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ABSTRACT RESUMEN

The term “rural development” is exceptionally multifaceted, 
which makes it difficult to define. This and other features make 
it a ‘wicked problem’, which means the consequences of rural 
developmental problems can create other complications. To 
date, the important discussion of rural development has dealt 
with productivity and economic concerns. This discussion has 
many crucial aspects such as the environment, infrastructure, 
and respect for fundamental rights. This paper describes the 
‘Heritage and Patrimony of the Peasantry’ as an alternative 
analytical framework for addressing rural development. This 
analytical framework takes important topics from other rural 
development perspectives (primarily focused on food sover-
eignty principles). The heritage and patrimony of the peasantry 
framework moves away from the market point of view, which 
converts everything into an asset that can be marketed, and 
utilizes other sources of heritage. The peasantry has seven kinds 
of ‘heritages’ or ‘patrimonies’: natural, cultural, economic, 
physical, social, institutional, and human. These heritages or 
patrimonies are the bases of construction for a decent standard 
of living which will accomplish full rights for all rural inhabit-
ants, i.e. rural development.

El término desarrollo rural es excepcionalmente multifacético, 
lo que dificulta su definición. Esta y otras características lo 
convierten en un “problema complejo”, lo que significa que 
las consecuencias de los problemas de desarrollo rural pueden 
crear otros problemas. Hasta la fecha, la importante discusión 
sobre el desarrollo rural ha sido sobre productividad y asuntos 
económicos. Sin embargo, esta discusión tiene muchos aspec-
tos cruciales como el medio ambiente, la infraestructura y el 
respeto de los derechos fundamentales. Este estudio describe 
los Patrimonios del Campesinado, un marco analítico alter-
nativo para abordar el desarrollo rural. Este marco analítico 
toma temas importantes de otras perspectivas de desarrollo 
rural, pero está enfocado principalmente en los principios 
de la soberanía alimentaria. Patrimonios del campesinado se 
aleja del punto de vista del mercado, que convierte todo en un 
activo que se puede comercializar, y se enfoca en otras facetas 
del patrimonio. El campesinado tiene siete tipos de patri-
monios: naturales, culturales, económicos, físicos, sociales, 
institucionales y humanos. Estos patrimonios son la base de 
la construcción de un nivel de vida que, a su vez, permitirá 
alcanzar plenos derechos para todos los habitantes rurales, es 
decir, el desarrollo rural.
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Introduction

Rural development and the alleviation of poverty have been 
a primary concern for many governments in developing 
countries over the last few decades. Though we have seen 
impactful advances in many communities, the strategies 
and solutions proposed have not ensured changes to an 
acceptable quality of rural life nor have they been able to 
guarantee respect for all rural inhabitants’ rights (Scoones, 
2015).

This paper is designed to suggest an alternative analytical 
framework for addressing rural development in a straight-
forward way. By analyzing and factoring in heritage and 
patrimony of the peasantry, this paper takes into con-
sideration different points of view, based on a literature 
review and taking into account the idea of heritages and 
patrimonies, suggests a way in which all heritages can 
cooperate and, thereby, achieve a better life for all rural 
inhabitants.
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Rural development, a ‘wicked problem’

Rittel and Webber (1973) defined a ‘wicked problem’ as a 
malignant, tricky or aggressive condition enclosed in a vi-
cious circle. A ‘wicked problem’ is difficult to explain and 
solve for several reasons. The first challenge steams from 
an incomplete understanding of a situation or contradict-
ing information (Roberts, 2012). In other words, it is hard 
to define and fix something clearly and completely if there 
is a lack of comprehension (Kuhmonen, 2018). Second, 
with many people there are many opinions that make it 
difficult to decide how to tackle a problem (Norris et al., 
2016). Third, there are often great financial burdens and 
barriers associated with wicked problems (Gharehgozli 
et al., 2017). Finally, it is difficult to make accurate as-
sessments and thorough changes since there are so many 
intertwined problems (Dutta, 2018). On top of that, it is 
difficult to know if taking action could create unwanted/
unforeseen complications (Probst and Bassi, 2014; Innes 
and Booher, 2016).

Rittel and Webber (1973) defined ten characteristics of 
wicked problems that could be applied in the scope of 
understanding the complexities of addressing and apply-
ing rural development issues and strategies. First, wicked 
problems have no conclusive formulation (Zijp et al., 2016). 
Concerning rural development, several approaches from 
the technocratic point of view to a new political approach 
represented by food sovereignty have tried to address many 
issues. Each approach offers a set of steps and solutions 
for rural development problems. However, so far these 
solutions have not been comprehensive enough to have a 
definitive understanding of the entire problem(s) and how 
to fix it (Pachón et al., 2016).

Second, it is difficult to quantify or declare success with 
wicked problems, primarily because they create many 
other problems (opposed to the limits of conventional 
problems that can be explained or interpreted) (Elia and 
Margherita, 2018). There is often a disagreement about 
the causes of problems of rural development. Sometimes 
politicians and technicians blame the idiosyncrasy of rural 
people (Castro-Arce and Vanclay, 2019). Others blame the 
policies, especially in developing countries. The fact is that 
rural inhabitants in many places remain trapped in poverty, 
illiteracy, and illness. In other words, rural development 
has exceeded the capacity and/or willingness of their gov-
ernments’ ability to deal with these very problems (Head 
and Alford, 2015).

