties of El
Salto and San Lorenzo and in deed we ob served a high level of
involvement of women. At that time we ob served that the com mu nity
very soundly lis tened to the in for ma tion the field of fi cer use to pres ent
them when pro pos ing a pro ject. We also ob served how, af ter wards, the
par tic i pants asked many ques tions and openly dis cuss their opin ions. If 
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there are sig nals to self-re li ance these communities were indeed giving
them.

A year later, in our sec ond visit to the field, these com mu ni ties had
been al ready de clared self-re li ant  and the agent had “taken off”. We
were stricken by the rad i cal change the meet ings had had.

The com mu ni ties stud ied were still hav ing meet ings to de cide what
and how to pro vide for them selves, just as they had done with the
presence of a field of fi cer. The meet ings were now, how ever, very
slow, in cred i bly long and in many cases the ac tual ob jec tive for which
the meet ing had been called got lost. 

To our sur prise, and con trast ing with what we had seen be fore,
though the as sis tance to the meet ings was ac cept able (an av er age of
65% of the house hold were rep re sented) most peo ple re mained si lent
and just a few talked and ap par ently took de ci sions. More over, women
that had seemed to us ter ri ble participative be fore, were now spe cially
si lent, and ex cept ing one or two most of them were to tally quiet. Men
were not be hav ing very dif fer ently and there were only a few that
actively in volved them selves in the dis cus sions. The role of the large
ma jor ity was just to be pres ent and vote at the end of the meet ings.
What they keep on go ing to the meet ings for was a ques tion that
puzzled us, as we will discuss later.

The way they voted was also spe cially in ter est ing. At the end of the
meet ing a vote ses sion was called and the first ones that rose their hand
were pre cisely those that had been more ac tively in volved in the
discussion. De tailed ob ser va tion of these mo ments make us real ise that 
there were some in di vid u als that  only rised their hands to vote, af ter a
first group had man i fested their opin ion. They were ex pect ing to see
how the more ac tively in volved voted so ass to im i tate them. If we had
not have ob served this pat tern be ing over and over re peated, prac ti cally 
in ev ery sin gle meet ing, we would have con cluded that it was just part
of the same pro cess of some in di vid u als be ing more in volved than
others. How ever, it soon be came ev i dent that the participants to the
meetings were voting in groups.

We never saw, any par tic i pant of a meet ing di rectly op pos ing
others’ opin ion. The more open de bates that used to take place when
the field of fi cers were pres ent had gone. Now, when an in di vid ual had a 
dif fer ent opin ion he/she tried to put it for ward once. If his/her opin ion
did not re ceived sup port he/she stayed quiet for the rest of the meet ing.
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The more ac tive mem bers, how ever, could de fend their opin ions a bit
more force fully, but if it was not sup ported they usu ally sur ren dered
and, in most of the cases, ac cepted the prop o si tions of oth ers as it had
always been theirs. 

One of the most com mon fea ture of meet ings, prac ti cally pres ent in
all of them, was the fact that when de cid ing which ser vice they wanted
to pro vide the ques tion of “how do we do it” in ev i ta ble came to the
table. Most of the times an in di vid ual was pointed by some body else
(never by him/her self) as know ing some thing about the is sue. For
he/she had once worked, seen or had been told of a sim i lar thing which
had been done some where else. Then he/she ex plained his/her
experience and the par tic i pants dis cussed again the new in for ma tion.
The case of the con struc tion of a dike in San Lorenzo ex em pli fies this
ob ser va tion. The meet ing was di vided be tween ex tend ing the
electricity net work to cover the poor est house holds or build ing a dike
to stop the rains wash ing off the main road. A young man was pointed
as once hav ing worked in the con struc tion of a “big wall”  in the
neighbouring town. He then ex plained how wide -he thought- the dike
needed to be and though some com ments were made on the dif fer ences
be tween a dike and a “big wall” no body op posed the “ex per tise” of the
young man. The elec tri fi ca tion  net work had ap par ently been
forgotten. There was practically no further discussion on the issue.

Other il lus tra tive ex am ple that mir ror this pat tern is the de ci sion
made in El Salto on the con struc tion of a fish tank. The com mu nity was
di vided be tween the build ing of a school or a fish tank to serve as a fish
farm to in crease the nu tri tion lev els of the com mu nity. An in di vid ual
was pointed as hav ing once told the oth ers he had seen a fish tank in a
neigh bour ing com mu nity some years ago. He came then to ex plain
what he had seen and how he thought they could rep li cate it in their
village. Though some shy com ments on the strength of his knowl edge
on the topic were raised no body dared to op pose the mo tion and the fish 
tank was ap proved. The school issue was forgotten.

Our ob ser va tions in dif fer ent years seemed to con tra dict each other.
Op pos ing those of the first year, our ob ser va tions of the sec ond visit
were of meet ings in which par tic i pa tion was rather weak, in which
more shy mem bers of the com mu nity kept quiet and in which the
louder ones were ap par ently de cid ing on what the com mu nity should
do. We also ob served that de ci sions were not re ally made on the ba sis
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of what the com mu nity wanted but on the ba sis of the in for ma tion they
had, even if it was very little. 

The strik ing changes in the way com mu ni ties were de cid ing
collectively could be in gen eral syn the sised in the fol low ing:

(a) Com mu ni ties were not de cid ing on what they wanted to pro vide
for them selves, but on what they knew, or at least on what some
mem bers of the com mu nity knew.

(b) Some mem bers of the com mu nity were ap par ently “tak ing over” 
the meet ings.

(c) There was this ev i dent “group vote” in which peo ple re ally pay
at ten tion to vote in groups.

The ques tion must be asked as to what hap pened?, how these very
participative com mu ni ties, that had re ally worked in a par tic i pa tory
fash ion had be come so quiet and anodyne?

Sev eral ex pla na tions could be given. First, a culturalist ap proach
would sus tain that the Mazahua cul ture ac tu ally im posed it self at the
end of the day, and that the more tra di tional and hi er ar chi cal “na ture”
of Mazahuas came up once the field of fi cer was not pres ent any more.
How ever the com mu ni ties stud ied were pre cisely ap pro pri at ing
themselves of the man ners and mo res2  of the mes tizo cul ture and their
iden tity was fac ing a pro cess of re jec tion of tra di tional val ues and
assimilation of more modern ones. 

Sec ond, a Marx ist ap proach would sus tain that the lo cal elites had
taken over, not only the meet ings, but also the par tic i pa tory pro ject in
or der to ben e fit them selves. They  would go then to ana lyse how the
cul ture and tra di tional struc tures of Mazahuas make pos si ble for the
elites to re verse the dem o cratic ef fort and the em pow er ment that had
been achieved by the poor, es pe cially by women. How ever, the
communities stud ied have a rel a tively  sim i lar in come and the large
ma jor ity of peas ants own their own plot of land, ejido, and the com plex
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net of in ter de pen den cies make that in very lit tle re la tions one could
exploit  other.3

An al ter na tive ex pla na tion is the one we try to put for ward in the
next part of this chap ter, sug gests that the changes in the par tic i pa tory
de ci sion mak ing were due to the high costs of in for ma tion peo ple had
and to the in sti tu tional ar range ments they had found use ful so as to
minimise them. 

Our Argument

In ru ral com mu ni ties par tic i pa tion  to pro duce a ser vice, as in deed in
ev ery con tract, there are in for ma tion re lated costs. These costs must be
in curred as part of the ac tiv i ties in di vid u als have to en gage in so as  to
achieve agree ments. In or der to agree to a con tract in di vid u als have  to
ob tain rel e vant in for ma tion on the prod uct or ser vice they are buy ing or 
par tic i pat ing on. When buy ing a prod uct in di vid u als have to in form
them selves on the price, guar an tee, and con di tions of use. In other
types of con tracts in di vid u als have to in ves ti gate  on the re spect abil ity
and trust wor thi ness of the other party; on the pos si ble haz ards of the
trans ac tion. This  search for rel e vant in for ma tion  imply costs, the
information costs associated with contracting activities. 

When in di vid u als are to pro vide for them selves they have to
investigate the tech ni cal re quire ments of -say- build ing a bridge or
obtain in for ma tion on who owns the fields that the bridge will af fect
and more im por tantly they have to as sess on  the ben e fits ver sus the
costs that the con struc tion of the bridge would imply for them.

This ag gre ga tion and search ing of rel e vant in for ma tion is not
problem free and when com mu ni ties en gage in par tic i pa tory de ci sion
mak ing a se ries of in for ma tion re lated prob lems arise. These are
related with the ac cess, use and dis tri bu tion of in for ma tion within a
community.

It is our con tend that these prob lems can be par tic u larly high and
that they se ri ously limit the pos si bil i ties of ru ral com mu ni ties to
effectively pro vide for themselves.
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In the cases re ported by this pa per, in for ma tion costs ap peared in
three ma jor forms. First, the ac tual prob lem of search ing for rel e vant
in for ma tion. It is not that com mu ni ties do not know what they want but
that they do not have the rel e vant in for ma tion for ef fec tively pro duc ing 
ser vices for them selves or any other goods they want.

Sec ond, when put to de cide col lec tively is likely that some
individuals will use the in for ma tion they have, re gard ing their needs,
ac tiv i ties and in ter ests, to pur sue their own ben e fit. Third, when
individuals have to de cide,  they search for in for ma tion in those who
they have more trust on. It is also likely that in di vid u als will as so ci ate
with oth ers with  com mon in ter ests, and hence with common
information. 

The first and sec ond set of prob lems are re lated with in com plete and 
asym met ric in for ma tion.  The third set of prob lems is de rived from,
what we will call here, the po lit i cal econ omy of in for ma tion of a
community.

In for ma tion re lated prob lems in com mu nity par tic i pa tion  have
been very rarely ex plored. Ostrom’s work is the sin gle most im por tant
con tri bu tion we have found in the area (Ostrom, 1993). Oth ers, such as
J. Fox, have de tected and re ported on in for ma tion costs in their field
work but have not spe cially ex plored them (Fox, 1996). The enor mous
trou bles com mu ni ties face to gather in for ma tion and the so lu tions they
give to these prob lems remain largely underesearched.

Un til now we have not been re ally able to un der stand these
problems for the par tic i pa tory ap proach is based in as sump tions that
some how deny the ex is tence of in for ma tion costs.

Al though they are never clearly stated, the more rad i cal ad vo cates
of par tic i pa tory de vel op ment seem to base their ap proach to
community de ci sion mak ing in the fol low ing assumptions:

(a)  In di vid u als have per fect in for ma tion. 

(b)  There is un lim ited trust. They feel free to dis close and share the
in for ma tion they have look ing the ben e fit of the com mu nity as a
whole.

(c)  Co-op er a tion and sol i dar ity are the pre mises of in di vid u als
behaviour and choices. In di vid u als would even tu ally
subordinate their per sonal in ter est to the good of the com mu nity
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as a whole, and con versely, they can ex pect their points of view
to be taken properly into account. 

(d)  Com mu nity is a unity of in ter ests.

Ad vo cates of  par tic i pa tory decission mak ing for self-help ru ral
development have the tacit prem ise that  the com mu nity,  will be have
as a unity of in ter ests. They be lieve that in di vid u als  will eas ily agree
and will choose to coooperate for the con struc tion of the col lec tive
goods. For com pe ti tion be tween the poor is not ac knowl edged the
possibility that cer tain in di vid u als can use in for ma tion as an as set to
put for ward their own in ter ests and  maxi mise their benefits has not
been really recognised. 

We be lieve that this as sump tions on par tic i pa tory de ci sion mak ing
are highly par tial and na ive to say the least. More rad i cal au thors
working with the ques tion of par tic i pa tion have been led more by the
good will to im prove the con di tions of the poor than by a more rig or ous
anal y sis of the re al ity they face. By build ing on suc cess ful cases of
co-op er a tion, that do in deed ex ist, they have ro man ti cised the over all,
largely un der es ti mated real-world prob lems that in di vid u als in rural
areas face when providing for themselves.

Most au thors have over seen, for in stance, the in for ma tion prob lems
com mu ni ties face and its se ri ous im pli ca tions to par tic i pa tory de ci sion
mak ing, and con se quently to com mu nity sustainable development.

Im por tant bod ies of knowl edge have sug gested, how ever, that
information re lated prob lems are the ma jor con straints in di vid u als face 
in de ci sion making (Simmon). 

