


RURAL

The division of ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ is one of the oldest ideas in Geography 
and is deeply engrained in our culture. Throughout history, the rural has 
been attributed with many meanings: as a source of food and energy; as 
a pristine wilderness, or as a bucolic idyll; as a playground, or a place of 
escape; as a fragile space of nature, in need of protection; and as a primi-
tive place, in need of modernization. But is the idea of the rural still 
relevant today?

Rural provides an advanced introduction to the study of rural places and 
processes in Geography and related disciplines. Drawing extensively on 
the latest research in rural geography, this book explores the diverse 
meanings that have been attached to the rural, examines how ideas of the 
rural have been produced and reproduced, and investigates the infl uence 
of different ideas in shaping the social and economic structure of rural 
localities and the everyday lives of people who live, work or play in rural 
areas.

This authoritative book contains case studies drawn from both the 
developed and the developing world to introduce and illustrate concep-
tual ideas and approaches, as well as suggested further reading. Written in 
an engaging and lively style, Rural challenges the reader to think differ-
ently about the rural.

Michael Woods is Professor of Human Geography in the Institute of 
Geography and Earth Sciences, Aberystwyth University. He specializes in 
rural geography, political geography and contemporary rural politics and 
governance.
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1
APPROACHING THE RURAL

WHY RURAL?

Rural space has many functions and many meanings. Rural areas produce 
most of the world’s food, and capture most of its water supply. They are 
the source of most of our energy – whether from fossil fuels or renewable 
resources – and the origin of most of the minerals that feed industry. 
Historically, at least, rural areas have provided society with fi bre for cloth-
ing, stone and timber for building, and wood pulp to make paper. Rural 
areas have also become our playground – a place to walk, ride, cycle, 
sightsee, or simply escape in search of a slice of tranquillity. They are 
valued for their scenic landscapes and for their natural environments – 
rural areas host the vast majority of the globe’s plant and animal species. 
Rural areas are also home to diverse indigenous cultures, and can be ven-
erated as places where elements of traditional, pre-industrial ways of life 
may be glimpsed. As such, rural areas are frequently endowed with sym-
bolic importance as signifi ers of national identity, or as the counterpoint 
to modernity. Rural areas are celebrated variously both as wilderness and 
as a bucolic idyll. Yet, they can also be portrayed as remote, backward, 
under-developed places, in need of modernization.

The varied functions and meanings that have been attributed to rural 
space have made the rural into an ambiguous and complex concept. The 
rural is a messy and slippery idea that eludes easy defi nition and demarcation. 
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We could probably all instinctively say whether any given place was rural 
to us, rather than urban, but explaining why it was rural, not urban, and 
drawing a boundary line between urban and rural space on a map are 
altogether more diffi cult tasks. As different individuals will disagree on the 
meaning of rurality, and on the emphasis to be placed on different func-
tions of rural space, so the rural is recast as a heavily contested space.

Indeed, it is the complex and contested nature of the rural that has 
positioned rural space as central to many key issues facing contemporary 
society. Debates about global food supply, for example, may be articulated 
through the urban-based media and political arenas, but they directly 
concern the management of rural space (Plate 1.1). The challenge of 
ensuring global food security demands that we consider the extent to 
which food production should be prioritized over other uses of rural 
land, and whether we are prepared to pursue more intensive and hi-tech 
forms of farming (such as genetically modifi ed crops) that carry both 
environmental risks and threats to traditional social structures, such as the 
family farm. Similarly, pressing issues of energy security, adaptation to 
climate change, tackling global poverty, controlling migration, preserving 
biodiversity and respecting indigenous cultures all raise diffi cult ques-
tions about the meaning, function and management of rural space.

Plate 1.1 The ‘global food crisis’ connects urban and rural (Photo: author)
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This book is about the meanings attributed to the rural, and how these 
diverse meanings have shaped the social and economic structure of rural 
localities and the everyday lives of people who live, work or play in rural 
areas. It discusses studies by rural geographers that have examined these 
processes and their effects, and also refl ects on the ways in which the 
study of rural geography has itself been informed by different ideas about 
rurality. This book is intended to be forward-looking, capturing the rich-
ness and breadth of contemporary research in rural geography, but also 
anticipates some of the themes and approaches that will be the focus of 
rural geographical inquiry in coming years. In order to do this, however, 
it is fi rst necessary to consider the historical development of ideas about 
the rural, and their application in rural geography. The remainder of this 
introductory chapter consequently presents a brief overview of the devel-
opment of rural geography as a fi eld of academic study and of the con-
ceptualization of the rural within rural studies. It also considers briefl y 
the origins of the term ‘rural’ and its usage in popular language – an 
analysis that is developed further in the next chapter, which presents a 
more detailed examination of the production and reproduction of the 
rural as an idea, its imagination and representation in popular culture, 
and its translation into material form in the landscape.

STUDYING THE RURAL

The city and the country

The distinction between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’, between the city and the 
country, is one of the oldest and most pervasive of geographical binaries. 
The terms may have originated as a way of differentiating between the 
enclosed and defensible spaces of early towns (Box 1.1), and the open 
and uncontrollable spaces that lay outside, but they soon acquired greater 
symbolic signifi cance as they became embedded in language and culture. 
As Raymond Williams observed, ‘“country” and “city” are very powerful 
words, and this is not surprising when we remember how much they 
seem to stand for in the experience of human communities’ (1973: 1). 
For Williams, the two terms were inextricably connected and the connec-
tion represented the progression of human society. As such, he noted, 
both the ‘country’ and the ‘city’, the ‘rural’ and the ‘urban’, had collected 
powerful feelings and associations:
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Box 1.1 RURAL, RURALITY, COUNTRY AND COUNTRYSIDE

The English language uses several terms that relate to the idea of 
rurality or to rural space. The pairings of rural/rurality and country/
countryside can be traced back to different Latin roots which both 
refl ect something of the character of being rural. ‘Rural’ emerged 
as an adjective linked to the Latin noun rus, meaning an open area 
(Ayto, 1990). The adjective form stuck and was incorporated into 
several European languages to refer to something relating to those 
areas outside cities. The derivative ‘rurality’ appeared in the eight-
eenth century to refer to the condition of being rural, probably bor-
rowed from the equivalent French term ruralité. ‘Rural’ was also 
used for a time as a noun to refer to people from rural areas, and 
has more recently been employed again as a noun in academic 
writing to refer to an abstract space that exhibits the characteristics 
of being rural but is not necessarily tied to a particular territory – as 
in the chapter headings for this book.

The word ‘country’ derives from the Latin preposition contra or 
‘against’, and in its original Latin form originally meant ‘the land 
spread out around one’. It hence became used to refer to an area 
of land, and subsequently both to the land set against the town and 
to the land belonging to a particular people or nation, and these 
two usages have remained closely associated. The term ‘country-
side’ originally emphasized the defi nition of the country relative to 
the town (the ‘side’ of the town), but expanded to take on a broader, 
and symbolically laden, meaning in British popular culture (Bunce, 
2003). However, as Bunce (2003) notes, ‘countryside’ does not 
have the same emotional charge in other English-speaking coun-
tries, where it has not been widely used, at least until recently. 
Where ‘countryside’ is used in North America, for example, it tends 
to retain more of its original meaning, being mainly applied to rural 
areas close to urban centres in regions such as New England and 
southern Ontario.

‘Rural’, ‘rurality’ and ‘rural areas’ tend to be preferred in academic 
and offi cial usage over ‘country’ and ‘countryside’ probably because 
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they sound like more neutral, objective terms, with ‘country’ and 
‘countryside’ arguably more redolent with cultural meaning (inter-
estingly, ‘rural’ was once synonymous with ‘rustic’ but the latter 
term has evolved a more specifi c meaning). There are though few 
rational grounds for this, and ‘rural’ is commonly used as the adjec-
tive for the countryside. Take, for example, the government bodies 
responsible for rural policy in England: the Countryside Commission 
and the Rural Development Commission were merged to form the 
Countryside Agency, which then became in reduced form the 
Commission for Rural Communities.

‘Rural’ has the advantage of being common to several European 
languages, including English, French, Italian and Spanish, whereas 
many languages do not have a direct equivalent to the term ‘coun-
tryside’. Signifi cantly, many languages employ terms to refer to 
rural areas, or rural people or the rural landscape that emphasize 
either connection to the land and agriculture, or to national iden-
tity. Thus, German uses landschaft (countryside or landscape) and 
ländlich (rural); French uses paysan (country person) and paysage 
(landscape), which are linked to pays (nation); and Spanish has 
campestre (rural) and campesino (rural person), linked to campo 
(fi eld).

Further reading: Bunce (2003), Williams (1973).

On the country has gathered the idea of a natural way of life: of peace, 
innocence and simple virtue. On the city has gathered the idea of an 
achieved centre: of learning, communication, light. Powerful hostile 
associations have also developed: on the city as a place of noise, 
worldliness and ambition; on the country as a place of backward-
ness, ignorance, limitation. A contrast between country and city, as 
fundamental ways of life, reaches back into classical times.

(Williams, 1973: 1)

The development of ‘rurality’, or ‘the country’, as an idea in popular 
culture is discussed further in Chapter 2. For the moment, it is suffi cient 
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to note that the binary of ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ has also been incorporated 
into the organization of geography as an academic discipline, and that the 
popular cultural associations of the city and the country have been infl u-
ential in setting the parameters of ‘urban geography’ and ‘rural geography’ 
and in defi ning their objects of inquiry.

In the early development of geography as an academic discipline, 
during the fi rst two-thirds of the twentieth century, the study of both the 
city and the country were linked within the broader approach of ‘regional 
geography’. This approach sought to describe the geographical character-
istics of specifi ed regions and in doing so tended to reproduce popular 
assumptions about the relationship between the city and the country. 
Thus, the geographies of rural areas tended to be described and explained 
in terms of their functional relationship to urban centres as sources of 
food and natural resources. Attempts were made to convert these popular 
perceptions into scientifi c theories by producing general models of the 
relationships between urban and rural areas, which could in theory be 
applied to any region. Such models included von Thünen’s concentric 
model of land use, which mapped out types of farming in relation to the 
proximity of rural areas to cities (originally designed by a German econ-
omist Johann Heinrich von Thünen in 1826, but not translated into 
English until 1966); and ‘central place theory’ developed by Walter 
Christaller in 1933 (and modifi ed by August Lösch in 1954) to explain 
the hierarchy of rural and urban settlements.

In practice, these models failed to capture the diversity and dynamism 
of rural areas, and frequently did not fi t when applied empirically. 
Nonetheless, they prefi gured the development of a new systems-based 
approach in geography in the 1960s that critiqued regional geography 
for being overly descriptive and lacking scientifi c rigour. Applying posi-
tivist principles of scientifi c inquiry and interrogating quantitative data to 
identify patterns and laws of spatial organization, the new ‘spatial science’ 
began to focus in on the city as its major object of research (Hubbard, 
2006). The emergent ‘urban geography’ concerned itself with mapping 
and modelling ‘urban systems’, which could extend to and encompass 
rural areas, but which in effect marginalized the rural as an adjunct to 
the urban. Signifi cantly, there was no equivalent investigation of ‘rural 
systems’, but rather the development of a ‘systematic agricultural geogra-
phy’ that reinforced the association of the rural and farming (Woods, 
2009a).
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It was not until the early 1970s that an integrated approach to studying 
‘rural geography’ was articulated, notably in textbooks by Clout (1972) 
in Britain, and Hart (1974) in the United States. These books recognized 
that the rural was more than agriculture, but they nonetheless presented 
the rural as a coherent and distinctive system, centred on productive land 
uses. This tension remained apparent in the new ‘rural geography’ that 
these interventions inspired. On the one hand, rural geography uncriti-
cally accepted the existence of ‘rural space’ as a container for the phenom-
ena that they studied, yet, on the other hand, their attempts to distil the 
essence of the rural, and to authoritatively map the boundaries of rural 
and urban space, were compromised by methodological problems in 
fi xing the scale of analysis, by the arbitrary spatial units of available data, 
and by the arbitrary nature of the indicators selected (Cloke, 2006).

Conceptual developments in rural geography

The trajectory followed by rural geography since the 1970s has been 
strongly infl uenced by wider conceptual developments in human geogra-
phy (and in the social sciences more widely), in the shifting focus of its 
objects of study, in the explanations that it has presented for the processes 
and phenomena observed, and in its defi nition of the rural. Early research 
in rural geography, as described above, followed the principles of positiv-
ism, which held that objective facts could be uncovered through empiri-
cal inquiry. As such, rural geographers sought to objectively defi ne the 
rural by searching for the functional characteristics that could be statisti-
cally proven to be different from urban characteristics. However, as Cloke 
(2006) demonstrates, the functional approach was fl awed in its assump-
tions and undermined by its methodological weaknesses. Functional con-
cepts of rurality could describe the characteristics of specifi c rural spaces 
and rural societies, but they could not prove that such characteristics were 
intrinsically rural, or explain how these characteristics shaped the realities 
of rural life.

The inadequacies of the functional approach were further exposed by 
the development of a new wave of studies in the 1970s and 1980s that 
adopted a political-economy approach, infl uenced by neo-Marxist theo-
ries of the operation of capitalism (see Buttel and Newby, 1980; Cloke, 
1989a; Woods, 2005a, 2009a). Some of these studies contributed, along-
side work in rural sociology, to a political-economy analysis of agriculture 
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that emphasized the structuring of farming as a capitalist industry, subject 
to the same imperatives for capital accumulation as other industries. There 
was no place in this perspective for nostalgic and romanticized ideas 
about farming as the centre of a traditional rural way of life, as could still 
be found in positivist studies of rural geography. Other political-economy 
research interrogated rural planning and economic development proc-
esses as expressions of the capitalist state, examined urban to rural shifts 
in manufacturing and service sector employment as realignments in the 
capitalist spatial division of labour, and studied community social rela-
tions and the impacts of migration and population change through the 
prism of class analysis (Cloke, 1989a; Woods, 2009a).

These studies demonstrated that the processes shaping contemporary 
rural spaces and societies transcended the supposed boundaries of rural 
space, operating at regional, national and global scales. The impact of 
wider social and economic processes on particular rural localities is medi-
ated by local factors, producing uneven development, but these local fac-
tors will vary between different rural localities, just as they will vary 
between urban localities. As such, the explanatory capacity of the rural–
urban dualism and the value of ‘rural’ as a geographical concept, was 
brought into question:

The broad category ‘rural’ is obfuscatory, whether the aim is descrip-
tion or theoretical evaluation, since intra-rural differences can be 
enormous and rural–urban similarities can be sharp.

(Hoggart, 1990: 245)

The logical outcome of this critique would have been to ‘do away with 
rural’ (Ibid ) as a meaningful concept in human geography. Yet, whatever 
the diffi culties experienced by geographers in attempting to delimit rural 
space or ascribe the condition of being rural with explanatory powers, it 
was clear that the idea of rurality continued to be widely recognized and 
employed within the general population and that ‘rural’ continued to 
have a very clear and powerful meaning for many people.

A framework for exploring these meanings was provided by the ‘cul-
tural turn’ in human geography and the introduction of post-modern and 
post-structuralist theories into rural geography. In contrast to both posi-
tivist and political-economy perspectives, post-modern theory holds that 
there is no objective truth waiting to be discovered. What matters is the 
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way in which individuals, and institutions, construct their own realities 
in order to make sense of the world. Following this principle, rural geog-
raphers started to deconstruct the ways in which dominant ideas about 
rurality had been produced and reproduced (see Chapter 2), as well as 
exploring alternative experiences and meanings of rurality articulated by 
subordinate groups. In one especially infl uential intervention, Philo 
(1992) criticized the tendency of rural geography research to portray 
rural people as ‘Mr Averages’ – men in employment, white, without 
sexuality, healthy and able in body, and devoid of religious or political 
identity – and called for engagement with the ‘neglected rural geogra-
phies’ of other social groups beyond this stereotype.

The attention of rural geographers accordingly also began to shift away 
from the structural characteristics and dynamics of rural localities, to rep-
resentations of the rural. In this new approach, rurality is understood as a 
social construct – that is as an imagined entity that is brought into being 
by particular discourses of rurality that are produced, reproduced and 
contested by academics, the media, policy-makers, rural lobby groups 
and ordinary individuals. The rural is therefore ‘a category of thought’ 
(Mormont, 1990: 40).

Towards a three-fold model of rural space

Social constructions of rurality reference material objects, practices and 
places, but they are not tied to them. As Halfacree (1993) has suggested, 
the proliferation of diverse representations of rural space means that the 
sign of the ‘rural’ is becoming increasingly detached from the referent of 
rural geographical space. In other words, the way in which the country-
side is imagined in popular discourses may have little correspondence 
with the actual ‘realities’ of rural space and rural life. The world teems 
with virtual ruralities, ideas of the rural that are not grounded in concrete 
places or lived experience, and yet, such is the power and popularity of 
these ideas that attempts are made to bend rural space to fi t their image:

If at some time in the past some ‘real’ form of rurality was responsi-
ble for cultural mappings of rurality, it may now be the case that cul-
tural mappings precede and direct the recognition of rural space, 
presenting us with some kind of virtual rurality.

(Cloke, 2006: 22)
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A framework for exploring these contingent and complex relations 
between representations of the rural, rural localities and the lived experi-
ences of rural life, has been proposed by Keith Halfacree (2006), in what 
he describes as a strategy for bringing ‘together the dispersed elements of 
what we already know about rural space’ (p. 44). Halfacree argues that 
rural space is imaginative, material and practised, thus cutting across the 
polarity of locality-based and social representation-based approaches to 
defi ning rurality. He contends that these two approaches are inter-woven 
as ‘the material and ideational rural spaces they refer to intersect in 
practice’ (p. 47). Social representations of rurality cannot exist without 
imagining some form of rural locality, whilst the defi nition of rural local-
ities relies upon the actualization of particular ideas about what rurality 
should be like. Furthermore, Halfacree notes that both material and idea-
tional rural spaces are brought into being by practice:

We must note how the material space of the rural locality only exists 
through the practices of structural processes, and how the ideational 
space of rural social representations only exists through the practices 
of discursive interaction.

(Halfacree, 2006: 48)

From these initial observations, Halfacree draws on the theories of space 
propagated by Henri Lefebvre (which propose that space is produced and 
reproduced through capitalism, moulded by the pressures of the market 
and social reproduction, ‘colonized and commodifi ed, bought and sold, 
created and torn down, used and abused, speculated and fought over’ 
(Merrifi eld, 2000: 173, see also Lefebvre, 1991)), to outline a ‘three-fold 
model of rural space’ (Figure 1.1). This contends that rural space com-
prises three intermeshed facets (Halfacree, 2006: 51):

• Rural localities inscribed through relatively distinctive spatial practices 
linked to either production or consumption.

• Formal representations of the rural, such as those expressed by capitalist inter-
ests or politicians, which refer to the ways in which the rural is framed 
within capitalist processes of production and exchange.

• Everyday lives of the rural, incorporating both individual and social ele-
ments in the negotiation and interpretation of rural life, and which 
are ‘inevitably incoherent and fractured’ (Ibid).
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These three facets collectively make up the totality of rural space, but they 
do not necessarily cohere to consistently produce a congruent and unifi ed 
rurality.  Tensions exist between the forces of permanence and fl ow, as 
well as between the autonomous logics of the three facets. Thus, for exam-
ple, ‘formal representations never completely overwhelm the experience 
of everyday life – although they may come close – and the extent to 
which formal representations and local spatial practices are unifi ed is also 
uneven’ (Halfacree, 2006: 51–52). These tensions drive the dynamism of 
rural space, enabling the opportunities for rural restructuring, and creat-
ing the space for a ‘politics of the rural’ in which the meaning and regula-
tion of the rural is the core issue of debate (Woods, 2003a).

Halfacree illustrates his model through the example of the centrality of 
productivist agriculture post-war rural Britain. As is discussed further in 
Chapter 3, productivism was a policy discourse that supported systems to 
maximize agricultural production, but became the cornerstone of British 
rural life from the late 1940s to the 1980s, articulated through all three 
facets of Halfacree’s model. First, ‘rural locality was inscribed through the 
predominance of particular agricultural practices’ (Halfacree, 2006: 53), 
especially industrialized forms of farming which in turn impacted on the 
wider social, economic and environmental elements of the locality. 
Second, productivism was underpinned by formal representations of the rural in 
the form of legislation and policy documents, notably the Scott Report on 
Land Utilization in Rural Areas in 1942, the 1947 Agriculture Act and 

Rural locality

Representations of the rural Lives of the rural

RURAL SPACE

Figure 1.1  The three-fold model of rural space (after Halfacree, 2006) 
(by permission of Sage Publishing)
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various policy ‘white papers’ periodically produced over the three dec-
ades. Third, ‘through the connections of productivist agriculture to the 
wider civil society of rural places, everyday lives of the rural existed largely 
through this productivist vision’ (Ibid: 54). This was manifested not only 
in the living and working conditions of farm households, but also in the 
involvement of farmers and landowners in shaping the policies of rural 
local government in their interests (see Newby et al., 1978; Woods, 
2005b).

Initially, the three facets meshed together well producing a largely con-
gruent and unifi ed coherence in which ‘the formal representation of 
British rurality as productivist agriculture was strongly unifi ed, quite 
overwhelming and fairly hegemonic’ (Halfacree, 2006: 54). Yet, over 
time, ‘each facet of this productivist rural space was contested by other 
spaces, rural and non-rural’ (Ibid). Not all agriculture fully adopted the 
productivist regime, and elements of less productivist farming persisted 
in rural localities and in the everyday lives of the rural. The dynamics of 
rural depopulation, and later counterurbanization, impacted on rural 
localities presenting counter-narratives to the rationality of productivism. 
Equally, the formal representations of the rural as productivist were 
increasingly challenged by other formal representations of the rural con-
tained, for example, in conservation policy and animal welfare discourse. 
Collectively, these tensions helped to corrode the productivist hegemony 
and led to the rethinking of British rurality from the 1980s onwards.

THE SCOPE AND STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

Keith Halfacree’s three-fold model of rural space forms a useful reference 
point for introducing the ways in which this book proposes to engage 
with the idea of the ‘rural’. The book aims to examine, explore and cri-
tique the different ways in which ideas of rurality and rural space have 
been produced, reproduced and employed in human geography and 
related disciplines. As such, it is interested not only in the representation 
of rurality and rural space within academic, policy, media and lay dis-
courses, but also in the material effects of these ideas in rural localities, 
and in the ways in which these ideas are performed through the everyday 
practices of rural life.

In adopting this approach, the book is not intended to be a compre-
hensive survey of rural areas and their geographies. There are some aspects 
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of rural life, and some areas of research within rural geography that are 
discussed only fl eetingly in this volume (for more detailed discussion of 
these topics see Woods, 2005a, also Flora et al., 2008, Ilbery, 1998). The 
narrative presented has also been shaped by other considerations. In order 
to emphasize current ideas and debates in rural geography, I have gener-
ally cited and referenced books and papers published in the last ten years, 
and consequently skipped over some ‘classics’ in rural geography that 
were important in shaping understanding of rural processes at the time, 
but which do not closely refl ect present concerns. Similarly, as this book 
is part of a series on ‘key ideas in geography’, the narrative is primarily 
framed in terms of geographical research and literature, rather than work 
in rural sociology or agricultural economics, although in practice these 
disciplines are tightly interconnected and there is much that rural soci-
ologists and economists will fi nd to be of interest in the discussion.

This book also attempts to engage with the rural at a global scale, 
drawing on examples from both the ‘global north’ (the advanced indus-
trialized countries of Europe, North America and East Asia, plus Australia 
and New Zealand) and the ‘global south’ (the economically poorer coun-
tries of Africa, Asia, Latin America and Oceania, also sometimes referred 
to as the ‘developing world’ or the ‘third world’). However, it should also 
be acknowledged that this engagement is inevitably uneven because it is 
constrained by the spatial pattern of rural geography research. There are 
differences, for example, in the volume, focus and perspective of rural 
geography in Britain and in the United States (see Kurtz and Craig, 2009, 
and Woods, 2009b, for more discussion of this difference), not to men-
tion between Anglophone rural geography and rural geography as prac-
tised in France, or Germany, or Japan, which will be infl uenced by 
different wider bodies of geographical literature. Moreover, research on 
rural geographies in the global north (conducted by ‘rural geographers’) 
has been largely divorced from research on rural geographies in the global 
south (conducted by ‘development geographers’), with the latter tending 
to be more concerned with social and economic structures, and less infl u-
enced by the ‘cultural turn’ (see also Woods, 2009a).

The nine chapters of this book each focus on a different way in which 
geographers have engaged with the ‘rural’ as an idea and as an object of 
study. All the chapters have ‘active’ titles which are designed to emphasize 
the dynamic nature of our engagement with rural space and rural life. In 
some cases the active verb refers to the purpose which is being ascribed 
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to the rural, as in ‘Exploiting the rural’ and ‘Consuming the rural’. In 
other cases, it refers to the way in which the rural is brought into being, 
as in ‘Performing the rural’, whilst in others still it refers to the practices 
of researchers in constructing knowledge about the ‘rural’, as in 
‘Approaching the rural’ and ‘Re-making the rural’.

The next chapter, ‘Imagining the rural’, continues on from this chap-
ter by examining in general terms the development of the ‘rural’ as an 
idea within both academic and lay discourses, and the materialization of 
these ideas through policy and practice. It extends the trajectory of con-
ceptual development in rural geography, discussed in this chapter, to 
introduce the idea of a relational perspective on the rural. Together with 
Halfacree’s three-fold model outlined above, this forms the foundation 
for the subsequent chapters, which each focus on a specifi c dimension of 
the rural.

The following three chapters hence concern constructions of the rural 
as an economic space. Chapter 3, ‘Exploiting the rural’, discusses the rural 
as a space of production for agriculture and other primary industries. 
In contrast, Chapter 4, ‘Consuming the rural’, explores the rural as a space 
of consumption, notably through tourism, which increasingly forms 
an alternative way of turning the rural into economic gain. Chapter 5, 
‘Developing the rural’, considers the rural as an object of economic devel-
opment, examining how development strategies feed on particular ways 
of conceptualizing the rural.

Chapter 6 and 7 shift attention to the lived experiences of rural space. 
Chapter 6, ‘Living in the rural’, discusses the meanings attached to rural 
lifestyles and rural communities, and the ways these are tested and remade 
through dynamic social change. Chapter 7, ‘Performing the rural’, moves 
away from representations of the rural, to consider the enactment of 
rurality through performance and the everyday practices of rural life, 
including ‘more-than-representational’ ways of knowing the rural. The 
fi nal two chapters turn to more political perspectives. Chapter 8, ‘Regulating 
the rural’, discusses the governance of the rural economy and rural envi-
ronment, and considers the representations of the rural that underpin 
rural policies and strategies of governmentality. Finally, Chapter 9, 
‘Re-making the rural’, examines some of the key drivers of change in the 
twenty-fi rst century countryside, the resulting political challenges, and 
the implications for the study of rural geography.
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FURTHER READING

The three-fold model of rural space discussed in this chapter is developed 
by Keith Halfacree in his chapter on ‘Rural space’ in the Handbook of Rural 
Studies (2006). Also in the Handbook of Rural Studies, Paul Cloke’s chapter on 
‘Conceptualizing rurality’ critically reviews the functional, political-economy 
and social constructionist approaches to rurality employed in rural geog-
raphy. For more on the history of rural geography as a sub-discipline, and 
on differences in the practice of rural geography between different 
countries, see the entry on ‘Rural geography’ by Michael Woods in the 
International Encyclopaedia of Human Geography (2009a). For more on the linguistic 
origins and development of the terms ‘rural’, ‘country’ and ‘countryside’ 
see Raymond Williams’s classic book, The Country and the City (1973), and 
Michael Bunce’s chapter in Country Visions (2003). 



2
IMAGINING THE RURAL

INTRODUCTION

In the previous chapter, the ‘rural’ was revealed to be an elusive concept, 
a term that does not describe a hard, fast and indisputable material object, 
but rather refers to a loose set of ideas and associations that have devel-
oped over time and which are debated and contested. The rural sociolo-
gist Marc Mormont arguably put it best in referring to the ‘rural’ as a 
‘category of thought’ (1990: 40), a description that emphasizes that the 
‘rural’ is fi rst imagined, then represented, then takes on material form as 
places, landscapes and ways of life are shaped to conform to the expecta-
tions that the idea of the ‘rural’ embodied. Experiences of these ‘rural’ 
places and lifestyles are fed back into the collective imagination, refi ning 
and modifying the idea and thus contributing to a dynamic process 
through which the ‘rural’ is produced and reproduced.

This chapter embarks on a more detailed examination of the produc-
tion and reproduction of the rural as an idea, its imagination and repre-
sentation in popular culture, and its translation into material form in the 
landscape. The chapter is structured in three sections. First, it traces 
the historical evolution of the idea of the ‘rural’. It shows how ideas about 
the rural rapidly became detached from the physical spaces they were 
supposed to refer to, and follows the transportation of European ideas of 
the rural around with world and the modifi cation of the concept as it was 
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exposed to alien landscapes and environments. Second, the chapter ques-
tions how we ‘know’ the rural in the contemporary world, focusing on 
the representation of the rural through quantifi cation, in the media, and 
through lay discourses. Third, the chapter considers the rural as a rela-
tional concept, exploring both the relations that constitute the rural and 
the shifting nature of the relation between the rural and the urban.

THE HISTORICAL CONSTRUCTION OF THE RURAL

Origins

The idea of the ‘rural’ has ancient origins. As soon as human populations 
began to concentrate in defensible settlements, so a need developed for a 
term to refer to the lands that lay outside these towns and cities. The earli-
est recorded root words for our modern term ‘rural’ appear to have done 
just that, referring literally to ‘open space’ (Ayto, 1990). By the time of 
classical Rome, more sophisticated representations of rurality had devel-
oped, not only conceiving of the countryside as a ‘place’, but also attach-
ing to that place a series of moral and cultural associations. The Roman 
countryside was recognized as a source of food and natural resources, 
servants and soldiers, but it was also a political resource, where land could 
be redistributed as reward for military service. For wealthy Romans, a 
country villa was both a retreat and a status symbol; yet, rural migrants to 
the city were regarded as rough and uncouth.

These competing ideas of the rural were both recorded and romanticized 
in Roman literature, most notably in Virgil’s Eclogues, written between 42 and 
37 BCE (Short, 1991). Virgil, however, was infl uenced by the earlier writing 
of  Theocritus, a Sicilian Greek, whose Idylls, written in the third century BCE, 
are widely regarded as the start of the pastoral tradition in Western literature 
(B. Short, 2006; J. Short, 1991; Williams, 1973). Both Virgil and Theocritus 
conveyed something of the harshness of rural life in their work – Virgil in 
particular recounting the plight of farmers and shepherds evicted from the 
land by political edicts – but in both cases their representation of the rural 
was overwhelmingly bucolic. Rural life was portrayed as simple, innocent 
and virtuous, revolving around the honourable profession of agriculture 
and involving closeness to nature (Williams, 1973).

Through this propagation of the pastoral myth, the sign of ‘rural’ began 
to become detached from the referent of rural geographical space over 
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two thousand years ago. As the pastoral myth was reproduced within 
Western civilization over the centuries, so the ideas of the rural that it 
contained became entrenched in Western culture, and the dissonance of 
the sign and the referent was reinforced (Bunce, 1994; Short, 2006). 
Indeed, the perpetuation of the pastoral myth of the rural can be argued 
to have disguised crucial aspects of the condition of rural life throughout 
the mediaeval and early modern periods. It disguised the exploitation and 
oppression of the countryside, fi rst through the brutality of feudalism and 
later through the appropriation of the rural land for capitalist production 
in the agrarian revolution. It also disguised the scale and complexity of 
connections between the city and the country, with the dynamics of rural 
localities and the everyday practices of rural life already heavily inscribed 
with more prosaic urban renderings of the rural: as a source of food, fuel 
and building materials, as hunting ground, and as a defensive buffer.

Furthermore, the pastoral representation of the rural competed in the 
urban imagination with starker representations of the rural as a place of 
danger and threat. This was the rural as wilderness, an idea that has even 
older origins than the pastoral myth, emerging with the development of 
agricultural societies around 10,000 years ago (Short, 1991). Fear of the 
wilderness runs through the folklore of mediaeval Europe, with tales of the 
evil spirits, monsters and savages resident in the forests, marshes and 
mountains. Wilderness could be tamed through cultivation, thus helping 
to boost the virtues of pastoralism, but even cultivated landscapes were 
perceived to harbour threats to urban travellers, in the form of vagabonds 
and highwaymen, extreme weather and the insularity of rural communi-
ties. Thus, there have always been at least two rurals in the urban imagina-
tion, each detached from the grounded everyday practices of rural life.

Globalizing the rural

European ideas of rurality were transported around the world from the 
fi fteenth century onwards by explorers, settlers and imperial administra-
tors, who both interpreted the new lands they encountered from the 
perspective of these ideas and attempted to recreate the European coun-
tryside in their new colonies. The early colonists arriving in North 
America, for example, were confronted with a land devoid of recogniz-
able urban settlement, but which nonetheless required transformation 
before it conformed to the pastoral vision of European rurality. Although 
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populated by native tribes, who farmed and harvested wild plants and 
animals, to European eyes North America was wilderness, and the con-
quest of the wilderness became a defi ning motif in the construction of 
American national identity (Short, 1991). The wilderness was tamed not 
through urbanization but through the replacement of an alien rural with 
a more familiar pastoral landscape (see also Box 2.1).  As Knobloch (1996) 

Box 2.1 GENDERING THE RURAL

Contemporary descriptions of the ‘conquest’ and ‘taming’ of the 
North American rural wilderness are highly charged with gendered 
metaphors that presented the land as female, in need of settling 
and enclosing through the masculinist assertion of the European 
pastoral tradition. Yet, as Kolodny (1975) pointed out, the patriar-
chal discourse of ‘land-as-woman’ contained an inherent confl ict of 
meaning between maternal containment and sexual seduction. On 
the one hand, the land was imagined as a mother, ‘whose generos-
ity and abundance were marvellous, Edenic, but which could also 
overwhelm settlers and corrupt their efforts at self-suffi ciency’ 
(Rose, 1993: 105); but, on the other hand, the land was also repre-
sented as a temptress, inviting penetration. As such, ‘domination 
of the land began to be seen as both incest and rape, and the horror 
of this necessitated a psychological and emotional separation from 
the land and from woman’ (Ibid ).

The feminizing of the American wilderness refl ected a much 
older tradition of associating nature and women, and thus of repre-
senting the natural rural landscape as female. European and North 
American landscape painting has repeatedly portrayed sexually allur-
ing women in natural settings, eliding the fertility of nature and the 
fertility of women. In some cases, female bodies were used to rep-
resent the landscape, such that ‘the shapes of hills, the use of woods 
and fl owers and the presence of water were included not only to 
symbolise the reproductive capacities of women but in the actual 
depiction of the female body’ (Little, 2002: 52). This discourse posi-
tioned women as passive – embedded in the landscape – but men 

continued
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as active, the agents of transformation of rural space (Rose, 1993), 
in turn informing perceptions about the place of women in the 
countryside, including patriarchal ideas of landownership and the 
gendering of farmwork (discussed further in Chapter 7).

The dominance of the masculinist gaze over landscape has also 
been reproduced in the construction of the rural as a place of lei-
sure and consumption (discussed in Chapter 4). As Rose (1993) 
has observed, the enjoyment of rural recreation has been equated 
with sexual pleasure, the aesthetic appreciation of rural landscape 
with the voyeuristic objectifi cation of female beauty, and the explo-
ration of the countryside by walkers, or cyclists or motorists with 
sexual discovery. The opposition of the passive female rural land-
scape to the active male consumer was further emphasized by the 
tendency of rural writing and guidebooks to portray tourists and 
recreationalists as men. Cover illustrations of mid-twentieth-century 
maps, for example, generally only allowed women to be glimpsed 
as car passengers, if at all, whilst men took centre stage as motor-
ists, ramblers and cyclists.

Further reading: Little (2002), Rose (1993).

documents, agriculture was a tool of colonization in the American west, 
conducted according to European ideas and conventions. Husbandry 
practices, crops and livestock were all imported from Europe. Andalusian 
longhorn cattle, English Hereford cattle and Spanish merino sheep came 
to dominate grasslands cleansed of their native bison, even if some breeds 
struggled to adapt to climatic conditions and required ‘improvement’ 
(Knobloch, 1996). The cultivation of the American west appropriated the 
hunting grounds of native tribes and disregarded their knowledge of the 
land. Signifi cantly, those tribes that did adopt European-style farming 
practices, including the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chichasaw, Seminole and 
Creek, were heralded as ‘the fi ve civilized tribes’ (Ibid).

Yet, the agrarianization of North America did not produce a replica of the 
European countryside, but a new rural space that could be represented as an 
expression of American identity and virtue. As Valenčius (2002) observes:
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From the nation’s founding, the connection between farming and 
virtue had found clear expression in American thought and writing. 
Orderly fi elds of straight rows clearly delineated from the surround-
ing unshaped terrain implied orderly virtue in their free cultivators. 
Apparently unfarmed land was a moral as well as a physical chal-
lenge. The confrontation with unfamiliar territory that took place in 
the canebreaks, the fi elds, and the prairies of the middle Mississippi 
Valley thus marks one of the defi ning aspects of American self-
imagination, for good and for ill.

(Valenčius, 2002: 10)

As the North American population became increasingly urbanized, these 
representations of rural America were idyllized and mythologized through 
art and literature. Bunce (1994) notes that at least 140 novels concerning 
farm life in the US Mid-West were published between 1891 and 1962, 
reproducing a rural idyll of agrarian simplicity, moral fortitude, innate 
wisdom and old-fashioned decency (see Box 2.2). Signifi cantly, the rural 

Box 2.2 THE RURAL IDYLL

One of the most powerful and enduring ideas about the rural is that 
of the ‘rural idyll’. This imagines the rural to be a place of peace, 
tranquillity and simple virtue, contrasted with the bustle and brash-
ness of the city. Whilst the rural idyll has also become associated 
with an escape from modernity, idyllic representations of country 
life are as old as writing about the rural, and in each historical era 
people have embellished the rural idyll with antonyms to their own 
apprehensions (Short, 2006). Representations of the rural idyll 
were particularly popularized during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, as Europe and North America became increas-
ingly urbanized and industrialized. The rural idyll fed on discourses 
of anti-urbanism, agrarianism and nature that were used to differ-
entiate between the urban present and a romanticized rural past, 
particularly by nostalgic urban residents. Bunce (1994) describes 
this as the ‘armchair countryside’, imagined and appreciated 
from urban and suburban sitting rooms. As such, the ‘rural idyll’ 
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has commonly been an idea imposed on rural areas and communi-
ties from the outside.

There are in practice many different rural idylls, with different 
cultural and moral emphases and different pictorial representa-
tions. For example, ideas of the visual manifestation of the rural 
idyll vary by region and nation – from the rolling downland of 
England to the forests and lakes of Scandinavia – and are often 
closely tied to ideas of national identity. In Anglophone countries, 
ideas of the rural idyll are strongly infl uenced by a romanticized and 
nostalgic memory of pre-industrial rural England, even if the land-
scape features this idea conveys are alien to large parts of North 
America or Australia. Nonetheless, Hollywood has played a key role 
in reproducing ideas of the rural idyll in the modern era, contribut-
ing to its global diffusion – perhaps ironically, given that the rural 
idyll itself presents rural communities as detached and sheltered 
from the pressures of global interconnections (D. Bell, 2006).

In addition to fi lm, the rural idyll is reproduced through art, litera-
ture, poetry, music and television, and is an idea that is pervasive in 
popular culture. Yet, the rural idyll can have real material effects, as 
later chapters in this book discuss in more detail. The attraction of the 
rural idyll is a major pull-factor in counterurbanization and a selling 
point for rural tourism (see Chapter 4), but because rural landscapes 
and lifestyles so often fail to live up to the image of the rural idyll, they 
need to be modifi ed to meet the expectations of investors and cus-
tomers. The concept of the rural idyll has also infl uenced political 
ideas and government policies – for example in the enduring symbolic 
signifi cance of the ‘family farm’ – whilst disguising some of the harsher 
realities of rural life, including poverty, prejudice and environmental 
problems (see Chapters 6 and 8). The rural idyll is therefore a norma-
tive concept, in that it seeks to construct rurality in a certain way rather 
than representing the rural that actually exists. It is in this sense that 
Halfacree (1993) has argued that the rural idyll is about the visioning 
of rural areas by a hegemonic middle-class culture, and Bunce (2003) 
has noted that ‘even if we accept that there are many versions of the 
rural idyll, they all converge around a normative nostalgic ideal which 
is embedded in social and economic structures’ (p. 25).

Further reading: Bunce (2003), Short (2006).
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of these representations is defi ned not only by a landscape, but also by the 
everyday practices of rural residents. These practices were both studied and 
promoted by the nascent academic discipline of rural sociology in the 
United States (M. Bell, 2007; Woods, 2005a), yet as with the European 
pastoral myth, the idea of the virtuous American yeoman was even by the 
early twentieth century divorced from the materiality of an increasingly 
industrialized agriculture (see Chapter 3).

Alongside eulogizing the agrarian idyll, nineteenth-century American 
culture embarked on a re-appraisal of the wilderness. Writers such as James 
Fenimore Cooper, John W. Audubon and George Catlin, and painters such 
as Albert Bierstadt and Thomas Moran, popularized a new representation 
of the American wilderness as a place of natural beauty and scientifi c and 
spiritual signifi cance (Short, 1991). Audubon’s comparison of the wilder-
ness to the Garden of Eden, in particular, encapsulated both the romantici-
zation of the wilderness and its elevation to a symbol of permanence and 
endurance. The establishment of the fi rst ‘National Parks’ in areas of wil-
derness such as Yellowstone refl ected both their representation as places 
of sublime landscapes and their identifi cation as expressions of a distinc-
tive American history that could rival the crowded cultural history of 
Europe (Runte, 1997). Yet, as Cronon (1996) observes, the re-invention 
of the American wilderness by mainly urban protagonists largely ignored 
the historical presence of Native Americans, noting that ‘the myth of the 
wilderness as “virgin”, uninhabited land had always been especially cruel 
when seen from the perspective of the Indians who had once called that 
land home’ (p. 15).

The making of the American countryside was hence a process of 
hybridization, combining European ideas and materials with the native 
landscape, fl ora and fauna, and fusing cultural and political ideals. Similar 
concoctions were constructed in other regions subjected to European 
colonization. In Canada, rural settlement followed a comparative moral 
and cultural imperative, providing a justifi cation for the displacement of 
native peoples and reordering of the landscape along European lines: ‘the 
agricultural landscape had a powerful symbolic meaning, inscribing 
Englishness into the very hills, emphasizing European possession of the 
land, and enabling settlers to imagine themselves as recreating a version of 
England in a new place’ (Murton, 2007: 11). Murton particularly records 
the rationalities of rurality that underpinned large-scale land resettlement 
programmes in southern British Columbia in the early twentieth century. 
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The schemes, which involved draining lakes and marshes, constructing 
canals and irrigating plains and were aimed at settling First World War 
veterans into wholesome rural livelihoods, were promoted through 
imagery that owed more to imagination than the reality of the locality, as 
Murton describes for the cover of a brochure produced by the Land 
Settlement Board:

The illustrator envisions a patchwork of fi elds receding into the dis-
tance, shrubbery between the fi elds suggestive of hedges. Tidy 
houses dot the scene. The entire landscape is framed by the peaks of 
the Coast Mountains, which pierce the clouds that shroud the Fraser 
Valley. The result: a lovely (if somewhat incongruous) amalgam of BC 
and England – the rugged west and the pastoral old country – an 
imagined geography uncomplicated by reality.

(Murton, 2007: 2)

Yet, as Murton proceeds to detail, the countryside under construction was a 
modern countryside. It was achieved through the application of new tech-
nologies and demonstrated the improvement of nature. Moreover, the land 
resettlement programmes were framed politically by the ideology of 
Canadian liberalism. The landscape of small farms refl ected a belief in indi-
vidual property and enterprise as the foundation of economic prosperity 
and social order; whilst the scale of the projects was facilitated by the grow-
ing involvement in inter-war Canada of the state in social and environmen-
tal reform. Ultimately, however, Murton argues that the modernizers were 
constrained by their ties to an English idea of the rural and missed the 
opportunity to really harness the natural resources to them. They were 
focused on ‘converting existing landscapes into what they thought of as the 
proper countryside’ (Ibid: 195), but their agricultural ideas fi tted poorly 
with the environmental conditions of British Columbia.

In New Zealand, too, the colonial countryside had a contested and 
experimental evolution. During the late nineteenth century, the open coun-
try of New Zealand was transformed from wild grassland to pasture, with 
the area of improved pasture increasing from 158,000 acres in 1861 to 
16.5 million acres in 1925, supporting an agricultural economy that was 
dependent on exporting wool to Britain, using sheep breeds introduced 
from Britain and raised using British husbandry (Holland et al., 2002). 
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Indeed, almost all of the key components in the construction of the colonial 
countryside were imported:

From the outset, settlers brought in plants and animals native to 
temperate and sub-tropical regions of the world. Trees and shrubs, 
herbs and grasses, fl owers and vegetables, birds and mammals, 
game and economic animals, insects, and fi sh were imported in bulk 
and widely distributed. After a few years, when native grasses had 
largely failed to meet pastoralists’ expectations, introduced grasses 
and herbs were either purposefully sown or accidentally introduced 
as contaminants in the widely used ‘station seed mix’.

(Holland et al., 2002: 75)

Some imports failed to behave in the way anticipated, notably rabbits 
which by the 1880s had been declared the number one nuisance for agri-
culture, as well as causing extensive damage to native fl ora. The impact of 
the constructed countryside was not only environmental but also cultural, 
displacing Māori for whom the open country had been ‘a mosaic of pro-
ductive aquatic and dryland habitats for fi bre, food plants, and animals’ 
(Ibid: 71). Instead, the new rural New Zealand became the basis of a dis-
tinctive settler Pakeha identity (C. Bell, 1997). As in North America, the 
identifi cation of the rural as the ‘real’ New Zealand refl ected not only a 
discourse of the virtues and simplicity of rural life, but also a belief that 
the struggle to ‘break the land’ had helped to forge the national character 
(Ibid). Only recently has this representation been challenged by the 
re-assertion of Ma ̄ ori narratives of the rural landscape and the plants, 
animals and resources that it contains (see Panelli et al., 2008).

Colonial settlers in tropical and sub-tropical regions were confronted 
with a landscape even more removed from that of the European country-
side, but here too hybridization was an intrinsic feature of empire, com-
bining European ideas and expectations of the rural with the local 
environment (Casid, 2005). Colonial administrators raised on English 
country estates attempted to recreate English country gardens in India and 
the West Indies (Roberts, 1998), and transported rituals of English rural 
life such as cricket and fox hunting. By the early twentieth century, some 
aristocrats alarmed at the pace of social and political reform in Britain 
were emigrating to reconstruct their country estates in South and East Africa. 
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Even the commercial crop plantations that owed little to the tradition of 
European agriculture were infused with motifs of European rurality, as Jill 
Casid describes in the West Indies:

The colonial hybrid landscape produced was a hybridization of the 
island of Jamaica not only with Italy and Tahiti but also with the rural 
farmscapes of the Netherlands and of England. A detail from a 1756 
map of Jamaica by the island engineer Thomas Craskell and the sur-
veyor James Simpson represents a picture of the mule mill, windmill, 
cane storehouses, and divided cane fi elds of a sugar plantation. With 
the exception of the topographical feature of the mountainous ter-
rain in the background and the black slave driving the cattle-drawn 
wagon, the over-all composition, winding lane, and vegetation are 
rendered to make the Jamaican sugar plantation as much like a fan-
tasy of rural England and the Netherlands as possible.

(Casid, 2005: 70)

Critically, though, the transportation of ‘rural’ objects and diffusion of 
rural ideas was not all one-way, but also fl owed back from the colonies to 
Europe. Crops such as potatoes and maize were introduced to Europe 
from America, becoming staples in some regions and transforming the 
economic structures and everyday practices of rural localities. As Casid 
records, wealth generated by colonial plantations and imperial trade was 
also frequently transported back to Europe and paid for the construction 
of extravagant country estates. The physical transportation and inclusion 
in these parklands of trees and shrubs such as rhododendrons, magnolias 
and azaleas served as a reminder of the source of the landowner’s wealth 
and became incorporated into the European rural picturesque.

Countryside preservation and the time-spaces of the rural

The rural landscapes and societies of Europe that inspired and informed 
colonial settlers were by the end of the nineteenth century coming under 
increasing pressure from urban expansion. This was particularly the case 
in Britain, where half of the population was already living in urban areas 
by 1851 and that proportion increased steeply to four-fi fths by 1951 
(Saville, 1957). The depopulation of the countryside refl ected the disjunc-
ture between the idyllic representation of rural life and the realities of 
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everyday experience. People moved to towns to escape the poverty, isola-
tion and lack of social mobility of the countryside, hoping for better 
living conditions and opportunities for advancement (Short, 2000).

Yet, the dominant cultural response to urbanization was a renewed 
popularization of idyllic representations of rural Britain. Writers such as 
William Morris (News From Nowhere, 1891) and, later, Clough Williams Ellis 
(England and the Octopus, 1928) revisited traditional associations of the rural 
with virtue, innocence and simplicity, but employed these as ammunition 
in a new anti-urban and anti-industrial sentiment. In contrast to some 
earlier representations, the rural was portrayed as fragile, vulnerable to 
urban incursions, either physical (the disorderly encroachment of sub-
urbs and ribbon development), or socio-cultural (the loss of rural tradi-
tions and crafts to the diffusion of urban culture). These sentiments 
appealed to a new middle class that was already developing interests in 
nature study and outdoor recreation, providing the foundations for a 
preservationist movement that coalesced around organizations such as the 
National Trust (founded 1895) and the Council for the Preservation of 
Rural England (CPRE) (founded 1926) (Bunce, 1994; Short, 2006).

The idea of rurality propagated by the British preservationist move-
ment involved two key features. First, it was closely tied to national iden-
tity. The association of rurality and national identity in Britain can be 
traced to at least the fourteenth century, but the coincidence of the per-
ceived threat to the countryside and the threat of war at the start of the 
twentieth century created a sense of shared destiny. Bucolic rural images 
were used as recruiting and morale-boosting posters in the First World 
War, but preservationists claimed that the rate of urbanization during 
the war years betrayed this message. A famous cartoon in the magazine 
Punch depicted ‘Mr Smith’ leaving a small village in 1914 to answer ‘the 
call to preserve the native soil inviolate’, and returning in 1919 to a bur-
geoning city (Matless, 1998). The association was reinforced in the 
1920s and 1930s in popular guidebooks and travelogues with titles such 
as In Search of England and The Legacy of England (Brace, 2003). At the launch 
of the CPRE in 1926, founding secretary Professor Patrick Abercrombie 
made clear that preserving the countryside was the same as preserving 
England:

The greatest historical monument that we possess, the most essen-
tial thing which is England, is the Countryside, the Market Town, the 
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Village, the Hedgerow Trees, the Lanes, the Copses, the Streams and 
the Farmsteads.

(Patrick Abercrombie, quoted by Lowe and Goyder, 1983: 18)

Second, the preservationist movement demanded the orderly separation 
of the rural and the urban. In spite of the rhetoric of urban–rural differ-
ences, the actual boundaries (physical and imagined) between town and 
country had always been fl uid. Attempts to impose a stricter spatial order-
ing were fi rst driven from within the city, with the expulsion of livestock 
and abattoirs on sanitary grounds (Philo, 1995). The preservationists 
sought to constrain the city from without. Matless (1998) describes this 
desire for spatial order as a ‘morality of settlement’ (p. 32), with urban 
and rural kept in their appropriate place. He again quotes Abercrombie as 
an illustration of this discourse:

The essence of the aesthetic of Town and Country Planning consists 
in the frank recognition of these two opposites ... Let Urbanism pre-
vail and preponderate in the Town and let the Country remain rural. 
Keep the distinction clear.

(Abercrombie, quoted by Matless, 1998: 32)

The fruit of these efforts was the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, 
which introduced development controls, drew envelopes around settle-
ments and created ‘greenbelts’ around major cities in which new develop-
ment was prohibited. The effect was to achieve the ‘containment of urban 
England’ (Hall et al., 1973). Yet, as Murdoch and Lowe (2003) observed, 
almost as soon as the separation of urban and rural was imposed, it was 
transgressed by socio-economic processes. In what they call the ‘preserva-
tionist paradox’, the ‘implementation of preservationist policy ensures a 
continuing transgression of the divide’ (Ibid: 328). Villages protected from 
unrestrained development became attractive to urban migrants seeking 
the ‘rural idyll’, who in turn became supporters of groups such as the 
CPRE in order to halt further transgression.

The problems of imposing a spatial order on town and country at an 
arbitrary point in time, together with the strong strain of nostalgia in 
preservationist representations of the rural, might lead us to consider the 
‘time-spaces’ of the rural. In other words, as well as asking ‘where is the 
rural?’, we might also ask ‘when was the rural?’ Representations of the rural 
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commonly construct the rural in terms of a link to the past. Rural people 
are venerated as national icons because they are believed to retain tradi-
tions and practices handed down from tribal ancestors; whilst idyllic rep-
resentations position the rural as a refuge from the pressures of modern 
life ( J. Short, 1991) (Plate 2.1).

Yet, fi xing the time of the rural is impossible. Matless (1994) observes, 
for instance, that it ‘seems often to be assumed that the English village lies 
on the side of tradition against modernity, with those two terms in oppo-
sition’ (p. 79), but notes that the villages represented by preservationist 
writers such as W.G. Hoskins and Thomas Sharp do not fi t this simple 
dualism. Equally, whilst the protection of historical buildings is a major 
aspect of countryside preservation, these do not date from a consistent 
period. Rural literature alludes to a ‘golden age’, but this elusively slips 
further and further back (B. Short, 2006).

Nonetheless, the commodifi cation of heritage is a central part of the 
practice of present-day rural localities, not only in Europe but also around 
the world (see C. Bell, 1997; Crang, 1999; Prideaux, 2002; Wilson, 1992). 

Plate 2.1 Thatched cottages and cornfi elds: the English rural idyll? (Photo: 
author)
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In order to correspond with modern expectations of the historic rural, 
the presentation of rural heritage can be subject to revisionism and embel-
lishment, processes that can be controversial. Rigg and Ritchie (2002), 
for example, describe the commodifi cation of rural heritage in Thailand, 
a country in which the interpretation of the rural past is politically sensi-
tive. Idyllic representations of the rural past have been employed by radi-
cal activists to challenge present-day modernization programmes and 
assert a peasant-based history. The same idyllic representations have also, 
however, been appropriated by new tourist resorts, the development of 
which displaces peasant populations. The result is an imagined perform-
ance of ‘authentic’ Thai rural life that has little to do with the reality of 
rural Thailand, either past or present:

[The resort] shows how urban Thais conceptualize the rural, as the 
owners and designers (both Thai and farang) designed the ‘rural’ 
experience for the consumption of other – a mythic past performed 
as a pageant (much like the laser light shows of ‘ancient’ Sukhothai) – 
with little connection to the reality of subsistence rice farming.

(Rigg and Ritchie, 2002: 367)

KNOWING THE RURAL

Discourses of rurality

The contemporary rural is complex space, created by the diverse and 
dynamic processes of imagination, representation, materialization and 
contestation described in the section above, and taking on different forms 
in different contexts and from different perspectives. The process of reim-
agining and reproducing the rural is necessarily refl exive, it involves crit-
ical refl ection on the observed state of the ‘rural’ and comparison with 
some imagined yardstick of what we might expect the rural to be like. As 
such, the reproduction of the rural requires us to have some way of 
making sense of the rural, of knowing the rural. Thus, whilst the previous 
section focused on the ontology of the rural – how the rural has been 
brought into existence – this section will examine the epistemological 
question of how we know and understand the rural.

Indeed, there is not one singular way of knowing the rural, but rather 
there are in circulation a multitude of different discourses of rurality, which 



imagining the rural 31

each represent a different way of knowing and understanding the rural. 
The term ‘discourse’ is used here in a sense that is derived from the work 
of Michel Foucault, where a discourse is a way of understanding the 
world, or rendering visible certain relationships, practices and subjectivi-
ties that constitute a framework of knowledge, a ‘vast network of signs, 
symbols, and practices through which we make our world(s) meaningful 
to ourselves and others’ (Gregory, 1994: 11). A discourse therefore is not 
just a representation of reality, it creates reality by producing meaning and 
setting the boundaries of intelligibility. Neither does a discourse consist 
solely of written and spoken words, it also includes images, sounds, 
bodily actions such as gestures, habitual thoughts and practices, and so on 
(Wylie, 2007). Thus, to take an example from the previous section, the 
association of American rural life with simplicity, moral fortitude, wisdom 
and decency was a discourse constituted not only by written texts, but 
also by art, music, political speeches and church sermons, and by the 
everyday practices of rural dwellers that conformed to these ideas.

Academic knowledge about rural space that is produced by geogra-
phers is a discourse (or, rather, multiple discourses as academic knowl-
edge is far from coherent and consistent) (Halfacree, 1993), but the 
production of discourse is not the preserve of academics. We can also 
identify political and policy discourses of rurality that enable the state to know 
the rural and frame the governance of rural space; media discourses of rurality 
that frame both ‘factual’ and ‘fi ctional’ stories about rural life and serve to 
popularize ideas of the rural; and, not least, lay discourses of the rural, that are 
constituted by the beliefs, thoughts, descriptions and actions of ordinary 
people in their everyday lives.

This section concentrates on three particular aspects of ‘knowing’ the 
rural. First, the construction of knowledge about the rural through quan-
titative data as part of academic and governmental discourses; second, the 
role of media discourses in framing popular understanding of rural life; 
and third, the engagement of lay discourses of rurality in constructing 
geographical knowledge about the countryside.

Quantifying the rural

Historically, both academic and governmental discourses of the rural 
adhered to a positivist epistemology which held that the rural could be 
accurately captured in quantitative data and processed to produce a ‘true’ 
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representation of various aspects of rural space and rural life that could be 
statistically tested and validated. By the same token, non-numerical repre-
sentations of the rural were dismissed as unreliable and irrelevant as they 
could not be tested and validated in the same way. Quantitative methods 
hence dominated the more analytical branches of rural geography from the 
1960s onwards (there also persisted a strong tradition in rural geography 
based on fi eld description, especially the North American school associated 
with John Fraser Hart at the University of Minnesota). Quantitative analysis 
could be employed to produce knowledge about almost any aspect of the 
rural. Thus, knowledge and understanding of agriculture was constructed 
through the analysis of a vast array of data relating to crop production, fi eld 
sizes, fertilizer application, farm incomes, farm size and so on. Similarly, 
knowledge and understanding of rural settlement patterns and settlement 
function was constructed through quantitative analysis of population 
data, measurements of distance between settlements, and enumerations 
of service provision, combined with a range of socio-economic data.

It was a logical extension of this approach to attempt to use quantita-
tive methods to defi ne and delimit rural areas, either based on specifi c 
indicators such as population, population density, accessibility, land use 
or agricultural employment, or through the development of more sophis-
ticated multi-indicator models (see for instance Cloke, 1977; Cloke and 
Edwards, 1986). However, far from producing a ‘true’ map of rural areas, 
such models instead generated a large number of different, over-lapping 
yet non-congruent, rurals depending on the indicators selected and the 
scale of the territorial units used. More broadly, the movement in rural 
geography towards fi rst political-economy and later cultural approaches 
started to raise questions about the assumptions underlying quantitative 
analysis and usefulness of the knowledge produced. In so doing, such 
critiques revealed the quantitative approach to be just one particular dis-
course, but a discourse that had set the boundaries of knowledge produc-
tion in rural geography, as Paul Cloke acknowledges in a later refl ection 
on his early ‘indices of rurality’ for England and Wales:

Given my view now that this work is an inappropriate way of address-
ing the idea of what and where is rural, I have often asked the ques-
tion of why I did this indexing. My empirical work on evaluating key 
settlement policies was focusing on parts of Devon (which I constructed 
as a ‘remoter’ rural area) and Warwickshire (a ‘pressured’ rural area) 
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and so although I persuaded myself otherwise, the index was not 
necessary for selecting case study areas. Apart from the ‘prevailing 
social science culture’ which legitimized and maybe even necessi-
tated this sort of thing, I can only suggest that I was expressing a 
rather naïve interest in the question of what ‘rural’ was/is in the only 
way that at the time I had the academic and cultural competence so 
to do. I think that I knew at the time that by selecting a number of 
variables to represent, collectively, the rural I was pre-determining 
the outcome, but the interest was in the emerging geographies of 
that pre-determination.

(Cloke, 1994: 156)

Two caveats must, however, be attached to the potted account of the 
demise of quantitative approaches given above. First, the move away from 
quantitative methods in rural geography has been much stronger in 
Britain than, for example, in the United States or in much of Europe, 
where the majority of rural geography research continues to involve at 
least some quantitative analysis. Second, an emphasis on quantitative ways 
of knowing the rural is still prevalent in governmental discourses. This is 
evident in the regular collation and publication of offi cial statistics relat-
ing to diverse areas of rural life, from agricultural production to health-
care provision, which are in turn used to inform policy decisions. The 
Commission for Rural Communities in England, for example, produces 
an annual ‘State of the Countryside’ report that presents a statistical digest 
of the social, economic and environmental condition of rural England, 
which by aggregating data to the level of ‘rural England’ reproduces the 
discourse that the English countryside exists as a singular, coherent entity.

Moreover, the need for governments to demarcate the territories to 
which rural policies apply has perpetuated the use of quantitative-based 
defi nitions of rural areas. Once again, the tailoring of defi nitions to spe-
cifi c policy sectors has produced a proliferation of different non-congruent 
defi nitions. Shambaugh-Miller (2007) notes that there are over 50 differ-
ent defi nitions of rural areas used by federal programmes in the United 
States, with considerable discrepancies in their spatial coverage (see also 
M. Bell, 2007). For example, there are over 30 million people who are 
defi ned as ‘rural’ according to the census defi nition, yet who live in areas 
categorized as ‘metropolitan’ by the defi nition used by the Offi ce of 
Management and Budget. The detail of these defi nitions can have material 
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effects in rural localities as they effect eligibility for funding and the 
implementation of other programmes. Shambaugh-Miller, for instance, 
highlights the case of access standards for Medicare pharmacies, which 
were intended to ensure that 70 per cent of the rural population of the US 
lived within 15 miles of a Medicare pharmacy. However, the defi nition of 
rural area used in the programme was so broad that it included every-
where apart from core inner cities, such that the 70 per cent threshold 
was easily met in suburban areas without increasing accessibility in 
remoter rural areas.

In 2002, the British government commissioned the development of a 
new ‘rural defi nition’ for England and Wales which was intended to pro-
vide a common classifi cation for use by government departments and 
agencies. The initiative was at least in part politically motivated, refl ecting 
the government’s desire to construct an ‘objective’ representation of rural 
areas in order to counter the subjective representations mobilized by 
pressure groups such as the Countryside Alliance, which portrayed a 
countryside defi ned through traditional activities such as hunting and 
farming (Woods, 2008a). The new rural–urban classifi cation was con-
structed by applying GIS technologies to the analysis of data on house-
hold density at a variety of scales (Bibby and Shepherd, 2004). However, 
the model produced by the exercise illustrates the continuing contin-
gency of any quantitative-based defi nition of rural areas in two ways. 
First, the model actually stops short of labelling localities as being rural. 
Rather it positions territorial units within a two-dimensional matrix, with 
one vector representing settlement form, from urban to ‘hamlets and dis-
persed households’, and the other vector representing the regional con-
text as either sparse or ‘less sparse’. Communities with a population of 
more than 10,000 are considered to be ‘urban’ regardless their household 
density. Second, as the model is constructed at a number of spatial scales, 
a single point can be classifi ed differently depending on the scale at which 
it is viewed. Thus, whilst the new classifi cation has produced a more 
nuanced representation of rural England and Wales, it also demonstrates 
that there is no such thing as an objective defi nition of rurality.

Media discourses of rurality

The media, in its broadest sense, has always played an important part in 
the propagation and dissemination of ideas of rurality. The poems of 
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Theocritus and Virgil in the classical era were early media representations 
of rurality, as were later references to the rural in art, literature and song. 
The signifi cance of the media in framing and reproducing discourses of 
rurality has been intensifi ed since the nineteenth century by the coinci-
dental rise of the mass media alongside the rapid urbanization, such that 
the media is now the means by which the majority of the population 
comes to ‘know’ the rural. This includes both apparently ‘factual’ accounts 
of rural life in the news media and documentaries, and ‘fi ctionalized’ 
stories of the rural narrated through literature, fi lm and television dramas – 
although, as will be discussed below, there is slippage between the two 
modes.

Whilst the media can create and promote new discourses of rurality, 
media representations of the rural more often refl ect and consolidate 
existing discourses of the rural, often infl ected with particular moral, cul-
tural or political beliefs. Indeed, the media can help to reproduce dis-
courses of rurality as much through silence as through active representation. 
The mainstream news media, for example, is frequently accused of 
neglecting rural issues, thus reproducing the idea of the countryside as a 
quiet, tranquil, even backward place where nothing interesting happens 
(Harper, 2005). Rural news appears only to feature when it concerns 
events that are discordant with dominant discourses, and gets reported in 
language that evokes imagery of the rural idyll, as Bunce (2003) observes 
with respect to news reports of a fatal E. coli breakout in a small Canadian 
rural community.

Signifi cant coverage of rural issues occurs only at times of apparent 
‘rural crisis’, such as during the foot and mouth epidemic in Britain in 
2001, or the more recent concerns about global food security. These 
events attract attention because they demand a reappraisal of discourses of 
rurality, and in such circumstances the news media can provide an impor-
tant function in shaping and hosting debates on rural futures. Juska 
(2007) explores one such instance in an analysis of rural reporting in the 
Lietuvos Rytas newspaper in post-Soviet Lithuania. Juska records that the 
frequency of rural stores increased more than ten-fold between 1991 and 
1999, as rural areas adjusted to economic liberalization and the imple-
mentation of land reforms. However, he also observes a shift in the dis-
course through which rural reports were framed. During the 1990s, Juska 
argues, reporting of rural Lithuania was largely unsympathetic, refl ecting 
urban prejudices about the ‘backwardness’ of the rural population, support 
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for radical reforms, and resentment at the dependency of the ‘new’ rural 
poor left behind by reforms on state welfare.

By 2000, however, the Lithuanian economy had strengthened and the 
country was preparing for entry into the European Union. In this context 
Juska identifi es a shift in the dominant media discourse of rurality. Not 
only did the number of reports concerning the rural fall sharply, but 
‘Lithuanian rurality, instead of being defi ned as a welfare problem fi nanced 
by urban classes, was increasingly reframed as an EU-wide problem’ (2007: 
251). As such, rural areas were now represented as an arena for rural devel-
opment, with opportunities for new non-agricultural enterprises and life-
styles. In this way, the discourses of rurality reproduced through the 
Lithuanian news media both refl ected popular perceptions of rural areas, 
and contributed to establishing the context for rural political reform.

A still greater infl uence in shaping popular ideas of the rural is exerted 
by the entertainment media, especially fi lms and television drama series 
with rural themes, the potency of which is enhanced by their combining 
of narrative, sound and image, and by their reach and popularity. Phillips 
et al. (2001), for example, noted that rural dramas are amongst the most 
widely watched television genres in Britain, including programmes such 
as Heartbeat, Peak Practice, Emmerdale, Midsomer Murders and Ballykissangel. These 
programmes present a stylized and exaggerated version of the rural that is 
detached from the everyday material experience of rural life, yet which 
form a crucial means by which millions of viewers come to know the 
rural. In many cases, the appeal of rural dramas might be explained by 
their reinforcing of urban perceptions of the rural idyll. This holds even 
for the signifi cant number of crime dramas that fall into this category, 
where the incongruity between the crime and the idyllic setting forms 
part of the mechanics of the programme. Aspects of the rural idyll are 
reproduced through plots, characterizations and scenery, as well as 
through a number of narrative devices: several popular rural programmes 
are period dramas, playing-up the nostalgic element of the rural idyll; 
rural programmes frequently introduce an ‘outsider’ character to high-
light urban–rural differences; and, as Phillips et al. (2001) discuss, many 
programmes implicitly portray a countryside that is structured by class 
yet free of class confl ict, with altruistic professionals and world-wise but 
content working classes.

There is, however, another rural to be found in fi lms and television 
programmes, which feeds on urban prejudices about the insularity and 
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‘backwardness’ of rural communities and on primeval fears of the wilder-
ness. This ‘anti-idyll’ forms a strand through fi lms such as Deliverance, The 
Wicker Man and The Blair Witch Project (D. Bell, 1997), as well as (in parodied 
form) the British television comedy series, The League of Gentlemen. The fact 
that both strands of rural programming can sit alongside each other in 
television schedules testifi es to the discriminating and critical nature of 
television audiences which are able to understand the rural presented in 
programmes as an exaggerated and fi ctionalized entity (Phillips et al., 
2001). Yet, viewers still make associations between the rural portrayed in 
television programmes and rural places that they have visited, and pick up 
elements of ‘rural knowledge’ from watching such programmes.

The discourses of rurality reproduced through fi lms and television 
programmes can therefore have material effects in rural localities in three 
ways. First, the global dissemination of ‘rural’ fi lms and television pro-
grammes has contributed to the detachment of representations of rurality 
from actual rural places. Urban viewers whose impressions of the rural 
are received through the media rather than through direct experience of 
rural areas assemble a composite idea of the rural informed by pro-
grammes set in a range of different rural environments, and may in turn 
apply these ideas to their local countryside (Phillips, 2008). Phillips 
(2004), for example, observes that the popularity of British rural televi-
sion dramas in New Zealand means that ‘images of the British countryside 
may hence contribute as much to New Zealanders’ sense of the rural as do 
images of the New Zealand countryside’ (p. 27).