Third, the solutions to wicked problems are dichotomous. 
There is no suggestion that some of these answers are per-
fect or better than any other answer. It is important that 
these approaches are tractable methods for the condition 
we are trying to enhance (Farrell and Hooker, 2013). Rural 
development approaches, especially from the technocratic 
perspectives, have proposed alternatives for solving the 
problems of rural communities. Unfortunately, these at-
tempts have often led to unforeseen outcomes that can 
occasionally be extremely deleterious for community dy-
namics, economics, and the environment (Kay, 2009). New 
solutions create extra dimensions that must be integrated 
into an analysis before steps towards change are made 
that ensure that unintentional consequences do not arise 
(Luckey and Schultz, 2001). 

Fourth, there is no pattern to follow when confronting a 
wicked problem, despite the guidance the past can offer. 
People working with wicked problems must build new 
ways and ideas as they go along (Dentoni and Bitzer, 2015). 
First and foremost, the widespread approaches have of-
fered partial solutions for rural development challenges. 
Their focuses have mainly been on economic activities 
rather than on the people themselves. Their solutions have 
aimed to increase incomes as a way to isolate rural people. 
Every rural community has its needs and wishes, and the 
solutions to these needs must be constructed taking into 
consideration the opinion of rural people themselves. These 
processes, constructed from the bottom-up, require flex-
ibility to accommodate dissimilar situations and, therefore, 
to maintain the legitimacy of the inclusion of people in the 
decision-making processes (Chambers, 1983).

Fifth, there are several explanations for a wicked problem, 
and the pertinence of the explanations depends on the par-
ticular perception of the designer. As described previously, 
the main approaches to rural development for explaining 
the consequences of rural problems is to propose a course 
of action to solve them (Gold et al., 2018). The perspectives 
of the technocratic approach have focused their proposals 
on an economic point of view. From the green revolution 
to neoliberalism to the import substitution industrializa-
tion (ISI) to neostructuralism, the modernization of agri-
cultural production has been deemed the answer to rural 
development problems. In contrast, a sociological approach 
has focused on the rural inhabitants’ personal and com-
munal needs. In the center we find the socio-technocratic 
approach, which analyses productive problems in a social 
context and proposes competitiveness as the way to solve 
them (Kay, 2009). Another example is the political approach 
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that has used food sovereignty to focus on the rights of 
rural inhabitants and consumers as its response to rural 
development problems (Pachón et al., 2016).

Sixth, every negative consequence of a wicked problem 
is a symptom of another problem. Equally, the causes of 
problems are, at the same time, the consequences of others. 
Rural development problems are narrowly interconnected 
with the causes and consequences of many other problems 
(Andersson and Törnberg, 2018). For instance, illiteracy 
and a low level of education in rural areas are some of the 
reasons for other phenomena such as poverty, lack of par-
ticipation, and low agricultural production. Likewise, when 
people do not know how to read and write, their integration 
into society is harder for them than it is for those who do 
know how to read and write (Leverenz, 2014). Rural poverty 
is narrowly related to low agricultural production, although 
a high agricultural production does not guarantee freedom 
from poverty. Clearly, identifying the main causes of rural 
development problems is a complicated task. That is why a 
multidisciplinary approach is necessary when addressing 
these problems (Pacanowsky, 1995; Norris et al., 2016).

Seventh, a lack of an alleviation policy for a wicked problem 
has a decisive scientific test because society and scientists 
understand problems differently. The scientific approaches 
to addressing rural development are incomplete (Tietjen 
and Jørgensen, 2016). A multidisciplinary approach that 
takes the interactions and connections into consideration 
and then places the emphasis on the peoples’ rights over 
economic concerns might be better for tackling a wicked 
problem, such as rural development. Rural development 
policy actions have partially failed in the last decades be-
cause of the lack of a “people first” mindset. For instance, 
the distribution of power among rural stakeholders remains 
concentrated in those that hold land, money, and political 
influence (Roberts, 2000). 

Eighth, finding a “solution” to a wicked problem usually 
focuses on a design effort, opposed to a rigid strategy 
which reduces the likelihood of trial and error (Came and 
Griffith, 2018). Rural development seems to go beyond the 
capacity of the governments and public policies, which 
creates dissatisfaction among rural and, sometimes, urban 
inhabitants (Brugue et al., 2015). Traditionally, public poli-
cies have addressed rural development problems based on 
a disciplinary policy, almost entirely avoiding integrating 
other concerns (Pachón et al., 2016).

Ninth, every wicked problem is exceptional (Kolko, 2011; 
Andersson and Törnberg, 2018; Elia and Margherita, 2018). 