These prob lems have been stud ied and thor oughly ana lysed in such
dif fer ent con texts such as mar kets, firms (Wil liam son, 1985), ge net ics
() and sustainability of ru ral in fra struc ture (Ostrom, 1993). In the city
where in di vid u als have all the pos si ble tech nol ogy to ac cess
information par tic i pa tory groups face se ri ous in for ma tion re lated
trou bles. And is well known that coun ties have to make big ef forts so as 
to break bar ri ers to ac cess ing in for ma tion (see Agenda XXI). In ru ral
com mu ni ties this prob lems mag ni fies. Ru ral peo ple have not al ways
the skills and face se ri ous struc tural prob lems to ac cess in for ma tion
that al low them to ef fi ciently  and sus tain able pro vide for them selves.
This is not a pat ron is ing state ment,  au con traire, is the rec og ni tion that
in di vid u als in ru ral com mu ni ties, though hav ing all the ca pac ity to
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decide on their own fu ture not al ways can for they are miss ing rel e vant
in for ma tion that al low them to ac tu ally do so. If par tic i pa tory
development is  go ing to work for the ru ral poor in di vid u als have to
have ac cess to the rel e vant in for ma tion that al low them to make
pertinent de ci sions. The de vel op ment of ef fec tive mech a nisms that
facilitate  them to reach the information they need is a pressing need on
participatory development research and practice.

In or der to know how to de sign these mech a nisms we have first to
ac count for what hap pens, i.e., which are the costs peo ple face when
pro cess ing in for ma tion and how have they in tended to solve them.
This is what this pa per explores.

In or der to ana lyse what the in for ma tion prob lems the ru ral
communities stud ied were fac ing when pro vid ing for them selves we
ap plied the anal y sis of in for ma tion costs mainly as de vel oped by
Akerlof (1970; 1986), Ostrom (1993) and Wil liam son (1985). To
analytically ap proach the prob lem we ini tially di vided it in three stages
or sets of ques tions , that we put in form of questions:

(1 ) What in for ma tion did peo ple have?, which has  been re ferred to
in the lit er a ture as ‘lo cal knowl edge’ or as ‘time and place
information’(Ostrom, 1993); how peo ple were or gan is ing this
in for ma tion to col lec tively de cide on which ser vices to pro vide;
and  which were the costs the in di vid u als of the com mu ni ties
stud ied were fac ing in the pro cess of bring ing to gether,
aggregating and sharing information?

(2) What  in for ma tion did peo ple need?, how did they ac cess
technical in for ma tion when they needed it;  and which were the
costs as so ci ated to the pro cess of search ing for this kind of
information. 

(3)  How (1) and (2) im pacted par tic i pa tory ser vice pro vi sion.

The Mazahua Communities Revisited

It is com monly said by ad vo cates of par tic i pa tory de vel op ment that
com mu ni ties have rel e vant in for ma tion on con tex tual fac tors, such as
cli mate, heights in rivers,  drought pe ri ods, etc. and on in sti tu tional
ones such as cul ture. It is sus tained that peo ple know better their needs
and that if they achieve self-re li ance they will be better able than
no-one else to provide for themselves.
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In the com mu ni ties stud ied peo ple had rel e vant in for ma tion they
were in deed us ing to pro vide for them selves. In El Salto, for in stance,
when build ing the wa ter pip ing net work the knowl edge of old peo ple
proved to be highly valu able in as sess ing, first, where the better well
were and, sec ond, in de sign ing where the net work should pass through
for they knew which soils were less sandy and there fore lees prob a ble
to col lapse af ter the first rain sea son. In San Lorenzo, lo cal in for ma tion
proved also to be very ap pro pri ate in the con struc tion of a dike  to
contain the heights of the la goon which bor ders the vil lage. The
memories of old peo ple were im pres sively clear in point ing the heights
that the lagoon had reached in years of great heights. 

How ever, as we ar gue in this chap ter, though peo ple have in deed
rel e vant in for ma tion on time and place con di tions, this alone is not
enough for com mu ni ties to make ad e quate de ci sions on what and how
to pro vide for them selves. More over the ac tual pro cess of ag gre gat ing
the in for ma tion the com mu nity al ready has, shar ing it and us ing it to
de cide for the com mon good is not cost less. This we dis cuss in the next
section of this chapter.

Incomplete Information

In Mex ico tech no log i cal in for ma tion tends to be scat tered and
underprovided in ru ral ar eas. Struc tural con di tions of poor and iso lated 
com mu ni ties cre ate a mar ket for in for ma tion plagued with fail ures,
and there fore is very likely that com mu ni ties suf fer prob lems of
incomplete in for ma tion. For the com mu ni ties stud ied by this re search
this was not an easy task.Com mu ni ties pro vid ing for them selves have
to in cur in a se ries of costs so as to col lect and ag gre gate the
information  they need.4  

In com plete in for ma tion costs in par tic i pa tory ser vice pro vi sion, are
a con se quence of the facts that  (a) there is not a sin gle in di vid ual with
all the in for ma tion on what the com mu nity  as whole wants , (b) that
com mu nity de ci sion mak ers have not per fect fore sight, and (c) that
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there is al ways in for ma tion that needs to be searched out side the
bound aries  of the com mu nity.5

What we ob served was that the pro cess of gath er ing in for ma tion at
the in te rior of their own com mu ni ties was not, for the Mazahua peo ple,
the easy cake  some au thors por trait. There were costs as so ci ated to the
pro cess of ag gre gat ing lo cal in for ma tion. The sec ond point, the
searching of in for ma tion out side the com mu nity was in deed more
prob lem atic and the in ca pac ity of some com mu ni ties to solve it was
driv ing the par tic i pa tory pro cess to a stale-mate. Dif fi cul ties to ac cess
in for ma tion were forc ing them to make not the choices they want but
those they had information for. They chose what they knew.

From peo ple re sponses in our in ter views we found sev eral ma jor
costs at tached to the prob lems of in com plete  in for ma tion in
participatory ser vice pro vi sion. We have clas si fied these as: the
development costs, which are the costs at tached to the de vel op ment of
an idea; costs of ag gre gat ing in for ma tion, which are the costs of
gathering lo cal in for ma tion; and the costs of search ing for in for ma tion, 
which are the costs im plied in the pro cess of search ing in for ma tion
outside the com mu nity; ex-post  in com plete in for ma tion costs, which
are those costs only real ised when the ser vice in fra struc ture has been
fin ished The four are very related but is important to analytically
differentiate  them. 

Development Costs

De vel op ment  costs are the costs of in for ma tion at tached to the pro cess
of cre at ing an idea. This im ply the time, ef fort and op por tu nity costs an
in di vid ual or a groups of in di vid u als have to sac ri fice so as to bring
about a prop o si tion to a larger group of as so ci ates. To ex plain
ourselves, lets sup pose, for in stance, that you find a magic lamp with a
ge nius ready to give you one sin gle de sire. For which ever rea son you
chose to have “the house of your dreams”, and so you say to the ge nius.
How ever, he is not the type that read minds, and there fore he asks, how
does it looks like?. The thing is that not even you know the over all
picture of how it should look like. You would have then to imag ine it,

The Po lit i cal Econ omy of In for ma tion in
 Par tic i pa tory Ru ral De vel op ment

217

5
It is important to note that Incomplete information in itself is not a transaction   cost. For in
so far you do not transact the fact of having incomplete information is not costly.



piece by piece ask ing your self ques tions on how many rooms it should
have, the size of them, where the win dows should go and which col our
the house should fi nally have. As you know that it is go ing to be the
fam ily’s home,  for sev eral gen er a tions, you will be will ing to shop
around in your own mem ory of films and hol i days and care fully
evaluate the pos si ble op tions. For you as for any in di vid ual try ing to
de sign his/her own house it may take sev eral hours, or even days to
organise the in for ma tion you al ready  have. The fact that peo ple that
can af ford it hires an ar chi tect  to do the job of de sign ing and think ing
sug gests how costly the pro cess can be.

This is also the case of  de vel op ment prod ucts, for firms have
realised that the de vel op ment of new prod ucts can be very costly, they
have cre ated R&D de part ments in which some in di vid u als ded i cate
exclusively  to it.

In terms of self-help ser vice pro vi sion de vel op ment costs are those
which in di vid u als have to in cur in so as to imag ine, visu al ise, and
develop an idea of what and how to pro vide. De vel op ment costs are
information re lated for they im ply the or gani sa tion of al ready ex ist ing
in for ma tion. As a par tic i pant  in the construction of a school put it : 

... one thinks in a classroom and imagine a big room. One never went to a modern
school...So  you have to imagine everything, the size, where the children will sit,
the windows,...everything! 

This com ment is pre cisely ad dress ing the point that com mu nity
decision-mak ers, as pro vid ers, have to imag ine how things should look 
like.  De vel op ment  costs are not min i mal. In the com mu ni ties stud ied
some peo ple lit er ally de voted en tire days not to de cide on what to
provide but in imag in ing how the ac tual fa cil ity should look like. These 
pro cesses we ac com pa nied and in most cases  not only took quite a long 
time but also im ply se ri ous op por tu nity costs to individuals developing 
the idea.

Since in some cases de vel op ment costs can be very high they are the
arena where freeriding starts and in which com mu ni ties come out with
very in ter est ing so lu tions to their prob lems of in for ma tion.

If we take the in di vid ual as a unit of anal y sis then it be came clear
that for some in di vid u als it is eas ier to rely on some body else to do the
job of  de vel op ing a pro ject than ac tu ally do it them selves. This is not to 
deny that peo ple do have some joy in par tic i pat ing. We agree that the
pro cess it self can be very ex it ing for in di vid u als. How ever, when they
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have to con tin u ously par tic i pate, as is the case of self-re li ant
communities, for some in di vid u als the ac tiv ity may  loose its
enchantment and be come a bur den. If the de ci sion mak ing pro cess
starts be com ing more and more com pli cated, as it tends to do, for the
ac tual type of pro jects in crease in com plex ity and/or be cause more
con flict ing in ter ests de velop, then it is very likely that some
individuals will try to free ride and leave oth ers the job of thinking
issues such as “how many rooms the school will have”.

The fol low ing story re ferred to us by a par tic i pant per fectly
illustrates  this:

...we wanted to make a dike to stop the water flooding to the lagoon and literally
washing off our main road every single time. We organised a meeting to decide
how to do it. Nobody knew how to do it and I was the only one who had an idea.
Finally all the thinking had to be done by myself...

When we asked other par tic i pants why they had not con trib uted to
de velop the idea they com mented :

we knew that he would come out with a good idea, he always do. That is his job as
representante  [representative] of the village: to have ideas. Our work is to help;
all of us, to built them up.... and of course to take care that he does not do
everything for himself only..

It is clear that not all the mem bers of the com mu nity faced the same
de vel op ment costs. For those more ed u cated the costs where lower and
many of them got more sat is fac tion in get ting in volved for they felt
they could con trib ute in a use ful and cred i ble man ner. This was also the 
case for mem bers with less eco nomic prob lems for whom the rel a tive
op por tu nity costs of de vel op ing ideas were smaller. In these our
observations co in cide with those of Frideres (1992: 200  and Bacow
(1980).

Aggregating Information Costs

It has been sug gested that the “prob lem of ag gre gat ing time and
place in for ma tion is fre quently more dif fi cult than that of dis pers ing
sci en tific knowl edge” (Ostrom, 1993:53). The pro cess of gath er ing or
ag gre gat ing in for ma tion, i.e., to bring to gether the in for ma tion the
com mu nity  al ready  has, also im plies a se ries of costs for par tic i pa tory
de ci sion mak ing. The same in for mant that had to de velop the idea of
the dike almost by himself added:

.... after having done all the thinking.... I still had to go and visit every single
household to see if they liked the idea and if they were keen to come and work for
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it. I still had to do all the sums  so as to see how much money we had, what we were
going to ask the government and how many hours of work each family should
commit.... It is to much work for me alone....

This com ment was not iso lated. In di vid u als, that for a rea son or
another had taken the ini tia tive of putt ing for wards a pro ject, al most
sys tem at i cally re ported on how they had to take the costs of de vel op ing 
ideas and ag gre gat ing in for ma tion by them selves. This is com mon
place in most or gani sa tions. How ever in the com mu ni ties stud ied, as in 
most ru ral ones, where house holds are very scat tered and iso lated,6 it
may take days just to make sure that ev ery body knows the date of a
meet ing. Mak ing thus, the pro cess of gath er ing and aggregating
information  costly. 

In the com mu ni ties stud ied de vel op ment and gath er ing in for ma tion
costs were in deed high. This made thatthre dif fer ent sce nar ios were
developing,  (a) no body  wanted to bear the bur den of gath er ing and
aggregating in for ma tion and  de velop ideas so as to pro mote a pro ject;
(b) there were some ben e fits that some in di vid u als de rived by tak ing
the ini tia tive; (c) somebody was paid to do the job. 

The first sce nario was more or less ev i dent in San Lorenzo. There
the role of leader was some thing no-one wanted. Lead ers are
voluntaries and re ceive lit tle ben e fits them selves by do ing the job. The
cur rent leader told us once, 

it is more expensive to imagine and organise  things for the provecho
[benefit/prosperity] of all than to do nothing. You have to please everybody,
spend hours thinking and going to the city. Finally people co-operate randomly,
things do not develop as you would have imagine and at the end of the day some
will say that you made some money out of doing this. 

The fact that in sit u a tions of im passe no body wants to take the
initiative to pro mote co-op er a tion has also been founded in
communities stud ied in Nor way (Oska,1993) and is in deed a com mon
known topic in man age ment of or gani sa tions and or gani sa tional
culture .