Second, some rural campaigners and commentators have argued that 
media representations of the rural idyll combined with anthropomorphic 
representations of animals in fi lm, television and literature have promoted 
a ‘false’ image of rural life and shifted public opinion on issues such as 
hunting and farming practices. A magazine feature for the Countryside 
Alliance pressure group in Britain, for example, asserted that ‘a generation 
brought up on The Animals of Farthing Wood, Walt Disney fi lms and visits to 
theme parks is easy meat for single-issue pressure groups who exploit this 
lack of understanding of the realities of the countryside to their own 
ends’ (Hanbury-Tenison, 1997: 92).

Third, the fi lming locations of many fi lms and television series have 
become tourist sites attracting programme devotees searching for some 
essence of the fi ctional rural represented. In some cases, the actual land-
scape has been modifi ed to incorporate elements of the fi ctional setting. 
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Mordue (1999), for example, describes the case of the Yorkshire village of 
Goathland which experienced a surge in tourist visits after it became the 
fi lming location for the popular drama Heartbeat. As a result, the village 
landscape has become a hybrid of the actual community of Goathland 
and the fi ctional community of Aidensfi eld, with elements of the fi lm set 
retained, such as the frontage of the village shop in the programme.

Lay discourses of rurality

Lay discourses of rurality are defi ned by Owain Jones (1995) as ‘all the 
means of intentional and incidental communication which people use 
and encounter in the processes of their everyday lives, though which 
meanings of the rural, intentional and incidental, are expressed and con-
structed’ (p. 38). Lay discourses are informed by, and provide feedback 
into, media discourses, policy discourses and academic discourses, but 
they are different in that they are grounded in the everyday practice of life 
in the countryside. Thus, as Jones observes, ‘lay discourses of the rural 
amount to a signifi cant part of rurality itself, directly shaping and mutat-
ing it, and also interlinking with other levels of discourse which have 
their own impacts’ (1995: 39). Lay discourses accordingly attempt to 
describe and explain the ‘everyday lives of the rural’ in Halfacree’s (2006) 
three-fold model of rural space, introduced in Chapter 1, interacting with 
the media, policy and academic discourses that comprise the ‘formal 
representations of the rural’.

This is not to say, however, that lay discourses of rurality are any more 
‘authentic’ than other discourses. They are ‘situated knowledge’, produced 
by the experiences of individuals and refl ective of their age, gender, eth-
nicity, social class, education, residential history and so on. The value of 
studying lay discourses to rural geography is that they tell fi rst-hand sto-
ries of rural life. They can assist us more than any other form of represen-
tation in understanding what people in rural areas think about rurality, 
and examining the connections between knowing the rural and acting in 
rural space. This can be illustrated by briefl y focusing on four key 
elements of lay discourses of rurality.

First, lay discourses of rurality articulate how people in rural areas 
understand their locality to be rural. Signifi cantly, these perceptions draw 
on popular discourses circulated through the media but connect them to 
actual experiences. Thus, two of Jones’s respondents in southern England 
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implicitly reproduce a discourse of the rural as agricultural in recounting 
experiences of being held up by tractors and livestock on the local 
roads:

We are fortunate to have several local farms, animals graze the fi elds. 
Tractors track up and down the road. Not always a blessing!
 We regularly get stuck behind the cows on their way to or way back 
from milking. We hear sheep, birds, tractors, etc.

(quoted in Jones, 1995: 42)

Second, lay discourses of rurality can set boundaries of who is, and who 
is not, considered to be rural, and thus act as exclusionary devices. Bell 
(1994), for example, in his ethnographic study of an English village 
describes how locally born residents distinguished themselves as ‘country 
people’ from in-migrants by way of certain knowledge about the coun-
tryside and certain practices and traditions. One interviewee, for instance, 
told Bell that her grandmother always said that she could not be a real 
country girl until she learned to eat ‘jugged rabbit’, or rabbit cooked in its 
own blood. Similarly, the lay discourses of rurality held by urban residents 
can reinforce stereotypes about rural people.

Third, lay discourses convey understanding of change in rural com-
munities, including perceptions that places are becoming less rural. This 
is evident both in the work of Bell (1994) and Jones (1995) in England 
and in a report for the W.K. Kellogg Foundation on perceptions of rural 
America:

Very few of its (the village) people work in agriculture so it is not as 
real as it was 20 or 30 years ago.

(quoted by Jones, 1995: 42)

Mostly it’s cities moving out. And then you’re not rural American 
anymore ... that’s a tough one. The people coming in, people selling 
their land and people coming in.

(quoted by W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2002: 14)

Fourth, lay discourses frame the lived experience of rural life and the 
perceived needs of rural residents. In some cases, lay discourses reproduce 
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ideas of the countryside as a safe, peaceful and self-supporting place to 
live associated with the rural idyll; yet, lay discourses can also challenge 
these comfortable assumptions with stories of poverty and prejudice. 
These accounts and tensions are explored further in Chapter 6.

RELATIONAL RURALS

Refl ecting on rural relationality

The preceding sections of this chapter have highlighted a number of fea-
tures of the idea of the rural: that it is a social construct, brought into 
being as it is imagined; that as a social construct, the rural is commonly 
imagined in relation to another entity (the rural is closer to nature, less 
developed, more connected to the past, etc. than the urban); that the social 
construction of the rural does not occur in a vacuum, but is embedded in 
networks of social, economic and political relations; that representations 
of the rural have become detached from the referent of rural space, and 
have been disseminated and transported through global networks; that 
the idea of the rural is materialized in rural localities through social, eco-
nomic and political relations involving a variety of actors, both human 
and non-human, indigenous and exogenous.

As is apparent from this brief summary, a recurrent motif in our 
approach is the signifi cance of relations. Indeed, we might be said to be 
constructing a relational account of the rural. The ‘relational approach’ has 
become popular in Human Geography over the last decade or so, and may 
be simply described as an emphasis on the signifi cance of networks, con-
nections, fl ows and mobilities in constituting space and place and the 
social, economic, cultural and political forms and processes associated 
with them. The relational approach rejects concepts of space and place as 
fi xed entities, constrained within the static and hierarchical architecture 
of territory and scale (Marston et al., 2005), and instead positions space as 
‘a product of practices, trajectories, interrelations’ (Massey, 2004: 5), for-
ever dynamic and contingent. As Wylie (2007) observes, ‘relations do not 
occur in space, they make spaces – relational spaces, and the geography of 
the world is comprised of these’ (p. 200).

Moreover, the relational approach retreats from the privileging of the 
social that had been a characteristic of Human Geography. It collapses the 
dualisms of nature and society and human and non-human, adopting an 
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agnostic position of regarding all entities, human and non-human, as 
equal components within a network, each with a capacity to change out-
comes through their participation or non-participation (see also Murdoch, 
1997a, 1998, 2003; Woods, 1998a). Adopting this perspective involves 
trying to capture actions and impulses which by their nature cannot be 
represented. As such, the relational approach is also concerned with the 
‘non-representational’ – emotions, impulsive bodily actions, affective 
relations (Thrift, 2007).

Murdoch (2003) argued that the relational approach presents an 
opportunity to resolve a tension that has existed in rural geography per-
spectives on the rural between the social construction approach and an 
equally prevalent recognition of the countryside as a place of engagement 
with nature. The second perspective, he suggested, limited the fi rst, that 
‘the idea that the countryside is simply a social construction, one that 
refl ects dominant patterns of social relations, cannot adequately account 
for the “natural” entities found within its boundaries’ (p. 264). Murdoch 
proposed that the erasure of the nature–society divide in relational theory 
(and especially in Actor Network Theory), provided the foundation for a 
new approach, that ‘combines the “social” and the “natural” perspectives 
with which people are familiar in order to treat the countryside as a hybrid 
space, one that mixes up social and natural entities in creative combina-
tions’ (Ibid ).

Hybrid rurals

The concept of hybridity, as it is employed here, is developed in particular 
from the work of Bruno Latour and his thesis that modernity involved the 
artifi cial separation of the natural and social realms. Latour contends that, 
in fact, modernity was founded on heterogeneous processes in which 
humans became increasingly bound to non-human, such that the world 
is composed of hybrid assemblages of human and non-human actants 
(Latour, 1993; see also Murdoch, 2003; Whatmore, 2002).

Murdoch (2003) identifi ed a succession of rural networks and relations 
that exist in hybrid form. These include various networks of agricultural 
production that combine human, living non-human and technological 
components; processes of development that transform landscapes for 
social or economic purposes; recreational activities dependent both on 
complex technologies and on particular landscapes and climates; and 
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patterns of transportation comprising new human–machine relations 
(see also Murdoch, 2006). He also noted that the rural is governed 
through hybrid networks, highlighting Enticott’s (2001) study of the 
network involved in decision-making about the alleged link between 
badgers and bovine tuberculosis in Britain, which comprised human and 
non-human participants.

Murdoch further contended that the rural itself is hybrid. The potential 
for understanding rural localities as hybrid assemblages is examined by 
Rudy (2005) in a study of Imperial Valley in southern California. Rudy 
critiques conventional representations of Imperial Valley as a watershed 
and as a region, which he notes reproduce the separation of the natural 
and the social. Instead, he proposes an understanding of Imperial Valley as 
a ‘cyborg’ (a ‘coevolved, hybrid, and cybernetic organism’ (p. 28)), bor-
rowing the terminology from Haraway (1991). As a cyborg, Imperial 
Valley is understood as comprised by diverse elements including Colorado 
River water; migratory waterfowl; the intentionally seeded food chain of 
the Salton Sea; the San Andreas Fault; Mexican fi eld labour; public univer-
sities’ extension services; global markets and supply chains; international 
biotechnology, chemical and seed conglomerates; and state and federal 
regulation of water rights, regulations and markets. These elements are 
bound in numerous complex inter-relations, such that ‘the Valley main-
tains connection with multiple bodies and categories of phenomena his-
torically associated with the natural, the social and/or the technoscientifi c 
while never falling completely within any one of those categories’ (Rudy, 
2005: 29). The co-constitution of Imperial Valley means that individual 
social, economic or environmental problems cannot be considered in iso-
lation from other elements of the network, so, for example, ‘the ecologi-
cal problems of the Valley cannot be held distinct from those of labor 
struggles and worker health, much less from (agri)cultural practices and 
community (re-)development’ (p. 30).

Recognizing the rural as hybrid hence requires new ways of knowing 
the rural, exposing the folds and crevices of rural space that remain hidden 
to perspectives focused only on the social, or only on the natural. As 
Murdoch (2003) observed:

The countryside is hybrid. To say this is to emphasize that it is defi ned 
by networks in which heterogeneous entities are aligned in a variety 
of ways. It is also to propose that these networks give rise to slightly 
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different countrysides: there is no single vantage point from which 
the whole panoply of rural or countryside relations can be seen.

(Murdoch, 2003: 274)

Relational approaches can help to illuminate this ‘topologically complex’ 
rural space, but Murdoch acknowledged that relational perspectives can 
themselves be limited in scope. In particular, he suggested that there are 
times when human actors need to be considered as more than just equal 
participants in a hybrid network, that ‘while humans are clearly enmeshed 
in networks of heterogeneous relations, they also retain distinctive quali-
ties as members of such networks and these qualities can be seen, at times, 
as “driving” sets of changes in the socio-natural world’ (p. 275). As such, 
Murdoch proposes that the relational approach should not be seen as sup-
planting social constructivism and exploration of engagements with rural 
natures, but that it should be employed alongside these established 
approaches as an additional tool in the kit of the rural geographer.

Rethinking urban–rural relations

The relational approach can also help us to rethink the relationship 
between the rural and the urban. The rural has always been defi ned and 
imagined in relational terms, as relative to urban space and society. At the 
same time, actual social and economic relations – the networks and fl ows 
of people and goods, capital and power – have always transgressed the 
discursive divide of urban and rural. Functional and political-economy 
conceptualizations of rurality have struggled to resolve this paradox, lead-
ing to the suggestion that the ‘rural’ should be abandoned as an analytical 
term (Hoggart, 1990); whilst social constructionist approaches have 
focused on the discursive realm to the neglect of actually existing social 
and economic relations. The relational approach, in contrast, permits us to 
recognize the diverse networks and fl ows that criss-cross rural and urban 
space and the hybrid forms that result as being part of the very constitution 
of both the rural and the urban.

The mixing of urban and rural has been most commonly observed 
with respect to the perceived ‘urbanization’ of the rural. Urbanization 
involves a number of different processes, all of which have been repre-
sented as threatening the ‘rural’ essence of the countryside, yet which, 
tellingly, all depend on a discursive classifi cation of urban and rural forms 



imagining the rural44

fi xed at some unspecifi ed point in history. Thus, urbanization has been 
associated with the expansion of non-agricultural economic activities, 
and with the orientation of rural production to serve urban markets. Yet, 
as Barnett (1998) observed, urban economic dominance has a long his-
tory: ‘the countryside is in urban hands already, as it has been since the 
city generated its trade and capital’ (p. 342). Less tangibly, urbanization is 
also identifi ed with the permeation of urban cultural practices, attitudes 
and consumption patterns. Yet here, urbanization is often confl ated with 
globalization, such that any external cultural infl uence threatening to dis-
place established rural beliefs and traditions is characterized as ‘urban’ 
(Cloke, 2006).

Assertions about the urbanization of the countryside are hence based 
on subjective characterizations of urban and rural. They do, however, 
point to the empirically demonstrable fact that rural localities today are 
tied into networks centred on urban sites of economic, political and cul-
tural power, and this extends to the discursive representation of the rural. 
As Svendsen (2004) has observed in Denmark, ‘all contemporary Danish 
rural identities can be seen as embedded in – or, at least, infl uenced by – 
urban terminology and practice’ (p. 89).

Less commonly remarked on is the ‘ruralization’ of urban space and 
society. Again, this phenomenon is composed of several different ele-
ments. First, there is the presence of rural populations in the city. 
Historically, the rural elite commonly maintained urban properties and 
participated in urban social and political affairs, such that rural power was 
always in part dependent on networks embedded in urban settings, and 
urban power on networks embedded in rural settings (Woods, 2005b). At 
the other end of the social order, rural migrants to cities have always taken 
with them traditions and practices from their home regions, producing 
hybrid cultures that remain signifi cant in many cities of the global south, 
as will be discussed further in Chapter 6.

Second, there is the incorporation of rural landscape features into the 
urban built environment, usually informed by a moral geography that 
contrasted the purity and orderliness of the countryside with the chaos 
and degeneration of the city. Examples include the ‘garden cities’ and 
‘garden suburbs’ pioneered by fi gures such as Ebenezer Howard (Bunce, 
1994), as well as more contemporary attempts to replicate ‘village’ life in 
urban gated communities and the appropriation of rural iconography 
in urban commercial developments (Wilson, 1992). City parks also 
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represent, as Jones and Wills (2005) observe, efforts to ‘bring the country 
to the metropolis’. The fi rst urban parks were hunting grounds for the 
elite, whilst their later transformation into public pleasure grounds 
involved reproducing the parkland landscapes of country estates. Central 
Park in New York, for example, originally boasted not only formal gar-
dens, carriage drives and areas of woodland, but also a resident fl ock of 
sheep grazing in meadows.

Third, if agriculture is defi ned as rural, then sites of urban agriculture 
can be positioned as pockets of rurality within the city. Urban agriculture 
is important in many cities in the global south, where it makes a vital 
contribution to local food supply. Examples of urban agriculture can range 
from backyard chicken-runs and rooftop horticulture to the use of road 
verges and waste land for grazing to commercial farms (Lynch, 2005). In 
some countries, urban agriculture has been offi cially encouraged, such as 
in Nigeria where vacant public lands in urban areas are available for cul-
tivation without charge (Potter et al., 2008), whereas in other cities it is 
regarded as posing health and sanitation challenges (Lynch, 2005). In the 
global north, urban agriculture is regaining a presence in many cities 
having been suppressed by planning and sanitation regulations. City farms 
were established in cities such as London and Bristol in the 1970s with 
primarily educational objectives (Jones, 1997), but have expanded with 
growing interest in alternative food networks, alongside the increasing 
popularity of urban allotments in the UK, and the use of community gar-
dens for food production in cities such as New York and San Francisco 
(Allen et al., 2003). The engagement of urban residents in community-
supported agriculture schemes linked to peri-urban farms, and the estab-
lishment of inner-city farmers’ markets (Allen et al., 2003; Jarosz, 2008), 
can be seen as part of the ‘ruralization’ of aspects of urban life.

Fourth, urban consumption cultures can exhibit preferences for com-
modities associated with rural iconography. Examples include periodic 
fashion for ‘rural chic’, as expressed though clothing and interior design, 
and the popularity with urban residents of sports utility vehicles (SUVs) 
originally designed for off-road rural travel (colloquially known in Britain 
as ‘Chelsea tractors’ after a prosperous London neighbourhood). The asso-
ciation of these consumption preferences with the affl uent ‘service class’ 
of professionals commonly identifi ed as a key group in counterurbaniza-
tion processes (Thrift, 1989), suggests that they are driven in part by 
aspirations towards a rural lifestyle, or at least by a desire to advertize that 
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the owner can transgress the urban–rural divide by escaping to the country 
for recreation.

Fifth, Urbain (2002) describes the expansion of the urban fi eld into 
the countryside as a process of ruralizing the city as much as an urbaniza-
tion of the rural, as Cloke summarizes:

Urbain insists that the spread of the city out into the country has 
effectively ruralized a very signifi cant part of the urban. Given that the 
nature of the city has been radically changed, both by centralizing 
tendencies and by decentralizing practices, it can be argued that an 
important slice of contemporary urbanity can now be found in the 
village, and that the urban form thereby now encapsulates very strong 
rural characteristics and infl uences.

(Cloke, 2006: 19)

This last assertion about the ruralization of the urban directs our attention 
to the liminal zones where the entanglement of the rural and the urban is 
most pronounced. These include peri-urban localities that are character-
ized by ‘rural’ landscapes and settlement forms, but which are locked into 
urban labour markets and service centres (see Bertrand and Kreibich, 
2006; Hoggart, 2005; Masuda and Garvin, 2008), and ‘exurban’ com-
munities in North America.

The concept of ‘exurbia’ in particular resonates with Urbain’s thesis, as 
it differentiates the process of exurbanization from both suburbanization 
and the colonization of established rural communities by urban migrants. 
Exurbanization, it is suggested, ‘involves scattered, isolated pockets of 
residential development some distance from an urban center in areas pos-
sessing high aesthetic values and natural amenities’ (Larsen et al., 2007: 
421). It is associated with the subdivision of ranches and farmland for 
medium-density development, which frequently takes the form of ‘leap-
frog’ or ‘checkerboard’ development, featuring ranch houses, ‘pods’ and 
‘pork chop lots’ (Hayden, 2004), such that housing is interspersed with 
open land, but still approaches urban density levels.

Exurban development is also often speculative, driven by property 
developers who ‘invoke images of an idyllic rural lifestyle to market 
stability, timelessness, and tranquillity to middle-class consumers’ (Larsen 
et al., 2007: 424). Disjunctures between the rural idyll branding of 
exurban developments and the lived experience of a suburban-type built 
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environment, together with concerns at the social and environmental 
impacts of rapid development, have helped to make exurbia a contested 
space. Larsen et al. (2007), for example, describe residents’ concerns about 
exurban development threatening strong local attachments to place in 
Garden Park, Colorado; whilst Walker and Fortmann (2003) detail con-
fl ict over the incorporation of environmental principles into development 
planning in Nevada County, California.

Lacour and Puissant (2007) characterize the hybrid spatial forms and 
practices that emerge from the entanglement of the rural and the urban as 
a condition of ‘re-urbanity’. This they see as the re-articulation of urbanity 
through rural localities, the renaissance of which is produced by an itera-
tive fusing of elements of rural and urban attractiveness. Urban migrants 
are attracted to rural localities by ideas of the rural idyll, including close-
ness to nature, solidarity and community spirit, but rural localities are 
made acceptable to urban migrants by their endowment with urban fea-
tures such as high-quality public services, artistic and cultural activities, 
and cultural diversity. Vibrant rural communities give rise to forms of 
creative expression commonly identifi ed with urbanity, and produce new 
commodities that are dependent on urban consumption. In turn, ideas of 
solidarity, community spirit and identity associated with rural life are 
applied in urban development in an attempt to match the revitalization of 
rural localities by regenerating areas of the city. In this way, Lacour and 
Puissant position us in a time of transition and rebirth that is marked by 
both the urbanization of the rural and the ruralization of the urban.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this chapter has been to examine the ways in which the 
rural has been imagined into being over time, and the ways in which we 
come to know the rural, both as individuals seeking to make sense of the 
world around us and as geographers interested in studying the enduring 
power of the idea of the rural to shape places and spaces. The chapter 
approached these questions from three perspectives. First, it traced the 
development of the rural as an idea from the earliest recorded writing of 
Theocritus and Virgil, through the mediaeval period to the transportation 
of European ideas of rurality around the world in the era of colonization. 
As was discussed, settlers attempted to shape the rural spaces of the rest of 
the world to European ideas of rurality, but these ambitions collided with 
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the physical realities of colonial territories, producing new hybrid rurals 
which in turn impacted back on European ideas. One example of this was 
the tension that had existed in mediaeval European imaginings of the 
rural between the pastoral idyll and the anti-idyll of the wilderness. This 
dichotomy initially fed the drive to conquer and tame the ‘wilderness’ 
encountered in the Americas, Africa and Australia, yet over time North 
Americans in particular came to value the rural as wilderness and protect 
wilderness spaces. The subsequent global dissemination of this idea coin-
cided with growing concerns in Europe about urban encroachment on 
the countryside, producing a preservationist movement that translated the 
imagined divide of the urban and the rural into a regulated spatial order.

Second, the chapter explored the epistemological question of how we 
know the rural. It revealed both the partial nature of various discourses of 
rurality and their power to have material effects in rural space. Quantitative 
discourses, for example, are problematic in defi ning the limits of rural 
space, yet the lines that they do draw have real effects on policy imple-
mentation and funding programmes. Media discourses often exaggerate 
stereotypes of rural life, but they also shape public expectations of the 
rural. Lay discourses of the rural are situated knowledge grounded in 
particular experiences of rural life, but inform the way in which rural 
residents engage with processes of change. Third, the chapter engaged 
with recent work in rural geography that has adopted a relational approach 
to the rural, reimagining the rural as a hybrid space constituted by net-
works and fl ows involving both human and non-human actants. In par-
ticular, it was suggested that the relational approach presents opportunities 
for rethinking the relation of the urban and the rural, recognizing both 
the urbanization of the rural and the ruralization of the urban.

Each of these perspectives reveals part of what is understood by rurality, 
illuminating particular aspects of Halfacree’s three-fold model of rural 
space (see Chapter 1). Attempts by governments to defi ne and map an 
offi cial classifi cation of rural space, for example, are part of the formal 
representation of the rural, as are various policy, media and academic dis-
courses of rurality. Lay discourses of rurality, meanwhile, articulate the eve-
ryday lives of the rural, which are also performed in non-representational 
ways (see also Chapter 7), and which are ‘inevitably incoherent and frac-
tured’ (Halfacree, 2006: 51), giving rise to multiple, disjointed and 
hybrid rural experiences. Both of these types of discursive representation 
engage with the materialities of rural localities, inscribed with distinctive 



imagining the rural 49

spatial practices of production or consumption activities (discussed fur-
ther in Chapters 3 and 4, respectively), which in turn are located within 
wider relational networks.

The rural is not a unifi ed, discrete and unambiguous space. Rurality is 
always a complex and contested category, and places can only be described 
as being rural insofar as they exhibit more characteristics of rurality rela-
tive to other alternative spatialities. Thus, at least some characteristics of 
urban space can be found in most ‘rural’ places, but elements of rural 
space can also be found in towns and cities. The point here is that argu-
ments that suggest that urban space has become all-pervasive, or that the 
rural is no longer a meaningful category, are mistaken. Rurality continues 
to be a powerful cultural concept, as it has been throughout history, and 
continues to have a material effect in shaping the social, economic and 
political geographies of large parts of the world. The following chapters 
examine in more detail some of the ways in which the imagined rural is 
grounded and enacted and has material effects.

FURTHER READING

Several of the themes touched on in this chapter are discussed further in 
contributions to the Handbook of Rural Studies, edited by Paul Cloke, Terry 
Marsden and Patrick Mooney (2006). These include the chapter by Paul 
Cloke on ‘Conceptualizing rurality’ which surveys different ways of defi n-
ing and approaching the rural; Brian Short’s chapter on ‘Idyllic ruralities’ 
which traces the evolution of the idea of the rural idyll; and Jonathan 
Murdoch’s chapter on ‘Networking rurality’. The historical development 
of the idea of the rural in Britain and North America is comprehensively 
recorded by Michael Bunce in The Countryside Ideal (1994), whilst Jill Casid 
explores the cultivation of the rural landscape as strategy of colonization 
in Sowing Empire (2005). The role of television dramas in reproducing 
media discourses of rurality is further examined by Martin Phillips, Rob 
Fish and Jenny Agg (2001) in the Journal of Rural Studies, whilst the concept 
of lay discourses of rurality is developed by Owain Jones (1995), also in 
the Journal of Rural Studies. The best introduction to relational perspectives on 
the rural is provided by Jonathan Murdoch’s chapter in Country Visions, 
edited by Paul Cloke (2003). Alan Rudy’s paper on Imperial Valley in the 
Journal of Rural Studies (2005) is an accessible case study of a relational 
approach applied to a rural locality.



3
EXPLOITING THE RURAL

INTRODUCTION

What is the countryside for? This is a question that it appears is being 
asked with increasing frequency in conferences and seminars and press 
articles, as contemporary society attempts to come to terms with the con-
sequences of rural restructuring. Yet, historically, the answer to this ques-
tion has been simple. Throughout history the primary function of rural 
space has consistently been understood as the supply of food and natural 
resources, including minerals, fuel and building materials. Whereas the 
town and the city have been constructed as centres of trade, manufacturing, 
cultural exchange, social provision and political administration, the coun-
tryside has been associated with the exploitation of its natural resources 
through farming, forestry, mining, quarrying, fi shing, hunting and energy 
production. The idea of the rural as a space of production and exploitation 
has arguably been the single most infl uential idea in shaping rural space, 
giving rise to particular landscapes, settlement patterns, forms of social 
organization, political structures and policies, and economic systems.

Originally, the resources of rural land were exploited for domestic 
survival – the practice of subsistence agriculture that remains important 
in some regions of the global south (Waters, 2007). The development 
of towns and cities created a demand for food and other resources that 
initiated trade in surplus agricultural produce, as well as the opening of 
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quarries and mines to obtain mineral resources. Over time, commercial 
farming, forestry, mining and quarrying were developed expressly to 
service market demands, and collectively came to form the mainstay of 
the rural economy. A further progression occurs with the development of 
agrarian capitalism, or resource capitalism (to include mining, quarrying 
etc.), in which production was no longer driven by demand, but rather 
by the imperative to make a profi t, such that producers started to search 
out new markets and fi nd new ways of increasing the return on their 
capital investment.

Capitalist modes of production have dominated the exploitation of 
rural resources in the modern era, but the conditions of operation of 
agrarian and resource capitalism have varied both temporally and geo-
graphically, framed by different political-economic regimes. This chapter 
hence examines the capitalist exploitation of rural resources under three 
different political-economic regimes. First, it analyses the development of 
an unrestrained resource capitalism in late nineteenth-century California, 
drawing particularly on the work of George Henderson and Richard 
Walker. Although the story of Californian resource capitalism is excep-
tional, the case study is used to identify a number of features of resource 
capitalism that have more generic expression. This is illustrated by a brief 
discussion of forestry in the Pacifi c Northwest, plantation capitalism in 
the tropics and American south, and the expansion of the resource fron-
tier for oil and coal extraction in northern Canada.

Second, the chapter examines the rise of state-sponsored productivist 
agriculture in the post-war period, with a particular focus on Europe, but 
also comparing the European experience with the ‘Green Revolution’ in 
the global south. It will be argued that whilst productivism prioritized 
agricultural production as the primary goal of the rural economy, it also 
recognized that agricultural production occurred within a broader socio-
economic system and incorporated social goals that were missing from 
pure resource capitalism. Yet, the discussion also exposes the paradox of 
productivism in that the reforms it introduced had the effect of reducing 
the dependency of the rural population on agriculture, thus opening a 
space for alternative discourses of the rural, which eventually challenge 
the supremacy of productivism and initiate debates around the post-
productivist transition and multifunctionality.

Third, the chapter considers the emergence of ‘multifunctional agri-
cultural regimes’, in which the functions of agriculture – and of rural 
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space – are recognized as being more than to maximize the production of 
food and fi bre. It is argued that multifunctionality is a more useful con-
cept than the post-productivist transition, as it acknowledges that produc-
tivism has not only continued to shape certain rural localities, but has also 
become more advanced in the form of ‘super-productivism’. At the same 
time, multifunctional regimes also permit alternative models of produc-
tion, such as organic farming, yet, as is discussed, even these sectors are 
subject to the accumulation imperative of agrarian capitalism.

In each section, the discussion seeks to show how the modes of pro-
duction concerned are associated with particular discursive representa-
tions of the rural economy, and how these in turn are translated into 
material practices with effects on the landscape, society and economy of 
rural localities. As such, the chapter is focused on the connections between 
two facets of Halfacree’s three-fold model of rural space (see Chapter 1). 
Primary production – of food, fi bre, timber, fuel and minerals – is com-
monly perceived to be one of the ‘distinctive spatial practices’ through 
which rural localities are inscribed; but the conditions for these activities 
are framed by formal representations of the rural that encode the rural as 
a space of production. The production-based economy also intersects 
with the third element of Halfacree’s model, the everyday lives of the 
rural, but that dimension is examined in more detail in Chapter 7, 
informed by post-structuralist perspectives on performance and more-
than-representational geographies. This chapter, in contrast, adopts a more 
structuralist approach, concentrating on the structures that underpin the 
rural economy, and which locate it within the broader capitalist political 
economy (see Cloke, 1989a for more on the political economy perspec-
tive in rural geography).

RESOURCE CAPITALISM AND THE RURAL ECONOMY

Resource capitalism and rural realism in California

In 1840, California stood on the edge of the European-American world. 
It was part of the Mexican republic, its non-indigenous population of less 
than 15,000 people concentrated into a scattering of mission and trading 
settlements along the coast. The interior landscape of desert, mountain, 
forest, wetland and scrub was home to around 70 native tribes and large 
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cattle rancheros, producing cowhide and tallow for trade with east coast 
merchants. The discovery of gold at Coloma in 1848 changed everything, 
prompting a ‘gold rush’ that brought an estimated 300,000 migrants to 
the territory. In 1850, California was admitted to the United States, and in 
the ensuing decades it experienced an economic boom that was founded 
on an unprecedented exploitation of natural resources. As Walker (2001) 
observes, ‘wave after wave of resource accumulation fi gured in the state’s 
rapid growth: gold, silver, wheat, citrus, timber, copper, hydropower, 
petroleum, sardines’ (p. 172).

There are many rural regions that have experienced resource booms. 
One of the exceptional features of California’s trajectory is that it so rap-
idly achieved pre-eminence across such a diverse range of commodities. 
It was the world’s most important mining district at the close of the nine-
teenth century, responsible for one-fi fth of global gold production; it 
became the top agricultural producing state in the US in 1925, and still 
leads production in 76 crops; it was one of the top three timber-producing 
states during the fi rst half of the twentieth century; and was the leading 
oil producer in the world between 1905 and 1930 (Walker, 2001, 2005). 
The exponential development of these industries during the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries transformed the economy, society 
and landscape of California, in effect manufacturing the modern Californian 
countryside.

However, as Walker (2001) comments, ‘California’s resource bonanzas 
were not passive withdrawals form the earth’ (p. 169). They were rather 
the creation of ‘resource capitalism’: a mode of production designed to 
maximize the fi nancial return on the exploitation of the land for its natu-
ral resources. Resource capitalism requires effi cient mechanisms for 
extracting value from nature at minimal cost, and as such is characterized 
by David and Wright (1997) as involving ‘intensity of search; new tech-
nologies of extraction, refi ning and utilization; market development and 
transportation investments’ (p. 171). These principles apply across the 
different primary industries and produce a dynamic that demands con-
tinual innovation and improvement. At the same time, Henderson (1998) 
notes that the fact that farming is centred on nature is crucial, recognizing 
nature as an active agent that can act to limit or constrain capitalist accu-
mulation (the same observation applies to mining and other extractive 
industries). Thus, whilst the primary narrative of rural California is one of 
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phenomenal growth, the story is punctuated with episodes of crop fail-
ures, mine collapses, fl oods and other events where nature intervenes in 
unscripted ways.

Resource capitalism was already established in different variations in 
many places around the world by the time of California’s resource boom. 
What made California different was the specifi c combination of an abun-
dance of natural resources of various kinds with very few pre-existing 
socio-economic structures to constrain the application of capitalist prin-
ciples. Resource capitalism was hence able to develop in California in 
something close to its purest form. Walker (2005) notes that unlike farm-
ing in Europe or the eastern United States, Californian agriculture ‘has 
always been for profi t’ (p. 79), and that it ‘has only become more thor-
oughly capitalist with time’ (p. 13). The full-bodied development of 
resource capitalism in California was even noted by Karl Marx, who com-
mented to a correspondent that ‘California is very important ... because 
nowhere else has the upheaval most shamelessly caused by capitalist cen-
tralization taken place at such speed’ (quoted in Walker, 2001: 182).

The discursive framing of Californian resource capitalism starts from 
the representation of the territory as a land of opportunity and untold 
riches, a promise that inspires the fi rst wave of gold rush in-migrants. As 
the exploitation of rural California develops, the discourse of opportunity 
is married with an idyllic representation of the state as a place of fruitful-
ness and good climate in a bid to attract the additional settlers required to 
feed the dynamic of the resource boom. Walker (2005), for instance, 
reproduces a poster issued by the California Immigration Commission in 
1885 which advertises the ‘Cornucopia of the World’, with room for 
millions of immigrants, millions of acres of land untaken for a million 
farmers, and a ‘climate for health and wealth, without cyclones or bliz-
zards’ (p. 21). A new genre of literature, which Henderson (1998) labels 
‘rural realism’, documented the settlement and exploitation of the land, 
eschewing an idyllic representation of the ‘natural’ countryside for a cel-
ebration of the heroic role of capital in manufacturing the rural:

Rural realism appropriated stock images – of fruited plains, embow-
ered farmsteads, glistening rivulets – only to better assert that the 
‘rural’ in rural realism would be no refuge from capital but would be 
one of the most desired places for it ... More than once are the char-
acters who bring rural realism to life led to the fi elds and orange 
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groves by bankers and developers rather than running there to get 
away from them. Capital could bring the rural into being and, recur-
sively, would be the better for doing so.

(Henderson, 1998: xvii, italicization in the original)

The contemporary discursive framing of the resource economy hence 
also prescribed the social relations required to translate the dream of 
opportunity into material reality. Central to these was the principle of 
private property as the foundation for resource extraction and produc-
tion. The nascent state government facilitated this development by spon-
soring the dispossession of native tribes, disregarding tactics of squatting 
and intimidation used to wrestle land from rancheros, and enshrining a 
radically populist system of mining claims in legislation (Walker, 2001, 
2005). In effect, it wiped the map clean for colonization by small-scale 
prospectors, farmers and ranchers who provided the entrepreneurial 
energy for exploiting the land.

Small-scale operators required capital to develop their enterprises and 
the second key element of the Californian rural political economy was 
that the profi ts of resource exploitation were retained and reinvested in 
the state. A banking system was established on mineral profi ts, which it 
reinvested in agricultural development (Walker, 2001, 2005). As 
Henderson (1998) details, the circulation of fi nancial capital was critical 
to the development of Californian agriculture, with the extension of credit 
enabling farmers to overcome the impediments presented by nature to 
the smooth accumulation of capital through agricultural production (the 
investment needed to prepare the land; the risk of drought, fl ood, crop 
failure, etc.). Moreover, the credit system also involved a further form of 
discursive representation of the rural, as rural landholdings were con-
verted into ‘fi ctitious capital’ based on their potential productive value as 
the basis of security for loans.

The exploitation of Californian nature by resource capitalism brought 
into being the rural landscape and rural society of modern California. It 
is important to note, though, that these landscape and social effects were 
not by-products of resource exploitation, but rather were integral to strat-
egies of capital accumulation. The landscape was transformed, for exam-
ple, by land reclamation projects, such as the draining and clearing of the 
Sacramento – San Joaquin Delta for arable production, and irrigation 
schemes, which had created 5,000 miles of irrigation canals by 1900 
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(Henderson, 1998; Walker, 2005). More subtly, the landscape was popu-
lated by imported crops and livestock – sheep, cattle, mules; peach, apple, 
pear, apricot, orange and cherry trees; vines, strawberries, olives, fi gs, 
artichokes and rice, among many others – and later by the modifi ed 
breeds and varieties propagated by the state’s own agricultural scientists 
(Walker, 2005). Radically, these crops and livestock were raised by spe-
cialist producers, with Californian agriculture based on monoculture 
from the start, and regional specialization produced a patchwork land-
scape with localities perfecting the cultivation of specialty crops (Ibid).

The new rural landscape was also characterized by the network of rail-
ways that developed to export the produce of mines, forests and farms, and 
by the town sites established by the railroad, mining, timber and cattle 
companies to service the resource economy (Walker, 2001). In contrast to 
Europe, or even longer-settled parts of North America, there was no exist-
ing rural population in California to provide the labour force for resource 
capitalism. Initially, migrants were attracted from elsewhere in the United 
States by comparatively high wages. However, as the dynamics of capital 
accumulation demanded mass, low-cost and trouble-free labour, Californian 
agriculture turned to hired immigrant workers, drawn in waves from 
Mexico, China, Japan, Vietnam and India. As Walker (2005) remarks, ‘the 
most striking thing about the labor system in California farming ... is not 
just that it involves hired labor but that it has used one group after another, 
in a vast, repetitive cycle of recruitment, employment, exploitation, and 
expulsion’ (p. 66) (see also Box 3.1). Immigrant labour serviced resource 
capitalism, but was encountered by rampant racism, which was manifest 
spatially as well as socially with the establishment of separate migrant 
worker villages (González, 1994; see also Henderson, 1998; Mitchell, 
1996; Walker, 2005). Most notorious was the bracero programme, which 
brought in Mexican workers as a form of indentured agricultural labour: 
‘contracted by government, housed in closed camps, bused to the fi elds, 
and sent home to Mexico once the season was over’ (Walker, 2005: 72).

Finally, the Californian countryside created by resource capitalism was 
locked from the start in a symbiotic relationship with the state’s urban 
centres. Cities such as Los Angeles and San Francisco grew on the wealth 
generated by resource exploitation, including the development of deriva-
tive industries such as food processing, oil refi ning and the manufactur-
ing of farm machinery. The same cities also formed the fi rst markets for 
agricultural produce and as the pursuit of new markets intensifi ed, it was 
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Box 3.1 THE RURAL LABOURING BODY

Labour is a fundamental input for resource capitalism, especially 
for the type of intensive arable farming and horticulture that devel-
oped in California in the late nineteenth century. Labour was 
required to prepare the land, plant seeds, tend the fi elds, harvest 
crops and pack produce. In common with other inputs, the impera-
tives of capital accumulation demanded that labour was cheap, 
reliable and pliable. Yet, as Mitchell (2000) observes, ‘cheap labour 
is no natural commodity; it needs to be made, be conditioned and 
served up to growers when and where they need it, and, ideally, for 
no longer than they need it’ (p. 244). Moreover, Henderson (1998) 
argues that labour differs from other agricultural inputs in that its 
use is constrained by the physical limitations of the human body: 

legions of bodies will tramp the ground that feeds the roots; 
they will temporarily interrupt sunlight as they lean over and 
work their fi ngers through stems or vines to fi nd ripe berries, 
harvest grapes, or cut asparagus. Sometime during the heat of 
the day, these legions will pause for some food and drink. A 
portion of agrarian capital will come to a halt.

(Henderson, 1998: 81)

The ideal rural labouring body therefore needed to be moulded 
both to maximize the value of its input and to minimize the disrup-
tion inevitably caused to the process of capital accumulation. 
California’s agrarian capitalists initially hoped to mould the bodies 
of white American migrant workers to create ‘a much more effi -
cient, much less militant, house for labor power’ (Mitchell, 1996: 
88). As these efforts were frustrated by the unionization of the agri-
cultural workforce, growers increasingly turned to foreign labour. 
As Mitchell (1996) records, the employment of migrant workers from 
Mexico and East Asia was justifi ed by racist representations of the 
bodies of the immigrants as being ‘naturally suited’ for farm work, 
in two ways. First, the physical stature of migrant worker bodies 

continued



exploiting the rural58

was represented as being ‘naturally’ appropriate for farm work, 
notably the short stature of Chinese workers. Second, as non-whites 
were represented as being more primitive than whites, it was 
accepted that their bodies could be disciplined and controlled in 
ways that would be unacceptable if applied to white Americans.

Thus, Mitchell reports the explanation of one Californian farmer, 
recorded in archives, that ‘We want Mexicans because we can treat 
them as we cannot treat any other living men … We can control 
them at night behind bolted gates, within a stockade eight feet 
high, surmounted by barbed wire … We make them work under 
armed guard in the fi elds’ (Mitchell, 1996: 88). Similarly, he quotes 
another contemporary report of farms making ‘imported Mexicans 
work for ten or twelve hours a day, handcuffi ng them at night to 
prevent their escape’ (Ibid: 90).

Mitchell focuses on the primitive and unsanitary conditions in 
which migrant farmworkers were forced to live and the restrictions 
imposed on the mobility of their bodies. In the fi elds, meanwhile, 
the bodies of farmworkers were disciplined by long working 
hours and punishing schedules, the incentives of piecework, poor 
equipment, limited safety precautions, and exposure to heat and 
pesticides – the latter especially after the Second World War (Nash, 
2004).

Although working conditions have improved in the intervening 
decades, the bodies of migrant agricultural labourers in California 
(and elsewhere) continue to be moulded and abused in the inter-
ests of capital accumulation. Mitchell (2000) considers the bodily 
practices that are part of strawberry cultivation in present-day 
California, noting that ‘strawberry picking and plant maintenance 
requires that workers spend the day doubled over at the waist as 
they work their way down a row, often standing or stretching only 
when they reach the end’ (p. 236). These conditions, he observes, 
marks the bodies of the workers: ‘Back injuries are exceedingly 
common. So too are respiratory ailments from inhaling pesti-
cides and dust, severed fi ngers and hands, and progressively 
developed allergic reactions to strawberry juice, fl owers and 
leaves’ (Ibid ).
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As such, the physical demands on labour for capitalist agricul-
ture mould and mark the bodies of farmworkers. Mitchell describes 
this as a form of violence against the body, thus arguing that 
‘California agriculture is structured through violence, the violence 
done to bodies through incessant stoop-labor, pesticide exposure, 
and horrible living conditions, as well as the violence endemic at 
the border, in their home villages, in the campaigns to organize 
farmworkers (and resistance to these by growers), and in the cities 
and towns that farmworkers live in up and down the agricultural 
valleys of the state’ (Mitchell, 2000: 238).

Further reading: Mitchell (2000).

urban-based conglomerates that led the way in innovations such as super-
markets, canned food and new food commodities to sell Californian pro-
duce (Walker, 2005). As new markets developed, rural California was 
rapidly integrated into global networks and fl ows. This is strikingly illus-
trated by Henderson (1998), who quotes a character in Frank Norris’s 
1901 novel, The Octopus, explaining that:

The most signifi cant object ... was the ticker ... The offi ces of the 
ranches were thus connected by wire with San Francisco, and through 
that city with Minneapolis, Duluth, Chicago, New York, and ... most 
important of all, with Liverpool. Fluctuations in the price of the 
world’s crop during and after the harvest thrilled straight to the offi ce 
of Los Muertos, ... The ranch became merely the part of an enormous 
whole, a unit in the vast agglomeration of wheat land the whole world 
round, feeling the effects of causes thousands of miles distant – a 
drought on the prairies of Dakota, a rain on the plains in India, a frost 
on the Russian steppes, a hot wind on the llanos of the Argentine.

(quoted in Henderson, 1998: 141)

Variations on resource capitalism

The extended discussion of Californian resource capitalism above has pro-
vided a detailed example of how the framing of the rural as a space whose 
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primary function is the capitalist exploitation of natural resources has 
material effects in shaping the economic structure, society and landscape 
of rural areas. Whilst California is an extreme and unique case, resource 
capitalism and agrarian capitalism are practised in various forms across 
the world, replicating many of the features observed in California. Indeed, 
it is important to emphasize that neither resource capitalism nor agrarian 
capitalism were invented in California. Early expressions of agrarian capi-
talism have been identifi ed in England and the Netherlands as far back as 
the fi fteenth century, and agrarian capitalism had gradually spread 
throughout England by the early nineteenth century (Shaw Taylor, 2005; 
Whittle, 2000). This transformation created the distinctive enclosed land-
scape of rural England, as well as its social and economic structure. In the 
United States, agrarian capitalism fl ourished on the Great Plains just as 
surely as on the west coast, but in the Mid-West it was characterized by 
the incorporation of pioneer subsistence farmers into the marketplace 
and by the dominance achieved by conglomerates such as ConAgra that 
provided the infrastructure for capitalist accumulation, including grain 
mills and food processing.

Also well entrenched by the nineteenth century was plantation capital-
ism, a tool of colonialism, with the terms ‘plantation’ and ‘colony’ even 
being used interchangeably (Casid, 2005). The plantation system was 
developed in the Canary Islands, Cape Verde Islands and island of São 
Tomé off west Africa in the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, and exported 
by Spanish and Portuguese colonists to the Caribbean and South America 
(Potter et al., 2008). Plantations represented the most rapacious form of 
European exploitation of the rural lands of Africa, Asia and America, 
designed solely for the production of cash crops to feed the cravings of 
European consumers and generate wealth for European merchants. As 
Casid (2005) records, the establishment of plantations required the scour-
ing of the pre-existing landscape, involving ‘vast deforestation, the clear-
ing of the undergrowth and the burning of any remaining roots’ 
(p. 7). This process made rural land empty, and thus legally available for 
appropriation by colonists who replanted with crops introduced from 
around the world for their commercial potential:

Not only were the main cash crops of the plantation system – 
sugarcane, coffee, and indigo – transplants, but plant transfers to the 
Caribbean from Europe, Asia, Africa and the South Pacifi c so radically 
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transformed the landscapes of the Caribbean islands that those spe-
cies of fl ora most symbolically associated with the ‘tropics’ were pre-
cisely those plants by which the British grafted one idea of island 
paradise onto another. Bamboo, logwood, cashew, casuarina, royal 
palm, imortelle, coconut palm, citrus, mango, tamarind, breadfruit, 
banana, bougainvillea, hibiscus, oleander, poinsettia, thunbergia, 
and even pasture grass (guinea grass from West Africa) were all colo-
nial transplants.

(Casid, 2005: 7)

Plantations were sites of intensive industrial agriculture, fi ne-tuned to 
maximizing capital returns through economies of scale in production and 
processing. In time, however, the advantages of plantations over peasant 
agriculture are eroded by the limitations of crop and task specialization 
and the ineffi ciencies involved in managing labour over large areas, 
especially in regions such as South East Asia where competition for land 
intensifi ed (Hayami, 2004).

Restraining labour costs was critical to plantations, and in the Americas, 
in particular, slave labour was a key element in the plantation mode of pro-
duction. Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries nearly 15 million 
individuals were forcibly transported from Africa to the Americas to work 
as slaves, mostly on plantations (Potter et al., 2008). However, as Hong 
(2001) describes for the sugar plantations of the southern United States, 
plantation capitalism was not a pure slave mode of production, but ‘was 
framed not only by a semifeudal class structure and coerced labor system 
but also by a capitalist imperative of accumulation and commodifi cation’ 
(p. 23). Capital, land and technology were also fundamental inputs, and 
numerous management strategies were innovated and applied to perfect 
the exploitation of slave labour. In particular, time was critical for the regu-
lation of human and non-human components of the plantation production 
system, such that Hong argues that ‘it was plantation capitalism that placed 
rural societies on the solid fundament of modern time consciousness’ (p. 3). 
The cultural conditions and practices fashioned in plantations permeated 
through local society, and long after the abolition of slavery, the legacy of 
plantation capitalism persists in the landscape, culture, politics and social 
and economic structures of the rural regions that it once dominated.

A further variation in the model of resource capitalism can be found in 
regions historically dominated by commercial forestry, such as the ‘Douglas 
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fi r country’ of the Pacifi c Northwest of America. As a capitalist enterprise, 
forestry shares many of the challenges experienced by agriculture, including 
exposure to the unpredictability of nature and the time delay involved in 
obtaining returns from capital investment, thus requiring the translation of 
rural land and resources into ‘fi ctitious capital’ (Henderson, 1998; Prudham, 
2005). Indeed, the time-scales involved in commercial forestry dwarf those 
of agriculture. Douglas fi r trees in the Pacifi c Northwest, for example, take 
between 50 and 80 years to reach maturity for commercial harvesting 
(Plate 3.1). Consequently, forestry is a land-hungry industry, Prudham 
(2005) observing that the typical sawmill in Oregon requires access to 
around 100,000 acres of timber plantation to operate over the long term.

The particular demands of the capitalist mode of production in com-
mercial forestry and the lumber industry have produced distinctive forms 
of economic, social and environmental relations in the rural regions that 
they dominate, as Scott Prudham (2005) demonstrates in his study of 
Oregon. The imperative to maximize returns on capital investment by 

Plate 3.1 Time-lag in commercial forestry on the Olympic Peninsula, 
Washington State (Photo: author)
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minimizing the waste from harvested trees, for example, promoted the 
development of processing industries specializing in producing com-
modities that consume wood in different sizes and in different forms, 
from whole log conversion as lumber, to plywood manufacture, pulping 
and paper-making. Similarly, the costs involved in transporting cut timber 
to sawmills enforced a spatial fi xidity that encouraged sawmills and 
processing plants to be developed in close geographical proximity to tim-
berlands, which in turn mitigated against the achievement of economies 
of scale in large plants. As such, wood processing was historically an 
industry characterized by small-scale operations. The expansion of the 
wood industry in Oregon and Washington hence saw the number of saw-
mills in the two states increase from 36 in 1850 to 1,243 in 1920, most 
of which primarily served local markets and had small workforces. 
Corporate expansion instead came through the consolidation of forest 
land holdings, with Prudham (2005) reporting that by 1913, the 16 largest 
timberland owners in the Pacifi c Northwest controlled more than 
40 per cent of private forest land in the region.

Forestry and wood processing both required the input of labour, but 
the industry also needed to protect land for tree cultivation, thus con-
straining urban development. These factors led to a distinctive settlement 
pattern of small towns dominated socially and economically by employ-
ment in logging, sawmills or pulp mills, a hegemony that became 
increasingly entrenched in the period after the Second World War. 
Prudham describes the example of Josephine County in Oregon, where 
the lumber boom arrived in the 1940s, such that by 1950 the wood 
products sector accounted for over a quarter of the local workforce, 
including 90 per cent of all manufacturing employment. Yet, he notes, 
the 64 lumber mills in the county in 1951 typically employed only eight 
to ten people. As such, the socio-economic culture of the district was one 
of petty capitalism:

Workers outnumbered owners, but by factors of ten, not hundreds. 
Class distinctions were in signifi cant ways blurred by the fact that 
owners of small mills worked closely alongside their employees ... 
Moreover, boundaries between workers and owners were further 
erased as many of the former tried their hands at entrepreneurship ... 
returning to wage labor if things did not work out.

(Prudham, 2005: 149)
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These socio-economic dynamics led whole communities to identify with 
the wood products industry and its economic interests. At the same time, 
however, the territorial communities of the Douglas fi r country were also 
cross-cut by occupational communities refl ecting different functions 
within the industry. Carroll (1995) describes the occupational commu-
nity of loggers in the Pacifi c Northwest, self-defi ned as including anyone 
‘who builds logging roads or drives log trucks, as well as anyone involved 
in cutting and moving the logs from the stump to the landing’ (p. 67), 
and set apart from mill workers who were stereotyped by loggers as weak, 
work-shy and effeminate. In addition to the company loggers, labour for 
forestry work was also provided by itinerate logging crews and by sea-
sonal tree planters. Thus, a range of parallel rural lifestyles were imagined 
and performed within the forestry-based communities of the Pacifi c 
Northwest, some spatially fi xed others mobile, but all defi ned by engage-
ment in the exploitation of forest land.

Moreover, the forestry industry has regulated and modifi ed the rural 
landscape of the Douglas fi r country. Whilst the industry originally 
involved the logging of established ‘natural’ Douglas fi r forest, it is esti-
mated that up to 90 per cent of the old-growth forest that had existed in 
the region in the nineteenth century has now been cleared. Commercial 
forestry in the Pacifi c Northwest therefore now depends on industrial 
reforestation, with ‘tree farms’ planted for the sole purpose of future har-
vesting comprising trees that have been selectively bred or genetically 
engineered to enhance the end product (Prudham, 2005). The physical 
management of the forest is complemented by a discursive management 
which by representing the forest as a crop and a commodity has tradi-
tionally denied alternative representations, for example, of the forest as a 
habitat or an ecosystem. In the last three decades, however, these alterna-
tive representations have been given new weight and prominence by 
environmental protests and legislation. Most notably, in June 1990 the 
United States Fish and Wildlife Service placed the northern spotted owl 
on its list of endangered species and ‘the forest industry’s unchallenged 
supremacy in the Northwest woods ended’ (Prudham, 2005: 4). Measures 
to protect the northern spotted owl in its natural habitat of the Douglas fi r 
forest of the Pacifi c Northwest involved signifi cant restrictions on the log-
ging of forests owned by US government agencies – closing off access to 
timber that had been regarded as essential to the economic sustainability 
of the Pacifi c Northwest forest industry. With forecasts of tens of thousands 
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of job losses and the implosion of whole communities, the ‘spotted owl 
controversy’ became a major political issue in the region, pitting rural 
economy, society and landscape created by resource capitalism against the 
rural of biophysical nature discursively constructed by environmentalists.

Expanding the resource frontier

One of the key characteristics of resource capitalism identifi ed by David 
and Wright (1997) is intensity of search. Resource capitalism relies on 
seeking out new natural resources for exploitation and, as such, has been 
a key driver in opening up new areas of peripheral rural land for explora-
tion, settlement and development. From the Klondike to the Congo, his-
tory is scattered with failed or short-lived efforts to extract the mineral 
wealth of remote (and often inhospitable) rural regions. Yet, the potential 
capital return is such that the discovery of extensive mineral resources in 
areas such as the arctic and subarctic regions of North America, or Siberia, 
or the Australian interior, transforms the discursive representation of such 
spaces from wilderness into places of opportunity.

The development of sustainable mechanisms for exploiting the min-
eral resources of remote rural regions, however, demands not only sub-
stantial capital investment (including public investment in transport 
infrastructure) and technological innovation, but also the import of 
labour, housed in company enclosures or new, single-purpose towns that 
introduced different and distinctive forms of social organization into 
rural space. The remote mining towns of North America and Australia, for 
instance, were brought into existence solely to facilitate the exploitation 
of mineral reserves for capital gain. The town and its inhabitants may have 
little connection with the surrounding rural environment beyond the 
mine, which in many cases is largely unsettled and undeveloped. The iso-
lation of such towns, their imported population, and the predominance 
of manual work and industrial labour relations, often for a single employer, 
together means that their social structure and culture can appear more 
urban than rural in character – gaining reputations as islands of trade 
unionism and left-wing politics, or of vice, including gambling and pros-
titution, at least historically (see for example, Harvie and Jobes, 2001, on 
vice in Montana resource towns).

The smooth running of mines and mills as vehicles for capital accumu-
lation, however, demanded the exertion of social and political control 
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over the towns. This need for control favoured the development of instant, 
company towns, planned settlements created alongside new industrial 
developments, such as Mackenzie and Tumbler Ridge in northern British 
Columbia (Halseth and Sullivan, 2002). Mackenzie was established from 
scratch in 1966, linked to the development of saw and pulp mills and a 
major hydroelectric project; Tumbler Ridge followed 15 years later to pro-
vide labour for new open-cast coal mines. Almost instantly, both towns 
acquired populations of around 4,000 to 5,000 people. As Halseth and 
Sullivan (2002) document, the construction of the towns followed prin-
ciples of progressive planning, providing not only industrial and housing 
units, but also public services, commercial centres and recreational facili-
ties, each zoned to maintain a separation of industrial and residential land 
use. Efforts were also put into promoting community interaction, with 
events sponsored by local government and major employers.

Although Mackenzie and Tumbler Ridge were largely built and shaped 
by the companies that owned the sawmills and coal mines respectively, in 
both cases the planned towns were intended to develop economies inde-
pendent of the core industries and to achieve long-term sustainability. In 
practice, economic diversifi cation has been limited, especially in Tumbler 
Ridge, and the towns’ fortunes have remained closely tied to their staple 
industries. In common with other single-industry resource towns, 
Mackenzie and Tumbler Ridge are highly exposed both to the vagaries of 
nature (including the fi nite extent of mineral resources) and to corporate 
decision-making by companies that have been sold, taken over and amal-
gamated into global conglomerates. The Quintette Mine at Tumbler Ridge 
closed in 2000, followed by a ‘fi re sale’ of company-owned housing, 
whilst Mackenzie has lost a paper mill and two saw mills, and both towns 
are losing population, but fi ghting to avoid the fate of single-industry 
towns elsewhere in Canada such as Cassiar in British Columbia, and 
Gagnon in Labrador, which were effectively closed down and abandoned 
once mines closed (Clemenson, 1992; Coates, 2001). The challenge of 
sustaining resource towns also confronts other peripheral rural regions, 
including northern Russia, where economic diversifi cation has been 
attempted with variable success (Tykkyläinen, 2008).

The search for new resource exploitation opportunities continues to 
push into more and more remote regions, including the extraction of 
northern Alberta oil sands, the opening of mines in arctic Canada such as 
Nanisivik mine on Baffi n Island and Polaris mine in the Parry Islands, and 
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the prospect of oil drilling in Alaska’s Arctic Wildlife Refuge (Bone, 2003; 
Standlea, 2006). Increasingly the developers of such sites have solved the 
labour problem by fl ying in workers on rotational shifts, including indig-
enous employees air commuting from aboriginal settlements (Bone, 
2003). The new model of ‘fl y in, fl y out’ development (Markey, 2010), 
might limit the transformative impact of resource capitalism on remote 
rural environments, but the targeting of previously ‘pristine’ wilderness 
has generated confl icts with environmentalist discourses of rural wilder-
ness, as discussed further in Chapter 9.

THE PRODUCTIVIST COUNTRYSIDE

Introducing productivism

The rise of productivist agriculture reshaped the rural economies, socie-
ties and environments of developed market economies during the mid-
twentieth century. Productivism refers to a discourse of agricultural 
organization in which the function of farming was singularly conceived 
as the production of food and fi bre, and which prioritized increasing 
agricultural production over all other considerations. As such, productiv-
ism transformed not only the agricultural industry, but also the whole 
countryside, requiring the reconfi guration of labour relations, social 
structures, environmental conditions and landscapes towards support for 
the singular goal of maximizing agricultural production.

The structural characteristics of productivist agriculture are three-fold 
(Bowler, 1985; Ilbery and Bowler, 1998). First, it involves the intensifi cation 
of farming, including the mechanization and automation of production 
processes, the increased use of agri-chemicals to enhance yields and 
reduce wastage, the application of biotechnology, and the introduction of 
‘factory farming’ methods of livestock rearing. Second, productivist agri-
culture involves concentration within the agricultural sector, with the amal-
gamation of fi elds and farms, the expansion of agri-business and corporate 
farming, increasing reliance on producing under contract to food proces-
sors and retailers, and the streamlining of the food commodity chain 
through corporate mergers and alliances. Third, it also involves specialization 
within farming, including the expansion of monoculture as individual 
farms specialize in particular products and the concurrent emergence of 
patterns of regional specialization, as well as labour specialization and the 
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increased use of contract labour and agricultural services. Each of these 
structural dimensions of productivism has had consequences both for the 
practice of farming and for the wider social, economic and environment 
dynamics of rural areas, as Table 3.1 summarizes.

The development of productivist agriculture in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury was stimulated and conditioned by factors both within and beyond 
the farming sector. Ilbery and Bowler (1998) outline three competing 
theorizations that have been advanced to explain the rise of productivism, 
each of which position agriculture within a broader socio-economic 
framework. Thus, the fi rst model of commercialization emphasizes the sig-
nifi cance of economic factors in driving the modernization of farm pro-
duction processes and the integration of farms into capitalist market 
relations. Strongly infl uenced by neoclassical economics, the commer-
cialization model holds that family farms are transformed into capitalist 
enterprises by the introduction of supply–demand relations in a market 
economy. Productivist techniques and principles are hence adopted to 
help farms meet market demand and, moreover, to maintain competitive 
advantage within the marketplace. In particular, the commercialization 
thesis stresses the importance of technological innovation in supporting 
agricultural development, arguing that technology is ‘a cause (not an 
effect) of agricultural modernization and economic development’ (Ilbery 
and Bowler, 1998: 58). However, it is also argued that commercialization 
produces a ‘dual farming economy’, with divergence between modern 
capitalistic farms and traditional family farms. The mix of these farm types 
varies spatially, with distance from major urban markets, regional farm 
size structures, and the distribution of natural resources employed to 
explain the differential geography of agricultural modernization.

The second model, commoditization, adopts a political-economy approach 
and emphasizes the signifi cance of social structures over economic struc-
tures and of farm outputs over farm inputs. It proposes that farm house-
holds in modern, capitalist society have become increasing dependent on 
goods obtained through the market, and thus are themselves required to 
sell through the marketplace in order to earn income to purchase farm 
inputs (Ilbery and Bowler, 1998). Farms hence get drawn into the capital-
ist accumulation process, which in turn restructures the nature of farm 
labour. Modern capitalist farms develop in which there is a separation 
between the capitalist landowning class that owns and manages the farm, 
and the working class that provides labour in return for wages. Traditional 
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Table 3.1 Structural dimensions, process responses and consequences of the 
industrialization of agriculture (after Ilbery and Bowler, 1998)

Structural 
dimension

Primary process responses Secondary consequences

Intensifi cation Purchased inputs replace 
labour and substitute for 
land, increasing dependence 
on agro-inputs industries
Mechanization and 
automation of production 
processes
Application of developments 
in biotechnology

Development of supply 
(requisites) cooperatives
Rising agricultural 
indebtedness
Increasing energy intensity 
and dependence on fossil 
fuels
Overproduction for the 
domestic market
Destruction of environment 
and agro-ecosystems

Concentration Fewer but larger farming units
Production of most crops and 
livestock concentrated on fewer 
farms, regions and countries
Sale of farm produce to food 
processing industries – 
increasing dependence on 
contract farming

Development of marketing 
cooperatives
New social relations in rural 
communities
Inability of young to enter 
farming
Polarization of the farm size 
structure
Corporate ownership of land
Increasing inequalities in 
farm incomes between farm 
sizes, types and locations
State agricultural policies 
favouring large farms and 
certain regions

Specialization Labour specialization, 
including the management 
function
Fewer farm products from 
each farm, region and country

Food consumed outside 
region where it was produced
Increased risk of system 
failure
Change composition of the 
workforce
Structural rigidity in farm 
production



exploiting the rural70

family farms, dependent on family labour, it is argued, cannot compete 
effectively with capitalist wage-labour farms, and should, according to 
commoditization theory, be gradually squeezed out of existence. However, 
although the commoditization thesis enjoyed some popularity in the 
1980s, the empirical evidence for the thesis is weak. In particular, critics 
have argued that the continuing presence of family farms in advanced 
capitalist societies disproves the assumptions of the model (see Ilbery and 
Bowler, 1998).

The third model, industrialization, combines elements from both the 
commercialization and the commoditization approaches but also adopts 
a wider perspective in examining the larger food-supply system and its 
long-term development. In particular, the industrialization approach 
focuses on the transformation of agriculture by industrial capital over 
time, and the conditioning of this transformation by responses to bio-
physical and natural processes. The embeddedness of agriculture in nature, 
it is argued, means that changes in agricultural production are not uni-
form and hence that the development of capitalist agriculture has pro-
ceeded in a series of steps (Goodman et al., 1987; Ilbery and Bowler, 
1998). Thus, for example, the replacement of animal power by machines 
was an early step, followed later by the replacement of human labour by 
machines. Goodman and Redclift (1991) further argued that this incre-
mental evolution of agriculture involves both processes of appropriation 
and processes of substitution. Appropriation here refers to the removal 
from the farm production process of elements that could be naturally 
reproduced on their farm and their replacement by commercially pur-
chased inputs. The replacement of animals by farm machinery and of 
manure by synthetic fertilizers are examples of this. Substitution, in this 
context, refers to the replacement of cultivated food and fi bre by industri-
ally produced substitutes, especially in the clothing and food processing 
industries, thus changing demand for agricultural products. Examples of 
substitution include the development of artifi cial sweeteners to replace 
sugar in foods, and the use of nylon in place of cotton.

The industrialization thesis therefore acknowledges that changes in 
agriculture are shaped not only by farm-level decision-making, but also 
by wider social, economic, political and technological dynamics impacting 
on the food-supply system. Goodman and Redclift (1989) describe agri-
cultural production as positioned within historically specifi c food regimes 
which have fi xed relations between food production and consumption on 
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a global scale in a sequence extending back to the 1870s. Productivism is 
identifi ed with the second food regime, prevalent from the 1920s to the 
1980s, which involved the transnational restructuring of agriculture in 
order to supply increasingly global mass markets (Le Heron, 1993).

As such, the industrialization approach affords the opportunity to con-
sider how wider social and political events and relations have shaped the 
evolution of food regimes, and, within them, the development of capital-
ist agriculture. In particular, it allows us to recognize the role of the state 
in supporting and sponsoring productivism, through the funding of 
research and development programmes and agricultural training; the 
award of grants, subsidies and loans to farmers to enable investment in 
farm modernization; the regulation of markets by price support mecha-
nisms; and the protection of domestic markets by tariffs and import 
restrictions. These measures were enshrined in state policies, most notably 
the Common Agricultural Policy of the European Community, and 
afforded agriculture a degree of state favour that was arguably unmatched 
for any other industry – a situation that has been labelled ‘agricultural 
exceptionalism’.

The ease with which agriculture was able to command substantial state 
resources in support of the productivist project refl ected the prevalence of 
concerns in the mid-twentieth century about the need to feed a rapidly 
growing and increasingly urban population – concerns that were com-
pounded in Europe by the disruptive impact of the Second World War on 
agricultural systems. Agricultural capitalists and state agents were hence 
able to articulate a discourse that prioritized maximizing agricultural pro-
duction as the solution to the food crisis. In this discourse, rural areas 
came to be positioned primarily as sources of food, and the constituent 
elements of rural life, from livestock to farmworkers to hedgerows, were 
represented as components in the agricultural mode of production to be 
modifi ed, refi ned or replaced as appropriate.

The implementation of productivist policies brought substantial mate-
rial benefi ts for agricultural capitalists, however, in several respects state 
intervention served to moderate and constrain the capitalist accumulation 
process – for example, through the use of artifi cial market mechanisms to 
control prices for agricultural products, the establishment of state-owned 
purchasing and marketing monopolies for key commodities, and the reg-
ulation of agricultural wages. Indeed, the survival of the family farm in 
Europe may be credited to the protection provided to small farmers from 
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full exposure to free market conditions by the Common Agricultural 
Policy, whilst the rolling back of state intervention in agriculture in 
Australia and New Zealand has resulted in the disappearance of many 
smaller, family-run farms (see Chapter 8).

Furthermore, whilst the commercialization, commoditization and 
industrialization models all position productivism as part of the develop-
ment of capitalist agriculture in advanced market economies, it might be 
noted that productivist principles were also adopted in agricultural pro-
duction in state socialist countries, and that parallels could be found in 
the ‘Green Revolution’ experienced in developing nations such as India 
and Mexico (see Box 3.2).

Box 3.2 THE GREEN REVOLUTION

First world productivism, with its drive to increase agricultural pro-
duction, had a parallel in the Green Revolution experienced by 
many parts of the global south during the 1960s and 1970s. In 
common with European productivism, the Green Revolution was 
driven by the urgent need to secure food supplies for a booming 
population. Yet, not only did the scale of the projected population 
increase far outstrip the post-war ‘baby boom’ of Europe, but the 
Green Revolution also needed to address problems of endemic 
extreme poverty in rural areas, basic agricultural technologies and 
techniques, vulnerability to disease and extreme weather, and the 
adaptation of post-colonial economies. Many governments also 
enthusiastically backed the Green Revolution as a political strategy 
to support post-colonial goals of national self-suffi ciency and to 
limit demands for more radical land redistribution and economic 
reforms (Atkins and Bowler, 2001).

The Green Revolution involved the enhancement of agricultural 
production in developing countries through mechanization, irriga-
tion, improvements in land management, the introduction of pes-
ticides and other agri-chemicals, and, most notably, the development 
of new hybrid varieties of rice and wheat that could resist certain 
diseases, such as the rust virus in cereals, and produce higher 
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yields (Atkins and Bowler, 2001; Southgate et al., 2007). Collectively, 
these innovations resulted in dramatic improvements in agricul-
tural output, including a 27 per cent increase in per capita food 
production in Asia between the mid-1960s and mid-1990s (Jewitt 
and Baker, 2007), and have helped to avoid the threat of severe 
famine in regions such as the Indian sub-continent. The Green 
Revolution also had a transformative impact on broader aspects of 
rural life. Social relations were reconfi gured as permanent agricul-
tural employment expanded, creating a new rural proletariat that 
challenged traditional class and caste structures in countries such 
as India. In a study of three Indian villages in 2001, following-up 
research in 1972, Jewitt and Baker record improvements to infra-
structure, ownership of consumer goods, health and literacy as well 
as to food security, that are attributed by villagers to the Green 
Revolution: 

open wells had largely been replaced by domestic hand pumps, 
brick houses has replaced mud-built ones and cars and trac-
tors were numerous. With respect to the villages themselves … 
standards of dress were much higher, the eye infections and 
septic wounds so frequently evident on limbs in 1972 were 
virtually absent and most people seemed a great deal healthier 
and better fed.

