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1.0 Introduction 
 

I was writing on this paper when my computer suddenly broke down. So I went to the store 

where I had bought it two years ago and inquired what to do. Two minutes later they gave me a 

new computer to borrow while my own was sent by mail for reparation. No questions were 

asked, and no signature was required for the computer I borrowed. First we should notice how 

trustworthy the computer shop found the mail system to be, since they could send a fragile laptop 

by mail. Secondly is the trust they showed me when they handed over a laptop without a 

guarantee of return. This is not an outstanding example however - Norway is actually ranked as 

the second country in the world where people find one another most trustworthy, just beaten by 

Denmark (Tinggaard and Svendsen 2006). The high level of trust lubricates the society in a way 

where we dare to cooperate without fear of being cheated on. It releases funds that otherwise 

would have been used on extensive bureaucracy and monitoring organs found other places. Such 

systems are according to Tinggaard and Svendsen (2006) also the key as to why Scandinavian 

countries are wealthy. Just consider my broken computer and how frustrating and time 

consuming it would have been to wait without a laptop to write my thesis on. Or the costs that 

would have occurred if every single sales outlets were in need of a workshop because the mail 

service could not be relied on for the more fragile things. If this is one of the key concepts to 

wealth, then why are there so few studies dealing with it in relation to development projects? 

Several out of the current studies on primitive societies tend to draw a rosy picture with a high 

degree of solidarity for kinship ties within the villages, while the modern world on the contrary is 

characterized by an increased individualism (Durkheim 1984). What Durkheim argues could for 

several reasons indeed seem correct, but what about the relations that stretch across villages and 

between strangers? That is a more thankful issue in Scandinavian countries where free trade has 

been part of our way of living for centuries (Tinggaard and Svendsen 2006). Part of the 

Norwegian culture for instance, is related to seafarers, with roots far back to the ancient Viking 

age when people interacted with people across the seas. Malawians on the other hand are more 

inexperienced with such relations, as their culture for centuries has been related to agriculture 

where each village is more or less self sustainable (Peters 2006). Now they are being forced to 

break out of that pattern and interact with strangers if they want to join cooperation projects 

induced by the NGO’s.  This is a situation that gives us some interesting questions as to how they 
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apprehend their cooperation partners’ trustworthiness, and in what situations, and which hands 

they find trustworthy. This paper explores these relations in an irrigation and borehole project 

where people had to cooperate and trust strangers if they were to achieve their goals. And those 

in traditional power positions had to accept that they no longer possessed total control, but would 

have to leave some of their power in the hands of a committee.   

 

Through these two projects I intend to challenge Durkheim (1984) and explore whether the 

strong bonds and solidarity within the village are as strong as he claims them to be, even for 

situations where people have more gains from dishonest actions. However, it is important to 

emphasize that I always take the standpoint of what people believe is true or rational to them, 

whether or not it is based in reality, hardly affects how they perceive others’ trustworthiness. This 

takes on a broad rational account where an individual’s assessment of the probability of gains, as 

contrary to the losses in placing trust, is the central focus of my discussion. The paper turns in 

other words on the assessment of others’ trustworthiness, based on the likelihood that the one 

being trusted will defect or not (Coleman 1990). What I hope to determine here is not so much 

the level of trust itself, but rather the motivations behind the placement of it. Simply looking at 

the level of trust in a cooperative project does not give us the knowledge we need for solutions. 

We need to see the motivations and problems behind the way people look upon each other. We 

need to see why they in many cases simply could not risk their investments in cooperation unless 

they were forced to. You may place a huge amount of trust in someone without necessarily 

considering him trustworthy (Hardin 2006). Thus, I intend to explore the mechanisms behind the 

way people understand one another in light of the rational motivations behind, and not the mere 

trust itself. It leaves the positive motivations out and paints a negative picture of why these 

villagers did not find their cooperation partners worthy of their trust. That leads us to the 

following research question: 

 

How can a rational perspective explain the lack of perceived trustworthiness between participants 

in a borehole and irrigation project? 

 

The answer to that question is mainly divided into three parts. The first one presents the theory 

where I have chosen to put weight on general theories of trust and its related fields. It takes on a 
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discussion where several mechanisms favorable to trustworthiness are considered, and goes 

contrary to the discussion part where the theory is used analogous to point at why these 

mechanisms failed to appear in the irrigation and borehole project. Especially Durkheim’s (1984) 

discussion and his focus on the division of labor, held together with Coleman (1990) and 

Hardin’s (2002) account of the rational trustworthiness will be emphasized. More specific 

theories on trust within cooperative projects in African villages are scarce, with the result that I 

had to improvise and use theories mainly based on western societies. The lack of previous 

theories in the field turns in many ways the findings in this paper more important. These are 

findings which are based on a range of interviews combined with a set of public goods games that 

gave us several advantages, but also challenges. These themes are all dealt with in the 

methodological part of the paper. However, my main focus is not the method, but the discussion 

part where theory mix with, and shed light on the findings presented here.  The themes follow 

chronologically according to how they are listed in the theory part, which makes it easy to follow 

what the findings are related to. Merely reading the discussion will only appear as fragmented 

sentences with little or no sense - everything has to be seen up against the theory. The subsequent 

lines are included to give you a glimpse of what the theory part should be linked to when you 

read it. 

 

1.1  Borehole 

The main source for drinking water is the borehole, located just within the village hereby named 

“Kinshu”. One of the issues I will discuss in the borehole is to what extent a public goods 

situation affected the way people perceived the trustworthiness of their fellows and their village 

head. The public goods should in this case be seen as a game consisting of a group of people who 

simultaneously invest into a common pot. A pot which gives a certain kind of benefits divided 

equally regardless of how much each person contributes (Fehr and Camerer 2004).  (See 

appendix 1). This pot reflects in many ways the borehole where everyone contributed a monthly 

fee into a common pot and carried out the maintenance work in a joint effort, all under the 

supervision of a treasurer who happens to be the sister of village head Kinshu. However, those 

who did not contribute in work or payments were still having the benefits of clean water (At least 

in practice as the sanctions were few and seemed to have little effects). Mainly two groups were 

using the borehole, two groups that are also represented in the public goods games. That 
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combination opened the opportunity to discuss motivations for trust in the borehole, as compared 

to the more purified laboratory settings the games provided us with. The major focus at stake in 

relation to the borehole will be the lack of trustworthiness between the treasurer and users, in 

addition to the relations between the two groups. A particular attention should be paid to the 

misfit of old kinship structures when more than one village is involved in a cooperative effort. 

 

1.2  Irrigation 

Irrigation is especially useful in the period from April until the start of September, which is 

considered the dry season in Malawi. This is an important part of farming, as it provides villagers 

with security if the regular maize crops fail during rain season, or a welcomed income at a time 

when maize prizes are high (DEC 2006). The irrigation project I have chosen out here started 

with CADECOM (Catholic Development Commission in Malawi), who handed out treadle 

pumps and later supported the project with pigs and chickens in case the irrigation failed. In 2006 

intervened MASAF (Malawian Social Action Fund), a governmental organization that gave them 

their current engine and a larger sum of money meant for fuel. The status of today is an engine 

which is idle while the money given for fuel seems to be embezzled by the committee, at least if 

we are to believe what the vast majority of respondents told us. The result of this is a total drop of 

50 participants, from about 70 last year to 20 at the time we interviewed (June/July 2007). As one 

member of the committee descriptively tells us: “Right now the irrigation is disrupted just 

because of distrust” (interpreted). Still everything seemed to be perfect from the start; they were 

equipped with one irrigation committee that took care of daily matters, and one listen committee 

to oversee the irrigation committee. MASAF and CADECOM were on the sideline with their 

advice and conflict solutions to problems that were not handled satisfactorily by the members of 

the irrigation scheme. It proved to be a fragile system with water as an essential source of 

conflict. Maybe those who joined from the start were unaware of how much trustworthiness to be 

required under the prevailing conditions. They became painfully aware of it. Maize dried out, 

theft became a problem, and some even started to work against each other.  
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2.0 Theory 

2.1 A brief account of rationality 
 

Rationality presupposes that an individual acts according to a free will - that there is an option to 

choose among preferences. When there is no option there is no rationality involved either. We 

cannot thereby state that those who voted Stalin in the age of communism did so out of rational 

choices when they had no other option. Searle (2001: 62) expresses that phenomenon when he 

points to the necessity of a “gap”. The gap occurs in three ways - when I make up my own 

voluntary decision of what to do, in the judgement of whether I really should do what I have 

decided or not, and to what time I should do it. The first two gaps have popularly been labelled 

“the freedom of the will”, which is just another way of expressing the same. However, Searle 

goes beyond that expression when he mentions a third variant of the gap by introducing the time 

dimension. This gap could well occur in even the simplest actions like when we brush our teeth, 

but is more obvious in the case where you have to make a persistent effort to finish something. 

The rational decision would then be whether you want to finish, and to what time. Common to all 

three is the intermediate between our intentions and actions, whereby a gap occurs when the pure 

intentions are seen as insufficient to cause an action alone. Rationality presupposes instead that 

you actively decide what you are going to do or mean. 

 

Consider the various motivations to punish someone. One reason to sanction could be our desire 

to punish out of hate and anger. However, I will not elaborate on that point because I do not 

perceive such punishments as rational. Let us look upon it from Searle’s point of view where 

actions purely caused by a desire are exempt rationality. The first point being made here would 

be that sanctions derived from hate and anger violates the gap of voluntary actions. In my view 

we end up in a situation like Searle mentions when he stresses the irrationality of a drug addict 

who has an overpowering urge to take heroin and cannot help doing it. To see trust in the 

cooperation projects as rational would thus assume that the participants act on a free will with all 

of the three gaps mentioned above at presence. I would like to go further on this argument and 

claim there is no placement of trust without a rational assessment going prior to an action. I can 

say so as trust always involves a placement of valued outcomes at risk of other’s malfeasance, 
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mistakes, or failures (Dasgupta 1988, Tilly 2005, Coleman 1990). And that risk is inevitably 

presupposed by the rational gap, as this gap is a prerequisite to any uncertainty in actions.  

2.2 Trustworthiness or trust? 
 

Hardin (1993) argues that what most literature describes as trust in fact should be seen as 

trustworthiness. We have seen that Svendsen and Tinggaard (2006) hold that Scandinavian 

countries have been able to lubricate the society by a high level of trust which tend to reduce 

uncertainty in cooperative interactions. What they actually write about, according to the 

terminology derived from Hardin (1993), is not trust itself, but how trustworthy we find those we 

interact with. Hardin moves in other words the focus on action represented by trust, to a personal 

character represented by trustworthiness. This is a point explained by Herreros (2004) who 

maintains that trust itself does not reduce the uncertainty the way Luhmann (1979) argues. 

Moreover, one could easily imagine that some people take a risk when dealing with a person even 

though that person’s trustworthiness is low. Such a situation appears if the potential gains are 

higher than the potential losses, although the person we trust cannot be relied on. But this 

placement does not indicate a reduced uncertainty or complexity in the transaction - we cannot 

reduce the uncertainty simply by deciding to trust someone. Trustworthiness could on the other 

hand induce the placement of trust, as it increases the probability that our trust will not be 

exploited. That intermediary where trustworthiness indirectly causes our motivations to trust, is 

what Hardin (2002: 32) argues to be the main reason for the often mistakenly use of the trust 

concept. But doing the opposite - trusting someone who is not trustworthy could easily lead to a 

dismantling result, and cannot therefore be found to reduce complexity.  

 

To see someone as trustworthy depends on what motivations you are equipped with. It is out of 

the distinction between motivations and actions Hardin (2002) argues it is trustworthiness and not 

trust as such that should be seen as part of social capital. A view in contradiction to Coleman 

(1990), Platteau (2000) and Fukuyama (1995) who find trust in itself to be part of it. Hardin 

asserts instead that the conception of trustworthiness in social capital emerge as I decide to 

cooperate, discover your trustworthiness and continue to cooperate with you, sometimes 

expanded into ever more important matters. Just the experience of trustworthiness in one 

interaction may further enhance the probability that I find people around me likely to be more 
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trustworthy too, a learning that could render more actions of risk and cooperation with others. It 

is then the network and information of trustworthiness that leads me to the decision whereby I 

decide to place my trust in someone or not. Thus, trustworthiness constitutes social capital, not 

trust, which is nothing more than the action (Hardin 2002, Herreros 2004).  

 

When I discuss the irrigation and borehole project I will not emphasize the level of trust, but 

rather how trustworthy the members in the project perceive each other to be - their different sets 

of motivations going prior to a placement/investment of trust in someone. That notion is 

especially apparent from my interpretation of the public goods game where I look more into the 

motivations going prior to an action rather than the investments as such.  

2.3 Encapsulated interest 
 

Coleman (1990) asserts that a rational actor will place trust if the chances of receiving gains are 

greater than the potential losses. This statement reduces the placement of trust to those cases 

where the actor knows how much is at risk to be lost (the size of investment), how much to be 

gained, and the chance of receiving those gains. It is these and only these elements Coleman finds 

to decide whether we place trust in someone or not. The last element mentioned, namely the 

chances of receiving gains should simply be seen as a trustor’s (the one who place trust) 

assessment of a trustee’s trustworthiness. It is thereby implied that there is a gain if the one 

trusted also behaves in a trustworthy manner. The chances of receiving those gains, the 

trustworthiness of a trustee, are according to Hardin (2002) dependent on what he terms an 

encapsulated interest. An encapsulation of interest is based on rational incentives. It merges the 

interests into common incentives where those who place their trust and those being trusted both 

perceive the potential gains from honesty to be higher than the gains from defection. Noteworthy 

to remark is that such a common interest in proved trustworthiness will be derived out of our 

expectations - I am aware of a trustee’s common interests to mine and therefore I trust him. Trust 

from the view of an encapsulated interest is only asserted where the people involved believe that 

others see more gains than losses from being trustworthy in their future exchanges. But this trust 

is nevertheless not necessarily derived out of a common goal or interest. Rather it is more 

accurate to say that you have an interest in attending to, or fulfil my interest, simply because you 

want to please me and continue a relationship you perceive to be beneficial for yourself. 
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Compatible interests alone, however, are not sufficient to claim the presence of an encapsulated 

interest. Some societies and groups of people are extremely present oriented and cannot be relied 

on to act in their own future benefits. I will go deeper into this in the subsequent chapters. For 

now it is sufficient to stipulate the desire for a continuous relation, whether it is financial 

interests, emotional ties, a reputation or whatever motivations there are. According to the above is 

a simple thing like driving on the same side of the road, an example excluded from what Hardin 

(2002) claims to be within the term of an encapsulated interest. The interest is indeed common, 

but it only appears for a brief moment related to that specific situation of driving. Exempt from 

the encapsulated interest are also those interactions where we simply rely on another persons’ 

routine without any commitments involved. To place trust in someone implies that we believe a 

person will do something because he feels committed to do that, and not merely because it is part 

of his routine. I may adjust my alarm clock according to the routines of my neighbour’s morning 

walk, because I believe he will be precise as he always has been, but that does not make it a 

relationship built on trust. My neighbour has never promised me to do his regular morning walks 

at a set time (Hardin 2002).  