Even though rural development challenges are similar in 
many places, the solutions vary drastically. The problems 
are similar because public policies, especially in develop-
ing countries, have followed the same pattern based on the 
green revolution and neoliberalism (Kay, 2009; Pachón et 
al., 2016). Hence, the consequences of such policies trigger 
analogous problems and difficulties. However, the solutions 
to these problems are different everywhere (Bitsch, 2009), 
because they must be formulated based on the peculiarities 
of the rural areas and the idiosyncrasy of their people. Ob-
viously, the rural inhabitants themselves should construct 
such solutions, furthering solution variances. 

Tenth, the designers trying to tackle a wicked problem 
must be held responsible and accountable for their actions. 
Governments must acknowledge that they are responsible 
for the consequences of the application of rural policies 
that have tried to solve rural development problems (Xiang, 
2013). However, in many places the rural inhabitants them-
selves have been suffering from the effects of such policies, 
due to a lack of accountability. Rural inhabitants are often 
isolated from society where their importance is not often 
recognized (Probst and Bassi, 2014).

Rural development is a complex and interdependent situa-
tion that is difficult to explain and comprehend (Anderson, 
2003). It has been improperly understood, which means that 
the different approaches to address it have been incomplete. 
Some strategies have successfully helped to manage and 
solve problems. However, many problems related to rural 
development such as poverty, illiteracy, income inequal-
ity, lack of access to health care and education, degrada-
tion of the environment, and lack of access to credit and 
technical assistance still remain. Especially in developing 
countries, the persistence of issues such as poor infra-
structure, isolation, and absence of social recognition only 
fuel the difficulties of solving problems of rural develop-
ment (Chambers and Conway, 1992; Ellis and Biggs, 2001; 
Brass, 2002; Molina, 2010). Two significant points emerge 
from the above debate. What have the central themes for 
successful approaches to rural development been? And, 
what are the most important characteristics to take into 
consideration to approach and solve a wicked problem such 
as rural development?

How to address a wicked problem

The most efficient way to tackle a wicked problem, such 
as rural development, is through an interdisciplinary and 
transdisciplinary framework. The integration of different 
disciplines, points of view, and an innovative analytical 
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framework based on such amalgamation allows us to ad-
dress the complexity of real life (Norris et al., 2016; Elia 
and Margherita, 2018). 

The characteristics of social problems regarding rural 
development are complex, ambiguous, and uncertain 
(König et al., 2013). However, the disciplines and traditional 
approaches to planning try to simplify their approaches, 
splitting them up for the purpose of analyzing every 
component separately (Espina, 2007). Such separation 
reduces the scope of analysis of the methods, minimizing 
the attributes that emerge from the interaction of all the 
factors. Indeed, reality requires comprehensive analytical 
frameworks that overcome the boundaries of disciplines. 
Comprehensive analytical frameworks enable us to address 
complex problems successfully and efficiently throughout 
the process (McKee et al., 2015; Henriksen, 2016). 

A holistic analytical framework allows the identification 
of a complete and wide-ranging image of the problems. 
Such methodology attempts to tackle the complexity of 
problems and allows a better understanding of all their syn-
ergies and connections (Delgado and Rist, 2011). Equally, a 
comprehensive analytical framework realizes the emerging 
capacity of the problems in rural territories that are ever-
changing. Usually, new situations, attributes, and problems 
appear according to the interaction of every component.

Besides the holistic analytical framework, adequate organi-
zation is necessary to address wicked problems. Members of 
an organization who usually come from diverse disciplines 
must share similar objectives, cooperate, and, most impor-
tantly, be able to manage heterogeneity and the complexity 
of the disciplines (König et al., 2013). The organization must 
be able to manage conflicts stemming from various points 
of view. Finally, and maybe most importantly, the organi-
zation must take into consideration previous research and 
proposals that have addressed problems to avoid wasting 
significant time and energy trying to do something that 
somebody else has already done.

Interdisciplinary and 
transdisciplinary frameworks

The academic community (Dewey, 1938; Miguélez, 2009; 
Olivé, 2011; Raasch et al., 2013) commonly defines an in-
terdisciplinary framework as the integration, combination, 
or mixture of scientists of two or more disciplines, fields, 
bodies of knowledge, or modes of thinking. An interdis-
ciplinary framework brings skills, techniques, concepts, 
and expertise to create meaning, explanations, solutions, 

understanding, and alternatives for tackling complex 
problems that have been incompletely understood or are 
socially complicated (Norris et al., 2016).

Scientists working under an interdisciplinary framework 
must demonstrate willingness, temperament, and com-
mitment to cross the boundaries of disciplines because 
their results depend on the relationships, judgement, and 
dialogue with the scientists of other areas (Dentoni and 
Bitzer, 2015; Gharehgozli et al., 2017). An interdisciplinary 
framework is necessary for innovation and, in fact, it has 
been stimulated by international funding (Millar, 2013). 
It operates primarily at a university level, because there is 
greater access to know-how, tools, and funds. In addition, 
universities offer transversal enrichment, prestige and the 
acquisition of reputation, learning of techniques, efficiency 
enhancement, and recruitment of scholars (van Rijnso-
ever and Hessels, 2011). However, its implementation and 
outcomes at the institutional level are still doubted by the 
scientific community (Elia and Margherita, 2018).

