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5 October 1978

Professor Harold F. Kaufman
Departnent of Sociology
Mississippi State University
State College, Mississippi 39762

Desr Harold,
These are some papers that might interest you. I'd asppreciate
your comments on them, The later one is really not finished, so

please judge accordingly. -

Sincerely,

Archibald €. Heller
Professor
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A0, Haller
31 August 1978
San Francisco
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Rural Sociology in the Late 20°% Century

Reading the Journal Rural Sociology for the last few years and

reflecting upon the topics of many of the papers at this the 1978 annual
meeting of the Rural Sociological Society ( 28S), one cannot escape the
thought that members of this Society are passing through snother of the
periods of soul searching that occasiorally turn cur interest inward.

The questions that are being raised are perhaps more numerous and divefse
than they have been in the past. And, if they are not more articulately
stated, at least they are more publicly presented.

The Crisis of the 1950's

In the mid-50's, there was another such period, as I recall. By
the end of the 50's, . Arnold Anderson's searing review (1959) of rural
gociology seemed to fell on deaf ears, as did Philip Olson's ( ) a
short time later. Yel it was not that rural'sociologists were deaf, but
that they elected not to respond directly; No one bothered to answer.
This is not really surprising. They helieved that the problem was not
in the theory, but in the organizationsl underpinning. In fact, the

social system of the field had already been rebuilt, and a new research

-emphasis was already in full swing. A check of the records will show that

about 1958 or 1959, the membership level hit the bottom of a trough.
About the same time, serious nggotiations were carried on with the Ameri-
can Sociological Association (ASA), exploring the possiﬁility of merger.
The RSS dropped the idea when the ASA insisted on exélusive control of

the journal Rural Sociology. At the same time, considerable thought was
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given to dropping the word "rural" from the names of both the Society
and the journal. This idea died, too. As suddenly as it came on. the
period of self-dcubt ended.

It ended, I think, partly because a nuwber of the members of this
Society took matters into their own hands, intent upon rebuilding the
rural sociological enterprise and because certain research done by rural
sociologists gained the attention of two nearby systems - the Colleges of
Agriculture and the general sociological commnity. In essays &8 far apart
as that of the American, C.P. Loomis, and of the Brazilian, Maria I%(l%ara
Pereira de Queroz, American rurel sociology became identified with the
regsearch on the diffusion of economically rational farm technology. Not
that this was an especially new line of research. Indeed, much of the
key work had already been done in the 1940's and 1950's., The rural
sociological agricultural diffusion researchers and the general socio-
logical medical diffusion researchers discussed each other's work as
early as 1952, at the ASA meetings at the Upiversity of Illinois, But
it takes -awhile for important new informatlon to spread, and the reviv-
ing impact 6f this line of research was not widely felt for nearly a
decade.

Optimism in the 1960's

In any case, the creative research carried out by the diffusion
groups came to provide the main Justification for continuing the rural
socioclogical enterprise during the 1960's. In this it was aided by ef-
forts to reorganize the most important activity of the Soclety and its
Journal, When it became clear that the ASA wished to control -the jour-
nal, & series of policy changes were ingtituted to improve it. The two

roles of Editor and Managing Editor, once held by different people in




different universities, were merged into one. The Society then, for
the first time, put up e small budget to help pay for the services of
an editorial sgsistant. A full-fledged review board was also estab-
lighed. With the changes approved, the journal moved to Michigan State
University, where for five years, Sheldon Lowry and Nancy Hammond, with
the active su port of MSU's Department of Sociclogy, gave it the lov-

ing care a first-~rate Journal requires, unencumbered by the £eame35]3rcv;ﬂuﬂ

avkward division of labor. The journal attracted meny fine research

articles, and thereby improved its salready good reputation., Also,
when the membership fell to its low point (of around 425, as I recall)
in the late 50's, a broad membershkip drive was begun. New money flowed

in to support the Soeciety and its journal.