 

An incidence from the borehole project may serve as an example to a situation where an 

encapsulated interest indeed is present: An outsider would probably assert that all the users of the 

water source had an interest of a functional borehole providing them clean water. Every user of 

the borehole must have been aware of other users’ interest in clean water, including the 

treasurer’s. The majority of them believed the borehole would be repaired in case of a 

breakdown, even though the trustworthiness of the treasurer could be low at several other points. 

We could thus with certainty state that they had a common and encapsulated interest in clean 

water. However, some of the traders (a particular group of people using the borehole, see chapter 

3.1.1) who rented houses did not face an equally strong interest in future investment, since they 

were just staying there for a brief period. Thus, villagers who knew the situation of the traders did 

not find them trustworthy either. They perceived the lack of a long term and encapsulated interest 

to make traders less likely to pay the monthly fee and to clean around the site. On the other hand 

were those traders who indeed had a common interest in clean water for the brief period they 

were living there, but still were perceived to be untrustworthy. Cook, Levin and Hardin (2005) 

illuminate this problem when they in relation to the encapsulated interest stress the need of an 
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absence in conflicting cases. We may indeed have an encapsulated interest at one point, but 

untrustworthiness may still arise where the gains in another incompatible case are potentially 

higher, and others are aware of that interest. The traders’ trustworthiness in the borehole project 

was thus dependent on villagers’ knowledge of any opposing interests held by the traders.  

 

Those interests, the motivations for trustworthiness and the gains derived from it, are in several 

situations dependent on those advantages or disadvantages institutions create for trustworthiness. 

Institutions are here defined according to Ostrom’s definition:”Broadly defined, institutions are 

the prescriptions that humans use to organize repetitive and structured interactions” (Ostrom 

1990:3). The sanctions and incentives provided by institutions are the keywords in this setting. If 

high costs and high probabilities for punishment outweigh the expected benefits of cheating, then 

the optimal strategy for all rational actors would be to behave in a manner that increases their 

trustworthiness too. Others aware of the institutional rule and my subjection to it have good 

reasons to place trust in me - they will know that my interests through institutional incentives 

have become equivalent to their own interests. This comes as institutions by their militating 

against opportunism produce a higher degree of certainty for one action to occur than another 

(Farrell and Knight 2003). But that presupposes a belief in, and trustworthiness of institutions, a 

belief that institutions will function and sanction the way they are expected to. That is to say, in 

Hardin’s (2002) terms, that the interests an institution asserts, must be encapsulated in our own 

interest. Moreover, we got to believe that it really is in the interest of those who constitute and 

shape institutions to encourage trustworthiness. And we got to believe that they will act according 

to their benefits of future interest rather than their immediate and present benefits. It all falls apart 

at the moment we perceive institutions to assert interests which exceed the common interest in 

trustworthiness, or when that interest is unclear. A major issue at this point concerns the 

credibility of punishment, as the threat institutions pose is weak without reliability. We need for 

instance to believe that the social ostracism and shame set by the community will work out and 

punish deviant behavior in a preventive way, not only today, but tomorrow as well. A community 

without these and other sanctions in place will according to Dasgupta (1988) lead to a hobbessian 

state of nature where any cooperation and agreements are made impossible.  
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2.4 Why general norms fail to assert trustworthiness 

 

We have seen that Hardin (2002) does not conceive bold expectations, such as an exact return of 

change in the grocery store to be part of trustworthiness. Seligman (1997) goes further on this 

point when he stresses the importance of the difference between confidence and trust (which 

rather should be interpreted as trustworthiness). To trust someone always got an aspect of risk, 

while having the confidence in something indicates that an action is more or less determined. 

“For central to the definition of trust (as opposed to confidence) is that it involves one in a 

relation where the acts, character or intentions of the other cannot be confirmed” (Seligman 1997: 

20). Seligman finds the confidence within the limits of a social system, while trust operates 

outside or at the borderline of a system. Hence, we do not have “trust” in a doctor, what we are 

faced with is rather confidence in the system, which in the next turn makes doctors reliable. Such 

confidence obviously presupposes that we possess at least some knowledge of how the system 

works. And by then we are led to the focal point of Seligman’s (1997) analysis where he claims 

that trust attached with uncertainty, as opposed to confidence, is more noticeable in a modern 

society than the pre-modern societies. The situation arises as the division of labor in modern 

societies goes on to an extent where we loose the overview and judgement as to what to expect 

from the many different sets of roles. This is in contrast to pre-modern societies where the roles 

are fewer and where we know what to expect from most of those we interact with. However, in 

the end Seligman claims that several roles in an organic society indeed may be exempt from trust 

and remain of confidence instead, since several roles are left with few possibilities for negotiation 

due to an extensive set of rules bound to each position. But does a rule bound system necessarily 

imply that the overall certainty increases?  

 

I think Seligman misses a crucial point when he takes for granted that the system works 

according to rules and sanctions, and further assumes that people will have belief in that. For pre-

modern societies he states that “what is naively seen as trusting nature of premodern societies, is, 

in fact, nothing but confidence in a well-regulated and heavily sanctioned role expectations” 

(Seligman 1997:36-37). By then he assumes that the pre-modern societies are well regulated and 

have a functional sanction system, which is so effective that it leads to confidence rather than a 

situation of trust where more uncertainty is involved. This confidence is according to Seligman 
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(1997) grounded in a set of norms based on a common religious belief, which foster confidence, 

not the uncertain position of trust. And it is the close kinship relations that make such a 

confidence more likely to occur, as the monitoring and control in these communities is tight. 

Thus, the norms regulating pre-modern societies will in the words of Seligman be so unified that 

it leaves the members in such a society without any doubt of another person’s role.  

 

That could possibly be the case within small knit communities provided there is a well- working 

sanction system in place. The close relations to be found here could easily render possible an 

extensive monitoring that turns defective behavior into a costly affair, and thus motivate people 

to act in a way where trustworthiness pays off. But these are the norms maintained within a 

smaller group of people. The differences appear in those cases where people, across and beyond 

the group they belong to interact with strangers. Hardin emphasizes that the norms regulating 

these relations bear marks of being weak and general, as “no other than the victims of violations 

will have incentive to sanction violations of them” (Hardin 2002: 50). They are so universal that 

they do not really affect any group in particular. The greater society does not care whether I 

refuse to pay back the 10 dollars I borrowed from my friend, strangers have no incentives to 

punish since it does not affect them anyway. No one is even monitoring, it remains a case 

between the two of us with no external sanctions involved. Different is the case where my group 

of friends is aware of my cheating and unreliability. A smaller group like this could for instance 

sanction my actions by refusing to lend me money in the future. Hence, we see that a universal 

norm like promise keeping could be weak for those cases where smaller societies or groups are 

unable to monitor the actions. I find this argument to be in danger of becoming too theoretical, as 

it seems to miss the point of rationality from each individual’s point of view. A universal norm is 

not necessarily effective in theory, but if the individuals involved perceive it as effective, then it 

becomes effective, independent of any affiliation to groups. As the much referred Thomas 

theorem states: “If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences (Thomas and 

Thomas 1928: 571). Consider the many religious and universal norms to be found within a 

society - A true believer of Christianity might for instance believe that God is closely watching 

every action, and out of that pay any debt just out of his beliefs, independent of whether a group 

monitors his behavior or not. Hardin (2002) even finds these norms to be succeeded by 

trustworthy behavior in a rational way only to the extent they are in accordance with our own 
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interests of being trustworthy. Imagine for instance when a member of a small collaboration 

project is supposed to help out two participants, but suddenly find him unable to assist them both. 

The most rational thing to do, when the only enforcement is the communal norms, is obviously to 

remain loyal with the one who either favor your own future interests the most, or the one who has 

the power to damage your interests. The question at stake is how common these norms are in the 

first place, and according to what issues they are relevant.  

 

Hardin (2002) focuses on learned experiences when asserts that general norms hardly promote 

trustworthiness in the first place. We could indeed place trust by following our optimistic 

expectations of others’ trustworthiness according to a typecast. But these are nothing more than 

optimism into which we are likely to place nothing more but smaller risks in. Let us 

hypothetically say that these norms really make a difference and go beyond optimism to the 

extent that we are willing to place valuable outcomes in the hands of others (Tilly 1995). The 

generality of these norms would then imply that everyone automatically finds the same person 

trustworthy regardless of the situation, a rather unnatural setting. Hardin stresses instead that 

trustworthiness emerges out of learned experiences leading us to trust particular people or groups 

in those specific situations where we have interacted with them before. The general norms take at 

best the form of a widespread trust to a large number of people or groups of people in relevance 

to those situations we have interacted with them before. But to claim a general norm which 

fosters trustworthiness in everyone would be an exaggeration. Granovetter (1985) elaborates this 

argument when he holds that most of us will have a preference for transacting with people of 

whom the reputation is known, which might imply that we trust our own experiences more than a 

generalized morality or any institutional arrangement. Information fetched by ourselves is often 

seen as more trustworthy than the information we fetch from others. The more intimate relations 

from such personal and learned experiences are in most cases perceived to be both richer and 

more accurate. A generalized knowledge will then only be approved when there is no better 

information available. This is different from a situation of distrust which often comes more easily 

to us than trust, as foregone benefits from a placement of trust only gives small losses compared 

to misplaced trust that typically entails higher losses. What we conceive here is that the 

placement of trust requires us to be more careful, we are in need of previous interactions as the 

losses at stake could be high. Trustworthiness needs to be built and is fragile. Distrust on the 
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other hand is not attached to fear of losses in the same way as we are likely to experience it when 

we are about to invest our trust. And that makes it easier to rely on distrust than trust. Thus, one 

fatal failure could easily damage a reputation built on years of honesty (Hardin 2002).  

 

Searle (2001) and his discussion of rationality becomes relevant in this setting as he argues that 

free individuals not necessarily keep a promise purely out of moral principles. The moral 

principles are external to the agent, but the pure decision to undertake an obligation, to keep a 

promise, is made by the individual alone. This comes as a promise to be trustworthy necessarily 

is worthless if there are no internal obligations to keep that promise. We have then reached a 

point where the rules that Seligman (1997) describes to create confidence in Searle’s words are 

less valuable since they do not reflect an inner obligation. Then it is also easier to find that 

Seligman seems to miss the target when he asserts that confidence substitutes trust when rules 

regulate cooperation. 

2.5 Great benefits and small losses  
 

To place trust in someone you find trustworthy, is of minor importance where there are high 

benefits, but few losses involved. Then you got little or nothing to loose from an investment 

anyway. An investment of your trust will then be a poor measurement of how we look upon 

others’ trustworthiness due to the low level of risk involved. Thus, we need to compare the 

potential gains to the losses if we are to make any sense of the trustworthiness in it. One of the 

common circumstances involved in that assessment is situated in a condition where the trustee 

makes an effort to convince a potential trustor to place trust in him. A successful convincement 

could then lead the perceived gains to seem sufficiently greater than the losses, which again may 

result in extensive opportunities for swindlers. These opportunities arise as we generally tend to 

overestimate the trustworthiness where the perceived gains are especially high compared to the 

potential losses, while we tend to underestimate trustworthiness where the potential gains are 

especially low. It leads to a situation where the fear of not placing trust when we should do so, 

surpasses the dread of trusting someone who is not trustworthy. Coleman (1990) asserts this 

presentation of gains and losses as one of the consequences as to why we tend to trust strangers in 

the first place. He states that trust is “not merely that one can afford to take chances- one cannot 

afford not to take chances” (Coleman 1990: 102). An opposite situation might be found in the 
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case of a banker; he is in many ways on the other side of the scale with low returns and a high 

risk of losing what he has lent out. Thus, he will not have the same incentives to place trust even 

if the borrower is seen as trustworthy. Information on trustworthiness, a borrower’s reputation, is 

thus critical to the banker who lends out money. Information serves the function of moving the 

trustor away from a situation where it is indifferent to him whether he should decide to place trust 

in the trustee or not. Sufficient information equips him with a preference of what to do. This is 

not so important when the presented gains and losses are small, which for instance might be the 

case if the banker only lends out a smaller amount of money. A rational banker will then care less 

about the search for information in pursuant to the trustee. But information of a person’s 

trustworthiness becomes crucial where the investments are high and the probability of gains 

likewise (Coleman 1990). I would like to assert a similar argument to be prevalent in the 

encapsulated interest account; when the gains and losses are small then the agent’s interests could 

be accordingly less encapsulated for a trustee to place his trust. 

2.6 Reputation of trustworthiness 

 

Coleman (1990) further posits the question as to what, other than an internalized moral constraint 

might keep someone who would have gained from breaking a promise, still not to do so. For 

some situations there is indeed a direct liability involved, the banker could for instance take hold 

of the borrower’s collateral when the contract or law permits him to do so. “In most cases, 

however, particularly ones involving social or political trust, there is no such direct liability” 

(Coleman 1990: 108). A trustee will then be trustworthy merely out of his interests and 

probability of gains derived from future interactions. He has in other words got an interest in 

obtaining a good reputation for trustworthiness. Mainly two elements serve to enhance that 

interest: The first one deals with a trustee’s interest in being trustworthy to maintain a long 

lasting relationship where the potential gains from future interactions are high. The second point 

stressed by Coleman concerns the need for an extensive communication between a trustee and a 

group of his potential trustors. Close ties may then function as a motivation to acquire and uphold 

a good reputation of trustworthiness, a reputation that is especially important within a close 

community where information quickly runs among its members. The need of good reputation in 

such a setting may be so strong that even verbal agreements are likely to suffice. Coleman clearly 

deals with business relations in the western world when he discusses this topic. One of his 
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examples is for instance fetched from diamond dealers in London (Coleman 1990). To compare 

diamond dealers in London with a peasant community in Malawi could at first blush seem 

awkward. But looking at the mechanisms underneath reputation and trustworthiness might well 

make sense if the common features of a closed knit group and long term relations, remain similar 

to diamond dealers and villagers in Malawi. 