A transdisciplinary framework aims to understand and 
address complex problems through the interaction of 
diverse disciplines (Dentoni and Bitzer, 2015). Besides 
scientists of specific fields, this interaction includes other 
stakeholders who come from any discipline, for instance, 
peasants who can make relevant contributions (Olivé, 2011). 
The main goal of a transdisciplinary framework, besides 
tackling complexity, is to create novel concepts, methods, 
and approaches that improve on disciplines. Hence, in a 
transdisciplinary framework, there is a dialogue between 
the scientific and empirical knowledge, and as a result, 
interesting epistemological bridges are created (Miguélez, 
2009) that strengthen both science and practice.

A transdisciplinary framework is greater than a mere 
sum of the disciplines. It is a collaboration among them, a 
method to merge knowledge where the boundaries of the 
disciplines are blurry (Espina, 2007). These methodologies 
are characterized by an emergent attribute that bridges the 
gap between disciplines and implies a novel transcultural, 
transnational, and transpolitical approach.

Zemelman (2001) argues that a transdisciplinary frame-
work must take into consideration all the inputs and out-
puts as a unity of all the sides to explain and solve problems. 
He suggests avoiding methodologies focused on factorial 
logic. Instead, he proposes the implementation of a meth-
odology focused on a matrix of complex relationships with 
reciprocal effects. In this matrix, the problem is analyzed as 
a network, emphasizing all the dimensions and connections 
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that are reliant on each other (Dutta, 2018). In the scope 
of rural development, challenges must be addressed and 
measured individually and communally to better under-
stand output causes. In other words, the problems of rural 
development addressed in a transdisciplinary framework 
identify all the connections among the problems and the 
consequences of these relations (Fig. 1).

Figure 1 displays some of the problems of rural territories 
and some of their consequences. It also establishes the re-
lationships among them, whether as cause or consequence. 
For example, education is one of the most important top-
ics that determines the quality of life and exerts a strong 
influence on other subjects such as migration, land use, 
and poverty (Brown and Park, 2002). Education affects 
migration because in some rural areas young people who 
hold a medium or high educational level usually migrate to 
urban areas looking for jobs related to their backgrounds. 

However, when educated people remain in rural areas, 
positive changes in land use, conservation of biodiversity, 
and female participation in decision making are evident 
(Gustafsson and Li, 2004). A similar description could 
be established with the other problems. For example, 
social justice, one of the main demands of the peasantry 
around the world, is directly connected to rural policies, 
social acknowledgement, and access to markets. Since 
rural developmental problems are narrowly associated 
with one another, none of them should be addressed 
separately. An interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 
framework is decisive for solving most of the main prob-
lems and their consequences integrally. In this scenario, 
‘Heritage and Patrimony of the Peasantry’ is the proposal 
of an analytical framework to address rural development 
that integrates many of the concerns of rural populations 
and incorporates the main characteristics of the most 
important rural developmental approaches, especially 

FIGURE 1. Rural development connections.
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food sovereignty (Desmarais, 2002; Holt-Giménez and 
Altieri, 2013). 

Heritage and patrimony of the peasantry, 
an alternative analytical framework

Initially, it is important to define rural development and 
heritages that the peasantry offer us as an alternative 
viewpoint. This first stage aims to provide all rural resi-
dents with a basic standard of living, which can only be 
accomplished through the protection of the human rights 
of rural residents (Rosset, 2003; Borras Jr., 2009). Heri-
tage and patrimony of the peasantry aims to organize, as 
much as possible the topics involved in problems of rural 
development by addressing them in an interdisciplinary 
and transdisciplinary framework. Heritage and patrimony 

of the peasantry framework is based on four milestones: 
rural territory, heritage and patrimony, quality of rural life, 
and respect for human rights. Figure 2 shows the interac-
tion of these milestones.

Rural territory
It is important to understand, in general, what rural ter-
ritory means. A territory is defined as a space that holds 
feelings of identity and collectively constructed ideas of 
development whose transformation is a result of the mo-
bilization and appropriation of the inhabitants (Schejtman 
and Berdegué, 2003; Jouini et al., 2019). Besides the dif-
ferences between the rural and urban concepts based on 
population totals, three main approaches have analyzed 
this concept: as a historical process; its functionality; and 
its environmental viewpoint. Rural territory as a historical 
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process is tightly linked to the meaning of the territory for 
its inhabitants. In this sense, rurality is a series of social 
networks whose inhabitants’ livelihoods rely on rational 
use of available resources (Chambers and Conway, 1992). 
Furthermore, the relationships among these inhabitants are 
characterized by tradition and culture, the basis of rural 
identity. Rural territory and its inhabitants are character-
ized by a behavior that symbolizes an appropriation of 
the spaces and its resources, where the population shares 
feelings of identity, cooperation, and a sense of belonging 
(Dirven et al., 2011). Even though many of the members 
of new generations have migrated to urban places, these 
feelings remain deeply rooted out of respect and love for 
their heritage and ancestry. 

