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Imagine yourselt suddenly set down surrounded by all your gear, alone ou a
tropical beach close to a native village, while the launch or dinghy which has
brought you sails away out of sight. . . you have nothing to do but to start x
once on your ethnographic work.

Malinowski (1961:4)

Current anthropological studies of human behavior incorporate
many more kinds of ethnic nnirs and field work samples than weie
used in those marvelous days when every isle, vidge. or plain poo
vided new ethnographic data. Studies of velatively himogeneo
groups designed to clicit cultural patterns in those tines usuali
could rely on the physical propmquity of the members of the Jo s
comumnunity for the dehinition of group houndaries and membershu;.

Tnomas 8 WesNER s Assistant Professor ol Anthropology, Departbent o
Psychiatry, Umiversity ot Cadiforma, Los Angeles

I want to thank Jehn Biya Muavesn and Charles Imbwaga Litsalia tor thes
excellent work as vesearch assistants and Larty Baldwin for his advier on the
multidimensional scaling. "V his study was genevously supported by yhe Cavneg
Fund through the Child Developmsn: Lesearch Unit, Paiversity of Nairoh:
and Harvvard Uimversity, Jobo and Beatries Whitay, Divectors. Support was
also received from NIHM Fellosiships 3¥01 MEVIS% and 5501 M H32086- 14



el

PRIMARY SAMPLING UNIT ® 547

The anthropologist who pitches his tent in splendid rural isolation
today, however, is likely to find that his ostensible “local communi-
ty” is far from localized—members are periodically coming and
going from other rural areas, and to and from cities as well. Inter-
community, intertribal, and even international contact and mobil-
ity is rapidly becoming the norm rather than the exception. Mali-
nowski’s kula ring was but a portent of things to come.

This paper reports on a study of rural-urban migration in Kenya,
and particularly on the problem of dealing with high mobility into
and out of both rural and urban communities. Systems of rural-
urban migration such as are found in Africa and elsewhere are only
quantitatively more extreme in their population dispersion than
situations prevailing in many peasant and tribal communities. This
mobility of community members means that socially relevant com-
munity or study units are often not coterminous with physically or
geographically localized settings. The field worker interested in the
social effects of migration or mobility must construct samples and
define communities utilizing criteria in addition to co-residence.
‘The next section of this paper briefly discusses this general problem
of defining the local community for purposes of intensive anthro-
pological study. The following section describes the particular case
of rural-urban migration in Eastern Africa, and the final section
deals with evidence for the social relevance of a non-co-resident
community.

THE PRIMARY SAMPLING UNIT

The tribe, nation, or language group continues to be a standard
unit of cross-cultural comparison in anthropology, and the intensive
interviewing of selected informants within such a unit continues as
a standard method of inquiry. These units and procedures are sup-
plemented by random and purposive sampling, and by a wide
variety of formalized data collection procedures (Pelto 1970, Naroll
and Cohen 1971). This increasing diversity and flexibility in field
work strategies parallels increased sophistication in cross-cultural
and controlled comparison in anthropology. What units are to be
compared becomes as problematical as the question of how to col-
lect and report field ethnographic data.

Two issues arise: (1) whether cultural-behavioral variables can
be compared cross-culturally at all—the problem of context; and
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(2) whether a single, multipurpose unit of analysis should be main-
tained as the best strategy for cross-cultural comparison—the prob-
lem of appropriateness. This paper is concerned with the second
issue, except to note that the two are not independent: appropriate
units can be compared cross-culturally more readily than less ap-
propriate ones.

Naroll (1964) proposed a standard unit for comparative analysis,
the cultunit; Whiting commented on the usefulness of the cultunit

by asking about the widely differing purposes to which it would be
put:

if the problem is cultural, I do not feel that a single definition such as
that offered for the cultunit is appropriate for all problems. . . . nations
or states might be more appropriate for the study of problems involving
political variables, whereas local communities may be the more ap-
propriate unit for the study of kinship or child-rearing (1964:305).

Functional utility is one important consideration in defining any
field work unit for study. A second consideration revolves around

the level of generality and abstraction desirable in field work and
in reporting findings:

the unit most intensively studied by standard ethnographic techniques
is, in fact, a community rather than a larger unit. . . . the detailed work-
ings of the social life is documented from the observations of the com-
munity in which [the anthropologist] lives (¢bid).

Although anthropologists often report their findings to be representative
of a larger society than the village, band, or barrio they have intensively
studied, it is our opinion that thejr reports should more properly be
referred to the smaller group (Whiting and Whiting 1960:932).