 

What is important in both cases is to stress the need for clear and explicit actions which serve to 

avoid any doubt of your trustworthiness. Telling others about your trustworthiness may be of less 

value - anyone can do that. What is crucial and assessed by most people is what you actually do 

(Granovetter 1985). To demonstrate trustworthy actions in an explicit and clear manner is more 

or less crucial within a society where it otherwise would have been hard to detect the incentives 

for trustworthiness. To display your incentives for being trustworthy is naturally of critical 

importance to a rational actor. Being trustworthy without anyone noticing it gives of course only 

a few, if any, benefits in return. Such awareness is especially evident when it comes to the 

motivations for placing trust in people outside of the closer circle of friends and relatives. We 

may not know them personally, but our knowledge of their trustworthy behavior in previous 

situations may still tip our assessment in a way where the potential gains seem higher than the 

potential losses. A situation especially prevalent where institutional mechanisms that otherwise 

could have created incentives for trustworthiness in strangers are conceived to be absent (Hardin 

2006). Dasgupta (1988) attempts to show how this reputational effect works in practise when he 

takes the rational account as to why a car salesman would sell a good car instead of an unreliable, 

a so called “lemon”. The argument goes as follows: We assume that selling a lemon gives higher 

profits than selling a well functioning car. But selling a good car gives higher profit than not 

selling any car at all. Thus, if the salesman is rational he will assess the benefits of a good 

reputation where he can sell more functional cars as opposed to the benefits of selling only one or 

a few lemons. Of course he could choose to sell reliable cars and a lemon once in a while so that 

his reputation remains good, but that is risky - a reputation is hard to acquire, and could easily be 

damaged. Distrust comes easier than trust like pointed out above. Dasgupta (1988) then reasons 

that a salesman will sell reliable cars when the long term profit of a good reputation exceeds the 

higher, but short term profits of selling a lemon, and vice versa. In other words; the salesman 

invests in a good reputation and behaves trustworthy, but only when it is profitable. That 
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possibility of investment turns trust into a matter of commodity, something that can be produced 

when there is a sufficient demand for it. Such an investment, however, should not be termed as an 

investment in trust, but rather trustworthiness; the salesman invests in peoples’ motivations to 

place trust in him. But it is even more doubtful if we can see trustworthiness as a commodity in 

the first place. Hardin (2002: 83) asserts for instance that we cannot invest in trustworthiness 

itself, we can only invest in the perceived trustworthiness which he juxtaposes with reputation. A 

salesman does not become more trustworthy even though he advertises himself that way. If that 

distinction has any practical consequences is less clear to me. Maybe it would be more accurate 

to follow John Searle (1995) who probably would say that if we assign the salesman status as 

trustworthy, then we treat him as trustworthy as well. The consequences, that we place trust, will 

be the same irrespective of whether he is trustworthy or not. 

 

Dasgupta (1988) further asserts that trust and reputation of a single salesman should not only be 

seen as dependent on his own actions, since that also depends on the group of salesmen he 

belongs to. A good reputation of trustworthiness is then a public good as everyone in the group 

derives benefits from it independent of how much they have contributed. Coleman (1990) finds 

the reputational effect in a public good situation to be of rather low value. A salesman selling a 

lemon will still be able to float on the good reputation of the group if the others sell reliable cars. 

And there is little effect on the overall reputation if only one salesman decides to sell a reliable 

car when all others are selling lemons anyway. Then we end up with a result where the one who 

sells reliable cars face a loss compared to the others, while his reputation at the same time 

remains poor. According to Coleman it is only in close knit communities with a set of common 

norms where the problem of under- investments in public goods could be solved in a satisfying 

manner. But these norms are not sufficient alone; they are in need of a reliable and effective set 

of sanctions to uphold their relevance. Yet few of the normative systems are perfectly effective, 

since it is in the interest of each one to violate the norms as long as sanctions can be avoided. 

“Such a normative system is difficult to maintain unless the community is very close and very 

homogenous in interests” (Coleman 1990: 116). A homogenous interest which Hardin (2002) 

probably would have termed an encapsulated interest. 

 

The difficulties in upholding an effective normative system turns the reputational effect to be of 
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severe importance even within the more close knit societies. Platteau (2000) actually finds the 

traditional village communities, mostly consisting of kinship ties, to underline the importance of 

a reputation for trustworthiness. Personalized kinship ties, bearing promises of a long continuity 

of future relations, make even potential opportunists refrain from dishonest behavior. If we 

include the quick spreading of gossip and the limited number of persons within the group eligible 

for cooperation, then it becomes clear how important a good reputation is for future deals. 

Moreover, the reputational effect on trustworthiness is worthless if there is no one to act upon it - 

we need someone who is willing to sanction the defector even though they might face a loss from 

doing so. But a quick glance at the argument in the above section reveals how poor the individual 

incentives for bearing the costs of sanctions within a situation of public goods are. Another 

constraint to the reputational effect appears when the cheater ends up in a situation where he got 

nothing to lose - he might for instance expect to be ostracized anyway and is therefore inclined to 

cheat again.  

 

The question remains as to what enables us to define a person’s reputation of trustworthiness in 

the first place. Douglas (1986) draws a possible solution when she emphasizes the role of 

institutions in social classifications. Institutions serve the function of directing a society in a way 

that leads individuals to develop a common understanding on certain issues. Trustworthy 

behavior will for instance be determined by what others around us perceive as trustworthy. The 

support to the prevailing classification and definition of trustworthiness is upheld with sanctions, 

incentives, and control of information, which serve to direct individual thoughts and actions into 

preferable directions. Those who live up to the ideal picture will then have a good reputation of 

trustworthiness, and vice versa. Different from the classification of actions is the classification of 

groups where institutions often define who should be seen as trustworthy and not. The same 

logic, however, prevails here - we place trust in someone who belongs to a specific group when 

we are given incentives to do so, but refrain when the probability of losses exceed the probability 

of gains. What is the core of the argument is that the perceived probability of gains seldom 

exceeds the perceived probability of losses where the institution already has doomed a group to 

be untrustworthy. Our hopes for gains will necessarily be low as we are already told that those 

whom we deal with belong to a group whose reputation for trustworthiness is low. The 

information of the social reality an institution provides us with, should thus be seen as a 
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contributing mechanism to the understanding of why we place trust in some, but still not in 

others. I find most employers’ fear in the appointment of convicted persons to be a result of such 

institutional power. Air companies’ extensive security check of people with a surname from 

Muslim countries is just another example that fall in the line of the classified distrust (VG 2007). 

2.7 Mechanic and organic trustworthiness 

 

Seligman (1997) clearly makes the point that trust is highly connected to Durkheim’s ideal types 

of mechanic and organic solidarity, in a way where solidarity creates expectations of certain 

behavior. Fukuyama relates those expectations from solidarity to the commonly shared norms, 

generally found in any society. “The ability to associate depends, in turn, on the degree to which 

communities share norms and values and are able to subordinate individual interests to those of 

larger groups. Out of such shared values comes trust…” (Fukuyama 1995: 10). The lack of 

common norms or solidarity is thus important to the understanding of untrustworthiness if we are 

to believe Seligman and Fukuyama. Expectations with their origins in common norms could 

further be seen in relation to the conception of an encapsulated interest, in so far as solidarity 

enables us to assess whether it will be in the interest of a trustee to behave trustworthy. The point 

to be made is that these expectations can hardly be seen as any general expectations. They 

emerge out of a process of learning derived from those repeated interactions that enable us to 

assess a person’s trustworthiness (Hardin 2002).  

 

At the opposite end is Seligman (1997), who stresses the importance of a general solidarity as one 

of the foundations as to why we place trust. He holds Durkheim as an advocate of the generalized 

trust when he discusses the pre- contractual solidarity. A society where the solidarity is seen as 

pre- contractual implies that there is a general norm going prior to any formal contract or 

sanction. Durkheim shows the content of the pre- contractual solidarity when he asserts that 

“Men cannot live together without acknowledging, and, consequently, making mutual sacrifices, 

without tying themselves to one another with strong, durable bonds. Every society is a moral 

society” (Durkheim 1933:228). A state of pre- contractual solidarity is found both in the 

mechanic and organic solidarity, but in different forms. Mechanic solidarity emerges within 

limited groups where the institutions of kinships and clans regulate normative behavior. The clan 

in this context consists of both blood relationships and relations where some members are in 
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family only by a common surname. The former affinity creates a unity and collectiveness in the 

group just by the fact that they are in a blood relation, while the latter connection not necessarily 

has any particular affiliation to the clan. It leads us to a situation where the clan often comprises a 

large number of strangers who could have their origins located far away. Durkheim (1933) finds 

the unity and common solidarity to be based upon similarities among those people, a statement 

with the implication that we find less solidarity in heterogeneous groups than in the homogenous 

ones. And it is this common solidarity which pervades every part of social life, secures 

cooperation, and turn expressively formulated rules superfluous in a mechanic society. Breaking 

out of this unifying pattern of conformity presupposes that individuals free themselves from the 

masses so that they “become a personal, distinctive being, not only as an organism, but as a factor 

in social life” (Durkheim referred in Emirbayer 2003: 67). We need in other words someone to 

break out of those paradigms institutions within mechanic, as well as organic societies force upon 

its members (Douglas 1986). 

 

This process will finally reach a point where the unity and similarities in a group dissolves. We 

may see this in a modern society where people tend to be involved in a range of roles under a 

diversity of institutions never seen before. The point where these roles become highly 

interdependent is what Durkheim refers to as organic society, an ideal type named after the 

different sets of organs in a body. (A metaphor highly critiqued as a society by no means consists 

of roles being interdependent to the extent that body organs are (Lehmann 1993). A society 

characteristic of an organic structure stands in contrast to the mechanic society as it consists of 

diversified roles, each with their own explicit functions. These functions are no longer tied to any 

relationship, but remain solely related to the activity they consist of. But every organic society 

today will still have features and roles characteristic of a mechanic society, since the pure organic 

form remain an ideal type most likely not to exist (Durkheim 1933). Some possess for instance a 

role just because of their kinship relations, while others find themselves to be part of a family 

organization, features that all belong to the mechanic societies. But this situation is according to 

Durkheim just an intermediary starting point on the way to a condition free of kinship and 

hereditary influence (Durkheim referred in Emirbayer 2003). This happens as the society moves 

away from the dependence on kinship ties, and towards more diversified sets of roles, while the 

interdependence between these roles increases. Now everyone needs help to perform whatever he 
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or she is not specialized to do, but still in need of. Alongside this dependency is admittedly a 

competition, because they are all concerned “…of receiving a choicer form of sustenance and of 

taking its share first” (Durkheim referred in Emirbayer 2003:68).  

 

What Durkheim describes here is less of a concern in the mechanic societies where the labor is 

more segmented, more independent of each other and thus neither in competition for the same 

resources. Seligman (1997) makes use of the distinction between mechanic and organic solidarity 

when he refers to Durkheim and his conception of conscience collective; “…the emergence of a 

new mode of consciousness, one based on the valuation of the individual as a universal self” 

(Seligman 1997: 73) which is necessitated by the new mode found in an organic society. But 

Durkheim (1933) also argues that it would be hard to claim a common conscience in a society 

where the roles are so specific and divergent that there is a low level of interaction between them. 

This solidarity is according to Seligman thus in need of trust built on actors’ recognitions, an 

acceptance of their differences, and the risks involved in any exchange. We need to recognize 

each other as the persons we are and the risk of the unknown those differences necessarily lead 

to. But Seligman does not assert where those elements of trust in the unknown possibly could be 

derived from. One possibility would certainly be the power institutions exert on society. The 

conscience collective should then be seen in the light of institutions that have created advantages 

to those who recognize differences and place trust in certain kinds of people. If institutions are 

successful, we could simply take for granted that some people are trustworthy in those situations 

institutions have told us they are – institutions “poses certainty on uncertainty” (Douglas 1986: 

102). Institutions may thus reduce the perceived risk, sometimes even to the extent that trust 

rather should be seen as confidence (Seligman 1997). One way of doing that is through the 

increased dependability between roles in an organic society where institutions serve to align our 

goals and make interaction between functions (organs) not only possible, but also advantageous. 

They become the nerve system coordinating every organ in a concert action with their sanctions 

and incentives (Douglas 1986, Durkheim 1933). 

 

Stzompka (1999) uses this logic in his explanation of how trust can possibly emerge in a modern, 

differentiated society from the view of rationality. We could take the example of a football team 

to describe the mechanisms behind. The team consists of eleven players, each performing a 
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specific task. It is crucial to the team that all of these are able to coordinate their actions and trust 

each other’s abilities. Strikers need good passes, goalkeepers a good wall in case of freekicks, 

and so on. We clearly see that the goal of winning is the link that unifies the interest and creates 

trustworthiness in the team. Or in more familiar words; the goal of winning encapsulates the 

interest of the players (Hardin 2002). Ouchi (1980) refers to Durkheim (1933) and the division of 

labor in society when he argues that the increased interdependence between roles described in the 

organic society leads to more solidarity. It creates expectations and hence trustworthiness as we 

know the other part will depend on us in future rounds as well. That is equivalent to what Hardin 

(2006) finds when he stresses the importance of trust based on reciprocity in the absence of a 

unified society. This is a society without solidarity, and where we cannot rely on a common set of 

norms, not even with those whom we regularly deal with. In such situations we are more likely to 

place trust in each other because we are aware of the other persons’ need of a good reputation.  

2.8 Rules and trustworthiness 

 

An absence of such awareness or an ignorance of potential trustees in general, necessitates other 

mechanism to secure trustworthiness. Rules and contracts may then play a major role in those 

situations where expectations derived from a reputation or encapsulated interest fail to prevail. 

What is important to notice, however, is that these rules according to a rational view only provide 

us with a framework. The rules induce us to do some actions and keep us away from several 

others. But our obligations - the commitments and duties we make within the limits of these rules 

are voluntarily made, solely derived out of our individual intensions. It is precisely this 

voluntariness (Searle 2001) elaborates on when he asks the question of why an individual person 

would care the least of what other people think he is obliged to do. He would simply care because 

he has stated the obligation himself (Searle 2001). Because I utter that “I promise to return your 

favor”, it is not open to me to say that “I indeed said so, but I cannot see why that constitutes a 

promise to return the favor”. To say so could seem irrational and serve to damage a reputation of 

reliability. A motivational factor to behave trustworthy is thus to be found in the avoidance of 

self- contradictions where voluntary promises are made. To take the standpoint that we follow 

rules automatically does not create any gap necessary for rational actions. Trustworthiness as a 

rational idea is thus not derived from the rules itself, but out of the voluntary, individual actions 

which take place within the limits rules create. Note that Seligman (1997) argues that rules create 
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confidence rather than trust due to the high degree of certainty rules create. The argument above 

helps to nuance this statement and asserts that such a confidence is more likely to be found, not 

because of a rule which for some occasions may be weak without sanctions, but merely because 

we have made a promise to follow that rule. Keep this in mind when I now turn back to 

Durkheim and his concepts of rules and contracts. 