(Jewitt and Baker, 2007: 78)

However, as with European productivism, the Green Revolution 
has been accused of prioritizing agricultural production over wider 
social and environmental interests. Rural landscapes have been 
transformed as indigenous crops have been replaced by high-yield 
hybrid varieties, with biodiversity reduced, and serious concerns 
have been raised about the environmental impact of agricultural 
intensifi cation (Jewitt and Baker, 2007; Southgate et al., 2007). The 
social impact is also complex, with criticism that the Green 
Revolution increased social inequalities within agrarian communi-
ties (Baker and Jewitt, 2007). Furthermore, the substitution of 

continued
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indigenous crops by commercially produced hybrid seeds has argu-
ably left farmers dependent on transnational biotechnology corpo-
rations and exposed them to pressure to adopt controversial 
genetically modifi ed varieties (Richards, 2004). Thus, whilst Jewitt 
and Baker (2007) identify grassroots acceptance of the benefi ts of 
the Green Revolution, a strong post-development critique has been 
advanced by critics, including the Indian activist writer Vandana 
Shiva, who has argued that the ‘large scale experiment of the Green 
Revolution has not only pushed nature to the verge of ecological 
breakdown, but also seems to have pushed society to the verge of 
social breakdown’ (Shiva, 1991: 172).

Further reading: Jewitt and Baker (2007).

The productivist paradox

The capacity of productivist agriculture to transform the rural areas of 
developed market economies resulted from the combination of its discur-
sive and material effects. Discursively, productivism reiterated and rein-
forced the representation that the primary function of rural areas is to 
produce food, fi bre and other natural resources. This foundational princi-
ple underpinned the development of productivist policies and justifi ed 
the exclusion or dismissal of alternative, competing representations that 
questioned the appropriateness of productivist techniques and objectives, 
or highlighted other non-productive functions of rural land.

The hegemony of the productivist discourse in government policy was 
replicated in the lay discourses of many rural residents, especially within 
the farming community itself. As Burton (2004) observes, productivist 
rationalities became, and remain, intrinsic to farmers’ self-conception of 
their identity, which they construct primarily in terms of the production 
of food and fi bre. Burton’s interviews with farmers in southern England 
demonstrate that perceptions of what it means to be a ‘good farmer’ are 
connected, at least in part, with the ability to increase production and 
maximize crop yield.  Thus, the ‘good farmer’ was described by one farmer 
as ‘the chap who can up his output by a ton an acre or whatever – and 
continue to do so’ (Burton, 2004: 202), and by another as someone who 
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‘tries to get three heads of corn where there used to be two, or three 
blades of grass where there used to be two’ (Ibid: 203). A third farmer 
suggested that a good farmer would be:

always looking to produce more per acre than already produced. 
It’s the aim of everyone ... at least it should be if you’re a proper 
farmer.

(quoted by Burton, 2004: 202–3)

Adherence to these values was enforced and reproduced through the 
social interaction of farmers, talking and boasting about the size of crop 
yield in the pub, and through the visual surveillance of farmers observing 
each other’s fi elds over hedges and fences. Surveillance and peer pressure 
could act to guard against the more excessive or careless application of 
new farming technologies or agri-chemicals, refl ecting the farmers’ pen-
chant for landscapes that are ‘neat, clean and ordered’. Yet, it is also clear 
from Burton’s study that farmers’ perceptions of neatness and orderliness 
are framed within productivist rationality, such that, for example, the 
spraying of fi elds with chemical herbicides is regarded as good husbandry. 
As Burton notes, many of the practices that are given high symbolic value 
by farmers also produce economic benefi ts, although they might not in 
themselves be an accurate indication of profi tability.

The dominance of productivist discourses at all levels of rural society 
normalized the drive for increased agricultural production and legiti-
mized changes to farming practice that would have dramatic material 
consequences for the economy, society and environment of rural areas. 
The material effects of productivism are perhaps most readily evident in 
its environmental impact. Large parts of the rural landscape were trans-
formed by the amalgamation of farm units, the removal of hedgerows 
and fences create larger fi elds, and the eradication of ponds, marshes, 
copses and other fragments of unproductive land. Over 200,000 kilometres 
of hedgerow were removed in England and Wales, for instance, in the fi ve 
decades after the 1947 Agriculture Act ushered in the productivist era, 
reducing the total extent of hedgerows by almost a quarter (Green, 1996; 
Woods, 2005a). The appearance of the landscape has also been changed 
by the conversion of pasture, orchards and meadows to arable land to 
chase more profi table returns. An estimated 97 per cent of wild fl ower 
meadows in Britain have been lost since the 1960s through a combination 
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of conversion to arable land, the application of herbicides and poor land 
management (Green, 1996; Woods, 2005a).

The destruction of habitats and the increased use of chemical pesti-
cides, herbicides and insecticides additionally had the effect of reducing 
the numbers of birds and other wildlife resident in the agricultural land-
scape. The population of 12 common farmland bird species in England, 
for example, fell by 58 per cent between 1978 and 1998 (Woods, 2005a). 
Furthermore, productivist agriculture has been associated with problems 
of soil erosion and fl ooding, the depletion of aquifers and the pollution 
and eutrophication of watercourses (Green, 1996; Harvey, 1998; Woods, 
2005a). Yet, for most of the post-war period, the strength of the produc-
tivist discourse was such that the environmental consequences of produc-
tivist agriculture were obfuscated, dismissed or constructed as ‘non-issues’. 
Whilst high-profi le revelations such as Rachel Carson’s (1962) exposé of 
the lethal legacy of the pesticide compound DDT (eventually) forced 
some changes, other effects were either tolerated as the acceptable cost of 
increased agricultural production (for example, hedgerow removal) or 
internalized within the farm community and exempted from normal 
environmental regulation (for example, farm effl uent pollution) (Lowe 
et al., 1997).

The social and economic effects of productivist agriculture for rural 
areas have been no less signifi cant. In particular, labour specialization and 
the mechanization of farm production processes substantially reduced the 
agricultural workforce in developed market economies. In Britain, the 
number of hired farmworkers fell from over 800,000 in the 1940s to 
under 300,000 in the 1990s (Clark, 1991; Woods, 2005a). In France, the 
agricultural workforce, including farmers, decreased from over fi ve mil-
lion in 1954, to around two million in 1975 (Woods, 2005a). Many 
former farmworkers migrated away from rural communities to fi nd 
employment, contributing to a dominant trend of rural depopulation in 
the early post-war era. Ironically, the deserted cottages and farm houses 
that were left behind were later often bought and gentrifi ed by 
in-migrants from towns and cities as the migration tide reversed (see 
Chapter 4).

The former farmworkers that remained in rural areas moved into 
employment in new manufacturing and service industries (often attracted 
as part of rural development projects aimed at replacing lost agricultural 
employment), which in many areas rapidly surpassed farming in terms of 
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numbers employed. At the same time, the signifi cance of agriculture to 
local rural economies was further diminished by the trend of farms pro-
ducing directly under contract to food processors and retailers, by-passing 
local fi rms.

The consequence of these changes is that ties between farmers and 
rural communities have become weakened and the overshadowing pres-
ence of agriculture in rural life has been eroded. Farmers no longer dom-
inate positions of community leadership as they once did in the rural 
areas of countries such as England (Woods, 2005b), and key points in the 
farming calendar such as lambing and harvest are no longer events that 
engage the whole rural community.  The closure or rationalization of rural 
services such as village schools, post offi ces and pubs has limited the 
opportunities for interaction between the farm and non-farm population 
(Errington, 1997). Recent studies in England have suggested that only 
around a third of farmers consider themselves to be ‘very actively involved’ 
in the local community (Lobley et al., 2005), and that around one in eight 
rural residents do not have any social contact with farmers (Milbourne 
et al., 2001).

As the farm population has become more detached from the wider 
rural community, tensions and confl icts between farmers and non-farmers 
are perceived to have increased, especially with the infl ux of ex-urban 
incomers with little background knowledge or experience of agriculture. 
Courtney et al. (2007), for example, report that 10 per cent of the farmers 
that they surveyed in case study localities in England had received com-
plaints from non-farming residents, notably in relation to slurry on roads 
and impediments to public access to footpaths. Yet, studies also indicate 
that differences in perception between the farm and non-farm popula-
tions are more signifi cant than actual incidents of confl ict. Research by 
Smithers et al. (2005) in southern Ontario, Canada, for instance, found 
that both farmers and non-farmers acknowledged the signifi cance of 
agriculture to the economy and character of the locality, but that opinion 
diverged when asked about the major challenges facing farming. Most 
non-farmers identifi ed environmental concerns as the major challenge 
for agriculture, followed by competition from factory farms. The farmers 
surveyed, however, most frequently identifi ed low commodity prices as 
the major challenge, with environmental concerns given less emphasis. 
Smithers et al. (2005) report that over three-quarters of the farmers ques-
tioned believed that local townspeople were largely unaware of what went 
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on in local agriculture and the problems faced by farmers and that their 
opinions were shaped by more generalized impressions of farming. As 
one farmer commented, ‘some still think that you have old Macdonald’s 
farm here ... unless they’ve come from a farm they don’t understand 
farming ... they think they do, but they don’t’ (Smithers et al., 2005: 288).

This is the productivist paradox. Productivist agriculture is founded on 
the idea that the primary purpose of rural land is the production of food, 
fi bre and other farm outputs, such that the drive to increase agricultural 
production could be legitimately prioritized above all other concerns. Yet, 
the practice of productivist agriculture had the effect of weakening the 
actual infl uence of agriculture in rural communities, thus creating the con-
ditions in which alternative discourses could be articulated to challenge the 
exceptional status afforded to agriculture. As such, productivist agriculture 
can be claimed to have created the circumstances of its own downfall.

The post-productivist transition?

Over the four decades that followed the end of the Second World War, 
productivist policies were outstandingly successful in achieving their aim 
of increasing agricultural production in the global north. Total production 
of cereals in Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand, for 
example, increased by 75 per cent between 1961 and 1981; whilst pro-
duction of meat in these regions increased by 71 per cent over the same 
period. Indeed, the increase in productivity was so successful that by the 
end of the 1970s, agriculture in the global north was overproducing 
against market demand in a number of commodities. The capacity of the 
agricultural sector to naturally adjust to the problem of over-production, 
however, was limited by the artifi cial market control mechanisms that had 
been introduced as part of the productivist revolution. In particular, price 
support mechanisms which involved state intervention to buy surplus 
goods once commodity prices hit a specifi ed low price meant that there 
was no incentive for farmers to avoid over-production; whilst protection-
ist trade policies limited opportunities for selling surplus product on 
world markets. Accordingly, large quantities of surplus commodities were 
simply stored in expanding stockpiles. In 1982, the European Community 
was storing nearly seven million tonnes of surplus wheat; by 1984, it has 
also accumulated stockpiles of over one million tonnes of butter and 
around 500,000 tonnes of beef carcasses (Winter, 1996).



exploiting the rural 79

Whilst state investment in productivist agriculture had been backed by 
political consensus in the post-war era when concerns about food supply 
predominated; the continuing expenditure of large volumes of state 
fi nance to support agricultural over-production became increasingly con-
troversial, especially in the climate of fi scal restraint in state expenditure 
that pervaded in the early 1980s. Additionally, growing public concerns 
about the environmental impact of intensive farming, animal welfare and 
food quality created a groundswell of pressure for reforms in agricultural 
policy and practice. In Australia and New Zealand, radical reforms dis-
mantling state support for agriculture were implemented, as discussed 
further in Chapter 8. In the European Union and the United States, in 
contrast, the farming lobbies were strong enough to frustrate efforts at 
radical reform, but tentative steps away from productivism were made 
through a series of more modest and gradual measures that became 
known as the ‘post-productivist transition’. These included encourage-
ment for farm diversifi cation, creating a second non-agricultural income 
stream for farm households, for example through tourism or recreation; 
payments to farmers for environmental improvements, including plant-
ing woodland and leaving fi elds fallow; support for initiatives aimed at 
producing high-quality locally branded food; and assistance with conver-
sion to organic farming.

However, whilst reference to the ‘post-productivist transition’ is useful 
in indicating a change in direction of government policy, its wider appli-
cation in rural studies and its transmogrifi cation into a concept of ‘post-
productivism’ have been controversial. Through the 1980s and 1990s the 
term increasingly became used by rural geographers to suggest the emer-
gence of a new era of agricultural production. Yet, Robinson (2004) 
argues that the concept of ‘post-productivism’ was adopted too quickly 
and too uncritically, and a number of commentaries have critiqued 
the approach, presenting two key charges. First, the concept of ‘post-
productivism’ was theoretically weak and poorly defi ned. Different 
authors endowed it with different characteristics, such that there was no 
coherent framework for identifying a ‘post-productivist countryside’ 
(Evans et al., 2002; Ilbery and Bowler, 1998; Mather et al., 2006; Wilson, 
2001). Second, although the loose and general usage of the term sug-
gested a signifi cant transformation of agricultural practice away from pro-
ductivist ideals, empirical studies presented limited evidence to support 
this assertion (Argent, 2002; Evans et al., 2002; Walford, 2003). As such, 
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Evans et al. (2002) have argued that ‘more progress in agricultural (and 
rural) geography could be achieved by abandoning post-productivism’ 
(p. 326). Rural geographers have hence started to search for alternative 
ways of conceptualizing change in the rural economy, with attention 
particularly focusing on the increasingly multi-functional nature of the 
contemporary countryside.

TOWARDS A MULTIFUNCTIONAL COUNTRYSIDE?

Multifunctional agriculture

The concept of ‘multifunctionality’ originates in attempts by rural geog-
raphers and rural sociologists to move beyond the apparent deadlock of 
the dichotomy of ‘productivist’ and ‘post-productivist’ agriculture that 
had been reached by the late 1990s. Critics such as Marsden (1999, 2003) 
and Wilson (2001, 2007) responded to the conceptual and empirical dif-
fi culties that had been identifi ed with ‘post-productivism’ by challenging 
the implication that post-productivism was something that happened after 
productivism in a linear progression. Instead, the notion of the ‘multi-
functional agricultural regime’ was introduced, allowing for ‘the multidi-
mensional coexistence of productivist and post-productivist action and 
thought’ (Wilson, 2001: 95), and which, it was argued, provided ‘a more 
accurate depiction of the multi-layered nature of rural and agricultural 
change’ (Ibid).

However, as the concept of multifunctionality has been adopted more 
widely within rural geography and rural sociology, it has come to mean 
more than simply a differentiated agricultural economy. In particular, it 
has come to refer to the multiple outcomes of agriculture, which include 
not only the production of food and other resources, but also social and 
environmental benefi ts. As Potter and Burney summarize:

agriculture is multifunctional, producing not only food but also sus-
taining rural landscapes, protecting biodiversity, generating employ-
ment and contributing to the viability of rural areas.

(Potter and Burney, 2002: 35)

Framed in this way, multifunctionality serves not only as a mechanism for 
describing and analysing the mixture of productivist and post-productivist 
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practices evident in a territory, but also is a model for understanding the 
dynamics of agricultural systems. As such it has assumed a normative 
meaning, championed by family farm and environmental campaigners, as 
well by some advocates of agricultural liberalization, as an objective for 
agricultural policy (Potter, 2004; Potter and Tilzey, 2005).

There are consequently at least three linked yet different infl ections of 
multifunctionality currently employed in rural geography research. In the 
fi rst, multifunctionality is viewed as a policy outcome, with the focus of 
investigation directed towards analysis of agricultural policies and the 
extent to which they recognize and support the multiple functions of 
agriculture (Bjǿrkhaug and Richards, 2008; Potter, 2004; Potter and 
Burney, 2002; Potter and Tilzey, 2005). In the second approach, multi-
functionality is presented as ‘a complex transition comprised of weak, 
moderate and strong multifunctionality pathways’ (Wilson, 2008: 367) 
that can be applied to explain trajectories of change on individual farms, 
moving between poles of productivist and non-productivist action and 
thought (see also Wilson, 2007). In the third approach, multifunctional-
ity is seen as a characteristic of national or regional agricultural regimes, 
focusing on the combination of farming practices across a territory 
(Holmes, 2006) or the holistic practices and functions of a regional 
industry (Hollander, 2004). Arguably, the last approach can be extended 
beyond agriculture to other natural resource industries, such as forestry, 
as well as to the holistic operation of regional rural economies in which 
production- and consumption-oriented activities are entwined and 
inter-dependent.

Whichever of these approaches is adopted, multifunctionality neces-
sarily implies a rethinking of the meaning and purpose of rural space, 
moving away from the productivist logic that framed the rural as an 
industrial site for resource production and exploitation. Yet, multifunc-
tionality is not in this respect as radical as its proponents might imply. 
Multifunctional agricultural regimes are still centred on the exploitation 
of the land through farming, and are still located within a capitalist para-
digm in requiring the commoditization of agricultural goods and bene-
fi ts. Morever, they also acknowledge the continuing signifi cance of 
productivist agricultural practices, permitting, and arguably prioritizing, 
industrialized farming for mass production, where this can be supported 
through the market. Where multifunctionality differs from previous 
approaches is on the question of what happens to farms that cannot be 
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viably sustained through the free market for agricultural produce. 
Multifunctionality recognizes that such farms have a value to the country-
side over and above their production of goods for the mass market, and 
seeks to enable these wider functions to be valorized in order to achieve 
economic sustainability.   This might mean converting to the production 
of higher-value agricultural goods such as organic food, or exploitation of 
the amenity value of farmland through tourism and recreational activities, 
or the commodifi cation of the environmental benefi ts of farming through 
the payment of rewards for good stewardship (Plate 3.2). In this way, the 
transition to multifunctional agricultural regimes can be positioned as 
part of the wider shift in the global economy from Fordist regimes 
to post-Fordist regimes, from mass production and standardization to 

Plate 3.2 Multifunctionality on a farm in the Netherlands: a nature reserve 
and public paths combined with sunfl ower cultivation (Photo: author)
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specialization and the development of niche markets (Potter and Tilzey, 
2005).

Super-productivism and the global agri-food complex

As the concept of multifunctionality has debunked the misinterpretation 
of the post-productivist transition as a move away from productivism in 
general, light has been thrown not only on the strategies of farmers 
attempting to diversify into non-productivist activities, but also on the 
continuing intensifi cation of productivist practices within global agricul-
ture. Indeed, it can be argued that the search for non-productivist alterna-
tives embodied in the concept of multifunctionality stems not from the 
failure of productivism, but from its success in streamlining the agricul-
tural production process. As has been the case in other industries, the 
effi cient high-volume production of food and fi bre through farming has 
become spatially concentrated in sites where costs can be minimized and 
production maximized to serve mass markets on a global scale.

The processes involved in this advanced refi nement of agricultural pro-
duction, described by Halfacree (1999, 2006) as ‘super-productivism’, 
builds on principles and techniques that have been central to capitalist 
agriculture since at least the resource-boom of late nineteenth-century 
California. First, there is a continuing effort to improve the environment 
for agricultural production and reduce the threat from natural externalities 
(poor weather, drought, predators, and so on). Long-established tech-
niques such as irrigation continue to be rolled out, with the area of irri-
gated farmland in the global south projected to increase by 20 per cent 
between 1999 and 2030 (Bruinsma, 2003). ‘Factory farming’ of livestock 
has also intensifi ed, with 74 per cent of the world’s poultry and 50 per cent 
of pig-meat produced through concentrated indoor rearing (Weis, 2007), 
generating dystopian accounts of industrial landscapes and assembly-line 
processing as in Cockburn’s description of pig-farming in North Carolina:

Its reeking lagoons surround darkened warehouses of animals 
trapped in metal crates barely larger than their bodies, tails chopped 
off, pumped with corn, soy beans and chemicals until, in six months, 
they weigh about 240 pounds, at which point they are shipped off to 
abattoirs to be killed.

(Cockburn, 1996: 39)
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Public concerns about the animal welfare and environmental conse-
quences of industrialized farming have resulted in increased regulation in 
developed nations, including ‘proposition 2’ passed by voters in California 
in November 2008 restricting the confi nement of farm animals. Yet, the 
intensive indoor rearing of livestock is expanding rapidly in the global 
south, supporting dramatic increases in meat consumption in countries 
such as China and India.

Similarly, hydroponic farming techniques have facilitated the substan-
tial expansion of under-cover climate-controlled crop cultivation by uti-
lizing new technologies that feed plants with mineral nutrient solutions, 
enabling them to grow without soil. The landscape of Almería in southern 
Spain has been transformed by 350 km2 of plastic greenhouses in which 
tomatoes, courgettes and other crops are cultivated using such technolo-
gies (Tremlett, 2005). In Britain, the same hydroponic techniques will be 
employed in a new ‘super-farm’, Thanet Earth, comprising seven exten-
sive greenhouses covering 92 hectares with 1.3 million plants growing 
suspended in rows from the ceiling. This single enterprise is forecast to 
increase Britain’s total salad crop by 15 per cent (Addley, 2008). New 
technologies are also employed in precision farming, in which data from 
automatic sensors and satellite monitoring is combined with GIS models 
and global positioning systems (GPS) to micro-manage crops grown 
across large farms, for example, by concentrating fertilizer use.

Second, research and development in biotechnology has continued to 
‘improve’ livestock and crops. In particular, since the early 1990s this has 
controversially meant using genetic engineering to modify the properties 
of crops and farm animals. In many cases, genetically modifi ed organisms 
(GMOs) have been developed that can increase resistance to insects or 
viruses, or tolerance to herbicides, but GMOs are also being developed to 
increase yields and to improve the health qualities of food, to change the 
colour and shape of produce, and to meet other specifi c market demands. 
GM crops and livestock clearly offer benefi ts for agrarian capitalism, but 
advocates of GM agriculture also promote it as a means of developing 
more resilient crops for use in developing countries, and emphasize the 
projected fi nancial gain for developing economies (Anderson and 
Valenzuela, 2008; Moschini, 2008).

Yet, there are also widespread fears about the untested environmental 
impact of GM agriculture, and even about the safety of GMOs for human 
consumption. Public opposition has restricted the use of GMOs in 
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agriculture in many developed countries, particularly in Europe, and farmers 
have actively resisted GM crop adoption in parts of India (see Hall, 2008; 
McAfee, 2008; Pechlaner and Otero, 2008; Scoones, 2008). As such, 
although the area of land under GM cultivation has climbed steeply, 
increasing by over 375 per cent between 1997 and 2001 (Bruinsma, 
2003; Millstone and Lang, 2003), and by a further 117 per cent to 2007, 
the geography of GM agriculture is steadfastly polarized (Table 3.2). Only 
13 countries had permitted the commercial production of GM crops by 
2001, with 91 per cent of GM crops grown in the United States and 
Argentina. With the expansion of GM agriculture continuing to face 

Table 3.2 Distribution of commercial GM crop cultivation, 1996–2007

Area under commercial GM crops 
(million hectares)

1996 1999 2001 2007

United States 1.5 28.7 35.7 57.7

Argentina 0.1 6.7 11.8 19.1

Brazil 0 0 0 15.0

Canada 0.1 4.0 3.2 7.0

India 0 0 0 6.2

China 1.1 0.3 1.5 3.8

Paraguay 0 0 0 2.6

South Africa 0 0.1 0.2 1.8

Uruguay 0 <0.1 <0.1 0.5

Philippines 0 0 0 0.3

Australia <0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1

Other developed countries1 0 <0.1 <0.1 <0.1

Other developing countries2 <0.1 <0.1 <0.1 <0.1

Global total 1.7 39.9 52.6 114.3

Sources: Bruinsma (2003), ISAAA (2007), Millstone and Lang (2003)

1  Includes France, Germany, Portugal, Romania and Spain in 2001, plus Czech 
Republic, Slovakia and Poland in 2007

2  Mexico in 2001, plus Chile, Colombia and Honduras in 2007
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obstacles in Europe, Canada and Mexico, biotechnology corporations are 
increasingly targeting developing nations in Latin America, South East 
Asia and Africa, where the potential for organized public opposition is 
more limited, with resulting large increases in GM cultivation in countries 
such as Brazil, India and Paraguay (Paul and Steinbrecher, 2003).

Third, super-productivism is associated with further corporate con-
centration and shifting corporate spatial strategies. The search for effi -
ciency gains has produced corporate mergers and strategic alliances that 
create both horizontal integration – linking equivalent operations in dif-
ferent countries – and vertical integration – connecting the different 
stages of the food chain. Hendrickson and Heffernan (2002), for exam-
ple, describe the complex networks comprising three of the largest ‘food 
chain clusters’, stretching from biotechnology fi rms to supermarkets. As 
state intervention in agriculture has been cut-back, it is these global cor-
porate networks that increasingly exert infl uence over the agri-food 
system ‘from seed to shelf’, to quote the corporate slogan of ConAgra 
(see also Kneen, 2002).

The spatial strategies of agri-food corporations have also been re-
confi gured to the global scale. This includes the search for new markets, 
with lobbying for global free trade (discussed further in Chapter 8), and 
the promotion of GMOs in countries such as India as a vehicle for secur-
ing farmer dependency on proprietary hybrid seed (Kneen, 2002). 
Production has also been re-targeted on a global scale, as new technolo-
gies have allowed agricultural industries to become ‘footloose’, relocating 
to regions where costs are lowest or regulations most permissive. 
Inevitably, the targets have been economically depressed rural regions in 
both the global north and the global south, where local political authori-
ties are prepared to subordinate environmental concerns to opportunities 
for job creation and income generation. Quarlman (2001) and Ramp and 
Koc (2001), for instance, describe the rapid expansion of industrial hog 
farming in Alberta and Manitoba in western Canada, and the associated 
development of a major pork-processing plant in Lethbridge, Alberta, pri-
marily to serve Asian markets.

Super-productivism has therefore extended the logic of trends that 
were evident in post-war productivism and in earlier expressions of 
resource capitalism, but in doing so it has shed the moral dimension that 
was still present in productivism – that agriculture involved the improve-
ment of the land, and that agrarian capitalism offered the best way of 
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supporting rural livelihoods and sustaining rural cultures. In contrast, the 
super-productivist vision of the countryside positions rural land ‘solely as 
a productive resource linked to profi t maximization’ (Halfacree, 2006: 57). 
Indeed, it might be questioned whether super-productivist industrial 
agriculture still has an intrinsically rural character. With the use of preci-
sion farming technologies eliminating dependency on local rural envi-
ronmental conditions, genetic engineering, standardization and landscapes 
of enclosed livestock units and outsized greenhouses, the continuing 
rural location of industrial agriculture appears to be down largely to the 
demand for space and lingering convention.

Back to the land?

The frame of multifunctionality accommodates many different pathways 
that farmers are now following. Thus, just as super-productivist agricul-
ture has further removed processes of agricultural production from their 
embeddedness in rural environments, cultures and societies – and further 
distanced food consumption from food production (see Gouveia and 
Juska, 2002) – many farms seeking to turn away from the productivist 
model have moved in the opposite direction.  A prominent feature of mul-
tifunctional agricultural regimes is the re-assertion of forms of farming 
that present agriculture not just as a means of capital accumulation, but 
also as a component within a wider rural system. Such alternative models 
of agriculture involve a very different representation of the rural than that 
articulated in super-productivism, with rural space not acting solely as a 
site for accumulation through resource exploitation, but understood as a 
space constituted by interlocking social, cultural, environmental and eco-
nomic elements in which the responsible exploitation of natural resources 
is a key mediating practice.

Organic farming, which involves a rejection of many contemporary 
biotechnologies, notably agri-chemicals, and emphasizes an ecological 
view of the farm system, is one of the most high-profi le alternative models 
for agriculture. Organic food has gained popularity with consumers con-
cerned about food safety and animal welfare, with worldwide sales of 
certifi ed organic produce increasing from US$10 billion in 1997 to 
US$17.5 billion in 2000 and US$33 billion in 2005 (IFOAM, 2007; 
Millstone and Lang, 2003). The growing market demand, the premium 
prices paid by consumers for organic goods, and the availability of state 
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subsidies for organic conversion, have encouraged farmers to move into 
organic agriculture. The total area of certifi ed organic farmland in the 
European Union, for example, increased by 215 per cent between 1995 
and 2000 (Millstone and Lang, 2003). Furthermore, whilst certifi ed 
organic sales are largely concentrated in Europe and North America, and 
the majority of certifi ed organic land is located in the global north, it is 
estimated that around 80 per cent of farms in the global south are in 
effect organic and would not need to change their farming methods to 
achieve certifi cation (Ibid).

However, the expansion of organic agriculture has produced strains 
within the organic movement. Some commentators have argued that 
organic farming is a social movement as much as a production regime 
(Reed, 2008; Tovey, 1997), embodying values of environmental sustain-
ability, working with nature, and linking food production and consump-
tion, and emphasizing small-scale production within localized economies 
(Guthman, 2002; Morgan and Murdoch, 2000). Several early pioneers 
were additionally associated with radical social politics and anti-modernity 
ideologies (Matless, 1998). As such, the vision of the countryside pre-
sented by the organic movement is far removed from that articulated 
within productivism, with very different material outcomes for the 
organization of rural society and the exploitation of the rural environ-
ment. Yet, the principles of the organic movement militated against mass 
production and restricted its ability to respond to growing consumer 
demand. Market demand has hence been increasingly met by the engage-
ment of mainstream agri-business in organic agriculture, described as the 
‘conventionalization’ of the sector (Buck et al., 1997; Guthman, 2004).

Guthman (2004) fi ttingly details the conventionalization of organic 
agriculture in California, where we started this chapter. As she records, 
California is the epicentre of American organic agriculture, with its early 
development stimulated by the infl uence of urban counter-culture, and 
with total organic sales in the state in 2002 reaching US$263 million. Yet, 
California has also witnessed signifi cant agri-business penetration into 
the organic sector, with companies introducing industrial farming tech-
niques where possible, adopting aggressive marketing strategies, and 
securing a global presence through the take-over of smaller organic oper-
ations. Through these actions, Guthman argues, agri-business has appro-
priated the organic brand, setting conditions that ‘undermine the ability 
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of even the most committed producers to practice a purely alternative 
form of organic farming’ (pp. 301–2).

Guthman acknowledges that the presence of agri-business in Californian 
organic farming in part refl ects the exceptional history of Californian 
agriculture, as described at the start of this chapter, but as with resource 
capitalism, the extreme case of California illustrates wider truths. 
Conventionalization is evident in organic farming in other geographical 
contexts, driven not only by agri-business but also by supermarkets. The 
signifi cance of supermarkets as the major vehicle for organic food sales in 
Britain, for example, has led to a squeeze on farm-gate prices similar to 
that experienced in conventional agriculture (Smith and Marsden, 2004). 
As organic farming is increasingly seen as an alternative accumulation 
strategy for agrarian capitalism – rather than as an alternative framework 
for working the rural environment – the capacity to sustain premium 
prices is critical to its continued expansion. This may prove challenging in 
a global economic downturn. Sales of organic food in Britain fell sharply 
in the fi rst quarter of 2008 (Jowitt, 2008), and the area of organically 
farmed land in Britain has decreased from a peak in 2004 (Defra, 2009).

CONCLUSION

This chapter has examined the shifting regimes through which the rural 
has been exploited as a source of food, fuel and other natural resources, 
within the dominant framework of the capitalist mode of production. 
From the pioneer resource capitalists of late nineteenth-century California 
to the isolated mines of arctic Canada, from colonial plantations to modern 
organic farms, the physical, biological and human components of the 
rural economy have been organized, modifi ed and exploited for profi t. 
These activities have been underpinned by a prevailing discourse of the 
rural as a space of production, used to justify the prioritization of the 
interests of agricultural and resource capitalism over all other social and 
environmental concerns, but they also have had substantial material 
impacts – transforming landscapes, changing habitats and ecological sys-
tems, creating new labour and social relations, reconfi guring settlement 
patterns and constructing transport networks, and founding new institu-
tions. Features that we now consider to be icons of rural life, from the 
family farm to regimented forest plantations to irrigation canals to 
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livestock marts, are all products of the capitalist exploitation of the 
countryside.

At the same time, the products of rural capitalism – food, fuel, timber – 
have often been regarded as too strategically important to be left to the 
market alone. Hence, the exploitation of the rural has also been sponsored 
by the state – through the provision of infrastructure, support for research 
and development, the regulation of markets, and subsidies for producers. 
Through regulatory regimes such as productivism in post-war Europe, 
the state colluded with capital in promoting the discourse of the rural as 
a space of production, as will be discussed further in Chapter 8.

The imperative of capital accumulation requires constant reinvention 
and innovation, generating new technologies, new crops, new livestock 
breeds and new products. It has also driven an expansive, dynamic geog-
raphy, with new sites of production sought in increasingly remote and 
testing locations, and new markets secured as agri-food commodity 
chains have become globalized. One consequence is that large areas of 
countryside in the global north are now at risk of becoming surplus to 
the requirements of resource capitalism, presenting a political challenge 
for the state. Should public funds be deployed to subsidize farmers and 
other producers, to uphold the myth of the production countryside and 
retain material features such as family farms? Or should non-competitive 
rural industries be allowed to collapse, potentially taking communities 
with them?

The concept of multifunctionality, which has gained currency as the 
productivist paradigm has weakened, suggests that there could be a third 
way. It contends that productivist and non-productivist activities can 
coexist in rural regions – even on the same farm – and that both can pro-
duce capital. However, in spite of the current popularity of the idea, the 
principle of coexistence presents both ecological and economic chal-
lenges. For example, the risk of contamination from GM crops obstructs 
the prospect of super-productivism co-exisiting with organic agriculture; 
whilst the experience of conventionalization in the organic sector sug-
gests that alternative modes of production are vulnerable to appropriation 
by mainstream agri-industry and the introduction of quasi-productivist 
methods.

Moreover, if the logic of multifunctionality is extended, then the pri-
macy of production in the rural economy is questioned. By recognizing 
the full range of functions performed by agriculture (or other exploitative 
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industries), multifunctionality holds that the value of agriculture is not 
only in the goods that it produces, but also in the social and environmen-
tal benefi ts that it delivers. As an economic strategy, multifunctionality 
proposes that these non-production benefi ts should be exploited as a 
source of revenue, by selling them as commodities to be consumed (for 
example, through tourism and recreation). As such, multifunctionality 
begins to engage with another tradition that has long stood as a mirror to 
the discourse of the rural as a space of production – the idea of the rural 
as a space of consumption, which the next chapter examines.

FURTHER READING

The development of resource capitalism in late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century California is examined in detail by Richard Walker in 
The Conquest of Bread (2005), which focuses largely on agriculture, and in an 
article in the Annals of the Association of American Geographers (2001) on 
‘California’s golden road to riches: natural resources and regional capital-
ism, 1848–1940’, which focuses more on mining and forestry. George 
Henderson also interrogates the signifi cance of capital to Californian agri-
culture in California and the Fictions of Capital (1998). For more on the political 
economy of industrial forestry and its social and environmental impacts, 
see Scott Prudham’s study of Oregon, Knock on Wood: Nature as Commodity in 
Douglas-fi r Country (2005). The best introduction to productivism and post-
productivism is the chapter by Brian Ilbery and Ian Bowler, ‘From agricul-
tural productivism to post-productivism’ in The Geography of Rural Change, 
edited by Ilbery (1998), whilst the debates around post-productivism are 
summarized by Nick Evans, Carol Morris and Michael Winter (2002) in 
Progress in Human Geography. For more on the concept of multifunctionality 
and its practical application see papers by Geoff Wilson in Transactions of the 
Institute of British Geographers (2001) and the Journal of Rural Studies (2008). Julie 
Guthman’s work on organic agriculture in California, published in Sociologia 
Ruralis (2002, 2004), illustrates the evolution of the sector and provides an 
interesting counterpoint to Walker’s study.



4
CONSUMING THE RURAL

INTRODUCTION

For as long as carts have rolled into cities from the countryside laden with 
crops and fuel and stone, there have been pleasure-seekers who have 
headed in the other direction, into the country, to hunt, play, stroll, bathe 
and escape the pressures of urban life. The idea of the rural as a space of 
production, examined in the previous chapter, has always had a mirror in 
the similarly powerful idea of the rural as a place of consumption, par-
ticularly as a location for leisure and recreation. In some cases, rural sites 
have simply hosted activities that are not in themselves intrinsically rural 
– various sports, for example, or, in recent times, theme parks, car boot 
sales and shopping malls. Commonly, however, the use of rural space for 
recreation and leisure is tied to an idea of in some way consuming rurality, or, 
at least, consuming attributes associated with an imagined rural idyll.

The consumption of the rural can take many forms. Sightseers visually 
consume the rural landscape; hill-walkers consume the atmosphere of 
fresh air and tranquillity; nature-watchers visually consume the wildlife; 
mountain bikers consume the terrain against which they are pitted; 
visitors to fayres and festivals consume rural culture; shoppers buy 
rural crafts, and diners literally consume rural food and drink; and so 
on. In each of these cases, attributes of rurality that are the object of
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consumption – scenery, nature, tranquillity, heritage – are translated into 
commodities that can be bought and sold.

For centuries, the consumption of the rural was a largely (though not 
exclusively) elite preserve: Roman citizens built villas as rural retreats; 
mediaeval aristocrats established hunting parks; eighteenth-century 
gentry created pleasure gardens on their country estates, and embarked 
on ‘grand tours’ to consume the scenic treasures of the Alps or the Scottish 
Highlands. The twentieth century, however, saw the rise of mass consump-
tion culture, tourism and leisure, with travel to rural areas enabled by 
railways, motor vehicles and commercial fl ights (the arrival each of which 
was resisted by opponents who feared that they would disrupt the tran-
quillity and propriety of the countryside). The regular use of rural space 
for leisure and recreation by a predominantly urbanized population 
has transformed public perceptions of the rural in the global north, 
challenging the political primacy of agriculture. It has also created new 
opportunities for capital accumulation, and in much of the global north 
and signifi cant parts of the global south, the consumption economy is 
now at least as important as the production economy in sustaining rural 
livelihoods.

This chapter explores the ways in which the rural is consumed, the 
representations of rurality that are involved, and the material consequences. 
It begins by introducing the concept of commodifi cation and demonstrat-
ing how the practice of rural tourism implicitly involves the commodifi ca-
tion of rural landscapes, cultures and experiences. Commodifi cation is 
critical to the appropriation of rural tourism as a source of capital accu-
mulation, but as the chapter proceeds to discuss, the requirement of cap-
italism for constant innovation and reinvention can produce the ‘creative 
destruction’ of rural consumption sites as landscapes of accumulation are 
renewed. The remainder of the chapter illustrates the dynamism within 
rural tourism and recreation by focusing in turn on the different senses 
engaged in consumption. First, it examines the visual consumption of the 
rural landscape, framed through the ‘rural gaze’, and the aural consump-
tion of the rural soundscape. Next, the chapter concentrates on taste, as 
engaged in food tourism. Finally, the chapter discusses embodied forms 
of rural consumption that require physical contact with the rural terrain – 
as practised in various adventure sports – or with nature – as sought 
through nature tourism.
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THE COMMODIFICATION OF THE COUNTRYSIDE

Rural tourism and commodifi cation

The use of rural areas for tourism and recreation has become increasingly 
widespread across the global north and in many parts of the global south. 
Although accurate and comprehensive fi gures for rural tourism are diffi -
cult to establish, the evidence that is available points both to the scale of 
participation in rural tourism and recreational activities and to the sector’s 
value to the rural economy. In England, for example, surveys have found 
that 39 per cent of the population claim to visit the countryside for pleas-
ure at least once a month, and that the average person makes at least 
22 recreational visits to the countryside each year (Defra, 2002; CRC, 
2007). Total spending by visitors to rural England has been estimated at 
UK£12 billion a year – compared with UK£5.6 billion generated by agri-
culture (Defra, 2007). Indeed, tourism has been widely promoted as a 
development strategy for rural areas seeking to replace declining primary 
industries such as agriculture (Cawley and Gillmor, 2008; Storey, 2004).

However, these fi gures cover a diverse array of leisure activities, includ-
ing many for which a rural location is largely incidental. Perhaps more 
usefully, ‘rural tourism’ might be more narrowly defi ned as touristic activ-
ities that are focused on the consumption of rural landscapes, artefacts, 
cultures and experiences, involving differing degrees of engagement and 
performance. At the most passive level, the rural is consumed through 
‘scenic tourism’ (Rojek and Urry, 1997), such as sight-seeing, coach 
tours, visits to ‘beauty spots’ and heritage sites, and short walks, where a 
distance is maintained between the tourist and the rural landscape that is 
observed. Requiring more active participation are touristic activities that 
variously involve physical engagement with the rural terrain and environ-
ment – from traditional pursuits such as horse-riding and angling to 
modern adventure sports such as geocaching and jet-boating; encounters 
with nature, from bird-watching to safaris; or immersion in rural culture 
– from traditional festivals to working farm holidays.  Across this reper-
toire of activities, rural tourism consistently involves the consumption of 
rural signifi ers as participants seek connection with an imagined idea of 
the rural. Moreover, tourists are prepared to pay to make this connection – 
through admission fees and hire charges; expenditure on accommoda-
tion, food and drink; the purchase of souvenirs, postcards, local crafts and 
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products, guidebooks and maps; and kitting-out with the ‘right’ clothing 
and equipment. As such, rural tourism intrinsically involves the commodifi -
cation of rural signifi ers as diverse as ‘fresh air’ and historic buildings 
(inputs described by Garrod et al. (2006) as ‘countryside capital’) as prod-
ucts that are in effect bought and sold through tourist consumption.

The concept of commodifi cation (see Box 4.1) provides a theoretical 
framework for analysing the constitution and impact of rural tourism by 

Box 4.1 COMMODIFICATION

An object becomes a commodity when its exchange value – the 
price that consumers are prepared to pay for the object – exceeds 
its use value. This transformation is referred to in Marxist political 
economy theory as commodifi cation. Commodifi cation underpins 
the market economy because it means that objects are more valu-
able to producers as goods to be traded than as property to be 
used. It also recognizes that exchange values can be infl ated by 
cultural fashions and preferences – the exchange value of antique 
furniture, for example, can far exceed its usefulness for its owners. 
Furthermore, commodifi cation also takes place when entities that 
have not traditionally been considered in economic terms are 
ascribed with an economic value – in a rural context this can include 
things such as landscape, fresh air, nature observation and adven-
tures, or, equally, biodiversity and carbon sequestration.

As capitalism has advanced, an increasingly extensive array of 
objects, functions and experiences have been transformed into 
commodities, and the exchange values ascribed to commodities 
have increasingly been informed by cultural perceptions and have 
become distanced from the commodity’s objective usefulness and 
its conditions of production. Steven Best (1989) theorizes this as a 
progression from the society of the commodity, described by Karl 
Marx, to the society of the spectacle, and subsequently to the society 
of the simulacrum. The idea of the society of the spectacle derives 
from the work of Guy Debord that holds that social control is main-
tained by the mass consumption of a world of spectacles created 

continued
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by others and designed to pacify and depoliticize. This is a world 
dominated by mass media, entertainment, leisure and tourism, 
and involves the extension of commodifi cation to previously non-
commodifi ed areas of life, with commodities that are frequently 
abstract or virtual and aimed at providing experiences.

In the society of the simulacrum commodifi cation takes a fur-
ther step into the hyper-real. Taken from Jean Baudrillard’s descrip-
tion of post-modernity, the society of the simulacrum is based on 
consumption and information technology. As Cloke (1993) explains, 
in this society ‘exchange is carried out at the level of signs, images 
and information, and commodifi cation is not just about the selling 
of an object in terms of its image and spectacle, it is in an abstract 
sense the absorption of the object into the image so as to allow 
exchange to take place in semiotic form’ (p. 56). Consumption 
hence becomes organized around ‘signs’ and representative com-
modities that have no form or basis in reality. Arguably such hyper-
real commodities have no use value, only an exchange value.

Further reading: Best (1989).

drawing attention fi rst to the ways in which the rural is ‘packaged’ and 
‘sold’ to consumers, and second to the material effects of the tourist econ-
omy in the rural landscape. As commentaries including Cloke (1993), 
Crouch (2006) and Perkins (2006) have described, the commodifi cation 
of the countryside for touristic consumption involves the enrolment and 
repackaging of a wide range of rural objects and experiences, responding 
to a range of different expectations of the rural. In some cases, objects that 
already exist as commodities are ascribed with new meanings, and new 
value, as rural signifi ers: food products, for example, are given enhanced 
value when re-presented as regional specialties; whilst vintage tractors are 
cherished as icons of agrarian heritage. In other cases, activities that have 
traditionally been part of everyday recreation in the countryside, such as 
boating, cycling, horse-riding, fi shing and walking, are transformed into 
experiences to be sold to tourists (Perkins, 2006), sometimes enhanced 
with added technology:
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Jet boating, rafting and kayaking on white water, four-wheel drive 
vehicle adventures, mountain biking, some ecotourism activities and 
walking using sophisticated back country lodges are all examples of 
technologically based commodifi ed rural recreational activities cater-
ing for local and international visitors on a fee-paying basis.

(Perkins, 2006: 252–53)

More controversially, commodifi cation also extends to more abstract 
components of the rural experience, such as scenic views, fresh air and 
tranquillity, which are translated into objects of consumption for profi t. 
The capitalization of these elements may be achieved directly – for exam-
ple, through pay-to-enter viewpoints – or indirectly – for example, 
through their capture in materials marketing rural places to prospective 
tourists.

Indeed, marketing is a critical component in the commodifi cation of 
the countryside. The creation of new meaning through commodifi cation 
is a collaborative process involving both the producer and the consumer 
(Bell, 2006; Crouch, 2006; Perkins, 2006). To be attractive, the commod-
ifi ed rural must correspond with the expectations of the rural carried by 
consumers, which are shaped by various cultural infl uences (see Chapter 2). 
Yet, popular perceptions of the countryside are also informed by the rep-
resentations employed to promote rural places as tourist destinations, 
which selectively emphasize particular signifi ers of rurality. Cloke (1993), 
for example, in an analysis of brochures for tourist attractions in rural 
Britain, notes the repeated evocation of landscape, nature, history, the 
opportunity to purchase crafts and country fayre, and family safety, even 
for theme-park type attractions.

As such, the representations of the commodifi ed countryside deployed 
in marketing to tourists become detached from the material realities of 
the places concerned. Perkins (2006), for example, cites an analysis by 
Hughes (1992) of promotional material for the Scottish Tourist Board 
which ‘created a sanitized and picturesque mythical Highlands quite 
unlike the real poverty-striken and oppressed Highlands of history’ 
(Perkins, 2006: 252).  A similar critique can be advanced of the marketing 
of rural tourist destinations in the global south in which exotic land-
scapes and wildlife are emphasized, but problems of extreme poverty and 
political oppression ignored.
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It is in this way that the commodifi cation of the countryside proceeds 
along the sequence outlined by Best (1989) from the society of the com-
modity to the society of the simulacrum (Perkins, 2006; see also Box 4.1). 
The society of the commodity was established in rural areas long before 
the rise of mass rural tourism by resource capitalism which produced 
goods whose exchange value exceeded their direct usefulness to rural 
residents (see Chapter 3). The early incursion of the consumption econ-
omy simply created new opportunities for enhanced exchange values to 
be attached to objects whose use value for production had declined. For 
example, farms started to obtain an additional income by converting dis-
used outbuildings into holiday accommodation, or turning fi elds into 
paying campsites. However, the rise of mass rural tourism also coincided 
with the emergence of the society of the spectacle. By offering spectacles 
of landscape, nature and cultural performance, and by reinforcing motifs 
of tranquillity, order, tradition and security, the commodifi ed countryside 
can be seen as making a major contribution to the function of spectacle 
in pacifying and depoliticizing society.

The transition to the society of the simulacrum is marked, as Perkins 
(2006) observes, by ‘a further step into hyper-reality and has as its focus 
the consumption of representative commodities which have no form or 
basis in reality’ (p. 247). The society of the simulacrum hence implies the 
consumption of rural signifi ers that have become wholly detached from 
a materially embedded rurality and exist purely as a virtual or hyper-rural 
designed exclusively for consumption. Examples might include fantasy 
landscapes inscribed with the place-names and narratives of fi lm, televi-
sion programmes or literature (Mordue, 1999; Squire, 1992); staged per-
formances of farm work, craft work or rural ‘traditions’ (Edensor, 2006); 
rural crafts and artefacts produced solely for the tourist market; and vari-
ous theme parks, farm parks, shopping villages and holiday villages that 
offer stylized and exaggerated reproductions of rural landscapes for paying 
visitors (Mitchell, 1998; Wilson, 1992).

Place, commodifi cation and creative destruction

The commodifi cation of the countryside transforms those rural places 
that become the theatres of consumption for tourists and visitors. The 
changes can start with speculative ventures, including proactive initiatives 
by entrepreneurs, local governments and business associations such as the 
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creation of nature parks or town trails, or the conversion of farm build-
ings or historical sites into tourist attractions. As visitor numbers increase, 
more businesses will be established to cater to tourists, and the rural land-
scape itself may be modifi ed to meet tourist expectations, as might other 
aspects of rural life such as local festivals. However, increased visitor num-
bers can also have a negative impact, through congestion and pollution 
and the development of commercial ventures that are more and more 
removed from the original rural attractions – fast food restaurants, for 
example, or nightclubs. Eventually, a point may be reached where visitor 
numbers start to fall because the locality can no longer offer the ‘rural’ 
experience that prompted the growth of tourism in the fi rst place.

Mitchell (1998) describes this cycle as creative destruction, borrowing a 
concept initially developed by David Harvey (1985) to refer to the crea-
tion and destruction of products that it is intrinsic to a capitalist cycle 
of accumulation – for example, as technological innovations make previ-
ous products obsolete. Mitchell adapts the concept for rural tourism and 
consumption, identifying fi ve stages in the cycle of creative destruction 
in commodifi ed rural landscapes: early commodifi cation; advanced 
commodifi cation; early destruction; advanced destruction; and post-
destruction.

In the fi rst stage of early commodifi cation, tourists and other consum-
ers are attracted to rural sites presenting opportunities for entrepreneurs. 
Proceeds are then re-invested, and sites attract both additional investors 
and additional consumers, fuelling advanced commodifi cation in which 
commodities are increasingly detached from their original rural referents. 
However, growing visitor numbers, commercialization, and their associ-
ated impacts of noise, congestion, litter and pollution, start to detract 
from rural attributes (such as tranquillity or authenticity) that initially 
attracted consumers, prompting the early stages of destruction. As these 
negative factors intensify, the destruction of the ‘product’ becomes more 
advanced as consumption levels fall. In the fi nal post-destruction stage, 
consumers and investors have switched their attention elsewhere and 
once commodifi ed landscapes are either abandoned or become sites for 
new investment, which may not necessarily be linked to tourism or 
consumption (Mitchell, 1998; Mitchell and de Waal, 2009).

The community of St Jacobs in southern Ontario, Canada, which 
Mitchell studied, provides a good illustration of this process. The small 
town of around 1,500 people had historically functioned as a service 
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centre for the Old Order Mennonite community, a distinctive cultural and 
religious group that rejects modern technology and continues to hold to 
traditions such as horse-and-trap transport. Curiosity about the Mennonites 
started to attract visitors from neighbouring cities including Waterloo and 
Toronto during the 1970s, leading a local entrepreneur to open a 
Mennonite-themed gift shop and restaurant, quickly followed by the con-
version of a decommissioned fl our mill into a saleroom for reproduction 
pine furniture, and the establishment of a village bakery. As tourist num-
bers increased, further businesses were opened on a similar theme, turn-
ing St Jacobs into a heritage shopping village, with general support from 
local residents (Mitchell, 1998).

Between 1979 and 1990, at least C$8.4 million was invested in 
St Jacobs by the main developer, supplemented by other investors who 
opened shops and attractions selling versions of the area’s rural heritage 
and tradition to consumers. By 1989, a million people a year were visit-
ing the town. In the stage of advanced commodifi cation the whole town 
began to be marketed in terms of heritage consumption, with tourists 
encouraged to visit ‘the village where time has stood still’ (slogan, quoted 
by Mitchell, 1998: 280).

By 1995, there were over one hundred businesses in St Jacobs, pre-
dominantly linked to tourism, and commercial ventures had spread 
beyond the historic core to new edge-of-town developments. However, 
Mitchell (1998) observes that the scale of commodifi cation had ‘forced 
the Mennonite population to seek out less contrived landscapes for their 
shopping needs’ and ‘caused partial destruction of the rural idyll in the 
eyes of some village residents’ (p. 281), marking a transition to the stage 
of early destruction. Investment in St Jacobs has continued since 1995, 
including by national and international chains, increasing visitor num-
bers further, but also changing the character of the retail mix (Mitchell 
and de Waal, 2009). Discontent from local residents has also continued, 
with some moving out of the town; but, signifi cantly, some of the early 
businesses have also started to leave. Mitchell and de Waal give the exam-
ple of a store selling traditional ‘smocking’ embroidery, which closed in 
2000 because the ‘touristy location no longer felt right’ (p. 159).

Creative destruction is not restricted to locations in the global north. 
Fan et al. (2008) apply the model to the ‘water town’ of Luzhi in China, an 
ancient river-based settlement that attracts tourists both for its history and 
for its idyllic setting. In the Chinese political-economic system, the state 
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has played a key role in promoting development in Luzhi, but tourist 
numbers and private enterprises serving tourists have expanded with lib-
eral reforms since the mid-1990s. Yet, Fan et al. (2008) argue that whilst 
clear economic benefi ts have been realized, there is growing awareness 
among local residents of the negative impacts of tourism and commodi-
fi cation, corresponding with the model of creative destruction.

SIGHTS, SOUNDS AND TASTES OF THE COUNTRYSIDE

Scenic tourism

The touristic consumption of the countryside is a multi-sensory experi-
ence, but the fi rst and most important dimension is visual consumption 
(Plate 4.1).  The vogue for ‘sight-seeing’ emerged in the eighteenth century 
and rapidly supplanted the improvement of the mind, or the treatment 
of the body (at spas), as the main reason for leisure travel for those 
who could afford it (Alder, 1989). The development of railways in the 

Plate 4.1 Sight-seeing in the Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado (Photo: 
author)
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nineteenth century revolutionized leisure travel, granting easy access to 
rural areas for the masses and opening up landscapes whose perceived 
‘scenic’ quality often refl ected their isolation and the lack of urbanization 
(Bunce 1994). Entrepreneurs in these regions were quick to spot the 
opportunity to profi t from the new fashion, promoting new rural resorts 
with striking visual depictions of landscapes that had to be seen.

One such location was Lake Memphremagog on the border of Canada 
and the United States, between Quebec and Vermont. The impressive scen-
ery of the 27 mile long lake, surrounded by forests and mountains, had 
been celebrated by travellers even before the arrival of the Connecticut 
and Passumpsic Railroad in 1864, but it was the railway that brought 
mass tourism and prompted the development of hotels and other tourist 
facilities and attractions around the lake. As Little (2009) records, ‘with 
the aid of outside capital, [entrepreneurs] built steamboats and resort 
hotels, relying upon guidebooks and newspaper correspondents to present 
an image of the lake as an unspoilt pictureseque wilderness at a time 
when the “fashionable” resorts such as Saratoga Springs were increasingly 
criticized as places of artifi ce and immorality’ (pp. 720–21).

The introduction of steamboat trips on the lake provided visitors with a 
means of viewing the scenery around the lake from a unique perspective, 
pushing beyond the limits of the roads and railways into the ‘wilderness’. 
Little (2009) notes that the long, narrow shape of the lake meant that ‘the 
view was described in the promotional literature as a slowly unfolding 
panorama’, whilst the slow pace of the steamers encouraged passengers ‘to 
develop a spiritual affi nity with their scenic surroundings’ (p. 717). 
Although pursuits such as hiking and angling began to gain popularity in 
the area around Lake Memphremagog, it was clear that the prevailing 
attraction for most tourists was the scenery. Even the climb to the local pin-
nacle of Owl’s Head was undertaken primarily for the view from the top, 
described as combining ‘the grand and the beautiful – sweeping vistas and 
“a few gem-like islands ‘well set’ and luxuriantly covered”’ (Little, 2009: 
724). The rural landscape was hence something to be consumed visually 
from an appropriate distance, and was commodifi ed through the steam-
boats, walking trails and hotel terraces that provided visitors with a ‘view’.

The rural gaze

The act of viewing the rural landscape, however, is not as simple or as neu-
tral as it might initially seem.  As Abram (2003) writes, ‘looking is the active 
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organization of what we see, and what we see is socially organized, struc-
tured through our internal interpretation of the visual stimulus’ (p. 31). This 
organized and systematic ‘way of seeing’ was conceptualized by Foucault 
(1976) as the ‘gaze’ – an act of power in which collective social norms 
defi ne not only how we interpret the things that we see, but also what we 
actually see (and do not see) and where we look. Foucault was primarily 
interested in the ‘medical gaze’, demonstrating, for example, that until the 
eighteenth century mental illness was not seen, because the symptoms of 
mental illness were not understood by society as related to health. Observers 
thus saw people who were ‘possessed’ not people with mental illness.

Urry (1990) drew on Foucault to propose the notion of the tourist gaze. 
This contends that the way in which a tourist sees landscape, or cultural 
events, or other objects of their visual consumption, is socially condi-
tioned. Our evaluation of what is scenic, and what is not, our appreciation 
of the aesthetics of landscape, and our judgements about authenticity and 
naturalness, are all shaped by social and cultural norms and infl uences, by 
our education, by the prompting of guidebooks and brochures, and by 
the images that we have consumed through fi lm, television, art, photog-
raphy and other media. The tourist gaze also informs our selective view-
ing of the landscape. It means that we often do not see the people who 
live and work in the landscape, the labour that goes into maintaining a 
landscape, or the poverty that hides behind the door of a picturesque but 
run-down cottage.

The idea of the gaze is further extended by Abram (2003), who intro-
duces the rural gaze as a mechanism for exploring how the ways in which 
people see the countryside are similarly socially constructed. Abram 
acknowledges that the rural gaze and the tourist gaze converge in framing 
a nostalgic vision of the countryside for touristic consumption, noting 
that ‘the tourist gaze upon the rural landscape is one and the same as the 
rural gaze which aestheticizes land uses in a nostalgic way in an attempt 
to distance it from contemporary capital and globalizing processes’ (p. 35). 
However, she argues that the rural gaze extends beyond tourism and is 
evident, for example, in the motivations and responses of in-migrants to 
rural communities, in attitudes to conservation and preservation, in land 
use planning policies and development control, and in land management 
decisions, as well as in obscuring the recognition of problems such as 
poverty and deprivation in rural areas (see Box 4.2).

The conditioning of the tourist gaze over the rural landscape has been 
in part the result of deliberate attempts to direct the observer’s view, 
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Box 4.2  BUYING THE VIEW – MIGRATION AND 
GENTRIFICATION

The consumption of the countryside includes not only the growth 
of rural tourism and recreation, but also the purchase of rural prop-
erties, either as holiday homes or as new permanent residences, by 
urban dwellers. There are many reasons why people move to rural 
areas, with migration for employment and family reasons being the 
most common. However, studies in a number of countries, includ-
ing Australia, Britain, the Netherlands, Norway and the United 
States, have identifi ed the desire to consume rurality as a key factor 
in migration decisions (Burnley and Murphy, 2004; Flognfeldt, 
2006; Halfacree, 1994; Nelson, 2006; van Dam et al., 2002). The 
anticipated consumption crosses the range of sensory experiences 
discussed in this chapter. For some migrants the major attraction 
is the prospect of participating in rural community life, or assum-
ing a rural lifestyle (discussed further in Chapter 6). For others, 
moving to the country makes it easier to enjoy the landscape in 
recreational activities such as walking and cycling.

The selection of specifi c properties for purchase by individual 
in-migrants is frequently informed by preferences for visual or aural 
consumption. Houses that command views of bucolic rural land-
scapes (or mountain or coastal scenery) are highly cherished, with 
prices infl ated accordingly. Villages and small towns that conform 
visually to the expectations of the rural gaze, with old buildings 
constructed in the local vernacular and rustic features such as vil-
lage greens or historic stone crosses, are similarly favoured over 
settlements characterized by modern, standardized buildings 
(Abram, 2003). Tranquillity can also be a highly sought-after qual-
ity, especially by investors in more remote properties (Smith and 
Phillips, 2001). Phillips (2002), for example, quotes an in-migrant 
to a rural community in Berkshire, southern England, explaining 
that, ‘I chose this village to retire to particularly for its peace, tran-
quillity, beauty and rural aspect in an otherwise rather noisy world’ 
(p. 300).
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The process of buying a house or other property in the country 
is in itself an act of consumption, and is part of the commodifi ca-
tion of the rural. House prices in many sought-after rural areas of 
Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand have soared 
over the last two decades in response to demand from would-be 
in-migrants, and at an individual scale refl ect value being placed on 
attributes such as historic character, view and tranquillity. The infl a-
tion of house prices in these areas has frequently reduced the 
affordability of property for residents earning average local wages, 
thus contributing to the social recomposition of rural communities 
as established local families are replaced by wealthier ex-urban 
middle-class in-migrants, in a process known as gentrifi cation 
(Smith and Phillips, 2001; Phillips, 2002). Studies of urban gentri-
fi cation have described the process as a ‘consumption-biased spa-
tial complex’ (Zukin, 1990), noting that ‘residential gentrifi cation 
has often been accompanied, and indeed arguably stimulated, by 
the development of retail, leisure and entertainment facilities such 
as restaurants, bars, clubs, fashion boutiques, art galleries, muse-
ums and sports facilities’ (Phillips, 2002: 286).

Phillips (2002) argues that whilst rural gentrifi cation seemingly 
takes a different form, it can also be described as a consumption-
biased spatial complex that acts as a focus for investment of labour 
power and fi nancial capital, producing a symbolic product that 
contributes to the further circulation of capital. He observes, for 
example, ‘the rapid gains which can be made from buying and sell-
ing houses in the countryside, and also the existence of a signifi -
cant number of rural residents who were undertaking substantial 
building work on their property which acted to heighten its exchange 
value’ (p. 286). Equally, Phillips points to the transformation of 
redundant rural buildings such as former schools, railway stations, 
chapels and barns into retail and leisure facilities serving the life-
style demands of middle-class residents and visitors; and to the 
evoking of a middle-class rural aesthetic in advertisements for 
products such as cars and fi tted kitchens.

Further reading: Phillips (2002), Smith and Phillips (2001).
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in some cases for commercial purposes, in other cases from an elite belief 
that the masses needed to be taught how to see the countryside. The per-
ceived need for visual education was stoked in particular by the rise of the 
motor car during the inter-war years. Not only did motorized transport 
enable more people to fl ow more freely through the countryside, explor-
ing rural back-lanes far away from the constraints of the rail network, but 
it also introduced a new way of seeing the rural landscape. Whereas rail 
travel restricts the view of the passenger (Schivelbusch, 1986), motor 
transport created a new perspective: the view from the road. Bus and 
coach operators initiated sight-seeing trips, with one company noting 
that its new-fangled charabancs enabled ‘the onlooker to see and 
appreciate all that is delectable in the countryside’ (quoted by Brace, 
2003: 53).

The car afforded even more fl exibility and soon an infrastructure began 
to emerge that was designed to support car-based sight-seeing and to 
direct the gaze of motorists and their passengers. This included the crea-
tion of scenic roads, such as the Blue Ridge Parkway that runs through the 
Appalachian Mountains of Virginia and North Carolina in the eastern 
United States. Built during the New Deal era, the Blue Ridge Parkway was 
designed expressly for leisure traffi c. The route rewarded motorists with 
panoramas over striking natural scenery, but the project also involved the 
modifi cation of the road’s surroundings ‘to create a landscape pleasing to 
the motorist, which involved using the land in a way that would “make 
an attractive picture from the Parkway”’ (Wilson, 1992: 35). Moreover, 
motorists were guided through the landscape by roadside signage that 
was both informative and interpretative:

like railroads, the Parkway is periodically marked by mileposts, their 
purpose being to orient motorists vis-à-vis their itineraries and to aid 
road maintenance and administration. Talked about in the original 
plans as a way of relieving monotony, the mileposts also introduce 
the notion of progress to the motorist’s experience of the landscape; 
the miles tick off as nature unfolds magnifi cently before us. The 
Parkway has a logo – a circle enclosing a roadway, a mountain peak 
and a wind-swept white pine – and like all logos it is repeated. Other 
road signage, especially at the entrances, is standardized to under-
line the special quality of this created environment. Gouged wood 
signs point out road elevations, local history, and the names of distant 
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features of the landscape. Other diversions organize the motor tour: 
parking overlooks, short hiking trails, local museums, campgrounds, 
and parks space every thirty miles. In this way, the planners designed 
tourist movement into the land itself.

(Wilson, 1992: 35)

Motorists and their passengers could also turn to other sources of guid-
ance. Maps, for instance, acquired a new purpose and some started to 
mark scenic roads and viewpoints and other features of interest to the 
tourist. Guidebooks also proliferated, such as the British Heritage series 
published by Batsford. Although restricted to line-drawings and engrav-
ings for images, the text of these guides nonetheless conveyed a vivid 
picture of the British countryside that reproduced the nostalgic discourse 
of the rural gaze. In doing so, they shaped the way of seeing the rural 
landscape for thousands of tourists.

Some volumes were more overtly instructional, including How to See the 
Countryside, by Harry Batsford, published in 1940 (Brace, 2003), and The 
Countryside Companion by Tom Stephenson, published in 1939, which con-
tained a chapter with the same title (Matless, 1998). These texts ‘argued 
that while landscape can be appreciated without being understood, it was 
best appreciated given an understanding of form and structure’ (Brace, 
2003: 58), and as such set out to educate readers about nature study, 
landscape history, architecture and map-reading. They formed part of a 
broader disciplining of rural leisure that was both cultural and spatial. 
Tourists were told how to act and behave in the countryside – for exam-
ple, through the advisory rules of the ‘Country Code’ adopted in England 
and Wales in 1951 (Merriman, 2005; Parker, 2006) – but also directed 
towards particular spaces of rural consumption, such as national parks.

The direction of the tourist’s rural gaze may be less didactic today, but 
it is no less prevalent. Guidebooks with glossy photographs, publicity 
brochures, postcards, visitor centre displays, walking leafl ets and trail 
markers and information boards tell us what to see and how to interpret 
the scenery, whilst signposted viewpoints, orientation boards and even 
carefully positioned benches direct us on where to look. These prompts 
form part of the commodifi cation of the rural landscape for visual con-
sumption, and even where they do not directly involve a charge or pay-
ment, they tend to lead tourists to tea-rooms or fee-paying car parks or 
gift shops, where the same view that the tourist has witnessed can be 
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found reproduced across an array of souvenirs. As Macnaghten and Urry 
(1998) observe, ‘policies which focus on the beauty of the countryside as 
opposed to one’s freedom over it clearly invite new methods of visitor 
management, and policies of visitor management can easily lead to new 
methods of payment for use’ (p. 192).

However, the rural gaze is not formed solely by the directing of guide-
books and signposts, but is also constituted by deeper cultural experiences 
and collective knowledge. Landscape painting existed as a form of com-
modifi cation of the rural landscape long before the advent of the motor car, 
and its conventions have strongly informed the way in which people have 
viewed and interpreted actual rural landscapes. Not only have tourists sought 
out the panoramas depicted in their favourite paintings, but they have also 
looked for the same aesthetic qualities appreciated in art in the material 
landscape. Film and television have similarly come to play an important role 
in shaping the rural gaze (see also Chapter 2), with tourists seeking out the 
landscapes portrayed – for example, in tours to fi lming locations for the 
Lords of the Rings triology in New Zealand (Tzanelli, 2004). As tourists expect 
to see the landscapes exactly as seen on screen, cinematic tourism can 
demand the blurring of fi ctional and ‘real’ landscapes, especially in the 
interpretative notes that guide the visitor around a site (Plate 4.2).

Yet, the ‘reality’ of any landscape can be questioned. Marxist art critics 
describe landscape as a ‘visual ideology’ (Cosgrove, 1985: 47) that has 
been employed by a ruling elite to legitimize their position and to ‘mys-
tify’ the power-relations that underpin it (see also Berger, 1972; Wylie, 
2007). Property ownership and ‘improvement’ is celebrated, whilst the 
labour that sustains agriculture, for example, and the social inequalities of 
the countryside are disguised or omitted. As such it aestheticizes and neu-
tralizes the operation of rural power. Similarly, Daniels (1989) attacked 
the duplicity of landscape with respect to human relations with nature, as 
Wylie observes:

Daniels argues that landscape, as a way of seeing, is duplicitous, 
because whilst on the one hand it offers a redemptive, transcendent 
and aesthetic vision of sensual unity with nature, on the other it oper-
ates as a smokescreen concealing the underlying truth of material 
conditions and manipulating our vision such that we have become 
unaware of the distancing that separates us from the natural world.

(Wylie, 2007: 67)
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Whilst these critiques are aimed primarily at landscape art, the challenge 
to ‘landscape’ as a way of seeing makes clear that they also extend to ways 
of viewing the rural that reduce complex rural environments to the rather 
two-dimensional and simplifying notion of ‘landscape’.