The sec ond sce nario is the de vel op ment of al ter na tive mech a nisms
of re ward to those tak ing the ini tia tive. When in di vid u als per ceive that
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some tan gi ble or in tan gi ble ben e fits can be de rived from the ha zel of
de vel op ing an idea and ag gre gat ing in for ma tion they may en gage in it
in so far as ben e fits ex ceed the costs. In the com mu ni ties ob served,
particularly in El Salto and San Cristobal,  there were mech a nisms that
served as coun ter act ing in sti tu tions help ing com mu ni ties to sustain
participation. This we will discuss later.

Mazahua com mu ni ties in for ma tion re lated costs, nev er the less, did
not fin ish with de vel op ment and ag gre ga tion costs. We ob served that
new ob sta cles were still pres ent in the pro cess of pro vide for
themselves.

Costs of Incomplete Information

In com plete in for ma tion costs re fer here to those se ries of costs that
re sult from the fact that in di vid u als do not have per fect fore sight. In
ser vice pro vi sion, as in deed in any other trans ac tion, many prob lems
be come ev i dent ex-post, i.e,  only once the ac tual ser vice is op er at ing.
In the com mu ni ties stud ied there were se vere costs peo ple had to pay
once they real ised that some of the ser vices they had pro duced were
hav ing prob lems. Had they known about them they could have solved
from the be gin ning, . Though, at the time of de sign ing and build ing the
ser vice they thought they fully knew what they were do ing, when the
ser vice was fin ished and they were fac ing its short falls, they could
realise, how ever, that they have been un able to fully pre dict and
evaluate, be fore hand, the problems the services were having now. 

Peo ple many times lacked a se ries of im por tant el e ments needed in
mak ing de ci sions on the ser vices they had  to pro vide for them selves.
But pre cisely be cause they did not know they lacked the in for ma tion,
they were only ca pa ble of real is ing it once the ser vice was ac tu ally
built. This point started to be come clear from our ob ser va tions of the
sec ond year, and it was re peat edly stated by the people themselves. 

In many of our in ter views with lo cal peo ple they com plained about
the lack of in for ma tion they had orig i nally had and how this af fected
the ul ti mate per for mance of the ser vice. An in for mant from San
Lorenzo, for in stance, said about the lo cal school they have built with
com mu nity participation :

 ...though we have seen several schools, one thing is to see and another is to
do...We did it to the best of our understanding, it only rests to wait and hope it will
not collapse soon. 
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From the same com mu nity the char is matic in for mal leader of the
vil lage said about the same school, “we built the school as God made us 
un der stand... (which is a say in Mex ico mean ing we did not know how
to do it so we did what we could")”.When the fa cil i ties of the school
col lapsed and lit er ally  fell down he added:

... thanks God there were not children in the loo at the moment... We did what  we
can -you know- but we did not have the plans of construction ...we had  la
voluntad  [the will].. but we did not have plans... 

These two par tic i pants were not the only ones ac knowl edg ing this.
The school had many prob lems, most peo ple in the com mu nity
commented on. The most se ri ous was a ter ri ble hu mid ity prob lem the
two-years old school was al ready hav ing. The prob lem was so se ri ous
that was al ready af fect ing the chil dren’s health and some par ents were
re luc tant to send their children to the school.

A very sim i lar case took place in El Salto where the com mu nity very 
en thu si as ti cally and committedly  built a two-class rooms pri mary
school to real ise,  at its con clu sion that the rooms were too small and, as 
in San Lorenzo, in cred i ble cold dur ing the win ter. The school was so
badly built that the com mu nity was hav ing prob lems for it to be
recognised as a school  by the re gional ed u ca tion bu reau. In our
interviews the peo ple that par tic i pated in its con struc tion were
complaining about the lit tle in for ma tion they had on the requirements
of a school. 

The most strik ing thing is that in both cases, in San Lorenzo and in
El Salto, most of the par tic i pants that con trib uted to the con struc tion of
the schools were them selves ma sons in the neigh bour ing cit ies. In a
focus group meet ing we held in El Salto, in which they were faced with
this ap par ent incongruency, one of them stood up and said 

even to do a school has its own  science - you know-.... None of us had built a
school before... how were we going to know that there were specific requirements
to meet.... But now that we built it we can see that the classrooms are too small for
putting tables for all students and that it is so cold that the children are getting
sick all the time.

An other par tic i pant added:

... one thinks in a classroom and imagine a big room. One never went to a modern
school. How could we know... Now that we see the school finished, even  we
understand that we could have done it better. But now we don’t have the time to fix 
it anymore, because we spend so much time in building it that many of us are
broken...
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What these ex am ples show are ev i dently ex-post costs of
incomplete in for ma tion. San Lorenzo and El Salto show that the
process of de sign ing and build ing up a school is not as easy as it could
be ini tially sup posed. Al though these com mu ni ties had the rel e vant
data on how many chil dren were go ing to at tend the school, where the
school was most con ve nient for most peo ple in the com mu nity , and so
on, they lacked the ba sic tech ni cal  knowl edge that even the
construction of a two-tiers school im plies if it is ex pected to be an
efficient and sustainable infrastructure.

These cases show that com mu ni ties know best but do not know
everything. They may know best wha t is needed  but of ten not  how it
could be st pro vided. When pro vid ing for them selves , peo ple in deed
have rel e vant time and place in for ma tion but they face se ri ous gaps in
terms of tech ni cal knowl edge. Even when  these com mu ni ties had
solved their de vel op ment and ag gre ga tion of in for ma tion costs they
still could not fully know if the ex per tise, i.e., in for ma tion, they had
within the com mu nity was in deed ef fec tive in terms of cost- ben e fit
anal y sis and in terms of ef fi ciency. The im por tant point to note is that
these prob lems could have been eas ily solved be fore hand if the
adequate information had been available.

Expost- in com plete in for ma tion costs are not ex ter nali ties but
ex-post costs that should be at tached to the ser vice for they are
intrinsically re lated with its per for mance. Nev er the less, these costs are
dif fi cult to pre dict for com mu ni ties by them selves for this im ply
certain level of knowledge and expertise.

The cases pre sented above show that both lo cal  knowl edge but also
tech ni cal ex per tise is needed if any ef fort to build ru ral in fra struc ture
for ser vice pro vi sion is ex pected to be ef fi cient, ef fec tive and
sustainable. The peo ple that par tic i pated in build ing the schools in El
Salto and San Lorenzo spend a good amount of time build ing  their
schools. Peo ple in El Salto and in San Lorenzo were so dis il lu sioned
afterwards that did not want to get in volved in the actual maintenance
of the school.

From our in ter views peo ple con stantly stressed how they would
have avoided in for ma tion prob lems if the gov ern ment or the NGOs
would have helped them “as they used to”.

Most rad i cal ten den cies of par tic i pa tory de vel op ment would ar gue
that ex-post in com plete in for ma tion costs are im por tant for
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communities can  “learn” from them. They would say that peo ple in
San Lorenzo and in El Salto have learned from this ex pe ri ence and for
the next time they will do things better. In terms of in for ma tion this
argument is two fold. On one hand it may im ply that com mu ni ties will
have to pass through a suc ces sion of tri als and er rors be fore they
accumulate all the rel e vant in for ma tion and ex per tise needed to built a
proper school. This ar gu ment is ev i dently point less and surely no-one
would sub scribe to it, for com mu ni ties will only built a school once.
The other side of the ar gu ment is that next time that peo ple en gage in
the pro duc tion of a ser vice they will  try to find out the rel e vant
information they need so as to be more sure that this time they are
build ing an ad e quate fa cil ity. They sup pose that for the next time
people will do more R&D  and will learn to better search the necessary
information ex-ante . 

This as sump tion is true to an ex tent, for com mu ni ties and
individuals do learn, and as we ob served peo ple in San Lorenzo  and El
Salto were in deed more con scious about the need to search for
information af ter they have ob served their own fail ures. How ever, the
ar gu ment fails in real is ing that (a) dif fer ent ser vices would need
different kind of pre vi ous in for ma tion (Some times rad i cally dif fer ent
in na ture and type. Thus hav ing real ised that rel e vant in for ma tion is
needed ex-ante, does not guar an tee that they will have ac cess to it); and
(b) if the costs peo ple have to in cur, when search ing for in for ma tion,
out side the com mu nity are greater than the ben e fits they ex pect to
derive from that in for ma tion, they will not search for it. The following
section develops on this problem.

The Process of searching for information

Be cause com mu ni ties have in com plete in for ma tion, when
individuals are to pro vide for them selves, they have to search for data,
on is sues such as tech ni cal spec i fi ca tions or on re quire ments of a
service, out side the bound aries of the com mu nity. This pro cess of
search ing for in for ma tion im plies a se ries of hid den costs for the
people. These we have called  costs of searching for information . 

These costs are par a mount in as sess ing why and how in di vid u als
respond to par tic i pa tion. Nev er the less, pol icy plan ners, and most
theorists work ing with par tic i pa tory de vel op ment is sues have
practically never commented on them. 
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Take again an ex am ple from El Salto. The com mu nity had agreed to
des ig nate a piece of land for the con struc tion of a fish tank. In the
meeting where the idea was ap proved, some body sug gested
approaching the Fish er ies De part ment, but the idea was ruled out. The
fol low ing tes ti mony, we re corded in a meet ing, ex plains why they
rejected the idea and shows how peo ple per ceive the costs at tached to
the pro cess of searching for information:

 ..we decided not to approach the Fisheries department at the beginning
....because at the time nobody had the time nor the money to go to the capital
city... We could not afford  to go from office to office investigating where the
department was.... just to find out that at the end of the day it was closed..... You
can not go earlier because there are not buses from here to there... even if you
leave here at six in the morning, you get to Toluca [the capital city] by ten.... it
takes you another hour to reach the regional government central offices - that is
eleven- ... You still have to find where the office you are looking for is...Then you
have to wait...Then if the secretaries treat you as a human being (because there
are some that have a character of monsters)... they tell you where it is.... And for a
reason that I can not understand it is never nearby.... You have then to go to a
totally different place in the city if not yet to another one..... For that time the
working day -because bureaucrats only work until mid-afternoon, -you know- is
gone. So it took you -if you are lucky- one day to find the address of the office you
are looking for and  then you have to go another day just to make an
appointment.... The problems are still the same because you do not know where
the place is and it takes again ages to find it... Once you make the appointment you 
come back home... Then you  have to spend yet another day -and a day’s salary- to 
go back on the  appointed date...If you are lucky then you get what you were
looking for. But sometimes you just find that in that office they can not help you, or 
even worst that what the secretary told you was wrong and that in that office they
do not actually do what she said!....it is crazy, isn’t it?....That is why we, in our
meeting, decided to avoid all these problems and just approach the Fisheries
Department  once, at the very end, when the tank would be finished.... to ask for
the fish, this way we would only would have the pain, and the expenses once...
Though it was at the end more expensive for us...

Thus, once they de cided not to ap proach the de part ment un til the
completition of the fish tank , the com mu nity very ex pe di tiously and
en thu si as ti cally started to dig. They dig out  ap prox i mately three
thousand cu bic me ters and filled the space with wa ter. Then they
approached the Fish er ies de part ment. They got sup port from them and
a large sup ply of fish eggs they could seed in their tank. How ever, when 
an ex pert from the Fish er ies de part ment  came to the com mu nity he
found that the place was not the most suit able one. He stressed that
there were prob lems with the type of soil and with the neigh bour ing
fields, that by us ing fer ti lis ers could se ri ously pol lute the wa ter and
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there fore the fish. The com mu nity ig nored the ex pert’s
recommendations and sowed the eggs they had already been given.
Their re ac tion was un der stand able for many of them had lost a week’s
worth sal ary, four of them even lost their job, and thus they were not
keen in lis ten ing to some body tell ing them that it all had been for
nothing.

Af ter three months some peo ple were still fish ing but the leak age,
re sult ing from an in ap pro pri ate soil, had re duced so dras ti cally the
level of wa ter that the pop u la tion of fish could not reach the re quired
lev els to pro vide for the com mu nity. Now the tank has be come a big
bog area children use to play.

The  cases here pre sented show that it is mis lead ing to sup pose that
ex ist ing lo cal knowl edge is enough for sus tain able self-re li ant
development. The call for lo cal knowl edge was the re sult of the
alienation in that de vel op ment bu reau cra cies were hav ing in meet ing
the poor’s needs. Though very sci en tif i cally planned  in fra struc ture
lan guished un der-uti lised when ople were no con sid ered. How ever, it
is as mis guided to pro pose cen tral plan ning as to pro pose au ton o mous
self-re li ance, for the use of lo cal time and in for ma tion alone may
produce faulty struc tures that cost more to con struct, op er ate and
main tain  than well de signed al ter na tives.7

 As Ostrom has stressed, com bin ing lo cal knowl edge with ex ist ing
tech no log i cal  one is a cru cial pre req ui site for de vel op ing a more
self-suf fi cient, sus tain able in fra struc ture that re ally con trib ute  to
people so cial and eco nomic de vel op ment (Ostrom, 1993: 52).