 

“What is a gift if not an exchange without reciprocal obligations?” asks Durkheim (1984: 79)1. 

The question implies that our cooperative action as when we make a gift, takes the expression of 

a contract whereby the gift gives an obligation of something in return. We may indeed have a 

situation of unconditional gifts where only one of the persons involved is bound by an obligation, 

but then it is not cooperation in the terms Durkheim ascribes (1984:79). Durkheim’s concept of 

cooperation is then a rational phenomenon whereby a person who yields a gift does so because he 

expects gains in return (Searle 2001). Those obligations could for some situations be seen as a 

contract bound with formal liabilities, but occurs for the most part outside of the legal 

regulations, more often in an implicit than explicit manner. To keep a promise based on a word is 

naturally of particular importance where the legal system cannot be relied on and you are faced 

with no other option. It might work fine within the context of a market – a merchant no one trusts 

will not be able to remain in business very long (Pagden 1988). The problem appears where 

market mechanisms are absent and a good reputation provides few or no gains at all. There is no 

magic formula to avoid the problem, but a common set of norms with adequate sanctions that 

give incentives to act in a preferable manner, may well be a remedy. Worth to notice is that these 

norms and sanctions have little effect if they do not reflect and build upon a common 

consciousness, shared and accepted within the community. It is in this setting Durkheim (1984) 

asserts that norms are more easily maintained where roles and functions are less specific and 

remind of each other – a feature that coincides with the mechanic societies. Out of that similarity 

emerges and maintains the shared consensus within a group. But the same similarity also creates 

mistrust in people not being part of the shared consensus. Those entering the group with a 

different set of norms will first have to adapt, understand, and eventually be accepted before they 

are trusted. Thus, a shared consensus is a two sided phenomenon that could turn people within 

                                                           
1  I will from now on and until the discussion part, use a later edition of Durkheim’s the division of labor in society 
published in 1984 rather than the original version from 1933. 
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the group trustworthy while it leads to a negative effect on outsiders (Hardin 2002). In Europe we 

could probably see this situation in relation to the scepticism towards immigrants who belong to 

another culture.  

 

Another understanding of more or less the same phenomena is posted by Luhmann (in Kneer og 

Nassehi 2004), who finds a genuine common understanding between systems to be impossible. 

An investor in a hospital belongs to the economic system and will thus be concerned of how to 

earn more money. On the other hand is the nurse who belongs to the healthcare system whereby 

her goal is not located in higher profits, but improved care. Any communication between the 

nurse and the investor is hampered, as they are unable to sufficiently understand each other - 

They lack a common interest or goal. The investor will only understand profit and the nurse will 

understand nothing else but care. They may well reach a point of consensus on the surface, but it 

does not imply any genuine consensus. A law or contract could for instance force them towards 

an agreement where both have benefits from cooperation, but still without a real understanding of 

one another’s problems and challenges (Luhmann in Kneer and Nassehi 2004). Durkheim posted 

a similar argument almost a century earlier when he found a common solidarity to be less 

prevalent the more functions and roles are specialized; “these tendencies increase as labor 

becomes increasingly divided up, and at the same time the collective sentiments grow weaker” 

(Durkheim 1984: 298). The inducement of more rules and contracts will then often take the place 

of common sentiments and lead to those expectations and solidarity that render a positive view of 

trustworthiness in one another. But what happens when the division of labor takes place without 

an increased use of reliable rules and sanctions?  

 

Hobbes has famously noted that a state without institutional regulating mechanisms leads to a 

distrust whereby everyone preys each other. There is no cooperation without the security that 

rules and sanctions provide, in any other case the conspicuous fear of theft and cheating 

dominates (Fukuyama 1995). Durkheim (1984) elaborates on this point when he asserts that rules 

and sanctions are seldom sufficient for the security of a deal, or the trustworthiness alone. He 

stresses instead that a rule always gives someone a right to something. In the acknowledgement 

of that right, there will always be someone who have to make a sacrifice, because every right 

granted is necessarily a right given up by others. Durkheim then asks why anyone who does not 
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have a binding to the society would make such a sacrifice? The question cannot be answered by 

the desire of peace alone, as peace by no means would be more rational than war in situations 

where people not already have the benefits of cooperation. In that sense there is no 

trustworthiness to lose in a quarrel anyway. What Durkheim emphasizes instead is the rules that 

force each part to make the necessary concessions to one another. These rules, however, are in 

need of a baseline of mutual bindings, as the result without these contributions only leads to a 

state of instable relations “Justice is filled with charity” (Durkheim 1984: 77). Justice without this 

charity is justice with instability and not the kind of solidarity where cooperation takes place. The 

uncertainty derived from these inadequate rules may for some settings be a contributing factor to 

what Durkheim (1984) terms anomie. The state of anomie is central to the understanding of why 

an organic solidarity fails to appear and thus also why we may experience the following lack of 

trustworthiness.   

 

Anomie refers to a situation where the mutual obligations between functions/organs remain 

unspecified. They are then subject to continued negotiations that only leads to individual 

contracts valid for each specific situation. This lack of contracts has a negative impact on the 

apprehension of others’ trustworthiness, as a fresh struggle takes place every time a rule proves to 

be insufficient. For the process towards a specific contract or equilibrium can only appear 

through trials and errors. We need, moreover, the predetermination and security rules provide to 

regulate interactions in a way where the struggle is minimized ahead of an agreement. An organic 

society without these rules may at best claim a virtual solidarity, but not the solidarity 

trustworthiness builds on. On the other hand Durkheim describes a state of anomie to be 

impossible where organs are in sufficient contact and in sufficient lengthy contact, as rules then 

are more easily adapted to future actions. We will thereby, as I interpret Douglas (1986), have the 

possibility of an interaction and negotiation which eventually leads our thoughts in a common 

direction and render institutions possible. “Our social interaction consists very much in telling 

one another what right thinking is and passing blame on wrong thinking. This is indeed how we 

build institutions” (Douglas 1986: 91). But the emergence of those institutions and the solidarity 

they provide also presuppose that we acknowledge each other “as an opponent as much as an 

auxiliary” (Durkheim 1984:301). You may tell others what is wrong and right as much as you 

want to, but it is still worthless in the creation of a mutual binding rule if no one acknowledges 



28 
 

your voice. This became especially evident in the two projects where the leadership often refused 

to listen to its members and hindered rules that hampered their actions. Mutual acknowledgement 

and long-lasting interaction will thus be the beams when sustainable rules and stable relations are 

formed. Any rules successfully constituted within this scheme are most likely to be general and 

vague, as only the most general phenomena can be fixed under the conditions of sporadic and 

rare communication. It comes as an agreement on rules with more specific content is hard to 

construct when faced with a lack in common sentiments. The importance of these sentiments is 

especially prevalent for those situations not regulated by any contract. As Hardin (2002:190) 

stipulates “the difficult part of the transition a regime of contract is the transition to loose 

contracts whose finer terms are not legally enforceable”. We should neither forget the seemingly 

lack of a reputational effect found in a state of anomie, an effect being weakened as the 

contracting partners have few expectations of a long lasting relationship (Cook, Levi and Hardin 

2005). 

 

Several out of the features above are also described by Hardin (2002) when he discusses a state of 

anarchy in comparison to a Hobbessian state of nature. What Hobbes describes should, according 

to Hardin, be seen as a situation without institutional structures to regulate cooperation. And this 

leads to distrust and war where everyone turn against each other. Anarchy characterized by 

constant struggles, distrust, and an absence of regulatory mechanisms will therefore share several 

out of the features Durkheim (1984) describes in his use of anomie. I will therefore use the term 

anarchy analogous to Durkheim’s concept of anomie in the subsequent lines and in other 

situations where it makes sense to compare the two concepts. The first point to be made comes 

when Hardin claims the pure anarchy found in a Hobbessian state of nature to be an unlikely 

situation in the first place. A more common reaction to the lack of rules and sanctions is the 

tendency to gather in smaller community organizations where a social order is more easily kept 

within. However, these smaller communities might very well engage in hostilities towards one 

another and by then establish a state of anarchy between the groups. We remain thus with a high 

level of interaction within smaller groups, but scarce interaction between the groups. It becomes a 

block on interaction that also blocks our possibilities to learn what others’ interests are, interests 

that may even benefit our own interests when they are encapsulated. Outsiders entering these 

enclosed groups under the circumstances of anarchy will probably face a hard time in order to be 
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Moreover, the mechanic solidarity made it possible to cooperate within the village without 

further thought of the project as a whole - only the immediate tasks such as manure applications, 

measuring and preparation of beds, and the maintenance of the canal were based on a broader 

collaboration work. What united and made cooperation possible for these tasks was their 

interdependence - an encapsulated interest that emerged out of everyone’s need for fertilizer and 

a well functioning canal. However, this cooperation vanished as soon as the engine started. 

“There was no cooperation between, every village were responsible for their own plots” (VH, 

regular member, interpreted). Consider the treadle pumps – freely shared and used in a 

cooperative effort within villages, but with payment attached when borrowed out to others. 

Consider also the support given in case of illness where they could rely on their fellow villagers, 

but hardly any other participants. Hence, the irrigation farmers miss the important experience 

related to the cooperation between groups, which in other settings has proved to reduce 

uncertainty and enhance opportunities for trustworthiness (Cook et. al 2005, Putnam). A negative 

spiral excluding learned trustworthiness sneaks in and maintains the current practice where 

collaboration is kept within villages. 

 

A second point where the mechanic solidarity lowered the trustworthiness between villages is 

related to the power structure. The heritage and family power Durkheim (1933) describes within 

a mechanic society did not fit an irrigation project that necessitated cooperation. The situation 

degenerated to be a fight for power between the committee and one of the traditional chiefs. This 

fight is shown in the following quotation which concerns a case where the irrigation committee, 

accused of selling fuel to their own benefit, is forced to display their records. “Group village head 

Chistzo rejected the proposal and told the committee not to reveal the records. It was by the help 

of the other chiefs that I forced them to do so anyway. The reason for group village head Chistzo 

was simple; his wife was and is the treasurer of the committee.”(Chairman in the listen 

committee, interpreted). The family power, conductive to the mechanic solidarity in the villages, 

served to create an unfavorable frame for how trustworthiness was looked upon in the irrigation 

scheme. This was a regime that worked well in a setting where institutions had successfully 

turned the power of the village head into what Durkheim terms sacred - facts built in our minds to 

the extent that they become accepted as given by nature (Douglas 1986). But the irrigation 

project brought with it a new setting where the power of the village head by no means was 
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sacred. This was a voluntary project where villagers had invested their efforts of land preparation 

and cultivation at the risk of malfeasance from a committee. They could simply not afford the 

sacred positions exempt from sanction possibilities. The protection from the group village 

headman caused, moreover, the possible losses from embezzling and misuse to be close to zero 

for the committee. But a regular member aware of such a high probability in defection will 

neither invest in future cooperation where high stakes are involved. Thus, the lack of cooperation 

is reinforced and the mechanic solidarity is maintained. For the irrigation committee we see that 

the embezzlement of money and the following lack of fuel spread distrust into new areas. Some 

members even felt that they could no longer trust that the treadle pumps given by CADECOM 

would be shared. The solution seemed to be independence from the irrigation project itself: 

“Since there were some problems with the engine, I did not believe that it would be any better 

with the treadle pumps. That is why I bought one on my own” (regular member, interpreted). The 

discussion above can be summed up by an assertion which makes the lack of trustworthiness to 

be a matter of the institutional context these villagers are in. This context had pervaded all social 

life for centuries with a structure containing elements characteristic of Durkheim’s ideal 

mechanic society. A context that also may serve to explain all the restraints they met when a new 

setting featured by the division of labor was brought in. 

 

The decline of mechanic solidarity in situations where its’ sustaining practices failed to obtain, 

leads us to question why an organic solidarity was unable to take its place, reduce uncertainty and 

create an environment feasible for trustworthiness. This solidarity will, according to Durkheim 

(1933), follow from a division of labor where roles are separated and divergent from each other. 

We have further seen that this solidarity is not built on features with high degrees of similarity, or 

close monitoring which is more likely to be found in mechanic societies. Instead, an organic 

solidarity is built on complementariness, dependability, mutual respect for differences and a court 

system able to enforce contracts. A range of different roles are found in the irrigation project – 

some looked after the chickens, others looked after the pigs, and then we have the committee, 

maintenance workers for the engine and people with treadle pumps. However, what I want to 

look for does not concern the division of labor, but a phenomenon with similar characteristics – 

namely the division of villages. I want the reader to see that the villages in many ways are 

equivalent to the different roles in an organic society. Each one of these villages worked on their 
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own, but with a high dependability in situations where they were forced to cooperate. One case 

would be the dependence on a well functioning canal, briefly mentioned in the first chapter. A 

second is the land preparation where everyone had to be ready before the engine could start. 

These are all situations where the villages had a common goal to achieve. But as Durkheim 

(1933) describes – different roles, or villages, will alongside this dependability often end up in a 

competition for the same resources, which tend to disturb that common goal. And the main 

resource in the irrigation project was the water pumped by the engine, a resource that turned out 

to be highly valued when the money for fuel vanished. However, an organic solidarity will, 

according to Durkheim (1933), still be preserved as these roles diverge into new fields where the 

competition for resources is low. This would mean that the villages had to make themselves 

either independent of water from the engine, or entirely withdraw from the project if they were to 

avoid competition. Two opportunities, which for most users were no opportunities at all - to 

withdraw in the middle of the season when the lack of water became apparent, would mean a 

huge waste of work, and to purchase treadle pumps was for most participants too expensive. They 

were stuck, and ended up in a constant competition with other villages for the little share of water 

they still had access to:”If someone were in a real need of water, then quarrels could occur. It has 

run so far that the engine has been switched off two times. These quarrels started by someone 

who made holes in the sides of the canal so that the water ran into their fields instead of those 

further down the canal who were supposed to irrigate on that day” (regular member, interpreted). 