The rural gaze is hence a political act, and confl icts can break to the 
surface if the expectations of the gaze clash with economic or other 
imperatives driving change in rural areas. For example, agricultural prac-
tices that involve the removal of hedgerows, the ploughing of grassland 
or changes in crop type, thus altering the appearance of the rural land-
scape, can provoke confl icts, as can deforestation, afforestation and the 
construction of new roads or new housing. Opposition to windfarms is 
frequently driven not by environmental concerns, but by anger at the 
visual impact, the spoiling of a view (Woods, 2003b). In fact, campaigns 
for protection for areas of scenic countryside extend back to the nine-
teenth century, and were a key factor in the introduction of the town 
and country planning system in Britain (Bunce, 1994; Matless, 1998). 
Many national parks and other protected areas were designated not for 

Plate 4.2  Lord of the Rings fi lm tourism, Queenstown, New Zealand (Photo: 
author)
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environmental reasons but to preserve a visual amenity. Scotland, for 
example, has 40 ‘National Scenic Areas’, and there are 50 ‘Areas of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty’ in England and Wales. The designation of 
such areas is not, however, purely altruistic. Protected landscapes safe-
guard the visual capital that is represented by their scenic qualities, and 
act as additional markers attracting tourists and facilitating the commodi-
fi cation of the landscape for economic gain.

The ubiquity of visual consumption as a way of engaging the country-
side is such that it can be diffi cult to comprehend the idea of consuming 
the rural landscape without sight. MacPherson (2009) describes her 
experience of ethnographic fi eldwork with a group of visually impaired 
walkers and their sighted guides in England.  As she reports, ‘far from 
rendering sight-based practices of landscape apprehension redundant, 
experiences of visual impairment bring both symbolic and perceptual 
issues of sight and landscape to the fore’ (p. 1044). MacPherson presents 
the consumption of the rural landscape as an intercorporeal experience, 
negotiated between bodies as the sighted guide describes the landscape to 
their partner (and ‘negotiates the landscape for two’ in moving through 
gates etc.), with the visually impaired walker combining the described 
view with their residual vision, their visual memory and their imagina-
tion to see the scenery in their ‘mind’s eye’. She notes that the sighted 
guides select the ‘classic scenic trails’ of areas such as England’s Lake 
District for walks, and that the landscape as ‘seen’ and understood by the 
visually impaired walkers is replete with the same romanticized, pastoral 
iconography as the sighted rural gaze. At the same time, she notes the 
pleasure that the walkers described feeling at the response of their sighted 
guides to scenery, conveyed through tone of voice and touch.

Thus, whilst MacPherson (2009) does not directly discuss the role of 
other senses, such as sound, taste, smell and touch, to the visually impaired 
walkers’ consumption of the rural landscape, the intercorporeal negotia-
tion of the landscape that she describes is in itself a multi-sensory experi-
ence and points to the function that other senses play in the consumption 
of the countryside, beyond the rural gaze.

Rural soundscapes

The visual consumption of rural landscapes is strongly associated with the 
aural consumption of rural soundscapes. As Matsinos et al. (2008) state, 
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‘the origin and intensity of ... acoustic signals refl ect the structure and 
spatial confi guration of the landscape since human activities, biological 
processes and natural phenomena produce sounds which act as “messen-
gers” of the landscape’ (p. 946).  The reception and interpretation of sounds 
is therefore part of the way in which we ‘see’ and understand landscape, 
and our socially conditioned response to different sounds and noises, 
heard in particular places, adds another dimension to the ‘rural gaze’.

Ideas of the rural idyll, for example, are primarily represented visually 
(the image of rolling farmland, or of the lake in the forest), but imply a 
soundscape through the use of terms such as ‘peaceful’, ‘quiet’, ‘tranquil’. 
The idealized rural soundscape is hence commonly constructed in terms 
of the absence of urban noises, such as traffi c, machinery, construction 
work, loud music and Tannoy announcements. This idealized soundscape 
can be summed up by the concept of tranquillity, which refers to a sooth-
ing, calming environment. The absence of disruptive and stressful noise is 
central to the notion of tranquillity, although sight and sound can be inti-
mately entwined in the sensation of tranquillity. For instance, Herzog and 
Barnes (1999), in a psychological experiment that measured perceptions 
of tranquillity associated with different landscapes, defi ned tranquillity as 
‘how much ... you think this setting is a quiet, peaceful place, a good place 
to get away from the demands of everyday life’ (p. 173; my emphasis), 
but assessed responses solely to the visual stimulus of photographs.

The association of rurality and tranquillity is indicated by the prefer-
ence expressed by Herzog and Barnes’s respondents for pastoral land-
scapes, and reinforces the discourse of the countryside as a place of escape 
from the city. As such, the protection of tranquillity has long been a key 
objective of rural preservationist groups alongside the protection of the 
visual appearance of rural landscapes. The Campaign to Protect Rural 
England (CPRE), for example, argues that:

Tranquillity is important for everyone – for our hearts, minds and 
bodies. We all need to ‘get away from it all’ every now and then. 
Tranquil areas provide a means of doing this in a crowded, heavily 
built-up country. Being largely natural and free from intrusive man-
made noise and structures, tranquil areas in the countryside allow us 
to escape the noise and stress of cities, towns and suburbs, to be 
inspired and to get refreshed.

(CPRE website)
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In support of its campaign, the CPRE has pioneered the production of 
‘tranquillity maps’, which purport to identify the ‘tranquil areas’ of 
England. The signifi cance of sound is immediately evident in this cartog-
raphy, with ‘non-tranquil’ zones around noise generators such as major 
roads, airports and military airfi elds intruding into the general tranquil-
lity of the rural areas. The primary purpose of the maps is to highlight the 
gradual erosion of tranquil areas over time with the spread of urbaniza-
tion and increased road and air traffi c, but they also contribute to a social 
conditioning parallel to that of the rural gaze, in which a moral geogra-
phy of sound in the countryside is constructed and reproduced.

Tranquillity is not, however, the absence of noise. The CPRE website 
invites visitors to ‘hear a piece of tranquillity’, with audio clips of various 
rural settings in which birdsong features prominently, but also streams 
and waterfalls, farmyard sounds and weather such as wind and thunder. 
These are the sounds that constitute the idyllic rendering of the rural 
soundscape, along with the noise of traditional rural crafts or activities 
such as black-smithing, or church bell-ringing, and some forms of music 
(see Box 4.3). Threats to the idyllized rural soundscape hence come not 
only from the intrusion of ‘urban’ noise such as traffi c and machinery, but 
also from modern farming techniques that have reduced populations of 
farmland birds, and from cultural change that suppresses rural traditions. 
Locations that can offer these traditional, natural soundscapes without the 
disruption of urban noise become commodifi ed as sites for the aural con-
sumption of the countryside by tourists seeking tranquillity. Yet, the com-
modifi cation of such sites is precarious, and can easily tip into Mitchell’s 
cycle of creative destruction as increasing visitor numbers generate traffi c 
and other noise that impairs the sought-after tranquil soundscape.

The struggle to control the rural soundscape is illustrated by Matless 
(2005) in a case study of the Norfolk Broads wetlands in England. The 
region is renowned for its rich natural environment and wildlife, which 
visitors experience in part as a unique soundscape, as descriptions quoted 
by Matless convey:

A warm summer night has a special music. The thing to listen for is 
the singing water-weed. You almost have to hold your breath to hear 
it ... It’s a queer experience; a sort of fairy music rises from the water. 
If your ear is not attuned you might compare it with the ‘muzz’ in 
sound broadcasting before VHF came along; but it’s really rather like 
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Box 4.3 MUSIC IN THE RURAL SOUNDSCAPE

An important component in the rural soundscape for some resi-
dents and visitors alike is the playing of genres of music that are 
associated with rurality, notably folk, country and bluegrass music, 
especially where the music is evocative of a particular place or 
region. Performances of folk or country music can be ways of per-
forming rurality as a way of life or identity, particularly where the 
lyrics relate distinctively rural experiences and concerns, as is dis-
cussed further in Chapter 7. However, listening to music can also 
be a way of consuming rurality. Rural music has been commodifi ed 
for mass consumption through recordings and the sale of CDs and 
albums worldwide; but commodifi cation also occurs through the 
staging of live music at gigs and festivals in rural settings, and the 
associated growth of music tourism.

The town of Tamworth, in New South Wales, Australia, is a prime 
example of music-based commodifi cation (Gibson and Davidson, 
2004). In the 1970s, a local radio station established an annual fes-
tival in the town for Australian country music. At fi rst, the festival 
was just one of several country music festivals hosted by rural towns 
around Australia as mostly local events, but it expanded rapidly, 
becoming a major commercial event, sustained through an actor-
network including the Australian music industry, local and regional 
government, national and local media, sponsors including interna-
tional brands, as well as the promoters and performers from 
Australia and abroad. By the start of the twenty-fi rst century, the fes-
tival involved a ten-day programme with 2,400 events, 116 venues, 
nearly 1,000 artists and around 60,000 visitors to the town (Gibson 
and Davidson, 2004), making a major contribution to the local 
economy. Moreover, the festival had become the centrepiece for the 
broader re-branding of Tamworth as ‘Australia’s Country Music 
Capital’, with the aim of attracting tourists beyond the festival period.

In the process of commodifi cation, the rural identity of 
Tamworth and the rural character of country music have become 
mutually reinforcing. Gibson and Davidson (2004) observe that, 

continued
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‘the organizers claim that ‘country music conjures up all things 
rural’, a sentiment that can be brought back from the festival in 
paintings of rural landscapes captured on anything from a beer 
bottle to a garden spade’ (p. 395). As such, they argue, ‘Tamworth 
is depicted as the site of quintessential rural experiences’ (Ibid ), 
with the town discursively positioned at the centre of an ‘Australian 
nationalism constructed through rurality’ (Ibid ).

Not all live music consumed in the countryside makes claims to 
be characteristically rural. Rural locations have become favoured 
settings for large-scale concerts and festivals embracing a diversity 
of genres, from classical music and opera (such as the Glyndebourne 
festival in England), to rock and pop, such as the Glastonbury 
Festival, held on a working dairy farm in south-west England, that 
attracts over 175,000 people each year. Some festivals trade on 
their rural setting, presenting themselves as relaxed tasters of rural 
life, but others are more expedient attempts by rural towns to 
occupy novel niches in the competitive market for rural tourism. 
The small town of Parkes in New South Wales, for example, hosts 
an annual Elvis Revival Festival for Elvis tribute acts, despite having 
no direct connection with Elvis Presley or his music (Brennan-
Horley et al., 2007). In economic terms, however, the event 
has proved highly successful, with Brennan-Horley et al. (2007), 
calculating that over A$1.1 million is spent in the town over the 
weekend.

Music tourism in rural areas can be controversial, however. 
Large concerts and festivals, especially for rock and pop music, 
have a sonic impact which is diametrically opposed to the idea of 
tranquillity, and many face hostility from local residents. Even festi-
vals that celebrate endogenous rural music can create confl ict over 
the associated congestion and the way in which the local culture 
gets represented, although Gibson and Davidson (2004) report 
that local opposition to the Tamworth Country Music Festival 
waned as the contribution to the local economy became evident.

Further reading: Gibson and Davidson (2004).
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a faint jiffl in of cymbals, or the hiss of rain on water. Only one sort of 
weed performs in this way; the hornwort.

(Radio talk by naturalist Ted Ellis, 1957, quoted by Matless, 
2005: 750–51)

Perhaps the most characteristic of the Broadland birds is that weird 
member of the heron tribe – the bittern. Its eerie foghorn booming, 
the shrill whistle of otters and the pig-like grunting of water-rails are 
characteristic sounds of the Broadland night.

(National Parks Committee report, 1947, quoted by Matless, 
2005: 751)

The prospect of hearing a bittern, or a water-rail or the hornwort, has 
been part of the draw for tourists to the Broads since the nineteenth cen-
tury, but the commodifi cation of the region’s waterways for tourism also 
introduced less welcome noise.  The shouts, chatter and singing of tourists 
and the playing of ‘gramophone’ music and radios from pleasure boats 
formed a preoccupation for writers on the region in the early twentieth 
century, as Matless documents. One early guidebook instructed visitors: 
‘Don’t play the piano in season and out of season (the reedbird’s song is 
sweeter on the Broads)’ (Matless, 2005: 753), and cautioned that ‘sound 
travels a long way on the water’ (Ibid: 754). The authorities responsible for 
governing the district, meanwhile, debated strategies for regulating the 
transgressive mobility of ‘inappropriate sound’ (Ibid: 753). However, as 
Matless observes, ‘if sounds are deemed out of place this is not for intrud-
ing into silence but from disrupting an acoustic ecology whose “silence” 
is already full of sounds, some non-human – bird song, reed and water – 
some the product of human activity – sailing, land work’ (p. 760).

The search for tranquillity has pushed tourists into more and more 
remote and exotic rural settings, and for some at least the sense of a 
‘quest’ is heightened by spiritual motivations. There is a long history of 
religious retreats to the countryside for quiet contemplation, but the tra-
dition has been secularized with the commodifi cation and consumption 
of a ‘wilderness spirituality’ in places such as the Tasmanian Wilderness 
World Heritage Area in Australia (Ashley, 2007). The Tasmanian Parks and 
Wildlife Service notes that ‘wilderness areas offer a place for relaxation, 
refl ection and spiritual renewal’ (Ashley, 2007: 61), with the latter 
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achieved through a communing with nature that has visual, haptic and 
sonic dimensions. Spiritual renewal is hence portrayed as a ‘quiet’ practice 
(see also Holloway, 2003, on spiritual seekers on Glastonbury Tor in 
England), with the tranquillity of rural settings associated with a lack of 
distractions, thus enabling an openness of spiritual experience.

Tasting the country

In the same way that scenic tourism has supported the commodifi cation 
of rural landscapes that have lost value as sites for productivist agriculture, 
opportunities for the re-commodifi cation of traditional food and drink 
products, and of traditional systems of production and consumption of 
food and drink, have been exploited by the growth of food tourism. 
Whereas scenic tourism involves the visual consumption of the country-
side, food tourism seeks to consume rural through taste. Bell (2006) 
identifi es this as the pursuit of the ‘gastro-idyll’, a nostalgic rendering of 
the rural as a place in which good, wholesome, fresh food can be eaten 
according to regional traditions and recipes in convivial surroundings. As 
such, food tourism is part of a broader re-connection of taste and place, 
reversing the separation of the spaces of production and of consumption 
of food that had been a feature of productivism (Gouveia and Juska, 2002; 
Tregear, 2003). This movement has promoted the sale and consumption 
of local food in rural areas – for example, through farmer’s markets – as 
well as the rediscovery of regional recipes and culinary traditions 
(Hinrichs, 2003; Holloway and Kneafsey, 2000; Kimura and Nishiyama, 
2008; Miele and Murdoch, 2002). At the same time, distinctive regional 
foodstuffs can command a higher price as ‘authentic’ rural produce, as 
indicated by schemes such as Protected Designations of Origin (PDO) 
and Protected Geographical Indications (PGI) in the European Union 
(Bowen and Valenzuela Zapata, 2009; Holloway and Kneafsey, 2004; 
Trubek and Bowen, 2008).

The re-commodifi cation of food and drink as signifi ers of rurality or 
of regional identity for food tourism has become a common strategy for 
farm diversifi cation, as part of the development of agri-tourism. Examples 
can include the opening of farm shops selling produce directly to visitors, 
pick-your-own fi elds for fruit and vegetables, on-farm restaurants, farm 
and vineyard tours, observation rooms for milking parlours, museums 
and displays illustrating aspects of the production process, farm open days 
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and on-farm accommodation which promises the chance to eat home-
grown regional cuisine and to witness food production at close quarters 
(see, for example, Armesto López and Gómez Martín, 2006; Everett and 
Aitchison, 2008; Veeck et al., 2006).

More broadly, many rural regions have introduced initiatives aimed at 
packaging together individual food tourism attractions and promoting 
the wider district in terms of the gastro-idyll. Armesto López and Gómez 
Martín (2006) report that in Spain, gastronomic routes have been created 
offering ‘a series of pleasurable moments and activities related to the dis-
tinctive elements of a given itinerary: trying products or dishes, guided 
tours to learn about the agro-industrial production of the resource (either 
in situ or through museum reproductions), purchases in specialist shops 
and visits to traditional markets’ (p. 169). Similar driving, cycling and 
walking trails linking sites of interest such as cheese producers, vineyards, 
breweries, cider mills, farm shops, restaurants and pubs have been estab-
lished in parts of Britain (Storey, 2010) (Plate 4.3). Food festivals are 
hosted by a growing number of British towns, providing an opportunity 
to promote local produce, whilst Armesto López and Gómez Martín 
(2006) note the proliferation in Spain of festivals celebrating particular 
regional specialities such as mussels, oysters and empanadas in Galicia, or 
tied to traditional events in the rural calendar such as the annual slaughter 
of pigs in Burgo de Osma or the outdoor barbecues of Catalan spring 
onions.

Food and drink can also be used to enhance and complement other 
rural consumption activities. Daugstad (2008) details how brochures for 
the Norwegian Tourist Association present tourists’ engagement with the 
rural landscape as a multi-sensory experience, including a distinct empha-
sis on taste, ‘with many references to the local food traditions based on 
local raw materials which may be enjoyed at the [mountain] cabins’ 
(p. 413). One such article focuses on a mountain-top picnic enjoyed by 
hikers on the island of Alden in western Norway, as Daugstad describes:

It is presented as an orgy of food, and the view from the ‘table’ is 
described in detail, with a shimmering sea, snow-covered mountains 
on the mainland, and sea-eagles hovering in lazy circles around the 
island. The orgy itself is presented like this: ‘While clouds come and 
go, happy and food-loving people dish out the treats which they 
have carried up the mountain to the peak. Cured meat, ham and 
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scrambled eggs, home-made pizza, cakes, coffee, soda, strawberries 
and grapes’ ... The event is depicted as a generous feast, not espe-
cially of local produce, but one where the food is a major ingredient 
of the landscape experience.

(Daugstad, 2008: 413–14)

Food tourism is arguably strongest in regions and localities which have 
managed to retain a distinctive regional cuisine and regional food system, 
such as Tuscany in Italy, and which are therefore celebrated as the exem-
plars of the gastro-idyll. In these areas, food tourism may simply build on 
existing practices, places and events (Miele and Murdoch, 2002). 
Inevitably, however, the commodifi cation of such events and practices for 
tourist consumption introduces changes: restaurants get larger and less 

Plate 4.3  Food tourism in Devon, England (Photo: author)
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informal; products are re-packaged to appeal to tourists with rural or 
regional iconography; and recipes and menus are moderated to cater for 
tourist palates. In other cases, farmers and producers have switched to 
new products or production methods that replicate regional traditions, 
but which had been abandoned in the productivist era (Tregear, 2003). As 
such, food tourism has contributed to the reinvention of the rural to suit 
perceptions of the gastro-idyll, replacing a standardized food culture with 
newly imagined connections between taste and place.

EMBODIED RURAL CONSUMPTION

Bodies in the countryside

The consumption of the countryside is an embodied practice. The preced-
ing section examined how this practice employs the different senses of 
the body, including sight, sound and taste. This section adopts a more 
holistic approach, considering how bodies are physically, mentally and 
emotionally engaged in the consumption of the rural as a multi-sensory 
experience.

Focusing on the body immediately shifts our perspective. Purely visual 
consumption of the countryside can be performed from a distance. The 
drawings that illustrated map covers and guidebooks to seeing the coun-
tryside in the early twentieth century commonly adopted what Brace 
(2003) describes as an ‘elevated position’, with the viewer looking down 
on a rural landscape obliquely from above. The same guides encouraged 
readers to seek out similar viewpoints in their own visual consumption of 
the countryside (Matless, 1998), and scenic tourism has favoured over-
looks and panoramas and viewing towers which place distance between 
the observer and the scenery. This distance can be more than physical, 
Brace (2003) commenting that the elevated position allows ‘the viewer to 
be distant from dissenting voices or contested interpretations’ of rural 
landscapes (p. 58). The consumption of the rural through sound or taste 
can be similarly achieved at a distance, especially if enacted via recordings 
of nature sounds on CDs and tapes, or via regional specialty foods exported 
and eaten outside the region.

Fully embodied rural consumption, in contrast, requires the body 
to be placed in the rural environment; to move through the countryside; 
to touch and feel the rural landscape. As Crouch (2006) describes, ‘the 
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individual thinks and does, moves and engages the world practically and 
thereby imaginatively, and in relation to material objects, spaces and other 
people. The individual is surrounded by spaces and does not merely act as 
onlooker’ (p. 359).

The sensuous hunger of the tourist has been fed by more and more 
innovative commodifi ed rural experiences that offer opportunities to 
pitch one’s body against the rural environment, or to stimulate emotions 
through getting close to nature. The growing industries of adventure 
tourism and nature tourism respectively are discussed in more detail later, 
but fi rst it is worth noting that the multi-sensory embodied character of 
rural tourism is fundamental to even the most simple of rural leisure 
activities such as walking.

Walking in the countryside was popularized as a recreational pursuit in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and remains the most wide-
spread activity for visitors to the British countryside (Edensor, 2000). 
Early advocates celebrated walking as both a romantic and a healthy exer-
cise, but from a relatively early stage writers acknowledged walking as a 
multi-sensory and embodied experience, as Edensor reveals:

[The walker’s] pores are all open, his circulation is active, his diges-
tion good ... He knows the ground is alive; he feels the pulses of the 
wind and reads the mute language of things. His sympathies are all 
aroused; his senses are continually reporting messages to his mind. 
Wind, frost, rain, heat, cold are something to him. He is not merely a 
spectator of the panorama of nature, but a participator in it. He expe-
riences the country he passes through, – tastes it, feels it, absorbs it.

(J. Burroughs [1875], ‘The Exhilarations of the Road’, quoted by 
Edensor, 2000: 86)

The physicality of walking is felt in each step over different forms of 
terrain, and in the attrition of effort on body muscles. These physical sen-
sations are intensifi ed in more challenging walks, such as mountain hikes 
and long-distance footpaths. Edensor (2000), for example, quotes the 
renowned British walking guidebook writer Alfred Wainwright describing 
the long-distance Pennine Way in northern England as a ‘tough bruising 
walk, and the compensations are few’ (p. 93), and observes that hikers on 
the 2,500 mile Appalachian trail in the United States, ‘not only must over-
come physical and mental challenge but also the real dangers of wildlife, 
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disease, hypothermia, assault by humans and severe weather’ (Ibid). As 
such, Edensor notes, ‘these idealized spartan endeavours are evaluated as 
producing a superior physical condition and more intense bodily experi-
ence to the over-socialized, pampered, slothful bodies of everyday life. 
The construction of pleasure here relies upon the idea that walking of this 
type forms character through masculine fulfi llment’ (Ibid).

Walking, however, is not just a physical activity, but is also ‘a practice 
designed to achieve refl exive awareness of the self, and particularly the 
body and the senses’ (Edensor, 2000: 82). The self-refl exivity of walking 
is vividly and consciously conveyed in Wylie’s (2005) narrative account 
of a walk along part of the South West Coastal Path in England. Wylie’s 
refl exive narrative reveals the walk to comprise, variously, shifting emo-
tions, physical sensations, long periods of solitude and momentary 
encounters with other people, each of which bring different senses to the 
fore. At the start of the walk, the path ahead ‘resonated not in muscles or 
bones but in nerves’ (Wylie, 2005: 235, emphasis in original); later, as the 
path turns to a thin, muddy strip, Wylie records that,

Limbs and lungs [are] working hard in a haptic, step-by-step engage-
ment with nature-matter. Landscape becoming foothold. Walkers 
on the Path very often fi nd themselves in such a close, visual, tactile 
and sonorous relation with the earth, the ground, mud, stinging 
vegetation.

(Wylie, 2005: 239)

Further on still, the path emerges on to a cliff-top affording a ‘resplend-
ent’ coastal panorama, and visual senses kick in: ‘It looked somehow too 
good to be true, as if it had been digitally enhanced and cleaned. It was 
spectacular. I was all eyes’ (Wylie, 2005: 242). Yet, as a corporeal presence 
in the landscape, Wylie is keen to reject the distance of the rural gaze, sug-
gesting that ‘exhilarating encounters with elemental confi gurations of 
land, sea and sky are less a distanced looking-at and more a seeing-with’ 
(Ibid, emphasis in original).

The embodied consumption of the countryside by the casual rambler 
is hence a process negotiated by the multi-sensory, self-refl exive body as 
it moves through the landscape. However, as Edensor (2000) notes, this 
engagement is frequently routinized and structured by embedded cul-
tural norms. Just as scenic tourists reproduce the rural gaze by visiting 



consuming the rural122

celebrated viewpoints and taking photographs or buying postcards of 
views that they have seen on television or in guidebooks, so walkers in the 
countryside reproduce a geography of bodily movement through rural 
space:

The countryside is partly produced by the regular routes which walk-
ers follow ... As a geographically and historically located practical 
knowledge, walking articulates a relationship between pedestrian 
and place, a relationship which is a complex imbrication of the mate-
rial organization and shape of the landscape, its symbolic meaning, 
and the ongoing sensual perception and experience of moving 
through space. Thus besides (re)producing distinctive forms of 
embodied practices (and particular bodies) walking also (re)pro-
duces and (re)interprets space and place. Besides inscribing paths 
and signs in rural space, along with specifi c patterns of erosion, 
pedestrian bodies also delineate particular kinds of landscape as 
suitable for particular kinds of walking.

(Edensor, 2000: 82)

Challenging bodies in adventure tourism

The corporeal sensation of embodied rural consumption is pushed 
towards the limit in a growing number of rural attractions and activities 
that entice consumers with the promise of adventure. Collectively labelled 
as ‘adventure tourism’, these activities can range from modifi ed tradi-
tional pursuits such as rock climbing, canoeing and mountain biking to 
new technologically enabled experiences such as bungee-jumping, jet-
boating and four-wheel-drive safaris. In contrast to more sedate forms of 
tourism, adventure tourism activities are defi ned by the emphasis that is 
placed on the embodied experience, setting out to challenge and stimu-
late bodies through physical touch and endurance, releasing adrenaline 
and inducing sensations of excitement, fear, thrill and exhilaration. As 
Cloke and Perkins (1998) remark, ‘adventure tourism is fundamentally 
about active recreational participation, and it demands new metaphors 
based more on “being, doing, touching and seeing” rather than just 
“seeing”’(p. 189).

The selection of rural settings for adventure tourism refl ects a discur-
sive association of the rural with adventure, drawing on masculinist myths 
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of exploration and the conquest of nature (Cater and Smith, 2003). The 
rural landscape also provides a dramatic backdrop against which personal 
heroics of adventure are played out (and captured in photographs and 
videos), as well as a rugged and tactile environment for testing the body. 
Cloke and Perkins (1998) hence argue that rural adventure tourism:

involves exploration of uncharted territory: experiencing the danger 
and adrenaline rush of past explorers; traveling the untravelable; 
seeing the unseeable; generally pitting adventurousness, personal 
bravery, and technological expertise against nature barriers – and 
winning.

(Cloke and Perkins, 1998: 204)

More prosaically, the fashion for adventure tourism has created economic 
opportunities for otherwise remote and peripheral rural locations. Places 
such as Queenstown in New Zealand, Cairns in Australia and Chamonix 
in France have emerged as prime destinations for adventure tourism, 
boasting a range of attractions which have commodifi ed rural adventure 
into ‘pay and play’ experiences (Cater and Smith, 2003). However, such 
resorts must also balance the demands of tourist bodies for both thrills 
and security:

Adventurous places are typically perceived as marginal locations, fre-
quently rural, that form an alternative to the highly developed west. 
The reality is that these are as much a part of the global system as the 
places where participants originate, in that they are well served by air 
links and have the best hotels and nightlife for ‘aprés-adventure’. 
What is important is that these places ‘look’ like they are at the ‘edge 
of the world’, this look adds to that feeling of adventure without com-
promising the ‘safe’ regulatory frameworks that holiday makers have 
come to expect.

(Cater and Smith, 2003: 198)

The combination of risk and security is also evident in the technological 
facilitation of many adventure experiences. Activities such as bungee-
jumping and jet boating were created by technological innovations and 
quickly commercialized for tourist consumption (Cloke and Perkins, 
2002). The technology helps bodies to go further, and to move and act in 
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ways that they could not do otherwise, but it also produces a controlled 
environment in which adventure is performed, almost as a piece of 
theatre (Ibid).

Similarly, Waitt and Lane (2007) describe the fusing of technology and 
body in tours of the Kimberley wilderness of Western Australia by four-
wheel-drive vehicles. The use of four-wheel-drive vehicles to access the 
harsh environment of the Kimberley enables more than a version of the 
motoring tours of scenic tourism, putting the body into the wilderness, 
away from sealed roads and built-up development. Although the vehicles 
afford some protection to tourists, movement through the wilderness is 
still an embodied experience, as Waitt and Lane demonstrate. Not only are 
bodies exposed to the heat and aridity of the desert, but they also feel the 
rugged terrain, with one tourist suggesting that driving on unsealed roads 
helps to forge a connection to place through ‘the slower pace that objects 
fl it past the windscreen, the skill of the driver and the roughness of the 
ride’ (Waitt and Lane, 2007: 166).

Tourists interviewed by Waitt and Lane emphasize the thrill of being 
able to ‘go everywhere’, yet in practice the routes followed by the four-
wheel-drive tourists are highly routinized and structure the consumption 
of the region and its landscape:

The routes mapped out in four-wheel drive guidebooks emphasize 
exploration and adventure. For example, a popular circuit starts from 
Kununurra along the Gibb River Road to Derby and Broome ... The 
return journey is along the bitumen of the Great Northern Highway 
to Kununurra through Fitzroy Crossing, Halls Creek and Turkey Creek. 
This circuit provides a number of ‘side options’, including those to 
El Questro, Kalumburu, Mitchell Plateau, Mount Hart, and the 
Bungle Bungles. One outcome is an increased fl ow of four-wheel 
drive vehicles along the 642 km Gibb River Road from Derby to 
Wyndham, established in the 1960s as a ‘beef road’ to enable road-
trains from pastoral stations to access these ports. Between 1986 
and 1987, the average annual daily fl ow of vehicles on this road 
increased from 264 to 329.

(Waitt and Lane, 2007: 161–62)

Thus, Waitt and Lane (2007) argue that the embodied experiences 
and knowledge of four-wheel-drive tourists act to both refashion and 
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reproduce ideas of the wilderness. The home comforts of the vehicles, and 
the ‘luxury drivescapes’ of occasional restaurants, gift shops and hotels, 
enable tourists to ‘drive away’ from conventional ideas of the outback, 
such that ‘champagne, croissant and cappuccino are now compatible with 
experiencing places as wilderness’ (p. 167); yet, four-wheel-drive tours 
can also ‘drive home’ ideas of outback mythology, as participants inter-
pret their experiences through established discourses and reproduce these 
through their photographs and stories.

Getting close to nature

The fi nal form of embodied rural consumption involves getting close to 
nature. Nature-watching has always been part of the visual consumption 
of the rural, but its distanced perspective is exemplifi ed by ornithologists 
studying birds through binoculars from discrete hides. Rural tourists are 
now presented with an array of commodifi ed experiences that offer 
opportunities to break down the distance with nature, and to get close to 
both domesticated and wild animals.

These include commodifi ed farm experiences with petting enclosures 
and children’s corners, where visitors are able to touch and feel docile 
animals such as rabbits and sheep (Daugstad, 2008), as well as working 
holidays which bring participants into contact with animals through farm 
work or conservation projects. In another variation, activities such as dol-
phin swimming offer if not actual touch then at least the sensation of 
sharing the same space as wildlife. As Besio et al. (2008) observe, ‘dolphin 
swimming offers tourists an up-close viewing experience, with the added 
attraction that viewing takes place by sharing the watery spaces of nature 
with dolphins ... The embodied experience of dolphin tourism – being in 
dolphins’ spaces not just gazing upon them – produces an intimate con-
nection between the seer and the seen, between humans and nonhuman 
animals’ (p. 1222).

Besio et al. (2008) report that the embodied interaction between tour-
ists and dolphins produces an emotional response that contributes to the 
ways in which tourists understand nature. Yet, once again, these interpre-
tations of nature as encountered are not unguided, but are shaped and 
informed by the narratives of the tour operators. In particular, Besio et al. 
(2008) argue that a gendered discourse is employed that constructs dol-
phins both as ‘sexy beasts’ and as ‘devoted mothers’, enabling ecotourism 
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operators to ‘promote dolphins as creatures that, on the one hand, are 
wild, sexy, different and exciting, and, on the other hand, are loving, cul-
tural, and the same as humans’ (p 1221). Both discourses serve to dis-
guise the act of commodifi cation that enables the tourist experience, but 
they also contrast with the masculinist discourses that frame adventure 
tourism. As such, adventure tourism and ecotourism activities such as 
dolphin swimming refl ect two different ways of constructing and encoun-
tering the rural as nature, one emphasizing the conquest of wild nature, 
the other emphasizing a sense of communion with vulnerable nature.

Adventure and encounters with nature are combined in safari tourism, 
which is an increasingly important economic activity in parts of rural 
Africa. Safari tourism involves the commodifi cation of African nature 
through the transportation of primarily European, American or Japanese 
tourist bodies into the savannah in pursuit of ‘an elusive goal, which they 
themselves would fi nd hard to defi ne – an encounter with nature’ 
(Almagor, 1985: 43). Although Norton (1996) suggests that the experi-
ence sought by safari tourists is essentially visual, seeing animals in their 
‘natural’ environment; safaris can produce more embodied encounters, 
such as an incident described by Almagor in which a group of tourists on 
foot during a stop on a safari in the Moremi Wildlife Reserve in Botswana 
are confronted by a wild buffalo. The tourists were potentially in danger, 
but the risk heightened the experience of a ‘direct, spontaneous and fi rst-
hand encounter with untamed nature’ (Almagor, 1985: 33).

Getting close to nature therefore involves embodied performances 
both by tourists and by animals. The contingent inter-play is highlighted 
by Cloke and Perkins (2005) in a discussion of whale and dolphin watch-
ing trips from Kaikoura, New Zealand. Here, the sought-after tourist 
experience relies on the performance of the whales and dolphins, which 
cannot be guaranteed. The unpredictability of the animals contrasts with 
the choreography of the tourist performance by the tour operators, 
including announcements about when sightings should occur, where to 
view from, and when to take the best photograph. This disjuncture inevi-
tably produces disappointment on the part of tourists when whales and 
dolphins fail to appear, or when whales fail to deliver the classic vertical 
fl ick of the fl ute.

Crossing human–nature boundaries raises questions about the impact 
of tourist bodies on nature. Many nature tourism activities are packaged 
and presented as ‘ecotourism’, promising minimal environmental impact. 
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Following the mantra of ‘taking only photographs and leaving only foot-
prints’ (Waitt and Cook, 2007: 542), ecotourism implies bodily control 
and self-refl exivity. However, refl ecting on their own experiences as ecot-
ourists, Waitt and Cook (2007) recognize that their experiences were 
always conditional on their bodies, and that ‘rather than prefi gured or 
“packaged”, our experiences were always open, conditional and creative’ 
(p. 538). Yet, their study of kayakers in Thailand suggests that the power 
of the ecotourism discourse can substitute self-refl exivity with anxiety 
about body practice:

Despite observations that recorded everyone touching the water, 
plants and rocks, only some respondents acknowledged the material 
fl ows between their bodies and the non-human world through 
touch ... Undoubtedly there are tactile pleasures while paddling from 
touching and being touched by non-human entities. Yet there is an 
apparent anxiety about touching.

(Waitt and Cook, 2007: 542)

The discomfort of the ecotourists might refl ect a denial of the less pleas-
ant aspects of engagement with nature – ‘smells of mangroves and bat 
urine, being bitten by mosquitoes, squealed at by monkeys, grazed by 
rocks and burnt by the sun’ (Ibid: 547) – thus enabling the non-human to 
continue to be understood in aesthetic terms. It also, though, reproduces 
the status of touch as a forbidden practice in the ecotourism ethics of care. 
As such, whilst ecotourism facilitates an embodied encounter with the 
rural, it can also limit the capacity for the multi-sensory experience to be 
acknowledged: ‘with the almost complete closure of the porosity of 
tourists’ bodies to sensory experiences apart from sight, the myth 
remains intact of a nature uncontaminated by humans’ (Waitt and Cook, 
2007: 544).

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored the consumption of the rural through leisure 
and tourism. It has shown that these acts of consumption engage multiple 
senses, of sight, sound, taste and touch. Opportunities for the engage-
ment of each of these senses have been commodifi ed and packaged 
for consumption by tourists, from pay-to-enter scenic viewpoints, to 
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restaurants serving distinctive local food produce, to petting farms and 
adventure pursuits demanding physical struggle with the rural terrain. As 
discussed at the start of the chapter, commodifi cation is a process that 
increasingly separates the consumed ‘signs’ from their original referents, 
and the commodifi cation of rural places and experiences has produced 
signifi ers of a rurality that are eagerly consumed by tourists and visitors, 
but which have little grounding the actual materiality of the countryside. 
In this, the commodifcation of rural draws on powerful discourses that 
have conditioned the sensory experiences of tourists. The rural gaze, for 
example, reproduces ways of seeing the countryside that guide the 
observer in where to look, what to see and how to interpret landscape, as 
well as crucially where not to look and what not to see. The ecotourism 
myth similarly denies acknowledgement of tactile, embodied encounters 
between human and non-human, maintaining an imagined separation 
that supports the idea that tourism consumption can get close to nature 
without impacting on nature.

In truth, all tourism activity impacts on the rural, because it is through 
such acts of consumption that the idea of the rural as space of consump-
tion is brought into being, reproduced and modifi ed. The relationship 
between consumption and the rural is necessarily contingent because the 
imagined attributes of rurality that are most highly valued by tourists – 
‘unspoilt’ scenery, tranquillity, solitude, pristine nature – are also the 
qualities that are most vulnerable to the impact of commodifi cation and 
increased visitor numbers. Excessive commodifi cation can trigger creative 
destruction, to the detriment of local economies that have been built-up 
on consumption, but the process is cyclical. As some sites of rural tourism 
fall from favour, new destinations will be discovered; tired forms of rural 
consumption will be replaced by new ideas and activities; and the rural as 
a space of consumption will continue to renew itself.

FURTHER READING

The discussion in this chapter draws on the extensive literature that has 
been published on rural tourism and recreation. For more on the con-
cepts of commodifi cation and creative destruction see Clare Mitchell’s 
work on St Jacobs, published in two papers in the Journal of Rural Studies in 
1998 and 2009 (the latter paper with Sarah de Waal). The idea of the rural 
gaze is introduced by Simone Abram in her chapter in Country Visions, edited 
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by Paul Cloke (2003), and Catherine Brace’s chapter in the same volume 
examines how inter-war guidebooks helped to promote particular ways 
of seeing the countryside. David Matless’s article on ‘Sonic geography in a 
nature region’, published in Social and Cultural Geography (2005) is an excel-
lent discussion of the politics of sound in the countryside, whilst the 
study of the Tamworth Country Music Festival by Chris Gibson and 
Deborah Davidson in the Journal of Rural Studies (2004) illustrates the aural 
consumption of the rural through music. Paul Cloke and Harvey Perkins 
discuss the body in adventure tourism through a case study of Queenstown, 
New Zealand, in Environment and Planning D (1998), whilst Tim Edensor’s 
paper in Body and Society (2000) is a good account of embodied practices in 
walking. The problematic of the body in ecotourism is discussed further 
by Gordon Waitt and Lauren Cook in Social and Cultural Geography (2007).



5
DEVELOPING THE RURAL

INTRODUCTION

The previous two chapters have discussed two different ways of imagin-
ing the rural which underpin two different dimensions of the rural econ-
omy. The rural as a space of production prioritizes economic activities 
such as agriculture, forestry, mining and quarrying, in which rural 
resources are exploited for the production of commodities that are sold 
on external markets. The rural as a space of consumption, in contrast, is 
associated with the infl ux of tourists and visitors seeking multi-sensory 
experiences of the rural, and contributing to the economy by paying for 
commodifi ed rural products, activities and places. The discourse of the 
rural as a space of production was historically stronger, supporting the 
dominance of primary industries in the rural economy. However, as 
Chapter 3 demonstrated, the capitalist imperative for profi t has led to 
these industries becoming more and more specialized and integrated, 
reducing the demand for rural space.  As such, large areas of rural territory 
have in effect become surplus to requirements as spaces of production. In 
many of these regions, the void has been fi lled by a new consumption 
economy based on the commodifi cation of landscapes, customs and 
experiences for tourism and recreation. Yet, successful commodifi cation 
requires conformity with the expectations of the rural gaze and other 
discourses that structure the consumption of the countryside through 
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various embodied practices. Not all rural regions are equally placed to 
achieve this.

It is this dynamism of the rural economy, and the resulting uneven 
geography of rural economic performance, that creates the need for ‘rural 
development’ policies and strategies. In a pure free market, economic 
forces would seek out the most profi table arenas of operation, generating 
cycles of boom and bust for the localities affected. The population would 
move to follow the economy, which is what happened throughout most 
of history, as the remains of abandoned farmsteads, villages and mining 
towns testify. The instability produced by such movements would be 
catastrophic in the contemporary age. Accordingly, governments instead 
intervene to try to stimulate and regenerate rural regions that are per-
ceived to be lagging economically, or to be challenged by economic 
restructuring.

The aims of rural development are therefore relatively simple: sustain-
able economic growth and improved living conditions, bringing rural 
areas up to national standards of development, and ensuring that rural 
regions are attractive places to live and able to contribute positively to the 
national economy. Strategies for achieving these aims, however, are varied 
and contested. Approaches to rural development are infl uenced by politi-
cal ideology, for example. Social democratic governments will favour 
direct state action and efforts to improve social equality; whilst neoliberal 
perspectives favour support for entrepreneurship and market-led solu-
tions (see Chapter 8). Rural development strategies will also differ in 
response to the particular challenges facing a region, the institutional 
structures that are in place, and the forms of natural and social capital that 
can be mobilized and enrolled in actions for development.

All forms of rural development, though, involve a discursive engage-
ment with the rural on at least three levels. First, rural development strat-
egies discursively construct the problems and challenges facing rural 
regions, which may for instance be presented as geographical peripheral-
ity, a lack of competitiveness or poor infrastructure. Second, rural devel-
opment strategies need to evaluate the capacities that exist in a region – for 
example unexploited natural resources or a distinctive cultural heritage. 
Third, a rural development strategy sets out a vision for the future of a 
rural area, which becomes the objective of its actions.

This chapter examines in more detail the formulation and implemen-
tation of rural development strategies, and the ways in which they engage 
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with and reproduce ideas of rurality and constructions of rural space. It 
focuses on three notable approaches that have been employed to rural 
development: the modernization paradigm that was dominant in both the 
global north and the global south during much of the twentieth century; 
the ‘new rural development paradigm’ that has supplanted the moderni-
zation paradigm in Europe and other parts of the global north, with an 
emphasis on bottom-up, endogenous development; and the application 
of participatory rural development in the global south.

MODERNIZATION AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT

The modernization paradigm

Conventional approaches to rural development, in both the global north 
and the global south, were informed by the concept of modernization. 
This concept, in turn, was based on the assumption that societies evolve 
along parallel linear paths from an irrational, technologically limited 
traditional society to a modern, rational and technologically advanced 
society (Taylor, 1989). Steps forward along this trajectory resulted from 
technological innovation, enabling new forms of industrial production 
and consumption, and supporting the progressive reform of social and 
political structures and culture. As all societies were considered to be fol-
lowing the same basic path, differences in the economic prosperity of 
different nations or regions could be explained by them occupying differ-
ent points along the trajectory of development. As such, poorer countries 
in the global south were represented as being ‘less developed’ than richer 
countries in the global north, with the implication that their development 
relied on implementing the same policies as had been pursued by 
advanced industrial nations. Furthermore, as modernity was generally 
defi ned in terms of attributes commonly associated with the city – such 
as industry, rationality and high-culture – urban areas were portrayed as 
more developed than rural areas, with the development or modernization 
of rural economies and societies confl ated with urbanization.

As such, the modernization paradigm held that the under-development 
of rural areas, and associated problems of poverty and depopulation, 
could be addressed by measures aimed at speeding up the spatial diffu-
sion of modernity from cities to the country, and from the global north to 
the global south. In practice, rural modernization commonly involved 
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four parallel processes. First, agricultural modernization, which involved the 
transition from subsistence farming to commercial agriculture and, sub-
sequently, the mechanization and industrialization of farm processes, the 
application of agri-chemicals and biotechnology, and the re-organization 
of the agri-food sector through specialization and integration.  As described 
in Chapter 3, these developments formed the central elements of produc-
tivism, and were often underwritten by state support, such as through the 
Common Agricultural Policy in Europe.

Second, economic modernization, which involved the diversifi cation of rural 
economies away from dependency on traditional industries such as agri-
culture towards a broader base of ‘more modern’ industries such as light 
manufacturing and the high-technology sector (Lapping et al., 1989; 
North, 1998). Third, infrastructure modernization, including electrifi cation and 
water supply projects, extending telecommunications networks, upgrad-
ing road links and the development of regional airports, as well as 
improvements to the rural housing stock (Matless, 1998; Phillips, 2007; 
Woods, 2010a). Fourth, social modernization, which challenged the supersti-
tion and traditional folk cultures of rural societies, perceived as backward-
looking, and instead promoted modern rationality and aesthetics, 
education and social emancipation, and an engaged, responsible and 
informed practice of good citizenship (Murton, 2007).

In these ways, modernization provided a ‘blue-print’ for rural develop-
ment that was applied, with variations, across many parts of the world 
from the 1920s onwards, reaching a zenith in the post-Second World War 
period. As discussed further below, the limitations of the modernization 
paradigm began to become increasingly apparent during the 1970s and 
1980s, with a growing critique eventually prompting a turn towards a 
‘new rural development paradigm’ in Europe and other parts of the global 
north. The modernization paradigm has been similarly criticized in the 
global south, but remains signifi cant in guiding rural development in 
several countries, including Brazil, China and India.

Rural modernization in North America and Europe

Rural modernization and state involvement in rural development emerged 
as conjoined practices in North America towards the end of the nine-
teenth century. The earliest interventions by the federal government in the 
United States to support rural development were arguably the establishment 
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of Land Grant Colleges in the 1860s, which as facilities to teach modern 
agricultural techniques in order to stimulate agricultural development, 
directly refl ected the modernization paradigm. In much of North America 
at this time, rural development still meant colonization and cultivation by 
European settlers, and indeed settlement was seen as a modernization 
strategy: transforming savage wildernesses into civilized societies. Yet, 
there was also a feeling that the new rural territories represented an 
opportunity to develop an alternative modernity, free from the vice and 
corruption of the industrial city. The vision set out by the provincial gov-
ernment in British Columbia, Canada, at the start of the twentieth century, 
for example, embodied this concept of an alternative rural modernity, 
as Murton (2007) describes:

Drawing on traditional agrarian values, the contemporary wilderness 
ethic, and the discourse of scientifi c agriculture, they envisioned a 
countryside inhabited by individual, independent farmers and their 
families, united by cooperation and community, and living in a spec-
tacular setting of soaring mountains, plentiful game, and easily avail-
able recreation. Rural communities would have the latest in modern 
conveniences, and be linked to the wider world through telephones 
and good roads. Farms would be run according to the latest research 
in scientifi c agriculture, and farm homes would be equipped with 
modern comforts. The family would be the centre of society, farmers 
and wives performing their expected roles. This modern countryside 
would offer an alternative to the version of modernity found in the 
overcrowded, unhealthy cities.

(Murton, 2007: 60)

At the same time, there was also a recognition that the longer-settled rural 
regions of the eastern United States were falling behind urban areas in 
their level of economic development and standard of living. Farms were 
being squeezed by competition from the Mid-West and California (see 
Chapter 3), and serious problems of rural poverty and depopulation were 
starting to emerge. As Lapping et al. (1989) summarize, the view of the 
time was that, ‘what was stalling the progress of rural America was its 
failure to modernize, to take advantage of the effi ciencies promised by 
new technologies, to realize its potential through scientifi c management 
and reformed institutions’ (p. 26).
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The Country Life Movement campaigned for the modernization of 
rural America, which it presented as involving education, agricultural 
development, industrialization and new infrastructure. The last objective 
was boosted during the New Deal in the 1930s, as federal agencies includ-
ing the Public Works Administration and the Civilian Conservation Corps 
created employment by constructing bridges, roads, public buildings, 
hospitals, schools and sewer systems in hundreds of rural communities 
(Lapping et al., 1989). The most extensive modernization project, how-
ever, was to supply electricity to rural areas.

Advocates of electrifi cation regarded electricity as a vital innovation 
that would stimulate rural development and enable rural areas to catch up 
with urban areas. As Phillips (2007) notes, they ‘believed the government 
must take an active part in providing electric service to rural areas, for this 
revolutionary source of power would decentralize industry, restore coun-
try life, and “put the farmer on an equality with the townsman”’ (p. 27). 
At the end of the 1920s, only one in ten farms in the United States had 
electricity. By 1950, after 15 years of work by the Rural Electrical 
Administration, nine in ten farms had electricity (Lapping et al., 1989).

The need to generate power for rural electricity supplies also formed 
an impetus for regional development projects. The most famous was the 
work of the Tennessee Valley Authority, centred on the construction of a 
series of nine dams along 1,045 km (650 miles) of the Tennessee River, 
and combining hydro-electric generation, water supply, land improve-
ments, agricultural development and industrialization, especially in the 
chemical and primary metals industries (Phillips, 2007).

In Europe, rural modernization gained momentum after the Second 
World War. Alongside the measures for agricultural modernization in the 
Common Agricultural Policy and national policies, attention was directed 
at industrialization, infrastructure improvements and settlement ration-
alization, often in regionally focused programmes. One targeted region 
was Mid-Wales in Britain, which had lost a quarter of its population 
between 1871 and 1961. A government inquiry in 1964 presented a pic-
ture of a sharply declining farm workforce in an antiquated agricultural 
sector, limited opportunities for alternative employment, and poor infra-
structure. A quarter of houses were without a piped water supply, and 
3,000 farms in the region did not have electricity (Woods, 2010a). The 
Mid-Wales Industrial Association and the Mid-Wales Development 
Corporation (later amalgamated as the Development Board for Rural 
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Wales) were established to lead modernization projects including infra-
structure improvements and incentives for industrial development. Over 
200 new factories were opened between 1977 and 1985, and manufac-
turing employment increased by 61 per cent, at a time when employment 
in manufacturing was decreasing nationally in Britain (Woods, 2010a).

The rural modernization project was particularly emphasized by the 
socialist regimes of Central and Eastern Europe, including the Soviet 
Union. Socialist policies towards rural areas were informed by Karl Marx’s 
characterization of the ‘idiocy of rural life’, by which he meant the per-
sistence of superstition and traditional authority in rural society (Ching 
and Creed, 1997). As such, they aimed both to ‘modernize’ the rural 
economy through industrialization and reorganization, and to ‘modernize’ 
rural society by replacing authority fi gures such as priests and landowners 
with managers and bureaucrats.

The collectivization of agriculture was a key element of rural mod-
ernization in socialist states, with individual land-holdings confi scated 
and amalgamated into large collective farms on which production was 
mechanized and industrialized. At the same time, factories were con-
structed in rural small towns to expand non-agricultural employment, 
and in some states, particularly the Soviet Union, the rural population was 
forcibly concentrated and resettled in new towns. Pallot (1988), for 
example, describes the new village of Snov, in present-day Belarus, which 
was constructed in 1956 to house the 5,000 workers on a collective farm 
and their dependents, who were previously dispersed among 17 small 
villages and 800 isolated dwellings. The new village was designed on 
urban planning principles, with housing provided in blocks of fl ats and 
two- or three-storey maisonettes. A central axis through the residential 
quarters contained public buildings including a school, shops, a social 
and administrative complex, and an ‘architectural monument’, and led to 
a park with a sports stadium and a swimming pool. Residents were pro-
vided with a small private plot of land to grow food, but in a break with 
rural tradition, these were generally located away from the residences on 
the edge of the village. However, whilst such programmes succeeded in 
raising the quality of access to some amenities in rural areas, many of the 
objectives of modernization were not achieved, and the stifl ing of private 
enterprise and the dependency on central planning contributed to the 
entrenchment of widespread rural poverty in Central and Eastern Europe 
and the former Soviet Union (Shubin, 2007).
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Modernization helped to stabilize rural population decline, diversifi ed 
rural economies and improved accessibility. As such, it created the condi-
tions that enabled counter-urbanization to occur in many countries from 
the 1970s onwards. However, many in-migrants were attracted by a nos-
talgic discourse of the rural idyll that positioned the countryside in oppo-
sition to modernity. As this paradox became increasingly apparent, so the 
modernization paradigm was brought increasingly into question. 
Additionally, the environmental impact of many modernization projects 
was contested, as was the sustainability of some of the economic benefi ts 
delivered. Industrialization had often been achieved by further inward 
investment from external corporations, making rural areas vulnerable to 
rationalization and relocation decisions by transnational corporations as 
globalization progressed (see, for example, Eversole and Martin (2006) 
on industrial development in rural Victoria, Australia). These criticisms 
contributed to a turn away from the modernization paradigm in rural 
development in many parts of the global north during the 1980s and the 
1990s.

Rural modernization in the global south

In the global south, the modernization paradigm has framed more than 
just rural development. The modernization paradigm was used to ‘explain’ 
the relative deprivation of countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America, 
compared with the advanced industrialized economies of Europe, North 
America and Australasia. The objective of modernization formed the core 
of national economic policies in countries in the global south, associated 
with industrialization, urbanization, capital formation and economic lib-
eralization, the promotion of consumerism, and nation-building projects. 
Within these countries, an internal differentiated geography of moderni-
zation was also identifi ed. Mapping of the ‘modernization surface’ of 
developing countries by geographers in the 1960s and 1970s found the 
most advanced levels of modernization in cities, with remote rural areas 
lagging behind with limited modernization (Potter et al., 2008). The mod-
ernization paradigm, though, held that these differences would be reduced 
as modernization was diffused, justifying the concentration of initial 
modernization efforts on strategic urban locations.

However, a counter-argument developed during the 1970s which 
claimed that modernization was failing rural regions of the global south. 
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Slater’s (1974) analysis of Tanzania, for example, showed that rural areas 
supplied labour to support industrialization and resource exploitation of 
the core, but derived very little benefi t from the activities of the core. The 
modernization projects that were undertaken in rural regions in develop-
ing countries tended to neglect basic needs such as education, health and 
transport infrastructure, whilst supporting mining and industrial agricul-
ture developments that benefi ted external investors over local populations. 
Additionally, modernization facilitated cultural globalization that degraded 
indigenous cultures. Indeed, in setting Western industrial societies as the 
benchmark of development for the rest of the world, the modernization 
paradigm was in practice an agenda for Westernization (Hettne, 1995).

These critiques discredited the modernization paradigm and its under-
lying assumption of parallel linear progress, labelled by Taylor (1989) as 
the ‘error of developmentalism’. Yet, discourses of modernization have 
continued to be employed in many countries of the global south, under-
pinning policies such as industrialization, market liberalization and land 
reform. In China, modernization has been the driving principle of rural 
development policy since the start of economic reforms in 1978, advanced 
through a multi-dimensional approach embracing industrialization, 
infrastructure development including the construction of new housing, 
settlement rationalization and urbanization, and the formation of town 
and village enterprises, as well as social modernization initiatives such as 
household reform. Since 2006 these objectives have been framed within 
the over-arching and overtly modernizing policy of ‘Building a New 
Countryside’, which includes plans to irrigate ten million hectares of 
farmland, provide safe drinking water to an additional 100 million rural 
residents, spend US$12 billion on road construction to connect all rural 
towns to the road network, to supply an additional ten million rural resi-
dents with electricity, and to invest in schools and medical facilities (Long, 
2007).

The modernization agenda has signifi cantly transformed rural areas of 
China over the last 30 years. The rural economy and labour market has been 
diversifi ed as non-agricultural employment in rural China has increased 
from around 20 million people in 1978 to over 140 million in 2000, or 
from 5 per cent of the rural labour force to nearly 25 per cent (Mukherjee 
and Zhang, 2007). The bulk of non-farm employment is provided in pri-
vate ‘town and village enterprises’, which increased in number from 
around 1.5 million in 1978 to over 23 million in 1993 (Liang et al., 2002), 
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with regional analyses suggesting accelerating growth in the 1990s 
(Xu and Tan, 2002). Figures suggest that almost half of town and village 
enterprises are engaged in manufacturing, with signifi cant numbers in 
the commerce and services and construction sectors (Mukherjee and 
Zhang, 2007). Industrialization and economic growth has improved 
living standards, with the per capita income of peasants in Yuhang county 
in Zhejiang province increasing by nearly 2,500 per cent between 1978 
and 1997 (Xu and Tan, 2002). Consumerism has also taken hold. The 
ownership of colour televisions in Yuhang increased from 1 per 100 rural 
households in 1985 to 73 per 100 households in 1997; refrigerator own-
ership increased from zero to 57 per 100 households over the same 
period (Xu and Tan, 2002).

Yet, disparities in wealth between rural and urban areas have also 
increased, as have spatial disparities in wealth within the Chinese coun-
tryside (Xu and Tan, 2002). These differences mean that whilst the rural 
industrialization programme was supposed to provide alternative employ-
ment for former agricultural workers in rural communities and discour-
age out-migration, estimated numbers of internal migrants in Chinese 
cities had increased to around 100 million by the late 1990s (Liang et al., 
2002). Furthermore, rural modernization has had a major impact on land 
use and landscape, including the reconstruction of housing (Long et al., 
2009). The accompanying forced resettlement of residents and land 
reforms have in places met with opposition and protests. These criticisms 
and challenges have led to a questioning of at least some elements of rural 
modernization in China (Long et al., 2009).

ENDOGENOUS RURAL DEVELOPMENT

The new rural development paradigm

Writing at the turn of the twenty-fi rst century, van der Ploeg et al. (2000) 
observed that ‘rural development is on the agenda precisely because the 
modernization paradigm has reached its intellectual and practical limits’ 
(p. 395). In Europe and other parts of the global north, the critique of 
rural modernization has been building since the 1970s. Much of the crit-
icism focused on the problems of over-production, environmental degra-
dation and spatial inequality that suggested that agricultural modernization 
had come to the end of its usefulness as a development strategy in the 
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countryside as a whole (see also Chapter 3), but questions were also 
directed at the application of modernization theory in rural development 
more broadly.  As noted above, there was an increasing disjuncture between 
the modernization agenda and the nostalgia of the rural idyll pursued 
through counterurbanization and the new rural consumption economy 
(see Chapter 4); whilst the increasingly foot-loose character of manufac-
turing in the globalized economy had begun to reverse previous trends
of industrialization in many rural regions (Epp and Whitson, 2001; 
Woods, 2010a).

At the same time, the state-led delivery mechanisms for rural mod-
ernization were challenged by the rise of neoliberalism as the dominant 
political ideology in liberal democracies in the 1980s and 1990s (see 
Chapter 8). As well as seeking to cut government spending and reduce the 
involvement of the state in the economy, neoliberalism also questioned 
the purpose of economic development policy, proposing that the role of 
the state should not be to lead development, but to foster entrepreneur-
ship and help rural communities to help themselves (Cheshire, 2006).

The result of this critique has been the emergence of a ‘new rural 
development paradigm’ (van der Ploeg et al., 2000) that can be defi ned by 
three key points of departure from the modernization paradigm (see also 
Table 5.1). First, there has been a shift in emphasis from inward investment to 

Table 5.1 Features of the modernization paradigm and the new rural development 
paradigm

Modernization paradigm New rural development paradigm

Inward investment Endogenous development

Top-down planning Bottom-up innovation

Sectoral modernization Territorially based integrated development

Financial capital Social capital

Exploitation and control of nature Sustainable development

Transport infrastructure Information infrastructure

Production Consumption

Industrialization Small-scale niche industries

Social modernization Valorization of tradition

Convergence Local embeddedness
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endogenous development. The model of spatial diffusion that was central to the 
modernization paradigm suggested that development of rural regions 
would come from outside, and rural development policies were often 
focused on attracting investment from external sources into rural regions. 
In the new rural development paradigm, the emphasis is on developing 
the resources found within a rural region, as discussed further below. 
Second, the mode of delivery for rural development has also shifted from 
a top-down approach to a bottom-up model. Whereas rural modernization was led 
by the state and involved signifi cant direct state intervention, the new 
rural development paradigm sees the state as facilitating rural develop-
ment that is led by rural communities themselves. Third, the structure of 
rural development policy has moved from sectoral modernization to territorially 
based integrated rural development. The separation of agricultural modernization 
and rural development as different policy arenas, which prevailed during 
the post-war period, has been replaced by an integrated approach that 
combines economic, social and environmental goals within a defi ned 
territorial area.

Intrinsic to this paradigm shift is a transition in the discursive framing 
of rural areas. Rural areas are no longer imagined as lagging regions that 
require external assistance to move them along a trajectory of develop-
ment towards a ‘modern’, industrialized and more urbanized society. 
Rather, the new rural development paradigm visualizes a differentiated 
countryside, in which regions have unique social, cultural and environ-
mental resources that can be harnessed in individual and divergent devel-
opment paths. Rejecting the evolutionary dogma of modernization, it 
looks back as well as forward:

Rural development is not just about ‘new things’ being added to 
established situations. It is about newly emerging and historically 
rooted realities that are currently reappearing as rural development 
experiences avant la lettre. Rural development policies should focus 
on strengthening proven constellations and supporting emergence 
of new ones. A particularly decisive element will be the combination 
of the ‘old’ with the ‘new’.

(van der Ploeg et al., 2000: 400)

It is this vision that underpins the principles of endogenous development. 
In particular, Ray (1998) argues that endogenous rural development 
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involves turning ‘back’ to a territory’s indigenous culture and selecting 
development paths that both employ and sustain the regional culture 
and environment. He describes this as the articulation of a ‘culture econ-
omy’, or the ‘attempt by rural areas to localize economic control – to 
(re)valorize place through its cultural identity’ (Ray, 1998: 3). As such, 
‘cultures are thus sets of resources available for social and economic con-
trol’ (Kneafsey et al., 2001: 297), and endogenous development strate-
gies might include actions for food (re-)localization and the promotion 
of regionally distinctive food and drink products (Fonte, 2008; Kneafsey 
et al., 2001; Winter, 2003), ecotourism or forms of cultural tourism 
focused on food or music (see Chapter 4), the commodifi cation of local 
heritage, the resurrection of traditional craft industries, or the sustaina-
ble exploitation of environmental resources (Siebert et al., 2008; see also 
Box 5.1).

Box 5.1 THE RURAL ECO-ECONOMY

An emphasis on sustainable development is a central characteris-
tic of the new rural development paradigm. At one level this can 
simply mean rejecting development paths that are environmentally 
damaging or unsustainable, such as polluting industrial plants, 
new roads and airports, and chemically intensive agriculture, which 
all featured in rural modernization. It can also mean seeking to add 
value to natural resources found in a rural region in a sustainable 
fashion, and thus to close what Kitchen and Marsden (2009) call 
the ‘eco-economic paradox’ – that rural regions ‘both hold poten-
tially high ecological value and show persistently low levels of eco-
nomic activity and welfare’ (p. 274).

Kitchen and Marsden (2009) accordingly focus on the develop-
ment of the ‘rural eco-economy’. The eco-economy ‘consists of 
complex networks of webs of new viable businesses and economic 
activities that utilise the varied and differentiated forms of environ-
mental resources in more sustainable ways. These do not result in 
a net depletion of resources but provide cumulative benefi ts that 
add value to the environment’ (p. 275).
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Examples of eco-economy initiatives identifi ed by Kitchen and 
Marsden (2009) in Wales include an organic farm business that 
produces and sells a single variety apple juice; a community-owned 
wind turbine; forest mountain bike trails; an equine enterprise stag-
ing weekend events for competitive horse rides; and a water sports 
business offering kayaking, surfi ng and windsurfi ng activities that 
aims to be carbon neutral in its operations.

Further reading: Kitchen and Marsden (2009).

For Ray, the link between territory and culture is essential to the notion 
of local control and ownership of endogenous development, defi ning 
culture as ‘a set of place-specifi c forms that can be used to animate and defi ne 
“development”’ (Ray, 1999: 263). Yet, endogenous development also 
needs to reach out beyond the locality in order to be successful. Ray 
(1999) accordingly describes endogenous development as ‘Janus-faced’, 
needing to look inwards to mobilize local actors including local busi-
nesses and community groups as well as local resources, but also looking 
outwards in order to ‘sell’ the territory to extra-local consumers and policy-
makers. In later work, Ray (2006) suggests that this two-directional 
model might be more correctly referred to as ‘neo-endogenous develop-
ment’, with the prefi x ‘neo’ recognizing the roles played by extra-local 
actors.

(Neo-)Endogenous rural development therefore depends on the con-
struction and mobilization of networks of actors and resources from both 
within and outside a rural locality. As the entities enrolled and the rela-
tionships fi xed will vary between localities, endogenous development 
gives rise to divergent development paths, some of which will be more 
successful in achieving their objectives than others. Van der Ploeg and 
Marsden (2008) portray the process of endogenous development as a 
web of components including endogeniety, novelty, market governance, 
new institutional frameworks, sustainability and social capital, which can 
inter-act and combine in various ways (Figure 5.1). They argue that dif-
ferent regional policies and other structural conditions infl uence the way 
in which these components interact, the relative signifi cance that they 
have in driving development in a territory, and the outcomes that result.



developing the rural144
R

es
p

o
n

d
in

g
 t

o
 t

h
e 

‘s
q

u
ee

ze
’ o

n
 r

u
ra

l e
co

n
o

m
ie

s 
by

 r
al

si
n

g
 it

s 
co

m
p

et
it

iv
en

es
s

1.
 E

nd
og

en
ie

ty
: B

ui
ld

in
g 

on
 lo

ca
l

re
so

ur
ce

s 
an

d 
en

la
rg

in
g 

th
e

in
te

ra
tio

n 
w

ith
 w

id
er

 r
ur

al
 e

co
no

m
y

2.
 N

ov
el

ty
 —

 p
ro

du
ct

io
n

5.
 C

o-
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

an
d 

th
e 

cr
ea

tio
n

of
 s

us
ta

in
ab

ili
ty

6.
 S

oc
ia

l c
ap

ita
l

T
h

e 
q

u
al

it
y 

o
f 

lif
e 

in
 r

u
ra

l a
re

as

3.
 T

he
 g

ov
er

nm
en

t o
f m

ar
ke

ts

4.
 T

he
 c

re
at

io
n 

of
 n

ew
 in

st
itu

tio
na

l
fr

am
ew

or
ks

M
ul

ti-
fu

nc
tio

na
l a

nd
 in

tr
a-

se
ct

or
al

in
te

rt
w

in
em

en
t (

th
e 

st
ru

ct
ur

e 
of

ru
ra

l s
oc

ie
tie

s 
an

d 
ec

on
om

ic
s)

Fi
gu

re
 5

.1
  T

he
 w

eb
 o

f 
ru

ra
l 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t 

(a
ft

er
 v

an
 d

er
 P

lo
eg

 a
nd

 M
ar

sd
en

, 
20

0
8)

 (
by

 p
er

m
is

si
on

 o
f 

Va
n 

G
or

cu
m

 
Pu

bl
is

hi
ng

)



developing the rural 145

Endogenous development in practice

The implementation of the new rural development paradigm has been 
most evident in Europe, where it was adopted as the model for European 
Union rural development policy by the European Conference on Rural 
Development in Cork, Ireland, in 1996. In particular, the endogenous 
development approach has been associated with the LEADER programme, 
which has operated in several incarnations in Europe since 1991. Initially 
introduced as an experiment to stimulate innovative approaches to rural 
development at the local level, the size and the coverage of LEADER have 
increased with subsequent rounds of funding. Similarly, whilst eligibility 
was originally restricted to rural regions in receipt of regional develop-
ment support as ‘lagging regions’ or ‘regions undergoing restructuring’, 
since 2006 the LEADER approach has been opened up to all rural areas in 
the European Union. The model has also been copied in national initia-
tives, such as PRODER in Spain and POMO in Finland (Moseley, 2003), 
and the principles of endogenous development more broadly have been 
replicated elsewhere in EU rural and regional development strategy and in 
national and regional government programmes.

Critically, LEADER has been implemented through ‘local action groups’, 
each covering a territory of fewer than 100,000 inhabitants. These terri-
tories were required to have ‘some real local identity, rather than simply 
respect established administrative boundaries’ (Moseley, 2003: 12), and 
as such LEADER has frequently prompted the formation of new institu-
tionalized rural territories, which have in turn become ‘brands’ for the 
selling for regions. The local action groups are usually partnerships com-
prising local government, businesses and community groups, but also 
work in partnership with communities such that local people are involved 
in forming and implementing development plans. LEADER groups are 
also expected to be innovative in their identifi cation of initiatives for rural 
development and to adopt an integrated approach. As Moseley (2003) 
explains, ‘an example of the latter would be training courses provided for 
farmers who are keen to diversify, linked to grants to help create off-farm 
accommodation and linked also to the marketing of the area as a destina-
tion for rural tourism’ (p. 14).

An illustration of endogenous development in practice can be seen in 
the case of Pembrokeshire, in south-west Wales, Britain. This was one of 
the fi rst LEADER areas, with a local action group, ‘South Pembrokeshire 
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Partnership for Action with Rural Communities’ (SPARC) set up in 1991 
(and succeeded by a second local action group with a larger territorial 
remit, PLANED, in 2001). SPARC set up a network of ‘village-based com-
munity associations’ which ‘were central to SPARC’s underlying aim of 
giving local people the chance to develop their own communities, eco-
nomically, socially, environmentally and culturally’ (Moseley, 2003: 45). 
Each association carried out a ‘community appraisal’ to consult residents 
and establish local needs, priorities and capacities, and subsequently 
involved residents in drawing up local action plans. These were inte-
grated with a number of strategic plans developed by SPARC across the 
territory. The result has been a series of initiatives for rural development 
implemented over nearly two decades, aimed at attracting tourists and 
providing opportunities for local businesses. Key examples include cul-
tural tourism initiatives such as restoring historical sites, way-marking 
footpaths and producing interpretative panels; a local products initia-
tive, supporting the production of local food products by linking pro-
ducers and purchasers, providing training and promotional activities; 
a ‘Quality in Business’ scheme offering training, advice and facilities 
for small local enterprises; and a ‘Demonstration Farm Review and 
Development Scheme’, which ‘encouraged the development of whole-
farm business plans linking training, diversifi cation and conservation 
audits to funding for business and environmental improvements’ 
(Moseley, 2003: 16).