Traditionally, the functionality of the rural territories has 
been related to the economic activities performed there. 
For instance, crops or livestock production can be strongly 
influenced by culture and tradition. However, another type 
of agricultural production is strongly influenced by the 
market (Gutierrez-Montes et al., 2009). That production is 
highly specialized, industrialized, and organized in groups 
of people very close to each other, or clusters by vicinity, 
according to the likelihood of using the natural resources, 
such as land and water, or the natural advantages for min-
ing or tourism. These clusters ultimately seek to improve 
competitiveness and increase individual profit. The ben-
efit of organization in clusters is its ability to facilitate the 
offering of technical services, inputs, and support on the 
assumption that the profitability could be transferred into 
the territory and to other inhabitants that do not participate 
in the cluster (Echeverri, 2011).

The environmental point of view highlights concerns re-
lated to climate change and the likelihood that rural activi-
ties mitigate the factors that increase global warming. For 
many years, when many people realized the consequences 
of global warming and the impact it has on normal lives, 
rural territories gained more relevance because they offered 
additional services compared to the traditional ones. These 
services are related to the likelihood of an alternative model 
of development based on ecosystem services, represented 
by environmental markets and environmental supply 
(Dirven et al., 2011). 

The previous discussion emphasizes the multifunctionality 
and pluriactivity of rural territories. However, beyond the 
multifunctionality of rural areas, it is crucial to take into 
account more integrative ideas such as the “inter-function-
ality” of rural territories. “Inter-functionality” means that 
there should be stable relationships, close interactions, and 

deep integrations among all the functions and activities 
developed there (Florian, 2012; Kolstad, 2012). The pri-
mary goal of the “inter-functionality” is to preserve all 
the heritages of the peasantry present in these territories. 

An example in which the inter-functionality of rural areas 
is not working appropriately are those territories where 
monoculture is predominant, undermining the possibility 
of producing food to feed their inhabitants. Many times, 
the target of the monoculture is a well-paid international 
market. The region of Uruapan in the State of Michoacan 
(Mexico) is a true archetype for this kind of production. 
Avocado is a widespread monoculture, mainly destined to 
the United States market. It is produced by peasants, small, 
medium and large farmers, as well as by multinational food 
companies. This monoculture, which is indeed well-paid, 
has increased the incomes of many people (input sellers, 
transporters, harvesters, and packers) who are directly 
and indirectly related to production (Pachón et al., 2017b). 

The international peasant movement La Via Campesina 
and its proposal for food sovereignty through the Declara-
tion of Nyéléni (2007) describe the principles that, accord-
ing to their deliberations, are essential for the improvement 
of their quality of life and will guarantee that the rights of 
the peasantry and all rural inhabitants are respected. Figure 
2 shows some of these principles (the interaction inside 
the rural territories plane). In the background of these 
principles, a political dimension can be found because, 
although essential, the technocratic dimension has proved 
to be insufficient compared to the other rural aspects. Pri-
marily, neoliberal and neocolonialist proposals, as well as 
the World Trade Organization, free trade agreements, and 
other policies exclude the peasantry (Pachón et al., 2016). 
In this scenario, systems that allow unfair trade, such as 
dumping and subsidy schemes in developed countries and 
those that are against the likelihood of subsistence of small 
farmer production from developing countries are shunned 
(Barker, 2007).

Heritage and patrimony
The next crucial point is heritage and patrimony. At this 
level, seven kinds of heritage and patrimony that the peas-
antry must mix to improve their quality of life and ensure 
that their rights are respected are organized (Pachón, 2013). 
The first issue to discuss is the meaning of heritage followed 
by a description of each element in the proposed heritage. 
Heritage is a net of beliefs, traditions, and customs which 
a civilization considers significant to its history, culture, 
and identity (Littaye, 2016). Heritage must be understood 
in the scope of patrimony. They are the structures, articles, 
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or concepts that a civilization gets from the communities 
who lived before them. That means that for the current 
framework, heritage and patrimony could be assumed 
in the same way (Cominelli and Greffe, 2012). Beyond 
the concept, many aspects enrich and transform heritage 
and patrimony into one of the milestones of the current 
framework (Calvo et al., 2017).

First, we must look at the social importance of heritage 
and patrimony. This constitutes the traces of memories 
that represent a social fact legitimized as something that 
reflects the importance of being analyzed, preserved, and 
inventoried. Hence, it is socially appreciated as a cultural 
phenomenon such as collective memory (Criado-boado 
and Barreiro, 2013). Then, a heritage and a patrimony are 
the results of social construction. It is a symbolism for the 
dissemination of collective memory.

Second, we must look at the cultural importance of heritage 
and patrimony. This is the repository that gathers common 
behaviors from different societies and groups, ways to solve 
difficulties, knowledge, values, symbols, and socio-cultural 
frameworks. Heritage and patrimony are used as a means 
to illustrate the culture, traditions, customs, background, 
and landscapes (Dormaels, 2012). 