This, of course, is not the ideal environment for a conscience collective where the risk of 

cooperation is naturalized, and each village values and accepts each other despite of their 

differences (Seligman 1997). What appeared instead was an environment where the desperation 

for water caused the perceived probability of malfeasance, the untrustworthiness, to reach a level 

where any interaction between villages was severely hampered. It turned into a situation that only 

reinforced itself as they lacked a set of formal sanctions and a neutral part to execute these 

sanctions. But it was also a system to be upheld since it proved to be beneficial for the villages at 

the top of the canal. These were villages that happened to be in power both in the listen and 

irrigation committee and in addition were exempt from the fear of sanctions given by external 

institutions. Thus, it became hard to switch cooperation to a track where trustworthiness was 

reinforced by those positive experiences that a fear of sanctions ultimately provides.  
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5.6.0 Rules and trustworthiness 

 

5.6.1 Borehole 

Durkheim (1984)2 holds that we are unlikely to give away something without an expected return 

to what he terms a gift. One of the gifts given in the borehole was the monthly payment users 

contributed, most obvious by those traders who paid even though the probability for sanctions 

was low for this group. According to Durkheim’s theory, it follows that these people will pay as 

long as they believe the treasurer will fulfill her obligation of return, which is the maintenance of 

the borehole and clean water. And contrary; those who do not believe the treasurer feels obliged 

to use the collected money for its purpose will neither pay the fee if they are not forced to do so. 

This assumption was emphasized when we asked why some of the traders did not pay even 

though they complained over the conditions at the borehole. “They are aware of the problem, but 

cannot see that the money will be used the right way” (regular user, interpreted). An obvious 

example of how low these people perceived the treasurer’s trustworthiness when related to yields 

from their gift. But it also tells us how difficult a task the treasurer had. Naturally, she cannot 

fulfill her obligations for the borehole with only a minority of the users being willing to pay. Her 

incapability of actions and her refusal to show records caused those who really contributed to 

speculate where their money had gone - “Nobody is able to see where the money goes and the 

result is that many refuse to pay.” The result is incapability to act, and a vicious circle bringing 

the treasurer’s trustworthiness down to a freezing point.  

 

That is different from the public goods games where the immediate returns were secured with 

their “gifts” of investment in the common pot. If everyone contributed everything, then the 

following returns would be higher for the entire group, a given consequence. We may state this in 

a rational way where those who contributed did so to the extent that they thought other players 

would do the same, and vice versa. One reason to believe all other players in the game would 

invest 100 kwacha is found in the oral contract that some of the groups had voluntarily agreed 

upon prior to their games (without our intervention or request). Those who did not follow the 

agreement were accused of selfishness and breach of what they had promised: “It seems like 

some people are not honest with their savings, they are saving little money” (comment during 

                                                           
2 Once again I switch from the original 1933 edition of Durkheim’s the division of labor in society to a later edition. 
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game, Kinshu villagers, group 2, interpreted), a comment that undoubtedly indicates their 

expectations. We may then see the difference from the borehole where rules for payment and 

maintenance work hardly can be seen as part of a voluntary promise. It was a mandatory promise 

as no one could survive without clean drinking water – Users were in other words automatically 

part of the system. This was especially apparent for the traders, who were now forced to 

cooperate with VH Kinshu with whom they already were in a struggle. The difference between a 

promise uttered voluntarily and one being enforced could easily be more important than what we 

realize by first glance. We may look upon this from a view where a voluntary promise leads to a 

self contradiction if it is broken, while the automatic membership like we find it in the borehole, 

hardly asserts a promise in the first place. Searle relates this contradiction to the fact that it would 

be irrational to say that I will do something, and then all of a sudden utter – yes, I said so, but that 

does not mean that I am obliged to do so. But the borehole users had never uttered such a promise 

- they had few other options than to fetch water at that specific borehole. Thus, not to pay the 

monthly fee, or participate in cleaning and maintenance work for that matter, neither set the users 

in an irrational self- contradiction since they had never promised to do what the treasurer obliged 

them to. Searle’s theory might then serve to explain why the investments in the public goods 

games with a voluntary contract turned out to be high, and why it was often easier to violate the 

rules in the borehole. These violations are further connected with the reduced trustworthiness of 

the treasurer to the extent that she became incapable of fulfilling her duties when people refrained 

from paying. And it is such an incapability that must have made the actual contributors unsure of 

what their money was used for.  

 

This uncertainty and declined trustworthiness that followed could well be rooted in the role the 

treasurer possessed. It was a role different from any present or previous role held in the 

community. We might in fact state that she entered a completely new system at the moment she 

started to collect money with the purpose of insurance, a system most users of the borehole were 

placed outside of and had severe difficulties to understand. But holding on to the old system 

based on destiny and faith, where problems are solved on a daily basis, would never work in the 

borehole project: “It would be impossible as most villagers are farmers - they get a fresh batch of 

money once a year after harvesting their fields. This money is not likely to be saved, but spent 

immediately” (treasurer, interpreted). One possible solution for a sustainable cooperation 
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between the treasurer representing a system of insurance, and the borehole users with their 

perceptions for destiny and faith, would be the implementation of reliable rules. These rules will 

according to Luhmann (in Kneer og Nassehi 2004) never lead to a deep and real understanding 

the way we may find it within a system, but they will nevertheless secure the necessary level of 

cooperation and predictability. At this point we reach the crux of the problem – the treasurer was 

not subject to those rules and sanctions which otherwise could have made her actions within a 

foreign system more predictable - it was a dictatorship. It was a dictatorship the treasurer in many 

ways exploited when she refused to inform the community and shouted back at those who 

demanded to see the records. She could do so precisely because there were no losses or fear of 

sanctions attached to these actions. It was a situation that caused a hindrance of communication, 

which led to an increased spread of gossip, and made written rules an even more important tool to 

the promotion of trustworthiness within the project. Even the treasurer herself admits that more 

explicit rules for expenditures and punishment would have changed the way others perceived her 

trustworthiness. This is especially obvious when we take account of the users who claimed they 

were subject to the treasurer’s personal and biased assessment when she sanctioned. A situation 

which appeared largely thanks to the lack of rules being agreed upon combined with a scarce 

understanding of the treasurer’s challenges.  

 

We have then reached the point where we can sum up the above by arguing that the users were 

forced to participate in a system previously unknown to them. A system they did not understand 

and neither found trustworthy. It would in fact be impossible to find a high degree of 

trustworthiness in the first place - they did not have any previous or learned experiences with an 

insurance system (Hardin 2002). Rules and sanctions could possibly have served to remedy the 

situation and create a predictability that might have made the treasurer more trustworthy in the 

eyes of the borehole users. But these rules were unfortunately absent. Thus, it would necessarily 

be important for the treasurer to prove them wrong, to communicate and act in a way that 

everyone would understand the challenges she faced within a community not used to think in 

terms of insurance. But hiding records and shouting back at people is naturally not the best way 

to enhance such an understanding - it became even more difficult to perceive her as trustworthy. 

 

The lack of predetermined rules tied to the treasurer might lead us to describe her role as part of 
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what Durkheim (1984) terms anomie – a hobbesian state of nature where any solidarity is 

squeezed out as a consequence of the uncertainty that follows when every case remains open for 

negotiations. But the borehole is still slightly different compared to what Durkheim implies in his 

use of anomie, as the treasurer’s position reminds of a dictatorship. There was no struggle where 

trials and errors led to specific contracts, people did not even dare to speak up or found it useless 

to utter their opinion. The struggle and feeling of anomie took place behind the scene, among the 

users of the borehole who scattered gossip around for every new case brought up. Durkheim 

(1984) argues that a state of anomie is avoided when there is sufficient interaction in the 

community, and when everyone acknowledges one another to be both auxiliaries and opponents. 

The relationship between the treasurer and the majority of borehole users, however, became a 

relation where they looked upon each other more as opponents than anything else. We may see 

this in the role of the Kinshu family -being aware of the several complaints asserted by both 

traders and villagers, they still refused to listen: “It is meaningless to argue against him (VH 

Kinshu)… he never swallows an idea” (regular user, interpreted). The spread of gossip in the 

community could well determine the treasurer’s behavior as right or wrong, but it did not lead to 

a change or any more rules as long as the treasurer found her gains to be higher without such 

restrictions. It became an improvident situation fuelled by uncertainty and constant accusations of 

money misuse whenever something went wrong. One example is the borehole foundation that 

cracked right after some maintenance work carried out by a brother of VH Kinshu. “They (the 

Kinshu family) told people that they had to use an old bag of cement as it was a lack of funds in 

the budget” (regular user, interpreted). Such utterances obviously gave fuel to even more gossip, 

especially as the monthly fee recently had been increased from 10 to 30 kwacha. “They increased 

the fee, but failed to buy a new bag of cement” (interpreted), a respondent complained. It was a 

state of anomie with an untied treasurer in the director role. But the struggle took place 

underneath the surface, and was forced forward by the uncertainty apparent not only in the 

incident above, but for every new case where the borehole users perceived that the treasurer 

would have more gains from defection than from honesty. And this uncertainty triggered the 

constant struggles that made me describe the situation in terms of anomie as described by 

Durkheim (1984).  

 

The games provide us with a more nuanced picture as to how a state of anomie plays out in 



75 
 

public goods situations. This is seen if we compare those games where the players had agreed 

upon the contributions with those games where an agreement prior to the game was absent. The 

latter being without a predetermined contract will according to Durkheim (1984) call for a 

situation dominated by anomie, characterized by higher uncertainty and lower trustworthiness 

derived from constant negotiations in each round of investment. However, in fact the results 

revealed quite the opposite – a state of anomie was not found any more frequent in games without 

the agreements ahead. A state of anomie only appeared when the players found that some had 

invested less than what they had expected them to. That was when the uncertainty was brought in, 

that was when the negotiations for each investment started, and that was when the players 

eventually started to doubt one another. The comments during one of the games reveal the 

agitated negotiations that rose as a result: “Grandma, how much have you put in the saving bag? 

“I have out in the bag 40 kwacha.” “When they give 100 kwacha, please put it all in the 

envelope”. And in the later rounds when she still refused to listen to the complaints; “I am tired 

with your talking now and will not answer you.” “Old age is not the best because they do not 

understand” (Kinshu villagers, group 4, interpreted). What I want to emphasize here is that an 

absence of contracts in the games, cannot be seen as a source for anomie the way Durkheim 

(1984) describes it. Instead it was the breach of these contracts that triggered the anomie and the 

following distrust. Well functioning regulatory systems and sanctions tied to these contracts 

could well have turned the losses from cheating to surpass the gains. But these rules and 

sanctions were not present in the games. The only motivation for being honest was a promise of 

words, an inner morality, a concern for good reputation in those cases where the identity of the 

cheater was discovered, and a hope for high returns.  

 

On the other hand I find the contract to be a sign of trustworthiness on its own; why would the 

Kinshu players otherwise agree upon a contract if they did not believe their fellow villagers were 

going to keep their promise anyway? This trustworthiness, however, turned out to be valid only 

in the first round of the game, when the players had no prior experiences related to this setting. 

The case is exemplified in the groups where Kinshu villagers played together. All groups seemed 

to have agreed upon their investments in these games. Five out of six players asked believed the 

others would contribute what they had agreed upon in the first round. But the mood changed and 

the contract they had made turned into loose words without meaning at the very moment they 
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realized that not everyone was playing honest. Some groups found the defector and did not blame 

the rest, others developed a general distrust in the entire group as they were unable to point out 

who were dishonest and not. Adapted to the borehole it is obvious that the lack of rules itself not 

necessarily caused a state of anomie, and thereby an inability to view the treasurer as trustworthy. 

The anomie found in the borehole project should rather be seen in light of the treasurer’s actions, 

or perhaps more often lack of actions. In other words, the learned experiences stressed by Hardin 

(2002), eventually determined how people looked upon the treasurer’s trustworthiness.  

 

5.6.2 Irrigation 

Giving a gift like Durkheim (1984: 79) describes must have seemed like an irrational action for 

several of the members in the irrigation project as well, as the expectations of reciprocal gifts in 

return seemed to have an uncertain undertone for any transaction between villages. People could 

simply not trust that what they gave others would also give them future gains in return. Keep in 

mind then that this is a project with few formal liabilities and sanctions involved, while the gains 

of reputation across the villages was small. Enforceable norms built on shared consensus in the 

group could have remedied the effect of weak contracts in such a setting. But that seemed to be 

totally overshadowed whenever the common norms ended in conflict with those interests that 

resided within the different villages. A simple example would be the treadle pumps. Some 

participants borrowed out treadle pumps for free, in the beginning both to people outside of their 

own village and to their own villagers, while they later on requested a fee from everyone who did 

not belong to their village. To them it would not be rational to trust other members as long as 

they were uncertain of what the yields of that trust would be. A contract with obligations of 

payment for the treadle pumps eventually secured that part.  

 

The treadle pumps were a matter between the borrower and lender, while other parts of the 

project had more specific rules enforced and monitored by the committee. It was for instance a 

clear rule that everyone should participate in land preparation so that the engine could start in 

time for cultivation. Those who did not participate in the work were either punished by a fine, or 

asked to leave if they continued to be absent. A rule similar to this is found for the maintenance 

of the canal, both seen as an important asset to the cooperation and trustworthiness between 

villages. We asked one of the irrigation members whether the canal would be maintained even 
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without the current rules, whereby he stressed the utility of sanctions: “Those punishments were 

put in place after revealing there were some people notorious for not taking part in the work… 

only one was actually punished after the rules were enforced” (regular member, interpreted), and 

as regards to  field preparation: “Later on they decided that whoever failed to appear in time 

should be paying a fine, then the whole problem (of absenteeism) was solved” (regular member, 

interpreted). The cooperation will then according to Coleman (1990) be a sign of how the rules 

work in a way where the gains of cheating turns out to be lower than the losses from being 

honest. This is an argument that strongly coincides with Durkheim’s (1984) use of gifts 

motivated by expectations of returns, or more accurately the gains of being trustworthy. A more 

complex example of giving gifts is seen by the committees. A listen and irrigation committee 

provided a gift to the entire project by the very fact that they in public did not demand anything in 

return for their efforts. But it was also a gift where their home villages got the largest share, 

especially when it came to the delivery of water, as already mentioned above. The return for 

these gifts to their villages could possibly have been the support which enabled the embezzlement 

of funds. A contract to secure the trustworthiness and repayment in this relation was unnecessary 

- it was a mutual dependence between the village and the committee members, similar to an 

encapsulated interest where both parts had everything to loose if one defected. A situation which 

is not unlike the way mafia groups are sustained (Putnam 1993).  