The principles of endogenous development have also been introduced 
into rural development in Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United 
States, although without the coherence of an overarching framework as 
offered by EU policy and the LEADER programme (Brennan et al., 2009; 
Cheshire, 2006; Bruce and Whitla, 1993). As such, endogenous develop-
ment in these countries depends even more heavily on local initiative, 
innovation and entrepreneurship. This is demonstrated by the cases of two 
pseudonymous rural districts in Queensland, Australia (Cheshire, 2006; 
Herbert-Cheshire, 2003). In the fi rst, Woomeroo, an action group was 
established to fi ght plans to downgrade local rail and court services, but 
having failed in these objectives changed tack and ‘rather than reacting to 
the closure of local services with petitions and lobbying tactics, the group 
channelled its energies towards a more proactive type of response, which 
involved working in accordance with federal and state government policies 
to access funding for community and economic development activities’ 



developing the rural 147

(Herbert-Cheshire, 2003: 463). A workshop attended by around 80 residents 
identifi ed eight projects that were taken forward, including the restora-
tion of the town’s historic courthouse as an information centre and the 
construction of a pool complex to encourage tourism, and investment in 
a machine to make cement blocks using sand dredged from a local weir 
(Cheshire, 2006).

In the second district, Warmington, a revival committee comprising 
seven elected representatives from local government and agriculture was 
formed in response to pressure on traditional farming sectors. It focused 
on the development of a linseed/fl ax industry in the area as its major 
project, eventually supported by a government grant. However, Cheshire 
(2006) reveals that bidding for funding involved compromises that cre-
ated dissent among local actors in Warmington, and as such her case stud-
ies demonstrate that rural development is always a political process.

Critiques of endogenous development

Endogenous rural development has become the prevailing approach in 
most of the global north, and has in general delivered more sustainable 
forms of development to rural regions than that offered by the mod-
ernization paradigm. However, there are three key critiques of endog-
enous development that have been advanced by various commentators. 
First, the capacity of endogenous development to tackle issues of funda-
mental structural disadvantage has been questioned. Analyses of relative 
economic performance in England (Agarwal et al., 2009) and the United 
States (Isserman et al., 2009) have shown that geographical position, 
transport infrastructure, economic structure and the education levels of 
the population are still important factors in determining relative pros-
perity. These inequalities are not easily addressed through bottom-up 
territorial initiatives, and as Markey et al. (2008) argue in the case of 
northern British Columbia, there is still a case for some state-led infra-
structure projects to create appropriate conditions for endogenous 
development.

Second, the capacity of local communities to successfully engage in 
endogenous development is also uneven. Numerous studies have high-
lighted the importance of social capital in bottom-up initiatives (Árnason 
et al., 2009; Magnani and Struffi , 2009), yet levels of both ‘bonding social 
capital’ (coherence within communities) and ‘bringing social capital’ 
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(the ability to form networks outside the community) vary signifi cantly 
(Árnason et al., 2009; Brennan et al., 2009; Woods et al., 2007) (see Box 5.2). 
This means that the places best equipped for endogenous development are 
settled rural communities with professional middle-class residents, which 
are also arguably among the areas least in need of development.

Third, endogenous development may not be as inclusive as its advo-
cates claim. Although the bottom-up approach is often presented as 
empowering communities, actual levels of public participation can be 

Box 5.2 SOCIAL CAPITAL

Social capital refers to the collective resource that is created by the 
formal and informal ties and interactions between members of a 
community. Along with other types of ‘capital’, including fi nancial 
capital and human capital (people), it contributes to a communi-
ty’s collective capacity to act. Although he was not the fi rst to use 
the term, social capital is now commonly associated with the 
American political scientist Robert Putnam. In a study of Italy, 
Putnam (1993) proposed that the strength of social capital based 
on centuries of civic tradition explained the relative political stabil-
ity and economic prosperity of the north of Italy compared with the 
south. His follow-up work, Bowling Alone, argued that American 
society had been damaged by the erosion of social capital and the 
rise of individualism, and that action was required to restore social 
capital (Putnam, 2000).

Putnam (2000) describes two types of social capital: bridging 
capital and bonding capital. Bridging capital refers to social net-
works that link members of a community with other communities, 
or other scales; whilst bonding capital refers to the strength of 
social connections within a community. Bonding social capital 
hence assists in building community solidarity and helping mem-
bers of a community to act together, whilst bridging social capital 
enables a community to enrol the support of external actors and to 
put its case at a higher scale. Bridging and bonding social capital 
can also reinforce each other, such that when bridging and bonding 
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social capital are both high, effective community action or entre-
preneurialism results; whilst low bonding capital and low bridging 
capital is refl ected in individualism and apathy (Flora et al., 2008).

Social capital has become a widely used concept in both policy 
and academic discourses of rural development (see for example 
Árnason et al., 2009; Brennan et al., 2009; Flora et al., 2008; 
Magnani and Struffi , 2009). These accounts tend to emphasize 
two assertions. First, that social capital is an important tool in 
endogenous rural development, enabling communities to help 
themselves; and second, that in order to address inequalities in 
rural development, attention should be paid to building social cap-
ital in rural communities where it is currently weak.

However, there is also an extensive critique of social capital as 
an idea. Critics have argued that Putnam’s thesis is normative 
rather than analytical, in that it ignores evidence that does not fi t, 
as well as accusing social capital theory of downplaying the signifi -
cance of wider social and economic structures and of failing to 
demonstrate causality (Anderson and Bell, 2003). There is also a 
‘dark side’ of social capital, with high levels of social capital meas-
ured according to Putnam’s method associated with conformity, 
paternalism, inequality and the marginalization of alternative life-
styles (Schulman and Anderson, 1999; Anderson and Bell, 2003) 
(see also Chapter 6).

Further reading: Anderson and Bell (2003), Flora et al. (2008), 
Putnam (2000).

low, or can tail off rapidly. As such, endogenous development can in some 
places be accused of concentrating infl uence with local elites, or with 
rural development professionals (Cheshire, 2006; Kovacs and Kucerova, 
2006; Shucksmith, 2000; Woods et al., 2007). Moreover, Shucksmith 
(2000) argues that the ‘territorial approach tends to mask inequalities and 
power relations between social actors within a “community” by employ-
ing a consensus perspective’ (p. 209). He suggests that by defi ning com-
munities as territories, rather than as groups of individuals, the endogenous 
development discourse obscures differences of class, ethnicity, gender 
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and age. Consequently, ‘endogenous development only has the potential 
to challenge processes of exclusion if it empowers those without power 
(and this is not necessarily the same as empowering the local against the 
external)’ (Ibid: 210) (see also Árnason et al., 2009; Shortall, 2008).

REORIENTING RURAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE 
GLOBAL SOUTH

From colonial development to post-colonial development

The transformation of approaches to rural development in the global 
south has been no less signifi cant than that experienced in the north, but 
considerably more dramatic, dynamic and contested. There are broad 
similarities in the trajectories followed in both parts of the world, but 
the experience of the global south has been shaped by the particular 
circumstance of countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America: the greater 
challenge of development in regions without basic infrastructure, with 
endemic poverty and high levels of dependency on agriculture, and poor 
levels of literacy and standards of health; unstable and shifting political-
economic regimes and ideologies; and the colonial legacy, both material 
and discursive.

Rural regions in the global south were fi rst imagined by colonial 
powers as spaces of exploitation and extraction. Development took the 
form of mining ventures and plantations of cash crops, and the infrastruc-
ture required to support these activities, and was for colonial economic 
gain. There was no concern for the development of the region itself, with 
indigenous populations being paid little regard, except to be conscripted 
for labour, or displaced or eradicated as obstacles to development. The 
legacy of this discourse is vividly portrayed in Eduardo Galeano’s polemi-
cal history of Latin America:

Latin America is the region of open veins. Everything, from the dis-
covery until our times, has always been transmuted into European – 
or later United States – capital, and as such has accumulated in 
distant centers of power. Everything: the soil, its fruits and its mineral-
rich depths, the people and their capacity to work and to consume, 
natural resources and human resources ... To each area has been 
assigned a function, always for the benefi t of the foreign metropolis 
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of the moment, and the endless chain of dependency has been end-
lessly extended. The chain has more than two links. In Latin America 
it also includes the oppression of small countries by their larger 
neighbors and, within each country’s frontiers, the exploitation by big 
cities and ports of their internal sources of food and labor.

(Galeano, 2009: 2)

Even post-independence, the rural regions of the global south continued 
to be discursively positioned as spaces of resources exploitation for trans-
national corporations engaged in mining, oil exploration or the agri-
food sector. The activities of agri-business in the global south has been 
touted as a model of rural development, creating markets for local pro-
duce and investing in modernization, but agri-business has also been 
criticized for undermining local peasant economies and some of its 
actions, particularly with respect to the promotion of hybrid seeds and 
GM crops, have been attacked as neo-imperialist (Kneen, 2002; van der 
Ploeg, 2008).

Initially, at least, post-independence governments often did little to 
change this situation. As discussed above, the modernization paradigm 
held that development would trickle-out to rural areas, thus justifying the 
absence of an overt rural development strategy. Nationalist leaders empha-
sized the discursive integrity of rural regions to the new state territories, 
but nation-building projects such as dams, new roads and land reform 
were top-down policies that commonly disrupted rural systems and 
brought limited direct benefi t to rural communities, tending instead to 
reinforce the perceived urban-bias in economic development (Potter et al., 
2008) (see Box 5.3).

It was only in the 1970s that substantial programmes for rural devel-
opment appeared, framed by a new discourse of ‘integrated rural devel-
opment’ that was promoted by bodies such as the World Bank (Potter 
et al., 2008). The integrated rural development discourse recognized rural 
regions as complex systems in which issues of social and economic devel-
opment were inter-connected. It promoted schemes that tended to focus 
on improving agricultural productivity, and also included actions to 
improve rural health care, education and transport, as a multi-faceted 
approach to poverty alleviation. These objectives were pursued through 
state intervention and investment, such that integrated rural development 
formed ‘an attempt to mobilize public sector resources in an integrated 
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Box 5.3 RURAL DEVELOPMENT IN INDONESIA

The trajectory of rural development strategy in Indonesia illustrates 
the different approaches that have been attempted in many coun-
tries of the global south, and the critical importance of the state 
and political ideology in shaping the principles and practice of rural 
development. During the Dutch colonial era, an extensive planta-
tion economy was developed in Indonesia producing traditional 
crops such as sugar, coffee, tobacco, tea and cinchona for export, 
primarily to Europe, with rapid growth between 1870 and 1914. 
New plantation crops including rubber and oil palms were also 
introduced in the early twentieth century. Production of the tradi-
tional plantation crops peaked in the 1910s, as exports were hit by 
the inter-war global depression.

Following independence in 1945, the new nationalist govern-
ment promoted land reform in line with its ideology of pancasila, 
which ‘declared that land has a social function and must therefore 
be controlled by the state’ (Kawagoe, 2004: 185). In practice, how-
ever, land distribution was limited, the structure of the Indonesian 
rural economy continued much as during the colonial era, and the 
primary consequence was stagnation.

From 1966 onwards, shifts in government ideology produced a 
greater openness to economic liberalization. Between the mid-
1960s and 1980s, Indonesian agriculture experienced considerable 
growth, especially in food crops including the traditional staple 
crop, rice. A signifi cant reduction in rural poverty was also recorded 
during this period. Rural development strategy was led by US-trained 
technocrats and included the rehabilitation of irrigation facilities, 
enhanced agricultural extension (training and advice) services, and 
new credit facilities for farm investments. Subsidies were provided 
for imported fertilizers and pesticides, which were distributed to 
farmers through village organizations.

Yet, Kawagoe (2004) argues that through this era, ‘rural devel-
opment policies in Indonesia were characterised by extensive state 
intervention, neglect of the traditional sector, and mistrust of 
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markets’ (p. 199). While production of food crops, especially rice, 
was supported, traditional export crops such as tea were neglected 
due to anti-colonial sentiment in the government. Indeed, Kawagoe 
argues that with the exception of rice, agricultural development 
was marginalized by an emphasis on industrialization in govern-
ment policy.

One side effect of this policy was the increasing signifi cance of 
smallholders in producing crops such as palm oil, coffee and 
cocoa, but the lack of aggregation has meant that small producers 
have found it diffi cult to trade in the world market on favourable 
terms. Limited capital to invest in their farms has also constrained 
small producers, but this has eased with the growth of community-
based microfi nance initiatives since the 1980s, often set up by 
NGOs. These include the ‘Bank Desa’, which give loans to villagers 
without taking collateral (Shigetomi, 2004).

Further reading: Kawagoe (2004), Shigetomi (2004).

manner to try to channel resources to rural development and poverty 
reduction’ (Zezza et al., 2009: 1299). However, the state-led approach was 
also a weakness:

[Integrated rural development] projects tended to be centrally 
designed and developed through a top-down approach, which often 
failed to consider local conditions, develop local capacity and foster 
local participation. As such, the projects were generally not suffi -
ciently fl exible to allow for differences across region or households in 
livelihood strategies.

(Zezza et al., 2009: 1299)

The lack of local participation meant that integrated rural development 
was frequently reliant on central state direction and funding, which 
became increasingly squeezed in the ‘debt crisis’ of the 1980s and 1990s 
as structural adjustments were imposed on debtor countries by the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). These in turn became 
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the mechanisms for introducing neoliberal reforms, which sought to 
reduce the role of the state. The rise of neoliberalism in the global north 
had similarly made governments and international aid donors sceptical of 
state intervention, and more concerned about effi cacy and accountability 
(Potter et al., 2008). Consequently, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) became the preferred vehicle for delivering rural development, 
including international aid agencies such as Oxfam. NGOs operated 
within rural communities and engaged with local civil society, thus enact-
ing a new discursive turn in rural development in which rural regions 
were recognized as composed of communities, calling for rural develop-
ment to be locally grounded and territorially differentiated.

Community-centred rural development

The turn towards community-centred rural development in the global 
south has been presented by Shepherd (1998) as a ‘new paradigm’ in 
rural development, mirroring many of the characteristics identifi ed in 
‘new rural development paradigm’ in the global north. It emphasizes a 
‘bottom-up’ community-led approach, the valorization of local endog-
enous resources, and a holistic perspective on social, economic and envi-
ronmental objectives. As indicated in the discussion above, the approach 
emerged from a critique of the integrated rural development model, a 
critical moment being the conversion of the World Bank in the early 
1990s, persuaded by successful examples of community engagement in 
natural resource management and in the administration of social funds 
(Binswanger, 2007).

Equally, however, the new paradigm has intellectual foundations, espe-
cially in the work of Robert Chambers (1983, 1993), who outlined its 
theoretical principles. In particular, Chambers argued that rural develop-
ment should identify and emphasize the priorities of small farmers, rather 
than the priorities of development practitioners and researchers – in other 
words, it should ‘put farmers fi rst’. He formulated the concept of ‘partici-
patory rural appraisal’ (PRA) as a mechanism for establishing community 
priorities (see Box 5.4), identifying starting points for rural development 
that ‘are at once dispersed, diverse and complicating’ (Chambers, 1993: 
120). The approach hence emphasizes providing ‘baskets of choices’ for 
rural development strategies rather than blue-prints, and seeks to com-
bine local traditions and Western science (Potter et al., 2008).



developing the rural 155

Box 5.4 PARTICIPATORY RURAL APPRAISAL

Participatory rural appraisal (PRA) is a methodology developed by 
Robert Chambers, professor in the Institute of Development 
Studies at the University of Sussex, and a major infl uence on con-
temporary rural development theory in the global south. PRA 
attempts to put into practice the principle proposed by Chambers 
(1994) of ‘putting farmers fi rst’ in rural development. As such it 
aims to help members of rural communities to assess the realities 
of their lives and conditions, to formulate plans for action, and to 
implement and monitor initiatives.

PRA does not prescribe any one method, but offers a range of 
techniques to facilitate information-sharing, discussion and analy-
sis, including visualization tools. As Korf and Oughton (2006) 
describe, ‘PRA is often conducted in workshops where large parts 
of a rural community meet in public forums or in smaller groups to 
discuss and exchange ideas under the facilitation of external mod-
erators. Information is shared between insiders (the villagers) and 
outsiders (the planners)’ (p. 284).

Korf and Oughton also note critiques of PRA, especially the 
assumptions of social learning and non-coerced communication 
(Kapoor, 2002; Leeuwis, 2000). They acknowledge that ‘there 
seems to be the assumption that lack of knowledge would impede 
local development and that, if local knowledge could be properly 
made use of, this would lead to more locally adapted solutions’ 
(Korf and Oughton, 2006: 284), and note that the unproblematic 
treatment of ‘local knowledge’ in this assumption contrasts with 
the actual dynamics of PRA events. As such, they propose that PRA 
should be seen as a bargaining process, where different voices are 
heard and outcomes negotiated.

Further reading: Chambers (1994), Korf and Oughton (2006).
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The formulation of rural development strategies in the new paradigm 
is additionally informed by the sustainable livelihoods framework 
(Neefjes, 2000; Scoones, 1998). This draws on Chambers and Conway’s 
(1992) conceptualization of a livelihood as ‘the capabilities, assets (stores, 
resources, claims and access) and activities required for a means of living’ 
(p. 7), and their proposal that a sustainable livelihood is one ‘which can 
cope with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its 
capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities 
for the next generation; and which contributes net benefi ts to other live-
lihoods at the local and global levels in the long and short term’ (pp. 7–8). 
The sustainable livelihood framework offers an analytical tool for under-
standing the interaction of different factors that affects the components of 
human, natural, physical, social and fi nancial capital that comprise the 
livelihood assets of an individual and their ability to achieve a sustainable 
livelihood (Neefjes, 2000; Potter et al., 2008). In so doing, it can inform 
decisions about rural development interventions aimed at improving 
individuals’ living standards, and thus also assists the paradigm in getting 
around the reifi cation of community that has been identifi ed in endog-
enous development in the global north.

One key challenge for the new paradigm compared with the imple-
mentation of endogenous development in the global north is the relative 
weakness of local scale institutions in many parts of the global south, 
labelled as the ‘institutional vacuum’ (Zezza et al., 2009). The consolida-
tion of a institutional infrastructure has accordingly become an objective 
of rural development strategies in itself. This includes not only developing 
local government structures, but also establishing civil society village 
organizations and producer associations. Bernard et al. (2008), for exam-
ple, record that the presence of village organizations in Burkina Faso 
increased from 22 per cent of villages in 1982 to 91 per cent in 2002, and 
that in Senegal, the proportion of villages with at least one village organi-
zation rose from 10 per cent to 65 per cent over the same period. These 
village organizations are diverse in form and focus, including both 
market-orientated organizations involved in activities such as processing 
and marketing, livestock breeding and animal husbandry, horticulture, 
cotton production and handicrafts; and community-oriented organiza-
tions with activities such as the provision of credit, managing collective 
cereal banks, environmental management, water management and sports 
and social activities.
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The evidence for the contribution of local institutions to material gains 
in rural development, however, is more mixed. D’Haese et al. (2005) 
describe how a local woolgrowers’ association in Transkei, South Africa, 
assisted farmers in lowering costs through collective action and increas-
ing prices. Yet, Bernard et al. (2008) note that some local institutions have 
been criticized for corruption and for excluding poorer community 
members. With reference to Burkina Faso and Senegal, they report that 
village organizations have become a major channel for governments and 
aid agencies in reaching the rural poor, but conclude that ‘institutional 
richness does not (yet) translate into substantial material benefi ts that 
could make a difference in rural development and support the competi-
tiveness of a smallholder sector’ (p. 2202).

By defi nition, rural development initiatives within the new paradigm 
can address a range of foci, responding to local priorities. Primarily, 
though, the approach supports the use and valorization of local resources, 
thus shadowing the model of endogenous development in the global 
north. Many actions have concerned agricultural improvements, corre-
sponding with the economic centrality of agriculture and needs to 
improve nutrition and food security, as well as opportunities to access 
external markets. Other actions can concentrate on local cultural and envi-
ronmental resources. For example, Jackiewicz (2006) records initiatives 
by community associations in the village of Quebrada Grande in Costa 
Rica, including an ecotourism venture based on preservation of the green 
macaw and a fi sh-farm cooperative operated solely by women.

The sustainable commodifi cation of the natural environment in such 
initiatives is particularly signifi cant as it represents a further discursive 
shift, presenting nature in the global south as an asset to be managed and 
preserved rather than as a resource to be extracted and exploited. This 
refl ects growing awareness that global sustainability goals require the 
protection of environmental resources in the global south, and that this is 
best achieved if communities can be persuaded that there is greater eco-
nomic gain in preserving the environment and wildlife than in extractive 
activities. A number of initiatives have been established to support this 
approach, generically known as payments for environmental services 
(Engel et al., 2008). One example is the CAMPFIRE programme in 
Zimbabwe, through which rural authorities sold the rights to access wild-
life to entrepreneurs for safari hunting and ecotourism. It was designed 
‘to stimulate the long-term development, management and sustainable 
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use of natural resources in Zimbabwe’s communal farming belt’ (Frost 
and Bond, 2008: 777), and gave rural communities custody over wildlife 
resources and the right to benefi t from their use. Through the programme, 
safaris and ecotourism became a major source of income for communi-
ties in the area, and created an incentive for continuing sustainable man-
agement of the resource.

Community-centred rural development approaches have had a signifi -
cant impact in shifting the discourse and practice of rural development in 
the global south, yet they are still not universally applied, nor are they free 
from problems. As with endogenous rural development in the global 
north, the long-term effectiveness of the paradigm is yet to be proven. 
Critical to any success is the appropriate and accurate representation of 
rural communities, their interests and their workings, and thus the dis-
cursive framing of rural development continues to be important. 
Interestingly, Bebbington (1999) suggests that one reason for the failure 
of rural development projects in marginal areas of Latin America is that 
‘they simply misperceive the way people get by and get things done’ (p. 
2021). In particular, Bebbington argues that ‘a large part of the problem 
is that interventions work with ways of seeing the world that continue to 
crunch rural livelihoods into the category of agricultural and natural 
resource-based strategies’ (Ibid). Such problems may be overcome by 
models such as the sustainable livelihoods framework, but they illustrate 
the power of discourses of rurality within rural development, and the 
danger of discursive misrepresentation for rural development strategies.

CONCLUSION

Approaches to rural development have evolved over the course of the last 
century, shifting with political ideologies, economic conditions, the trial 
and error experimentation of development professionals and institutional 
learning. Changes in rural development strategies have also refl ected 
transformations in the discursive framing of rurality, and hence in the 
ways in which the challenges and capacities of rural areas are understood, 
and visions for their future constructed. The modernization paradigm, 
which conceptualized rural areas as lagging behind urban areas in their 
level of progression towards a ‘modern’, technologically advanced and 
industrialized economy and society, has given way to new paradigms in 
both the global north and the global south that emphasize bottom-up 
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endogenous development, involving local people and utilizing local 
resources (although ideas of modernization are still infl uential in rural 
development in many areas, especially in industrializing countries such as 
China and India).

On the one hand, this transition has brought to the fore the differen-
tiation of rural regions. The new rural development paradigms in the 
global north and the global south both recognize that rural regions are 
composed of many different communities, each with their own identi-
ties, needs, aspirations and capacities to act. Rural development strategies 
are no longer about imposing solutions or blue-prints for development, 
but are about helping rural communities to identify their own objectives 
and implement their own plans for development. This transition in itself 
refl ects a signifi cant change in the discursive framing of rural areas, from 
being perceived as ‘backward’ regions in need of assistance, to being rep-
resented as capable and self-reliant regions with the capacity to develop 
themselves.

At the same time, the new approaches in rural development also stress 
the inter-connection of rural regions. This in part acknowledges the deep-
ening of globalization and the integration of rural localities around the 
world into global networks; but, at a more discursive level, it also repre-
sents the idea that different rural areas can share similar experiences, and 
therefore are able to inspire each other. The concept of mutual learning 
between localities has been a central element in the European Union’s 
LEADER programme, for example, acting as a stimulant to endogenous 
development (High and Nemes, 2007; Ray, 2001). However, there is also 
growing recognition of the potential for the transfer of ideas and exam-
ples between rural communities in the global north and the global south, 
and vice versa.

The spheres of rural development in the global north and the global 
south have commonly been held apart, largely because of the apparent 
differences in the problems that are faced. Whereas in the north the chal-
lenge for rural development is to help rural areas adjust to the declining 
signifi cance of agriculture and other once staple industries, the challenge 
for rural development in the south is more stark: in many developing 
countries at least a third of the rural populations lives below nationally 
defi ned poverty lines (rising in some countries to more than half the rural 
population) (Potter et al., 2008); there are widespread problems of chronic 
undernourishment, disease and lack of access to clean water supplies; and 
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agriculture, including subsistence farming, continues to dominate the 
economy of most rural regions.

Yet, in spite of these differences, there are also commonalities and 
opportunities for the exchange of ideas and approaches between the 
global north and the global south, as can be illustrated by three short 
examples. First, payments for environmental services as part of a strategy 
for sustainable development have been utilized in both the north and the 
south, with models such as ecotourism being adopted in both hemi-
spheres (Engel et al., 2008). Second, as community-centred approaches to 
rural development take root in the global south, there is growing interest 
in the model of territorially focused development represented by the EU’s 
LEADER programme, especially in Latin America (Zezza et al., 2009). 
Third, as rural development practitioners in the global north struggle 
with the challenge of overcoming the exclusion of marginalized groups 
within communities, writers such as Korf and Oughten (2006) have sug-
gested there is scope for the application of ideas such as participatory 
rural appraisal and the sustainable livelihoods model in European rural 
development.

As such, rural development should be understood as a dynamic proc-
ess that is always contingent on the coming together of different local and 
extra-local actors and elements. It is therefore an inherently political proc-
ess, involving constant negotiation and contestation, with the discursive 
framing of rurality, the representation of community, and the envisioning 
of rural futures, lying at the heart of the debate.

FURTHER READING

Most literature on rural development focuses either on the global south 
or on the global north, and there are very few papers and books that 
engage with both. Benedikt Korf and Elizabeth Oughton’s paper in the 
Journal of Rural Studies (2006), asking what Europe can learn from the south, 
is one of the few to cross the line. Geographies of Development (2008) by Robert 
Potter, Tony Binns, Jennifer Elliott and David Smith provides a good intro-
ductory overview of trends and challenges in rural development in the 
global south, whilst the paper by Alberto Zezza and colleagues in World 
Development (2009) is an excellent up-to-date discussion of some of the key 
issues and debates in rural development in the south. As noted in this 
chapter, the recent paradigm shift in rural development in the global 
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south has been strongly infl uenced by the work of Robert Chambers, 
particularly the books Rural Development: Putting the Last First (1983) and 
Challenging the Professions: Frontiers for Rural Development (1993), which are good 
starting points. For the global north, the paper by Jan Douwe van der 
Ploeg and colleagues in Sociologia Ruralis (2000) provides a general intro-
duction to the idea of the new rural paradigm. Two further papers in 
Sociologia Ruralis provide accessible examples of endogenous development 
in practice, in both cases drawing on evidence from Wales: Moya Kneafsey, 
Brian Ilbery and Tim Jenkins (2001) explore the valorization of the ‘cul-
ture economy’ in west Wales, whilst Lawrence Kitchen and Terry Marsden 
(2009) discuss the development of the rural eco-economy.



6
LIVING IN THE RURAL

INTRODUCTION

In Halfacree’s three-fold model of rural space, introduced in Chapter 1, 
the third dimension is formed by the everyday lives of the rural, which 
interact with formal representations of rurality and the spatial practices of 
rural localities. Everyday life in the rural may be shaped by the socio-
economic structures of rural localities and informed by representations of 
rurality, but as Halfacree notes, these aspects ‘never completely overwhelm 
the experiences of everyday life’ (2006: 51–52). People living in rural 
areas make the rural through their own routine practices and perform-
ances (discussed further in Chapter 7), through their lifestyle choices, 
and through their interactions with other rural residents, both human 
and non-human.

Experiences of living in the rural vary enormously between individuals. 
The lifestyle promised by the discourse of the rural idyll (see Chapter 2) 
may be enjoyed by a lucky few, but for the vast majority of rural residents 
around the world, life continues to be a struggle with everyday issues 
such as the demands of work and family life, or problems with money, 
health, crime, loneliness or alienation. In many cases, the lifestyles of 
rural residents may seem little different to those of urban residents. In 
other cases, a rural setting creates its own distinctive problems of isolation, 
lack of employment opportunities, pressure to conform, or diffi culties in 
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accessing vital services. There are large differences between the meaning 
of rural life as experienced in communities in the global south, and its 
meaning in more prosperous rural regions of the global north. Yet, even 
within a single rural community, rural life can be interpreted and experi-
enced in many different ways: cherished by some, detested by others.

This chapter examines the ways in which rural life is both conceptual-
ized and experienced, and investigates how notions of living in the rural 
have been disrupted and remade by processes of restructuring. The fi rst 
section discusses the importance of ideas of community and belonging to 
place in the discursive construction of rural life, and looks at how these 
concepts are given material expression in the lives of rural residents. It 
notes that the concept of the ‘rural community’ has traditionally been 
associated with stability, coherence and security, but also recognizes that 
the concept has a dark side, and that close-knit rural communities can 
reproduce unequal power relations and enforce conformity, excluding 
those who are deemed not to fi t or who exhibit supposed ‘deviant’ char-
acteristics or behaviour.

The second section of the chapter considers some of the ways in which 
rural communities, as traditionally imagined, have been destabilized by 
the effects of social and economic restructuring, including both out-
migration and in-migration. In particular, it focuses on the impact of 
counterurbanization in Europe and North America, examining the dynamics 
though which in-migrants become integrated into rural communities 
and develop attachment to place, but also probing the potential for ten-
sions to arise between long-term residents and new arrivals over aspects 
of community identity and rural life. The section then proceeds to inves-
tigate the rise of mobile and transitory rural communities, whose attach-
ment to fi xed rural places is limited, including second home owners and 
migrant workers. Additionally, it is argued that the increased mobility of 
rural populations has stretched the spatial expression of rural communi-
ties, producing new confi gurations that can be trans-local and even trans-
national, for example, through rural migrant workers in towns and cities 
or foreign countries who maintain identity with and participation in their 
home rural community.

The fi nal section of the chapter recognizes that people are not the only 
inhabitants of rural areas, but that rural space is shared with plant and 
animal communities and that coexistence with nature is part of the dis-
cursive construction of rural life. It discusses how rural communities have 
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learnt to live with nature, including large carnivores, and how non-human 
life produces its own geographies of being within the countryside.

COMMUNITY, BELONGING AND RURAL PLACE

Conceptualizing rural community

The notion of community has long been synonymous with rural life. As 
rural sociologists endeavoured during the early twentieth century to distil 
the essence of rural society, as distinct from urban society (in much the 
same way that rural geographers sought to defi ne the characteristics of 
rural space (see Chapter 2)), they repeatedly returned to theorizations 
that associated rurality with forms of social interaction based on a stable 
and structured community. This work was strongly infl uenced by the con-
trast drawn by the German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies between gemein-
schaft and gesellschaft as two alternative forms of social organization. In 
Tönnies’s model, originally published in 1887, gemeinschaft refers to com-
munity as a social grouping based on mutual bonds, a feeling of together-
ness and collective goals, whilst gesellschaft, or society, is described as being 
based on individualism, with collective identity and action only sustained 
as long as they serve an instrumental purpose in supporting individual 
objectives (Tönnies, 1963).

Tönnies identifi ed gesellschaft with modern urban social formations, and 
thus, by implication, assigned gemeinschaft as characteristic of more tradi-
tional rural settings. However, Tönnies himself did not suggest that gemein-
schaft and gesellschaft were defi ning features of rural and urban social 
formations in themselves, and indeed discussed the family unit and pre-
modern neighbourhoods (which could be urban as well as rural), as 
exemplars of gemeinschaft. It was later rural sociologists and rural geogra-
phers who drew on Tönnies to propose a ‘taxonomy of settlement pat-
terns’ (Newby, 1977: 95) in which rural settlements were defi ned by the 
practice of gemeinschaft or community (Panelli, 2006). As Panelli (2006) 
observes, this representation of rural community strongly informed the 
body of rural community studies conducted in Britain during the 1950s 
and 1960s (see also Frankenberg, 1966), along with the contributions of 
other sociologists such as Louis Wirth, which developed a dichotomization 
of rural and urban life that refl ected the shorthand designations or rural 
community versus urban society. Wirth (1938), for example, identifi ed 
urban life with dynamic, unstable and impersonal social relations, and 
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rural life with a stable, integrated and stratifi ed community, with the same 
people coming into contact with each other in different contexts.

Liepins (2000a) describes these early attempts at conceptualizing rural 
community as falling into either a structural–functionalist approach or an 
ethnographic perspective. Structural–functionalist accounts of rural com-
munity viewed communities as ‘relatively discrete and stable phenomena 
with observable characteristics (structures) and demonstrable purpose’ 
(p. 24), such as the structural characteristics identifi ed in Tönnies’s model 
of gemeinschaft. Studies of rural communities conducted from this perspec-
tive therefore set out to observe and record these anticipated structural 
characteristics. Studies adopting the ethnographic approach, in contrast, 
did not presume the existence of pre-set structural forms, but sought to 
document the ‘real’ existence and practice of community, through ‘the 
careful recounting of “authentic” lived experiences and relationships’ 
(p. 25). However, Liepins (also later writing as Panelli) notes that both 
these approaches faced diffi culties in attributing either distinctive struc-
tural formations or ‘authentic’ practices to the concept of ‘community’, 
and as such were subjected to extensive critique and criticized as being 
‘descriptive, static, homogenizing, traditional, unscientifi c, abstractly 
empiricist and even pre-modern’ (Panelli, 2006: 68).

Denuded of any explanatory power, ‘community’ fell back to being 
used in rural studies purely as a descriptive term, denoting ‘a scale of 
inquiry or a loosely specifi ed sense of social collectivity’ (Liepins, 2000a: 
25). It was only with the cultural turn in the late 1980s and 1990s that 
interest in the meaning of community was reignited in rural studies, with 
the emergence of a new approach that has conceptualized ‘community’ as 
a symbolic and socially constructed idea. This approach was strongly 
infl uenced by theories of symbolic interactionism in anthropology, and 
particularly the work of Anthony Cohen (1985), who argued that:

the ‘community’ as experienced by its members does not consist in 
social structure or in ‘the doing’ of social behaviour. It inheres, rather 
in ‘the thinking’ about it. It is in this sense that we can speak of the 
‘community’ as a symbolic, rather than a structural, construct.

(Cohen, 1985: 98)

The emphasis on community as a social construction corresponded with 
growing interest in the plurality of different rural identities and lifestyles 
in the 1990s (see, for example, Cloke and Little, 1997), and hence facilitated 
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exploration of contested communities, the connections between com-
munity and rural identity, the existence of overlapping rural communi-
ties, and the exclusionary character of some imaginings of rural 
community, as discussed further later in this chapter.

However, by focusing on the symbolic nature of community, the cul-
tural approach downplays the materiality of community, as, for example, 
expressed in its territoriality, its institutions and meeting-places, and its 
practices and performances.

Accordingly, Liepins (2000a, 2000b) proposes a new conceptualiza-
tion of community, which incorporates material and spatial aspects of the 
construction of community with cultural meanings and practices through 
which community is performed and reproduced. In this model, commu-
nity is understood as ‘a social construct about human connection that 
involves cultural, material and political dimensions’ (Liepins, 2000a: 29), 
comprising the mutual interaction of meanings, practices and spaces and 
structures (Figure 6.1).

As Figure 6.1 shows, Liepins places people at the centre of community, 
as communities are made up of people, but a collection of people in itself 
does not make a community. Rather, a community must be ascribed with 
meanings, which constitute its symbolic construction. These meanings of 
community, though, are not free-fl oating, but are embodied in commu-
nity spaces and structure and legitimate particular community practices. 
Community practices, in turn, enable the circulation and challenging of 
meanings – for example, the ‘circulation of meanings and memories 
through newsletters and meetings’, or ‘the exchange of goods and serv-
ices at a local store or health clinic’ (Liepins, 2000a: 31–32) – exposing 
the dynamic and contested nature of rural communities. Such practices 
occur in the spaces and structures of the community, and indeed shape 
these spaces and structures, including sites such as schools, halls and bars 
where ‘people gather in their practice of “community”’ (Ibid: 32). Spaces 
and structures therefore enable the materialization of meanings and affect 
how practices occur. Each dimension of community, therefore, is contin-
gent on other dimensions of community.

Liepins’s model has clear methodological implications for the study of 
rural communities. First, there is a need to examine the texts, representa-
tions and lay discourses through which meanings of rural community are 
produced, reproduced and contested. Second, the ways in which com-
munity is practised and performed should be studied, paying attention 
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both to staged events and rituals, and to everyday interactions (see Chapter 7 
for more on the performance of rural community). Third, the spaces and 
structures of rural communities must be mapped and explored, including 
formal sites of community interaction such as shops and schools, but also 
informal spaces and structures through which community can be enacted. 
Moreover, Liepins’s approach emphasizes the requirement for an inte-
grated and holistic analysis of how these aspects collectively constitute 
community, investigated in situ through geographical case studies.

This is illustrated by Liepins (2000b) with case studies of three rural 
communities in Australia (Duaringa and Newstead) and New Zealand 
(Kurow). Employing participatory action research to engage local resi-
dents in the study, she demonstrates the interconnection of community 
meanings, practices, and spaces and structures in three towns. In 
Duaringa, a beef and crop farming town of fewer than 500 residents in 
central Queensland, for example, the meanings of community were 

1 MEANINGS
2 PRACTICES
3 PRACTICES

4 SPACES and STRUCTURES
5 SPACES and STRUCTURES
6 MEANINGS
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enable the circulation and challenging of meanings
occur in spaces and through structures,
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Figure 6.1  The constitutive components and dynamics of ‘community’ (after 
Lipeins, 2000a) (by permission of Elsevier)
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closely associated with agriculture, as were events through which com-
munity practised, such as the Bullarama. As Liepins summarizes, the mean-
ings and practices of community in Duaringa are mutually constitutive:

Duaringa has been narrated in part as a ‘farming community’ based 
on services and support for surrounding agricultural properties and 
families. These meanings have legitimated the ‘community’ prac-
tices surrounding such activities as the Bullarama, Rodeo Club and 
the charity fund raising for the Flying Doctors. In each case, the spe-
cifi c voluntary work and social practices associated with these activi-
ties involve Duaringa people in mobilizing meanings about being a 
‘farming community’.

(Liepins, 2000b: 337)

Additionally, community in Duaringa was also practised through the 
interaction of a largely dispersed agricultural population at keys sites such 
as the school and the post offi ce, thus emphasizing the importance of the 
spaces and structures of community. Community practices were hence 
socially embedded in spaces and structures in the community, which 
in turn shaped how practices were enacted, not least because the spaces 
and structures concerned were infl ected with gender and other power 
relations:

In Duaringa all interviewees noted the importance of the Gold Club 
and the CWA [Countrywomen’s Association] Hall as signifi cant sites 
that provided social (and semi-‘public’) spaces for ‘community’ 
activities and practices ... Nevertheless, interviews and observations 
indicated that neither of these sites were neutral physical spaces. 
Indeed, the CWA Hall was recognized as a site controlled and man-
aged by local women, while the Golf Club was more often a space 
that was gendered as masculine on account of the drinking practices 
occurring in the bar ... In both cases these ‘community’ sites shaped 
the types of activities (sport or service) and gendered practices that 
occurred.

(Liepins, 2000b: 338)

In this way, the approach to community outlined by Liepins/Panelli 
reveals rural communities to be not static and stable places, as modelled 
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in early concepts of community, but dynamic and contested groupings of 
people that are shaped and infl uenced by social and political context and 
power relations. As later sections of this chapter discuss, social and eco-
nomic restructuring has changed rural communities by challenging the 
character of each of the dimensions of community meanings, community 
practices and community spaces and structures, and by allowing the 
power relations implicit in the idea of community to be contested. Yet, 
these developments do not mean that ‘community’ has become a redun-
dant concept, but rather point to the constantly changing form of rural 
communities.

Rural community and belonging

Part of the adhesive that holds the various elements of community 
together is the notion of belonging. Belonging works in rural communi-
ties in two ways. First, it is exhibited in the sense of belonging that mem-
bers of a community feel towards each other – that they share a common 
identity, participate in the same practices, support one another, and thus 
belong to the community. Second, belonging is also articulated in terms of a 
sense of belonging to place – that is the association of a particular com-
munity with a particular territorial expression (Plate 6.1).

Although Liepins/Panelli does not explicitly talk about belonging, the 
importance of a sense of belonging both to community and to place is 
evident in her case studies in Liepins (2000b). Respondents in all three 
localities associated community with social interaction, participating in 
shared events, and helping each other out; but respondents also identifi ed 
sites within the area as material spaces of community, including natural 
features such as rivers and infrastructure such as bridges as well as the 
more obvious schools, halls and bars. One resident in Duaringa, for exam-
ple, picked the bridge that ‘everyone has to cross’ (Liepins, 2000b: 335).

Similar observations were made by Neal and Walters (2008) in work 
in rural England on the Women’s Institute (WI) and Young Farmers’ Clubs 
(YFC) as sites through which community is practised. They show that 
belonging to such organizations is closely identifi ed with belonging to a 
community, in that to be a member was ‘the way in which to fully “be 
in”/belong to their particular and their imagined geographical place’ 
(Neal and Walters, 2008: 285). Groups such as the WI and YFC provide a 
space for conviviality, which consolidates a sense of belonging, but they 
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also function to facilitate altruistic practices about community responsi-
bility and care as well as social activities. Neal and Walters note that these 
different activities are bundled together as people talk about community-
making practices – they are all about ways of belonging. Moreover, Neal 
and Walters suggest that the WI and YFC promote particularly rural forms 
of community practice, which serve to embed a belonging to place. With 
specifi c reference to YFC members, they note:

What emerges from these conversations is a chain of equivalences 
between locationality, sociality and community. Young Farmers’ 
Clubs create social spaces in which young people perform specifi -
cally rural behaviours ... It is in these social spaces that the produc-
tion and maintenance of community occurs.

(Neal and Walters, 2008: 286)

Community is here linked to place not only through the physical sites of 
community practice, but also through the place-rooted nature of these 

Plate 6.1  Community and territory: Deddington parish map, Oxfordshire, 
England (Photo: author)
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practices. A sense of belonging to place hence is not just about familiarity 
with local landmarks and recognition of territorial boundaries, but also 
implies a deeper knowledge of, and engagement with, the physicality of 
place. In a rural context, this is commonly structured by meanings of 
community that emphasize the centrality of agriculture. Yet, given that 
agriculture now employs only a small minority of the rural population 
in most of the global north, this association can give rise to nostalgic 
and defensive renderings of rural community, with rooted rural commu-
nities portrayed in opposition to the rootlessness and anonymity of 
modern society, as in the ‘new agrarian’ movement in the United States 
(see Box 6.1).

Box 6.1 NEW AGRARIANISM

Agrarianism has been an infl uential political philosophy in the 
United States since the founding of the union, and is commonly 
associated with Thomas Jefferson’s assertion that, ‘cultivators of 
the earth are most valuable citizens. They are the most vigorous, 
the most independent, the most virtuous, and they are tied to their 
country and wedded to its liberty and interests by the most lasting 
bonds’. The central tenets of agrarianism hold that the direct con-
nection of the farmer to nature through the cultivation of the soil 
inculcates virtues such as courage, honour and moral integrity, and 
that rural communities rooted in the land more fully adhere to 
American principles such as self-reliance and independence.

Agrarian thought was popular in the early twentieth century, but 
the family farms that it celebrated were marginalized by the expan-
sion of industrial agriculture. New agrarianism is a body of ideas 
associated with writers such as Wendell Berry, Wes Jackson and 
Gene Logsdon, and infl uenced by the earlier work of Aldo Leopold, 
which has developed since the 1970s. New agrarians reiterate the 
importance of a sense of connection between community and 
place, with Livingston (1996), for example, suggesting that ‘a sense 
of community is most simply put as an awareness of simultane-
ously belonging to both a society and a place’ (p. 132). However, 

continued
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A more progressive articulation of rural community and belonging to 
place, however, can be found in the crofting communities of northern 
Scotland. As Mackenzie (2004, 2006a, 2006b) documents, the meaning 
of these communities is defi ned by the practice of crofting, a social system 
based on small-scale farming in which crofters have a collective and 
inherited right to work the land, but no right of land ownership. As such, 
crofting is framed by the historical legacy of the eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century Highland Clearances in which crofters were displaced to 
permit the enclosure of the land in aristocratic estates (Mackenzie, 2004). 
Community identity and belonging are hence enacted both through his-
torical references and through contemporary practice in which ‘collective 
rights to the land are asserted on a daily basis through the rearing of 

new agrarians argue that this connection has been lost in modern 
society:

the land is still more likely to be owned than known, controlled 
without being fully understood, and loved only for its instru-
mental value. Many of us remain visitors in a landscape we call 
home, and are estranged from the people who, in another 
time, would be rightly called our neighbors.

(Vitek, 1996: 1)

As such, new agrarians advocate a rediscovery of the landscape 
and place, support for small-scale agriculture and sustainable 
farming methods, local food systems, and the reinvigoration of 
rural communities that are based around farming. New agrarian-
ism hence resonates with progressive ideas expressed in the ‘back-
to-the-land’ and organic movements, but its emphasis on Christian 
morality, ordered communities, traditional values and small-scale 
agrarian capitalism, and its veneration of the nostalgic model of 
the Anglo farmer-settler, means that it is more commonly associ-
ated with a conservative politics of community.

Further reading: Berry (2009), Vitek and Jackson (1996).
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sheep and management of common grazings’ (Mackenzie, 2004: 283). 
Thus, Mackenzie observes:

At the same time that collective rights are made visible through nar-
ratives of the past and the present, so too are collective, or commu-
nity, subjectivities performed. Through the everyday practices – talking, 
laughing, disputing, dancing – by which the past is re-called and the 
present re-claimed, boundaries of identity and belonging are 
reworked.

(Mackenzie, 2004: 285)

Mackenzie argues that the dynamic and contingent nature of these prac-
tices means that community membership is more fl uid than the historical 
references imply, and that community belonging can be ‘achieved rather 
than ascribed through some essentialist marker’ (Ibid).

The necessary negotiation of community and belonging assumed new 
signifi cance as crofting communities began to engage with the opportu-
nities created by the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003, which gave com-
munities a ‘right to buy’ the land that they occupied. Mackenzie (2006a) 
records the community purchase of the North Harris Estate on the Isle of 
Harris, which required a re-imagining of the community and its connec-
tion to the land, both in terms of establishing the rationale for the buy-
out and the subsequent management of the land and in terms of defi ning 
eligibility for membership of the community trust that became the new 
owner of the land. What emerged was an articulation of community based 
on crofting principles of collective rights to the land, but recast as rights 
that were ‘inherited and evolving’ (Mackenzie, 2006a: 586). As Mackenzie 
notes, this re-articulation of community contrasts with prevailing dis-
courses of privatization and globalization, and has become a guiding 
principle in the subsequent governance of the estate by the North Harris 
Trust (Mackenzie, 2006b).

Exclusionary rural communities

The notion of belonging can help to bind rural communities together 
and build ‘social capital’ that enables communities to act collectively, but 
it also implies the exclusion of people and practices that are deemed not 
to ‘belong’. Meanings ascribed to rural communities that derive from a 
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sense of belonging to a particular territorial place, and which emphasize 
continuity of residence and practice, can breed distrust and suspicion of 
outsiders. This can include racial and ethnic discrimination and confl icts, 
with groups from different ethnic backgrounds represented as not-
belonging, and presenting a threat to the stability and coherence of ethni-
cally homogeneous rural communities. Hubbard (2005), for example, 
describes the opposition of predominantly white rural communities in 
England to the construction of reception centres for asylum seekers; 
whilst Roma and ‘New Age Traveller’ populations have long been stigma-
tized as criminals and ostracized in many parts of Europe by rural com-
munities that feel threatened by their mobility and different culture 
(Sibley, 1997; Vanderbeck, 2003). Such actions claim to protect the 
‘purity’ of rural communities, but they are misconstrued, based on myth 
rather than reality. The representation of rural Europe, rural Australia and 
large parts of rural North America as spaces of ‘whiteness’ (Agyeman and 
Spooner, 1997; Vanderbeck, 2006), for example, ignores the indigenous 
peoples of America and Australia, and disguises the historic presence of 
non-whites in the countryside of rural Europe (Bressey, 2009).

Ethnic minorities living in rural communities frequently experience 
marginalization and victimization (Chakraborti and Garland, 2004). In 
extreme cases they can be subjected to racial abuse and racist attacks, but 
more commonly they are the victims of ‘covert racism’, comprising 
‘mechanisms, assumptions, infl ections and orthodoxies which serve to 
deny people of colour any distinct cultural identity in rural settings, pre-
senting them with lifestyle choices involving a denial of ethnic identity so 
as to “fi t in”’ (Cloke, 2004: 30). Ethnic minority residents can fi nd them-
selves excluded, directly or indirectly, from the social networks and prac-
tices through which community is practised, as Tyler (2006) describes for 
Asian households in villages in Leicestershire in England, signalling that 
they are not perceived to fully belong.

As such, the practices of community can also be exclusionary, espe-
cially where these are associated with religion or cultural practices such 
as drinking alcohol. As Garland and Chakraborti (2004) observe in the 
context of rural England, ‘the “customary” visit to the village pub, espe-
cially on a Sunday, also causes problems for those whose faith dictates that 
they should not drink alcohol’ (p. 127). Furthermore, rural community 
practices and events are also frequently inscribed with gender stereotypes 
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(Hughes, 1997; Liepins, 2000a; Neal and Walters, 2008) and norms of 
heterosexual behaviour (Little, 2003). Behaviours that do not conform to 
these expectations cannot be accommodated within the community, and 
attempts to establish alternative spaces in which alternative community 
practices can be articulated may become the focus of confl ict over whether 
or not they ‘belong’ in the community, as Gorman-Murray et al. (2008) 
describe in the case of a gay and lesbian festival in the small town of 
Daylesford, Australia.

Control over the spaces and structures of community life also facilitates 
regulation of behaviours within the community, as well as the exclusion 
of those deemed not to belong. Neal and Walters (2007) comment that 
the everyday practices that sustain community sensibility involve ‘a heavy 
reliance on the notion of neighbour knowledge and the importance of 
the informal and formal processes of watching and surveillance’ (p. 254). 
They note that surveillance is often constructed positively, as caring 
watchfulness, ‘watching over those identifi ed as being captured by com-
munity boundaries and watching out for those that are outside of these’ 
(p. 255), and structures of surveillance such as Neighbourhood Watch 
schemes may themselves become practices of community-making.

Surveillance can also function to enforce conformity within rural com-
munities and to police activities that are a perceived to be disruptive to the 
rural idyll, rather than necessarily illegal or threatening. The pressure to 
conform and the regulation of behaviour can be particularly felt by young 
people, whose everyday activities such as gathering in public spaces 
or skateboarding on footpaths, may be perceived as disruptive and threat-
ening by other community members (Panelli et al., 2002; Rye, 2006). 
However, Leyshon (2008) presents a more complex picture of youth 
belonging, noting that young people tend to reproduce the same dis-
courses of rural community as adults, and that they frequently appreciate 
the safety and mutual help that follows from a strong sense of community. 
Moreover, young people (and adults) in rural communities are adept at 
testing the boundaries of regulation, and at fi nding marginal spaces that 
can be colonized for their own use, or where deviant practices (smoking, 
drinking, drug-taking, non-conforming sexual behaviour) can be per-
formed ‘out of view’ (Neal and Walters, 2007; Panelli et al., 2002). In this 
way, young people are active participants in the construction of rural 
communities.



living in the rural176

Rural poverty and deprivation

Negotiating practices of belonging and inclusion in rural communities 
can be particularly sensitive when it comes to questions of poverty and 
deprivation. In most of the world, poverty is perceived to be more prev-
alent and persistent in rural regions – indeed, rural poverty is a key push 
factor in rural-to-urban migration in the global south (Lynch, 2005). In 
more prosperous countries of the global north, however, the perception 
tends to be reversed, with Milbourne (2004) observing that ‘the city has 
assumed the status of the “natural” place of poverty’ (p. 13). This refl ects 
the more visible concentration of poverty in urban areas, and also the 
power of the rural idyll myth. In actuality, the rate of poverty in the 
United States is higher in rural counties (14.8 per cent in 2000) than in 
metropolitan counties (11.9 per cent) (Lichter and Johnson, 2007), and 
substantial levels of poverty were identifi ed in several rural case study 
areas in England and Wales by research in the 1990s (Milbourne, 
2004).

Such is the strength of the perception, however, that even many rural 
residents who would objectively be categorized as living in poverty deny 
the existence of deprivation in their communities. For example, in an area 
of Nottinghamshire in England, where nearly four in ten households fell 
beneath a commonly accepted measure of the poverty line, only 21 per 
cent of residents and only 15 per cent of residents in poor households 
reported that there was deprivation in their area (see  Table 6.1) (Milbourne, 
2004). Equally, elite groups in rural communities can adopt narratives 
that explain away the presence of poverty, constructing it as a matter of 
choice or personal failure. Lawson et al. (2008), drawing on case studies 
in Idaho and Montana, report that:

The White poor are frequently explained as choosing their lifestyle, as 
anti-establishment and rejecting assistance, as not wanting the 
(farm) work that is available. Latino poor are framed as undeserving, 
criminal and/or threatening, as happy for backbreaking low-wage 
work and as needy and draining public resources. These understand-
ings of poor subjects obscure the failures of pro-market policies and 
reinforce community cohesion through constructions of the poor as 
deviant and failing.

(Lawson et al., 2008: 750)
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At the same time, elite respondents in the study reproduced imaginaries 
of place that erased poverty, representing communities in ways that left 
no space for poverty, describing true local residents as rugged frontier 
individuals who would reject assistance, and suggesting that the poor 
were ‘just transients moving through’ (Lawson et al., 2008: 750). 
Representations such as these construct a moral framework that can con-
strain the coping strategies available to rural residents experiencing pov-
erty, as Sherman (2006) demonstrates for a small community in California. 
As community residents are subjected to considerable social pressure to 
uphold its cultural norms and to ‘act in mainstream ways’ (p. 907), they 
make individual decisions about coping strategies based on the perceived 
moral capital of different options. This led some poorer residents to reject 
strategies such as accepting welfare payments in favour of more ‘morally 
acceptable’ routes such as taking ad hoc menial paid work and growing 
their own food.

In countries where recognition of rural poverty is more widespread, 
differences of interpretation can still exist over the meaning of poverty 
between rural residents and external actors, such as government agencies 
and aid organizations. Kadigi et al. (2007), for example, report that when 
poor rural residents in Tanzania were asked what poverty meant to them, 

Table 6.1 Poverty rates and perceptions of deprivation in selected case study 
areas in rural England, 1990–1 (after Cloke et al., 1995; Milbourne, 2004)

Study area Households with 
incomes of less 
than 140% of 
Income Support 
entitlement (%)

Respondents reporting the presence 
of deprivation in the local area

All respondents 
(%)

Respondents 
in poor 
households (%)

Nottinghamshire 39.2 21.0 15.0

Devon 34.4 43.9 45.5

Essex 29.5 29.3 38.5

North Yorkshire 22.0 46.2 22.2

Northamptonshire 14.8 25.1 25.0

Cheshire 12.8 32.1 20.0
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they emphasized not income, but ‘intangible assets’ such as health, liter-
acy, and a sense of their voice relative to other members of the commu-
nity. Shubin (2007) similarly argues that rural poverty in Russia should 
be understood as a relational or networked condition:

Poverty can be seen as a fusion of different events and it unfolds 
through different connections or misconnections where people are 
involved or not involved. Poverty is loneliness and isolation, but it is 
also involvement in the systems of help because of people’s knowl-
edge of local symbolic practices such as collecting fi rewood or swap-
ping agricultural products. Poverty is not neatly categorized simply 
on the basis of income or remoteness, but is constructed within 
complex webs of relationships in the village. Most poverty experi-
ences are networked: both material items such as bread and pen-
sions, and non-material services such as medical help, assistance 
from dachniki [second home owners] and the lack of help from 
[family], are reproduced within the local webs of communication.

(Shubin, 2007: 594)

In this way, deprived rural residents develop coping strategies that draw 
on relations within the community, in turn shaping individual self-
perceptions of what it means to be poor in rural Russia and informing 
collective discourses of the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor that are based 
on and fi t with a dominant agriculture-centred representation of poverty.

RE-MAKING RURAL COMMUNITIES

As the previous section has discussed, there is no such thing as a stable, 
static and homogeneous rural community, as early theories of commu-
nity suggested. Indeed, it can be argued that there are many overlapping 
and plural rural communities co-existing across the same rural territory, 
sometimes sharing spaces of interactions and practices, and sometimes 
competing in their claims to place. Rural communities are hence dynamic 
and contingent, and are constantly evolving in the context of social and 
economic restructuring. In particular, the constitution of rural communi-
ties has been challenged by the increased mobility of rural society, 
which has at least three manifestations. First, increased mobility has been 
associated with the out-migration of people from rural communities, 
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depopulating rural areas and threatening the viability of community 
structures. Second, in parts of the global north, increased mobility is asso-
ciated with the opposite trend, of counterurbanization and in-migration 
to rural communities. Third, members of rural communities are them-
selves more mobile. On a very short time scale, this mobility is expressed 
in commuting to work and travel for shopping and leisure. On a longer 
time scale, it includes the mobility of some part-time residents between 
different properties, and temporary migration for work, both in to and 
out of rural communities. Collectively, these processes are continuously 
re-making rural communities, as this section investigates.

Out-migration and the dilemma of rural belonging

Out-migration is the dominant population trend for the majority of rural 
communities around the world. In the global south, rural-to-urban 
migration is fuelled by push factors including depeasantization, poverty, 
famine, war and natural disasters in rural regions, as well as by the pull 
factors represented by prospects of better employment opportunities, 
education and healthcare in cities (Lynch, 2005). Similarly, in the global 
north, in spite of the considerable attention devoted to counterurbaniza-
tion (discussed below), out-migration still prevails in many regions 
including the Great Plains of the United States, the Australian interior, 
most of rural Eastern Europe, and peripheral districts of France, Italy and 
Scandinavia. The consequence of out-migration is to deplete the critical 
mass of rural communities. A lower population means fewer people to 
participate in the events and rituals through which community is prac-
tised, whilst insuffi cient custom may lead to the closure of shops, schools 
and other facilities that had formed sites of community interaction 
(Stockdale, 2004). With little new development, the meanings attributed 
to community might become even more entrenched in nostalgia, engen-
dering a defensive and pessimistic outlook.

The out-migration of young people can be particularly damaging, 
skewing the demographic profi le of the community and removing the 
most economically active section of the population (Stockdale, 2004). 
Even in rural Britain, where counterurbanization has been dominant for 
30 years, there is a net out-migration of young people from rural com-
munities. In some cases, this migration refl ects the appeal of the city and 
the desire of young people to escape the perceived dullness of rural life 
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(Rye, 2006). However, in many cases young people are compelled to 
leave rural communities for education, employment or to fi nd affordable 
housing, and studies have shown that their attitudes towards migration 
are often ambivalent and reveal the complexities of belonging in rural 
communities.

Research in England and Norway has demonstrated the strong sense of 
belonging felt by many rural young people towards their community 
(Leyshon, 2008; Rye, 2006), and as such decisions about leaving can 
involve a diffi cult choice between emotional attachment and economic 
opportunity. Analyses in Australia and Iceland show that young people 
with the strongest sense of belonging to the community, and those raised 
in the community, are less likely to leave, but that opportunities for desired 
occupations are the strongest predictor of migration intentions (Bjarnason 
and Thorlindsson, 2006; Pretty et al., 2006). The migration decision can 
also be infl uenced by cultural expectations, with Ni Laoire (2001) noting 
that in rural Ireland, for example, there is ‘a certain stigma attached to 
staying’, and that ‘the association of migration with heroism contributes 
to the devaluation of staying’ (p. 224). Staying behind hence means risk-
ing being perceived as a failure within the community.

There is therefore a strong narrative of improvement associated with 
out-migration from rural communities, which Wiborg (2004) presents 
as a ‘class journey’ from a disadvantaged rural background to a different 
lifestyle. Paradoxically, the ambition for improvement might be height-
ened by the strength of belonging to the home community. Baker and 
Brown (2008), in a study of fi rst-generation university students from 
rural Wales, for example, point to the importance of an ‘aspirational habi-
tus’, that was ‘made possible by the isolation of the community’ (p. 67), 
with community identity and educational aspiration reinforced through 
chapel, Sunday school, family and village school.

Corbett (2007a), in a study of education in coastal Nova Scotia, Canada, 
similarly argues that rural schooling develops educational mobility capital 
that distances young people from their homes and communities. They are 
in essence, ‘learning to leave’. However, Corbett also argues that the 
emphasis on educational aspiration and mobility contributes to the alien-
ation from formal education of those who choose to stay. This in turn 
reinforces a gender gap in rural communities, with women more likely to 
leave than men, in part because they perform better in formal education 
(Corbett, 2007b), and in part because of the masculinist culture of many 
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rural communities (Ni Laoire, 2001). As Ni Laoire (2001) observes in 
rural Ireland, ‘evidence suggests the persistence of a dichotomy between 
the necessary spatial mobility of young women and the spatial immobil-
ity of many young men’ (p. 224). Moreover, Ni Laoire argues that the 
disproportionate rates of out-migration, combined with the stigma asso-
ciated with staying behind, and the decline of primary industries, are 
contributing to a crisis of masculinity in regions such as rural Ireland, as 
evidenced in part by a rise in male suicide rates.

In-migration and the contestation of place

Rural migration is two-way, and in the early 1970s rural geographers in 
the United States noted that for the fi rst time in decades, migration into 
rural areas exceeded migration from rural areas. This new situation of 
counterurbanization was subsequently documented in many parts of the 
global north, including Canada, Britain, Europe, Australia and New 
Zealand. In England, for example, the population of rural districts 
increased by 12.4 per cent between 1981 and 2001, compared with an 
increase of only 2.4 per cent in the urban population (Woods, 2005a). 
Over the decades since 1970, the relative balance of urbanization and 
counterurbanization has oscillated in several countries, including the 
United States, and recent analyses have proved counterurbanization to be 
a more complex and differentiated process than early accounts suggested 
(see Box 6.2). Nonetheless, in-migration has become a major factor 
impacting on many rural communities. These include certain localities in 
South and Central America and South East Asia that have been targeted by 
international amenity migrants (Moss, 2006). The San Antonio district in 
central Costa Rica, for example, has experienced a signifi cant infl ux of 
amenity migrants since the 1970s, such that by 2000 a quarter of its 
population comprised foreign in-migrants, drawn from 81 different 
countries (Chaverri , 2006).

Migration into rural communities for economic motivations are at 
least a partial factor for most in-migrants. However, recreational and life-
style opportunities are important for many migrants, with destination 
localities selected that appear to correspond with popular discourses of 
rurality (Plate 6.2). Halfacree (1994) demonstrated that the narratives of 
in-migrants to rural communities in England strongly emphasized the 
deliberate selection of a rural setting, often described in language that 
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Box 6.2 COUNTERURBANIZATION

Counterurbanization refers to a trend of population change in which 
rural population growth exceeds that of the urban population, such 
that the balance of population in a nation or region shifts towards 
rural areas. It represents a reversal of the historic trend of urbaniza-
tion in which the rural population is depleted by the growth of urban 
centres – still the dominant trend in most of the world. The label of 
‘counterurbanization’ was fi rst applied by Berry (1976) to the ‘popu-
lation turnaround’ observed in the United States in the early 1970s 
as rural population growth started to out-strip urban growth, and 
has subsequently been identifi ed in other parts of the global north.

Counterurbanization comprises a range of components includ-
ing urban to rural migration, and also rural-to-rural migration, 
immigration and natural population evolution. It includes the 
‘decentralization’ of populations from cities to peri-urban districts, 
and also ‘population deconcentration’, or long-distance migration 
into peripheral rural regions. However, counterurbanization does 
not necessarily mean urban populations are decreasing. In Britain 
and the United States, for example, both urban and rural popula-
tions increased during the 1990s, but the rural population expanded 
most rapidly. Counterurbanization also encompasses a variety of 
motives for migration, including economic and labour migration, 
retirement migration, return migration and amenity migration.

Kontuly (1998) accordingly identifi es diverse drivers of counter-
urbanization including economic cyclical factors, economic struc-
tural factors, spatial and environmental factors such as the amenity 
appeal of rural areas, socio-economic and socio-cultural factors 
such as changes in residential preferences, government policies 
and technological innovations. In essence, though, the precondi-
tions for counterurbanization are an economy that is not depend-
ent on place-tied industries, an affl uent and mobile urban 
population and a developed consumer society, and rural communi-
ties that can provide an equivalent standard of living to urban 
areas. As such, it is a feature of advanced industrialized societies 
that have started to de-industrialize.
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The strength of counterurbanization in Britain and, to a lesser 
extent, the United States has given it considerable prominence in 
Anglo-American rural geography. Recently, however, the evidence 
for counterurbanization has been subjected to a more critical re-
appraisal (e.g. Halfacree, 2008; Mitchell, 2004; Smith, 2007). First, 
critiques have noted that the pattern of counterurbanization is 
neither consistent nor continuous. With the notable exception of 
Britain, countries in Europe and North America have experienced 
periods of counterurbanization interspersed with periods of urban-
ization over the last 30 years (Kontuly, 1998; Woods, 2005a). In 
several countries, counterurbanization has refl ected particular 
regional dynamics – in Australia population growth on the rural 
east coast has contrasted with depopulation in the rural interior, 
whilst in the United States rural population growth in the south 
and west contrasts with depopulation in the rural Mid-West 
(Woods, 2005a). Even in counterurbanizing regions there can be 
local pockets of depopulation, and local trends can reveal a con-
solidation of population in small towns – as Walford (2007) shows 
in rural Mid-Wales.

Second, the importance of the ‘rural idyll’ in attracting migrants to 
the countryside has been questioned. Although emphasized in many 
early studies, the signifi cance of the rural idyll has been downplayed 
in more recent analyses that have instead prioritized economic fac-
tors and family ties in explaining migration decisions (Stockdale, 
2004). Similarly, third, the class character of counterurbanization 
has been re-assessed. Early studies tended to associate counterur-
banization with the middle class, especially the ‘service class’ of pro-
fessionals and managers (Cloke et al., 1995). More recent work 
suggests that middle-class ex-urbanites constitute a minority frac-
tion within counterurbanization, alongside economic migrants fi lling 
lower-order jobs (including migrant workers), ‘welfare migrants’ 
claiming benefi ts from the state, retirement migrants motivated by 
cost of living as well as rural amenity, health migrants and return 
migrants. Migrants motivated by the quest for rural lifestyles are also 
a differentiated group, including not only stereotypical middle-class 

continued
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resonated with the discourse of the ‘rural idyll’. In Australia, meanwhile, 
migration to rural coastal communities has been dubbed the ‘sea change’ 
movement, refl ecting its association with a desired lifestyle change 
(Burnley and Murphy, 2004). As Burnley and Murphy (2004) record, a 
signifi cant minority of such migrants cited the ambition of moving closer 
to nature, or living in a rural area, as key reasons for migration. Thus, 
migration into a rural community can be driven by the aspiration to 
adopt a perceived rural lifestyle.

In-migration in substantial numbers necessarily changes rural com-
munities, as is vividly evidenced in Bell’s (1994) classic ethnographic 
study of the pseudonymous village of ‘Childerley’ in southern England. 
The village sits on the edge of the London commuter belt, and as such has 
experienced considerable in-migration, yet as Bell describes, implicit 
boundaries were imagined in the community to divide ‘local’ residents 
from the ex-urban in-migrants:

idyll-seekers, but also younger amenity migrants pursuing recrea-
tional opportunities such as surfi ng or mountain biking, as well as 
purchasers of small-holders aiming to go ‘back-to-the-land’ 
(Halfacree, 2007). Moreover, counterurbanization includes the for-
mation of various ‘intentional communities’, each embodying a dif-
ferent take on rural life, from sustainable communities and 
eco-villages, to religious communities, to communities of lesbian 
women (Meijering et al., 2007).

Counterurbanization is hence a more complex and differenti-
ated phenomenon than has often been acknowledged in the rural 
studies literature. Mitchell (2004) suggests categorization into 
three sub-processes of ‘ex-urbanization’, ‘displaced urbanization’ 
and ‘anti-urbanization’, defi ned by spatial and economic dynamics 
and household motivation. However, even this model fails to cap-
ture the full diversity of population dynamics operating through 
rural areas.

Further reading: Boyle and Halfacree (1998), Halfacree (2008), 
Mitchell (2004).
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The residents refer to themselves as true villagers, country cousins, 
country bumpkins, locals, country girls, countrymen bred and born, 
Hampshire hogs, salt of the earth, real countrywomen, village people 
– as well as what I have adopted as the broadest term, country people. 
Others they describe as city dwellers, bloody townies, Londoners, 
yuppies, city slickers, city-ites, outsiders, foreigners, day-trippers, 
town people, as well as city people ... The phrase city people, in 
the views of most Childerleyans, fi ts many current residents of the 
village.