The prob lem, as she stresses, is how to make these two types of
information avail able  to the rel e vant de ci sion-mak ers. Tech no log i cal
in for ma tion  re gard ing pub lic ser vices is usu ally de vel oped by a small
num ber of peo ple; the prob lem is how to make it avail able  to  widely
dis persed com mu ni ties that could make use of it (Ostrom, 1993: 53).
This poses sig nif i cant prob lems that  can not be left  out of de sign. As
Ostrom puts it, the key task of in sti tu tional de sign is to for mu late rules
that en hance the like li hood that both types of in for ma tion will be
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The falacies of exclusively rely on local knowledge and the need to bring toghether
experts knowledge with the local  one has been stressed by Brett, 1996 and Gardner and
Lewis 1996.



brought to gether to bear  in the var i ous phases of in fra struc ture
development (Ostrom, 1993: 54). To in crease the ca pac ity of ru ral
com mu ni ties to ac cess rel e vant in for ma tion  is core if self-reliant
participatory development is to be expected to work.

To fur ther il lus trate Ostrom’s ar gu ment we will take an other
example from the com mu ni ties stud ied by this re search, San Cristobal.
In this com mu nity, things were work ing very dif fer ently, com pared to
the cases pre sented be fore. Here, the equa tion gov ern ment-ex perts and 
peo ple’s or gani sa tion, or in other words, the com bi na tion of sci en tific
knowl edge with the lo cal one was giv ing pos i tive re sults. A sim ple but
very il lus tra tive case is the ex ten sion they were do ing to the lo cal
secondary school (lower high school). Af ter in a meet ing the
community de cided that this was what they wanted the school
extension, they ap proached the lo cal gov ern ment. The lo cal
government sent an ar chi tect  to the fol low ing meet ing to dis cuss with
the com mu nity in situm  their needs. He came back some weeks later to
show the com mu nity a plan  of con struc tion  and some pho to graphs of a 
school he had de signed be fore. So they could imag ine how it would
look like when fin ished. The com mu nity pre sented him with a de sired
lo ca tion for the ex ten sion. How ever he eas ily per suaded them that the
school should be fac ing south so as to avoid be ing cold dur ing the
winter. He also per suaded them to built it in row  with the pre vi ous
build ing so that -in the fu ture- the chil dren could use the re main ing
space as sports area.  The ar chi tect, re cently grad u ated, re ported to a
senior mem ber of the lo cal So cial De vel op ment Of fice. He prac ti cally
vis ited ev ery day the obra (the site of the construction of the school)
checking that it had the quality standards required by his office. And as
he himself put it:

 if  I don’t come by my own will, they go an pick me up... Once I was sick they even
went to my place to see how I was, and  by the way, to tell me that they were
planning to built an auditorium at the top of the extension - in the future-.
Therefore, they said, the place where we had located the stairs -which was in the
middle of the building-  was not the most adequate, for it would cut in half the
future auditorium. I explained to them then, that the reason for the stairs to be
there was so that they could serve better the classrooms, they were also more
secure that way for the children. However, - I said- if you would have told me
before I could have designed it differently. At that time it was too late for  changes, 
for the foundations were done following the original plans... It was nice for them
to come. I enjoyed the visit...
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When the roof of this same school was go ing to be built, the
architect per suaded the com mu nity to hire out pro fes sional ma sons, for 
the size of the roof needed some ex per tise to be done. They dis cussed a
lit tle bit and de cided that though they could not hire the ten ma sons that
the ar chi tect was pro pos ing they will hire five, and se lect other five of
the mem bers of the com mu nity that had  ex pe ri ence in build ing to serve 
them as as sis tants. At that meet ing the ar chi tect  pro posed also that a
me chan i cal com pac tor was needed to con sol i date the ceil ing of the
school and to avoid fu ture hu mid ity. A strong ceil ing he stressed
should al low to built  the sec ond floor when the com mu nity needs
would re quire. The lo cal de vel op ment  of fice, where the ar chi tect
worked, made the nec es sary ar range ments for the com mu nity to get the 
me chan i cal compactor borrowed from the local public works
department. 

In our third visit to the com mu nity, a year af ter, the school was in
per fect con di tions. The com mu nity was al ready de bat ing with the
architect and the prin ci pal of the school on the con struc tion of the
auditorium or on the ex pan sion of the li brary in the second floor.

The ar chi tect  and the peo ple binomium was ac com plish ing the task
of bring ing tech no log i cal in for ma tion and lo cal one to gether. The
architect was serv ing as, what Hart calls, the mid dle man  so needed in
vil lage de vel op ment. Hart, from the per spec tive of a de vel op ment
plan ner, founded that tra di tional peas ants were un able  to cope with
spe cial ized pro pos als, and there fore it was needed a mid dle man  -for
him an ex ter nal agent- that could make tech nol ogy and tech no log i cal
lan guage ac ces si ble to the vil lage (Hart,1971: 34 em pha sis
added).Some body that could bring to gether the com mu nity time and
place in for ma tion with tech no log i cal knowl edge re quired to achieve
ef fi ciency and sustainability in ru ral in fra struc ture. In the case of San
Cristobal the architect filled this role.

Un til now we have been dis cuss ing the prob lems re lated with the
fact that in ru ral com mu ni ties in for ma tion on how to pro vide is
incomplete. We pre sented how our com mu ni ties were fac ing ob sta cles
in terms of de vel op ing ideas and ag gre gat ing in for ma tion. We also
argued how some times com mu nity only real ise that they had
incomplete in for ma tion when the ser vice they pro duced fails. Fi nally
we dis cussed the prob lems the Mazahuas have to search for the
information they lack out side the bound aries of the com mu nity. All
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these costs we pre sented as caused by in com plete in for ma tion.
However, the com mu ni ties stud ied here were still fac ing an other set of
in for ma tion costs caused by the way in which in for ma tion was
distributed within the community. These costs we discuss in the next
section.

Differentials in Information

While  the de vel op ment  costs, gath er ing and ag gre gat ing in for ma tion
costs and  costs of in com plete in for ma tion, we dis cussed be fore, arise
from the re la tion of the com mu nity to in for ma tion in the ex ter nal
environment, there are a se ries of costs that are more in ter nal. These we 
re fer here as “dif fer en tials in in for ma tion costs”. These cost are  a
direct con se quence of the fact that in for ma tion is not evenly dis trib uted 
within a com mu nity. 

Be cause ru ral com mu ni ties are not ho mo ge neous, but ag gre gates  of 
in di vid u als with dif fer ent in ter ests and dif fer ent life ex pec ta tions, the
time and place in for ma tion they have is not the same. This means, as
we de velop here, that there is not a lo cal knowl edge. In di vid u als in
rural com mu ni ties, as the re ported here, have dif fer ent informations, or 
in other words, there are dif fer en tials in the in for ma tion in di vid u als
have at the interior of a community.

Be cause the ru ral poor com pete be tween them selves for re sources,
they used the dif fer en tials of in for ma tion they have to maxi mise their
ben e fits and mini mise their costs.

In par tic i pa tory de ci sion mak ing dif fer en tials in in for ma tion can
make that some in di vid u als can use the in for ma tion they have
strategically. In the com mu ni ties stud ied this stra te gic use of
information was caus ing two types of costs to de ci sion mak ers (a)costs
caused by dis sim i lar i ties  in the in for ma tion they had, and (b) costs
caused by asym met ric information. These we discuss now.

Dissimilar Information 

Dis sim i lar in for ma tion costs are the re sult  that a com mu nity is not a
unity of in ter ests.

Be cause of dif fer ent oc cu pa tion, kin ship, re li gions an other fac tors,
dif fer ent groups of in di vid u als have dif fer ent types of in for ma tion. As
the in for ma tion they have is re lated with their ac tiv i ties, so are their
interests. More over, a large part of the needs they have are a di rect
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consequence of the ac tiv i ties they are in volved in. Needs, ac tiv i ties
and in for ma tion, are mu tu ally re in forc ing fac tors that de ter mine
individuals interests and,  therefore, their choices.

For ser vice pro vi sion this means that  in di vid u als will choose those
ser vices, they per ceive they need in re la tion of what they do, but also on 
what they know about. It also means that some in di vid u als with more
rel e vant in for ma tion will be better po si tioned for putt ing their point
across and there fore will be able to lead the community.

In or der to better ex plain what are dis sim i lar in for ma tion costs we
will dis cuss why in the com mu ni ties stud ied the ru ral poor have
different in for ma tion, af ter which we will ar gue that dif fer en tials of
information cre ates costs for par tic i pa tory service provision. 

Community Diversity of Interests

In the com mu ni ties stud ied not all the ru ral peo ple are farm ers; not all
of them are equally poor; not all them are equally ru ral, and there fore
not all of them have the same in ter ests.

Though farm ing is still a dom i nant ac tiv ity, it  does not ac count for
the whole of the Mazahua ru ral econ omy. Farm ing was only one of the
many ac tiv i ties peo ple were in volved in, be cause ag ri cul tural
production has not his tor i cally been enough to as sure the Mazahua
house hold’s sur vival, Mazahua peas ants have had to di ver sify their
sources of in come.8 Ru ral house holds in the Mazahua coun try com bine 
sub sis tence farm ing with ag ri cul tural or other ur ban wage work, and/or 
with other ac tiv i ties such as artisanal pro duc tion or petty  trade. These
peo ple have in deed be come what De Janvry, founds com mon through
out all Latin Amer ica, ‘semi-pro le tar ian’ (De Janvry).9  By
diversifying their in come gen er at ing ac tiv i ties in di vid u als in the
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Berstein argues that for Latin America diversification has been the result  of economic
recessions of the 1980s and 1990s. In the Mazahua country this phenomenon occurs
historically and to a large extent is  due to the fact that traditionally they have had strong
links with the capital cities to which they serve with eventual cheap labour force.

9
Berstein stresses that “semiproletarianization” is a  structural rather than transitional or
temporary condition. Many political economists argue that the extent and continuity of
semiproletarianization expresses a specific feature of capitallism in the theird World". For 
him “it seems misguided to try to decide whether rural semi-proletarianians in general are 
really farmers (or ‘peasants’) who also work for others, or really workers who supplement



communities stud ied have de vel oped an in sur ance against the
environmental haz ards that may de stroy their crop and the pos si ble
fluc tu a tions of de mand in la bor mar kets.10

Many of them move con stantly be tween the coun try and the
neighboring cit ies. In El Salto, San Lorenzo and San Cristobal, they do
so for lon ger or shorter pe ri ods, and each com mu nity have rel a tively
reg u lar pat terns of mi gra tion. In the first two the prin ci pal rea son is
work in the con struc tion in dus try in the cit ies of Mex ico and Toluca. In
San Cristobal is petty trade. How ever, in the three com mu ni ties  there
are also other peo ple that have en gaged in other ac tiv i ties, such as
maids, gar den ers, work ers and many oth ers jobs that re quire
considerable mo bil ity over dif fer ent pe ri ods of time.11

Though dif fer ent ac tiv i ties gen er ate dif fer ent in comes these have
not cre ated a harsh so cial dif fer en ti a tion.12 And since most fam i lies still 
own their own ejido  and are part of the same eth nic group, there is no
clear dif fer ence in terms of class or eth nic ity ob serv able at the in te rior
of the com mu ni ties.13 How ever, de pend ing of the dif fer ent ac tiv i ties
peo ple en gage in, the pres sure they have on the re pro duc tion of both
cap i tal and la bor var ied. In di vid u als had also suc ceed to dif fer ent
degrees in as sur ing them selves and their fam i lies a live li hood,14 and
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insecure and adequate wages with farming and oter ‘own account’ activities. According
to their circumstances, different groups of rural people at different rimes might be closer
to the fromer or the latter”

10
It is interesting to note that changes in the demand not only affect the size of it, rural
people has to be very aware of its variations in time -for different seasons may have
different needs of labour force location and type. They have also to be clear about its
changes in terms  of real wages.

11
 Seasonal migration in these communities occurs in weekly terms and mainly to Mexico
city. 

12
Social differentiation has been defined as social relations of systematic inequality along
lines of class, gender and other divisions (eg. ethnic or cultural) and the processes
thorugh which these social divisions and relations are created, (See Bernstein, H.,Crow
B. and Johnson H.. eds., 1992).

13
There  were certainly problems of  inequality in terms of gender, that affected the different
costs women face for participate.