 

Another problem related to money in the irrigation project, has similar features to the borehole, as 

both projects strived with their basic understandings of how to handle funds. The irrigation 

project was just the more extreme version. It was extreme in the way that they were given a 

single disbursement, about 500.000 kwacha, set for the purpose of fuel from the very start. 

MASAF, who gave them the money, must have had an incredible faith in these subsistence 

farmers, who according to the questions asked after the games, on average earned about 1000 

kwacha a month, also would save and disperse these funds equally during the dry season without 

any control organ looking after it. Most members, however, did not share the trust MASAF gave 

the committee. They did not trust that a committee they were unacquainted to would be able to 

handle such a vast amount of money. An issue the sudden absence of supervision and following 

reactions more explicitly tells us: “There were agricultural advisors in the start. They provided 

the committee with respect among the members, but people do not trust the committee to that 
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extent now when the advisers have left” (former treasurer, interpreted). This quote describes in 

many ways the need for monitoring and sanctions towards the committee. Sanctions that would 

have been of particular necessity since all committee members originated from the same village, 

namely Chistzo. The low level of interaction between the committee and its members, resulting 

from the competition for resources and power, fuelled an uncertainty and a following lack of 

trustworthiness. We end up in a situation similar to what Durkheim (1984) describes when he 

draws a picture of the relations between roles in an organic society, and further emphasizes the 

need of more rules with sanctions to maintain the security and trust between groups when 

interaction fails to do so. The irrigation project seemed to be the perfect system of sanctions and 

rules - a listen committee was set to monitor the irrigation committee, which in the next turn 

monitored the farmers. Any other problems not solved within the two committees were sent to 

CADECOM. It was a system that indeed served its purpose – at least two irrigation committees 

and one listen committee had to step down from their positions when confronted with 

embezzlement. However, to look at the dismissal without the reasons behind it would be a 

somewhat misleading picture.   

 

We may in fact argue that the substitute of positions in the committee had a minor effect as to 

whether the new committee members were perceived trustworthy or not. One regular participant 

even suspected that those who had enforced the committees’ dismissal only did so because it 

benefitted them -They could after all take over their position and benefit from the same cheating. 

The question is why this respondent, and most others being interviewed, were so skeptical to the 

committee? Why did they not perceive them trustworthy? One explanation could be that any 

problems had to be reported to CADECOM by the listen committee. A committee several 

participants found “difficult to trust as there are so many from Chistzo… They could punish 

whoever and whenever they wanted” (regular member, interpreted), and tended to favor their 

own villagers. This point in many ways to the lack of external sanctions in the project, which is 

largely ascribed to the weak role CADECOM and MASAF were assigned. As one of the 

participant complains after an incident of what she describes as embezzlement: “They did 

nothing… the committee was neither obliged to tell them anything about their use of money, only 

the members had that specific right” (regular member, interpreted). Some actually believed that 

CADECOM had already pulled out of the project at the time we interviewed. An assertion being 
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quite remarkable as CADECOM claimed they were still an essential part of the project. One may 

further question why the traditional authority (TA) did not intervene with sanctions when 

CADECOM and MASAF seemed to be powerless, like the TA often did in matters concerning 

the relation between his villages. The irrigation project, however, was not defined to be a matter 

under his concern. It was a matter meant for CADECOM and the group village head who 

happened to be GVH Chistzo. Chistzo was by no means a neutral person, but tended instead to 

favor his own villages on behalf of those who did not belong under his group of villages. In the 

following lines I will try to explain how his power, and the lack of trustworthiness it resulted in, 

may be seen in light of a state of anomie (Durkheim 1984). An anomie that in the irrigation 

project took a somewhat different direction than what I have described for the borehole project. 

 

Where did the anomie come from? First of all it is worth noticing that the irrigation project is a 

relatively new project, at least if we set the start of it to the boom of participants that followed 

from the arrival of the engine in 2006. It was their first season, which according to Durkheim also 

necessitates a more extensive interaction in the search for solidarity. However, it was not the 

rules as such that created the anomie which eventually erupted and hindered most glimpses of 

solidarity between villages. Instead I would like to emphasize the lack of sanctions tied to these 

rules, a gap that turned the gains from cheating higher than the gains of righteousness. For what is 

the purpose of rules when people are able to avoid them without fear of punishment? The 

irrigation farmers found themselves in a situation characterized by an ever- higher uncertainty of 

access to water, as the season went on and other villages became even more desperate. The 

situation developed into a “survival of fittest” where your neighbor could cheat and take your day 

of irrigation. Chistzo village was for instance able to irrigate three days in a row just because they 

had men in the right positions. “One member of the committee, the chairman in special should 

take care and monitor the action of one particular village. But for the sake of Chistzo the 

committee member who was supposed to monitor the village was himself a member of that 

village” (regular member, interpreted). Thus, the range of rules failed to minimize the struggles 

taking place between villagers who were forced to fight for their crops when the lack of fuel 

became apparent to them. Such desperation for water has in my view served to hamper the 

mutual bindings between villages and thereby also served to undermine the rules. It resulted in a 

war between villages, which in many ways turned out to be more rational than peace for those 
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who possessed power positions. I may say so because peace, and thus sharing of water, put their 

crops in danger of dried up maize at the time when the project ran out of fuel. Moreover, these 

quarrels did not really cause any substantial harm towards the committee members, who had 

relative few bonds and cooperative relations with the villages from whom they were accused of 

stealing water. One may therefore ask what losses it would cause them if these thin ties were 

severed. A conscience collective, being essential to Durkheim’s organic solidarity and the rules 

this solidarity builds upon, seemed to be more or less absent among the villages. However, I do 

not claim the irrigation project to be a project entirely without rules. My point is that those who 

happened to be in a powerful position, or related to a powerful person, could easily avoid those 

rules without being punished. To see these people as trustworthy under the circumstances 

described here, is naturally difficult as no one can ever be sure of what their next move is going 

to be. It caused an inconclusive situation where the lack of regulations led to the constant 

struggles for water and resources that we find between the villages – which indeed remind us of a 

state of anomie (Durkheim 1984). We could for instance see that a committee was asked to leave 

when they were accused of embezzlement, while the next committee had barely taken seat when 

they were accused as well. This point to the minor effect of any rules at the very moment one rule 

is broken – we loose faith in the system. And the result was a struggle that flourished whenever 

someone started their accusations or gossiping.  

 

On the other hand, the rules regulating the relations between regular participants in the irrigation 

scheme might indeed have had an effect. This is especially evident for the land preparation going 

prior to the start of the engine, but it could also be seen for the maintenance of the canal. Both of 

these are examples where the committee was given the right to sanction those who were absent 

from work, in most cases given as a fine. But this was also a system with its weaknesses; “in the 

end of the season people did not feel obliged to follow the rules, they would have nothing to do 

with the other participants until the next season, and did no longer have any incentives to follow 

them” (secretary, interpreted). A situation which in many ways reminds us of on of the 

committees at the time they were about to resign according to a rule that requested their 

withdrawal after one year in service. It is noteworthy to see that this is also the time when the 

committee was accused of embezzlement. The lack of sanctions turned in fact the worst thinkable 

scenario for the committee to be one where they would have to repay what they had stolen, since 
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they in any case would have to resign. We see that the secretary in the committee did not find 

those who were about to leave the project trustworthy, while few participants found the 

committee members trustworthy at the time they were about to leave. In both cases the 

withdrawal meant that they would be exempt sanction possibilities. It might indeed seem like a 

huge paradox – to be absent from land preparation caused the irrigation farmers a certain fine, 

while embezzlement of money leads to nothing more than a request to pay back what is stolen. 

Such incidents show us how important the fear of sanctions is, and how powerless rules are in 

their efforts to enhance someone’s trustworthiness when they are left without the support of a 

regulatory system.  

 

Hardin (2002) changes in many ways the perception of anomie described by Durkheim when he 

asserts that a more common reaction to the similar concept of anarchy is the formation of smaller 

groups within which a social order is more easily evolved and kept. I can hardly find a more 

perfect example to that argument than the irrigation project. However, it is not the formation of 

groups as such that I will emphasize in this setting - they were already in place at the very start of 

the project. What I intend to explain is the strengthened group feeling deduced from the constant 

struggles with other villages, elucidated with Hardin’s (2002) theory of trustworthiness. The 

villages were like peaceful enclaves where people found support in their fight for resources with 

other villages. The lack of fuel at the end of the season triggered in many ways a situation where 

stealing other villages’ right to water became the easiest way to avoid dried up crops. It became a 

project characteristic by all its uncertainties: “Those who are further down the canal cannot rely 

on any water supply” (interpreted) complained a dejected participant. But this uncertainty also 

created more unity within the villages as they now had to stay united in their fight for more water. 

Moreover, the water would only be given to one village at a time anyway, so that an individual 

fight against all others would be of less value. In addition comes that the system where each 

village was given their day of irrigation, necessitated cooperation so that the water could be 

utilized in an efficient way. It would be a problem for the entire village if they did not finish 

preparation in time, as their plots nearby the canal would get too much water, while the plots 

located further down would hardly get anything at all. Besides, the sanctions seemed to work 

better within the village, since their fellow villagers were not only dependent on each other in the 

project, but also as family members in their daily life. They could in other words trust that their 
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fellow villagers would share the water when it was time to irrigate. The project avoided thereby a 

hobbessian state of nature where everyone turns against each other, because dishonest actions 

within your own village would be irrational. (Hardin 2002).  

 

At least one of the villages was planning to start irrigation on their own, even though that would 

mean usage of the much more arduous treadle pumps. But those who possessed one would still 

do that. These were people who were tired of all the quarrels and uncertainty that followed from 

the constant struggles for water from the engine. This village will then serve as an outstanding 

example of what Hardin (2002) argues for, when he stresses that a more likely approach to 

anarchy is the creation of smaller groups where trustworthiness is given a better opportunity to 

develop. An adverse effect derived from the strengthened group focus could be seen from the 

wall these villagers create, a wall which only serves to reinforce skepticism and uncertainty to 

people outside of the village. These people are met with biased attitudes from the very start, with 

the consequence that they tend to be given few opportunities to prove their trustworthiness. A 

situation that reinforces group boundaries and blocks a transmission of trust between villages 

based on learned experiences. One possible explanation as to why participants would be 

possessive with their treadle pumps when borrowed out to other villagers than their own could 

thus be ascribed to a general distrust reinforced where the lack of exchanges block the 

opportunity to learn other villagers’ trustworthiness.  

5.7.0 Trustworthiness and power 
 

5.7.1 Borehole 

Power will, according to Cook et al. (2005), follow the degree of dependence. Why the treasurer 

had such power in the borehole is already partly described under the reputational effect where I 

pointed at her relation to VH Kinshu, a relation which undercut her dependence on a good 

reputation within the village. Thus, to present herself as trustworthy would at best give her a few 

gains in return. Contrary I stressed that most people using the borehole would have more gains 

from a good reputation in the eyes of the treasurer and others who possessed powerful positions.  

 

In the following chapter I will discuss how people’s dependence on the treasurer turned her 

trustworthiness down to a bottom level. First out is my interpretation of Hardin (2006) who 
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describes the power dependence that arise when someone is unable to migrate from a 

government. A similar logic applies for the borehole, as people had no other option but to move if 

they wanted to escape from their dependence on the treasurer. 80 households were according to 

the list of the treasurer using the borehole, which according to our household listing for Kinshu 

village on average consists of six people each – about 480 people dependent on one borehole. I 

would not say that they were all entirely dependent on it, as two other boreholes were located 

within the range of two kilometers. But to draw water there seemed to be troublesome, especially 

for the children that were forced to go along an unsafe main road. Besides, the borehole was also 

one of the few with a stable water supply even at the end of the dry season. A third reason not to 

change relates to all the people who seemed to be relatively satisfied insofar the water remained 

clean. Such ignorant attitude gave the treasurer free hands and power to govern the borehole the 

way she wanted, as long as the borehole remained functional. It was a power no one was allowed 

to question. One of the traders describes the situation when she complains about their lack of 

influence: “It got to be the way Kinshu decides. So the best way would be to trust that everything 

is ok, but people do talk a lot” (interpreted). Again we see that most villagers by no means 

perceived the treasurer to be trustworthy, but her power as a supervisor of the borehole still 

forced them to place their trust in monthly payments. They had no other option but to close their 

eyes and pretend that everything was fine. One example that visualizes the treasurer’s power and 

why that power caused a downfall in her trustworthiness, relates to all the borehole users who 

talked among themselves and wanted to see where the collected money was going. But despite 

their complaints, only a few dared to speak up and demand a change, as nearly all feared her 

power and following sanctions. Hence, she did not even need to defend her actions due to her 

powerful position. And why would she ever reveal the records and money she had illegally lend 

out when she could not be sanctioned?  The flip side of this attitude would be that people 

assessed her trustworthiness based on gossip instead of her own words, but to her it did not 

matter anyway. Out of this gossip appeared a picture of a treasurer who exploited her power, a 

situation which according to Putnam (1993) tends to reduce the subordinates’ norm of reciprocity 

in cooperative efforts. Reciprocate what became the question that increasingly more people asked 

themselves. Some refused for instance take part in a collaborative work where everyone were set 

to find stones for the foundation around the borehole – they had, after all, already contributed 

with their monthly payments. It was a time of shirking with consequences not only for the 
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trustworthiness between the treasurer and villagers, but also among villagers “If everybody paid 

on time, then it would run well, but the failing of payment and cleaning of the site leads to 

distrust among the participants of the project”. I relate the situation described above to Putnam 

(1993) who emphasizes on vertical power relations in light of an institutional setting, when he 

claims that less civic societies are equipped with few successful cooperative resolutions from the 

past. Moreover, these societies suffer from lack of successful recipes when it comes to trust and 

cooperation. And what recipes should the treasurer follow, when even the previous committee led 

by the traders was accused of money embezzlement.  

 

Another side of the power dependency and its consequences for trust is derived from Kramer (in 

Cook et. al 2005), who holds that powerful persons tend to be less attentive in what they do, 

while subordinates quite the contrary emphasizes on the words and actions of their superior. A 

contributing element to the treasurer’s low level of trustworthiness could thus stem from a few, 

not well thought-through actions, given unintended content in the community. Again we see the 

necessity of rules which in many ways could have limited the misunderstandings that so easily 

appear when the actions of a powerful person are given individual interpretations. The treasurer 

gives an example when she, in relation to the lack of formal rules, admits that; “when we catch 

someone stealing water, the only thing we do is pouring it out” (interpreted), which according to 

her has caused a lot of quarrels and misunderstandings. As one trader expresses it: “People are 

chased away if they are unable to pay, no grace is given if you are unable to pay right then” 

(interpreted). Combined with the fact that those who governed the borehole were all members of 

the Kinshu family, provided a strong basis for accusations of discrimination. Whether the 

treasurer is unconscious and rude or whether the borehole users are exaggerating her words, 

becomes unimportant in this setting – both interpretations had a negative impact on her 

trustworthiness. What is sure is that the borehole users closely followed the treasurer’s actions. 