(Bell, 1994: 101)

Such rhetoric turns a geographical differentiation into a cultural differen-
tiation. It is possible for an in-migrant to win acceptance as a local, yet 
this achievement is not based on residence time, but on learning and 
adopting ‘country ways’. Local rural identity is based on culture, on 
knowing and understanding nature and how to use it, and on knowing 
the landscape to which the community belongs. These attributes are 

Plate 6.2  New house-building at Wanaka, New Zealand, a popular amenity 
migration destination (Photo: author)
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emphasized not as an exclusionary test, but because they relate to the 
meaning of community and to people’s sense of belonging to place. Harper 
(1988), in research elsewhere in England, similarly observed that whilst 
references to sites in the community by locally born residents were rich in 
historical resonance, mentioning former residents and past events, in-
migrants to the community tended to describe the village landscape and 
environment in comparison with the place where they had lived before.

Boundaries within communities can also be erected by in-migrants 
through their choices about how and where to live and socialise. In some 
cases, in-migrants eschew the established structures and practices of the 
community, in favour of building social networks that refl ect a commu-
nity of interest over the community of place. Bell, for instance, quotes one 
in-migrant who acknowledges that ‘I suppose some people make friends 
with their next door neighbours because it’s their next door neighbours. 
I think we tend to only make friends with them if they were similar sorts 
of people to ourselves anyway’ (Bell, 1994: 98). Similarly, Salamon 
(2003), in a study of newcomers to rural towns in Illinois, observes that 
in-migrants have weaker social ties in the community, and are less likely 
to do something because it is part of belonging to the community. She 
notes, for example, that newcomers may choose to go to church some-
where else, that ‘choice of church is linked more to theology than to 
community membership and status’ (p. 16), and that middle-class in-
migrants tend to segregate their children rather than subscribe to prac-
tices of shared responsibility and watchfulness over all children in the 
community. Moreover, with specifi c reference to one case study commu-
nity, she argues that:

Newcomers engage in community activities narrowly, only in those 
institutions from which they see direct personal benefi t – the schools 
or a church. Newcomers enjoy Prairieview’s rural ambience and the 
safety and security that its size and homogeneity provide, but not 
those qualities that made it special to oldtimers ... When a town serves 
only as a residence space, the inhabitants do not look to the town to 
provide a unique place identity or social status, as oldtimers did.

(Salamon, 2003: 179–80)

Salamon’s description of Prairieview presents a rather instrumentalist 
view of in-migrants’ engagement with place. As noted above, the perceived 
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sense of community found in the countryside and the desire to partici-
pate in a rural lifestyle can also be important motivations for in-migrants, 
and there are many who adhere to a ‘move-in and join-in’ philosophy 
(Cloke et al., 1998). There are many examples of successful integration, 
but also many examples of in-migrants creating or colonizing structures 
and spaces of community that exist in parallel to those of the established 
population. In essence, there are plural rural communities co-existing in 
the same territorial space, and inevitably confl icts arise over the use and 
appearance of the landscape, and over the meaning of the community. 
Local struggles have developed over issues such as new buildings, noise 
and disruption from agricultural activities, access to footpaths, and 
‘improvements’ such as street lighting, and in-migrants have been moti-
vated to stand for election to local government bodies to represent the 
views of their ‘community’ (Woods, 2005b).

However, the studies by Bell (1994) in England and Salamon (2003) 
in the United States both also show that differences between in-migrants 
and the established local population may have more to do with class than 
with geographical background. Indeed, the rhetoric of local/newcomer 
tensions may serve to obscure class confl ict in rural areas, hence main-
taining the pretence of a singular, class-less rural community. In reality, 
counterurbanization has changed the class composition of many rural 
communities. In countries such as Britain, migration to rural areas has 
been particularly associated with the professional middle classes (although 
see Box 6.2 for a critique of this assumption). The purchasing power of 
middle-class in-migrants means that they have been able to out-price 
working-class rural residents in rural property markets. The resulting dis-
placement of rural working classes may be presented as a process of gen-
trifi cation, which has material effects in changing rural communities 
(Phillips, 2002). Modifi cations are frequently made to housing, either to 
conform to certain perceptions of rural living, or to facilitate forms of 
urban living, expectations that are also appealed to in speculative property 
developments such as barn conversions or gated communities. At the 
same time, in-migrants can mobilize politically to protect the middle-
class character of their adopted communities, opposing new housing 
developments that would increase supply and potentially reduce property 
prices (Murdoch and Marsden, 1994).

Not all in-migrants to rural communities are middle-class ex-urbanites, 
and the signifi cance of return migration has been increasingly recognized 
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in recent studies (e.g. Falk et al., 2004; Ni Laoire, 2007; Stockdale, 2006). 
Wiborg’s (2004) research with students from rural regions in Norway 
shows that they retain a sense of belonging to their home community, but 
that the nature of this relationship changes such that the rural represents 
the place that they have come from, as opposed to a community in which 
they actively participate. Many people who migrate from rural communi-
ties for education or employment intend to return, but may be prevented 
from doing so by a lack of appropriate jobs, limited affordable housing or 
new relationships and family circumstances. As such, return migration 
tends to occur later in a working life, or for retirement (Jauhiainen, 2009). 
Stockdale (2006) argues that return migration is essential for rural devel-
opment, bringing in skills and capital, but not everyone returns because 
they have succeeded elsewhere. Indeed, fear of being branded a failure is 
a factor that can prevent younger out-migrants from returning home 
(Stockdale, 2006).

The decision to move back to a rural community can be complex and 
refl ect several inter-connected motivations. Research in rural Ireland, for 
example, suggests that primary reasons for returning include being closer 
to family, and seeking a particular remembered lifestyle. This latter motive 
can be infl ected with ideas about rurality, such that return migrants may 
‘express an active desire to live in the countryside, referring to a slow pace 
of life, safety, a good place to bring up children, and in general a better 
quality of life than is possible in an urban area’ (Ni Laiore, 2007: 337). 
Yet Ni Laiore also reports that the experiences of return migrants are often 
at variance with their expectations. Not only can semi-mythologized ideas 
of rural life fail to translate into reality, but return migrants often experi-
ence a ‘culture shock’ in swapping urban anonymity for known histories 
and identities, and, paradoxically, loneliness. Return migrants can fi nd 
that they occupy an ambiguous position as ‘insider-outsiders’, connected 
to the community by previous history, but not entirely belonging. For this 
reason some return migrants fail to settle and eventually move on again, 
as Stockdale (2006) observes in rural Scotland.

Mobile rural communities

The challenge of mobility to settled notions of rural community comes 
not only from intensifi ed migration to and from rural areas, but also from 
the increased mobility of rural residents themselves. Commuting for work 
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is now commonplace in rural regions, especially in the global north, and 
rural residents also routinely travel outside their communities for leisure 
and shopping. Some rural residents will be absent for longer periods for 
education or employment. Some will spend part of the year away at 
second homes, or on extended holidays. These forms of ‘everyday mobil-
ity’ tend to be taken for granted and are rarely problematized (Gerrard, 
2008), but they can have a disruptive effect on the established structures 
and practices of a community by reducing the critical mass of people 
participating.

Moreover, many rural communities play host to transitory residents, 
whose presence in the locality is short term, seasonal or periodic, includ-
ing second home owners and migrant workers. The ownership of a 
‘second home’ or ‘holiday home’ in the countryside has long been popu-
lar in Scandinavia and New Zealand, but numbers of rural second home 
owners increased during the 1980s and 1990s in countries such as Britain, 
Canada, Germany, Italy, Spain and the United States (Gallent et al., 2005; 
Halseth and Rosenberg, 1995), in line with the fashion for rural amenity 
consumption (see Chapter 4). As such, second homes are often concen-
trated in coastal and mountain areas, and in landscapes conforming to the 
ideal of the ‘rural idyll’ close to major cities. In particularly sought-after 
locations, second homes can comprise over a third of the local housing 
stock, thus adding to house price infl ation, squeezing the availability of 
affordable housing, and reducing the permanent population that is present 
to support village services such as shops and schools (Gallent et al., 2005). 
Additionally, as cheap air travel has meant that ‘the average “acceptable” 
distance between fi rst and second home has been increasing and many 
second homes are owned by non-nationals’ (Schmied, 2005: 153), cul-
tural tensions can develop between part-time foreign residents and full-
time national residents.

Yet, second home owners are different to tourists. They have invested 
in a place and return regularly, frequently aspire to be part of the com-
munity, and develop a sense of belonging to the locality of their second 
home. Indeed, research by Stedman (2006) on second home owners in 
northern Wisconsin concluded that they ‘have extensive experience in the 
area, important social relationships, and exhibit higher levels of place 
attachment than year-round residents’ (p. 201). However, the nature 
of attachment contrasts with that of permanent residents, relating more 
to the landscape, environmental qualities and the sense of escape from 
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day-to-day cares, rather than the social networks and community mean-
ings that are central to the sense of belonging of year-round residents 
(Stedman, 2006).

The second key group of transitory residents in many rural regions, 
especially in the global north, is migrant workers. Migrant labour 
has always been an important element in agriculture in California (see 
Chapter 3), but the practice has become more widespread as social and 
economic transformations have created a stratum of low-grade jobs in 
industries such as agriculture, food processing, construction and tourism 
that often cannot be fi lled by local rural labour. As such, a number of 
regional trans-national circuits of labour migration have emerged: Latin 
American migrant workers in the United States; Eastern Europeans in 
Britain, Ireland and Scandinavia; North Africans in Italy and Spain; 
Albanians in Greece; Filipinos in Taiwan; Pacifi c Islanders in New Zealand; 
and so on. However, blanket reference to ‘migrant workers’ disguises a 
highly complex and differentiated set of migration dynamics, with indi-
viduals moving for different reasons, with different intended periods of 
stay, working with different employment conditions, and having different 
experiences of engagement with local rural communities.

Seasonal agricultural workers, for instance, are frequently subjected to 
poor levels of pay and employment conditions (Rogaly, 2006; Rye and 
Andrzejewska, 2010), and housed by employers in basic accommodation 
away from rural settlements. As such, they are structurally separated from 
rural communities. However, an increasing number of migrant workers 
outside agriculture live and work in rural towns and villages, and thus are 
a visible, if challenging, presence in communities. In some places, migrant 
workers have faced racist attacks and discrimination from elements in the 
local population, but more commonly there is a broad acceptance of the 
contribution made by migrants to the rural economy. For their part, 
migrant workers often consider rural areas to offer greater safety than 
cities. It is this uneasy understanding that Torres et al. (2006) refer to as 
the ‘silent bargain’ in the rural south of the United States:

For employers, the social and cultural difference that Latinos repre-
sent is subject to discipline and control. For Latinos, the tranquilidad 
of the rural experience becomes an acceptable trade-off for serving as 
a low-paid workforce subject to exploitation.

(Torres et al., 2006: 38)
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The delicate balance of this accommodation is tested as the migrant pop-
ulation expands and becomes more settled. Latino migration to the rural 
United States has changed in character over the last two decades, as tem-
porary seasonal migration has been replaced by longer-term migration, 
farm work has been supplemented by involvement in other sectors, and 
migrants have pushed in a wider geographical range of rural areas in the 
South, West and Mid-West (Millard and Chapa, 2004; Smith and Furuseth, 
2006). Like other in-migrants to rural communities, Latino migrants 
negotiate their engagement with the existing community, and the forma-
tion of sense of belonging, but outcomes vary shaped by factors including 
the class and industrial structure of the locality, and histories of immigra-
tion (Nelson and Hiemstra, 2008).

In places such as Leadville, Colorado, migrants remain marginalized as 
a parallel structure of community facilities – shops, churches, hair salons – 
has been established by Latinos, but only serving the Latino population. 
Where Latino and non-Latino residents use the same facilities, they do so 
at different times of day, refl ecting different patterns and conditions of 
employment. Thus, ‘interactions between immigrant and non-immigrant 
residents can generally be characterized by paucity of substantive contact – 
the time-space geographies of each group rarely intersect’ (Nelson and 
Hiemstra, 2008: 324). In other places, such as Woodburn, Oregon, the 
political organization of Latino migrant workers has afforded them a 
greater visibility in the community, such that ‘low-wage and racialized 
immigrants arriving in the mid-1980s and beyond could more easily 
develop a sense of belonging that included “Mexicanness” and difference’ 
(p. 336). Whilst the spaces and structures of community might continue 
to be segregated, the status of negotiated coexistence potentially allows 
for the development of a form of ‘rural cosmopolitanism’ (Torres et al., 
2006).

One critical aspect of a rural cosmopolitanism would be the stretching 
of community identities over space. Skaptadóttir and Wojtynska (2008), 
for example, draw on Appadurai (1996) to describe the presence of Polish 
migrant workers in Icelandic fi shing communities as creating ‘post-
national zones’, or ‘spaces where people of different origins meet, compete 
and negotiate their place’ (Skaptadóttir and Wojtynska, 2008: 119). 
Signifi cantly, Skaptadóttir and Wojtynska also describe the Polish migrants 
as following ‘dichotomized lives’, ‘working in Iceland in order to create a 
better life back home’ (p. 124); and as maintaining a ‘bifocal’ view, in 
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which ‘some people claim to have two homes, both “here” and “there”’ 
(p. 123).

Rural regions are also major sources for migrant labour, and as such 
the stretching of community can also be observed from the ‘supply’ end 
of the chain. Migrant workers from rural regions in both domestic cities 
and foreign countries keep a sense of belonging to their home commu-
nity, and can continue to participate in the community economically, 
socially and culturally. Englund (2002), for instance, observes that rural 
migrants in Lilongwe, the capital city of Malawi, ‘see their stay in town 
through the prism of their rural aspirations’ (p. 153), with nearly 90 per 
cent intending to return home at some point. Moreover, he suggests that 
the migrants feel spiritually connected to rural communities, with 
Malawian traditions of witchcraft used to explain the inter-relation of 
happenings in rural and urban settings, such that rural and urban spaces 
overlap in the migrants’ lives. In this way, Englund argues, ‘the domain of 
the rural, both as the object of moral imagination and as a geographical 
site, is constantly remade in relation to what migrants achieve and fail to 
achieve during their stays in town’ (p. 153).

Velayutham and Wise (2005) similarly posit the notion of the ‘translo-
cal village’ to describe ‘a particular form of moral community based 
around village-scale, place-oriented familial and neighbourly ties that 
have subsequently expanded across extended space’ (pp. 38–39). With 
reference to a case study of migrants from a Tamil village in south India to 
Singapore, Velayutham and Wise demonstrate that the ‘translocal village’ 
encompasses both economic and moral ties to the home community (e.g. 
sending remittances, helping other community members to migrate), 
and ‘the replication, or mirroring, of village activities in the place of set-
tlement’ (p. 32). The social and political structure of the village is hence 
replicated in the migrant population in Singapore, and events and rites of 
passage in the village are also marked in Singapore. Accordingly, ‘the social 
fi eld of the translocal village is reproduced as much through the translo-
calizing of affective regimes emerging from the village, while rituals, sen-
timent and affect are means of inscribing locality onto bodies, creating a 
sense of boundary across extended space’ (Ibid: 41).

MORE-THAN-HUMAN RURAL LIVING

Liepins (2000a) put people at the centre of her model of community, and 
it is primarily in terms of human communities that we think about life in 
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the countryside. However, rural space is shared with non-human life, 
including both animals and vegetation, which also have ways of ‘living’ in 
the rural. Indeed, the relationship between human and non-human, or 
people and nature, is heavily stressed in discourses of rurality. The notions 
of ‘countryism’ employed by long-term residents in Bell’s (1994) study 
village of Childerley, for example, suggested that ‘true’ rural people under-
stood nature, and knew how to live alongside nature, in a way that 
non-rural incomers did not. As Jones (2003) comments, ‘animals are cen-
tral to how the rural is constructed in both imaginative and material 
terms’ (p. 283), whilst Buller (2004) similarly observes that, ‘society’s 
relationship to animals in general has largely grown out of the set of 
activities and endeavours that are traditionally associated with the coun-
tryside, from animal breeding and domestication to the aesthetic appre-
ciation of a gentle, ordered and unthreatening nature’ (p. 131).

Traditional rural discourses of nature are, however, framed by a tax-
onomy of fl ora and fauna that both dictates the appropriate forms of 
relationship between humans and non-humans, and establishes the spaces 
to which particular forms of life belong (Buller, 2004; Jones, 2003). 
Certain animals are accepted as pets and allowed to share the domestic 
spaces of people, whilst certain plants are similarly designated as ‘garden 
plants’ and may feature as such in imaginings of the rural idyll, as in the 
cliché of roses around the cottage door, or the notion of the ‘country 
garden’. Other plants and animals are defi ned by their contribution to 
agriculture, in some cases to the extent that they only exist in their present, 
modern form because of selective breeding to maximize specifi c attributes 
for agriculture. Livestock are animals that are solely defi ned by the domes-
tication for agriculture and which have a particular place within the coun-
tryside in farm units and on farmland. Crops similarly are defi ned by their 
agricultural function and spatially ordered in fi elds and orchards. Beyond 
these spaces of domesticated nature are found the ‘wild things’ (Buller, 
2004): animals and plants that have not been tamed or controlled by 
humans. Some wildlife is regarded in traditional rural discourses as 
benign, or even as valuable, other wildlife is constructed as threatening to 
human life, livestock or crops.

The orderly functioning of the traditional countryside hence rests 
upon the maintenance of spatial boundaries between different types of 
nature. Trouble occurs when these spatial boundaries are transgressed: 
when livestock escapes from fi elds, or, more commonly, when wild nature 
invades the spaces of the farm, as weeds in crop fi elds, or predatory animals 
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attacking livestock. The fox, for example, becomes a threat to farming 
when it penetrates the spatial sanctuary of the chicken coop (Woods, 
2000). In traditional rural discourses of nature, therefore, wildlife needs 
to be controlled and regulated, notably through the hunting of predatory 
animals. The ritual practice of such control can become important per-
formances in the constitution of rural identity and rural communities 
(see Chapter 7).

However, as Buller (2004) notes, both the discursive and the material 
construction of human relations with nature have evolved over time. 
Historically this has meant the taming of rural nature, both as subjugation 
for agricultural production and to produce a ‘safe’ countryside for human 
activity, at least in regions such as western Europe:

Domestication has been extended far beyond the traditional beasts 
of burden to include the entire faunistic composition of rural space 
and, more recently still, its gene pool. The countryside has become 
largely devoid of the larger predatory species who not only thrive on 
the very animals humanity has painstakingly bred and engineered, 
but also compete with hunters for the few remaining species deemed 
interesting to chase and kill. It is grazed countryside. Species are 
protected certainly but in wildlife parks, zoos and special zones where 
lions and tigers are as common, if not more so, than formerly indig-
enous species such as the wolf and the otter. This is a safe country-
side where humanity nurtures and is, in return, nurtured by an 
accessible, appropriated and unthreateningly recognisable nature.

(Buller, 2004: 132)

Moreover, as the means by which an increasingly urbanized population 
engages with nature is largely mediated by television wildlife documen-
taries, fi lms and literature, nature of all types has become anthropomor-
phized. This, in turn, has fed a range of new discourses of animal rights, 
animal welfare and environmental protection, which promote a politics 
of conservation that can confl ict with traditional rural discourses 
of nature, and challenge the meaning and practices of indigenous rural 
communities.

McGregor (2005), for example, describes confl ict over the conservation 
or control of Nile crocodiles in Lake Kariba in Zimbabwe. The crocodiles 
are dangerous predators that compete for fi sh with artisan fi shermen, 
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damage property and can attack humans. ‘The Nile crocodile’, writes 
McGregor, ‘was, and is, widely disliked and much feared’ (2005: 355). 
Local indigenous cultures thus view the crocodile with a mixture of rev-
erence and fear. It appears in local mythology as a symbol of power and 
chiefship, but is also feared for its threat to human life and property, and 
as an element in witchcraft, refl ecting the belief that witches travel as 
crocodiles. The hostile attitude of local communities to the crocodile was 
shared by the colonial authorities, who represented the crocodile as a pest 
and supported the growth of crocodile hunting as a way of controlling 
the species. The subsequent reduction in crocodile numbers was dramatic 
enough to put it on the list of endangered species, producing a new dis-
course of the Nile crocodile as an animal in need of protection. 
Conservation measures have accordingly set up protected zones for the 
crocodile and restricted hunting. In practice, this means that space has 
been given to the crocodiles at the expense of the community of artisan 
fi shermen. Local communities have unsurprisingly tended to oppose such 
measures, which they perceive as an external imposition. Local indige-
nous discourses, meanwhile, continue to be marginalized in the manage-
ment of the crocodile population, with McGregor noting that the 
re-evaluation of the crocodile ‘did not draw on the opinion of local African 
communities, whose persistently hostile attitude towards the animal was 
deemed obstructive (to the extent it was considered at all)’ (2005: 366).

Confl icts such as that over the conservation of the Lake Kariba croco-
diles, or around the reintroduction of wolves in parts of southern Europe 
(Buller, 2004), provide fairly dramatic examples of the clash of different 
discourses of nature. However, even more mundane arenas of human–
nonhuman interaction, such as between farmers and livestock, can be 
more complex and contingent than the taxonomy outlined at the start of 
this section suggests. Wilkie (2005) demonstrates this with a study of the 
feelings and attitudes of farmers in Scotland towards livestock. She pro-
poses that these relations fall into one of four categories, dependent in 
part on the character of farming practice. Commercial family farming, 
she suggests, is characterized by ‘concerned detachment’, in which 
‘workers regard livestock as sentiment commodities’ (p. 228). As farm-
workers become detached from the everyday responsibilities of feeding 
and tending livestock, though, in industrialized agriculture, concerned 
detachment gives way to ‘detached detachment’, with animals perceived 
only as commodities. In contrast, Wilkie argues that hobby farming is 
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typifi ed by ‘concerned attachment’, ‘where livestock are decommodifi ed 
but can be recommodifi ed at any time’ (Ibid), whilst a privileged minority 
can afford to treat livestock as pets, such that they become totally decom-
modifi ed in a relationship of ‘attached attachment’.

A recurring problem in all these attempts to negotiate the co-existence 
of humans and non-humans in rural space is the apparent denial of the 
agency of animals and plants (see Jones, 2003). Nature does not easily 
conform to the assumptions of human attempts at control. Jones observes 
that ‘cows, pigs, horses, poultry and sheep often have to be coerced by 
violent means into rural production networks’ (p. 296), whilst wildlife 
may fail to behave as conservation strategies anticipate.

In an attempt to recognize the agency of the non-human in rural space, 
Cloke and Jones (2001, 2002) employ the concept of ‘dwelling’ that 
describes ‘the rich intimate ongoing togetherness of beings and things 
which make up landscapes and places, and which bind together nature 
and culture over time’ (Cloke and Jones, 2001: 651). Derived originally 
from the work of Martin Heidegger and modifi ed by Ingold (1993, 
1995), dwelling theory focuses on ways of ‘being-in-the-world’. Ingold’s 
particular contribution has been to connect dwelling to the production 
and reproduction of landscape and place, which he argues are created by 
contextualized, lived practices. As Cloke and Jones explain:

Ingold tells us that landscape is the world as known to those whose 
practical activities take them through its manifold sites and who 
journey down its manifold paths. Landscape is where the past and 
future are copresent with the present – through processes of memory 
and imagination. Past, present and future are continuously reproc-
essed while the materiality of landscape is work by, and marks, this 
process.

(Cloke and Jones, 2001: 652)

Critically, Ingold does not restrict the creation of landscape to human 
agency, but also acknowledges the actions of non-humans. In this way, 
Cloke and Jones suggest, ‘dwelling allows actors other than humans a cre-
ative role’ (2001: 653). Trees, for example, are creative agents in produc-
ing the countryside as both a living and a working space. As Cloke and 
Jones (2002) document, ‘trees can construct places and vice versa’ (p. 86). 
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Trees can be important landmarks for local identity, they can provide 
shelter and act as meeting places, or hiding places from the everyday 
surveillance of rural communities, and they can act as symbolic links to 
past events. They can also have an economic function, as illustrated in 
the example of an apple orchard in Somerset, south-west England. The 
orchard is a demarcated site of commercial production, in which the 
trees have been planted by people, and are enrolled by human actors in 
the production of fruit, which is harvested for sale as eating apples and 
for cider-making. Yet, Cloke and Jones (2002) argue that ‘the trees bring 
to this process the unique creativity of being able to produce fruit 
in the fi rst place’ (p. 129). The orchard is hence a place that is co-
constructed by human and non-human actors, whose entwined prac-
tices of dwelling have created landscapes with economic, social and 
cultural meaning.

Furthermore, Cloke and Jones (2002) suggest that a critical application 
of dwelling theory problematizes questions of the spatial boundedness of 
rural space. Recognizing the co-construction of rural landscapes by both 
human and non-human actors, and the necessary messiness of these 
‘thrown-together’ relations, dissolves the spatial ordering of rural space 
between different types of nature discussed at the start of this section. 
However, dwelling has also frequently been equated with spatial bound-
edness in terms of ‘rootedness’ in place and the production of local dis-
tinctiveness, echoing ideas contained in some discourses of rural 
community, including that of new agrarianism. Yet, Cloke and Jones argue 
that such representations exhibit a potentially sinister rural romanticism 
that can reinforce the exclusionary character of rural community. Rather, 
they propose that ‘if dwelling is to be a serviceable concept for contem-
porary landscapes, it needs to shed this reliance on local boundaries and 
instead refl ect a view of space and place which is dynamic, overlapping 
and interpenetrating’ (p. 138). Thus, they suggest that the Somerset apple 
orchard is more than a bounded space, but is engaged in networks that 
include the use of orchards as icons of regional identity, the specifi c mar-
keting of ‘English’ apples, the material mobility of the fruit through proc-
esses of processing, sale and consumption, and the movement of the 
orchard owners, workers and other visitors, who ‘all live spatially com-
plex lives which take them through all manner of spaces both practically 
and imaginatively’.
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CONCLUSION

The countryside is a lived space as much as it is a space defi ned by 
economic processes of production or consumption, as discussed in 
Chapters 3 and 4. It is also a space that is associated with certain ways of 
living. In particular, the notion of community has traditionally been 
invoked to represent the perceived close-knit interaction and solidarity of 
rural life. Meanings of rural community are discursively constructed in 
opposition to those of urban society, and, at an individual level, draw on 
ideas of the rootedness of rural people in place and in particular land-
scapes. Yet, communities are not only imagined, but are given material 
form through practices that are performed in certain spaces and struc-
tures. Collectively, discursive and material dimensions of rural commu-
nity establish a framework for belonging to a community, but belonging 
comes with conditions and boundaries, such that rural communities 
can also be experienced as places of exclusion, marginalization and 
regulation.

Moreover, traditional constructs of rural community have increasingly 
been challenged by the effects of social and economic restructuring. The 
notion of a rural community as a settled, bounded collective has been 
disrupted by the enhanced mobility of rural populations. The out-migra-
tion of people from rural areas, especially young people, has depleted the 
critical mass of residents present to participate in community practices 
and support community institutions; whilst in other contexts, the arrival 
of new in-migrants to rural communities has challenged notions of 
belonging and generated confl icts over the meaning and practice of com-
munity. Additionally, rural space is increasingly home to many transient 
populations, including second home owners and migrant workers among 
others, who have multiple sites of belonging. Indeed, the mobility of rural 
people through and out of rural space has itself contributed to a stretching 
of community and the emergence of ‘translocal villages’.

At the same time, attention must also be directed towards the coexist-
ence of humans and non-humans in rural space. Being able to live with 
nature is a key element in many traditional discourses of rural life, identi-
fi ed as an attribute that marks out true rural people, and is founded on a 
taxonomy of non-human life that assigns different animals and plants 
with different functions and allocates them to different spaces within a 
spatially ordered countryside. However, the maintenance of these ordered 
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relations has itself been challenged by the effects of social and cultural 
change, and particularly by the rise of alternative discourses and practices 
in which the conservation of non-human life is put equal with, or even 
before, the traditional interests and practices of rural communities. 
Renegotiating these relations requires a perspective in which the active 
role of both humans and non-humans can be accommodated, as arguably 
provided by the notion of dwelling. This in turn leads us back to the ques-
tion about how being in rural space is performed, and as such to the 
performance of the rural, discussed in the next chapter.

FURTHER READING

Ruth Liepins (who now writes as Ruth Panelli), outlines her model for 
researching rural community in two papers published in the Journal of Rural 
Studies in 2000. The fi rst reviews different approaches to community 
employed in rural studies and develops the new conceptualization, whilst 
the second paper applies this in empirical studies of rural communities in 
Australia and New Zealand. The practice of belonging in rural communi-
ties, and the implications of this for questions of inclusion and exclusion, 
is explored in work undertaken in England by Sarah Neal and Sue Walters, 
published in articles in Geoforum (2007) and Sociology (2008). Michael 
Bell’s ethnographic study of a village in southern England, Childerley 
(1994), is an excellent examination of the dynamics of contemporary 
rural life and in particular the impact of in-migration. Sonya Salamon’s 
book Newcomers to Old Towns (2003), similarly explores in-migration and 
community change in the Mid-West of the United States. A good sum-
mary of the literature on counterurbanization is provided by Clare 
Mitchell in the Journal of Rural Studies (2004), whilst Aileen Stockdale sum-
marizes the dynamics, effects and experiences of out-migration from 
rural communities in Sociologia Ruralis (2004). The concept of the ‘translo-
cal village’ is developed by Selvaraj Velayutham and Amanda Wise in a 
paper in Global Networks (2005) that looks at migrants from rural southern 
India in Singapore. The work of Paul Cloke and Owain Jones on dwelling 
and the creative agency of trees in the rural landscape is published in Tree 
Cultures (2002), with the main argument and case study of the West Bradley 
orchard in Somerset also presented in a paper in Environment and Planning A 
(2001).



7
PERFORMING THE RURAL

INTRODUCTION

The preceding chapters have focused on the discursive and the material 
construction of the ‘rural’. It has been argued that the ‘rural’ exists prima-
rily as an imagined category, a social construct that is brought into being 
through the production and reproduction of discourses that make claims 
about what the rural is, where it is, and how it should be managed. Yet, as 
the preceding chapters also demonstrate, the rural is also grounded and 
given material form. The materiality of the rural is both a product and a 
refl ection of prevailing discourses of rurality, and can also serve to con-
strain and inform the discursive construction of the rural. The family 
farm, for instance, is a key motif in many imaginings of the rural, but it is 
also a distinctive material entity. As a material entity, the family farm has 
impacts on the local rural economy, rural environment and rural society, 
which in turn infl uence the discursive reproduction of the rural.

The missing link between the discursive and the material realms is the 
performance of particular actions by the diverse array of actors in rural 
space, both human and non-human, both ‘local’ and outsider. As Edensor 
(2006) suggests, ‘it is through the relationship between the array of char-
acters playing out particular roles, and the spaces in which they perform, 
that ruralities are routinely produced’ (p. 484). However, performance is 
more than just a medium of translation – the enactment of both routine 
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and staged performances can come to be seen as critical to the creation 
and articulation of rural identities. As examples discussed later in this 
chapter will illustrate, the routine performance of farmwork and the ritu-
alized performance of hunting can both constitute the essence of the rural 
way of life for participants, such that individuals who have been in some 
way prevented from enacting these performances can feel that their rural 
identity has been compromised. In this way, performance is central to the 
everyday lives of the rural that constitute one dimension in Halfacree’s 
three-fold model of rural space (see Chapter 1).

Shifting perspective to the performance of the rural can also bring to 
light dimensions of the rural, and power relations within the rural, that 
may be overlooked in other approaches. First, by placing an emphasis on 
the actions of the body, the concept of performance can permit investiga-
tion of the ‘more-than-representational’ geographies of the countryside 
(Carolan, 2008). Whereas the discussion so far in this book has tended to 
engage with various ways of representing the rural (as articulated through 
texts such as policy documents, newspaper reports, photographs and art-
work, advertising brochures, individual stories, maps, diagrams, statistics, 
academic writing and so on), a study of the performance of the rural 
needs to be attuned to ways of knowing and living in the rural that cannot 
be easily represented, but which are about emotion, sense, instinct, intui-
tion, habit and action.

Second, examining the performance of the rural can also expose details 
of the gendered construction and practice of rural life. For example, prac-
tices associated with hunting or drinking may be, in different ways, seen 
as part of the performance of masculinity in rural communities, as dis-
cussed further below. These associations help to reproduce a ‘macho’ ren-
dering of masculinity, which serves in turn to underscore the patriarchal 
nature of rural society. Similarly, the gendered division of labour on the 
‘family farm’ relates to the embodied performance of farm work, and the 
ways in which different tasks are deemed to be suitable for male and 
female bodies.

This chapter explores the performance of the rural from a number of 
different angles. After a short discussion that expands further on the con-
ceptual foundations of the approach, the fi rst perspective focuses on the 
performance of rural community. Building on the framework adopted in 
Chapter 6, this section examines the practices of rural community-making, 
looking fi rst at the bar or public house as a site in which community is 
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enacted through routinized yet stylized performances, and second at 
staged community events such as agricultural shows. The next section 
explores the performance of farming, repositioning the farm as an emo-
tionally charged ‘lifescape’ in which certain practices and performances 
are routinely enacted, and gender distinctions reproduced and reinforced. 
The third perspective concentrates on hunting and its association with 
rural identity, examining the ties between the rituals of fox-hunting and 
the performance of rural community in England, and considering the 
signifi cance of hunting to the construction of rural masculinity in Norway. 
The fi nal section turns attention to the (staged) performance of perceived 
rural practices and customs by in-migrants, tourists and urban residents 
as a form of cultural consumption of the rural.

EMBODIED PERFORMANCES OF RURAL LIFE

The performance of the rural can take many different forms, with varying 
degrees of staging and scripting. Edensor (2006), in a seminal article 
sketching out a framework for research on performing rurality, notes that 
‘different rural performances are enacted on different stages by different 
actors: at village greens, farm-life centres, heritage attractions, grouse 
moors, mountains, long-distance footpaths and farmyards, and in rural 
spaces identifi ed as “wilderness”’ (p. 484). As such, Edensor includes 
within his defi nition of rural performances highly staged and scripted 
productions such as the representations of rurality enacted by many herit-
age attractions (Plate 7.1); more improvised yet still choreographed events 
of rural community, such as local shows and fetes; embodied experiences 
staged for tourists, from wine-tasting to whitewater rafting (see also 
Chapter 4); and routine, everyday practices of rural life. Yet, he contends, 
notions of rural performance and staging can be applied in each of these 
situations, and analysed with regard to the kinds of scripts and roles, and 
forms of stage management, choreography, improvisation and refl exivity, 
that contribute to the performance.

In several of the cases discussed by Edensor, the ‘script’ is provided by 
the particular representation of the rural that is conveyed through the 
performance. Thus, guides at tourist attractions and folk dancers at local 
festivals are enacting a particular representation of the countryside, often 
supported by a written script, or by visual and aural props such as costumes, 
pictures and music, that equally ‘represent’ rurality in a particular way. 
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Indeed, some rural performances are explicitly about the performance of 
music or poetry that represents the rural, such that the performance exists 
as a way of communicating or enacting the representation contained in 
the text (see Box 7.1).

However, as performances invariably involve bodily action they cannot 
be reduced to text or representation alone. To perform rurality is to 
engage with rural space in ways that are sensuous, emotional and instinc-
tive. For example, Carolan (2008) refers to a farmer interviewed in rural 
Iowa, who suggested that ‘instead of knowing the countryside from a car 
on the road looking out at a fi eld, I know it from my tractor in the fi eld 
looking out at the road’ (quoted by Carolan, 2008: 413). This was not 

Plate 7.1  Staged performances of rural heritage, Stundars Historical Village, 
Finland (Photo: author)
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Box 7.1 PERFORMING RURALITY THROUGH MUSIC

Music has long provided an important vehicle for performing nar-
ratives about rural life, in many cases rooted in the landscapes and 
lived experiences of specifi c rural regions. Several musical genres 
have strong rural associations, including country in the United 
States and Australia, blues in the Mississippi delta, and folk music 
across the world. Folk music developed through the endogenous 
cultures of rural localities and has variously refl ected the customs 
and practices of everyday rural life, commemorated key historical 
moments, and documented the challenges presented by rural 
change. In so doing, however, traditional folk music came to repre-
sent a nostalgic idyllized version of rural life, such that the collec-
tion and editing of ‘traditional’ music in the ‘fi rst English folk 
revival’ of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for 
example, ‘had less to do with preserving the past (which in the 
sense of rural community life was ever more distant) than with 
invoking a particular historic image’ (Connell and Gibson, 2003: 38).

A number of present-day folk artists have resurrected the docu-
mentary and political tradition of folk music through song-writing 
that seeks to represent life in the contemporary countryside. The 
music of Show of Hands, a folk band from south-west England, is 
one such example. As Yarwood and Charlton (2009) describe, the 
band’s music is strongly embedded in the geography of the English 
West Country, with frequent name-checking of towns, roads and 
rivers, as well as the use of actual landscapes as settings for the 
stories told through lyrics. In some cases, Yarwood and Charlton 
observe, the lyrics reinforce well-known place associations (such as 
mining in Cornwall, fi shing on the North Devon coast), but through 
stories of motorway travel and small-town boredom and violence 
they also introduce a more contemporary edge. Indeed, with con-
temporary references to roads and motorways, in-migrants and 
drug-pushing, as well as historical references to seafaring, migra-
tion and the slave trade, ‘their songs develop a relational sense of 
place that has meaning both in and outside the locality’, avoiding 
presenting the south west as a closed region, but instead acting ‘as 
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continued

part of a trans-border network that links and performs different 
spatial identities’ (Yarwood and Charlton, 2009: 201).

Yarwood and Charlton also note that the songs of Show of Hands 
frequently connect distinct places, issues and times through lyrical 
associations. They cite as examples songs including, ‘“The Flood” 
(the fl ooding in Southern England and the travails of illegal immi-
grants); “Cold Frontier” (the memory of a Roman soldier on the 
fringes of the Empire with integration in today’s EU); “Cousin Jack” 
(the poverty driven migration of the past/present pressures on 
Cornwall); [and] “Poppy Day” (a London drug dealer working 
smaller towns in the M4 corridor and a friend fi ghting in 
Afghanistan)’ (Ibid: 202).

The countryside represented by Show of Hands is multi-faceted 
and polyvocal. Yarwood and Charlton list the characters appearing 
in their music as including the rural poor and excluded, bored teen-
agers, members of religious sects, petty criminals, gamblers, drug 
dealers, newcomers, poachers, sheep stealers, the voluntary emer-
gency services, emigrants and military personnel. Different songs 
can relate different sides of shared experiences of contemporary 
rural life. For example, Yarwood and Charlton observe that two 
views of rural gentrifi cation are conveyed in the songs ‘Red Diesel’ 
and ‘Raining Again’: ‘“Red Diesel” gives voice to a minor criminal 
who complains that “there ought to be a law for keeping out the 
yuppies and the grockles [tourists] (and the French)”. By contrast, 
“Raining Again” deals with the semi-autobiographical experiences, 
hopes and aspirations of a couple moving to Dorset from London 
and captures some of the problems of achieving a bucolic vision of 
rural life’ (Ibid: 203).

Accordingly, in as far as there is a political thrust to the band’s 
music, it is against discourses that close down the defi nition of 
rural life. The song ‘Country Life’, for example, is noted for its cri-
tique of the Countryside Alliance and their mobilization of rural 
protests around discourse of the British countryside as defi ned by 
fox-hunting and farming. Rather, ‘Country Life’ ‘blatantly disrupts 
and challenges established and establishment views of rurality 
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just a matter of perspective, as the farmer acknowledged with Carolan’s 
prompting:

Well, you get to know fi rst hand the contours of the land as well as 
soil type – you know, what spots are wet, which are sandy, stuff like 
that ... When you’ve been doing this as long as I have you can tell a 
lot about the ground by how the tractor handles. It’s almost like the 
tractor is part of me.

(Iowa farmer, quoted by Carolan, 2008: 413)

In other words, it is the performance of farm work, the practice of driving 
a tractor day after day, that connects the farmer to the countryside in 
embodied ways that go beyond representations of the rural through texts 
and images. Such embodied performances, and ways of ‘thinking as 
bodies’ (Carolan, 2008), are as important as representational forms in the 
enactment of practices that constitute rural identity and rural being.

PERFORMING THE RURAL COMMUNITY

In her conceptualization of rural community (discussed in Chapter 6), 
Liepins (2000a) identifi es practices as one of the key domains of community-
making, alongside and inter-connected with community meanings (dis-
courses) with spaces and structures (materiality). Community practices 
are informed by community meanings, and in turn reinforce these mean-
ings through their enactment. They are similarly enacted within the spaces 

(especially with the lines about “Landed gentry, country snobs” and 
second home owners)’ (Yarwood and Charlton, 2009: 203). Yet, 
Yarwood and Charlton argue that in presenting this critique, 
‘Country Life’ nonetheless formulated a representation of a discon-
tented countryside, albeit with different emphases, and that as 
such, the song ‘far from disrupting a rural idyll, reinforced the view 
of the countryside in crisis and, consequently, has been used by 
groups seeking to promote this view of UK rurality’ (Ibid ).

Further reading: Yarwood and Charlton (2009).
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and structures of the community, can serve to animate these spaces and 
structures, but at the same time are constrained by the architecture of 
community spaces and structures. It is in this sense that we can think 
about the performance of rural community, as a necessary component in 
the constitution of community, but also as something that is intrinsically 
entwined with both the discursive representation of community and its 
material form.

Community practices, or performances, can be enacted in many differ-
ent ways, as demonstrated in Liepins’s (2000b) case studies of communi-
ties in Australia and New Zealand. At the most everyday level, community 
is performed through conversations in shops, post offi ces and at the 
school gate, the exchange of gossip and the smiles, nods and waves 
that constitute the unspoken acknowledgement of recognition between 
neighbours. At a more instinctive and more intuitive level, community is 
also performed through embodied practices of behaviour, dress, ways of 
speaking, movement, and a sensed knowledge of the community, its land-
scape and its people. However, community is also practised through more 
overtly staged and choreographed performances, such as annual events 
and festivals, village shows and fetes, cultural traditions and so on.

These practices help to construct community by bringing people 
together and circulating shared knowledge and experiences, providing 
the ‘glue’ that builds social capital. Yet, they are also mechanisms for artic-
ulating community identity, for both internal and external consumption, 
and, in particular, for aligning the identity of the community as being 
distinctively rural. Furthermore, by reinforcing norms of behaviour 
within the community, the performance of community practices can both 
cohere and regulate rural community life. Both of these elements can be 
observed in the examples discussed below of everyday interaction in the 
village ‘pub’, and of rural shows.

The pub is the hub

‘The pub is the hub’ was the slogan of a campaign launched by the Prince 
of Wales in Britain at the start of the twenty-fi rst century, which sought to 
save country pubs from closure, arguing that they formed the heart of 
rural community life. In small communities with limited facilities, the 
local public house, ‘pub’ or bar, has a function that goes beyond the sale 
and consumption of alcohol. It becomes a multi-purpose social space for 
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the community, the meeting venue for local clubs and societies, the 
organizational point for sports teams, and, in some cases, the host for 
postal facilities, medical sessions and even religious services. The pub 
hence serves as a key space in which community is performed, identity 
constructed and articulated, and social norms reproduced.

Moreover, the village pub is additionally a powerful symbol of rurality, 
such that the performance of community and the performance of rurality 
are blurred in the practices enacted in the pub. As Campbell (2000) 
observes:

Rarely has any social site been mythologized to the same extent as 
the rural pub. From the idyllic haven of the English rural pub, to the 
last-chance saloon of the American West, to the crocodile-wrestling 
mateship of a corrugated iron shed somewhere in the Australian out-
back, rural drinking sites have been ascribed by both the popular 
imagination and academic analysis with pronounced mythic quali-
ties. Such lay mythologies place the rural pub squarely within what 
rural sociologists term the ‘rural idyll’.

(Campbell, 2000: 562)

The myth is articulated in part through the material structures of the pub – its 
external appearance and interior design, the presence of an open fi re-
place, the pictures on the wall, the availability of regional beers and ciders, 
the food that is served, the clothes that are worn by regular customers and 
so on. It is also articulated, though, in the performances enacted within 
the pub, which are often presumed to include the social mixing of differ-
ent residents of the community; the exchange of gossip and news; discus-
sion of ‘rural’ topics such as farming, hunting and shooting; and the 
playing of traditional games such as dominoes or skittles. In this mythic 
representation, the English village pub also hosts hunt meets, or is the 
post-match venue for shooting clubs or cricket teams, becoming woven 
into the practice of these community activities as part of an extended 
social fi eld of rural life. Furthermore, the cultural performance of some 
country pubs has been traditionally suspected of harbouring a fl exible 
attitude towards certain legal boundaries, such as after-hours drinking, 
under-age drinking, gambling and drink-driving, refl ecting Neal and 
Walters’s (2008) observation that whilst rural communities may be places 
of internal regulation, they can also be sites of condoned deviance with 
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respect to particular aspects of national laws and conventions as spaces 
that are beyond the easy surveillance of the state.

It is possible in countries such as Britain to fi nd many rural pubs that 
exhibit one or more of the above characteristics, but Maye et al. (2005) 
rightly warn against ‘the uncritical acceptance of the pub as a functioning 
structure of rural society’ (p. 834). They argue that rural pubs are more 
diverse in character than the mythic representation suggests, existing on 
a continuum between ‘folk culture’ and ‘popular culture’. In particular, 
they contend that many British country pubs have been shifted towards 
the popular culture pole through renovations and reinventions that have 
turned them into spaces of cultural commodifi cation. Such ‘standardized’ 
and ‘reconstructed’ pubs are settings for staged performances of rurality, 
most commonly by serving locally sourced food, but also through live 
folk music or special events that purport to celebrate aspects of country 
life. In this way they attract a clientele that extends beyond the immediate 
community, including tourists, and may indeed be abandoned by local 
residents who no longer see them as a ‘drinking pub’. Ironically, there-
fore, the pubs that might superfi cially most closely fi t the mythic image of 
the country pub, and which might have the strongest ties to the local 
economy through supply chains, may also have the weakest degree of 
embeddedness in the local community and may be limited as spaces of 
community performance, although they continue to facilitate staged 
performances of imagined rurality (Maye et al., 2005).

Pubs can also act as places in which social distinctions within rural 
communities are produced and reproduced. First, rural pubs are com-
monly highly gendered spaces, with the clientele and culture heavily male 
dominated. Not only might informal convention restrict the presence of 
women as customers (with their partners) to certain nights of the week 
(Heley, 2008), but the prevailing practices and performances at other 
times may frequently be encoded with a macho masculinity. Campbell 
(2000), for example, in a study of two village pubs in South Island, New 
Zealand, observed that ‘the public performance of drinking actually 
involved intensely competitive interaction that resulted in distinct hierar-
chies among the men present’ (p. 569). This included ‘continual conver-
sational cockfi ghting, during which other drinkers scrutinized men’s 
performance’ (Ibid), with jesting over drinking capacity and sexual prow-
ess, but also references to local and rural knowledge and practices, 
with ‘occupations outside the acceptable range of manual laboring, 
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agriculturally related activities were also feminized derisively’ (Campbell, 
2000: 576). Accordingly, Campbell argues that ‘male pub drinking prac-
tices have not persisted as a nostalgic memorial to a simpler life: they 
persist because they are a site of male power and legitimacy in rural com-
munity life ... rural pubs can actually operate as a key site where hegem-
onic forms of masculinity are constructed, reproduced and successfully 
defended’ (p. 563).

Second, pubs can also be sites of class distinction within communities, 
or of differentiation between ‘local’ residents and incomers. Heley (2008), 
in an ethnographic study of a country pub in southern England, for exam-
ple, observes the ostentatious display of wealth by moneyed in-migrants, 
who loudly perform acts of buying large, expensive rounds of drinks, and 
also notes the inscribing of social distinction into the geography of the 
pub, with one corner, ‘the offi ce’, implicitly reserved for the established 
village elders. In communities that have been able to sustain two or more 
pubs, the social differentiation of customers can mean that the pubs 
become ‘places where separate group identities are established and social 
boundaries maintained and legitimized’ (Maye et al., 2005: 834). A divide 
of this nature was observed by Bell (1994) between the two pubs in his 
study village in southern England. One pub, The Fox was favoured by 
middle-class villagers and was the scene of elaborate performances of 
conviviality:

In the public bar of the Fox, people tend not to stand or sit opposi-
tionally. Most of the men, particularly on a big night, will huddle 
around the bar in a great mass. In this huddle with its constant surg-
ing motion, it is faces that one directs attention to, rising and almost 
fl oating above a dark, lower zone of bodies, barely distinguishable 
from each other. Formal scrutiny of what would be called the ‘body-
face’ is not possible. In the midst of this mass, one feels almost 
palpably part of a single group entity.

(Bell, 1994: 58–59)

In contrast, customers in the second pub, The Horse and Hounds, favoured 
by the village’s working-class residents, would ‘sit directly opposite each 
other in small separate groups, backs facing backs at other tables’ (p. 59). 
Yet, the less explicit performance of sociability in fact refl ected a group 
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more at ease in its identity, where performances of community took dif-
ferent forms – the practice of buying rounds was more commonplace in 
The Horse and Hounds than in The Fox, whilst the social space of the 
former also extended into a pub soccer team.

Rural communities on show

A second arena in which rural community is performed is in the plethora 
of annual events that are found across rural regions; including village fetes 
and festivals, carnivals, agricultural shows, state and county fairs and var-
ious local traditions, customs and rituals. These events serve a number of 
different functions. In many cases they are staged performances aimed 
primarily at tourists and visitors, and thus contribute to the local econ-
omy as a commodifi cation of rural culture (see Chapter 4). In order to 
stand out as distinctive, rural events frequently purport to be perform-
ances of long-held local traditions, refl ecting an authentically ‘rural’ cul-
ture, yet, they are commonly ‘invented traditions’, established in recent 
decades (often as part of ‘bottom-up’ rural development initiatives, see 
Chapter 5), and drawing only loosely on historic practice. The selective 
resurrection and re-presentation of local rural heritage in such invented 
traditions, in turn contributes to the articulation of community meaning, 
for both internal and external consumption. Nevertheless, the participa-
tion of local residents in such events can also practically help to reinforce 
community coherence, acting as a shared communal endeavour, or as a 
literal ‘meeting-place’ for community members.

Each of these three elements can be observed in the case of the ‘Lights 
of Lobethal Festival’, discussed by Winchester and Rofe (2005). The festi-
val is a 17-day annual event preceding Christmas, in which residents of the 
small town of Lobethal, South Australia, decorate their homes and busi-
nesses with Christmas lights, as well as staging various Christmas-themed 
activities. The festival is claimed to be an expression of the town’s Germanic 
Lutheran heritage, yet it is an invented tradition, initiated in 1947 and 
expanded in the 1990s following the closure of the town’s main employer, 
a woollen mill. Today, the festival makes a major contribution to the local 
economy, attracting over 250,000 visitors annually, but as Winchester and 
Rofe (2005) note, it is also perceived to be critical in community-making, 
with one resident commenting that it ‘brings us all together. It doesn’t 
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matter which area of the community you belong to, you’ve got the 
common denominator of Christmas time when we all join together’ 
(quoted in Winchester and Rofe, 2005: 274).

The role of annual events in reinforcing community cohesion is espe-
cially important in areas where the rural population is dispersed in iso-
lated farms and homesteads, and where shows and festivals form an 
excuse for community gatherings. Historically, this was a key function of 
agricultural shows, which along with regular markets provided an oppor-
tunity for farm households to meet up and for knowledge to be dissemi-
nated within the farming community. However, as Lewis Holloway (2004) 
documents, agricultural shows have evolved with rural change to become 
more outward-looking, providing agricultural societies with ‘a context 
where they have the ability to stage-manage the presentation of agricul-
ture to large numbers of non-farming visitors’ (p. 320). Agricultural 
shows have thus become spectacles, in which the parading of show livestock 
and displays of vintage and modern farm machinery are part of a staged 
performance of farm life. At the same time, side stalls and demonstrations 
of rural crafts and customs present an opportunity for visitors to enact a 
rural experience that is far more varied in scope, as Edensor (2006) 
observes at the Cheshire Show in England. Noting that ‘the proportion of 
farm machinery and livestock has dwindled’ (p. 490), he contends that 
‘there was no single production but a multiply staged countryside in 
which hundreds of stages (stalls, displays, show arenas, demonstrations, 
play areas and information centres) vied with each other for the attention 
of the large crowds who wandered around the extensive site’ (Ibid). 
Among the competing attractions were ‘mounds of bread, jams and honey, 
cheeses, cakes and biscuits ... loaded on to rustic tables’ (Ibid), craft prod-
ucts ranging from walking sticks and shooting sticks to wood-carvings 
and pictures of rural scenes, expositions of country skills, and exhibits of 
vintage tractors and rare breeds that required specialist rural knowledge 
to fully appreciate.

In this way, agricultural shows can be engaged with on different levels. 
For most visitors a show is an occasion to perform a simulated rural life-
style for a day or afternoon. For an inner group, however, the agricultural 
show is part of the reproduction of their community, performed through 
active involvement in the showing and judging of livestock and produce. 
Entry to this inner community is determined by knowledge that permits 
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an appreciation of quality livestock or good farm husbandry. Whilst 
Holloway (2004) suggests that shows are increasingly viewed as oppor-
tunities to educate the public about agriculture, the requisite knowledge 
cannot all be easily communicated, but extends into the realm of embod-
ied and non-representational knowledge discussed by Carolan (2008), 
drawing on direct experience of working with livestock.

Rural events are hence simultaneously sites of inclusion and exclusion. 
They can contribute to community integration, but can also implicitly 
exclude groups who do not conform to community norms. Resurrected 
rural traditions, for example, can reproduce racial or gender stereotypes 
that can be offensive to groups both within and outside the community, 
leading in some cases to contestation and confl ict (see Smith (1993) on 
the Peebles Beltane festival in Scotland, for example). At the same time, 
though, marginalized groups can use their own festivals and traditions to 
construct and perform alternative rural communities. The Appleby New 
Fair in northern England, for example, acts as an important economic and 
cultural event for the nomadic Gypsy-Traveller community in Britain 
(S. Holloway, 2004, 2005). Originally an occasion for sheep, cattle and 
horse trading that engaged the wider rural community, by the early twen-
tieth century the fair had become primarily focused on horse-trading and 
dominated by Gypsy-Travellers. Between 5,000 and 10,000 Gypsy-
Travellers attend the fair annually, both for trade and to socialize and meet 
with fellow members of their dispersed community. However, Gypsy-
Travellers have repeatedly been the targets of discrimination in the modern 
British countryside, and the annual convergence of a large Gypsy-Traveller 
community on a small town of fewer than 3,000 permanent residents 
generates tensions. There have been attempts to ban the fair, and, as 
Holloway (2005) shows, many local residents portray the Gypsy-Travellers 
as different and as sources of disruption. The disjuncture between the 
form of rural community performed by the Gypsy-Travellers at the fair – 
mobile and disorderly – and the settled, property-based and ordered 
community performed by local residents and farmers sits at the heart of 
the tension, but some residents differentiated between ‘true Gypsies’, who 
they accept as part of rural tradition, and ‘hangers-on’, who are vilifi ed as 
potential criminals. However, the survival of the fair arguably represents 
the acceptance in broader rural society that the countryside is multiple 
and that rural community can be performed in many different ways.
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PERFORMING THE FARM

Emotional geographies of farm lifescapes

Geographical research on farming has conventionally focused on the eco-
nomic and environmental dimensions of agriculture, constructing the 
farm primarily as an economic unit. Whilst rural sociology has had a 
stronger tradition of additionally recognizing the social dimensions of 
farming, and the signifi cance of the farm as the site of complex labour 
and social relations, its approach has tended to emphasize structural for-
mations, and the position of farming within broader meta-structures of 
class, gender and capitalism. It is therefore only with more recent calls for 
the application of a cultural perspective to the study of agriculture (Morris 
and Evans, 2004) that attention has begun to be paid to the farm as a 
discursive construct, and as a site of performance.

Although the discourse of modern capitalist agriculture encourages 
farmers to think of themselves as professional ‘producers’ or ‘growers’, 
and of their farms as ‘businesses’, the status of ‘farmer’ is not like any 
other occupational classifi cation. To be a farmer is to conform to a par-
ticular way of life that has social, cultural and moral dimensions as well as 
an economic purpose. This identity is constructed and reproduced both 
through popular culture and through the lay discourses of farming com-
munities, such that there is a social expectation on farmers to think and 
act in certain ways. Accordingly, the identity of being a farmer is also per-
formed, enacted through working the land and through the farmer’s rela-
tions with their family, their workforce and the wider community.

The farm is the site of the performance of farmer identity, and as most 
farmers live and work on their farm, they are connected to its landscape by 
a complex web of social, economic, cultural, moral and emotional interac-
tions. Convery et al. (2005) refer to this as the ‘lifescape’ of the farmer, bor-
rowing the concept from anthropology where it was developed as a way of 
framing the social, cultural and economic engagements between people 
and landscape. As Convery et al. (2005) explain, when applied to farming, 
‘lifescape articulates the spatial, emotional and ethical dimensions of the 
relationship between landscape, livestock and farming community and elu-
cidates the heterogeneity of agricultural emotional landscapes’ (p. 101).

These complex relationships are evident in the oral histories of 
farming collected by Riley and Harvey (2007) in England. The farmers’ 



performing the rural 215

narratives that they report are replete with an intimate knowledge of the 
farm landscape. Fields, hedges and artefacts such as an abandoned tractor, 
provided cues for stories and memories that were frequently entwined 
with biographical events, such as one farmer’s recollection of mowing a 
fi eld for hay on his niece’s wedding day, between the ceremony and the 
reception. Furthermore, Riley and Harvey note that ‘aspects of the past 
become embodied through the repetition of performative agricultural 
practice’ (p. 403). Many of the stories that they quote from farmers 
involve memories of activity – ploughing, mowing, baling hay, taking 
cattle to a stream to drink, creating a water meadow – whilst comparisons 
were also drawn between past and present practices. As such, Riley and 
Harvey (2007) suggest that ‘current practices are underpinned by a 
cumulative understanding that often stretches back over many genera-
tions’ (p. 404).

The emotional ties between the farmer and the farm landscape are 
perhaps thrown into sharpest relief when external forces intervene to 
disrupt the performance of everyday, iterative farm practices, as during 
the 2001 epidemic of Foot and Mouth Disease in Britain. Efforts to con-
trol and eradicate the disease included the imposition of quarantine on 
farms (often voluntarily), and a cull of all livestock, including healthy 
animals, in areas proximate to confi rmed outbreaks. These measures dis-
rupted the everyday performances of farm life – farms where livestock 
had been culled were left empty of animals, with no need for daily prac-
tices of feeding, herding, milking and so on; whilst regular patterns of 
social interaction at markets and other community events were placed 
off-limits. Moreover, the cull of healthy livestock represented for many 
farmers the inversion of normal practice and a violation of the established 
lifescape, as Convery et al. (2005) describe:

There was a clear breach of normal relations – whilst lambs are nor-
mally slaughtered, this is not when they are newborns, and so the 
rhythm and cycle of livestock farming relations was out of synchroni-
zation. The epidemic created fi ssures in the taken-for-granted lifes-
capes which transcended the loss of the material (i.e. livestock) to 
become also the loss of the self ([farmers’] perceptions of identity 
and meaning associated with this lifescape were called into ques-
tion). Death was in the wrong place (the farm rather than the abat-
toir) but it was also at the wrong time (in relation to the farm calendar) 
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and on the wrong scale (such large scale slaughter seldom occurs at 
the same time).

(Convery et al., 2005: 104)

Some farmers and rural residents affected by the Foot and Mouth Disease 
epidemic vented their emotions through poetry, much of which attempted 
to articulate the disrupted lifescape, with titles such as ‘Where cattle 
grazed’, or made reference to the changed performances of farm life, 
with animal husbandry replaced by the brutality of the cull and the 
everyday sounds of the farm silenced (Nerlich and Döring, 2005).

Gendered performances of farm life

A further peculiarity of agriculture as an economic sector is the welding 
together of the farm enterprise and the family household into a single 
entity in the concept of the ‘family farm’, as widely articulated in the 
global north (see also Box 7.2). This state of ‘consubstantiality’ (Gray, 
2000), in which family and farm ‘become united in common substance’ 

Box 7.2 GENDER AND FARM WORK IN THE GLOBAL 
SOUTH

Women farmers play a critical role in food production in the global 
south. As a response both to bereavement and to the migration of 
rural men to fi nd paid work in cities (see Chapter 6), women in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America have increasingly assumed respon-
sibility for both commercial and subsistence farming. The Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) esti-
mates that at least four in ten farmers in Africa are women, and 
that women are responsible for between 60 and 80 per cent of all 
African food production (Zaccaro, 2009).

Yet, the work of women farmers is frequently marginalized or 
rendered invisible in offi cial discourses by cultural conventions 
that continue to construct farming as a male activity. These include 
perceptions about the bodily practices of farm work and the ability 
of women to perform these tasks. In the Amhara region of Ethiopia, 
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for example, a ‘farmer’ is commonly defi ned as someone who can 
independently engage in the activities of sowing and ploughing. 
Women contribute around 40 per cent of agricultural labour in 
Ethiopia and are involved in sowing seed, weeding, harvesting, 
threshing, herding and tending livestock and milking, but because 
few women plough the land, they are not considered to be farmers 
(Frank, 1999). Ploughing is regarded in the local culture as an inap-
propriate activity for women and too physically demanding for the 
female body. However, as Frank observes, it is not too physically 
demanding for young boys, who frequently help with ploughing, 
and many women in the region say that they would like to plough, 
but are prevented from learning by men. As such, Frank concludes, 
‘perhaps women’s inability to plow [sic] is based more on cultural 
perceptions than on actual physical inability’ (p. 3).

The discursive marginalization of women farmers has serious 
structural and material impacts. Across the global south, women 
farmers own only a tiny fraction of land, and are constrained by 
less favourable sites and more restrictive land tenure and owner-
ship conditions than male farmers. They are also less able to 
obtain credit or to access training, and have less of a voice in farm-
ing organizations or with government agencies. As Hart (1991) 
argues in research on Malaysia, these systemic biases reinforce 
the differential capacity of poor rural women and men to organize 
resistance to the interests of the state and large capitalist land-
owners, and to take advantage of agricultural reforms and oppor-
tunities (see also Angeles and Hill, 2009; Koczberski, 2007; Razavi, 
2007).

Further reading: Hart (1991).

(Ibid: 345), is important in shaping the lifescape of the farm, as discussed 
above, and can be both a point of vulnerability and a source of resilience 
in confronting challenging conditions for agriculture (Johnsen, 2003). 
Fundamentally, the notion of the ‘family farm’ presents farming as a 
shared endeavour, in which all members of the family have a part to play, 
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yet, as Brandth (2002) explains, the division of roles within the family 
farm is strictly gendered:

Family farming is patriarchal; the male farmer is the head of the farm 
family and the family farm and makes the relevant decisions. He is 
the farm’s public face, and he participates in agricultural organiza-
tions and forums. Family farming is based on the labour force of 
family members with the allocation of tasks being fundamentally 
gendered. Women are responsible for care and household tasks and 
this task allocation has been regarded as a ‘natural’ distribution of 
work on the basis of certain gender specifi c attributes.

(Brandth, 2002: 184)

The gender division of labour on the farm is discursively reproduced in 
popular culture, in the farming media, and in the documents and rhetoric 
of agricultural organizations (Brandth, 2002; Liepins, 2000c), but is also 
performed through the everyday enactment of work on the farm. In this 
the male farmer will typically undertake tasks concerned with managing 
and working the land, handling livestock and operating machinery – in 
other words, the activities that are popularly understood as ‘farming’. 
Farm women, by contrast, will typically look after the paperwork and 
farm accounts, carry out basic tasks of animal husbandry, run on-farm 
sidelines such as a farm shop or bed and breakfast accommodation, and 
maintain the farm household – in other words, activities that are not 
commonly understood to be ‘farming’, but which are nonetheless critical 
to the operation of the farm.

According to the discourse of the family farm, this gender division of 
labour refl ected the greater physical strength of men, required for the 
physically demanding character of work on the land (Brandth, 2006; 
Saugeres, 2002a). However, as the physicality of farm work has been 
reduced by mechanization, male farmers have retained their primacy by 
constructing technical profi ciency as a masculine attribute. Indeed, mech-
anization can be argued to have contributed to a defeminization of farm 
work, as farm women are no longer required to help with activities such 
as harvest, or to contribute bodily skills of dexterity in tasks such as tying 
bales of hay (Riley, 2009). The changing gender deployment of labour on 
the farm is captured in the refl ection of one farm woman in the English 
Peak District, who recalled whilst preparing lunch in the farm kitchen 
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that, ‘I used to do a lot more of this work that the men are doing out there 
today ... it’s all changed. My husband and sons do it all on tractors these 
days, so I’m in here and less involved with that’ (Riley, 2009: 666). There 
is accordingly a gendered geography to farm work, with women confi ned 
to ‘backstage’ roles in farm kitchens and offi ces, whilst men perform on 
the ‘frontstage’ of the farm (Ibid).

Moreover, the inheritance of farms through the male line is evoked to 
construct farming as a masculine pursuit. As Saugeres (2002b) observes 
based on research with French family farmers, ‘farmers are described as 
having a natural predilection for working the land. This predilection is 
said to have been acquired at birth and through inheritance giving the 
paysan his connection to the land’ (p. 377). In contrast, in language that 
resonates with Carolan’s (2008) sense of thinking as bodies, ‘a woman is 
represented as not being able to farm on her own because she lacks an 
embodied knowledge of farming and an embodied connection to the 
land’ (Saugeres, 2002b: 382).

Thus, the construction of farming as masculine is maintained both 
through discursive repetition and through repeated practice, as Saugeres 
(2002a) observes:

Because farming is constructed as masculine, farmers’ discourses 
and practices come to reinforce and legitimate the boundaries that 
maintain this space as masculine. These boundaries are maintained 
through a discourse emphasizing physical strength and a natural 
aptitude for technology as the two main qualities which are essential 
to being a farmer. As it is only men who are supposed to have these 
attributes and these are naturalized according to biology, this situa-
tion appears as part of an inevitable natural order and beyond the 
scope of change.

(Saugeres, 2002a: 156)

Yet, because the gender division of farm labour needs to be enacted 
through practice, it can be contested and contradicted through perform-
ance. Both Saugeres (2002a) and Silvasti (2003) recount examples of 
women who have taken on traditionally masculine roles within farming. 
Such is the power of the family farm discourse, however, that the gen-
dered division of labour is commonly treated as natural and inevitable by 
farm women as well as by male farmers (Brandth, 2002), and even women 
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sole farmers may be inclined to judge their success or failure in terms of 
gender. Silvasti (2003), for example, cites one female farmer in Finland, 
Anne, who gave up her attempt to continue the family farm, stating that 
the ‘job is too heavy for me’ and that ‘this kind of work is not suitable for 
a woman’ (quoted in Silvasti, 2003: 161). As Silvasti comments, ‘it is 
interesting that in the moment of defeat, Anne refers exactly to the defi -
ciency of her own body. The economic problems were severe, adopting a 
social position as insäntä [a Finnish peasant farmer] as well as constructing 
her own identity as a farmer were both diffi cult, but fi nally she was dis-
heartened by her own body – young, beautiful and defi cient’ (Silvasti, 
2003: 161).

There are, however, some signs that the gender construction of farm 
work is shifting. Not only are numbers of independent women farmers 
increasing, but younger male farmers, in particular, are also reassessing 
their identity in the context of technological innovations in agriculture. 
Australian farming men interviewed by Coldwell (2007), for example, 
emphasized keeping up with technology and business skills as well as 
toughness for physical labour in their description of themselves. Whilst 
these attributes were still presented as an expression of masculinity, 
Coldwell argues that the refl exivity that they involve is part of a new ‘dia-
logic masculinity’ in which farm work is not closed off as an exclusively 
male preserve. At the same time, though, high levels of depression and 
suicide among farmers have been linked to the self-doubt of farmers who 
feel that they are unable to match the expectations of the masculinist 
model of farming in an increasingly diffi cult economic environment 
(Price and Evans, 2009; Ramírez-Ferrero, 2005).

PERFORMING RURALITY THROUGH HUNTING

The hunting of wild animals has historically been an important part of 
rural cultures in both the global north and the global south. Animals have 
been hunted for food and for clothing; to control dangerous pests and 
predators that have threatened crops, livestock and even human life; and 
for sport and recreation. For rural peoples, hunting is often evoked as an 
expression of their connection with nature, of their negotiation of shar-
ing rural space with non-humans (see Chapter 6). Hunting symbolizes 
human domination over nature, but it can also be presented as stewardship 
of nature, and as a practice within a natural order of predators and prey. 
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The performance and ritual of hunting, though, can additionally have 
symbolic signifi cance for the construction of endogenous rural identities 
(see Box 7.3), for the maintenance of social order within rural communi-
ties, and as a rite of passage for rural youth, as the examples discussed in 
this section demonstrate.

Box 7.3 HUNTING AND INDIGENOUS RURAL CULTURES

Hunting is an important cultural activity for many indigenous peo-
ples, for whom hunting may be not only a performance of traditional 
rituals and customs, but also a key component of their spirituality 
and their relationship with place. As Perreault (2001) argues, ‘place 
identity’ is particularly important to indigenous peoples because 
land and land-use is often central to their way of life and their under-
standing of themselves. Traditional hunting can be a way of perform-
ing place identity, but it can also be a point of confl ict with external 
values and environmental, political and commercial interests.

For the Inuit of Arctic North America and Greenland, for exam-
ple, the collection of ‘country foods’ from the land, sky and water 
by hunting, fi shing and gathering is fundamental to their identity 
and their connection to their environment. Gombay (2005) explains 
that as Inuit hunt, fi sh or gather food, ‘the material and immaterial 
worlds blend together, with layer upon layer of meaning and under-
standing. The getting of country foods is about understanding the 
land in which one lives. It is about building an awareness and 
knowledge of one’s place in the natural world of living and nonliv-
ing beings’ (p. 418). This means working with nature, knowing 
where and when to fi nd plants or animals, and, according to Inuit 
spiritual beliefs, accepting the gift of the hunted animal as it 
presents itself to the hunter.