14
In the San Lorenzo case, Pancho an information broker, could dedicate hismself to
plants growing because he was the owner of land and had the skills, while Odilon
presented problems because he was landless and unskilled.



there fore some of them have been  more or less able to ac cu mu late than
oth ers.15

We in deed were ca pa ble of ob serv ing sev eral of the clas si fi ca tions
that Cham bers, has out lined so as to de seg re gate ru ral pov erty
(1988:6-8).16 And by so do ing we could dis tin guish dif fer ent kinds of
ru ral pov erty and iden tify dif fer ent kinds of strat e gies the poor use to
deal with it.17 By us ing this an a lyt i cal frame work we ob served,
something that Cham bers him self, as well as some au thors work ing on
PD, have ap par ently ne glected.18 That, Mazahuas, even within the
same com mu nity, have dif fer ent in ter ests, that are de ter mined by the
way they ex pe ri ence their pov erty, and by the dif fer ent strategies they
have developed to deal with it.

John son  (1992: 274-300) has very clearly pre sented this:

.... It is becoming clear that poor rural people do not  necessarily   have a
commonality of interests. What they have in common does not always outweigh
their differences, nor do they necessarily express their interests and demands in
the same way....It is obviously important to try to understand action from the
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 Following the criteria of their ability  to accumulate Berstein has classified peasants in 

16
Chambers establishes an interesting analysis on how different poor people experience
poverty in different way. He distinguishes, for instance, between the poor and the
ultrapoor, and understand that they have different needs and behaviour. A second issue
is “ascribed deprivation”..: certain categories of peopleare more likely to be poor (and
poorer) according to ascribed characteristics such as gender, memebership to ethnic
minority groups or elederly ,caste, etc.... in some rural societies women and daughters
have lower levels of consumption and higher levels of insecurityy, morbidity and mortality 
than men and male children in the same households. A third specification of the poor is by 
their spatial location- particular regions, rural localities, or types of villages are poorer that 
others.

17
Using the metaphore of “foves” and “hedgehogs” from the Greek proverb that the “fox
knows many things but the hedgehog one big thing”. The “foxes” build a repertoir of
different petty enterpises and activities: diversification. “Hedgehogs”, on the other hand,
are looked into one predominant source of livelihood. We believe that Chamber’s
distinctions are to a large extent linked to communitie’s structural conditions. Foxes may
be able to be so because they have structuraly the conditions that allow them to dedicate
themselve to mote “petty enterprises”, while “hedgehogs” may be tight to one kind of
activity because maybe they lack the land or any other eresource for being more
entrepreneurial". This was evident in the Mazahua area.

18
 P. Oakley states, for instance, that “rural areas  are harshly differentiated between those
who have and those who do not have access to productive assets, e.g. land. water and
credit, and this differentiation is reinforced by the political and social proveliges which
accompany the ownersip of such assets”.



actorís perspectives and to recognize that their interests might well differ
radically from those of development agencies such as the state or aid
organizations. But it is also important to try to  distinguish the meaning and
significance of different types of action: whose interests are involved (in terms not 
only of class and gender, but also of communities, ethnic groupings or groups
with shared cultural identities), whether the interests are immediate or longer
term, and whether the issues are about survival or transformation....

In the Mazahua  coun try  this di ver si fi ca tion  of  live li hood
strategies and in ter ests has cre ated a mul ti di men sional   and cul tur ally
com plex en vi ron ment , in which, as John son  puts it, peo ple’s
responses to their ma te rial con di tions and to the ef fects of change are
also mul ti di men sional, and re flect the com plex i ties of cul tural val ues
and dif fer ent as pects of ru ral life (John son, 1992). It is in this con text
that com mu nity par tic i pa tion  for ser vice pro vi sion takes place in
Mazahua communities studied here. 

In di vid u als , even within the same com mu nity, were sub ject to a
con sid er able va ri ety  of dif fer ing  in sti tu tional con nec tions.19 These
con nec tions were the re sult of the dif fer ent live li hood strat e gies they
have en gaged in, and of the dif fer ent fields of re la tion  they had
created.20  These dif fer ences were cause and ef fect of in di vid u als
having dif fer ent information and different needs.

More over, in the Mazahua area dif fer ent in for ma tion brought
people to have dif fer ent men tal maps (North,1996), that cre ated
differences in the sub jec tive con scious ness and in their un der stand ing
of their con straints and pos si bil i ties. This, re in forced by the way
different groups of  poor ex pe ri ence their pov erty, shapes their
interests dif fer ently, and ex plains why, when in di vid u als  within a
com mu nity en gage in col lec tive ac tion  they ex hibit so dif fer ent
patterns of attitudes  and motivations.  

Dis sim i lar in for ma tion costs arise from the sim ple fact that dif fer ent 
in di vid u als have dif fer ent in for ma tion-in ter ests-needs when they sit to
make a de ci sion on what ser vice to pro vide for them selves. These costs
do not re fer only to the costs in di vid u als have to pay in terms of time
and ef fort to un der stand the in for ma tion oth ers have. More
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For a very similar kind of observations see Hapgood 1965:6.

20
See Redfield (1956) and Oska (1993).



importantly, they re fer also to the dif fer ent rel a tive value that a spe cific
kind of in for ma tion may ac quire in an spe cific sit u a tion. Take, for
instance, the case of two friends trav el ing to gether through France and
It aly.  One speaks Ital ian but not French and the other French but not
Ital ian. The in for ma tion each of them have -the knowl edge of the
language- will have dif fer ent rel a tive value de pend ing on which
country they are.  Each of them have dif fer ent dis sim i lar in for ma tion
costs de pend ing on the coun try they are at in a spe cific mo ment.
Dissimilar in for ma tion costs are sim i lar to asym met ric in for ma tion for
both form part of, what we have called here, prob lems of dif fer en tials
in in for ma tion. They are, how ever, dif fer ent for dis sim i lar in for ma tion
is struc tural, and do not im ply guile.  Dif fer ent in di vid u als  have
different in for ma tion re gard ing the many dif fer ent events that con form 
their lives. This is struc tural. Asym met ric in for ma tion is also re lated to
the dif fer en tials in size (quan tity or value) of in for ma tion, but it is
related to the same event, i.e., who holds more in for ma tion about a
particular sit u a tion. The in for ma tion our fiend that speaks French has
-the knowl edge of the lan guage- serves mostly in France, i.e., he has
as set spec i fic ity with value de pend ent on be ing in France, and loses it
in  the mo ment he cross the Ital ian bor der. At the very mo ment of cross -
ing our Ital ian-speak ing friend will have more rel e vant in for ma tion in
It aly and there fore will be in a better po si tion to make ac quain tances,
lis ten the ra dio and or der food. He/she can then have more con trol over
the situation.  While our French-speaking friend will have to incur in
some costs, in terms of time and effort so as to do the same. He/she will
be in a relation of dependence to the other.

If our ital ian-speak ing friend starts be hav ing opprotunistically,
taking ad van tage of his/her knowl edge of the lan guage  in a way that
may im pact our french-speak ing one, then we will be talk ing that the
lat ter is pay ing  asymetirc in for ma tion costs.

In the com mu ni ties of this study, dis sim i lar in for ma tion in terms of
lan guage rep re sented  in deed costs for those whose Span ish was not
good enough. In meet ings it was im me di ately clear that those that
remained si lent were, in gen eral, those  whose com mand of Span ish
was poorer. But also those that lacked other types of in for ma tion, such
as knowl edge on city-life, ur ban man ners, and even names of
government’s of fices. These types of in for ma tion were as sets for some
and rep re sented costs for oth ers. Those for which in for ma tion was a
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cost had to put them selves un der a re la tion of de pend ence with those
for whom information was an asset.  

Dis sim i lar in for ma tion costs are also the costs at tached to the
process of the re pro duc tion of in for ma tion. For within a com mu nity
dif fer ent mem bers bear dif fer ent costs of ac cess and of re pro duc tion of
the in for ma tion they have. In our com mu ni ties it was ev i dent that those
with a proper com mand of Span ish had less prob lems un der stand ing a
new pro posal that those that did not. Those that were al ready street wise 
were more able to con tact bu reau crats and do nors. They had less costs.
They were, there fore, sys tem at i cally  in con trol over other in di vid u als
with higher costs. The lat ter  had to confiar y cobijarse  [trust and cover] 
-as they told us-, putt ing them selves “un der the um brella” of those for
whom the command of Spanish, for instance, was an asset.

In this line of ideas some au thors have also iden ti fied prob lems
related with what we re fer here as dis sim i lar in for ma tion costs.
Analysing how in di vid u als ex ert their voice or not, Frideres sug gests
that in pro cesses of par tic i pa tion  there ex ists  a self-se lec tion pro cess at 
the com mu nity level in which the less ed u cated choose to re main si lent. 
He ob served that large seg ments of com mu ni ties auto-seg re gate
themselves and re main out side the as sess ment pro cess. This
autosegration is for Frediers not al ways a re sult of con flict or class
distinction, but of ten a mat ter of per sonal choice (Frideres,1992:199).
In the Mazahua com mu ni ties stud ied in di vid u als make the choice of
be ing si lent for they have not pre vi ous in for ma tion that al lows them to
par tic i pate, and the dis sim i lar in for ma tion costs they would have to
incur so as to be able to par tic i pate were higher than the ben e fits.21

Un til now we have been dis cuss ing that our case of study as
self-gov ern ing  com mu ni ties  were fac ing a se ries of prob lems to
develop, ag gre gate and ac cess in for ma tion that se ri ously lim ited their
ca pac ity to pro vide for them selves. We also ar gued that in a
participatory  de ci sion mak ing pro cess for ser vice pro vi sion
communities do not act as a unity of interests.
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This observation is not exclusive  to ours. In the 1981 American Association for the
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We have ana lysed how in for ma tion is a cru cial el e ment in
decision-mak ing pro cess, and that  those with ac cess to the rel e vant
information will be more ca pa ble of putt ing for ward their points and
ma nip u late col lec tive ac tion to wards their own interests.

What we in tended to pres ent with these ar gu ments was a rather
different pic ture of the in te grated and solidaristic ru ral life many
authors in tend to pres ent.  We do not be lieve that ru ral peo ple act
always solidaristicaly or with unity of interests.

Nev er the less it is imperant to note that while dis sim i lar in for ma tion
costs fo cus on the in di vid ual stock of in for ma tion and ex pe ri ence of
pov erty, we do not pre tend to say that in di vid u als in the ru ral
communities  of our study are to tally in di vid u al is tic ac tors. On the
contrary, they are  part of strong and com plex net works of rec i proc i ties
and al li ances in which ru ral life in the Mazahua area is struc tured.
Individuals do per ceive and re spond to pov erty dif fer ently, but their
responses are also groupal and re lated to fac tors such as kin ship,
occupation and re li gion. As we will develop in the next section of this
chapter.

Asymmetric Information

In for ma tion by its very na ture is un evenly dis trib uted. The
communities stud ied here are not an ex cep tion.

Fol low ing the ar gu ments pre sented in the last sec tion here we
present ev i dence on how, for ser vices have dif fer ent im pact  in
different  groups of in di vid u als, when this in di vid u als are con fronted
with the pos si bil ity of choos ing what to pro duce dif fer ent in ter ests
spring up. In our three cases of study in di vid u als as so ci ated with other
sim i lar so as to re or gan ise the in for ma tion they needed to put for wards
their in ter ests. Groups of in ter est be came then pools where the
information  of a par tic u lar group was stored. We ex plain here how
these groups hid and used in for ma tion in an op por tu nis tic man ner so as
to maxi mise their ben e fits and mini mise their costs. And  how this
created another type of costs, asymmetric information costs.

Asym met ric in for ma tion clas sic ex am ple is that of the qual ity of an
sec ond hand au to mo bile, in which the buyer does not know if   he is
buy ing a “peach”, i.e., a good per former, or a “lemon”, i.e. a bad
performer  (Akerlof, 1970). The seller has cer tain in for ma tion on the
state of the car that the buyer can not ac cess un less the for mer dis close
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it. How ever, the seller has lit tle in cen tives to do so for this could mean a 
weaker possition in the ne go ti a tion of the price.In terms of
participatory de ci sion mak ing, this mean that there are sell ers of
information on what and how to pro vide (those hav ing in for ma tion on
how to con tact NGOs or gov ern ment agen cies, those with
communication skills or that know how to read, for in stance) and
buyers of it (those for which in for ma tion is a cost). In di vid u als who sell 
are those who pos sess rel e vant in for ma tion  which be ing
underprovided be comes a valu able as set, as we de scribed in the
previous sec tion. For com mu ni ties pro vid ing for them selves Akerlof’s
“in for ma tion par a dox” means that the seller may not be will ing to
make pub lic his in for ma tion on how to pro vide an spe cific ser vice
because of fears that it will be un der paid ( as in for ma tion is al most
anywhere) and the buyer may not be will ing to buy for fear to buy a
lemon. In other words, be cause the mar ket for in for ma tion on what to
pro vide is full of im per fec tions and be cause the ru ral poor are
competing for re sources peo ple that have rel e vant in for ma tion may
only bring it to mar ket if they per ceive that it will be fairly  “paid”, i.e.
that they will re ceive a fare share in the ben e fits. The buy ers, the rest of
the com mu nity, will  only buy  that in for ma tion (a) if they can trust that
the sell ers are not cheat ing or will cap ture of the ben e fits of a pro jects
for them selves; and (b) if they perceive that the information the sellers
have is indeed relevant for the production of the service they are aiming 
to develop.