Note that the rebuilding of the Society rested upon its research

and its.perio&icai. The Jjourmnal Rursl Socioclogy was at the center of

attention and it was devoted to publishing good research conducted by
sociologists interested in the isolated people of sparsely populated
areas. So the field's growing reputation, which was fostered by the work
in d&iffusion, was backed up by a reputable journel.

Yet new supportive developments were already appearing. Rursal
sociology was swepb up in and supported by ancther pair of phencmena.
The first was a renewed sengse of the field's gcientific and soeial
mission. The other was the rising conviction of statesmen and scholars
that many of the world's denger spots lsy out in the countryside. To
understand this, we must go back to 1960 or so. By 1960, almost the
whole field of sociology seemed fascineted by what might be called the
"urban-future imege" - the view that sociological research should be

devoted to describing the world of the future, and that this world was



to be urban, with life styles, amenities, and problems like those of
New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles. A few, including some rural sociol-
ogists, thought that this world view was foolish at best, and pernicious

at worst. I distinetly recall a series of discussions in which the urban-

future imsge was considered, and, by some, rejected. —

Some scciologists (the

writer among them), became convinced that for the good of sociology, and
s et i oy

for the benefit of the rursal people who were then beingdignored)-

- rural sociology should receive renewed attention.

To what was the attention to be directed? Research, of course.
Research dccumenting life-styles and théir changes. Research on the
changing forms of contact between the urban concentration and the sur-
rounding rural pecples. Research on social structure and its changes
as cortinuously emerging rural and urban siructures came into contact
vwith each other. Resesrch to identify and explicate the new socio-
logical concepts, and to test the newly generated hypotheses, needed to
provide explanations of the behavior of people implicated in the vast
reorientations of life which were going on. Researéh, that is, thet
improves the conceptual spparatus of sociology.

But not only basic research. Research, too, to make the new
ingights of sociology available to help ameliorate the difficult 1life
circumstances experienced by rural people.

Eoth of the above required publication, and while there were




other outlets for the research work of rural sociologists, the jour-

ral Rural Sociclogy was the main onq._

The second spur to rural sociology came from the ocutside, One
part was international; another was purely internal. ¥or the inter-
netional aspect, suddenly in the early 1960's, Western statesmen, poli-
ticians, and thinkers began to realize that the great revolutions of the
recent past had been born in the backlands. Marx expected the social
revolutions to be made by urban industrial workers, He despised the

"idiocy" of rural life. But Marx nothwithstanding, both Chine's and

Cuba's rural populations mounted successful revolutions. France's colo-

nial wars in Algeris and Indo-China alsc were seen as rural revolutions.

So, in the early 1960's, Western governments began to release money for
sociological studies involving rural people. Two well-known examples
are Project Camelot and Alex Inkeles' long term research on psychologi-
cal modernization. But there were many, many others which were less

spectacular.

The internal parit concerned the plight of rural minorities:
blacks, chicanos, native Americans, and Appalachian whites. The social
concerns of the 1960's provided moral and monetary support for research
on the disadvantaged ethnie groups with deep rural roots.

During the 1960's the prestige of rural sociology seems to have
‘increased quite dramatically. This happened for the reasons reviewed -

Specidriclly ot hayppomed
sbove, A }_because of the creative research conducted by

the diffusionists; because the journal was unambiguously devoted to
publishing quantitative research which was credible precisely because
its readers could see for themselves that the researchers and their

referees were evaluating ideas by the most rigorous methods available;
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and, because practical people, both defenders of the Western status quo
and critiecs of society, hed become aware of the need for dependable in-
formation on rural people.