Finally, we identify the importance of heritage and patri-
mony. The acts appreciate heritage and patrimony as some-
thing personal and distinguishable; these are impossible 
to separate from the admiration and respect of peoples, 
communities, and individuals. For that reason, heritage 
and patrimony are valued, managed, and conserved. 
Something that is poorly appreciated is no longer valued 
as heritage and patrimony. These are a network of paths 
of life, beliefs, values, emotions, and meanings that offer a 
resource of identity and add value to social, political, and 
economic claims. It is the process of unification of identi-
ties (Santos, 1993). 

Heritage and patrimony are the expressions of the accu-
mulation of knowledge through time. They are the way to 
understand and link the history and the traditions from 
our past with our present. At the same time, heritage and 
patrimony are the best ways to construct the future (Calvo 
et al., 2017). Figure 3 describes the heritage and patrimony 
of the peasantry framework in a virtuous circle. They must 
be, and are, appreciated and valued because they constitute 
the fundamental part of our lives. Venerated heritage and 
patrimony are protected and saved because they conserve 
part of our history. If heritage and patrimony are appre-
ciated and protected, society, in general, will ponder the 

FIGURE 3. Virtuous circle of the heritage and patrimony of the peasantry.
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importance of the peasantry and will encourage them 
in the coming generations. That promotion will inspire 
essential values of the peasantry. The cycle will then end 
but will start again when heritage and patrimony invoke 
the satisfaction of fundamental human needs (Max-Neef 
et al., 1994).

The circle begins with the recognition of the importance 
and significance of the peasantry and their customs from 
society as a whole. People must appreciate how rich the 
peasantry is, more than producing food that is vital, to 
maintain their rootedness (Wittman et al., 2010). People 
must also recognize that several customs of the peasantry 
are the best options for mitigating the consequences of 
climatic change. In addition, people must understand that 
the peasantry and their activities indirectly provide many 
of the products and raw materials used in urban areas. In 
other words, people must recognize the special qualities of 
the peasantry, the places where they live, and the things 
that they have done. If society properly appreciates the 
peasantry, their value would gradually increase, and, in 
turn, society will protect the peasantry (Patel, 2009).

The second step is the protection of the peasantry and their 
customs by society through collective action. For example, 
people must defend the peasantry from the policies that 
affect their customs and traditions, such as the disadvan-
tages of free trade agreements. People can also help save 
the landscapes and rural environment against harm and 
damages to preserve them to mitigate the effects of climate 
change. This will help to defend the peasantry from expul-
sion from their lands and territories (Bebbington, 1999). 
When society protects the heritage and patrimony of the 
peasantry, society will, in turn, promote the heritage be-
cause it is important for new generations.

The third step is the promotion of the heritage and patri-
mony of the peasantry by society, especially among the new 
generations. An example of this can be, people supporting 
the peasantry by purchasing their products at a fair price. 
In this way, society helps the peasantry to reach a decent 
quality of life and helps to ensure respect for their human 
rights (Parrado and Molina, 2014). 

The human scale of development defines basic measure-
ments for human needs for both urban and rural popula-
tions. This is the last step of the circle (Max-Neef et al., 
1994). The heritage and patrimony of the peasantry allows 
the rural population to satisfy their human needs because 
their heritage creates levels of self-reliance. It also articu-
lates the satisfaction of human needs with environmental, 

technological, global and local processes, and for individu-
als within their communities. The human developmental 
scale describes two types of human needs: existential and 
axiological. These needs are multiple, interdependent, 
finite, few, and classifiable (Fig. 3). They create an interac-
tive network whose key features are simultaneity, comple-
mentarity, and trade-offs, which characterize the process 
of satisfying human needs (Max-Neef et al., 1994). 

Finally, we must treat the heritage and patrimony of the 
peasantry as invaluable. They are not marketable as part 
of their identity, as a social construction. In this scenario, 
the idea of ‘capital’ is no longer used. Capital is associated 
with the process of purchasing commodities in one place 
and selling them in another for profit (Flora et al., 2015). 
That means that the idea of the peasantry regarded just as 
a food supplier is excluded, forgetting its social prominence 
as part of the origin of the majority of societies. Because of 
these two different facets, patrimony can be categorized as 
tangible and intangible (Holt-Giménez and Altieri, 2013). 
Tangible patrimony is defined as those assets that are 
measurable, that people can touch. Intangible patrimony 
is the assets that are not able to be touched and which are 
difficult to clarify and describe (Calvo et al., 2017). 

Tangible Patrimony

Economic Heritage and Patrimony
Clearly, this heritage refers to monetary resources available 
for an individual, a family, and for the society. The discus-
sion about this issue has been carried out in two different 
ways. First, we analyze the origin of these funds and how 
they have been earned. Then, we analyze the way family/
members in a household spend their money. Regarding 
this it is important to understand that having more income 
does not necessarily improve rural development (Gutierrez-
Montes et al., 2009). Some examples of this are when the 
natural heritage or the environment are destroyed as a 
result of rural activities, or when these economic resources 
are the result of child labor, which impacts the social and 
cultural heritage. Regarding resources and the way they 
are spent, it is important to highlight that earning more 
money does not necessarily mean that the quality of life is 
going to improve. A household could increase its income 
but if the family’s head spends money on alcohol consump-
tion instead of on other aspects, such as education, rural 
development will not be achieved (Schultz et al., 2002). 