Asym me tries in in for ma tion have been high lighted as a door to
opportunistic be hav iour. When one party to a con tract knows
something about the con tract the other does not, is likely that he/she
will use it to maxi mise his/her own benefit.

In par tic u lar asym met ric in for ma tion tends to man i fest it self in
those goods in which “es sen tial qual ity at trib utes... are dif fi cult to
measure with out in vest ing sub stan tial amounts of time and other
resources...” (Ostrom, 1993:55).The point to be real ised is that when
there is asym met ric in for ma tion var i ous ad verse se lec tion and moral
haz ard prob lems arise. Guard ing against these will sub stan tially
increase the costs of trans ac tion. And more importantly that, as Ostrom 
puts it:

 “at the min i mum, these in creased costs can be ex pected to re duce the vol ume of
ben e fi cial trades or pro duc tive ac tiv i ties. In the worst case, when no
coun ter act ing in sti tu tions have been de vised, information asym me tries can
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elim i nate some types of mu tu ally productive ac tiv ity entirely” (Ostrom,1993:55).

In terms of par tic i pa tory ser vice pro vi sion this means that the most
the sell ers will per ceive that their ben e fits of a ser vice will be min i mal
and the buy ers wont be lieve that sell ers’ in for ma tion is valu able and/or
their be hav iour will be hon est, then the out come will be closer to lack
of co-op er a tion and viceversa. In the com mu ni ties re ported by this
paper asym met ric in for ma tion was ex erted not by sin gle in di vid u als
but by groups of in ter est. This we develop in the following section.

Counteracting Institutions

Sev eral au thors have stressed the im por tance of coun ter act ing
institutions to re duce in for ma tion costs, par tic u larly those re lated with
prob lems of asym me tries in in for ma tion. For Akerlof in sti tu tions such
as guar an tees, brand-name goods and chains are im por tant in sti tu tions
to coun ter act the ef fects of qual ity un cer tainty (Akerlof, 1986). For
Wil liam son the state and the mar ket re duce un cer tainty in con tracts
(Wil liam son, 1985). Ostrom finds that kin ship, nep o tism and
corruption,  are coun ter act ing in sti tu tions that solve asym me tries in
information in ru ral in fra struc ture main te nance  (Ostrom, 1993: 62-8).
Though in the com mu ni ties  re ported by this study these in sti tu tions
did ex ist, we be lieve how ever, that be sides them there were other three
that were play ing a more im por tant role in terms of re duc ing
information costs for in di vid u als. These were, de vel op ment bro kers,
rep u ta tion ef fects and sol i dar ity net works. The three were, mu tu ally
re in forc ing and very in ter lined but that an a lyt i cally  worth a separate
analysis. 

Development Brokers

Those in di vid u als with more rel e vant in for ma tion helped the
community to re duce the costs of co-op er a tion, in par tic u lar those of
in for ma tion. These in di vid u als were act ing as com mu nity
development “bro kers” for they played the role of “open ing up” the
bar ri ers of in for ma tion the com mu nity as a whole faced to get ac cess to
the rel e vant in for ma tion they needed to pro vide for them selves. These
in di vid u als beared what Hansmann calls, for the pro cess of
establishing a firm, the costs of en tre pre neur ship . He stress that :

If, initially, the prospective owners of a new firm had to assemble and organise
themselves on their own before establishing the firm, then it would generally  be
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impossible for any numerous and widely dispersed class of patrons to assume
ownership. But in fact the organisation  of a firm is generally brokered
(Hansmann, 1996: 45).

As en tre pre neur act as bro kers of firms launch ing and de vel op ment,
com mu ni ties’  in for ma tion bro kers served  as coun ter act ing
institutions for they re duced the var i ous  costs of ac cess ing and
managing in for ma tion we have dis cussed be fore. Their role could be
sum ma rise in three main ar eas. First, they were fit ting the in for ma tion
space left by the re treat of the agency’s field of fi cer. Sec ond, they were
act ing as in for ma tion res er voirs of rel e vant in for ma tion on ev ery day
life im por tant is sues they com mu nity could not any more find in their
tra di tional in sti tu tions. They were, in most cases, the open book of
“mo der nity”. Third,  most of the Mazahua in for ma tion bro kers were
putt ing their best to lead  the com mu nity to suc cess in par tic i pa tory
service pro vi sion. They were do ing so because it was in their best
interest to do so. We now expand these points:

(a) Mu ta tis mu tan dis, in for ma tion bro kers in the Mazahua
communities stud ied have a sim i lar role -in terms of ac cess to
information- to that of money lend ers in In dia, as de scribed by
Dar ling (1932). For their knowl edge of the com mu nity needs,
the strengths and weak ness of the peo ple around them, and so on,
al low them to more clearly ex plore the fea si bil ity of an par tic u lar 
pro ject and to be able to fore see who will op pose, who will
participate and who wont. They are sim i lar to  Dar ling’s money
lend ers for they can eas ily fit the in for ma tion space left by
government and NGOs field of fi cers, and pro vide peo ple with
in for ma tion that oth er wise would im ply ex penses, time , trav els,
ef forts of speak ing a more cor rect Span ish. They are there for
peo ple to see them at any time they want, au con traire  of
bureaucrats. More over, they speak the same lan guage of other
mem bers of the com mu nity and in con trast with the bu reau crats
there is not need for for mal i ties and in con ve nient ques tions.
They are, how ever, dif fer ent from Dar ling’s money lend ers in
In dia, in that Mazahua in for ma tion bro kers -we observed-  are
more liberal and conducive to development and institutional
change.

(b) In for ma tion bro kers pos ses rel e vant in for ma tion to the
community needs. Com mu ni ties are in for ma tion hun gry and
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since in for ma tion is a scare re source, in for ma tion bro kers pos ses 
a very valu able as set. It is par tic u larly im por tant to know where
the job op por tu ni ties are, how to get there, where the of fice of
this  and that   is, be able to get around in the city and so on and so
forth. This in for ma tion is fun da men tal for it re duces the costs of
time and ef fort peo ple would have to ex pend to ac quire it.
Although for some to ac quire this in for ma tion may sound an
easy-cake, for many Mazahua peo ple it in volves se ri ous costs
and in deed con straints they think twice be fore un der tak ing.
There fore they  are keen to go to some body who has the ad e quate
fields of re la tion  with the ex te rior.22 Those who have lived in the 
cit ies, who speak better Span ish, who are more as ser tive and, as
an in for mant put it, are de razon  [knowl edge able persons], that
know the manners of “modernity” the Mazahuas are trying to
learn.

     In the com mu ni ties stud ied those that have lived in the city for a
while, those that can read and/or speak flu ently Span ish, those
that have worked in fac to ries or can drive have had what Akerlof
re fers as li cens ing prac tices , that cer tify the  at tain ment  of
certain lev els of pro fi ciency (Akerlof, 1986:33-37).These
activities are, as Akerlof state for the ed u ca tion sys tem, a
certification of the qual ity  of the in for ma tion the individual
possesses.

(c) We de lib er ately  ap ply Hansmann’s de scrip tion of the role of
bro kers in bear ing en tre pre neur ship costs be cause we be lieve
that it per fectly mir rors, as we have tried to show, the role of
Mazahua’s  in for ma tion bro kers. More over, the idea of bro ker
has im plicit the idea that he/she gets some ben e fit out of the
voluntary job of bear ing the costs of en tre pre neur ship.
Therefore, for in for ma tion bro kers it is in his/her best in ter ests to
main tain their im age as knowl edge able  per sons, and to try to
lead the com mu nity to suc cess in col lec tive ac tion so as to be
con sulted and fol lowed in fu ture ven tures. This is equal to say

Alejandro Na tal Martínez

240

22
This concept is quite complicated. The main problem is that the exterior is actually where
many mazhuas live -Mexico city- .



that in for ma tion bro kers will try to build them selves a
reputation, for they be lieve its benefits would exceed the
entrepreneurship costs.

Reputation 

Be cause de vel op ment bro kers were“sta tus en tre pre neurs” in the
Mazahua vil lages, they were par tic u larly con cerned with “to be known
as a con cerned mem ber of the com mu nity, to be re spected”, as they
repeatedly com mented.

Rep u ta tion was, for the Mazahua com mu ni ties stud ied, both (a) a
very im por tant by-prod uct of par tic i pa tion and (b) a catalyser of it. 

(a) Rep u ta tion was a by-prod uct of par tic i pa tion for though it was
not one of the ob jec tives of col lec tive ac tion, when a
participatory pro cess was suc cess ful, those that had been its
brokers were gain ing rec og ni tion as good  lead ers.  This is
illustrated by the com ment pre sented above when one in for mant
said “ we knew that he would come out with a good idea... he
always does...”. 

       But in or der to main tain that rep u ta tion within their neigh bours
in di vid u als have to bear huge costs. The fol low ing case
exemplify this:

    Andres, on of the bro kers of San Cristobal, pushed for wards the idea of build ing
the ex ten sion of the school. One day we ar rived late at night to his house and
found him very busy with cal cu la tions and pa pers. He had been for sev eral days
plan ning the ter mi na tion of the school. He was ex tremely wor ried be cause there
had been de lays in the ar rival of some ma te ri als and the school was go ing to be
fin ished and in au gu rated one week af ter the ex pected date!.We man i fested our
very pos i tive im pres sion for we thought, that given the con di tions, a week de lay
was ac tu ally an achieve ment rather than a fail ure. He then ex plained to us that a
week later would mean that the school would be fin ished af ter his  pe riod  as
delegado  [vol un tary representant  of the com mu nity ] had fin ished. He had
al ways wanted the school to be in au gu rated the day in which he was pre cisely
leav ing of fice. He then com mented that he was ready to even “plas ter bricks at
night, if nec es sary”, as he said to achieve his due date. For, as he lat ter ex plained
to us,  “if we in au gu rate the school and we make a party and peo ple en joy it, this
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would mean that some body from my own group23 would be elected as delegado
for the next pe riod”

 .  This case mir rors a com mon fea ture of par tic i pa tion in the
Mazahua coun try. Though rep u ta tion of lead ers is not an
objective of col lec tive ac tion it be comes a by-prod uct lead ers
gain out of it. Then rep u ta tion is a coun ter act ing in sti tu tion for it
forces lead ers to be hon est and to search for relevant information.

(b) In the com mu ni ties stud ied rep u ta tion has been a catalyser of
par tic i pa tion for it has al lowed bro kers that have it to have more
con vo ca tion power . Their lead er ship was a guar an tee of
collective ac tion suc cess at the eyes of community members.

As writ ten guar an tees are to for mal mar kets, rep u ta tion was
between the Mazahuas to co-op er a tion, mainly be cause  un cer tainty
was high. In their pro cess of gain ing rep u ta tion Mazahua in for ma tion
bro kers could be seen as brand-name goods. Brand-name goods are a
coun ter act ing in sti tu tions that by build ing con test able mar kets serve as 
in sur ance mech a nisms for in di vid u als, that will even be will ing to pay
more than the fair price if they can be as sured that the prod uct will
main tain the qual ity from  one pur chase to an other. Mazahuas were
keen to tight their votes to those of their pre ferred  bro kers, for they
believed that “in their hands  they  could have more chances to prop erly
do the things”, as they put it. As a par tic i pant said to us “be cause he [the 
in for ma tion bro ker]knows  about these things”. When, in a re union,
some of them dis cussed the pos si bil ity that some of the bro kers where
cap tur ing more ben e fits than any body else, one  of them con cluded
“that is the price to pay, for he is al ways so good in get ting the things
right. It is pref er a ble that  he gets some things for him self and or gan ise
things prop erly than to have some body else who is very hon est but that
does not  know  where to go and what to say”.Most people nodded in
agreement. They were ready to pay the price.

In our com mu ni ties bro kers, as “sell ers” of in for ma tion, had the will 
to share their in for ma tion, in so far they could have a pro por tional
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share, gen er ally larger  than that of the oth ers, of the ben e fits de rived
from that in for ma tion. So, in or der to gain the con fi dence of  “buy ers”,
they had to give sig nals that the  informa- tion they pos sessed was
valuable. They had to build a rep u ta tion, and by so do ing they were
build ing a con test able mar ket  for information on how to provide.

This proved to be par tic u larly im por tant given the pe ri ods of
uncertainty that Mazahua  ar eas are pass ing through. For as Har ris,
Har ris and Lewis state that un cer tainty makes peo ple get to gether
around lead ers and oth ers that have knowl edge or what they per ceive is 
a rel e vant in for ma tion that may re duce their costs of ac cess ing to that
in for ma tion (Har ris, Harris and Lewis, 1996).