By the end of the 1960's, there was no doubt in the minds of the
rural sociclogists that sociological research on rural people was needed
badly to improve soclclogical thinking. and to help rural people, and that
the rural scociological community was in a good position to conduct the

] ) e it g vieww
research. Here, it must be said that thehpeaaéaen had both strengths and
weaknesses. On the positive side, person for person, rural sociclogists
did have a clearer view of the problems and potentials of rural people
than cthers did, and their published research always was done with care.
In the old dilemnas of sociology -~ to hereld the profound but unproven, or
to agsert the true but trivial - the rural sociclogists of the era came
out on the side of the angels: they were working on questions of im-
portance to sociology and to rural people, and their results were de-
pendable. On the negative side, there were really only a few institu-
tionglized bases of rursl sociololcgl research and relatively few such
researchers. Also on the negative sgide, & great deal of trained research
manpover had been siphoned off into extension asctivities which might have

Rured ro cco/o%‘dﬁ

been done Just as well, or better, by non—sociologists.’\iE were strong
becausek‘ had a clear vigion of what needed to be done, becaﬁsenné"rre—
search was done well, and becausegwe had the support of outside groups.
W were weak in that only a few individuals and institutions were pre-

pared to carry out the research that needed to be done.

Doubt in the 1970's

Several things have happened during the 1970's which initiated a

reevaluation of rural sociology's promise. First, by the mid-1960's,




research on the adoption of new farm technology by individual farmers

“had just about run its course. It seems odd that this work was not con-

tinued at a different level, focussing on systems of technology and on
organizational adopters. But 1t did not, Instead, most of the dif-
fusion researchers turned to other topics. So, the scientific mainstay
of the 50's and eerly 60's disappeared. Second, by the time the United
States decided to stop fighting in Vietnam, the non-socislist poor coun-
trieg of greatest interest to the West seemed to have brought most of
their guerrillas groups under control. American politicians and states-
men lost interest in rural people sbroad. Third, once attention had
been called to the fact of extreme poveriy emong ethno-racial groupg of
recent rural origins - the blacks, chicanos, native Americans, and
Appalachians - other groups took over the many jobs designed to work
with them. Rural sociology's prophetic role regarding America's rural
poor was ended, and only a few rural sociologists actually involved
themselves in new research regarding them., Fourth, with the rising
chorus of criticism regarding pollution of the air, esrth, and water,
and regarding inequslity and exploitation, many rural sociclogists
turned their energies - but not much of their research - to what they
saw as the agricultural esteblishment's sbuse of workers and consumers,
They quite correctly noted that the rural sociologists had not devoted
mueh research effort to farming as such. Unlike their predecessors, who
studied other facts of rurasl life while taeking farming for granted, the
new vave felt this to be & serious omissionJQ?So, in the 1960's, many
of rural sociology's publics found the field to be promising and useful.

As the historical circumstances changed, these publics lost interest in

rural sociology; and YWl new publics, and with them, newly emerging groups
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of rural sociologists, came into being and found the field wanting in

the areas of their own greatest interest.

Research in the 19T70's

But it is not true that rural scciological resesrch has withered.

Just lock et the CSRS figures., From 1970 to 1976 the dollar outlays for

the field grew by 275 percent, from $1.2 million to $3.3 million (Moe,

1978) a figure far exceeding the inflation rate. During the same period,
the number of CSRS projects grew from 362 to 470, and the scientist years
from 91.8 to 13L4.4 (Moe 1978). More important than the bare "effort
statisties" are other data pertaining to the quality of rural sociological
research. The objectives of the field are to develop more effective sociow-

logical concepts and methods through research on rural life and to serve

rural people by making appropriate concepts and evidence available to
those who work directly with rural people. Obviously the former requires
publication in tasic sociological journsals, and the latter implies pub-
lication in applied sociological journals. In 1971, the Rural Sociology
Panel of the NRC/NAS Committee advisory to the USDA published 10-year

figures on publications in the American Sociclogical Review, American

Journal of Sociology, Rural Sociology, and Social Forces (1961-1970 or

1971). The panel found that rural sociologists published almost no basic

g oMo
(pracikd & O "0 2ion)
ey in-

J Frvet torvansd CIRS repurtde
clude the 1976 publications for all CSRS projects in social science. I

selected those that could be identified as rural sociology (those con-
ducted by socioclogists in an agricultural college program in sociology
or by known rural sociologists employed in other agriculiural progrems).