In rural territories, pluriactivity has become critical. Es-
sentially, pluriactivity in economic heritage and patrimony 
is understood as alternative ways to earn money for the 
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household. Pluriactivity can improve post-harvest activi-
ties, which add value to products and create different modes 
to commercialize these products (Pachón et al., 2016). 

Monetary resources become indispensable when they are 
used as a way to strengthen other heritages, such as physi-
cal or human heritages. For instance, physical heritages are 
enhanced when the funds are spent to improve households 
(better floors, restrooms, and ceilings, among other things). 
Another example is when the funds are used as part of 
collective action to improve post-harvest infrastructure. 
Human heritage is strengthened when these funds are 
spent to improve education for children, healthcare, among 
others (World Bank, 2000).

Physical Heritage and Patrimony
Physical heritage and patrimony are imperative for improv-
ing the level of rural development. However, they have not 
been attended to in public policies in many developing 
countries due to the implementation of neoliberal dogmas. 
According to the neoliberal perspective, many investments 
in rural infrastructure must be focused on capitalist agri-
culture to improve competitiveness (Kay, 2009). Physical 
heritage and patrimony are essential elements for improv-
ing the quality of life and ensuring the respect of the rights 
of rural populations. For instance, roads and bridges are 
vital since they create access to other communities and 
markets. Hence, roads belong to the physical heritage, as 
well as health centers, schools, bridges, clean water, electric-
ity services, among other things (Shen et al., 2012). 

Governments of several developing countries have aban-
doned the construction of adequate infrastructure. Ac-
cording to The Global Competitiveness Report 2014-2015, 
the countries with the worst infrastructure are in Africa 
and Asia. Latin American countries, in general, are in the 
middle of the ranking (Corrigan et al., 2014). Besides the 
differences between developed and developing countries, 
the differences between rural and urban areas are sig-
nificant because the preferences for investment are always 
prioritized for urban zones due to the population impacts. 

We must also take into consideration the household infra-
structure. In other words, the infrastructure that directly 
affects the quality of life for rural families is related to their 
homes, for example, access to clean water or restrooms. 
This aspect is narrowly related to economic heritage and 
patrimony because the individual use of the household 
incomes could improve household infrastructures (Shen 
et al., 2012). 

Natural Heritage and Patrimony
Natural heritage and patrimony refer to biological re-
sources. Some examples are water resources, landscape 
and land. Water sources include lakes, rivers, canals, and 
ponds. Landscapes consist of mountains, hills, plateaus and 
highlands. Finally, land comprises soil, alluvium and clay. It 
also includes biodiversity such as insects, birds, frogs, fish, 
flowers, plants, seeds, and trees as well as genetic resources 
and ecosystems. Weather is also taken into account through 
sun, rain, wind, air, and snow. Most human actions have 
severely damaged all these resources (Sun et al., 2019). This 
negative influence on natural patrimony has developed 
irreversible harm that currently impacts all of humanity.

We rely on the peasantry to manage all these shared re-
sources and to use them based on ancestral knowledge. 
However, productive pressure and current policies do not 
support sustainable management. Recovering traditional 
ways to utilize these common resources will be beneficial 
for everyone. Natural heritage and patrimony managed 
with the ancestral knowledge of the peasantry could be a 
viable alternative for producing food for all humanity and 
for mitigating many effects of climatic change (Pachón et 
al., 2016).

Intangible Patrimony

Cultural Heritage and Patrimony
Cultural heritage and patrimony are centered on identity 
but more importantly on creativity. This patrimony is reli-
ant on acting according to traditions. Of course, spiritual 
and religious practices, as part of the connection with 
the world, belong to this patrimony (Desmarais, 2002). 
Unfortunately, neglectful policies have placed priority on 
commercial production, opposed to peasant activities. Ex-
amples of this kind of cultural heritage are the traditional 
communal labor or ‘minga’, terrace farming, ancestral 
forms of cropping as polyculture, ancestral pest control, 
and the barter system. In many places, these practices 
have been a means of survival for the peasantry (Decla-
ration of Nyéléni, 2007). However, government policies, 
research preferences or non-governmental organizational 
practices, and cultural ‘capitals’ from hegemony groups 
have been privileged over the traditions of the peasantry 
(Flora et al., 2015).

Human Heritage and Patrimony
Human heritage and patrimony could be described as the 
traditional knowledge of local people and the communities 
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to which they belong. Education, formal and informal, is 
possibly the best means for the construction of human heri-
tage. As a result of instruction and experience, people and 
their communities obtain “know-how”, skills, and abili-
ties. Therefore, they obtain new ways to address problems 
(Crawshaw et al., 2014). Traditional knowledge is perhaps 
one of the most important human patrimonies, especially 
in rural areas, even though it has not been adequately val-
ued in many places. However, it is essential to understand 
that people cannot acquire this knowledge in schools and 
universities (Patel, 2009). Without a doubt, human heritage 
and patrimony must be transferred through tradition, 
which needs to be taught through formal and informal 
education to children and adults alike. 