Everyone interviewed had an opinion about what she did, and several of them conceived her to be 

callous, cold and unpredictable in her control of the borehole. Her power made people afraid to 

speak up, which naturally only upheld a status quo whereas she was seldom told how to change. 

Thus, in the eyes of our respondents she just continued to undermine her own trustworthiness 

with actions that caused misunderstandings and unfair treatment. The situation only fuelled the 

gossip where villagers and traders found support for their theories. This can be compared to the 
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public goods games where the power dependency is absent as every player is given the same 

premises. The comments during the games shows us that people dared to speak up when they 

found that some did not play as expected. Those being denounced as cheaters would sometimes 

even change their contributions as a result of that pressure.  

 

5.7.2 Irrigation 

The power dependency and its unfortunate impact on trustworthiness within the irrigation project 

showed several similarities to what I observed in the borehole. Quotes like “the fear is to be 

kicked out of the project if you complain too much, hence people tend to keep their complaints to 

themselves” (regular member, interpreted), recalls the discussion above. The fear described here 

seemed to reinforce and strengthen the power of the irrigation committee and thereby cause 

uncertainty- Similar to what happened in the borehole when the treasurer, who was exempt 

sanctions, refused to display the monetary records. Another shared similarity is the increased 

dependence which is so hard to get out of when there are huge losses tied to a withdrawal (Hardin 

2006). These farmers had already invested a substantial workload when the embezzlements 

became apparent, so they could simply not afford to quit. It meant one less possibility and further 

dependence on the committee, which by no means became more dependent on them. What gains 

from being trustworthy would the committee have, now that they knew everyone was forced to 

play by their rules anyway?  

 

We may indeed find similarities between the two projects. However, several issues of power and 

its effect on perceived trustworthiness not dealt with in the borehole are found in the irrigation 

project. I will mainly focus on two dimensions that will be used to describe why people in 

powerful positions were looked upon as untrustworthy: My first example concerns the specialists 

set to maintain and start the engine, a situation where I will elaborate on how these specialists 

used other’s dependence to their own benefit. The second example relates to the power structure 

in the committee with a focus on how the old hierarchies created unpredictability. Common to 

both arguments is a view on how power and dependency influenced the way people looked upon 

other participants’ trustworthiness in a negative way. My first example concerning the specialist 

is already dealt with above in chapter 4.2.2. An observant reader will remember the two 

supervisors of the engine who were responsible for the start and shutdown, and that they tended 
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to favor their own villages in the project. I related this problem mainly to the norms where they 

felt obliged to support their own village, mainly on behalf of those norms set to regulate 

cooperation between villages. What I did not describe is how they could leave the project behind 

with few, if any, personal losses attached to their defection from duty. At this point I would like 

to put a finger on the power derived from their positions as specialists, a power which in the eyes 

of many project members quickly turned their trustworthiness to the worse. The consequences of 

that are evident from a disagreement where the villages of Chistzo and Kinshu ended up in a 

struggle. This struggle started when Kinshu accused Chistzo of blocking the water in the canal by 

using bags of sand, so that it ran into their own fields instead of those plots located further down 

the canal. It could still have been a minor problem - Kinshu could after all just irrigate the next 

day instead. But the system where every village was given their specific days to irrigate, also 

meant that someone else would have to give away their day of irrigation to Kinshu. But no one 

could afford doing that as long as the water supply was so unreliable. Hence, Kinshu had to wait 

for the next round of irrigation before they could benefit from the engine: “The quarrel ended 

with the turnoff of the engine at that day, leading to the result that Kinshu could not irrigate” 

(regular member, interpreted). And the one out of two people allowed to turn off the engine 

belonged to Chistzo village. Chistzo was thus able to keep the control and even irrigate one day 

more due to the power held by their loyal villager set to supervise the engine.  

 

The second person set to start and shut down the engine (the one not related to Chistzo), shows us 

the reason as to why he believed that some participants found him untrustworthy: “We have a 

limit saying that each one should have access to so and so much water. But then there were some 

who wanted more water than others. When we tried to control that, people criticized us, saying 

we were biased, that we were favoring some” (interpreted). It even reached a point where they 

were accused of misusing the fuel. Still other participants complained that the “engine boys”, as 

they were called, often could be too late so that they were unable to finish irrigation in time. 

Eventually he got tired of all the accusations and decided to boycott his job by shutting down the 

engine, as means to put an end to the negative talk. The fact that he could use boycott as a tool to 

achieve what he wanted, describes in my eyes how dependent the irrigation farmers were on his 

job. This dependency increased when the lack of money and fuel suddenly became a critical issue 

to their desiccated maize. Almost every action done by the men in control of the engine had from 
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now on critical consequences for the farmers. Kramer (in Cook et. al 2005) holds that situations 

of power derived from such unilateral dependency, most likely cause the dependent part to be 

highly observant of any action taken by the one they are dependent on. The two men set to 

supervise the engine will be thus be less concerned of their own actions, since they will know that 

they cannot be replaced. People seemed to be aware of their few losses and higher gains from 

compliance with those demands from set by their village, which could well be a reason as to why 

members did not perceive the engine mechanics as trustworthy. One of the two engine boys 

explains the inequality they were accused of by the fact that it would be impossible to treat 

everyone equally, as some got bigger plots than others and thus needed more water. Their plea 

did not have an effect. The participants always seemed to look at it from another angle where 

they represented themselves as poorly treated, whatever the engine boys did. Whether this is true 

or just a sign of the desperation for water, does not matter. The important point is to see that these 

feelings must have been a highly contributing source to all the gossip, gossip which in the next 

turn fostered the beliefs which turned the engine boys’ trustworthiness down to a bottom level. 

That is equivalent to the already referred Thomas theorem, as gossip and beliefs defined whether 

the engine mechanics were perceived trustworthy or not, no matter what they really did (Thomas 

and Thomas 1928). In addition to that is the other engine mechanic who was sent from the 

government. MASAF had told the committee that he was the only one to repair the engine in case 

of any breakdown, so that unsuccessful reparations by the villagers were avoided. Again we see 

that one person is independent from a group which is highly dependent on him. A dependency 

which is reflected in the way members of the irrigation project perceived his trustworthiness - 

They saw a man who charged the irrigation project even though he was not supposed to. One that 

came whenever he wanted even though he was called upon– at least one time with the result that 

the maize started to dry up. Besides, they could never know whether he was doing a proper job or 

not: “He could for example ask for money to buy a new spare part, but use an old, used one 

instead” (treasurer, interpreted).  

 

My second example of how power distorted trustworthiness among the irrigation farmers, relates 

to the composition of the committees. The division into two authorities in which a listen 

committee was set to look after and correct the actual irrigation committee, might at first blush 

seem to be a good way to reduce power. Such a system reduced after all the unilateral 
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dependence, as it made the members of the irrigation committee dependent on a monitoring organ 

if they wanted to keep their positions. Some of the participants claimed that the system worked 

fine, and we do find examples where the listen committee forced the irrigation committee to step 

down. But what happens when members in both committees stem from the same village, or 

moreover when members of the irrigation committee also takes part in the listen committee? This 

is indeed one of the major reasons as to why some felt they could never trust the committees - a 

system which in its origin seemed to be waterproof: “It is difficult to trust as there are so many 

from Chistzo in the listen committee... one time it became clear that Chistzo was favored with the 

result that others could suffer as the water came too late for them” (regular member, interpreted). 

Others pointed to the fact that there was no independent organ to control that the irrigation 

committee actually withdrew the amount they were supposed to. One respondent, however, goes 

against the view that I have just argued for. He holds that most people did not think the listen 

committee closed their eyes for embezzlement and misuse of money, even though there were 

close family ties between the two. Instead he holds that the committee’s trustworthiness was 

reduced because of a jealous chairman in the listen committee, who wanted the position of his 

brother in the irrigation committee - All because his brother had access to money, while he did 

not. It was a fight for power between two brothers that reduced their credibility and questioned 

the motives for being in the committee. This leads us to a new way of looking at power and trust, 

which is somewhat different from what Putnam (1993) and Hardin (2002) argue for. Both of 

them look at the lack of trustworthiness in relation to power from the view of dependability, 

where subordinates fight among themselves in order to win the favor of their superior. What they 

do not discuss is the fight for power among superiors, which in this case caused the 

trustworthiness of the committees to drop substantially. The respondent above and others started 

to ask themselves whose interest the committee members fought for. Was it their own personal 

interest or the project? 

 

Another element related to the family power is that GVH Chistzo took the side of his own village 

and supported their actions, with a good reason; his wife was namely the treasurer in both 

committees. But maybe more important as to why only a few found her trustworthy was her 

recent appointment as village head. The reader should see that this is a highly favorable title, as 

the position as a village head opens the possibility not to take the blame for mistakes, failures or 
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embezzlement – which indeed is a good reason not to appoint a village head in a committee. 

Some of the respondents assert that the treasurer would probably have been thrown out of the 

committee if it not had been for the sake that she was a village head. CADECOM had made a 

rule that restricted the entry into the committee in order to avoid such situations in the first place. 

In this conjunction it is quite remarkable that she was able to keep both the position as a treasurer 

and village head at the same time. On the other hand I am not surprised at all – several incidents 

referred to earlier in this paper has shown that external institutions were powerless in their fight 

against old hierarchies. However, such a unilateral power as the treasurer possessed, did not fit 

the project very well, and had a major impact as to how members perceived the trustworthiness of 

the committee. The mood is well caught in a quote concerning the heavily discussed money 

issues: “The treasurer, secretary and chairman were all supposed to withdraw money together. 

But that proved not to work in practice as the secretary and treasurer did it without informing the 

chairman, who was left on the sideline. As a result of that the chairman resigned” (regular 

member, interpreted). How could that be possible? The treasurer could no longer be questioned 

by anyone but those with a higher authority than herself – namely her husband. This is exactly 

why several respondents expressed the lack of enforceable accountability rules to be one of the 

most emergent problems in the project. 

 

Some respondents describe such incidents referred to above as a fight for power that eventually 

squeezed out all others in both committees but the secretary and treasurer. The two of them could 

do as they wanted, merely because they had the control over the finances and had the support of 

an undisputed power originated in an old power hierarchy. Two elements which enabled them to 

disregard the positions that they were earlier dependent on, including the listen committee. “That 

was exactly one of the reasons for some of the old committee members to withdraw, as they no 

longer were able to make an account of others actions” (regular member, interpreted). The 

treasurer and secretary would further possess control over the money, as the entire support was 

given by MASAF by the start of the season. Moreover, the treasurer in the irrigation scheme, 

with her additional position as a village head, possessed in many ways a power similar to what 

the treasurer did in the borehole. Her dictatorship combined with villagers’ dependence on her 

made it unlikely that anyone would dare to speak against her will. This turned the power into a 

unilateral dependence where the treasurer and secretary by no means were dependent on a money 
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flow or sympathy from subordinated participants. Irrigation farmers were now involved with two 

people in charge, relieved from the eyes of the listen committee and control of previous 

committee members. They refused to show the receipts, were accused of embezzlement, accused 

of biased attitudes and accused of neglecting the rules. I have especially noticed one instance 

being repeated several times in the interviews, which in a cunning way describes the relation 

between power and trustworthiness. It relates to a rule set by CADECOM and goes as the 

following quote asserts: “It has been a decreased level of trust as the rule of the committee is that 

it only should be in charge for one year. As the committee is still there without resigning, people 

also loose the faith in them” (regular member, interpreted). Still no one would dare to do 

anything about it – the treasurer was a village head, and to speak against her could be a risky 

action that for most cases was pointless anyway. Sanctions from a reckless subordinate which 

Putnam (1993) describes, would, as many participants apprehended the situation, have few 

chances of being an irrigation farmer for long. The subsequent and last chapter differs somewhat 

from the other chapters, as it does not directly concern the two projects. However, I have still 

selected it as part of the analyses, as it provides us with a broader understanding of the underlying 

conflicts and problems that are commonly featured in subsistence societies.  

5.8.0 Trustworthiness in a subsistence society 

 

“You have taught us the benefits of cooperation” (not interpreted). These were the final words 

from VH Kinshu before we left his village. Standing alone, these words may seem meaningless, 

but precisely these words also reveal the importance of learned experiences. We should keep in 

mind that this is a subsistence community where few cooperative projects ever take place - these 

people are mainly farmers which for the most part cooperate with their family members on issues 

of land cultivation. This is a way of living that serves to hamper more than create cooperation and 

trust in people outside your own village borders (Hardin 2002). And Kinshu village was not an 

exception. Everyone earned their living by farming, which combined with a rapid growing 

population led to an importunate land scarcity. This scarcity gave fuel to a conflict between 

Kinshu and traders whereby VH Kinshu accused the traders for grabbing the land he had once 

inherited. This conflict was raised due to a despairing situation where Kinshu was no longer able 

to offer his relatives their means of livelihood in farming. His decision to formally become a 

chief was indeed encouraged by this conflict, as the formal chief title finally gave him his legal 
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right to land. Now he could proudly state that everything within the Kinshu village borders was 

his property alone. He claimed the borehole under his control and refused to cooperate on issues 

previously solved in cooperation with traders. This could be seen as a way to prove his power and 

rights in a situation where the pressure on existing resources increased tremendously. I will 

therefore agree with Hardin (2002) when he states that conflicts concerning land scarcity promote 

protection more than cooperation. I do not thereby claim that there was no cooperation between 

villages at all. 23 villages made for instance a joint effort to build a school and previously also a 

healthcare centre. But none of these projects were joined voluntarily - they were all under the 

supervision of a TA who had the possibility to sanction those villages that refused to cooperate. 