1o heaes Fons logeird bese swibs JUrn
In 1976 alone there were five swsi articles, By that index, the

Ag(ggnaigyi.
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production of basic research contributions of rural sociolog%hwas much

higher in 1976 than in the 1960-1970 period. If we suppose that articles

in Rural Scciclogy comprise satisfactory samples, we can mske a similar

comparison. For the former decade, the annual rate was 9.b RS articles

apparently based at least in part on USPA funds. In 1976, the rate was

13. Again, it is up a bit. All in all, it would appear that rural
gociology's contributions to basic sociology and rursl scciology have
gone up.

While comparable information from the earlier period is not availe
gble, other publication data from 1976 sre enlightening. A count was
made of all print publications reported by CSRS projects for 1976. As
I count them, 269 projects were reported and from them 154 printed works
(excluding all mimeographed pieces and theses) were published. Of these,
70 would be classified as "fugitive" by most libraries, because librarians
find it hard to make them available to scholars. (These include all the
extension circulars and experimentel station bulletins.) The other 84
were articles, essays, or bocks which are catalogued in standard ways.
Thus, on the average, these 1976 projects produced non~fugitive publica-
tions at the rate of about one every three years (.31/project/year), or
some kind of printed work at the rate of .57 publications/project for the
year.

The outlets in which they appeared were also noted and classified,
The variety is as impressive as the numbers, 1. Non-fugitive Literature.
- Journals in Basic Sociological Research: 9 articles in 5 journals

(American Journal of Sociology, American Sociological Review, Sociological

Quarterly, Annali di Sociologia,‘Internatioﬁal Journal of Contemporary

Sociology, Internationel Review of Modern So‘ciology),-. Journals in
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Applied Sociological Research: 2k articles in 8 journals (Demography,

Journal of Comparative Family Studies, Journal of 'Marriage and the

Family, Public Opinion Quarterly, Rural Sociology, Sociclogy of Fd-

ucation, Sociologis Ruralis, Sociology of Work and Occupa‘tion), _.

Jourunals of Basic Research in Other Behavioral Sciences: L articles in

3 Journals (Administrative Science Querterly, Educationsal and Psyecho-

logical Plscement, Journal of Personality and Social P_sychologz_).-.

Journals in Other Applied Fields: 26 articles in 21 journals. —
Unclasgified Journals: 5 articles in 5 journsls. — Books, Contine
uous Narrative: 2. [ Bocks. Edited Compilations: 5. ‘ Books,
Bibliographies: 1. - U.S. Census Bureau Publications: 6. . Fugi-
tive Literature (State In~house Journsls, bulletins, circulars): TO.

All this adds up to a small, but not unimpressive, set of articles
in basic behavioral journels, and a surprising outpouring in applied out-
lets, Of these, I am familiar with the editorial practices of 15, which
together published 36 of the articles. Esch of these journals normally
requires regular peer-refereeing for each article considered for possible
publication. So, at minimum, a rather large percentage (36/84=h2%) were
passed 'by peer referees. ©Since peer refereeing is generslly considered to
be the best guide to the originality and usefulness of the information
contained in the paper, it is reasonsble to conclude that the USDA-backed
rural gociology projects of 1976 rather frequently vroduced genuinely new
contributions to knowledge. All in all, this seems to indicate that re-
search by rural sociologists is improving. Indeed, the research is better
thar I would have thought, and is surely better than it was a decade ago.