Such is the centrality of ‘country foods’ to Inuit culture that com-
munity members are inducted in hunting from childhood: 

From the time that they are babies they see seals shot, caribou 
butchered, and berries picked: they know what it is to eat raw 

continued
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In recent decades, however, growing awareness of the environmental 
impact of hunting in terms of depletion of species numbers, combined with 
an increased interest in ‘animal rights’, especially among urban populations, 
has put hunting under pressure. In the global south, conservation projects 
have attempted to discourage indigenous populations from hunting endan-
gered species through education programmes and ecotourism initiatives 
(Gibson and Marks, 1995). In many parts of the global north, legislation has 
sought to regulate and restrict the practice of hunting as sport. Yet, in both 
contexts, anti-hunting strategies have frequently faltered in misunderstand-
ing the cultural signifi cance of hunting to rural communities, and the 
emphasis placed on hunting as a performance of rural identity.

Ritual, performance and hunting in rural England

The hunting of foxes and deer with hounds was a traditional and iconic 
pastime in the English countryside for over two hundred years, before it 

fi sh, still warm from the hook. As soon as they are able, they 
are encouraged to take part in these activities. Each point 
along the way in their development as a hunter is marked with 
pride.

(Gombay, 2005: 419)

Crucially, tradition dictates that country foods are to be shared in 
the community, with sharing acting as ‘part of the glue that binds 
community together’ (Ibid: 420). However, these cultural customs 
have been challenged as the Inuit population has been settled in 
fi xed communities and institutionalized in recent decades. A 
Hunter Support Programme (HSP) was set up by the Canadian 
government in the 1970s to pay hunters for collecting country 
foods, intended to support traditional culture. Food purchased 
through the HSP was stored and distributed free to community 
members, but as Gombay (2005) reports, tensions have developed 
in some communities over the sharing of HSP food – for example, 
in the distribution of fi sh or meat to non-Inuit residents.

Further reading: Gombay (2005).



performing the rural 223

was outlawed on animal welfare grounds in 2005 (Woods, 2008b). The 
lengthy public debate preceding the legislation focused not only on ques-
tions of animal welfare and the contribution of hunting to the rural econ-
omy, but also on its symbolic signifi cance in English rural culture. Hunting 
supporters argued that the proposed ban was an assault on rural identity, 
and the social and cultural importance of the sport in rural society is indi-
cated by the continuation of its rituals and performances in modifi ed, 
legal, form even after the introduction of the ban that specifi cally relates 
to dogs chasing and killing wild mammals.

The performance of hunting traditionally revolved around the chase, 
in which a fox or deer was pursued over several kilometres by hounds, 
followed by the ‘hunting fi eld’ mounted on horseback, and various ‘hunt 
followers’ in cars, all-terrain vehicles or on foot. In legal hunting, a false 
scent rather than a live animal is pursued. As Marvin (2003) describes, the 
hunt is a scripted and choreographed performance with defi ned roles for 
participants (including the hounds, horses and the hunted fox or deer), 
rituals and conventions. The performance is supported by props, such as 
the Huntsman’s horn that signals the start and end of the hunt, and the 
costumes of the mounted followers, which vary by season and offi ce 
according to a strict protocol (Cox et al., 1994).

A hunt is hence a spectacle, in which participants ‘announce their pres-
ence in the countryside and draw attention to themselves both visibly and 
audibly’ (Marvin, 2003: 49). Yet, it is a spectacle for internal rather than 
external consumption. Marvin (2003) contends that ‘there is no dis-
tanced, unconnected, audience for fox-hunting, there are no spectators 
who are outside of the event itself and that there are no mere observers of 
it’ (p. 52). All present at a hunt are participants in the performance of the 
hunt, and through it, it might be claimed, in the performance of rural 
community (Plate 7.2).

Hunting contributes to the performance of rural community by pro-
viding a meeting-place for rural residents, both at hunt meets and through 
fundraising social events – ranging from hunt balls to bingo and whist 
drives (Cox et al., 1994; Milbourne, 2003). At the same time, belonging 
to the community defi ned by the hunt is established not only by attend-
ance at these events, but also by familiarity with the distinctive rituals, 
customs and linguistic codes of hunting. As Cox et al. (1994) explain, ‘like 
all ritual, this serves to confer a clear sense of identity and meaning for 
those involved and a correspondingly acute sense of exclusion for those 
not familiar with the mores of hunting’ (p. 193).
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Full participation requires not only an understanding of the language 
and customs, but also an appreciation of the skill of hunting and the work 
of the hounds. Hunt followers routinely engage in a running commentary 
and analysis of the hunt, drawing on a ‘deep knowledge of hunting [that] 
is not simply directed towards informing a critical, distanced judgement 
of the performance of others but is rather an understanding directed 
towards an experience in and of the natural world for themselves. It allows 
them to be fully, immediately and actively present’ (Marvin, 2003: 55). 
Possession of this knowledge is perceived as a distinctively ‘rural’ trait, an 
association that is reinforced by the movement of the hunt through the 
rural landscape. As Marvin explains:

Hunt members are immensely committed to their Hunt, express a 
deep sense of belonging to a particular Hunt ‘country’. It is a coun-
tryside of which they have a close and intimate knowledge because of 
their hunting experiences. It is not a countryside that they visit, it is a 

Plate 7.2  Hunting and the performance of rural community, Exmoor, England 
(Photo: author)



performing the rural 225

countryside that they are of and to which they belong ... The very 
landscapes and that which they contain are transformed into a per-
formance space for the day. But that transformation, although new, 
fresh and full of immediate potential on each hunting day also has a 
long history that gives it a powerful depth and resonance for those 
who have regularly hunted across it.

(Marvin, 2003: 50)

Marvin accordingly argues that the countryside is not merely a stage or 
setting for the performance of hunting, but rather ‘is an active constituent 
of the event itself’ (p. 51). Hunting and rurality are hence inextricably 
connected.

Hunting and masculinity

Outside Britain, hunting in the global north typically refers to the track-
ing and shooting of birds and mammals. In contrast to the performance 
of English fox-hunting, tracking and shooting is commonly practised by 
individuals or small groups. It is the hunter who personally tracks and 
kills the animal, and as such hunting is constructed as a test of physical 
and mental strength. In turn, these perceived attributes lead to a construc-
tion of hunting as a masculine activity, as can be illustrated by the exam-
ple of elk hunting in Norway (Bye, 2003, 2009).

Hunting elk is a relatively recent tradition in Norway, but it has none-
theless assumed a position of cultural signifi cance such that in the for-
ested areas of Norway, ‘elk hunting plays a central role in the shaping of 
the masculine rural identity’ (Bye, 2003: 145). As a signifi er of manhood, 
induction into hunting is a rite of passage for Norwegian men, enacted 
through steps of carrying a rifl e, bringing down the fi rst animal, and kill-
ing the fi rst bull. As such, elk hunting ‘is a symbol of and a ritual for 
important transitions in people’s lives, exemplifi ed by expressions such as 
“too young to go hunting”, “elk confi rmee”, “hunter” and “retired hunter’’ 
(Bye, 2003: 145). Men in Norwegian rural communities are expected to 
participate in hunting: ‘if a man living in a “hunting community” does 
not take part in hunting he may easily feel sidelined or “out of place”, 
meaning he is not a “real man”’ (Bye, 2009: 282). Masculinity and rural 
identity are hence entwined together in this discourse.
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Elk hunting is a performance that adheres to certain conventions and 
rituals, requiring the hunter to act in particular ways. Correct costume 
and props are important, such that ‘the perception of whether or not a 
man is an acceptable hunter or outdoor enthusiast is decided to some 
extent by his clothing’ (Bye, 2009: 262–63), with ‘true’ rural hunters 
avoiding ‘fancy and expensive Gore-Tex clothing’ (Ibid). On the hunt itself, 
the hunter is required to exercise discipline and to demonstrate skill, as ‘a 
particularly ugly wound (wounding an animal without bringing it down) 
or violating the party leader’s instructions may involve a loss of prestige, 
and in a worst case scenario, exclusion from the hunting party and even 
from the local community’ (Bye, 2003: 145).

The elk hunt provides a space in which bonds between rural men can 
be developed and community enacted. Comradeship is forged in the 
team-work of the hunt, but also through drinking in the evenings. In 
these ways, ‘the male hunt is presented as a symbol of freedom because 
men can hunt at their own pace without having to show any special con-
sideration for the women; they can talk freely about hunting and get 
drunk without worrying about others or what they think’ (Bye, 2003: 
150). Although the relative participation of women in hunting in Norway 
is increasing, the young men interviewed by Bye (2003) were ambivalent 
about women hunting. Some had been hunting with their partners, but 
they expressed concerns about the physical capabilities of women and at 
the loss of the exclusive male space.

This exclusive space is also defended from the intrusion of urban-
based hunters, who participate in commercialized hunts as part of their 
own attempt to perform a perceived rural masculinity. It is, however, the 
failure of urban hunters to adequately perform as a hunter should – in the 
opinion of the rural hunters interviewed by Bye (2003) – that becomes 
the distinguishing characteristic between rural and urban men:

Urban men are characterized as ‘the other’ in the sense that they 
represent the foreign substance in the rural environment. They are 
described as ‘extravagant’ and ‘self-centred’, and they are catego-
rized as macho because they do not show any respect for the wild 
game and nature management. Moreover, the general opinion is that 
this group does not possess the necessary local knowledge to become 
good hunters. When the rural man is represented as the counterpart 
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of the urban man, the rural masculinity is constituted and upgraded: 
the rural men become the epitome of the strapping and balanced 
man. They also represent realness and authenticity, because hunting 
for them is not only a hobby, but also a way of life.

(Bye, 2003: 151)

(EX-)URBAN PERFORMANCES OF RURALITY

The preceding sections of this chapter have focused on various ways in 
which rurality is performed by people within the countryside, frequently 
emphasizing the signifi cance of rituals or forms of knowledge that are 
exclusive in nature and which hence function to enact rural identity in 
exclusionary terms. However, the examination of performance can also 
shed light on the dynamics of engagement with rural culture and rural 
lifestyles by outsiders, notably urban migrants and consumers. Many 
urban engagements with the countryside involve the enactment of prac-
tices in which individuals attempt to ‘perform’ rural roles and characters. 
These include various types of rural tourism activities, ranging from the 
consumption of commodifi ed heritage sites, through to embodied forms 
of adventure tourism and ecotourism, to ‘working holidays’ on farms and 
conservation projects (see Chapter 4). They also, though, include the 
efforts of in-migrants to rural areas to integrate with the local community 
and to participate in local events and activities.

Edensor (2006) proposes that whenever ‘city folk’ engage with the 
rural, as tourists or as in-migrants, they are confronted by the need to 
adapt to new performative conventions:

Like all social performances, culturally specifi c ways of acting in rural 
theatres are organized around which clothes, styles of movement, 
modes of looking, photographing and recording, expressing delight, 
communicating meaning and sharing experiences are deemed to be 
appropriate in particular contexts. Initially, particular enactions are 
learnt so that the necessary competence is acquired, and the suitabil-
ity of the performance is also likely to be subject to the disciplinary 
gaze of co-participants and onlookers. Through such socially consti-
tuted approaches to being and acting in rural contexts, urbanites 
gradually lose self-consciousness and self-monitoring as they become 
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more grounded in ‘common sense’ and unrefl exive assumptions 
about how and where to walk, how to ‘appreciate’ and comment 
upon beauty, how to climb, run, ski or relax.

(Edensor, 2006: 486)

In making this transition, urbanites need to negotiate the differences 
between the commodifi ed versions of rural lifestyle represented in popu-
lar discourses and the actual practices enacted by endogenous rural com-
munities. The urban hunters derided by Bye’s (2003) young rural men 
for wearing Gore-Tex clothing and buying fancy equipment fall into this 
trap – purchasing props that are marketed to urban consumers as essen-
tials of rural life, but which are rarely used by rural residents themselves.

Heley (2010) similarly recounts the performances of affl uent incom-
ers to a village in England, who he describes as part of a ‘new squirear-
chy’. This group aspires to the lifestyle of the old rural elite, and acts out 
perceived elements of this lifestyle through, for example, participation in 
hunting and shooting; occupying large houses and owning land; keeping 
horses and dogs or engaging in hobby farming; driving Range Rovers, or 
other four-wheel-drive vehicles; dressing in tweeds and Barbour jackets; 
and being a visible and vocal presence in the village pub and at commu-
nity events. However, rather than integrating participants with the local 
community, these performances make them stand out. The selective enact-
ment of certain lifestyle practices falls short of assimilation with the rural 
upper classes, particularly as the ‘new squirearchy’ performance is shorn 
of the moral and political obligations undertaken by the traditional squire-
archy towards rural communities.

Furthermore, the mobility and mutability of many of the props and 
practices that are perceived by urban actors to constitute a rural lifestyle 
means that rural performances need not necessarily be tied to rural space. 
Both urban consumers enthralled with rural culture and rural migrants to 
cities have been responsible for translating certain simulations of rural life 
into urban spaces. These can include, for example, attempts at urban 
agriculture or the replication of ‘rural nature’ in urban and suburban gar-
dens; the practice of traditional ‘rural’ crafts by city dwellers, including 
‘rural’ cuisine, and the operation of shops and societies that support these 
activities; and celebration of traditional rural festivals by migrant urban 
communities; as well as the ostentatious use in urban contexts of 
consumer goods that imply the performance of a rural lifestyle, such as 
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four-wheel-drive cars, branded clothing associated with rural connota-
tions such as Barbour or Gore Tex, or household furnishings on a rural 
theme. However, performance cannot be entirely divorced from context, 
such that transposed into an urban setting, these props and practices facil-
itate not the performance of a rural lifestyle, but a hybrid performance 
in which urban and rural signifi ers are mixed and blurred.

CONCLUSION

Rurality is not only constructed discursively and materially, it is also per-
formed. The performances of people in the countryside, both residents 
and visitors, turn discursive representations into practice, and become 
ways of structuring life in the countryside. The routinized performance of 
everyday practices naturalizes discourses of rurality and the social rela-
tions contained therein. They cohere communities and organize the work-
ing of the land for agriculture. Some performances may be clearly staged 
events, explicitly enacting a particular representation of rurality for inter-
nal or external consumption. Yet, even routine everyday practices can be 
scripted and choreographed, in that participants perform prescribed roles 
and characters and act within established parameters.

The performance of rurality hence enacts rural identity and demar-
cates boundaries that delimit who is deemed to belong in a rural com-
munity, and who is not. Acceptance is not just about conforming to a 
discourse, it is also about acting in the correct way, using and understand-
ing the right language, participating in rituals and traditions, and appre-
ciating the way in which things are done. In this way, the performance of 
rurality includes embodied practices that are not representational, that 
concern ways of knowing and feeling through instinct and intuition and 
bodily perception. The practice of farming, the performance of hunting, 
and the enactment of a community’s ties to a specifi c territorial place all 
involve a connection to the rural landscape and environment that is more 
than representational.

The act of performing rurality also enforces social distinctions within 
rural communities. The construction of certain practices as masculine and 
others as feminine entrenches gender relations in rural communities that 
restrict the ways in which it is acceptable for men and women to act, 
reproducing an essentially patriarchal society. Similarly, the capacity to 
enact certain performances within rural space may be dictated by class, or 
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age, or ethnicity or religion. Breaching these conventions, by enacting 
practices and roles in contravention of these norms (or by failing to per-
form as expected) may attract suspicion from other community mem-
bers, and may in effect be seen as a voluntary abdication of rural identity. 
Discourse and performance are therefore mutually constitutive: perform-
ance enacts discourse and the interpretation of performance is informed 
by discourse.

FURTHER READING

The best introduction to the concept of performing rurality is provided 
by Tim Edensor in his chapter the Handbook of Rural Studies (2006), which 
covers several of the themes discussed in this chapter. The more-
than-representational dimensions of rural performance, and the idea of 
knowing the rural through the body, are discussed by Michael Carolan in 
Sociologia Ruralis (2008). For more on the connections between drinking 
culture, rural community and masculinity, see Hugh Campbell’s paper in 
Rural Sociology (2000), whilst Lewis Holloway discusses the changing func-
tion of the agricultural show in the Journal of Rural Studies (2004). There is a 
fairly extensive literature on gender and farming, only some of which is 
referred to in this chapter. Berit Brandth’s article in Sociologia Ruralis (2002) 
provides a good overview of the literature, whilst two papers by Lise 
Saugeres in the Journal of Rural Studies (2002b) and Sociologia Ruralis (2002a) 
form a good examination of the performance of masculinity on the family 
farm. Ian Convery, Cathy Bailey, Maggie Mort and Josephine Baxter, writ-
ing in the Journal of Rural Studies (2005), introduce the concept of ‘lifescape’ 
and describe the emotional impact of Foot and Mouth Disease in Britain 
in 2001. Garry Marvin provides a vivid description of fox-hunting as 
performance in his chapter in Nature Performed, edited by Szerszynski, Heim 
and Waterton (2003), whilst the rituals of stag-hunting and their part in 
the constitution of rural community are discussed by Graham Cox, Julia 
Hallett and Michael Winter in Sociologia Ruralis (1994). The signifi cance of 
hunting to rural masculinity in Norway is explored by Linda Marie Bye in 
the Journal of Rural Studies (2009). For more on the performance of rurality 
through folk music, and particularly the example of Show of Hands, see 
the paper by Richard Yarwood and Clive Charlton in the Journal of Rural 
Studies (2009).



8
REGULATING THE RURAL

INTRODUCTION

There are many different actors involved in the production and reproduc-
tion of the rural: rural residents and in-migrants, farmers, corporations, 
tourists and visitors, the media, lobby groups, academic researchers, and 
a plethora of other social actors, as well as non-human actors including 
plants and animal, as discussed in previous chapters. This chapter focuses 
on the role of the state in the production, reproduction and regulation of 
the rural. The state’s involvement is extensive and takes several different 
forms. The state is fi rst of all active in defi ning the rural through offi cial clas-
sifi cations of rural and urban areas that are subsequently employed in 
both the framing and the delivery of government policy, and through 
various non-governmental actors in lay interpretations of where is rural 
(see Chapter 2). The state is also involved in describing the rural, through 
the collation and analysis of statistics about the rural economy, population 
and environment, and through the production of maps and reports that 
portray and document the rural. These descriptions inform government 
policy, but they are mobile representations that can be translated and 
deployed in different ways by a variety of actors. For example, maps of the 
rural landscape initially produced by state cartographic agencies for mili-
tary purposes, or to assist with the process of governing, are put to new 
use by tourists who utilize them to access the countryside for leisure and 
recreation.
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The state is further active in the on-going regulation of the rural through 
the formulation and implementation of rural policies, with the capacity 
to reach into every aspect of rural life. Agricultural policy, for example, 
informs the conditions of production for agriculture, the viability of dif-
ferent types of farm organization and practice, and the fi nancial health of 
individual farms; environmental policy infl uences engagement with 
nature; planning policy regulates how rural land is developed. More 
broadly, policies for health, education, transport, social welfare and so on 
determine the provision of public services in rural communities. Through 
these policy instruments the state is not only active in the production and 
reproduction of discourses of rurality, but also shapes the material con-
struction of the rural. The state has the capacity to infl uence the appear-
ance of the rural landscape, the structure of the rural economy, the pattern 
of rural settlement, the character of the rural population, the nature of 
rural education and health care, the presence of fauna and fl ora, the com-
modifi cation of the countryside for tourism, and the standard of living of 
rural people. As Dixon and Hapke (2003) have commented, with particu-
lar reference to US farm policy, ‘for rural geographers, the examination of 
agricultural legislation is crucial, because it has such an extensive impact 
upon the lives not only of farmers but also of rural residents, migrant 
workers, consumers, businesses at home and abroad, and a host of other 
groups’ (p. 143).

The actions of the state in regulating the rural are not neutral or objec-
tive. First, the state will act in what are perceived to be the interests of the 
larger territorial entity for which it is responsible, such that the rural is 
always understood to be part of a wider regional or national economy, 
society or environment. In particular, the state in capitalist societies will 
typically act in the interests of capital, and will make decisions impacting 
on rural economies in line with this imperative. The holistic perspective 
of the state can mean that it adopts positions in rural policy that are per-
ceived by rural residents to refl ect urban interests and discourses over 
rural interests. Second, state policies are informed by political ideologies, 
which present normative models for the functioning of the economy and 
for social relations, and which set the parameters for legitimate state 
action. For example, social democratic ideology holds that the state should 
intervene to control the excesses of capitalism and promote a more equi-
table society; whilst liberal ideology limits the scope of the state and con-
tends that the economy functions best when it is driven by market forces. 
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Prevailing ideologies can switch with a change of government (although 
more commonly there is a degree of ideological consensus between major 
political parties in a country), with consequences for the detail of rural 
policy.

Third, state actors are constantly subject to lobbying by various cam-
paign groups, representing different sectional interests or different views 
of the rural. Rural policy-making hence proceeds by negotiation with 
diverse groups, including notably farm unions, producer associations, 
conservation societies, environmental and animal welfare pressure groups 
and rural community movements. These groups have varying degrees of 
access to and infl uence with the state. A degree of stability is achieved in 
some contexts by the formation of exclusive ‘policy communities’ that 
grant high-level access to a limited number of groups in return for ideo-
logical consensus; but in other contexts rural policy-making is more fl uid, 
with competition for infl uence between competing interest groups in an 
‘issue network’. As such, the regulation of the rural by the state is a 
dynamic, contested and sometimes contradictory process.

The next section of this chapter explores in more detail the practice of 
making and implementing rural policy, with particular emphasis on the 
signifi cance of the initial stages of defi ning and describing the rural, 
which constitute the ‘political construction of the rural’. The following 
two sections then proceed to focus on two of the major concerns for the 
state in governing the rural: regulating the rural economy and regulating 
the rural environment. The fi rst discussion highlights the transition of 
state approaches to the rural economy with the ideological shift to neo-
liberalism and the consequences for rural communities; whilst the second 
discussion examines the competing demands on the state in terms of the 
regulation of the rural environment, especially between conservation and 
the exploitation of natural resources.

CONSTRUCTING RURAL POLICY

The political construction of the rural

The state’s activity in regulating, or governing, the rural necessarily starts 
with the discursive process of imagining and documenting the rural in 
order to construct it as an object of governance that can be known 
and therefore engaged with. In other words, ‘the government of [rural] 
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territory entails somehow knowing that territory; it requires an understand-
ing of what territory consists of, and what the objectives of government 
should be’ (Murdoch and Ward, 1997: 309). The fi rst step in analysing 
rural policy, therefore, is to interrogate the discursive assumptions and 
representations of the rural that underpin policy formulation, which 
Richardson argues ‘means focusing on how rural spaces are constructed 
within the policy process’ (Richardson, 2000: 55). This ‘political con-
struction of the rural’, consists of four stages of describing the rural, 
identifying key problems, establishing legitimacy to address these 
problems, and producing and implementing policies (Woods, 2008a) 
(see Table 8.1).

These different stages are followed when there is a distinct shift in the 
orientation of rural policy, as in England in the late 1990s, when the 
newly elected Labour government sought to reframe English rural policy 
in response to opposition to its policies on hunting and agriculture. It fi rst 
set up a unit to collect and analyse statistical data comparing rural and 
urban areas, and commissioned a ‘rural audit’ of key issues from leading 
academics. These reviews presented a very different picture of rural 
England than that portrayed in conventional agricultural statistics, and 
that mobilized by political opponents which associated rurality with 
farming and traditional country pursuits. Instead they emphasized prob-
lems of social exclusion, poor housing and access to services – prioritiz-
ing political issues that refl ected the Labour government’s strengths, thus 
helping it to shed its perception as an ‘urban government’ and to establish 
its legitimacy to govern rural England (Woods, 2008a). This reframing of 
the rural as a political space allowed Labour to propose a more socially 
focused rural policy (although its implementation was disrupted by an 
epidemic of Foot and Mouth Disease in 2001, which dragged attention 
back to agriculture).

More commonly, however, the repetition of standardized statistical and 
discursive representations of the rural over time reinforces the established 
political construction of the rural, militating against radical change. In the 
United States, for instance, the primacy of agriculture in rural policy can 
be traced to the way in which the unsettled expanse of ‘rural’ America was 
described and mapped as a canvas for agricultural cultivation, surveyed 
and divided into plots for individual settler-farmers, thus creating an agri-
cultural landscape founded on individual enterprise (Opie, 1994). This 
act of description converged with a Jeffersonian discourse of agrarianism 
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Table 8.1 Stages in the political construction of the rural, with examples from 
England, late 1990s (after Woods, 2008a)

Stage Process Examples from English 
rural policy, late 1990s

Description Describing the social, 
economic and environmental 
characteristics of rural space, 
through statistics and maps, 
and through the representation 
of the rural through 
photography, prose, text 
and anecdote.

Reports from the Cabinet 
Offi ce, Countryside Agency, 
and the Rural Group of 
Labour MPs emphasizing 
the decreasing importance 
of agriculture, the 
signifi cance of social and 
economic issues, and 
comparing rural and urban 
areas.

Problem 
Identifi cation

Identifying from the above 
description the major 
problems of rural people and 
rural areas needing to be 
addressed by government, 
setting priorities for rural 
policy.

Analysis in reports 
identifying health, 
education, employment, 
housing, transport and 
access to services as key 
issues for the rural 
population (not farming 
and hunting).

Establishing 
Legitimacy

Demonstrating the 
competence and mandate 
of a state institution or of a 
political party to propose 
solutions to rural problems 
and to intervene in the areas 
identifi ed.

Speeches by Prime Minister 
Tony Blair and other 
government ministers, 
1999–2000 which stressed 
support for Labour in rural 
areas; the shared problems 
of rural and urban areas; 
and the government’s ‘one 
nation’ philosophy.

Delivery Proposing and implementing 
a programme of rural policies.

Proposals set out in the 
‘Rural White Paper’, Our 
Countryside: The Future 
(November 2000), and 
implemented through 
legislation and government 
programmes.
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that celebrated the yeoman farmer as the embodiment of the American 
character, and with the interest of the federal government in ensuring the 
domestic supply of agricultural produce for food, fuel and manufactur-
ing, to produce a political consensus in which the primary objective of 
rural policy was accepted as being to support the endeavour of independ-
ent farmers (Woods, 2010b).

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) was consequently 
one of the fi rst federal government departments to be established, and 
rapidly became one of the largest. Periodically, in response to economic 
and environmental crises, the USDA has engaged in initiatives for broader, 
non-agricultural rural development, yet as Browne (2001) observed:

These efforts had to be small because any extensive policy initiatives 
would have acknowledged farm policy failure and brought resulting 
policymaker scepticism about this assistance. Thus, the limited size, 
funding, and means of evolution of rural programs always made 
clear that this sort of farm policy accommodation did not bring for-
ward a decisive national policy for those left behind by farming.

(Browne, 2001: 43)

Indeed, agricultural primacy has survived in spite of the circulation of 
alternative discourses of rural America, some of which have successfully 
captured parts of the state apparatus – for example, aspects of conserva-
tion policy (Woods, 2010b). Opie (1994) rightly suggests that through 
the dominant agrarian discourse, ‘Americans have assigned “duties” and 
roles, even a moral imperative, to American farmland and American farm-
ers that have persistently made both vulnerable’ (p. xiii), yet the favoured 
response has been to deal with vulnerabilities through internal adjust-
ments to agricultural policy – for instance, by shifting the emphasis over 
time from individual farmers to agri-business.

Agricultural primacy therefore stems not only from the discursive 
construction of rural policy, but also from the ability of the agricultural 
lobby to ensure that agricultural representations of the rural remained 
foremost in policy-making, even in the context of decreasing farm 
employment. The infl uence of the agricultural lobby, and particularly 
farm unions, has several explanations, including the embeddedness of 
farm unions in rural areas as multi-functional social and political organi-
zations; the forging of close alliances between farm unions and political 
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parties; and the absence of competitor organizations at the national scale 
representing alternative non-agricultural rural interests (Sheingate, 2001; 
Woods, 2005b). The precise confi guration of these factors varied refl ect-
ing particular national contexts. In Australia, for example, the Country 
Party became the vehicle for farmers’ political representation and suc-
ceeded in monopolizing control of the Agriculture Ministry for much of 
mid-twentieth century; in Japan, farmers’ cooperatives were incorporated 
as part of the political machine of the Liberal Democratic Party; whilst in 
France, the dominant farmers’ union, the Fédération nationale de syndicates 
d’exploitants agricoles (FNSEA), accommodated right- and left-wings that 
ensured that it had links with both conservative and socialist political par-
ties (Sheingate, 2001).

Most important, however, was the incorporation of farm unions and 
producer groups into policy-making structures by states anxious to guar-
antee food supplies in the post-war period. In countries such as Britain 
and the United States, as well as in the European Community, agricultural 
policy became the preserve of a close-knit ‘policy community’ composed 
of the agricultural ministry and the large farm unions (Smith, 1989). 
Within this policy community, farm leaders enjoyed high-quality access 
to ministers and civil servants and were routinely directly involved in 
policy-making. In return, farm unions assisted the implementation of 
policy, including the collection of agricultural statistics which reinforced 
the description of the rural as an agricultural space. The participants in the 
policy community shared in a productivist consensus (see Chapter 3), 
and actors who may have presented an alternative representation, includ-
ing environmental, consumer and animal welfare groups, were excluded. 
As such, agricultural policy communities only received representations of 
the rural that concurred with their pre-conceptions and were thus 
affi rmed in the correctness of their approach.

The policy community model delivered a stable political environment 
for the development of productivist agriculture in the post-Second World 
War era, but it was exposed by its failure to respond to changing political 
pressures. By the 1980s, growing public recognition of the problems of 
productivist agriculture (see Chapter 3) was putting pressure on govern-
ments for policy reform. At the same time, the rise of ‘neoliberal’ political 
ideology was promoting a new mode of ‘governmentality’, or a new way 
of doing rural policy, in which the state-centric, interventionist approach 
of the policy communities did not fi t.
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Governmentality and governance

The re-appraisal and re-orientation of rural policy in many countries at 
the turn of twenty-fi rst century has been part of a wider shift in the mode 
of governmentality in Western liberal democracies. Governmentality is 
the process by which the state fi xes questions about who should be gov-
erned, by whom, to what ends and by what means (Cheshire and Woods, 
2009; Murdoch, 1997b). As such, the political construction of the rural 
described above forms part of the practice of governmentality, providing 
a means by which the state ‘“problematizes” life within its borders and 
seeks to act in response to the resulting “problematizations”’ (Murdoch 
and Ward, 1997: 308). However, governmentality also refers to broader 
questions about the nature of the state and the parameters of legitimate 
state action, as well as to the technologies that enable the state to construct 
knowledge about its realm and to implement policies and exercise power 
over the population (see Box 8.1).

Box 8.1 GOVERNMENTALITY

Governmentality refers in broad terms to the ways in which society 
is made governable. The concept originates with the French phi-
losopher Michel Foucault, who used it in the context of interrogat-
ing the ‘problematics of government’ – questions about who 
should be governed, by whom, to what ends and by what means 
(Foucault, 1991). In a separate body of work, Foucault also uses 
governmentality to refer to the development of new ways of gov-
erning associated with the extension of state activity into new areas 
concerned with social behaviour and wellbeing. This, Foucault 
(1978) suggested, required the invention of new types of power and 
with them, new technologies of government for the calculation, 
audit and inscription of the population.

The concept of governmentality was subsequently developed by 
theorists including Mitchell Dean (1999) and Nikolas Rose (1996) 
as a framework for understanding the evolution of the liberal state, 
and in particular, for exploring the question of ‘how is it possible to 
govern a “free” society?’ (Murdoch, 1997b: 109). In so doing, they 
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The practice of governmentality is not fi xed, but has evolved over time in 
response to changing social and economic circumstances and under the 
infl uence of different political ideologies. The dominant approach to gov-
erning the rural in mid-twentieth-century liberal democracies – with an 
emphasis on support for agriculture delivered through state intervention 

focus on the rationalities through which the state refl ects on its 
own being and purpose, and through which it problematizes its 
realm as an object of governance. The resulting ‘modes of govern-
mentality’ are temporary fi xes that evolve in response to changing 
social and economic circumstances and with the waxing and 
waning of political ideologies.

Rose (1996) accordingly distinguishes between two modes of 
‘managed liberalism’ and ‘advanced liberalism’. Managed liberal-
ism, which prevailed in the post-Second World War period, held 
that the state has a function in managing liberal society in order to 
restrain the excesses of unchecked capitalism. This was primarily 
organized at the scale of the nation state, and in social democratic 
regimes additionally involved the development of welfarism based 
on a common set of social entitlements for national citizens (access 
to education and health care, unemployment benefi ts, state pen-
sions, etc.). As such, Rose refers to this as ‘governing through the 
social’. Advanced liberalism, in contrast, has gained prominence 
since the 1980s and seeks to limit the legitimate scope of state 
activity. It instead involves a rationality of ‘governing through com-
munities’, with responsibilities transferred to citizens and commu-
nities who are expected to ‘help themselves’, with the state 
‘governing from a distance’ as a facilitator and monitor. In its empha-
sis on limiting state bureaucracy, but its acknowledgement that 
some degree of regulation is required in order to enable market 
forces to function, there are strong correspondences between 
‘advanced liberalism’ and the concept of ‘neoliberalism’ that has 
been developed independently (see Box 8.2).

Further reading: Murdoch (1997b), Rose (1996).
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and controlled by an exclusive policy community – accordingly refl ected 
the broader dominance of managed liberalism as the prevailing mode of 
governmentality. Technologies such as the collation of agricultural, envi-
ronmental and population statistics, and various forms of cartography, 
were employed to present the rural as a single quantifi ed national unit 
that could be viewed and understood by a small policy community 
(Demeritt, 2001; Murdoch and Ward, 1997). The policy community in 
turn sought to manage the ‘national countryside’ as a coherent unit, 
making decisions that were implemented in a top-down fashion through 
a hierarchical structure centred on the relevant government department. 
This way of operating helped to protect agricultural policy from external 
interference, but it was also replicated in other, parallel, ‘policy silos’ relat-
ing for instance to conservation, planning and economic development.

Managed liberalism permitted the rural to be regulated in the ‘national 
interest’. At times it subjugated the rights of individual rural citizens and 
businesses to the perceived collective interest, but it also accorded to rural 
citizens the right of equitable treatment from the state regardless of geo-
graphical location. As such, managed liberalism saw the rolling-out of 
public services in rural areas, which additionally helped to support eco-
nomic development and to encourage counterurbanization. Additionally, 
the provision of state benefi ts for the unemployed and deprived removed 
the burden of paternalism from individual landowners and employers 
and facilitated the rationalization of the farm workforce and the recon-
fi guration of rural labour relations.

However, managed liberalism was criticized from the political right for 
over-stretching the reach of the state and for its cost and bureaucracy. The 
1980s saw the election of ‘new right’ governments in countries including 
Britain and the United States that adopted a new mode of governmentality, 
‘neoliberalism’ (also referred to in some governmentality literature as 
‘advanced liberalism’), in which the activities of the state were ‘rolled back’ 
through deregulation and privatization (Rose, 1996). The application of 
advanced liberalism to rural policy has varied in form between countries, 
and is discussed further in the next section with respect to regulating the 
rural economy. However, three key characteristics can be identifi ed in rela-
tion to the way in which rural policy is constructed and framed.

First, in shifting emphasis from ‘governing the social’ to ‘governing 
through communities’, advanced liberalism is able to recognize the dif-
ferentiated character of the contemporary countryside and argues that the 
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nation state is not best placed to identify and respond to the resulting 
policy challenges (Murdoch, 1997b). Second, ‘governing through com-
munities’ also involves a switch from a vertical perspective, in which 
policies are delivered top-down from the national government within 
demarcated ‘policy silos’, to a horizontal perspective in which an inte-
grated view of the different policy fi elds impacting on a particular rural 
community or territory is required. Third, in reducing the activities of the 
state, advanced liberalism has transferred part of the responsibility for 
governing the rural to communities, private and voluntary sector stake-
holders, and individual citizens, who are encouraged to ‘help themselves’ 
(Woods and Goodwin, 2003).

These themes were articulated, for example, in the ‘Rural White Paper’ 
published in England in 1997, which marked the fi rst comprehensive 
statement of government rural policy (as opposed to agricultural policy) 
in Britain since the Second World War. As Murdoch (1997b) observed, in 
the document:

we see how the countryside is, fi rstly, represented as consisting of 
small, tightly knit communities. These communities, it is then 
asserted, are fully able to ‘help themselves’ and the government pro-
poses ensure that more responsibilities are devolved to the local 
level. In this way it is hoped a circle can be squared: all the residents 
of rural areas can have access to basic levels of service and amenity 
as long as they provide more and more of these themselves.

(Murdoch, 1997b: 117)

Advanced liberalism has consequently produced a new structure of ‘rural 
governance’, in which the responsibility of governing is shared between 
the state and a plethora of community and voluntary groups, private 
businesses and individual citizens, often working together in ‘partner-
ships’ (Goodwin, 1998; Woods and Goodwin, 2003). Again, the precise 
form of this structure varies: in the Netherlands, for example, the empha-
sis is on inter-sectoral partnerships (Derkzen, 2010), whilst in Australia it 
has been on community self-help (Cheshire, 2006). A common thread, 
however, is the proclaimed capacity to act of rural actors. Both rural com-
munities and individual rural citizens are presented as being resourceful, 
self-suffi cient and independent. Communities and citizens that fail to live 
up to this stereotype, that require the intervention of the state, are hence 
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implied to be somehow not truly rural (Cheshire, 2006; Woods et al., 
2007).

Nevertheless, as Murdoch (1997b) notes, advanced liberalism is not 
about the withdrawal of the state, but rather involves ‘government from a 
distance’. State actors are often the strongest participants in partnerships, 
and play a leading role in steering governance (Derkzen et al., 2008; Edwards 
et al., 2001). The state also continues to set the rules of engagement for 
governance actors, and supplies funding for projects and initiatives through 
a quasi-market of competitive bidding that has replaced the previous 
entitlement to nationwide provision (Cheshire, 2006; Warner, 2006).

REGULATING THE RURAL ECONOMY

From the ‘agricultural welfare state’ to neoliberalism

The construction of rural space as a source of food and natural resources 
for energy and building (see Chapter 3), has meant that the state has always 
had an interest in the rural economy. Forests and mines were historically 
developed and exploited by political leaders and state actors, often for mil-
itary purposes. Governmental authorities at different scales were also his-
torically active in regulating trade in food, notably through the imposition 
of tariffs and taxes, and political debates in the nineteenth century over free 
trade typically pitched export-orientated manufacturers against protection-
ist farmers and landowners. However, there was little direct interference by 
the state in the everyday practice of farming, and no safety-net provided by 
government to help farmers if crops failed or prices were poor.

It was only in the mid-twentieth century that the state in western 
capitalist countries began to intervene more systematically in the agricul-
tural economy (Table 8.2). The rationale behind this development was 
two-fold. First, governments had become concerned about food security. 
Many countries, particularly in Europe, experienced severe food shortages 
in the period immediately after the Second World War, and projections of 
a rapidly urbanizing population made the need to guarantee a reliable 
supply of food even more pressing. Descriptions of the agricultural sector 
at the time, however, made it clear that farming would need to be exten-
sively modernized and industrialized in order to meet the demand, and 
indicated that this could not be achieved through private investment from 
within the sector, which was predominantly composed of small farms. 
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Table 8.2 Timeline of key developments in agricultural policy and trade

Agricultural Policy Trade Policy

1862 United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) created

1914–18 Wartime agricultural 
committees introduce state 
intervention in farming in 
Britain

1930 Smoot–Hawley Tariff Act 
increases tariffs on agricultural 
imports to US

1932 Ottawa Agreement creates 
Imperial Preference System in 
British Empire

1933 New Deal policies in US 
introduce support mechanisms 
for agriculture

1946 United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
established

1946–48 Global trade talks fail to 
support liberalization, reinforcing 
protectionism

1947 British Agriculture Act

1948 General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade signed

1949 First ‘Farm Bill’ in US

1954 US starts to reduce 
agricultural price supports 
(further reforms in 1964 
and 1973)

1957 European Economic 
Community (EEC) created 
with a Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP)

1957 ‘Common market’ for trade 
created within EEC

1963 World Food Programme 
created to distribute emergency 
food aid

(Continued Overleaf )
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Governments across the global north consequently invested in agricul-
tural modernization by providing grants and loans to farmers and by 
funding agricultural research. Governments also shouldered some of the 
risk of innovation through market support mechanisms and incentives 
for the production of export crops.

Table 8.2 Continued

Agricultural Policy Trade Policy

1975 Pinochet regime in Chile 
starts neoliberal reforms

1983 Australia adopts neoliberal 
policies, including agricultural 
deregulation

1984 Radical neoliberal reforms 
in New Zealand, including end of 
farm subsidies

1984 First attempt at reform of 
CAP introduces milk production 
quotas

1986 Cairns Group established

1991 Mercosur established

1992 AFTA established
1992 Single European Market 
created within European Community 
(later EU)

1994 NAFTA established

1994 GATT talks reach an ‘Agreement 
on Agriculture’

1995 World Trade Organization 
(WTO) established, replacing GATT

2003 CAP reforms ‘decouple’ 
farm subsidies from production 
in EU

2003 Disagreement over agricultural 
trade causes collapse of WTO 
summit in Cancún

2005 EU, US and Japan agree to 
phase out direct subsidies for 
agricultural exports at WTO 
meeting in Hong Kong
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Second, though, governments were also concerned to protect the via-
bility of small-scale family farms, drawing on a political construction of 
the rural that positioned such farms as the cornerstone of rural society 
and the guardians of the rural environment. In the United States, supply 
management of agricultural goods had been introduced as part of the 
New Deal in 1933 in order to guarantee returns to family farmers strug-
gling in the Depression (Winders, 2004). In Europe, the Treaty of Rome 
that established the European Economic Community in 1957 expressly 
identifi ed one of the objectives of the proposed Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) as being ‘to ensure a fair standard of living for the agricul-
tural community’ (Article 33, section 1(b)), and required that account be 
taken of ‘the particular nature of agricultural activity, which results from 
the social structure of agriculture and from structural and natural dispari-
ties between the various agricultural regions’ (Article 33, section 2(a)). 
As implemented, the CAP performed the duty of maintaining the living 
standard of the farm population through an intervention system in which 
the EEC (later EU) would intervene to buy surplus agricultural produce at 
an agreed price, should market prices fall beneath a set threshold. Farmers 
were hence guaranteed a minimum price for their product. Similar sys-
tems were employed in other states, including Japan, Australia and New 
Zealand.

Through these mechanisms, mid-twentieth-century agricultural policy 
in developed nations in effect established what Sheingate (2001) calls the 
‘agricultural welfare state’. Although presented as an economic policy, the 
system of agricultural subsidies and price supports operated during this 
era also functioned as a social policy, supplementing market incomes with 
a form of state benefi t and redistributing wealth by using tax revenue to 
prop up farms that would not otherwise survive commercially.

State intervention underpinned productivism and was tremendously 
successful in meeting the objective of guaranteeing food security in the 
global north. Yet, this was achieved at a signifi cant environmental and 
social cost, as discussed in Chapter 3, and also at considerable fi nancial 
expense to the state. By 1984, for example, the cost of the CAP had swol-
len to account for 69.8 per cent of the European Community budget 
(Winter, 1996). Agricultural policy consequently was targeted by advo-
cates of neoliberalism (see Box 8.2), who argued both that the interven-
tion system represented a wasteful and unjustifi ed example of state 
interference in the economy and that regulation was constraining the 
development of a truly effi cient agricultural industry.



regulating the rural246

Box 8.2 NEOLIBERALISM

Neoliberalism is a political ideology that combines classical liberal-
ism with neoclassical economics. As such it argues that wealth 
generation and social benefi ts are best delivered through the free 
market, and that the state needs to guarantee capitalism the free-
dom to operate. In contrast to strict classical liberalism it does not 
advocate an entirely laissez-faire position in which the operation of 
the economy is unregulated, but rather contends a degree of regu-
lation is necessary to ensure that the free market is able to operate 
unhindered. This regulation need not be carried out by the state, 
but neoliberalism suggests that the role of the state is to facilitate 
capitalism and market competition.

The origins of neoliberalism were conceived by economists 
meeting in the Colloque Walter Lippmann in 1938, and its princi-
ples were subsequently developed by Friedrich Hayek. The concept 
had little political appeal in the post-war period, when a model of 
Keynesian economics or ‘embedded liberalism’ predominated in 
western states involving the regulation of free trade and private 
enterprise to provide stability within capitalism (Harvey, 2005). 
However, economic recession in the 1970s generated critiques of 
embedded liberalism, and neoliberalism was promoted by ‘New 
Right’ politicians and economists as a means of cutting state 
expenditure and bureaucracy, liberating business and delivering 
freedom of choice to consumers. Neoliberal policies were fi rst 
implemented in Chile following the Pinochet coup in 1975, and 
were subsequently adopted by the Reagan administration in the 
United States, Thatcher government in Britain, and in most other 
capitalist states.

The key features of neoliberalism include trade liberalization 
and the liberalization of foreign direct investment; deregulation; 
the privatization of state assets; reduced public spending and an 
emphasis on pro-growth investment; tax reform; liberalization of 
fi nancial markets; and discipline in fi scal policy. Neoliberalism is 
particularly associated with economic globalization and the removal 
of barriers to global free trade.
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The gradual retreat of the state from agricultural regulation started in 
the United States as early as 1954, when levels of price support were 
reduced, with further reforms in 1964 and 1973 introducing greater 
fl exibility, removing constraints on production and making the system 
more ‘market-orientated’ (Winders, 2004). Signifi cantly, Winders argues 
that these reforms refl ected not the weakness of the US agricultural lobby, 
as some commentators have suggested, but rather represented ‘a policy 
favored by important segments of agriculture’ (p. 468). Deregulation 
polarized the American agricultural sector, benefi ting large, export-
oriented corn producers, but disadvantaging the cotton and wheat indus-
tries, and small family farmers. Combined with high interest rates and 
poor yields, the end of price supports contributed to the US ‘Farm Crisis’ 
in the 1980s, when over 235,000 small farms failed, consolidating the 
dominance of agri-business in American farming.

More dramatic neoliberal reforms to farm policy were implemented in 
Australia and New Zealand during the 1980s. Both countries had devel-
oped large agricultural sectors based originally on exports to Britain. As 
this trade diminished, especially following Britain’s accession to the 
European Community in 1972, efforts were initially made to encourage 
diversifi cation through targeted subsidies (Cloke, 1989b), yet with the 
agricultural economy closely tied to the national economy in these coun-
tries, critics argued that more radical restructuring was necessary. 
Advocates of neoliberal reform again included key fi gures within the agri-
cultural sector, with economists in Australian farm organizations, for 
instance, ‘playing a role in swinging farm leadership away from a handout 
mentality towards a concentration on reducing costs including lower tariffs, 

The implementation of neoliberalism has been strongly contested 
in both the global north and the global south. Critics argue that neo-
liberalism concentrates wealth and extenuates inequality, and that by 
privileging market forces over all else, it disregards the social, cul-
tural and environmental impacts of capital accumulation and 
encourages labour exploitation and environmental degradation.

Further reading: Harvey (2005).
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structural reforms to the waterfront, shipping and transport systems and 
industrial relations’ (Connors, 1996: 57).

In New Zealand, neoliberal reforms were introduced following the 
election of David Lange’s Labour government in 1984. As part of a wider 
package of radical reforms across the entirety of economic policy, Finance 
Minister Roger Douglas incrementally deregulated provision for agricul-
ture, including the withdrawal of price supports, the phasing out of 
various targeted subsidies, and the end of special terms for farmers on 
loans and taxation (Cloke, 1989b). As Smith and Montgomery (2003) 
observe, ‘by the end of 1985, there had been an almost total dismantling 
of all the protection secured by farmers under a succession of earlier 
governments’ (p. 107). The contribution of state subsidies to agricultural 
income was slashed from 33 per cent in 1984 to less than 2 per cent in 
2003 (Ibid), and by 1993, ‘New Zealand agriculture could be character-
ized as having moved from a relatively high income, protected, low 
risk environment, to a low income, unprotected environment in which 
the farmers themselves now carried the primary risk’ (Smith and 
Montgomery, 2003: 109).

The immediate impact was a reduction in farm incomes, especially for 
hill farms, and an increase in farm debt (Cloke, 1989b). The number of 
farms that were forced out of business is disputed (Smith and Montgomery, 
2003), but for those compelled to leave farming the experience was often 
traumatic (Johnsen, 2003). Yet, more broadly, New Zealand agriculture 
adjusted to the new system. Farmers diversifi ed into new sectors, notably 
horticulture and viticulture, and innovated with new processing methods 
and new export markets, especially in dairying (Smith and Montgomery, 
2003). Despite initial opposition by farmers to the reforms, a discursive 
consensus emerged between the government and the main farm union, 
the Federated Farmers of New Zealand, that held the reforms to have been 
a success, and which evangelized the diffusion of neoliberalism to other 
countries (Liepins and Bradshaw, 1999).

In Australia, neoliberal reforms have been introduced more gradually 
by both Labour and Liberal governments since 1983, and have included 
the dismantling of systems of guaranteed prices, intervention buying 
and production quotas; the establishment of a National Competition 
Policy to encourage more competitive prices, and the removal of internal 
barriers to competition within Australia; and the aggressive promotion of 
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international free trade. As in New Zealand and the United States, dereg-
ulation has produced a realignment of agriculture in Australia towards 
larger, export-oriented, super-productivist producers at the expense of 
family farms, and a restructuring of the agricultural geography (Argent, 
2002). Cocklin and Dibden (2002), for example, note that the deregula-
tion of the Australian dairy sector in 2000 triggered the closure of many 
farms (with a 20 per cent reduction in dairy farm numbers in even the 
strongest dairying state, Victoria, between 2000 and 2004 (Dibden and 
Cocklin, 2005)), yet they also argue that neoliberal discourse has 
achieved a hegemonic status in Australian rural policy that precludes 
consideration of opposition expressed in terms of farm closures’ impact 
on rural communities.

Against this international trend, the European Union stands out for its 
sceptical position on neoliberalism in agricultural policy. It has instead 
embraced the concept of multifunctionality, discussed in Chapter 3, and 
attempted to shift the CAP away from production subsidies towards sup-
port for agri-environmental and rural development initiatives (Potter and 
Tilzey, 2005). As such, the EU argues that it can deregulate agricultural 
markets and facilitate competition, whilst also supporting the social and 
environmental benefi ts of small-scale agriculture. However, the CAP con-
tinues to be controversial and expensive, still comprising nearly half of 
the EU budget, and the success of the EU’s strategy in promoting multi-
functionality as an alternative to neoliberalism rests on acceptance by the 
World Trade Organization, indicating the growing importance of the 
global scale in the regulation of the rural economy.

Neoliberalism and global trade

Although neoliberal policies have been introduced by national govern-
ments, the logic of neoliberalism is to eliminate national boundaries and 
differences as barriers to the operation of the market, and move towards 
a single global free market. The globalization of free trade has impacted on 
all sectors of the rural economy – mining and forestry are now in effect 
global industries, and manufacturing in rural areas of developed countries 
in Europe and North America has been squeezed as production has been 
relocated to cheaper locations, particularly in Asia – but the most conten-
tious issues concern agriculture, not least because of the way in which 



regulating the rural250

farming has traditionally been constructed in terms of national identity 
and national interest. As Peine and McMichael (2005), comment:

Agriculture is associated, and often represented, as a national 
resource, but it has been increasingly constructed as a global eco-
nomic value, via the discourse of market rule and comparative advan-
tage. National agricultures, therefore, are brought into competitive 
relation to one another via market rule, which, we argue is anything 
but rational in its substantive social and cultural consequences.

(Peine and McMichael, 2005: 19–20)

Neoliberal globalization replaces national government of agriculture with 
market governance, the rationality of which dictates that only questions 
of economic performance and regulation are relevant. Issues about the 
social, cultural and environmental impacts of economic liberalization are 
not considered, as Peine and McMichael imply above, and neither are 
questions about labour relations and exploitation and human rights. In 
this way, neoliberal market governance can be presented as a decoupling 
of agriculture from the rural. In contrast to previous modes of national 
regulation, in which agricultural was discursively positioned as core to 
rural economies and societies, neoliberal market governance simply treats 
agriculture as an industry, with no reference to its spatial setting.

Institutionally, the transition to neoliberal market governance has lim-
ited the capacity of nation states to act with regard to agriculture in three 
ways. First, there has been a privatization of certain governance functions, 
especially with respect to product quality. Quality within the agri-food 
system is increasingly regulated through various labelling and third-party 
certifi cation schemes, as well as by the quality controls imposed by major 
transnational food processors and retailers through direct contracting 
(Busch and Bain, 2004). Second, states have been obliged by international 
agreements to regulate their internal agricultural economies in particular 
ways and to adopt policies that enhance competition. Third, new supra-
national bodies have been created to police and promote global trade and 
to penalize perceived anti-competitive behaviour, most notably the World 
Trade Organization (WTO). Accordingly, it has been argued that neoliber-
alism has led in practice not to the deregulation of agriculture, but to the 
re-regulation of agriculture with a market-oriented rationality (Busch 
and Bain, 2004; Higgins and Lawrence, 2005).
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However, the development of global free trade in agriculture has been 
piecemeal, with unrestricted trade largely confi ned to numerous regional 
free trade blocs, with varying degrees of liberalization and integration. 
These include the single market of the European Union, at the most inte-
grated extreme, as well as diverse ‘free trade areas’, ‘customs unions’ and 
‘common markets’, including AFTA (South East Asia Free Trade Area), 
CAFTA (Central American Free Trade Agreement), MERCOSUR (South 
American Common Market Agreement), NAFTA (North American 
Free Trade Agreement) and SADC (Southern African Development 
Community). Many of these areas have progressively expanded in size, 
and there has been a degree of up-scaling with, for example, CAFTA and 
NAFTA being subsumed into a new Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA).

At the global scale, negotiations on the liberalization of agricultural 
trade have preoccupied the WTO for over a decade (Narlikar, 2005). An 
Agreement on Agriculture was concluded at the end of the ‘Uruguay 
Round’ of WTO negotiations in 1994 that set out the principles for liber-
alization. Under the agreement, ‘policies that interfere with trade (includ-
ing interference with production, price, imports or exports) are subject 
to reduction and eventual elimination under WTO rules’ (Peine and 
McMichael, 2005: 24). However, discussions on further measures have 
faltered several times at Geneva (1997), Doha (2001), Cancún (2003) 
and Hong Kong (2005). Radical liberalization has been pushed by the 
Cairns Groups of agricultural exporting nations, including Australia, 
Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Chile, New Zealand, South Africa and ten others. 
The United States has adopted a more equivocal position, and the European 
Union has sought acceptance for environmental support under its model 
of multi-functionality (opposed by the Cairns Group) (Potter and Burney, 
2002). At the same time, WTO meetings have routinely attracted large 
protests, including farmer activists from both the global north and the 
global south. Peet (2003), for example, describes the rally outside the 
Geneva meeting in 1997 as comprising ‘farmers who believed that with 
the removal of trade barriers multinational corporations would take over 
their markets and lands, workers protesting about job losses, and consum-
ers concerned about harmful products such as tobacco and genetically 
engineered foods’ (p 192). As such, the WTO has become a key discursive 
site in which the future regulation of the rural economy is contested.

Advocates of global free trade argue that it will benefi t developing 
countries most. McCalla and Nash (2007), for example, suggest that 
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‘recent estimates are that developing country income would be some 0.8 
per cent higher in 2015 than it would otherwise be if all merchandise 
trade barriers and agricultural subsidies were removed between 2005 and 
2010, with about two-thirds of the total gain coming from agricultural 
trade and subsidy reform’ (p. 3). Yet, this analysis is an example of the 
decoupling of agriculture from the rural; it considers only the net eco-
nomic effect, and pays no regard to the social, cultural or environmental 
impacts. Grinspun (2003), in research on Uruguay, puts the alternative 
case that:

the expansion of global markets for rural products, along with the 
aggressive introduction of industrial methods and export orientation 
to rural economies, are undermining smallholder and subsistence 
farming as well as non-agricultural family enterprises. They are also 
creating new barriers to the efforts of small-scale rural enterprises to 
diversify their agricultural and non-agricultural activities.

(Grinspun, 2003: 48)

Studies of the impact of regional trade agreements have indicated that the 
removal of trade barriers detrimentally affects rural economies and com-
munities in at least three ways. First, farmers are forced to compete in 
domestic markets with imported agricultural produce, which may have 
lower production costs. Competition hence typically drives down prices, 
and slashes the income to farmers. Following the inception of NAFTA in 
1994, corn prices in Mexico fell by 70 per cent, with 1.75 million peas-
ant farmers forced to leave the land (Peine and McMichael, 2005). Second, 
transnational corporations assume a greater presence in agricultural mar-
kets, reconfi guring local supply chains. Nestlé and Parmalat, for example, 
selected Uruguay as a base for expanding activity in the MERCOSUR free 
trade area, but their capture of the dairy industry disrupted markets and 
squeezed incomes for dairy farmers in western Uruguay (Grinspun, 
2003). Third, rural economic and social relations are also restructured by 
internal reforms that governments are obliged to introduce as part of 
trade agreements, such as the phasing out of subsidies, land reform or 
incentives for agri-business. McDonald (2001), for instance, describes the 
implementation of post-NAFTA reforms in the Mexican dairy industry, 
which he argues re-shaped rural power relations and increased inequali-
ties within rural society.
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Neoliberalism and depeasantization in Chile

The long-term impact of neoliberalism on rural areas in the global south 
is illustrated by the case of Chile, which was the fi rst country to adopt 
neoliberal policies. As Harvey (2005) records, a situation existed in the 
early 1970s where:

the policies of import substitution (fostering national industries by 
subsidies or tariff protections) that had dominated Latin American 
attempts at economic development had fallen into disrepute, partic-
ularly in Chile, where they had never worked that well. With the whole 
world in economic recession, a new approach was called for.

(Harvey, 2005: 8)

A military coup in 1975 and the installation of the Pinochet dictatorship 
provided the opportunity for the implementation of experimental, neo-
liberal economic policies intended to ‘reverse the collectivization of pre-
vious periods, harness market forces in rural land and labour, and return 
power and foster capitalist potential in the landlord class’ (Murray, 2006a: 
654). Policy instruments included returning expropriated land, wage 
cuts, withdrawing subsidies to small farmers and ending price controls 
on food. Foreign investment was encouraged, and export industries pro-
moted. In particular, an emphasis was placed on the development of ‘non-
traditional agricultural export’ (NTAX) crops, especially fruit. The Chilean 
fruit-growing sector had been negligible in 1970, but expanded to 
become the country’s second main export (after copper) by the 1980s, 
and by 2003 was worth US$1.7 billion per year (Murray, 2006a).

A feature of the initial reforms was the creation of a parcelero sector of 
small farmers holding between 5 and 20 hectares, aimed at stimulating 
rural capitalism. This stage of re-peasantization was followed by a process of 
peasant incorporation, in which small farmers were drawn into the expanding 
export industry, which in turn was superseded by proletarianization, as the 
parcelero sector was subsumed by corporate interests from 1990 onwards. In 
the locality of El Palqui, in the Guatulame Valley, for example, only 15 per 
cent of the original parcelero farmers who benefi ted from the land reforms 
were still operating in 2005 (Murray, 2006a). Meanwhile, fi ve export 
companies had between them acquired 45 per cent of land in the area. As 
such, ‘El Palqui is now an agrarian context where a small number of large 
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capitalist farmers and agribusiness enterprises control the majority of the 
land, water and labour-power in the settlement’ (Murray, 2006a: 668).

Peasants and small farmers have hence been separated from the means 
of production in a process of depeasantization. Farmers who have lost 
land have been proletarianized, as they have become labourers for corpo-
rate agriculture, or migrated to urban areas. In addition to those farmers 
who lost their land, others have been ‘semi-proletarianized’, retaining 
access to land, but becoming ‘entirely dependent on agribusiness to the 
extent that they effectively became tied, yet generally unwaged, labour 
employed by that company’ (Murray, 2006a: 650). Consequently, whilst 
30 years of neoliberalism in Chile (in moderated form since the over-
throw of the Pinochet regime), has brought signifi cant growth to the 
economy, this ‘success’ has ‘been built on and has perpetuated a deepen-
ing socio-economic differentiation in the countryside, with rising relative 
poverty, increased peasant marginalization, and a worsening income dis-
tribution across the country as a whole’ (Ibid: 653).

REGULATING THE ENVIRONMENT

Conserving the countryside

Alongside policies to support the functioning of a production-oriented 
rural economy, and particularly an agricultural-centred economy, the state 
has also responded over the course of the last century and more to a 
second imperative, the demand for state intervention to regulate and pro-
tect the rural environment. This alternative political construction of the 
rural stems from romantic and pastoral representations of the rural that 
were popularized in the nineteenth century, and from the realization that 
such representations captured a rural landscape that was increasingly 
threatened by cultivation, industrialization and urbanization (Bunce, 
1994) (see Chapter 2). Part of the response was the organization of pri-
vate initiatives to safeguard valued rural landscapes, such as the founding 
of the National Trust in Britain in 1895 as a charitable body that bought 
areas of rural land to protect and manage them for the nation. However, it 
was also argued that the state itself should have a role in regulating the 
development of rural land. This suggestion represented a signifi cant pro-
posed extension to the reach of the state at the time, beyond the economic 
and social spheres to the environment. It also potentially confl icted with 
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the interests of capital accumulation, which was the primary concern for 
the state. As such, the state’s intervention in regulating the rural environ-
ment took the form of spatial regulation, imposing spatially differentiated 
controls on the development of land and designating specifi c areas for 
special protection, but generally leaving the operation of agriculture and 
other primary industries alone in the majority of the countryside.

In North America, the initial pressures for state intervention focused 
on the protection of wilderness areas, which were gradually being eroded 
by the advance of European settlement, cultivation and exploitation by 
mining. One of the fi rst people to call specifi cally for state intervention 
was the artist George Catlin, who proposed the setting aside of landscapes 
of natural grandeur ‘by some great protecting policy of the government’ 
to create a ‘nation’s park containing man and beast, and in all the wild 
and freshness of their nature’s beauty’ (Catlin, 1930: 294–95). The refer-
ence to a ‘nation’s park’ was deliberate and became a key element in the 
discursive strategy of the preservationist lobby, positioning the protection 
of landscapes of distinctive American natural and cultural heritage as 
being in the national interest. This discourse was reinforced by Frederick 
Jackson Turner’s ‘frontier thesis’, which argued that the preservation of a 
wild frontier was essential for American democracy, helping to defi ne the 
national character, and acting as a safety valve for urban problems (Turner, 
1920).

The fi rst signifi cant example of state intervention to protect a rural 
landscape came in 1864 when Mariposa Grove (later Yosemite National 
Park) was presented to the Californian state government to be managed 
for public use and recreation. As such, whilst Yosemite was identifi ed as a 
‘national treasure’, its management by the state owed more to the model 
being developed by municipal governments at the time of the public pro-
vision of pleasure parks for amenity purposes (see Jones and Wills, 
2005). However, the precedent of combining conservation and recreation 
was set and continues to be a feature of most national parks. Further con-
ventions were established with the formation of the fi rst true ‘national 
park’ at Yellowstone in 1872. Many of these conventions were accidental 
– Yellowstone was administered by the federal government because it was 
outside any existing state at the time; it was publicly owned because no 
claims of private landownership had been made; and it was unpopulated 
because it had not been settled – but came to be recognized as the 
Yellowstone model.
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The transposition of the Yellowstone model to more populated areas 
has consequently presented diffi culties. The creation of Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park in North Carolina and Tennessee in 1934, for 
example, required the resettlement of settler farmers and loggers (the 
indigenous Cherokee had already been evicted), and the more recent 
establishment of national parks in many areas of the global south has fre-
quently been accompanied by the displacement of resident populations 
– contrary to Catlin’s vision which was to protect both wildlife and the 
indigenous human culture. Perhaps best known is the resettlement of 
Maasai people from the Serengeti National Park in Kenya in 1959, which 
was followed by the further restriction of hunting and cultivation by the 
Maasai as conservation areas were subsequently extended in the sur-
rounding region (Monbiot, 1994). Brockington and Igoe (2006) identify 
over 240 cases of forced eviction of indigenous peoples from protected 
areas in Africa, Asia and Latin America, including in the creation of the 
Limpopo National Park in Mozambique in 2001, where over 31,000 
people in 53 villages were moved. Even where resettlement has not been 
enforced, the establishment of protected areas in the global south has 
frequently imposed restrictions on the traditional use of rural land and 
resources by indigenous peoples (Box 8.3). In contrast, many European 
countries have adopted a modifi ed model of national parks in which 
parks continue to be populated and privately owned, necessitating a 
greater degree of negotiation between the state and the local population.

Protecting rural space

In late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Britain, the greater con-
cern of preservationists was with protecting rural landscapes from urban 
encroachment. In the preservationist discourse, the essence of rural 
England stemmed its opposition to the urban. As such, the greatest threat 
to the countryside was perceived to come from the blurring of the urban–
rural divide, as articulated by the planner Thomas Sharp:

From dreary towns, the broad, mechanical, noisy main roads run out 
between ribbons of tawdry houses, disorderly refreshment shacks 
and vile, untidy garages. The old trees and hedgerows that bordered 
them a few years ago have given place to concrete posts and avenues 
of telegraph poles, to hoardings and enamel advertizement signs. 
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Box 8.3 INDIGENOUS CULTURE AND PROTECTED AREAS 
IN MADAGASCAR

The Ankarana Special Reserve in northern Madagascar was estab-
lished in the 1950s, at the end of the French colonial era, to protect the 
unique rainforest ecosystem from exploitation and deforestation. 
Management of the area for conservation was subsequently strength-
ened as part of Madagascar’s National Environment Action Plan, 
developed with encouragement from international donors, including 
the World Bank. Although the creation and management of the reserve 
did not involve the forced resettlement of communities, it followed a 
‘colonial protected area paradigm’, ‘focusing on the enforcement of 
boundaries that local people were not allowed to cross’ (Gezon, 2006: 
37). Later modifi cations of the approach have attempted to bring local 
indigenous leaders into the management process, but this has con-
tributed to tensions within local tribes as confl icts between conserva-
tion priorities and the needs of local people arise.

The enforcement of the Ankarana Special Reserve has restricted 
the use of the forest by the indigenous Antankarana people, both for 
traditional ceremonial and for spiritual purposes, and more prosai-
cally for food and other resources. Gezon (2006) documents one 
case of a village on the southern edge of the reserve where villagers 
petitioned the indigenous leader, the Ampanjaka, for permission to 
source wood for construction from the forest, against an offi cial pro-
hibition. The Ampanjaka, who had been courted by the reserve man-
agers, initially rejected the plea and threatened ‘spiritual sanction’ 
against anyone cutting down trees. This injunction was not accepted 
by village elders, who protested that wood was desperately needed 
to repair homes. With ties between the Ampanjaka and conservation 
managers weakened by a change in park leadership, he chose not to 
assert his authority, allowing an implicit compromise to be reached 
in which villagers illicitly harvested trees unchallenged. Gezon cites 
this outcome as an example of the persistence of grassroots move-
ments being able to overcome international prohibitions.

Further reading: Gezon (2006).
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Over great areas there is no longer any country bordering the main 
roads: there is only a negative, semi-suburbia.

(Sharp, 1932: 4, quoted in Murdoch and Lowe, 2003: 321)

Preservationists called for state regulation in order to check urban expan-
sion, and to separate rural and urban space. In so doing they recognized 
that liberalism would need to be moderated, Clough Williams-Ellis, for 
example, stating that ‘the choice lies between the end of laissez faire and 
the end of rural England’ (quoted in Matless, 1998: 28). The Council for 
the Preservation of Rural England (CPRE – now the Campaign to Protect 
Rural England), was founded in 1926 to advocate a technocratic solution 
through the utilization of land use planning and development control to 
maintain the distinctiveness of the rural and the urban. These principles 
were encoded into the planning system introduced by the 1947 Town and 
Country Planning Act, ‘established around an administrative separation 
between the urban and the rural, one that functioned to prevent urban 
sprawl and to safeguard agricultural land’ (Murdoch and Lowe, 2003: 
322). Key instruments of the system included the de facto nationalization 
of land development rights in Britain, such that ‘planning permission’ 
must be sought for new building or alterations to existing buildings, 
combined with policies that discriminated against new build in rural 
areas and essentially precluded new development in ‘greenbelts’ around 
major cities (Gallent et al., 2008).

The British planning system has had a major infl uence in shaping the 
material form of the contemporary countryside. It has been successful in 
restricting urban sprawl, protecting pastoral landscapes and maintaining 
the broad settlement pattern of rural areas. It also contributed to the 
strong trend of counterurbanization in Britain by limiting the scope for 
extended suburbanization and forcing urban out-migrants to leap-frog 
the greenbelt into rural villages. In particular, migrants were attracted to 
villages in which the idyllized rural character had been preserved by plan-
ning controls, and subsequently sought to use the planning system to 
protect their investment by blocking new development and restricting 
further in-migration (Murdoch and Abram, 2002). Murdoch and Lowe 
(2003) describe this as the ‘preservationist paradox’: ‘preservationist 
groups such as the CPRE fi nd themselves being supported by the trans-
gressors in order to halt further transgressions’ (p. 328).
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Moreover, the British planning system has not offered any protection to 
the rural environment from the impact of agricultural practice. Preser -
vationists considered that ‘the most certain way of protecting the well-being 
of rural communities and enhancing the amenity value of the countryside 
was to retain the existing area of farmland in productive use’ (Murdoch and 
Lowe, 2003: 322). As such, ‘the objectives of rural preservationism and 
agricultural planning could be forged together’ (Ibid). The planning system 
consequently included only limited controls on the erection of farm build-
ings, or changes to the farm landscape. Yet, within decades productivist 
agriculture had left a mark on the landscape through the removal of hedge-
rows, in-fi lling of ponds and ploughing of grassland. There was also 
increased recognition of the environmental damage caused by industrial-
ized farming through nitrate pollution of watercourses, soil erosion, habitat 
destruction and the poisoning of wildlife food chains (Green, 1996).