The most important element extracted from these projects, however, relates to the way they 

cooperated. It was a mechanic cooperation where each village was given specific tasks, e.g. 

molding a certain number of bricks. Any cooperative efforts taking place between villages 

became a task for the village heads that coordinated the work. A regular man had in other words 

few possibilities to grasp the usefulness of cooperation and learn the trustworthiness of those 

outside his own immediate village. Institutions that attempt to create a frame for cooperation and 

trustworthiness between villages are met with a challenging task as people are unacquainted to 

this setting. Their failure, or maybe even lack of attempt to establish an environment where 

villagers, across their village borders, perceive one another as trustworthy, was not a situation 

particular to the irrigation or borehole project as such. It was an unresolved problem to nearly all 

projects with more than one village involved: “There is not that big difference between them, 

they all suffer from the lack of strong rules and sanctioning mechanisms” (regular member, 

interpreted). Cooperation became risky and filled with an insecurity which seemed to block the 

flow of communication. But perhaps more important is the practices built into their culture which 

had turned cooperation within the village to be sacred, or moreover classified by institutions as 

the most natural thing to do (Douglas 1986). It is a way of living which serves to create a rather 

tiny foundation for trust outside the village that easily reached its tipping point where distrust 

prevailed. The generally high level of petty theft leads us closer to draw a picture where distrust 

marches onwards on behalf of trust: Maize previously being dried without protection had to be 

covered, guards were set to watch the maize in the irrigation scheme when it matured, and the 

borehole had recently been improved with a lock at night. All despite that one should expect theft 

to be low, since tobacco prices were high and the harvest of maize had been one of the most 
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successful ones ever seen.  

 

We may further follow Hardin (2002), who asserts that a placement of trust always got a 

beneficial side, even when exploited. This comes merely because it is only through trials and 

errors we may learn how to moderate our placements in search for the golden mean where trust 

always pay off. But we are naturally all reluctant to place trust in someone we find untrustworthy, 

at least if there are larger stakes involved. The interviews after the games gave a good indication 

of how people adjusted their placements of trust, and what motivated that placement in a setting 

they were unacquainted. We find several examples of how players indeed learned how much trust 

they should place in order to receive what they perceived to be the highest gains in the end. Some 

realized they were loosing money compared to others who benefitted on their higher 

contributions, which naturally was hard to swallow. Mainly two reactions came out of that - first 

out are players who could not accept this, and thus lowered their contributions as well. The 

second group is those who kept on investing 100 kwacha, as they learned that they would only 

shoot themselves in the foot if the group investments kept on decreasing. But most of them, both 

traders and villagers, still gave 100 kwacha to the common pot already from the start, despite 

their lack of cooperation in previous settings. I find these high investment rates ascribed to the 

higher returns, which were given when everyone else invested more into the common pot. And 

most of them did not see any reason to stop these investments as long as everyone else continued 

their high contributions. Common to every case would be that they learned and assessed how 

trustworthy or not other participants were during the game. We see for instance that none of the 

players interviewed shortly after the games between villagers and traders, believed all others 

would invest 100 kwacha in the first round. Some were thus surprised when they found that 

everyone else invested everything they were given: “That encouraged me to invest 100 kwacha in 

the next round as well” (group2, Kinshu – traders, interpreted). What if they had not participated 

in the game? How would they then find out that most other people were actually trustworthy in 

this setting? I relate this argument to VH Kinshu, when he thanks us for teaching them the gains 

of cooperation. Banfield’s (1958) study gives an insight into this problem when he describes what 

he terms a backward society where the distrust between upper and lower classes created a picture 

of one another carved in stone. Such apprehensions that are so hard to change, are by no means 

solely found between classes - the villages in Malawi were by no means any better. By working 
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separately they also blocked the possibility to learn where their interests actually crossed and 

encapsulated. Instead we see that old prejudiced thoughts were given a greenhouse within to 

flourish. This is largely ascribed to how institutions through the ages have classified groups and 

given them certain characteristics not necessarily based on realities. It shines through when the 

GVH of the trading community holds that traders in the irrigation scheme “are only given the 

leftovers when the villagers have picked the best plots” (interpreted). A quite different history 

from the only trader participating who actually found himself lucky compared to others. Just like 

the prejudices also shined through in the interviews after the games referred to above. 

 

It is under these settings Hardin (2002) calls for people willing to break out of the institutional 

frame which has turned cooperation within villages into a sleeping pillow - we all know how 

much safer old practices appear when compared to new ones where the outcome usually seems to 

be more uncertain. The irrigation farmers were willing to throw away that sleeping pillow when 

they placed their trust in the committee, even though it led to a damaging result for some of them. 

The positive aspect would at least be that they were now equipped with an experience enabling 

them to moderate their placement of trust for later occasions. Those participants who had enough 

money for treadlepumps made themselves more independent, while the majority found it 

worthless to continue one more season of uncertainty. Especially as they had lost government 

support for fuel and were required to pay a membership fee - 77 members at the start were now 

reduced to 20 -30. "They think that as the committee failed to handle the government money, 

then they will not be able to handle this money either" (regular member, interpreted). They had 

learned that the committee was untrustworthy and found it risky to invest a membership fee in 

danger of exploitation. On the other hand I would be careful to pass all the blame on the 

committee, and this counts both for the borehole and irrigation project. Compelling to see is their 

culture where meetings seemed to be an unpopular activity. Both the borehole treasurer and the 

secretary in the irrigation scheme complained that no one appeared in the meetings where they 

claimed that the records were displayed, which is why they eventually stopped doing it. Again we 

find the villagers in this case may have made up their often biased assessment with deaden ears 

for the arguments the committees defended them with. If it is true what the treasurer and 

secretary says, well then they would be perceived as untrustworthy no matter how hard they tried. 

Then it is also questionable, according to Hardin’s emphasize on learned experiences, how 
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villagers and traders could ever learn their trustworthiness.  

6.0 Summation  
 

The main learning from this paper is that the way one looks upon others’ trustworthiness derives 

from our learned, individual experiences, on which we build our rational assessments. These are 

experiences village communities are unlikely to be familiar with, as their traditional way of living 

tends to keep most interaction within kinship ties and fellows rather than strangers. The borehole 

and irrigation projects brought in a whole new setting which enforced an extensive cooperation 

across the village borders. I have used Durkheim to describe this when I pointed to the transition 

from a system where mechanic solidarity prevails, to a system where an organic solidarity is 

necessitated. This was a change that most participants in the borehole and irrigation project did 

not seem to be ready for. Both projects suffered for instance from a village head who could not 

accept a reduced power within his own area – and at least not to the advantage of other villages. 

The old system where everyone is dependent on one or a few powerful persons prevailed, while 

those in power on the other hand remained independent of their subordinates. It was a situation 

which became especially damaging to the trustworthiness of those in power, since they, at least in 

the view of their subordinates, could do as they wanted without further consequences. This 

seemed to work fine within a mechanic society where people tend to invest less in extensive 

cooperation anyway. But trustworthiness becomes extremely important at the very moment one 

starts to invest in others. These participants, both in the projects and games, put their expected 

gains at the risk of others’ malfeasance. To do that required trustworthiness, a kind of certainty 

for not being exploited. This certainty, however, seemed to vanish when people saw that those in 

power could do as they pleased without consequences. Out of this uncertainty appeared the 

accusations of embezzlement, lack of transparency, favoritism and squandering. Rules were 

indeed made to restrict their power, but these rules remained inactive, since those in power 

themselves constituted the only monitoring organ.  

 

Other villages were perceived as competitors ready to exploit whenever they were given the 

chance. It was an attitude that blocked interaction and thus the possibility to learn the 

trustworthiness of their cooperation partners. Moreover, the scarcity of interaction made them 
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unable to see that they in several occasions might have had an encapsulated interest all parts 

could have benefitted from. Instead it was a situation where each village had to fight for their 

own interests, and where they assumed that all others were doing the same. It had a severe impact 

on the trustworthiness, as a mutual goal where the gains from being trustworthy were hidden by 

the competition and many struggles. In addition comes that the desire for, and advantages from a 

good reputation was rather low. Their way of cooperation made them dependent on their own 

villagers, but whether or not others perceived them as trustworthy, would not make much of a 

difference anyway - The gains from a good reputation were to be found in those whom could 

provide them with benefits in the future.  

 

A conscience collective, which Durkheim describes as the foundation for rules, is at best weak 

under these circumstances. This is a crucial point, as one of the functions of rules is to enhance 

the trustworthiness and certainty which enable us to cooperate, to take a risk on others. There was 

always a reason to believe that other villages had higher gains if they violated the rules for their 

own benefits - always a reason to believe that leaders would favor their own relatives on behalf of 

other participants. I have used Durkheim’s term anomie to describe the situation in which such a 

lack of solidarity and trustworthiness resulted. However, unlike Durkheim I do not relate anomie 

to the lack of rules or norms as such. Unsolved disagreements and struggles do not necessarily 

appear in those situations where rules and norms are absent. The games showed us more 

explicitly that it was the breakage of expected behavior that caused the constant struggles, not the 

lack of good intentions.  

 

This paper is also a reminder to those who use game theory without a critical view on what the 

numbers actually tell us. The interviews reveal that an interpretation based on theory from other 

game results, and the observed investments into the common pot, often differs from what the 

players actually were thinking of prior to their decisions. We cannot thereby continue to look at 

behavior, and then conclude out of what we ourselves believe are the true motivations behind an 

action (Hardin 2006). 
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6.1 The possibilities 
 

So far I have painted a negative picture of the two projects covers any glimpse of hope. But the 

hope is there - these projects are just two starting points where the community finally got the 

chance to learn who is trustworthy and when to place their trust. The general picture presented is 

that they never learned how trustworthy people located outside their own village could possibly 

be, a situation which hindered a broad cooperation. But there were indeed also some participants 

in the two projects that did indeed find people outside their village trustworthy. Those people 

could thereby serve as an example that proves the impossible to be possible, and by then 

ultimately break the classification which dooms the placement of trust in strangers to be 

irrational. Such an attitude could in the next step possibly encourage other villagers to place their 

trust in someone they are unfamiliar with, which foster learned experiences (Hardin 2002, 

Douglas 1986). By then we have broken out of the negative spiral and created the foundation for 

cooperation, which the wealth in rich countries, according to Tinggaard and Svendsen (2006), is 

being built upon. In addition we find that more and more Malawians are moving into the cities 

where they will have to develop organic societies, as they are no longer self sufficient, but will 

have to rely on trade and services. That could bring back a culture to the countryside which 

enhances the opportunity for more people to learn that also strangers could be trustworthy.   
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Appendix 1 

Description of public goods games 
The following description is written by Erling Berge and Stanley Khaila. It is also to be found in 
Chichewa. 

Dear all of you, 

We are very pleased to see so many here today.  

We have asked you to come here to play a game. By playing the game we propose, you may earn 
some money. The rules are simple but the results may be variable, some may earn a substantial 
amount some very little. But no player will go home with nothing.  

Since there are so many here we should state very clearly at the outset that there are just 20 
people that will be selected to play. You may stay to listen to the explanation for the game. Once 
we are through with that those who do not think it worthwhile to play will be asked to leave. 
Then we will select 20 by drawing lots.  

These 20 will be divided into 4 groups with 5 players in each. Then each group will get to play. 
Group 1 today, groups 2 and 3 tomorrow and then group 4 the day after that. 

When the game starts players are given 100 kwacha. Then each participant is supposed to decide 
on investing the money or not. If you do not invest the money you keep the 100 kwacha. If you 
want to invest it you can invest 20, 40, 60, 80, or 100 kwacha.  

Depending on how much each one invests, you may at the end of the game put in your pocket as 
much as 260 kwacha every time we play or it may be as little as 40. We will play the game 5 
times today. Thus in the worst case, the least you will earn is 200 kwacha and in the best of 
circumstances you may take away 1300 kwacha. But doing that is not easy.  

In each play there will always be 5 players and the rules of the play are simple. But they are made 
so that what you earn depends as much on what your fellow players do as on what you do 
yourself.  

The game is like five persons being offered to do some work together in one day. If the work is 
completed during the day each will get 200 kwacha. Each one might find work that provides 100 
kwacha this day. But sometimes joint work is necessary and if all work hard and complete the 
work they have started the pay will be 200 kwacha to each this day.  However if someone goes 
away to do extra work for himself, hoping that the others will be able to complete the work, the 
work will not be completed and the pay to each will be less than 200. Sometimes it will be less 
than the 100 kwacha one might have earned working alone.   
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In the game here we are not doing work. We call it investment. The investments you make or do 
not make go into a common chest and there the money breeds so that the amount coming out is 
twice as large as the one you put in. This is the same as five working together can earn more than 
each one working alone. If all five players put in 20 of the 100 kwacha you will be given, there 
will be 5 times 20 kwacha, or one hundred kwacha. After breeding these become 200 kwacha and 
this is then divided equally between the players so that each gets back 40 kwacha. You put in 20 
kwacha and get 40 back. You still have 80 so that after such a game you will have 120 rather than 
100.  

Now we come to the part that may cause you some problems. There is no rule about how much 
each one of you should put into the common chest. Each one has to decide for herself or himself: 
Should it be nothing, 20, 40, 60, 80, or 100 kwacha?  

The problem lies in what you believe the other players do. If you put in 100 kwacha and the other 
4 put in nothing there will be 100 kwacha in the chest. These breed to become 200 and each one 
of you get 40 kwacha returned. You who put in 100 kwacha have 40 and those who put in 
nothing have 140.  

On the other hand if you put in nothing and all the other 4 put in 100 each there will be 400 in the 
chest. These breed to become 800 kwacha and are divided equally among you so that each gets 
160. Those who invested 100 will now have 160 while you who invested nothing will have 260.  

If some invest say 40 or 60 or 80 kwacha the sum in the chest will be less but it still breeds to 
become twice as large and is still divided equally among you. The amounts will be in between 
those we have mentioned. If all invest everything you will all double your capital. If you do not 
invest while the others invest you will earn more income than the others. If no one invests 
anything then each one of you has the 100 kwacha you were given. If you invest for example 20 
kwacha while nobody else invests there is only 20 kwacha that breeds to become 40 kwacha. 
Divided equally on the five players each gets 8 kwacha. You who invested 20 kwacha will now 
have 88 kwacha and those who invested nothing have 108.  

Do you understand the rules of the game? We have explained the rules as well as we are able to. 
If you have questions, if there are some parts of our explanation that you do not understand, 
please help us by asking a question.  

There are today ____ people here. We said at the start that we would select 20 to play the game. 
We also said that there will be 5 players in a game. Thus we will play a total of 4 games. We 
want to select these 20 today. We want to do this by drawing lots as in a lottery. We have 
explained how the game is played and those who think such games inappropriate should feel free 
to go home. When we get to the stage where we play the game only the players will be allowed to 
stay.  
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Appendix 2 

Map of the Kasungu district 

 

 

 

 

 