The intensive, face-to-face field work that remains the most valuable
and most characteristic method for most anthropologists, takes place
not within societies or cultunits, however valuable these abstrac-
tions may be for analytical purposes, but rather within the local
community. Some combination of functional usefulness and defin-
able, interacting community boundaries, then, probably provides
the best guidelines for selecting a field work study community.
There are, of course, many advantages to the direct and intensive
study of local communities, four of which are especially relevant to
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questions of comparative usefulness and mflltin%ethod approacl}xles:
(1) the fieldworker is able to observe behavior dlrt,:ctly, rather t iari
rely only on words—informants’ or other authors ?—hov?'ever valu
able these might be; (2) the extent of cultl.xral uniformity or vari-
ation within the local community can be directly mea:mred, rather
than either assumed or indirectly estimated; (3) m.ultxple methods
can be used and validation of these methods is I‘)oss1ble; and (4) the
relative contributions of different kinds of varlatflesj—.cultura.l be-
liefs and values, setting and environment, and individual dlffef‘-
ences—can be separated out from one another and c'ompared. T.hls
field strategy sees the local community as an e)'(pe:rlme:ntal 1slett.mg
for studying cross-cultural and intracu}turfll varlatlops in be avior.
Whiting et al. (1966) have called .thls kind of unit the primary
sampling unit, or primary social unit, or PSU. - .
There are four criteria central to the definition of a PSU: (1)
sufficiently frequent face-to-face contact among the men.lbers to
consider the group an interacting unit; (2) a common d1a1e.ct or
language within the community; (3) some degree of sovereignty
within the group; and (4) a common name f01: the group, or some
other indicator of a group identity and consciousness of m'embf:r-
ship.! PSU’s typically number some 40 housc_aholds; they n‘ught 1n;
clude a single localized kin group, those sharing a well, residents o
a small village, hamlet, street or ridge, and so on. Nt.)te_ that the PSU
depends on local criteria for its particular .form: it is the partici-
pants’ own name, feeling of group membership, .and_ interaction that
define it—not primarily externally impo.sed criteria. '
The primary sampling or social unit is typlcal!y geographlcally
localized, as the examples illustrate. Perhaps the principal reason for
this is that the members of the local community usually share a com-
mon attachment to some kind of basic physical resource—.land,
livestock, hunting territory, and so on. Management. z.md.mher-
itance of these resources within the community’s families insures
some continuity of residence intergenerationally. Th(? next section
turns to a social unit very much like the PSU, which is not co-
resident: rural-urban migrants in East Africa.

1. Sovereignty implies some ability to x?ake independent d?cisionsfir;lmattte:
important to the members of the PSU; vu"tuall): no community ha: uthauPc;U
omy. Endogamy was later suggested for 1-nc}u510n as a crlten%r;g oxl') : e.s S0
to handle special cases, such as caste societies (Whiting 1968:699) but i
relevant to the African case presented here.
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THE GEOGRAPHICALLY DISPERSED PSU: MIGRATION
AND RURAL-URBAN TIES

. One o‘f the fundamental effects of social change and population
Increase 1s to create additional potential resources (additional tech-
nology, businesses, wage employment) and to put increasing pres-
sures on the previously existing resources in the commun?t ; (in
East Africa, on land and livestock). Rural-urban migration in ri,lan
parts of sub-Saharan Africa consists of attempts by men and womerZ
to exp;'md their resource bases by obtaining urban jobs while at the
same time retaining ties to their rural farms and families. Of course
ties are not always retained between rural and urban areas: there
are f?ctors other than resource ownership which influence th:a form
.'flnd 1r.1tensity of rural-urban ties—distances, cultural homogeneit
lnhenta.nc.e rules, and others (Weisner 1973b:70—7 5). C%)mmo)rr;
economic interests within large family units, however, appear to be
of central importance in a wide variety of settings and cultures.?

. McElrath (1968:6-7) has coined two terms that aptly describe.the
kinds of s‘ocial roles created by these rural-urban interrelationships
among migrants: the perpetual newcomer and the peasant returnez
The perpetual newcomer to the city retains city and count ties.
and travels back and forth between a rural home base and anryurbar;
wage economy sector. The peasant returnee is a rural, farmin
?emdent of his home community who has urban experiencc’a and whg
in fact may be preparing for another urban visit. Newcomers and
returnees have similar life cycles, share a common rural, local com-
munity, a.nd retain close contact with each other regardléss of which
locfale—c.lty or country—they may reside in at any particular time
It is precisely this collection of men and their families, scattered be:
tween town and farm, which forms a PSU vital to the understandin
of migration. i