Evidence of these detrimental effects intensifi ed pressure for state reg-
ulation of agricultural practice. This was partly achieved by legislation, for 
example, banning the use of DDT in pesticides, but has mostly been 
advanced through measures to encourage more environmentally sensitive 
practice by farmers. These have included various agri-environmental 
schemes in the European Union, Landcare in Australia, and the 
Conservation Reserve Program in the United States. Such voluntary initia-
tives work as a form of ‘soft paternalism’, trying to induce changes in the 
behaviour of farmers through incentives rather than compulsion as part 
of ‘governing from a distance’.

The neoliberalization of nature

In the same way that neoliberal thinking has come to dominate state 
approaches to the regulation of the rural economy, state regulation of 
the rural environment has increasingly been challenged, re-assessed and 
re-oriented by the application of neoliberal rationalities. Such adjustments 
form part of a broader ‘neoliberalization of nature’, which has reversed 
the historic project incorporating nature within the concerns of the state 
(Whitehead et al., 2008). As Castree (2008a) observes, ‘the last thirty years 
have seen an ever greater variety of biophysical phenomena in more and 
more parts of the world being subject to neoliberal thought and practice’ 
(p. 136). This has been enacted through various mechanisms including 
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the privatization of natural resources, the marketization of environmental 
phenomena, the deregulation of environmental controls and the re-regu-
lation of nature in ways that facilitate free market enterprise, the adoption 
of market proxies in the residual public sector, and the construction of 
fl anking mechanisms in civil society, such as private and voluntary sector 
initiatives that monitor environmental standards in place of the state 
(Castree, 2008a). Indeed, Castree argues that ‘neoliberalism is necessarily an 
environmental project’ (2008a: 143), contending that the neoliberaliza-
tion of nature is concerned with ‘fi xing the environment’ to facilitate 
capital accumulation in a free market.

The neoliberalization of state regulation of the rural environment has 
particularly been manifested in three key ways. First, environmental regu-
lations and environmental subsidies have been challenged as ‘barriers to 
trade’. The European Union’s support for agri-environmental schemes as 
part of its agenda of mulitfunctionality, for example, is contested by the 
Cairns Group in WTO negotiations. Similarly, attempts by the United 
States to insist that sea turtle excluder devices be fi tted to shrimp fi shing 
vessels in countries supplying the US market were challenged by South 
East Asian nations as a breach of WTO rules (McCarthy, 2004). However, 
McCarthy (2004) argues that trade agreements have also advanced the 
re-regulation of nature, by reinforcing new private property relations that 
have enclosed elements of the rural environment previously considered to 
be communal property.

Second, state-owned natural resources, many of which were located in 
rural areas, have been privatized. These include state-owned forestry and 
agricultural land as well as utilities such as water supply, with implications 
not only for the ownership and management of rural land, but also for the 
provision of key resources to the rural economy. Perreault (2005), for 
example, demonstrates how the granting of private concessions over 
water supplies in Bolivia (including for export to mining fi rms in Chile), 
diverted water from rural communities and compromised the traditional 
resource rights of peasant irrigation. Where land and natural resources 
have remained in state control, for example in national parks, ‘these 
resources and ecosystems are to be managed in market-mimicking ways’ 
(Castree, 2008a: 147), leading to the increased commodifi cation of 
conservation and utility sites for tourism and recreation.

Third, it has advocated that incentives for conservation and environ-
mental good practice in agriculture and land-management should be 
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provided through the market rather than by the state. This approach places 
a monetary market value on ‘ecosystem services’ delivered by the rural 
environment, such are carbon sequestration, pollution removal, habitat 
provision and fl ood protection. Robertson (2004), for example, describes 
the functioning of a wetland mitigation banking scheme in the United 
States that aims to ‘develop a market in privately-owned “wetland ecosys-
tem services”, such as duck habitat, fl ood protection and biodiversity, as 
a way of achieving the goals of the U.S. Clean Water Act of 1977’ (p. 361). 
The system works through the provision of bank credits to landowners 
who agree to restore wetland sites, as Robertson (2004) explains for a 
farm in Illinois:

by entering into a complex agreement with federal and county regula-
tory agencies, the banking fi rm will sell ‘wetland credits’ to individu-
als compelled to buy them by those same agencies. Within fi ve years, 
the production and sale of ecosystem services in the farm fi eld out-
side of Aurora will have grossed nearly three million dollars.

(Robertson, 2004: 361)

Furthermore, because banks can compete to sell the credits, and can set 
any price for the credits, it was hoped that the scheme would ‘provide the 
price signals necessary for a real market in wetland services’ (p. 363). 
However, Robertson also identifi es problems in the marketization of eco-
system services that complicate the idealized neoliberal model for the 
process, including appropriate governance and management systems, 
noting that ‘the use of ecosystem science to defi ne ecosystem services in 
easily measured, abstract units that can be transacted across space (as 
all commodities must) without losing their value has proven to be very 
diffi cult in practice’ (p. 362).

As with earlier modes of regulating the rural, the neoliberalization of 
nature has therefore had both environmental and social impacts in rural 
areas. Castree (2008b), in a summary of previous studies, shows that 
these can vary signifi cantly between different cases. In some instances, 
environmental improvements have been delivered, such as new wetland 
sites or cleaner water, but there have also been environmental costs includ-
ing pollution, loss of habitats and intensifi ed land use. Similarly, whilst 
some neoliberal projects have been associated with democratization and 
community empowerment initiatives, the neoliberalization of nature has 
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more commonly contributed to increased social inequalities in rural 
areas, the loss of communal resources, and in some cases protests and 
civil unrest.

CONCLUSION

The state is a central player in the production and re-production of the 
rural. It contributes to the discursive construction of the rural, not least 
through the development and articulation of various political construc-
tions of the rural in which the rural society, economy and environment 
are described and problematized as objects of governance. The application 
of policies based on these political constructions has a signifi cant impact 
in shaping the material geographies of the countryside – for example, by 
informing the structure of the rural economy, the fl ow of migration and 
the protection of the rural environment.

During the twentieth century, the state’s engagement in regulating the 
rural increased in keeping with a dominant mode of governmentality of 
managed liberalism. In particular, the state responded to agriculturally 
centred descriptions of the rural economy and society by intervening to 
subsidize agricultural modernization and guarantee minimum prices to 
farmers for their produce. However, the rise of neoliberalism towards the 
end of century started to dismantle this settlement, and has promoted the 
forging of a global market for agricultural goods. Similarly, the spatial 
regulation of the rural environment by the state to preserve pastoral or 
wilderness landscapes, as well as the tentative involvement of the state in 
regulating the environmental impacts of farm practice, have been chal-
lenged and modifi ed by moves towards the neoliberalization of nature, 
constructing new relations of environmental regulation.

The regulation of the rural is hence a dynamic and contested arena in 
which the state is increasingly positioned as just one actor alongside var-
ious lobby groups and NGOs, supra-national institutions and private reg-
ulatory schemes. Moreover, as the state is not monolithic, but comprises 
different, fragmented agencies and policy circles, different political con-
structions of the rural may fi nd purchase in different parts of the state at 
the same time. The interests of economic regulation and environmental 
regulation, for example, may be contradictory, leading to confl icts as dis-
cussed in the next chapter.
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For more on the political construction of the rural and its articulation in 
British rural policy, see the introductory chapter of Michael Woods (ed.), 
New Labour’s Countryside: British Rural Policy since 1997 (2008a). The application 
of the concept of governmentality to analysis of rural policy and the rural 
state was particularly developed by Jon Murdoch, with good examples 
being his article on the 1995 Rural White Paper in England, published in 
Area (1997b), and his paper with Neil Ward on the use of agricultural 
statistics to construct Britain’s ‘national farm’, published in Political Geography 
(1997). For an introduction to and historical overview of neoliberalism 
see David Harvey’s A Brief History of Neoliberalism (2005). Smith and 
Montgomery’s paper in Geojournal (2003) is a good review of 20 years of 
neoliberal reforms in New Zealand agriculture; Warwick Murray provides 
a critical analysis of 30 years of neoliberalism in Chile in the Journal of 
Peasant Studies (2006a); whilst Busch and Bain’s article in Rural Sociology 
(2004) discusses neoliberalism in global agricultural trade in historical 
context. For an accessible introduction to the workings of the World Trade 
Organization see Narlikar’s The World Trade Organization: A Very Short Introduction 
(2005). The origins of the preservationist movement are described by 
Michael Bunce in The Countryside Ideal (1994), whilst Jon Murdoch and 
Philip Lowe’s paper in Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers (2003) is 
a good source on the CPRE, the establishment of the British planning 
system, and the ‘preservationist paradox’. Two companion papers by Noel 
Castree in Environment and Planning A (2008a, 2008b) provide an excellent, 
in-depth, review and critique of geographical research on the neoliber-
alization of nature.



9
RE-MAKING THE RURAL

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this book has been to explore the production and repro-
duction of the rural. In so doing it started with the assertion that the rural 
is an imagined space; the dichotomy of the city and the country, the 
urban and the rural, may be one of the oldest and most resilient geo-
graphical dualisms, but it is nonetheless an artifi cial construction, as 
geographers, planners, sociologists and others have found when they 
have attempted to delineate rural space or to defi ne the essence of rural 
society (Chapters 1 and 2). The discursive construction of the rural has 
involved not only the imagined division of space, but also the fi lling of 
rural space with characteristics and meaning. These in turn have been 
enacted through performances that articulate rurality in everyday practice 
(Chapter 7), regulated and developed through the legislation, policies 
and activities of the state (Chapters 6 and 8), and converted into a mate-
rial countryside that is embodied in the rural landscape, the biodiversity 
of rural areas, the structure of the rural economy, the pattern and form of 
rural settlements, and the composition and living standards of the rural 
population.

However, as this book has also shown, there are many different ways in 
which the rural can be imagined, described, performed and materialized, 
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and as such, arguably many different rurals. The rural is conceived of 
variously as a resource to be exploited for economic gain (Chapter 3), a 
site of consumption through tourism and recreation (Chapter 4), a place 
to live (Chapter 6), and as a vulnerable environment in need of protection 
(Chapter 8). Neither is there a single author of the rural. The state, the 
media, corporations, farmers, rural residents, academic researchers, tour-
ists and day-visitors, pressure groups and NGOs, development agencies, 
investors and speculators and a host of non-human actors – among others – 
are actively engaged in the production and reproduction of the rural on 
an everyday basis.

Accordingly, we can re-affi rm Murdoch’s (2003) observation, noted in 
Chapter 2, that ‘there is no single vantage point from which the whole 
panoply of rural or countryside relations can be seen’ (p. 274). The rural 
is hybrid, co-constituted, multi-faceted, relational, elusive. Rural geogra-
phy, as a fi eld of academic study, has taken some time to recognize this 
condition, moving away from a positivist, empiricist stance that domi-
nated up to the 1980s, searching for the true, real countryside. The intro-
duction of a political-economy perspective in the 1970s and 1980s 
revealed the political contingencies of rural relations and positioned rural 
space and the rural economy and society within the wider context of 
capitalist society; but it has only been with the more recent infl uence of 
the ‘cultural turn’ and of post-structuralist theories that the socially con-
structed, hybrid nature of the rural has been fully acknowledged and 
engaged.

This fi nal chapter looks forward to rural futures. It does so by focus-
ing on three arenas in which the rural is being re-made as a multi-
authored, multi-faceted and co-constituted space, and which are starting 
to attract the attention of geographical research. First, it examines the 
transformation of the rural under contemporary globalization, and in 
particular the reconfi guration of rural places through the hybrid engage-
ments of local and global actors. Second, it considers the role of non-
human agency in disrupting and re-shaping the rural, and the signifi cance 
of this for rural adjustment to climate change. Finally, it documents the 
re-assertion of rural identity by new rural social movements in both the 
global north and the global south, and their contribution to the contes-
tation of the meaning and regulation of rural space in a ‘politics of the 
rural’.
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THE GLOBAL COUNTRYSIDE?

Globalization and the rural

A recurrent theme throughout this book has been the signifi cance of glo-
balization as a driver of rural change, or perhaps, more correctly, the 
signifi cance of diverse globalization processes as drivers of rural change. 
The variety of contexts in which globalization has been encountered – 
trade and economic production, tourism, migration, media representa-
tions and environmental regulations – points to the multiple character of 
globalization, corresponding with Steger’s (2003) defi nition of globali-
zation as ‘a multidimensional set of social processes that create, multiply, 
stretch, and intensify worldwide social [and economic] interdependen-
cies and exchanges while at the same time fostering in people a growing 
awareness of deepening connections between the local and the distant’ 
(p. 13) (see Box 9.1).

Box 9.1 GLOBALIZATION

Globalization is a widespread but loosely used term that can refer 
to a condition, or a process, or a discourse. Steger’s defi nition, 
quoted in the main text, identifi es globalization as a set of proc-
esses, but is useful in the way that it draws out some of the key 
characteristics of these processes. First, Steger (2003) proposes 
that globalization ‘involves the creation of new, and the multiplica-
tion of existing, social networks and activities that increasingly 
overcome traditional political, economic, cultural, and geographi-
cal boundaries’ (p. 9). Second, globalization involves the expansion 
and stretching of social and economic relations, activities and inter-
dependencies over increasing distances. Third, globalization 
involves the intensifi cation and acceleration of social exchanges and 
activities, with connections able to be made across increasing dis-
tances in increasingly less time and with increasing frequency. 
Fourth, ‘the creation, expansion, and intensifi cation of social inter-
connections and interdependencies do not occur merely on an 
objective, material level’ (p. 12), but also involve the development 



re-making the rural 267

of a global consciousness, in which people have a greater awareness 
of the world as a whole, and their place in it.

Globalization can, however, also be understood as a condition 
of inter-connection and inter-dependency between localities around 
the world, also referred to as ‘globality’ (Steger, 2003). The condi-
tion of globalization is manifested in rural localities by the pres-
ence of global actors such as transnational corporations or 
organizations, or immigrants or imported technologies, as well as 
through networks that connect rural localities to distant localities 
through trade, travel and consumption. Finally, globalization can 
also be conceptualized as a discourse that presents the existence 
of a global economy and society as a given and interprets other 
problems and actions through this lens. Larner (1998), for exam-
ple, argues that a globalization discourse has been central to the 
rationality of neoliberalism in New Zealand (see Chapter 8).

There are also different theoretical perspectives on the merits 
and inevitability of globalization. Hyper-globalists (or globalists) see 
globalization as the natural and unstoppable march of economic 
integration that has already created a global economy, ushering in 
a new historical era in which national borders are being dissolved 
and economic agents organize for competition in the global 
marketplace. Traditionalists, or sceptics, in contrast, argue that glo-
balization is not as advanced as hyper-globalists claim and suggest 
that globalization has been over-hyped in order to support an 
imperialistic project of capitalist expansion. Transformationalists 
meanwhile steer a middle route, recognizing that new processes of 
intense integration and interdependence are occurring, and that 
these are transforming social, economic, cultural and political rela-
tions, but arguing that globalization is incomplete and that its out-
comes are not pre-determined (see Murray, 2006b).

Further reading: Murray (2006b), Steger (2003).
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For simplicity, the plethora of globalization processes impacting on the 
rural can be distilled into three broad trends. First, economic globalization is 
having a transformational effect on the economies of rural areas through 
a number of different but interconnected elements. These include the lib-
eralization of international trade, including in agricultural goods, and the 
promotion of a global marketplace (Chapter 8); the development of 
global commodity chains, or global value chains, in which a commodity 
may be produced in one country, traded in a second, processed in a third, 
and sold in a fourth (e.g. Barrett et al., 1999 on horticulture; Neilson and 
Pritchard, 2009 on tea); corporate concentration and the consolidation of 
transnational corporations and alliances, including in the agri-food sector, 
forestry and mining (Hendrickson and Heffernan, 2002); foreign inward 
direct investment, and the consequential vulnerability of rural branch 
plants to distant corporate decision-making (Epp and Whitson, 2001; 
Inglis, 2008); and the emergence of new global property regimes, includ-
ing bioprospecting (the commodifi cation of biological resources by tran-
snational corporations), corporate land investments and the acquisition 
of land or farming rights in foreign countries by wealthy states with lim-
ited agricultural resources seeking to ensure food security.

Second, a globalization of mobility has been facilitated by advances in trans-
port and communications technologies and the liberalization of travel 
and immigration controls. This has contributed to a stretching of phe-
nomena such as tourism, counterurbanization and labour migration to 
the global scale, with signifi cant implications for many rural localities. 
The expansion of global tourism has accelerated the commodifi cation of 
rural landscapes and rural experiences, especially through adventure tour-
ism and eco-tourism (Chapter 4); transnational amenity migration has 
sought out rural resort locations in both the developed and the global 
south, and has contributed to the fl uidity of rural communities (Chapter 6); 
and fl ows of labour migration have both intensifi ed and expanded over 
wider areas, and have created ‘transnational villages’ (Chapter 6).

Third, cultural globalization has been manifested not only through the con-
vergence and global circulation of media representations of the rural 
(Chapter 2), but also through a related globalization of values, in which there 
is an increased expectation that the same ethical standards will be applied 
universally across the world. In a rural context, this has been pursued in 
particular with respect to animal welfare, including farm husbandry prac-
tices and hunting (Chapters 6 and 7), and with regard to conservation 
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and models for environmental protection such as national parks (Chapter 8). 
Transnational NGOs, such as Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, PETA and 
WWF, as well as various international agreements, have played a key role 
in promoting and policing new global standards, but the assertion of 
global values has often challenged and constrained embedded local 
understandings of nature and ways of engaging with nature (Alphandéry 
and Fortier, 2001).

These processes of globalization are helping to produce a new coun-
tryside at the start of the twenty-fi rst century, however, the long-view 
perspective on the production and reproduction of the rural adopted in 
this book shows that the infl uence of global or foreign actors on rural 
localities is nothing new. Chapter 2, for example, discussed how European 
ideas of rurality were transported around the world from the fi fteenth 
century onwards, dramatically transforming the rural spaces of the 
Americas, Africa, Asia, Australia and New Zealand. Similarly, Chapter 3 
noted the global character and connections of resource capitalism as it 
developed in the nineteenth century. What sets the contemporary condi-
tion of globalization apart is the totalizing and instantaneous nature of the 
relations that it embodies. Whereas in earlier eras, transnational networks 
were formed bilaterally – for example, between colonial powers and their 
colonies – or targeted specifi c sites such as mining districts, thus leaving 
vast swathes of rural space relatively unconnected into global relations, 
there are now few rural locations that are not integrated in some way into 
networks and fl ows that are more or less global in reach. The speed of con-
nection across global distances has also been accelerated. Communication 
can be achieved immediately with all parts of the world; agricultural 
goods can be air-freighted to be sold as fresh produce on different conti-
nents; tourists can be in remote rural locations on the other side of the 
world within hours; migrants are able to continue to participate in the 
community life of their home districts; and the impact of an economic or 
political crisis in one part of the world reverberates through distant econ-
omies. Additionally, contemporary globalization is characterized by the 
organizing principle of neoliberalism, driving liberalization and moving 
towards the ambition of a single global market.

This condition has given rise to the construction of global representa-
tions of the rural that obscure national differences, the neoliberal vision 
of global agriculture as a single system of food production being one 
example. The global circulation of media representations of the rural, 
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combined with the fact that a predominantly urban population now 
comes to know the rural primarily through the media rather than through 
direct experience, has similarly promoted a hybridized public image of 
the countryside in which diverse elements of rurality from different 
settings are mixed together.

However, the discursive homogenization of rural representations has 
not been matched by material homogenization. Globalization processes 
are not creating a single, undifferentiated global rural space, but rather are 
contributing to re-making rural places in different ways, re-aligning 
rather than eradicating existing geographies.

Globalizing rural localities

The majority of rural geographical and rural sociological research on glo-
balization to date has focused on broad trends, or on individual industries 
or commodity chains. In comparison with urban research on the ‘global 
city’, there have been few studies of the integrated impact of globalization 
processes in specifi c rural localities. As Hogan (2004) has observed, ‘there 
is a discernable privileging of urban over rural in scholarly accounts of 
globalization’ (p. 22). This relative neglect means that our mosaic of 
understanding of globalization in a rural context continues to be only 
partially developed:

the mosaic remains very much a work in progress. Some parts of the 
picture are considerably clearer and more complete than others; 
some studies sit as isolated tiles, apart from the emerging tessella-
tion; and the connections between some parts of the image and 
other parts are as yet unknown. In particular, the mosaic is missing 
the input of a substantial body of place-based studies – research that 
might not only adopt an integrated perspective in examining the 
impact of different forms and aspects of globalization in a rural local-
ity, but that might also explore precisely how rural places are remade 
under globalization, and start to account for the differential geogra-
phies of globalization across rural space.

(Woods, 2007: 490)

The model of the ‘global countryside’ is presented in Woods (2007) as a 
framework for developing a locality-based analysis of globalization in rural 
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areas. It is not intended to refer to an actually existing rural territory, at 
least not at present, but instead is conceived as a hypothetical space char-
acterized by attributes which represent the projected end-point of current 
globalization processes impacting on rural space (see Table 9.1). As such, 
the ‘global countryside’ is intended to highlight the multiple ways in 
which rural places are restructured through globalization, as well as to 
expose some of the power relations that are involved in such restructuring. 
Moreover, as the ‘global countryside’ does not exist anywhere in its pure 
and complete form, but is rather always in a state of becoming, the concept 
emphasizes questions about how globalization works in specifi c places.

The answers to these questions, Woods (2007) argues, lie in the hybrid 
con       stitution of the rural, as constructed not only by both human and non-
human entities, but also by both local and non-local actors and forces. 

Table 9.1 Characteristics of the emergent global countryside (after Woods, 2007)

 1.  Primary and secondary sector economic activity in the global countryside 
feeds, and is dependent on, elongated yet contingent commodity networks, 
with consumption distanced from production.

 2.  The global countryside is the site of increasing corporate concentration and 
integration, with corporate networks organized on a transnational scale.

 3.  The global countryside is both the supplier and the employer of migrant 
labour.

 4.  The globalization of mobility is also marked by the fl ow of tourists and 
amenity migrants through the global countryside, attracted to sites of global 
rural amenity.

 5.  The global countryside attracts high levels of non-national property 
investment, for both commercial and residential purposes.

 6.  It is not only social and economic relations that are transformed in the 
global countryside, but also the discursive construction of nature and its 
management.

 7.  The landscape of the global countryside is inscribed with the marks of 
globalization, through deforestation and afforestation; mines and oilfi elds; 
tourism infrastructure; the transplantation of plant and animal species; and 
the proliferation of symbols of global consumer culture, and so on.

 8.  The global countryside is characterized by increasing social polarization.

 9.  The global countryside is associated with new sites of political authority.

10.  The global countryside is always a contested space.
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Massey (2005) calls this the ‘throwntogetherness’ of place: that place is an 
ever-shifting constellation of trajectories, enacted through the negotiation 
of local and global, human and non-human actants. This perspective 
begins to collapse the notions of local and global, as the global is always 
entangled in local places. It is through these entanglements that the global 
can effect changes in local places, but it is also through entanglements in 
place that the global is produced. As such, the local and the global are seen 
not in opposition to each other, but in negotiation, with different out-
comes in each place producing the uneven geography of globalization. 
Accordingly, it can be argued that:

The reconstitution of rural spaces under globalization results from 
the permeability of rural localities as hybrid assemblages of human 
and non-human entities, knitted-together intersections of networks 
and fl ows that are never wholly fi xed or contained at the local 
scale, and whose constant shape-shifting eludes a singular represen-
tation of place. Globalization processes introduce into rural localities 
new networks of global interconnectivity, which become threaded 
through and entangled with existing local assemblages, sometimes 
acting in concert and sometimes pulling local actants in confl icting 
directions. Through these entanglements, intersections and entrap-
ments, the experience of globalization changes rural places, but it 
never eradicates the local. Rather, the networks, fl ows and actors 
introduced by globalization processes fuse and combine with extant 
local entities to produce new hybrid formations. In this way, places in 
the emergent global countryside retain their local distinctiveness, 
but they are also different to how they were before.

(Woods, 2007: 499–500)

This process of geographically variegated place re-constitution through 
globalization can be illustrated by reference to four brief vignettes. The 
fi rst vignette, from Youbou on Vancouver Island in western Canada, con-
cerns globalization-linked deindustrialization. In common with many 
small towns in the Pacifi c Northwest, Youbou has historically been eco-
nomically dependent on forestry, and in particular on a sawmill. Forestry, 
however, has become a globalized industry, with forest products traded 
internationally and the industry controlled by a handful of transnational 
corporations, which seek to concentrate production in locations that offer 
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the best cost effi ciencies. Small-scale processing plants in Canada and the 
United States are not favoured by this rationality, and many sawmills and 
pulpmills have been closed or contracted (Epp and Whitson, 2001). 
The Cowichan sawmill in Youbou was closed in 2001 by its owners, 
TimberWest, a Canadian-based transnational corporation, with the loss of 
220 jobs. As Prudham (2008) observes, ‘paralleling as it did numerous 
other mill closures in the province over preceding years, the Cowichan 
mill would have been easy to write off as one more casualty of a fi ckle 
global economy’ (p. 182). In this case, though, ‘the employees of the mill 
were unwilling to accept the script’ (Ibid). The former mill workers estab-
lished the Youbou TimberLess Society (YTS) to campaign for social and 
environmental justice. When its initial attempts to reverse the mill closure 
failed, the YTS started to build alliances with environmental groups and 
with local First Nations communities, eventually concentrating on the set-
ting up of a ‘community forest tenure’, managed by local people and 
oriented towards high value-added production (Prudham, 2008). As 
such, the YTS is at the centre of a re-articulation of place in Youbou, involv-
ing the enrolment of human and non-human, local and non-local actants.

The second vignette relates to the negotiation of globalization in 
Andean mountain communities in South America. As noted earlier in this 
book, rural areas of South America have long been impacted by global 
actors and networks, from exploitation by colonial regimes to the devel-
opment of export-oriented neoliberal economies. Neoliberal-inspired 
integration into global economic networks presents challenges for the 
viability of traditional social and economic formations in small rural 
communities, yet Bebbington (2001) argues that one way in which com-
munities have responded to this pressure has been ‘through a progressive 
engagement in more globalized sets of social and economic relationships, 
be this via institutional linkages, social relationships, product and labour 
markets or more generally though an engagement with the modern 
“development” project’ (p. 416). The precise form of these engagements 
varies between localities, refl ecting local resources and capacities and the 
opportunities for global connections. In Salinas, Ecuador, the response 
was built on a structure of savings and loan cooperatives set up by an 
NGO linked to the Catholic Church, which enabled households to buy 
livestock and to supply community-level cheese factories that were estab-
lished by the same NGO in partnership with a Swiss dairy programme. In 
Irupana, Bolivia, fair trade coffee production has been supported by the 
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collaboration of domestic and international NGOs, trade unions, the 
Catholic Church and a US-funded anti-narcotics coca substitution pro-
gramme. Much of the product is exported to Belgium, refl ecting the 
involvement of a Belgian NGO in the network. Thus, as Bebbington 
(2001) comments, ‘the global entanglements in which localities are 
enmeshed are, and have long been multi-stranded: beyond market rela-
tionships, the webs linking Andean places and the wider world pass 
through globalized religious institutions, civil society networks, intergov-
ernmental relationships, migrant streams and more’ (p. 415).

The third vignette is from Queenstown, New Zealand. Queenstown is 
a mountain resort that has long been a popular destination for domestic 
tourists, but which has over the last 25 years developed into a global 
amenity resort. Overseas tourists made nearly a million overnight visits in 
2007, and contributed NZ$423 million to the local economy in 2004, 
with many attracted by the resort’s branding as ‘the adventure capital of 
the world’ (Woods, 2010c). Tourism has been complemented by interna-
tional amenity migration, fuelling a property development boom and 
contributing to a doubling of the district’s population in 12 years. The 
transformation has in part been driven by global changes in the transport 
and tourism industries, investment by global corporations and promo-
tion by global tour operators, but it was also facilitated by New Zealand’s 
neoliberal reforms, notably the liberalization of inward investment con-
trols, privatization of state assets, and the devaluation of the New Zealand 
dollar, as well as by knock-on effects of agricultural regulation. Moreover, 
local actors have played a key role as property developers, landowners and 
business-owners, whilst a radical neoliberal administration at the district 
council between 1995 and 2001 implemented a laissez-faire approach to 
new building development, stimulating growth. By 2001, however, local 
concerns about the rate of development had intensifi ed, including from 
new in-migrants who feared losing the rural landscape that they had 
invested in, prompting a fi erce debate about the future of the area which 
was conducted not only locally, but also through national and interna-
tional media (Woods, 2010c).

The fi nal vignette is about the Larzac plateau in France. A remote, 
sheep-farming area, the Larzac fi rst came to wider prominence with pro-
posals to establish a military base in the 1980s. Local people were joined 
in their opposition to the base by anti-militarism campaigners, who came 
from across France and beyond. When the plans were defeated, many of 
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the campaigners settled in the area, and some took up the local artisan 
culture of producing Roquefort cheese, including for export. The settlers 
brought with them their personal histories of travel and involvement in 
political campaigns at various scales and in various places, as well as new 
cultural references, which fused with local traditions to produce a distinc-
tive regional counter-culture (Williams, 2008). In 1999, Roquefort 
cheese was caught in a trade dispute between the United States and the 
European Union, impacting on the earnings of the farmers. In protest, a 
group of Larzac farmers belonging to the Confédération Paysanne (a radical 
union of small farmers) and led by Jose Bové attacked and dismantled the 
McDonald’s restaurant under construction in the town of Millau, targeted 
as a symbol of globalization. In the ensuing trial, Bové called a range of 
counter-globalization activists as witnesses, utilizing global communica-
tions, transport, media and political networks to critique neoliberal glo-
balization. This staged-managed defence was followed by the staging of a 
larger counter-globalization festival, Larzac 2003. In both cases, the events 
were made possible by the combining of global networks and a locally 
embedded counter-culture, such that the Larzac ‘re-emerged as a focal 
point in the alterglobalization movement, a place to meet, discuss, organ-
ize and to put specifi c, local concerns in a global context’ (Williams, 
2008: 52).

In each of these vignettes, rural actors have not been passive recipients 
of globalization, but have been active agents engaged in contesting, adapt-
ing and manipulating globalization forces and networks to help shape 
their own rural futures. Here, we can think back to questions about the 
construction of rural space, as discussed in the early chapters of this book. 
In terms of Halfacree’s three-fold model of rural space (see Chapter 1), 
the proactive engagement of the rural actors in the vignettes demonstrates 
that the everyday lives of the rural are not overwhelmed or dominated by 
the broader structural forces that constitute rural space as locality, or by 
formal representations of the rural. At the same time, the reproduction of 
rural spaces through the interaction of local and global forces, and local 
and non-local actors, evidences the relational constitution of the rural 
(see Chapter 2). Rural places exist as unique meeting-points of diverse 
social and natural processes and networks, and cannot be understood in 
isolation from their relationship to other places. Equally, rural places exist 
as precarious meeting-points of the human and the non-human, as the 
next section recounts.
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RISKY RURALITIES AND THE CO-CONSTITUTED 
COUNTRYSIDE

Wind, water, fi re and pestilence

The story of human presence in the countryside has arguably been the 
story of the struggle to control and impose meaning on nature. Humans 
have tamed and cultivated the rural environment for food and clothing; 
extracted minerals and fuel; captured water fl ows; modifi ed the landscape 
and carved out spaces in which to settle and live; and invented spatial 
orderings that designate wild nature to certain territories set apart from 
the human (see Chapter 6). Yet, nature has repeatedly failed to conform to 
these human constructions. Holland and Mooney (2006) describe how 
early European settlers to New Zealand discovered an environment that 
was very different to the benign climate and landscape that had been sold 
to them in promotional materials, and which lay outside their own 
domestic experiences:

Settlers who came from rural areas, towns and cities in the British 
Isles to the tussock grasslands of the eastern South Island of New 
Zealand encountered physical environmental conditions profoundly 
different from what they had previously known – broad open land-
scapes backed by foothills and mountain ranges, large braided rivers 
prone to fl ooding at almost any time of year, little natural shelter 
from wind and rain, and a dearth of wood for fuel, fencing and 
construction.

(Holland and Mooney, 2006: 39)

As Holland and Mooney record, the settlers adapted by trial and error and 
by scientifi cally monitoring the weather and environmental conditions, 
but they also learned from the indigenous Ma-ori. They learned, for exam-
ple, that ‘Ma-ori associated fl owering in kowhai with the onset of spring 
weather, considered that snow melt in the mountains would lead to fl ood-
ing in the lowland reach of a large river a day or two later, [and] recog-
nized diurnal variations in the fl ow rates of large rivers’ (Ibid: 46). Ma-ori 
guides also ‘taught European travelers how to cross a river in fl ood, and 
stressed the importance of rafting a large river in the morning before the 
wind rose and made navigation diffi cult in the choppy water’ (Ibid).
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Learning to live with nature has historically been a core part of rural 
culture, and environmental knowledge has been encoded and passed 
down through the lay discourses of nature and folklore of indigenous 
peoples and long-term settler communities. However, in the twentieth 
century, lay discourses of nature were marginalized by a belief in the 
transformative capacity of science and technology. When faced with the 
inhospitable environment of California at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, pioneer resource capitalists manufactured an agricultural Eden 
through irrigation and drainage schemes, forest and scrubland clearance 
and soil improvement programmes (see Chapter 3). These same tech-
niques came to be used around the world to expand the spatial reach of 
commercial agriculture. Similarly, plant and animal species were trans-
ported for farming and leisure purposes (see Chapter 2), and biotechnol-
ogy employed to improve yields and eradicate disease; whilst the 
construction of bridges and tunnels has opened up new areas for mining, 
cultivation, settlement and recreation. These scientifi c and engineering 
solutions have created temporary fi xes in the environment that facilitate 
the economic exploitation and human settlement of rural areas, so long 
as nature behaves as anticipated.

The control of water, in particular, has been central to rural settlement 
and the development of agriculture. Large-scale irrigation schemes in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries opened up parts of interior 
Australia for agriculture, for example, notably in the Murray-Darling 
Basin, which contains 42 per cent of Australian farmland and accounts for 
70 per cent of its irrigation resources. However, farming in marginal arid 
areas such as interior Australia remains susceptible to drought. At the start 
of the present century, Australia experienced a major drought that was 
estimated to cost the national economy at least AU$7 billion, and was 
popularly represented through ‘dramatic pictures of livestock in poor 
condition, dust storms and barren landscapes’ (Alston, 2006: 154). The 
drought has also had a social impact, which Alston (2006) argues has 
been experienced differently by gender. For farm men, she suggests, 
‘drought means a great deal of extra farm work labour carting water and 
feeding livestock on a daily basis – a grind that after two to fi ve years 
(depending on the area) was taking its toll on health’ (p. 160).  Additionally, 
many farmers ‘were fi nding it diffi cult to leave their properties, becoming 
socially isolated because of their workload and weariness’ (Ibid). The 
absorption of men in farm work has meant that it is farm women who 
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have had to respond to falling incomes and increasing debt by taking off-
farm work, in some cases migrating temporarily to fi nd employment, as 
well as more generally displaying ‘an almost uncritical acceptance of their 
responsibility for the family’s welfare’ (p. 159). Women’s stories of nego-
tiating and surviving drought, Alston suggests, reveal ‘a subjugated dis-
course about women’s experiences of drought that has little to do with 
the dominant discourse concerning self-reliance, economics and dust 
storms’ (p. 168), and which is therefore neglected in offi cial drought 
policy. Indeed, since 1990, drought ‘has been viewed as a business risk 
rather than a natural disaster and one to be planned for accordingly’ (p. 
155; see also, Alston, 2009). This change in discourse, however, has 
increased the pressure on farm families to show resilience, such that 
Alston notes how at least one of her interviewees, ‘blames herself and her 
husband for their failure to battle through the drought and for losing 
their children’s inheritance under a mountain of debt’ (p. 164).

Controlling water also means managing fl ood risk, with rural settle-
ments, infrastructure and farmland often concentrated in river valleys and 
around lakes (Vinet, 2008). Conventionally, fl ood defence has been con-
structed as an engineering problem. The Lerma valley in Mexico, home to 
2.3 million people, is typical in this respect, with Eakin and Appendini 
(2008) commenting that the state’s ‘approach to fl ooding on the Lerma 
has been almost exclusively structural, relying on a series of dams, river 
straightening, and dredging and dike construction’ (p. 555). This techno-
cratic model, Eakin and Appendini suggest, has created ‘a fl ood hazard from 
fl ooding that was previously a well-known and accepted dimension of the 
hydrology of the Lerma Valley’ (p. 556). Historically, rural communities 
in the valley, as elsewhere in Mexico, manipulated fl ood events to improve 
agricultural potential, provide habitats for ‘useful’ fl ora and fauna, and 
expand cultivatable land, as a natural form of irrigation. Annual fl ooding 
was an anticipated event, and could be managed through the practices of 
communal land use. However, attitudes towards fl ooding have changed 
with the modernization of agriculture, including the enclosure of private 
land-holdings and the planting of new crops, such as maize. Additionally, 
as a consequence of Mexico’s entry into NAFTA (see Chapter 8), fl ood-
plain land has been released for residential development as peasant small-
holdings have become unviable. Flooding has hence been discursively 
re-articulated as an ‘unacceptable risk’ (Eakin and Appendini, 2008: 563), 
and fl ood defence measures demanded, as a result of land-use changes 
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rather than changes in the behaviour of water. Engineering-based meth-
ods can never offer total protection, however, as fl oods in the Lerma valley 
in 2003 demonstrated, and Eakin and Appendini note than in several parts 
of the world, but not yet Mexico, a new approach of ‘living with fl oods’ 
based on returning to traditional methods of managing fl ood events is 
being pioneered.

The double edged legacy of technological interventions in nature is 
also evident with respect to the prevalence of disease in rural societies. 
Medical advances and improved sanitation, healthcare and environmental 
management have helped to eradicate or reduce previously endemic dis-
eases in many rural regions. Malaria was eradicated in rural southern Italy, 
for example, during the fi rst part of the twentieth century in a notable 
technocratic campaign (Snowden, 2007). At the same time, though, agri-
cultural modernization has been accused of contributing to the emer-
gence of new diseases, with the capacity to transgress human/non-human 
boundaries and to pass from rural into urban space. Most famously, bovine 
spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), or ‘mad cow disease’, was fi rst 
recorded in cattle in Britain in the 1980s and traced to a mutation of the 
sheep disease scrapie which had jumped species by means of bonemeal 
from infected sheep being used in feed for cattle. The acknowledgement 
in 1996 that BSE could similarly be transmitted to and mutated in humans, 
and was the most likely source of new variant Creutzfeldt Jakob Disease 
(vCJD) in humans, not only provoked an immediate collapse in consumer 
confi dence in British beef, the imposition of an export ban on British 
cattle products, and the implementation of a cull as part of an eradication 
strategy (Woods, 1998b), but also a wide set of anxieties about the man-
agement of risk in the food supply chain (Macnaghten and Urry, 1998; 
Whatmore, 2002). More recently, the threatened global pandemics in 
avian fl u and swine fl u have originated from cross-species transmission in 
rural areas of South East Asia and Mexico respectively. Although the prox-
imity of humans and animals in traditional farming systems has been 
blamed for the initial transmission, Davis (2005) accuses technology-
driven industrial farming methods of increasing the risk of an epidemic 
developing:

A crucial requirement of the modern chicken industry, for example, is 
‘production density,’ the compact location of broiler farms around a 
large processing plant. As a result, there are now regions in North 
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America, Brazil, western Europe, and South Asia with chicken popu-
lations in the hundreds of millions – in western Arkansas and north-
ern Georgia, for example, more than 1 billion chickens are slaughtered 
annually. Similarly, the raising of swine is increasingly centralized in 
huge operations, often adjacent to poultry farms and migratory bird 
habitats. The superurbanization of the human population, in other 
words, has been paralleled by an equally dense urbanization of its 
meat supply ... Might not one of these artifi cial Guangdongs be a 
pandemic crucible as well? Could production density become a syno-
nym for viral density?

(Davis, 2005: 84)

Lay knowledge of nature can extend beyond knowing how to manage 
natural risks, to knowing how to control and use natural phenomena both 
practically and in acts of resistance, as can be observed in the case of fi re 
(see also Pyne, 2009). Forest fi res and bush fi res have become major risks 
in semi-arid areas of the United States, Australia and Mediterranean 
Europe, threatening property and human life, and with the potential to 
encroach on urban landscapes (Davis, 1998). Many fi res are started 
anthropogenically, both accidentally and deliberately, yet fi re is also a nat-
ural phenomenon that can play a crucial role in the rejuvenation of eco-
systems. Moreover, traditional rural communities, including indigenous 
peoples, have used controlled fi res as a way of clearing land for hunting 
and cultivation or to improve agricultural yields. This has been taken a 
step further in north-west Spain, where Seijo (2005) argues that ‘most 
individual intentional forest fi rings taking place in Galicia have a wider 
meaning as a ritualized act of disaffection with and opposition to the 
Spanish state’s forest policy’ (p. 385). The arsonists understand fi re as a 
manageable risk, and see forest fi re as ‘not being particularly damaging to 
the peasantry’s general welfare while the more disaffected peasants see 
forest fi rings as a useful tactic against the state’s intrusion in their tradi-
tional way of life and a just retaliation against what is perceived as the 
Spanish state’s confi scatory forest policy’ (Ibid).

Another approach to working with nature has been to turn ‘natural 
disasters’ into catalysts for social and economic change. One example is 
the small town of Greensburg in Kansas, which was hit by a devastating 
tornado in May 2007, with 11 people killed and many of the town’s 
buildings destroyed. Greensburg had already been suffering from economic 
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and social decline, with a falling population, but the disaster presented an 
opportunity for renewal. Not only did the town receive nationwide media 
coverage and considerable donations towards rebuilding, but it was also 
able to start with a practically blank canvas in planning a new ‘model green 
community’ (Harrington, 2010). Many of the new buildings are designed 
with ‘green’ features, such as energy conservation, and local businesses 
have been encouraged to engage with the ‘eco-economy’ (see Chapter 5). 
The result, Harrington observes, is that ‘some residents who might other-
wise have moved away have been energized to remain in Greensburg’ 
(2010: 40).

Climate change and rural futures

The risk from natural hazards in rural areas, as discussed above, is set to 
increase with the intensifi cation of anthropogenic climate change. Current 
projections suggest that the disruptive effect of climate change is likely to 
make extreme weather events such as storms and fl ooding more frequent, 
whilst a global rise in temperature will contribute to heightened problems 
of drought, fi re and disease in many regions. More routinely, patterns 
of agricultural geography will need to adapt to the changed climate.  
Although some regions will benefi t as increased carbon dioxide levels 
improve yields in crops such as wheat, rice and soybeans, agriculture 
more broadly will be negatively impacted by higher temperatures, water 
shortages, reduced soil fertility, more widespread pests, and a higher inci-
dence of heat stress in livestock, altering the appropriate range of differ-
ent types of farming. Rural tourism will similarly need to adjust to reduced 
snow cover in traditional mountain resorts and sea level rises threatening 
coastal resorts. Additionally, the natural landscape and wildlife of rural 
regions could be modifi ed by climate-linked habitat evolution. In these 
various ways, non-human agency, in the shape of climate change and its 
environmental effects, is likely to be the most important factor shaping 
rural economies, societies and environments over the next century.

One major response is expected to be increased migration, as people 
leave regions threatened by fl ooding, affected by food shortages or in 
which agriculture is no longer viable. This trend can already be observed 
in sub-Saharan Africa, where rainfall failure has contributed to faster rates 
of urbanization than observed elsewhere in the global south (Barrios et al., 
2006). Africa can also provide several examples of adaptation to recent 



re-making the rural282

climate change by rural populations, as Mertz et al. (2009) and Osbahr et al. 
(2008) note. In their own work on Senegal, Mertz et al. (2009) observe 
that farmers ‘are strongly aware of the climate and have clear opinions on 
changes, especially in wind patterns and the intensity of climate events’ 
(p. 812), giving rise to adaptations ranging from adopting new crops to 
youth out-migration. Yet, Mertz et al. also report that Senegalese farmers 
‘have a rather fatalistic approach to climate changes’ (p. 814), with a 
belief that the weather cannot be controlled. Indeed, Osbahr et al. (2008) 
suggest from research in Mozambique that the development of adaptation 
strategies is complex and multi-scalar, and that many poorer rural resi-
dents fall back on traditional methods of ‘coping with’ rather than ‘adapt-
ing to’ climate change.

Interestingly, far less attention has been devoted to analysing the 
responsiveness of rural communities in the global north to climate change 
(but see Harrington, 2005; Hoggart and Henderson, 2005). Here, some 
of the largest disruptions are likely to come not from the direct impacts 
of climate change, but from the side-effects of mitigation strategies. A 
move towards a post-oil society in which private petrol-fuelled transport 
is limited, for example, would raise considerable questions about the sus-
tainability of commuting, car-based rural tourism and the long-distance 
transportation of agriculture produce for global markets. For these rea-
sons, conventional wisdom holds that cities offer the most sustainable 
form of future living. Yet, there is a growing alternative argument that 
claims that cities are reliant on an oil-based economy and that future 
populations will need to live and work close to places of renewable energy 
production, which will be predominantly rural. Some commentators have 
even suggested that adapting to environmental change will require 
attributes that are traditionally associated with rurality – solidarity, self-
suffi ciency and a detailed lay understanding of nature (Farinelli, 2008). 
This theory has been converted into practice by numerous rural eco-
villages, as sites of sustainable rural living (Halfacree, 2007; Meijering et al., 
2007). However, these communities tend to be small scale, and it is 
unclear how a large rural population could really live this way.

Perhaps more probably, rural areas could be enrolled into functions 
that support sustainable urbanism, through the production of renewable 
energy and other ecosystem services. For example, both natural and 
farmed rural landscapes act as signifi cant carbon sinks and carbon locks, 
including forests, cropland and peat bogs, and the conservation of these 
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landscapes will be important to carbon sequestration (or removing carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere), thus mitigating some of the damage of 
carbon emissions. As discussed briefl y in Chapter 8, the ecosystem serv-
ices approach, based on neoliberal principles, contends that an economic 
value can be placed on these functions, and that the marketization of 
these values could make a signifi cant contribution to future rural econo-
mies. Gutman (2007) even proposes that ecosystem services could pro-
vide the foundation for a ‘new rural-urban compact’, replacing the historic 
compact under which rural products and people were sent to the city in 
return for the city’s products, services and governance:

Some back-of-the-envelope numbers can show us what the econom-
ics of such a new rural-urban compact could look like. A world-wide 
rural ecosystem services bill of [US]$3 trillion a year would be a bar-
gain, considering that estimates of the current value of the world 
ecosystem are ten to twenty times higher ... Yet $3 trillion a year 
would more than pay for the annual costs of conservation and the 
adoption of sustainable agricultural practices worldwide (some 
[US]$300 billion a year, according to James et al., 1999). It would also 
be enough to triple the income of the world rural population and still 
represent no more than 10% of the world GDP.

(Gutman, 2007: 385)

The problem with this argument, in addition to practical challenges in 
actually implementing payments for ecosystem services in a market econ-
omy, is that it conceives of the rural in purely economic and environmen-
tal terms. No consideration is given to the cultural or social dimensions of 
the rural, and in particular to the question of whether rural communities 
would accept this change in function. Certainly, efforts to promote renew-
able energy resources in the rural economy have clashed both with agricul-
tural interests and with discourses of the rural idyll. An example of the fi rst 
case is the controversial expansion of biofuel production, which competes 
directly with food production and which has been recognized as contrib-
uting to increased global food prices (e.g. Saunders et al., 2009). The second 
case can be illustrated by confl icts over the locating of wind turbine power 
stations (or ‘windfarms’) in rural landscapes. Whilst wind turbines are 
accepted by some rural actors as necessary developments in the long-term 
interests of the global environment, they can be vehemently opposed by 
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other actors who consider them to be an urban intrusion in the rural land-
scape, and who mobilize an alternative discourse of nature as constituted 
by a complex mosaic of localized environments, all of which merit equal 
protection (Woods, 2003b; Zografos and Martinez-Alier, 2009).

THE RURAL FIGHTS BACK

The politics of the rural

The countryside of the future is likely to be a more contested and politi-
cized space than it has been during the last half century since the end of 
the Second World War. The dominance of the productivist agricultural 
discourse of the rural in shaping rural policy during this period, and its 
wide acceptance among the rural population (and the similar dominance 
of other primary industry-focused representations in selected rural 
regions) left little room for contesting the basis of rural policy, at least in 
the global north. ‘Rural politics’ during this era was hence largely an arena 
for debates about territorial management, industrial regulation and the 
distribution of resources. However, as the material conditions that under-
pinned this discursive fi x began to unravel, conventional ‘rural politics’ 
gave way to a new ‘politics of the rural’, in which the meaning and regu-
lation of rurality itself is the core issue of contestation (Woods, 2003a). 
The unfolding challenges of globalization and climate change, as dis-
cussed above, will further bring into question the function of rural space, 
and intensify confl icts over its use.

Mormont (1987, 1990) was one of the fi rst to document this transi-
tion (although not using these particular terms). Noting that hegemonic 
representations of rural space had been supplanted by competing repre-
sentations of rural space that were articulated for the same territory 
(Mormont, 1990), Mormont proposed that:

if what could be termed a rural question exists it no longer concerns 
issues of agriculture or of a particular aspect of living conditions in a 
rural environment, but questions concerning the specifi c function of 
rural space and the type of development to encourage within it.

(Mormont, 1987: 562)

Mormont identifi ed these ‘struggles’ as emerging fi rst at a local level, 
over issues such as new building or the proposed closure of key village 
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services such as schools and post offi ces. Subsequent studies have provided 
extensive empirical evidence of just such local confl icts developing in rural 
communities across the global north, especially in communities that have 
experienced considerable in-migration and population recomposition 
(see Chapter 6). However, Mormont (1987) also suggested that local cam-
paigns would coalesce over time into new pluri-local movements, collec-
tively taking a stand on issues such as school closures, new house building, 
windfarm developments, and so on. In this way, rural confl icts can ‘jump 
scales’ between the local and the non-local, building a wider ‘capacity to 
act’ and enrolling NGOs, politicians and the media into networks that can 
penetrate the appropriate scale of governance (Cox, 1998). Magnusson 
and Shaw (2003) similarly argue that the involvement of non-local actors 
on both sides in a confl ict over logging at Clayoquot Sound on Vancouver 
Island, Canada, refl ected a collapsing of ‘local’ and ‘global’ scales:

The politics of places such as Clayoquot puts traditional distinctions 
between local and global, small and large, domestic and international 
– and much else – into serious question. If Clayoquot is paradigmatic, 
it is because the puzzle of politics is especially apparent there.

(Magnusson and Shaw, 2003: 1)

The signifi cance of sites of confl ict such as Clayoquot Sound is that they 
become emblematic of wider struggles over the meaning and regulation 
of rural space, with ramifi cations that will ripple through the countryside. 
Indeed, some rural confl icts are framed primarily in terms of larger nar-
ratives and are driven by external actors, such that local communities 
become bit-part actors in the story. This can be seen in the shifting terrain 
of regulation of ‘old growth’ forests in the United States. For much of the 
twentieth century, old growth forests were perceived through a discourse 
of the rural as a resource to be exploited (see Chapter 3), and logged for 
timber. Towards the end of the century, an alternative discourse started to 
gain momentum, representing the old growth forests as unique and vul-
nerable habitats for endangered wildlife such as the spotted owl. As 
MacDonald (2005) reports:

The 1990s were heady times for environmentalists. One of their fore-
most achievements was convincing the average American that there 
is intrinsic value in ‘old-growth’ forests. Protecting ‘the last best 
places on earth’, a familiar Sierra Club mantra, has become a template 
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for environmental activism, a movement fuelled by the controversial 
albeit wildly successful effort to set aside millions of acres for the 
northern spotted owl.

(MacDonald, 2005: 2)

Policy fl uctuations have created economic and social uncertainty for rural 
communities in places such as the Allegheny National Forest in 
Pennsylvania, where logging has traditionally been the focal point for 
employment, and where planting and regrowth has created a unique 
forest environment (MacDonald, 2005). Restrictions imposed on logging 
in the 1990s triggered job losses and depopulation, but in the early 2000s, 
the Allegheny became the focus for environmental direct action as cam-
paigners claimed that the US Forest Service was conspiring with timber 
corporations to restart logging and turn the forest into a ‘black cherry tree 
farm’ (MacDonald, 2005).

The ascendant neoliberal doctrine that threatened to weaken forest 
protection has also facilitated a challenge to conservation from the energy 
sector, particularly in the context of growing international concerns about 
the imminent watershed of ‘peak oil’ (the point at which oil production 
will start to decline due to dwindling reserves) and energy security. The 
cause célèbre here is the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, an extremely remote 
and largely pristine wilderness area of 78,050 km2 in northern Alaska, 
which also holds oil reserves estimated at between 5.7 and 16 billion bar-
rels. Oil drilling is permissible with Congressional approval, which oil 
companies have been seeking, supported by a discourse of increasing 
America’s energy security and of boosting the rural economy of Alaska. 
The opening of the oil fi elds has been fi ercely opposed, however, both by 
environmental groups and by the indigenous Gwich’in Anthabascan 
people. As such, Standlea (2006) comments that ‘on its face, the Arctic 
Refuge represents a classic pitched battle between economic growth and 
environmental conservation’ (p. 14), yet he goes on to suggest that ‘if we 
probe the basic, deeper values – worldviews – of the actors and partici-
pants in the Arctic Refuge debate, we come up with much more complex 
and subtle revelations concerning the nature and purpose of development 
and the very relationship at stake between humans and the nonhuman 
natural world’ (Ibid). The issue is not a stark choice between the exploita-
tion of rural resources and the conservation of nature, but rather a far 
more subtle question about the appropriate balance of different human 
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and non-human components in a hybrid rural. In particular, the use of 
the refuge area by the Gwich’in Anthabascan for hunting complicates this 
picture, as Standlea observes:

The Gwich’in Anthabascan presence in the matrix of actors in the 
Arctic Refuge truly gives the case a different quality than would be 
present if this were just about developing oil or saving wildlife and 
what traditional American environmentalists view as separate ‘wil-
derness’, the latter being viewed as some primitive yet uncivilized 
area still protected from the groping hands of an American unlimited 
growth worldview depicted in the notion of ‘Manifest Destiny’.

(Standlea, 2006: 14)

Interestingly, resistance by indigenous peoples is a feature of several strug-
gles over the exploitation of oil or mineral reserves, including in Manitoba 
in Canada, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Mexico, Nigeria, the Philippines, 
and West Papua, with concerns that exploitation would damage both the 
environmental and the cultural fabric of rural regions (Gedicks, 2001). It 
is not too great a step to view the cultural interests of non-indigenous but 
long-standing rural communities in the same way, especially in cases 
where there is confl ict between mining and farming, as in parts of 
Australia.

The perceived marginalization of local rural communities in confl icts 
over the use of rural space has contributed to an increasing sense of belea-
guerment and neglect by rural communities in many parts of the global 
north. Together with discontent about declining support for family farm-
ing, the rationalization of rural services, restrictions on the development 
of rural settlements, and challenges to traditional rural pursuits such as 
hunting, this perception has given rise to a new ‘rural identity movement’ 
(Woods, 2003a, 2008c). This movement has antecedents in earlier farm-
ers’ movements in several countries (e.g. Halpin, 2004; Stock, 1996), and 
in the ‘rural community movement’ in northern Scandinavia (Halhead, 
2006), but is distinctive in its articulation of a rural–urban divide as a 
framing device (Woods, 2008c).

One of the most prominent examples is the Countryside Alliance and 
associated groups in Britain. Established to front opposition to the pro-
posed ban on the hunting of wild mammals with hounds in England 
and Wales (see Chapter 7), the Countryside Alliance explicitly framed its 



re-making the rural288

campaign in terms of an assault on rural Britain by an urban elite, posi-
tioning hunting as central to the rural way of life and also extending its 
campaigning to other issues such as farming and rural service provision 
(Woods, 2005b). Moreover, the Countryside Alliance has formed the 
nucleus of a diffuse and disconnected assemblage of rural protest groups, 
including ad hoc local campaigns, more specialist organizations such as 
Farmers for Action, and militant direct action groups such as the 
Countryside Action Network and the ‘Real Countryside Alliance’ (Woods, 
2005b). Internationally, the mobilization of the rural identity movement 
has been similarly diffuse, incorporating mass protests and demonstra-
tions (Britain, France, Belgium), new campaign and lobbying groups 
(Australia, Britain, Ireland, United States), rural political parties and mav-
erick independent candidates (Australia, France, New Zealand), militant 
direct action (Britain, France, Spain), and right-wing militia groups 
(United States) (Woods, 2008c).

Reclaiming the land

A different trajectory has simultaneously fi red the mobilization of new 
rural social movements in the global south, which share some of the 
characteristics and concerns of the rural identity movement in the global 
north, but which are founded in the particular history of colonialism, 
democratization and under-development (Woods, 2008c). Modern rural 
social movements emerged in many developing countries during the 
1960s and 1970s, infl uenced both by Marxism and by Liberation Theology, 
with protests directed against externally driven modernization pro-
grammes (see Chapter 5) and repressive state action. These mobilizations 
faded with de-peasantization, leading some commentators to write off 
the political potential of the countryside (Bernstein, 2002; de Janvry, 
1981). Others, however, have identifi ed the resurgence of a ‘new wave’ of 
social movements in the global south, characterized by one or more of a 
mixed social base of rural peasants and urban proletarians, leadership 
from ‘peasant intellectuals’, an ‘anti-political’ strategy and use of direct 
action tactics, an internationalist vision and the ideological fusing of 
Marxism and ethnic politics (Moyo and Yeros, 2005; Petras, 1997).

Rural social movements in the south have tended to focus on two key 
issues. First, land rights have been the major concern for rural social 
movements in Latin America and southern Africa (Moyo and Yeros, 2005). 



re-making the rural 289

In some cases, the emphasis has been on the redistribution of land in 
rural areas, challenging the colonial legacy of large estates and corporate 
land-holdings, and in other cases on resettling landless rural migrants or 
on resisting the sequestration of property from peasant farmers (Woods, 
2008c). Many of these movements have combined political protests with 
actions for social transformation, including land occupations (Moyo and 
Yeros, 2005; Wolford, 2004). Second, peasant farmers’ movements have 
mobilized to defend traditional forms of agriculture against neoliberal 
reforms and the practices of transnational agri-food corporations, espe-
cially in India and South East Asia. The successful opposition of the 
Karnataka State Farmers’ Union in India to the promotion of genetically 
modifi ed cotton seeds and fi eld trials by Cargill and Monsanto, is often 
held-up as a prime example (Routledge, 2003).

In many cases, issues of land reform and support for peasant agricul-
ture are necessarily entwined, and are further complemented by concerns 
with wider aspects of social and economic conditions in rural areas, 
including campaigning for improvements in electrifi cation, sanitation 
and education (Bentall and Corbridge, 1996). As such, social movements 
in the global south advocate a discourse of rurality that is at the same time 
both grounded in tradition – in the veneration of the peasant way of life 
– and socially progressive. Furthermore, many groups are actively engaged 
in working towards these goals materially, including the Movimento dos 
Trabalhadores Rurais Sem-Terra (MST) in Brazil. The MST, or landless workers 
movement, has established a number of compounds on which families 
have been resettled and given land to work, in addition to its engagement 
in political protests and lobbying (Wolford, 2004). In the 20 years fol-
lowing its formation in 1984, the MST resettled over 350,000 families on 
2,200 compounds (Wittman, 2009). The compounds are used as a vehi-
cle for providing education and health promotion, and are managed in 
ways that promote afforestation and the practice of sustainable agricul-
ture. In this way the compounds function as a test-bed for the MST’s rural 
vision, what Wittman (2009) calls a ‘new agrarian citizenship’. Yet, as 
Caldeira (2008) shows, the enthusiasm of the MST leadership for this 
agenda is not always shared by grassroots participants, who are preoccu-
pied with more basic material concerns.

Rural social movements in the south are spatially transgressive in two 
ways. First, they can transgress the rural–urban divide by working to 
organize ex-rural migrants in urban areas. Second, the movements also 
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transgress national boundaries, forming transnational alliances such as 
Peoples’ Global Action and Via Campesina (Borras et al., 2008; Desmarais, 
2008; Featherstone, 2008; Routledge and Cumbers, 2009). They also rec-
ognize the need to transport their concerns into northern (and urban) 
public spaces in order to be heard. Featherstone (2003) hence describes 
the ‘inter-continental caravan’ of Indian farmers through Europe to pro-
mote their concerns, whilst international farmers’ days of action have 
become a regular feature at meetings of the G20 and the WTO 
(Featherstone, 2008; Routledge and Cumbers, 2009). In presenting this 
alternative discourse outside the compound of the major meeting, the 
social movements have become active participants in the re-articulation 
of the rural. However, the rural vision presented by the protesters is not 
always coherent and internal tensions exist within alliances such as 
Via Campesina over the precise articulation of rural interests and charac-
teristics (Desmarais, 2008). Routledge (2003) accordingly describes 
events such as demonstrations outside summits as ‘convergence spaces’ 
which provide a temporary discursive fi x to enable diverse interests to 
come together around a key set of demands or objectives. Tellingly, though, 
the recruitment of farm unions from the global north to Via Campesina 
remains limited, refl ecting the diffi culty of persuading farmers in 
Australia, Europe or North America that they have shared interests with 
farmers in India or Peru.

CONCLUSION: A RELATIONAL RURAL GEOGRAPHY

At some point during the opening decade of the twenty-fi rst century, the 
global urban population surpassed the global rural population for the fi rst 
time in history. Many countries in Europe and North America have had an 
urban majority population for around a century: Britain crossed the 
threshold in the 1850s, Germany around 1900, France and the United 
States by 1920, Canada in 1931. The global tipping point has come with 
rapid urbanization in Brazil, China and India, and other fast-growing 
countries of the global south. Yet, the population shift does not in itself 
necessarily mean that the rural has been eclipsed, or become irrelevant. 
On the contrary, as this book has demonstrated, the rural continues to be 
central to many of the key issues confronting the world today, and the 
study of rural geographies is arguably as important as ever.
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However, the demands placed on rural space by concerns such as food 
security and protecting biodiversity are not necessarily complementary, 
and in many cases they challenge or disrupt the settled discursive and 
material geographies of people living in rural communities. For example, 
as this chapter has discussed, rural areas will not only be directly affected 
by climate change, but also potentially have an important role to play in 
building a more sustainable society as a source of renewable energy and 
ecosystem services. Yet, the development of these new functions may 
involve changes to the rural landscape or to established rural practices that 
will offend certain discourses of rurality, as has already been demonstrated 
in opposition to renewable energy projects such as windfarms.

Rural communities are not the passive recipients and victims of changes 
imposed from outside, but have the capacity to mobilize to represent their 
own interests. Indeed, the perceived marginalization of rural interests in 
an increasingly urbanized world has prompted the mobilization of new 
rural social movements that have become a feature of contemporary poli-
tics in both the global north and the global south. The coalescence of 
these groups into transnational alliances has further provided a focal point 
for resistance to neoliberal globalization, taking the struggle over the 
meaning and regulation of rurality to the global stage.

The enduring signifi cance of the rural therefore lies in its relationality. 
The rural is not a pre-determined and discrete geographical territory, and 
neither is it a fantasy of the imagination. Rather, viewed from a relational 
perspective, the rural comprises millions of dynamic meeting-points, 
where different networks, and fl ows and processes are knotted together in 
unique ways (see Chapter 2). These confi gurations are enacted through 
the everyday lives of rural people (and, indeed, the lives of non-human 
rural residents), and they are given meaning by the application of par-
ticular ideas of rurality. The ‘family farm’, for instance, is an entanglement 
of social and economic processes, labour and family relations, cultural 
conventions and landscape practices, that has material form, performed 
expression and discursive symbolism as an icon of rurality.

By implication, we can see that rural change occurs by modifying the 
individual components in rural confi gurations, substituting them for dif-
ferent components, or rearranging existing components in new ways. 
Productivism, for example, modifi ed the components that confi gured the 
family farm, transforming them into something that might retain elements 
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of the family farm, but which is now materially very different to the dis-
cursive ideal (see Chapter 3). More broadly, rural restructuring has affected 
substitutions that have brought rural confi gurations closer in form and 
character to the confi gurations that constitute urban space and society, yet 
this process has not replicated urban forms within the countryside, but has 
given rise to new hybrid articulations of the twenty-fi rst century rural.

The dynamism of the contemporary rural has inevitably produced ten-
sions and confl icts that are expressions of the relational politics of the 
rural. Following Amin (2004), we can identify both a politics of propinquity, 
in which the juxtaposition of competing demands on the rural produces 
friction (for example, between ideas of environmental conservation and 
respect for traditional rural cultures), and a politics of connectivity, in which 
the integration of rural places into wider social, economic and political 
systems exposes them to the effects of distant events and decisions (for 
example, the impact of a trade agreement on the viability of an individual 
farm). Investigating these relational politics is a key challenge for rural 
geographers and has implications for the way in which rural geography 
is practised.

Exploring the relationality of the rural requires examination of each of 
the three points in Halfacree’s (2006) three-fold model of rural space (see 
Chapter 1). The portal of ‘rural locality’ allows us to glimpse the structural 
patterns produced by confi gurations of larger social and economic proc-
esses; the portal of ‘representations of the rural’ provides sight of the 
discursive meanings applied to the rural in relation to the wider world; 
and the portal of the ‘everyday lives of the rural’ illuminates the routine 
enactment of a relational rural by individuals whose mobility is not con-
strained to rural space. These perspectives each draw on different concep-
tual and methodological tools within the rural geographer’s toolbox. 
Political-economy analysis remains important for understanding the 
structuring of rural localities; the theory of social construction and tech-
niques of discourse analysis enable study of representations of the rural; 
and the developing body of performance research in rural geography 
engages with the everyday lives of the rural. As such, the trajectory of 
conceptual and methodological developments in rural geography over 
the last 30 years can be regarded as an accumulation of capacity, rather 
than as a series of sharp changes in direction.

At the same time, a relational rural geography will expand the bound-
aries of rural research and lead rural geographers into new associations. 
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Recognition of the global inter-connection and inter-dependency of rural 
places points to a dismantling of the separation between rural research on 
the global north and rural research on the global south, and the promo-
tion of more transnational research. Similarly, there is scope for collabora-
tion between rural geographers and urban geographers, and for studies 
combining rural and urban research, in teasing out the messy entangle-
ments of the rural and the urban. Finally, as rural places are composed of 
both human and non-human actants, and are subject to both human and 
non-human agency, new insights may be gained through engaging with 
natural and physical scientists in truly inter-disciplinary research (see 
Lowe and Phillipson, 2006).

The rural is, and always has been, a dynamic and diverse space, made 
elusive by its relationality. The idea of the rural has had a powerful reso-
nance throughout history, and has attracted, inspired and confounded 
geographers in equal measure. As Murdoch (2003) noted, there is no 
single vantage point from which the whole of the rural can be observed. 
Our studies give only partial glimpses. Yet, it is this complexity of the 
rural that makes the study of rural geography challenging and exciting, 
and we have much still to explore.

FURTHER READING

Further discussion of globalization and the reconstitution of rural places 
within an emergent ‘global countryside’ can be found in my paper, 
‘Engaging the Global Countryside’ published in Progress in Human Geography 
(Woods, 2007). As noted, there are relatively few locality-based studies of 
the impact of globalization on rural communities, but some examples 
include Anthony Bebbington’s discussion of the ‘globalized Andes’ in 
Ecumene (now Cultural Geographies) in 2001, Echánove’s analysis of a 
Mexican rural community in Tidjschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografi e 
(2005), and my article on Queenstown, New Zealand, in Geojournal 
(Woods, 2010c). The adaptation of European settlers to environmental 
conditions in rural New Zealand is discussed by Peter Holland and Bill 
Mooney in New Zealand Geographer (2006). Other dimensions of the risky 
co-constitutiveness of the rural are explored further by Margaret Alston 
on gendered experiences of drought in Australia (Sociologia Ruralis, 2006) 
and by Hallie Eakin and Kirsten Appendini on managing fl ood risk in 
Mexico (Agriculture and Human Values, 2008). Analyses of rural livelihood 
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adaptation to climate change have been conducted in Senegal by Ole 
Mertz et al. (Environmental Management, 2009) and in Mozambique by Henny 
Osbahr et al. (Geoforum, 2008). Pablo Gutman’s argument that ecosystem 
services can form the basis of a new rural–urban compact can be found 
in Ecological Economics (2007). A special issue of the Journal of Rural Studies in 
2008 (volume 24, issue 2) provides further discussion of rural social 
movements, including an overview introduction (Woods, 2008c), an 
exam     ination  of   Via Campesina by Annette Desmarais, and  Scott  Prudham’s 
account of the community response to globalist forestry in Youbou, 
Canada. Good collections on rural social movements in the global south 
have been edited by Borras, Edelman and Kay (Transnational Agrarian Movements, 
2008) and by Moyo and Yeros (Reclaiming the Land, 2005). Hannah Wittman’s 
paper in the Journal of Rural Studies (2009) and Wendy Wolford’s article in the 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers (2004) provide more detailed 
studies of the landless workers movement (MST) in Brazil.
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