We ob served that in our cases of study these in di vid u als be came the
cen tre of groups of in ter est. They were gen er ally the lead ers of a web of 
re la tions of de pend ence and rec i proc ity based in re la tions such as
kinship, oc cu pa tion and re li gion. They were the head of these groups of 
peo ple that trusted them, for they have proved to rep re sent their
interests. Peo ple grouped around them for they could  no lon ger find in
their tra di tional in sti tu tions rel e vant in for ma tion to deal with the
chang ing and com plex re al ity they are in serted. These lead ers  have
arisen to solve the gap of in for ma tion on how to pro vide. By so do ing
con trib uted to cre ate a mar ket for rel e vant information in which people
can literally shop around.

Formation of Groups: The Political Economy of Information

Dif fer en tials in in for ma tion be tween the Mazahua have cre ated
various sets of mo ti va tions, at ti tudes and so cial re la tions. In di vid u als
in these com mu ni ties have grouped them selves with other sim i lar, i.e.,
with those with the same ac tiv i ties-needs-in for ma tion  trinomium. At
the cen tre  of the group, there is in gen eral one of the better in formed
per sons in the com mu nity . As this phe nom e non is com mon to the large 
ma jor ity of in di vid u als within the com mu nity it is an in te gral part the
vil lages life. Group for ma tion is cause and ef fect of a se ries of so cial
relations that struc ture ru ral life in the Mazahua area. We be lieve that
this structuration24  posed dif fer ent costs to dif fer ent groups of
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individuals, and there fore de ter mined the choices they took and types
of ac tions they en gaged in when they w ere pro vid ing for them selves.

This structuration has turned life in Mazahua vil lages more
multidimensional   and  cul tur ally com plex . Mul ti di men sional  for
individuals play now three or more roles at the same time. Cul tur ally
com plex, for two rea sons (a) as tra di tional in sti tu tions -es pe cially
culture- do not any more pro vide of in for ma tion for deal ing with the
new re al ity, in di vid u als have to pick new ways and mo res  that al low
them to sur vive in a new, chang ing en vi ron ment; (b) as their fields of
re la tion  have grown to wards the out side, much of their behaviour is
now occupation-related. 

In this new ar range ments a whole se ries of so ci etal forms have
indeed ap peared in clud ing cel e bra tions, rit u als and other non-ma te rial
ac tiv i ties. As shown by Redfield (1956: 26-33), in our com mu ni ties
these new forms were very re lated to up-rises and changes of re li gion
(San Cristobal and  El Salto), a re dis cov ery  of their tra di tional cul ture
(San Lorenzo and San Cristobal), and a new po lit i cal  iden tity (El Salto, 
San Lorenzo, San Cristobal). In the three of them Sol i dar ity  and in deed 
col lec tive action were one of these new rituals. 

For peo ple in the Mazahua area the talk of sol i dar ity was com mon
place. They ex hibit a lot of en thu si asm and com mit ment to it.
Insistently they re fer to the pro jects they have un der taken and how
much they were go ing to do. They even stressed how im por tant was
their  com mu nity sol i dar ity  for “de vel op ing to gether as a whole”. For
an ex ter nal ob server vis it ing and re port ing on the ba sis of a short visit
things would have seemed as a very ad e quate con tin u a tion of the field
of fi cer and the agen cies’ par tic i pa tory de vel op ment. How ever, once
one es tab lished in the place, on a long time ba sis and gained the
confidence of the peo ple  many in ter nal con tra dic tions re vealed
themselves, and showed that the prob lem-free  par tic i pa tion  rhet o ric
was in deed a façade  and that at the back of the stage many things were
in the cook ing. Costs were ex tremely high and in for ma tion was
organised around spe cial per sons that were jock ey ing and bar gain ing
for po si tions of power within the com mu nity. They them selves were
the most in ter ested  in cover and main tain  par tic i pa tion  as an ob ject of
workshipness for it helped to main tain their po si tion as lead ers.
Marsden has high lighted this point, when warn ing us on the hazards of
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naively exaggerating the possibilities of local knowledge in
participatory decision making:

...The essence of all communities resides in sacred places, symbolically
represented by cultural objects: The Ashanti stool, the Muslim ka’aba,  the sacred 
grove, the American Flag, the war memorial. These are, at the same time, both
public and private, where the symbol of communal solidarity is displayed in
rituals of public affirmation, and where legitimacy and authority is conferred on
particular people.... At such rituals the public rhetoric of solidarity often
disguised jockeying for position, or is accompanied  by less formal opportunities
to exchange ‘secret’ information or to gossip... (Marsden, 1994: 53).

Tough we have dis agreed be fore with some of the po si tions of
Marsden (see chap ter two), we also be lieve that he has a very im por tant 
point in this re spect. For in our com mu ni ties of study in for ma tion was
so im por tant that  in di vid u als who had more rel e vant in for ma tion were
ready to use it op por tu nisti cally  to maxi mise their own ben e fits and
those of the group of they have a reciprocity network with. 

These two ex am ples mir ror this ar gu ment. In San Lorenzo, the
NGO work ing with the peo ple was ex plor ing the pos si bil ity of
developing a mush room farm. They or gan ised, thus, a visit of ex perts
from the min is try of ag ri cul ture to the vil lage. For any rea son the
experts visit was pro grammed with very lit tle time in ad vance. And
there fore the field of fi cer did not had the time of pub licly an nounce the
visit. She could only ask one of the lead ers of the vil lage to spread the
in for ma tion as quickly as pos si ble. He, how ever only did so to his
group of friends, his reciprocity network. 

The field of fi cer told us af ter the event:

when he and his group  new that the people from the ministry were coming they
positioned themselves in the road to wait for them. They brought them to their
own houses and fancy them so as to get from the all the information  first. After
that they only told the community  part of it. Keeping for them the key information. 
This group wanted the Ministry to give them the funds to they alone pretending
they represented the whole community. Fortunately  the experts found it strange
to be receive in a private house and not in a public meeting and refuse to do
anything before contacting me. This, shows you, how hypocrite some people in
the community  are and how there are secret alliances  and groups ‘beneath the
water’....

A sit u a tion re ferred to us by an in for mant in San Cristobal also
exemplifies  our ar gu ment:

... When  the government gave the community the funds to restore houses, they
were intended to reach the poorest households. However the delegado  [the
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voluntary representant of the community], for he was the one that knew when the
funds were going to arrive, only informed his people. They made a meeting and
distributed the funds among themselves, only within their own group ...but we did
not say anything for some of these people are also friends of ours or even relatives 
and there is not point in conflicting with them. Money comes and goes, but we got
to live together for the rest of our lives...

In this same or der of ideas, Haviland re ports on how  “factionaly
based talk in Zinacantan25 seems most of ten to mask  rather than to
expose  the ba sis of con flict” (Haviland,1977: 9). He, as the field
officer of San Lorenzo, finds that there is much go ing “be neath the
water”, and that de spite the ap par ent co-op er a tion  groups are us ing
information  to “bring wa ter to their own mill”, as an in for mant in San
Cristobal very il lus tra tively has put it.

What Haviland re ports for Zinacantan, as in deed what was
happening in the Mazahua com mu ni ties stud ied here was that, in
relation whith  sol i dar ity, in di vid u als had an ethos in the ory  and
another ethos in prac tice,  as Banfield show for ru ral com mu ni ties in
Italy in which re sources were also scarce and poor were com pet ing for
them. Peas ants in 1940’s It aly were, as the Mazahuas now lived, at the
edge of the sword of co-op er a tion/com pe ti tion. On  one hand, for ru ral
life is very in ter de pen dent,  Mazahua com mu ni ties, as those of
Banfield, know they have to co-op er ate with each other, this is their
ethos in the ory. Yet, on the other hand, co-op er a tion has to be
systematically  weighted against its costs and pos si ble ben e fits for risk
and sur vival are ma jor con cerns of ru ral peo ple. And they, with out
doubt, will not co op er ate and be come self ish and op por tu nis tic if their
fam ily sur vival is menaced. This is their ethos in practice   (see
Banfield, 1958).

Banfield’s ap proach helps ex plain ing why for ser vice pro vi sion in
the Mazahua area, de ci sion-mak ers tended to ap ply an ethos in the ory
in the rhet o ric and rit ual of sol i dar ity. And to  ap ply an ethos in prac tice
in its ac tual im ple men ta tion . For in for ma tion is costly and the door to
the cher ished re sources it was the first  area where this duality
manifested itself.
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These ex am ples il lus trate some thing we ob served in many other
situations, the fact that  fac tion al ism was in deed a re al ity  of the  new
so cial structuration of the Mazahua com mu ni ties. Though it had not
the ad versarial char ac ter is tic some times at tached to the con cept it was
very clear that peo ple were or gan is ing them selves in groups to de fend
their in ter ests groupally  and to first cap ture for them selves the scarce
in com ing re sources. This ob ser va tion is not particular to our cases.

Though they have not built on in for ma tion costs anal y sis other
authors have re ported on how groups or gan ised to make more ef fi cient
use of the in for ma tion they had. They have re ported on very dif fer ent
field as ur ban re gen er a tion (Skelcher, McCabe, and Lowndes, 1996),
lo cal pol i tics (Bosco, 1992), and com mu nity cul tural stud ies
(Haviland, 1977).Sckelcher, re ports on how com mu nity net works base 
their trans fer of in for ma tion on “who you know”. Bosco shows how in
Tai wan lo cal pol i tics, in for ma tion was distributed on a groupal
rationality.

What these stud ies have hinted at and the Mazahua cases have
shown is that one of the rea sons be cause in di vid u als or gan ise
themselves in groups is to mini mise trans ac tion costs, spe cially those
of in for ma tion. They also hint to the fact that groups are ready to
behave op por tu nisti cally if that im plies a maxi mi sa tion of their
member’s benefits.

In terms of par tic i pa tory ser vice pro vi sion, this im plies that be cause 
there are groups at the in te rior of a com mu nity, and be cause they may
be have op por tu nisti cally, not all the “pub lic in for ma tion” is equally
pub lic. The point to real ise is that in for ma tion is un equally dis trib uted
within the com mu nity and that it’s ag gre ga tion is nec es sar ily
embedded in the community’s political economy.

In this or der of ideas Mar sden has noted that in a com mu nity
information is not fully shared, and that in deed some groups keep it,
mak ing it more pri vate,  so as to maxi mise their ben e fits. Mar sden says:

...There are ..at least two circuits of knowledge -the private and the public- which
interact in very complex ways. In addition to this crude characterisation  there
are different types of public knowledge. It is in the nature of interactions within
and between ‘knowledge systems’ to make manifest certain sorts of information
and to keep other sorts hidden... (Marsden, 1994: 53).

Groups’ for ma tion and the op por tu nis tic use of in for ma tion
represent both costs of in for ma tion and a catalyser of par tic i pa tion.
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On one hand groups have dis sim i lar and asym met ric in for ma tion,
and be cause they are com pet ing be tween them selves for scarce
resources, they stra te gi cally man age that in for ma tion. By so do ing
they are caus ing the com mu nity as a whole costs of asym met ric
information. 

On the other hand by serv ing as coun ter act ing in sti tu tions groups
are catalysers of par tic i pa tion. For  groups at the in te rior of the
Mazahua vil lages ac com plish a very sim i lar func tion to those re ported
by Akerlof in In dian in dus trial scene. He stress how  caste, or more
accurately, com mu nal groups...[serve for they] es tab lish a rep u ta tion
for “hon est” deal ing...[and] or.... use com mu nal ties to en cour age
honest deal ing within the com mu nity (Akerlof,1986: 35). In the
Mazahua com mu nity groups served as sol i dar ity net works through
which in di vid u als mini mised risks, They were al ter na tive
counteracting in sti tu tions to those stressed by Wil liam son, the state or
mar kets. For in Mazahua communities market and  state failure are
both present.

Now it is im por tant to have a look to the mech a nisms through which
com mu ni ties ex change in for ma tion.

Gossip as Flux of Information

Much of the be hav iour of Mazahuas in the meet ings was a re sult of the
costs of in for ma tion they had to face, as we have tried to pres ent in this
chap ter. How ever, this by no means, im plies that in for ma tion was
stagnant or that there was a to tal ab sence of it. Even if in the meet ing
peo ple were si lent and there were prob lems of  in com plete and
opportunistic use of in for ma tion com mu ni ties were in deed ac tively
search ing and dis cuss ing it. The mech a nisms they used were rather
informal and not eas ily ob serv able. More over they were se cre tive and
in gen eral, dif fi cult to ac cess for an ob server ex ter nal to the
community. Maybe be cause we look like the Mazahuas, or be cause we
have sit long hours to talk about noth ing   we were granted with the
opportunity to en ter a more in ti mate world, the world of gos sip.26

Alejandro Na tal Martínez

248

26
The  importance of gossip as a method of community analysis has been stressed by E.C.
Parsons. In her study of Mitla ,  Mexico she concludes: “In any systematic  town  survey



In the Mazahua com mu ni ties stud ied gos sip plays many roles.
Maybe the most ev i dent is that gos sip serves as a coun ter act ing
institution for it re in forces in di vid ual be hav iour re gard ing the rest of
the com mu nity. How ever, we pre ferred to ana lyse it as a web through
which other coun ter act ing in sti tu tions are linked and as a mech a nism
through which in for ma tion is shared and dis trib uted. Gos sip can also
be seen as a mech a nism in which ex-ante  the meet ing things are
discussed, val ues and opinions shared and even agreements reached.