I searched out and sampled one such rural-urban community of
newcomers and returnees in Kenya. Interaction among its memlzers
is high, and all the participants come from the same ethnic grou
and speak a common dialect. There is considerable sharing ogfreC(E

2. For Africa, s i
Van Velion (1960, nd Mayes (197 Bisewpere, exsmmpes of st meaen ol

units include India (Owens 1971), Indonesia (Bruner 1970), the Balkans (Ham-

mel 1969), Greece (Friedl 1959 d ., .
Mexico City (195 2)'( ), and of course Oscar Lewis’ classic paper on
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nomic resources and information among this rural-urban communi-
ty, or network. The network is not a formally named group. It does,
however, have a recognizable identity and importance to the mem-
bers themselves: when the structure of rural-urban ties and the
nature of these newcomer-returnee networks is discussed, its mem-
bers readily recognize and understand it as a social unit. It is this
sense of formal identification and sociocultural significance which
the naming criterion is meant to imply. Thus, as I show in more
detail below, the rural-urban network of migrants (newcomers and
returnees) did indeed form a primary social unit of crucial impor-
tance to the study of the effects of migration in the Kenya setting.

SOCIOMETRIC CHOICE AND SELF-SELECTION OF A
NONGEOGRAPHICALLY BASED PSU

The rural-urban sample of newcomers and returnees (the “net-
work” sample hereafter) was based in two clearly defined geographic
poles. The urban study community was in Nairobi, Kenya, in a
housing estate called Kariobangi. The rural pole centered around
three patrilineal, patrilocal, exogamous subclans of the Abaluyia
peoples of Western Kenya, Kakamega District, Kisa location, some
930 miles from Nairobi. Kariobangi is a multitribal, African resi-
dential area, with a population largely made up of migrants at or
slightly below the Nairobi median levels for income, occupational,
and educational status. Kisa is a densely settled region north of Lake
Victoria with a subsistence economy based on maize, millet, other
hoe agricultural crops, and some cattle. Approximately 509, of
the adult, working-age men are away working or seeking work for
wages at any time, and periodic migration of this kind is a nearly
universal part of most men’s lives throughout this region.

Men from the Kisa area chose many urban target areas for migra-
tion, and one of these areas was Kariobangi. Thus there was a colony
or enclave of men from the three patrilineal subclans in Kisa scat-
tered throughout Kariobangi Estate. There were 24 such men all
told, who were identified through a chain or snowball procedure.
These 24 urban “newcomers” usually knew many but not all of
their fellow Kisa clanmates in Kariobangi; they also had many con-
tacts with similar men from Kisa in other parts of Nairobi; and they
of course had extensive and permanent ties to their families and
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friends in Kisa itself, including the many “returnees” livin on
rural homesteads there. The goal of the selection of the netfrork
Psp Wwas to match up the urban group of migrants in Kariobangi to
a similar group of rural residents in Kisa. ;
‘The urban and rural men had to know and be in some type of
con t’act with each other. Thus the PSU needed to draw on theyrl;:m-
bers’ own perceptions of these contacts, as well as draw some limits
around the multitudes of network ties, ramified through many ur-
ban and 1:ura1 areas, which each individual had. To do this };ach
urban resident of Kariobangi from Kisa selected his own rura’l resi-
dent counterpart, subject to some constraints. Each urban PSU
member was asked to choose a rural counterpart who was closely re-
lated to him patrilineally, and who was of similar age and educat};on-
al .level. ‘The result of this choice procedure was 24 self-matched
pairs of men, each pair including one man living in Kariobangi and
th'e other living in Kisa. This set of 48 men and their families con-
stltuted. the rural-urban network PSU sample. The network sample
was designed to capture a small portion, a microcosm, of the col:r)n-
pl‘ex sets of rural-urban systems of interaction so characteristic of
migration in this region.