Social Heritage and Patrimony
Social heritage and patrimony dictate belonging to a society 
and the ways of interacting inside that society. Many rela-
tionships build roads that establish and strengthen social 
collaboration. Committed relationships are the cornerstone 
of social patrimony. We know that trust is fundamental 
for creating real participation in social networks, such 
as communal organizations. These organizations must 
generate collective actions for consolidating cooperation, 
improving the quality of the rural life, and ensuring re-
spect for their rights, besides pursuing individual benefits 
(Dormaels, 2012). 

Institutional Heritage and Patrimony
The institutional heritage can be understood as the net 
of formal and informal institutions and stakeholders that 
interact in rural areas. It also takes into account the rules 
that they develop, agree upon, and implement for regulat-
ing access to power and resources. Of course, these rules 
contribute towards improving the quality of life, and hence, 
they lead to rural development, by providing equitable par-
ticipation for all the stakeholders involved, but primarily 
for those who have been traditionally excluded (Kay, 2009; 
Pachón et al., 2016).

These kinds of arrangements, which many times are in-
formal, can be carried out through the involvement and 
empowerment of the stakeholders. Empowerment is the 
result of the interaction of all heritages and patrimonies de-
scribed above. This interaction maintains a virtuous circle 
that ensures the improvement of the other heritages, while 
at the same time creates the ability to improve the quality 
of life through respect for the rights of rural inhabitants.

Heritages and patrimonies can also be analyzed from an 
economic/sociological point of view (Leibenstein, 1984; 

Biggart and Beamish, 2003). Sometimes, institutional 
arrangements between different stakeholders have been 
constructed by custom or tradition. These habits, routines, 
or conventions become part of the everyday practices 
and ways of life for the entire community, which must be 
adopted as part of normal behavior. In many cases, con-
ventions correspond to the prevailing political-economic 
model. However, some of these habits play out in unusual 
ways, meaning that these conversations can become an 
alternative for many rural inhabitants.

Quality of life and respect for human rights
The final key point and main goal for rural development 
is quality of life and respect for human rights of the rural 
population, which is its simplest definition. Since there is 
great academic discussion over the definition of quality of 
life and human rights, for this discussion we will use the 
human scale of development. Quality of life could be under-
stood as the satisfaction of every fundamental human need. 
This will happen through the increase of self-reliance and 
the articulation of different levels among populations: the 
environment, technology, globalization and local processes, 
individuality and community. Of course, the primary fo-
cus is on people, because fundamental human needs are 
measured through people’s involvement, prioritizing both 
autonomy and diversity. It aims to transform people, who 
are often perceived as an object, into actors of development. 
Participatory democracy, constructed from the bottom up, 
stimulates real solutions for real problems, which can sat-
isfy all fundamental human needs (Max-Neef et al., 1994). 

To sum up, the peasantry must combine all their heritages 
and patrimonies with the purpose of improving the qual-
ity of life and ensuring that their rights are respected. The 
interaction of heritages creates the conditions under which 
the peasantry will be able to identify and satisfy their own 
fundamental human needs. This construction must take 
into consideration their beliefs, ideas, and meanings in 
order to better satisfy all fundamental human needs. This 
means that the peasantry must internally identify its needs 
according to the particular circumstances of each commu-
nity. This concern is paramount because the generalization 
of problems and solutions has shown poor results in many 
rural places (Pachón et al., 2017a; 2017b)

Conclusions

Rural development has many characteristics of ‘wicked 
problems’, which is why we have evaluated and examined 
it from different viewpoints. As a result, stakeholders often 
complain or disagree about the proposed alternatives. That 
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is why this paper considers all stakeholders’ interests in ru-
ral matters. The current analytical framework, based on the 
idea of the heritages and patrimonies that peasantry hold, 
suggests a path where all heritages interact and, thereby, 
helps us achieve a better level of rural development.

The heritages and patrimonies of the rural small farmer 
interact inside the rural households, among rural families, 
and, finally, in rural territories. In all cases, the stakehold-
ers must take possession of these heritages, mobilizing all 
their knowledge and traditions. In turn, it is important 
that society, as a whole, recognizes the importance of the 
peasantry and their heritages. When that recognition 
happens, reaching satisfactory rural development will be 
possible for all rural inhabitants.

However, the analytical framework of the heritages and 
patrimonies of the peasantry still has gaps to be filled. It 
is necessary to propose a methodology that validates the 
framework and measures the level of these patrimonies. 
The analytical framework requires some examples for the 
application of these indicators in rural territories with rural 
families. Regarding this concern, a question must be asked: 
What indicators can be used to measure the level of these 
heritages? Finally, we must ask: Do public policies allow the 
improvement of heritages and patrimonies? We also must 
take into account the involvement of all rural stakeholders 
while trying to tackle these concerns.
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