Gos sip has sev eral di men sions in the po lit i cal econ omy of
information in Mazahua com mu ni ties stud ied. We will briefly dis cuss
those which help us to un der stand the costs and coun ter act ing
institutions of in for ma tion. First, it is an im por tant mech a nism for
groups ‘in te gra tion. Sec ond,  it is a con flict mini miser. Third, it is a
mech a nism to spread im por tant in for ma tion on rep u ta tion of
community mem bers,  and fourth, gos sip is both a res er voir of val ues
and col lec tive mo ral ity, and also the arena where patterns of social
change are discuss.

Gossiping and Groups Integration

Our ob ser va tions of the Mazahua groups cor rob o rate Gluckman’s
arguments when he states that gos sip is pos si ble only within the
boundaries of a group and that  it con sti tutes a  “so cial weapon” by
which a group pro tects it self from in cur sions by out sid ers
(Gluckman,1963, 307-16. ). Mazahuas were par tic u larly at tached to
this prac tice and in deed we could ob serve that in dif fer ent groups there
were gos sips about oth ers, and about what oth ers groups had done and
were plan ning to do and how that would even tu ally im pact on the
interests of the gos sip ing group. Learn ing to gos sip in a group, in the
Mazahua coun try, not only im plied learn ing what to say and what not
to say to whom. It gave in di vid u als im por tant in for ma tion on who to
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trans act with and how. More over, pro vided in di vid u als with
“conceptions about the kinds of in for ma tion which they could use in
their in ter ac tion” ( Handelmann ,1971:396), and helped them to cre ate
sim i lar men tal maps about the world.

Be cause gos sip was un der taken mainly within the bound aries of a
group, and the groups al ready  were in te grated through the trinomium
needs/in for ma tion/ac tiv i ties,  groups be came more and more
integrated and more sim i lar in the in for ma tion they had. 

Be cause they had gos siped be fore the meet ings in di vid u als within
the same groups could leave the task of ne go ti at ing  to the group’s
mem ber  with more com mu ni ca tion skills. He/she in gen eral was a
development bro ker, and pos sessed a large part of the rel e vant
information the groups needed, he could there fore  better rep re sent the
group’s vis a vis other groups.

Gosip and Conflict Between Groups

If gos sip serves to main tain the bound aries , i.e., the “unity”, of a group. 
It can also serve as a mech a nism to mini mise groups open and harsh
con flict. In the Mazahua cases when there was a harsh topic to be
discussed in a meet ing the contendant groups gen er ally tried to ex plore
the opin ions of the op pos ing group be fore the meet ing took place.
Generally  a good gossiper was ap proached so as to ob tain that
information. Once the in for ma tion was “milked”, many times they
send back -through that gossiper- mes sages to the op pos ing group. In
many cases we ob served that there was in deed an ac tive “ex change” of
in for ma tion be tween the op po nent groups through this way. And it
was in cred i ble in ter est ing to ob serve how af ter a time he/she came
back or “let them know” what was the opin ion of the other group. 

A sim i lar , “un der-the-ta ble kind of ne go ti a tions” through gos sip
has also been re ported by study of the Tzetzales in dig e nous group in
Mex ico (Haviland, 1977: 1-15).

We also found that ul ti mately this ne go ti a tions brought con sen sus
prior to meet ings, and there fore the actuall meet ings merely served to
fill a for mal ity. This co in cides with Gluckman’s study on Welsh
vilolages in which he shows that gos sip serves to re duce in ter group
con flict for con tinuos gos sip be tween groups serves to unify  ideas and
some what brings con for mity with com mu nity ob jec tives (Gluckman,
1963:312)
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Gossip as a Contestable Market

Gos sip as mech a nism of con flict mini mi sa tion serves the com mu nity
also in other forms. Gluckman  ob ser va tions of  Welsh vil lages, show
that peo ple, “eval u ate ...lead ers, as good vil lag ers, and the like”,
through gos sip (Gluckman, 1963). This was in deed also the case in the
Mazahua area.

In the ab sence of per fect  in for ma tion mar kets, when Mazahuas
individuals are to get them selves in volved in a col lec tive ac tion, they
eval u ate the bro kers’ rep u ta tion through gos sip ing. They also eval u ate
pro jects and ana lyse how they may im pact their in ter ests as a group and 
as individuals. 

On the other hand be cause bro kers are very aware that gos sip is a
mech a nism through which they them selves will be eval u ated, they
give spe cial im por tance to hav ing a better than av er age in volve ment in
col lec tive ac tion and of lead ing the com mu nity to success.

Al most ev ery time we in ter viewed the com mu nity de vel op ment
bro kers they stressed how im por tant was for them to es tab lish
themselves a rep u ta tion as a ‘participadoesr’[com mit ted  to
participation] and ‘buenas gentes’ [non-self ish in di vid ual]. Bro kers
knew that spe cially these two as pects played an im por tant part in their
“evaluation”.

En tre pre neurs seek ing to built up so cial cap i tal, re fer to us that by
be ing buenas gentes  [good fel lows, ready to co op er ate] with oth ers and 
by show ing that ev ery time they were asked to par tic i pate they were
there, they could maxi mise the  favores [fa vours] that oth ers would
own  them, and use then them when ever they needed it. One of them
put it like this “ this is all about ” to day for you, tomorrow for me". 

Bro kers had clear that ev ery sin gle of their acts was go ing to be come 
pub lic in for ma tion through gossip.

Gossip and Self-interest Oriented Behaviour

It was not only the bro kers who had a strong aware ness of be ing
evaluated. In the Mazahua com mu ni ties stud ied here there was in deed
a very close re la tion be tween rec i proc ity and par tic i pa tion. In di vid u als 
per ceiv ing them selves as more likely of need ing help in the fu ture
(mainly the poor) were by far more keen to co op er ate than those, who
be lieved they may not need (be cause they have a sta ble job or money)
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their neigh bours -un less they were seek ing to in crease their “so cial
cap i tal”. Gos sip served al ways as a re in forc ing mech a nism through
which fa vours had to be paid back. For through gos sip the com mu nity
had ac cess to all in for ma tion on who owns fa vour to whom. If an
individual did not help oth ers  (spe cially those to whom he/she owned a 
fa vour) when they were  in need, gos sip be came so strong that he/she
was lit er ally pushed to re pair the fa vour. 

In terms of par tic i pa tion for ser vice pro vi sion gos sip was very
strong against  freeriders and , thus,  a very good mech a nism to re frain
them. Gos sip was in the com mu ni ties stud ied a very pow er ful tool to
re duce orotunisticbehaviour. How ever, this does not means that
individuals there fore be came sim ply al tru is tic. In the Mazahua area, as
Paine claims, peo ple ap pealed to group val ues in gos sip and to
reciprocity only in so far it fur thered their own self-in ter ests. What we
ob served cor rob o rates Paine ar gu ment that  gos sip is “a tool
individuals use to at tain cer tain ends, to pro tect their individual
interests” (Paine, 1967: 280).

Gossip as a Reservoir of Values and the Arena to Discuss Social Change

In the Mazahua com mu ni ties stud ied  by this re search, gos sip was not
only a mech a nism to learn to avoid rude ness.27 It was clearly the code
of what Bailey calls a “moral com mu nity” that is a group of peo ple
“pre pared to make moral judge ments about one an other” (Bailey,
1971:7 :1-15)

Mem bers of the dif fer ent Mazahua groups were try ing to main tain
their  rep u ta tions, and one way they did so was to be strong judges of
oth ers. They did so through gos sip ing. In al most any gos sip ing ses sion
val ues were im plic itly the sub ject  ( see Haviland, 1977:chap ter
four).Gos sip was the res er voir of Mazahua val ues and tra di tions, that
as Gluckman sug gests for the Makah per sist in no other way
(Gluckman,1963: 311).
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How ever in the Mazahua com mu ni ties  gos sip was also a
mechanism in di vid u als use to draw con clu sions on oth ers’ be hav iour
and to eval u ate the value , i.e., use ful ness, of their tra di tional val ues.
Though, de spite that in gen eral gos sip is seen as main tain ing  the statuo
quo, for the Mazahuas it was serv ing as a mech a nism to con trast new
in for ma tion with the tra di tional one,28 and in deed as an arena to dis cuss 
the alternatives of social change.

Summary

In this pa per we have dis cussed the var i ous real-world in for ma tion
prob lems, which ru ral peo ple has to deal with when they de cide
collectively.  This is not to say that a more equaliarian   par tic i pa tory
de ci sion mak ing is im pos si ble.  In stead we need to re cog nise and try to
un der stand this kind of prob lems if better mech a nisms to im prove
collective decision making are to be found.

Lit er a ture  has iden ti fied some costs as so ci ated with col lec tive
decission mak ing. These costs are gen er ally re lated  with the
organisational prob lems in di vid u als  face when par tic i pat ing.  These
are costs com mon to any pro cess of col lec tive de ci sion mak ing, such as 
be ing time con sum ing;  the need for com mu ni ca tion skills; and the
different world-vi sions that may di verge on what and how things
should be done. How ever, lit tle at ten tion has been put onto these costs
and we do not know of any sistematic and/or organized study of them.

In this pa per we have tried to go deeper in the anal y sis of the costs of
par tic i pa tory decission mak ing. We focuss in the anal y sis of ru ral
community’s  decission mak ing for the pro vi sion of col lec tive goods.
By so do ing we were able to pres ent a an other set of in for ma -
tion-related costs that im pact decission mak ing in ru ral de vel op ment .
We be lieve that these costs are par tic u larly im por tant for their pres ence 
or ab sence dras ti cally conditions community development.

These costs were di vided into ‘in com plete in for ma tion’ and
‘differentials in in for ma tion’ costs. The ‘in com plete in for ma tion’
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costs of par tic i pa tory de ci sion mak ing are a con se quence of the
difficulties  par tic i pants face when hav ing to search and or gan ise
information so as to produce a service.

In the Mazahua com mu ni ties re ported by this study we could
identify a set of costs within ‘in com plete in for ma tion costs’, namely,
de vel op ment costs, ag gre gat ing in for ma tion costs, ex-post in com plete
in for ma tion costs, and the costs of search ing for information.

An other type of in for ma tion costs can be re lated to the dif fer en tials
in in for ma tion be tween in di vid u als in the com mu nity. What we called
here ‘dif fer en tials in in for ma tion costs’ were bro ken down into
dissimilar in for ma tion and asym met ric in for ma tion costs. Dis sim i lar
in for ma tion costs arise due to the fact that at the in te rior of ru ral
communities there are a mul ti plic ity of ac tiv i ties, needs and in ter ests.
As a con se quence, the lev els and types of in for ma tion dif fer ent
individuals have vary dra mat i cally.  Be cause the man age ment of
information is fun da men tal for in di vid u als to par tic i pate in de ci sion
mak ing these dif fer en tials  of in for ma tion are particularly important to
determine who participates and how, and who does not. 

Asym met ric in for ma tion costs arise from the fact that the Mazahua
ru ral poor were com pet ing be tween them selves for re sources and were
ready to use in for ma tion op por tu nisti cally, to maxi mise their benefits. 

For the ru ral poor it is im por tant  to know, for in stance, when cheap
med i cines or food will ar rive, where there are jobs on of fer, and so on.
Be cause they live in an en vi ron ment  of par tic u larly scarce re sources,
they com pete be tween them selves to be the first to get in for ma tion on
these is sues. This will give them an ad van tage which may be cru cial for 
sur vival. In the Mazahua com mu ni ties  in for ma tion was
underprovided and there were only some in di vid u als who, in a
changing en vi ron ment, had ac cess to the rel e vant in for ma tion the
community needed.  This placed other in di vid u als on a po si tion of
dependence in relation to these more knowledgeable  individuals.

In these com mu ni ties, there fore, in for ma tion was power. How ever,
be cause it was not evenly dis trib uted within ru ral com mu ni ties, who
con trolled what kind of  in for ma tion was a core ques tion to as sess in the 
anal y sis of par tic i pa tory  decision-making.

The ob ser va tion of these is sues in the Mazahua area has made us
believe that in for ma tion costs, par tic u larly  in com mu ni ties  pass ing
through a pro cess of mod erni sa tion, re-or gan ise their po lit i cal
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economy around those who have rel e vant in for ma tion, cre at ing groups 
of interests.

Groups in the Mazahua cases are the way in di vid u als have found to
de fend their in ter ests and to man age in for ma tion.  They con sti tute here
what we called the  po lit i cal econ omy of in for ma tion  since in
participatory de ci sion mak ing they rep re sent both a costs and a
facilitating mechanism.
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