Onff set of issues concerns questions of sampling “bias,” the
matching procedure itself, and the characteristics of the sz;m le
These h-ave been discussed elsewhere (Weisner 1973a). A secondpset.
of questions concerns the actual social and interactional importance
of the collection of 48 men and their families which resulted from
the matched self-selection. For example, each urban man knew onl
one rural man by the design of the sample itself—namely, his owr);
matched counterpart. The degree to which the other 47 m’en in the
PSU knew or visited or were in some other kind of contact with each
other was not known; and unlike a similarly chosen co-resident PSU
sucl} contacts could not be assumed to be present. The urban men,
for instance, may not have known or visited other men in the PSU’
sample at all; or they may have only maintained contact with other
urban PSU residents while reducing their rural contacts. This prob-
le.m of the awareness by its members of the PSU as a unit ang the
klnds. of interaction within the group, was studied in a \;ariet of
ways in the field. Two of these are potentially useful in the study of
any nonlo'calized PSU sample: visiting and residence patterns an
Sociometric preferences within the PSU., ,
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VISITING AND RESIDENCE
The PSU sample was followed for approximately 15 months in
1969 and 1970. Systematic reinterviewing and censusing of the en-
tire sample, along with continual participant observation and in-
tensive interviewing formed the primary methods of data collection,
much as they would in any community study. Research was about
equally divided between the rural and urban poles of the network
sample. One fact about the network was immediately noticeable:
its high mobility. Nineteen of 23, or 839, of urban families with
complete data, had at least one member who moved his residence
from city to country or vice versa during the study period. For
example, wives of urban migrants might spend several months liv-
ing with their husbands in Kariobangi, and then return, usually
with some or all of the children, to live in Kisa. These changes in
residence are related to crop planting and harvesting cycles, and
school terms, as well as personal factors such as health or family
needs. Twenty-two of the 24 urban network families had rural
farms and houses available to them for residence—either their own
homesteads or those of their parents or siblings. By comparison, only
409/, of the rural PSU families had any residential changes. Overall,
609, of the families in the PSU (rural and urban poles combined)
had members commuting between the city and the country, a full
12 hour bus ride apart.

Table 12 summarizes the rural-urban mobility data for the PSU.
It is interesting to note who makes these moves or visits within the
family units. Within the urban pole of the network, a third of the

TABLE 1
NUMBER OF MoVES BETWEEN CiTY AND COUNTRY

Number of families with members mahing

0 moves 1 move 2 or more moves
N %o N %o N To
Urban (N = 23) 4 17.3 9 39.1 10 43.4
Rural (N = 23) 14 ,60.9 9 39.1 0 0
Combined (N = 46) 18 39.1 18 39.1 10 21.8

3. The data in this table refer to moves between Kisa and Kariobangi by PSU
members during a 15-month period. A move is a round trip with 2 minimum
stay of 3 weeks made by one person or several simultaneously. Visits are round
trips of shorter duration. One-way moves also occurred during the study period.
Some men initially in the rural matched group moved to town, and some men
or wives initially in the urban sample moved back to Kisa and remained there.
These moves tended to balance out between the two residential groups.
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men made more than two moves or visits, compared to only 109,
of their wives; another 149, of the men made two visits compared
to 47% of the women, while 389, of the men made one move or
visit, compared to 269, of the wives. The mobility of children of
these same families is closely tied to this pattern of rural-urban con-
tact. Among preschool-age (0—6) children of the urban PSU families,
48.59, spent time residing in both the city and the country; for
school-age children attending school, the percentage drops to 25,
and for school-age children not attending school, 5097, maintained
this dual pattern of residence. The rural PSU members, wives, and
children made far fewer and shorter moves and visits between city
and country. The rural members relied primarily on the highly
mobile urban migrants for news and visits.

These figures illustrate the rural-urban visiting patterns found
within the urban pole of the PSU: men tended to visit only once a
year during vacations, or to go several times a year for shorter
periods. The wives of the urban PSU residents tended to travel once
or twice a year and remain for longer periods of time than their
husbands.

Once any PSU member made a move or visit between Kariobangi
and Kisa, information, gossip, news, and material resources were
rapidly exchanged between network members. This furthers the
unifying effects of the high turnover of family personnel within the
households of urban migrant PSU members. Physical separation of
urban newcomers and rural returnees does not result in social separ-
ation. This is because of the maintenance by the urban residents of
rural homes and resources (farms and livestock), and also of the pat-

tern of “duolocal” household residence among families of urban
PSU members.

"THE STRUCTURE OF NETWORK SOCIAL CONTACGTS
All the 48 PSU men, and the wives of all married men, were
asked a series of sociometric questions about every other member.
Each member of the network was asked which other men or women
in the sample he or she knew, visited, or would select as a friend.4
Visiting questions included data on frequency, location, and other
relationships or reasons for the visits. Friends were ranked within

4- Men were only asked about other PSU men, and women only about other
women, owing to problems of cultural appropriateness in asking such questions.
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the network. The PSU was also asked about closest friends regard-
less of whether they were in the PSU sample or not. Abo.ut 259, of
the friends named spontaneously by members were also n the net-
work sample. From these sociometric interviews., large matrices were
constructed comparing the respective social ties of each r'letwork
member with all the other members. Scores were then c?ern{ed. for
each pair of PSU members measuring their degree of social similar-
ity or proximity within the context of the total network system of
relations.® N .
Several interesting issues could be tested utilizing these social
similarity matrices. Various attributes of. the P.SU members were
compared for their relevance in structuring social contacts w1t¥un
the community. For instance, clan affiliation anc} rural geo'g'ral.)hlcal
propinquity clearly played a role in the formation of soc1.al ties, as
did rural or urban residence, age, educational levels, social status,
and so on. What is the relative importance of each of these? If urt?an
or rural residence is the primary factor involved in the format{on
of personal attachments, then the idea of a rural-urban PSU cutting
across these residential divisions would be weakened. If some rural
criterion such as kinship affiliations, or modernization character-
istics like education were more important regardless of residence,
the rural-urban PSU concept would be supported. ‘

The matrices of social proximity scores were analyzed using multi-
dimensional scaling techniques. The MDSCALE analyses give the
best-fitted relative position of each individual PSU'member .(man
or woman) to all of the other members. The more socially proximate
each pair is, the closer they appear in the scaling. The n points §42
individuals excluding missing data in this case) can be scaled using
from 1 to n—1 dimensions.

Figure 1 illustrates the striking outcome of this procedufe for the
social similarity measures. These data are based on men’s reports
of their visiting patterns. Fach individual is located in a two-
dimensional grid, and is identified by his clan affiliation and urpan
or rural residence within the PSU sample. Each axis is a dimension,
analogous to the factors generated in a factor analysis. ’Ijht? orc%inate
clearly shows the importance of patrilineal subclan aﬂiha-tlon in the
pattern of social proximity: Members of the clan designated by

5. Details of this scoring procedure and analysis are in Weisner (1973b).
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triangles in figure 1 cluster together on the right, while members of
the clan shown by circles cluster toward the left. Clansmen shown
by squares are scattered to the left of center. Urban or rural resi-
dence (indicated by solid or open shapes) does not appear to have a
major influence on visits, although. there is a slight tendency for
urban clanmates to report visits to one another more often than
rural clanmates, and vice versa.® This horizontal dimension, dimen-
sion 1, is the single most powerful factor in structuring visiting and
other kinds of social ties within the network sample.

Other characteristics of the PSU men were correlated with the
dimension scores from the MDSCALE analysis. Dimension 2, the
vertical axis, consists of an aggregate of factors that can be labeled
social status. The educational levels of the men, their wage incomes
or total farm incomes, and their total numbers of years living in
cities are all correlated with the distribution of the men’s scores
along this second dimension. When a third dimension is added to
the MDSCALE analysis, rural-urban residence does emerge as an
independent factor, although it is not powerful enough to appear
when only the first two dimensions are used.

The structure of social ties within the PSU sample, as indicated
by sociometric interviews and participant observation, can be sum-
marized as follows? (in order of importance): (1) the subclan affili-
ation of each PSU member; (2) the composite social status of the
men; and (3) whether the sample member lives in Kariobangi or in
Kisa. These findings tend to support the model of rural-urban ties,
of newcomer and returnee statuses being closely connected, which
led to the planning of this sample initially. Residence at one point
in time in town or country appears to be less important in determin-

6. Clan affiliation is significantly related (p < .002) to scores on dimension 1
(the horizontal axis), and unrelated to dimension 2 (the vertical), by chi-square.
Urban or rural residence of the men is unrelated to the visiting pattern for both
dimension one and two, by chi-square. Visiting for purposes of these interviews
was defined as any visit in either man’s home during the previous twelve
months. Thus these data do not reflect the frequency of visits, only whether
they occurred or did not occur. A separate analysis with scores weighted for
visiting frequency did not substantially alter the cluster pattern in figure 1,
although it did confound rural-urban residence with the clanship dimension,
since men who in fact were socially close and who lived close also visited more
frequently.

4. Figure 1 illustrates these general findings for visiting relationships only,
but essentially the same results were found using data on knowing and on
friendship ties. These data also refer only to the men in the sample; findings
for the wives of these men were somewhat different.
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ing social attachments than are ties of clanship and composite social
status,

The rural-urban network, geographically dispersed but of con-
siderable social importance, is only one among many possible adap-
tations of the concept of the intensive PSU sample. The use of self-
selection and matching is certainly not the only way to obtain a
sample of this kind. This particular example does, however, illus-
trate the sort of nonlocalized social unit that is becoming increasing-
ly common during periods of rapid social change. It is just such
small, intensive, interacting communities that anthropological re-
search styles are best equipped to study.
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