The crisis of the 1980's

What is the fuss all sbout? 1Is anything speeidal wrong with the
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research in the field? I think there are several such problems. 1)
Less than 3% of the printed publications from CSRS projects or less
than 2% of all the publications from all projects were published in
basic sociological journals (one or two percentage points more if all
basic behaviorsl science journals are included}. The effort devoted to
baslc contributions to knowledge still appears to be quite small. It is
well-known that the pay-offs to investment in the basic sclences related
to agriculture are very high: $50 output to $1 input (Evenyson 1978). Ru-
ral sociologists would surely make a greater Impact 1f they were to dou-
: Cmideast baisi
ble, triple, or even quadruple their efforts to lndvee=ms; research.
2) The current criticism of the field, that it neglects the sociology
of farming, seems velid. One searches in vain for a good article de-
seribing the work roles of farmers, and slmost in vain for works de-
scribing farm workers'! class situation of the social crganization of
sgricultural enterprises. 3) Rural sociological research publication is
probably concentrated too much in one place. For example, by my count,
during its whole 42-year history (from 1935 to 1977) there were 15 write
ers who authored or co-authored 100 or more pages in the journal Rural
Sociology. Of these 15, ten are still active researchers; the others
are decessed or retired. BSeven of the ten who are now active are deeply
involved with but one university, either as its faculty members, or its
Ph.D.'s, or both. These seven individuals aversge 162 pages per person.
The other three active writers average 13T pages each, while the now-
inactive average 124 pages. Those from the most productive school are
also individually the most productive. More: during the last 12 years
the seven who are connected with this one research-oriented university

- increased their level of output; and finally, they are a few years




-10.

younger than the others.

Better data on Rural Sociology's research contribution probebly
could be collected, but they simpl%y'would tell the same story in a dif-
ferent way. For example, the same university dominates rural sociologi-
cal publication in the ASR and the ASJ, and some other journals as well,

I suppose that some may think this is another exemple of the in-
efghlity of rewards. If so, they would be misteken. The resl issue con-

produciFria
cerns the concentration of ideas, not of rewards. Ahdepartment tends to
have a characteristic style of research, of concepts, and of reasoning.
Because the journal literature is the main public outlet for new ideas,
it follows that the new concepts of rural sociology disproportionately
originate from just one research center. Since its program stresses re-—
gearch on rural demography, sccisl stratification, and sccial psychology,
with a strong preference for multivariate analysis of survey research dsta
by which to test hypotheses, these are the characteristics most notably
displayed by the research literature in rural sociclogy. It cculd be
grgued that within the rural soeciclogical enterprise theoretical dia-
logue 1s made difficult by the lack of any serious alternstive to the
thought style of the rural sociclogist of this one university.

In my opinion, this is the most crucial problem in the field
today - the lack of significant dialogue. If so, what can be done
about 1it? One might Jump to the conclusion that editorial policies
should be changed in order to make it easier to publish work from oth-
er centers. But this would be unwise; the scolution is not to drop the

shamdonda, 0 i s pvo frema b
presentg, but rather to encourage the building NI strong,

productive scholars, whose analyses can, on their own merits, enter

into serious intellectual competition with the current dominant line of
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analysis. There is reason to hope that over & decade or two this might
be done. Here and there, & few productive and creative sociologists are
working on rural questions from other perspectives. As yet these per-
spectives, qﬂ? the validity criteria to which they adhere, are not en-
tirely clear. I believe that the development of one or more serious com-—
peting thought traditions is the most important and difficult challenge
confronting rural sociolegy today. A meaningful dialogue would enrich the
thought of all of us, and one party to it is already well-established. But
it will be extremely difficult to build others, Powerful thought tradi-
tions s&are woven intricately, and they invoive a number of abstract con-
cepts {each of which has a reasonably clear referent), a set of actual of®
implicit relationships or hypotheses, and a set of credible criteria of
validity. These elements require mach time and effort to elaborate and
put together., But like increasing‘aur basic research effort as a whole,
the psy-offs to be gained from a fully-engaged dialogue between powerful,
but competing thought systems could be great indeed. The real challenge
to the rural sociological enterprise is to put together one or two seri-
(Pmder ol

ousk- to the prevailing thought system. Research systems, like
Rome, are not built in a day. A great deal of effort - even travail and
deep frustration - will be experienced by any group - brave enocugh
to try it. But a group that tries for a decade or two ~ writing, pub-
lishing, analyzing, hiring people with generally new ideas, discouraging
those who lack them -~ will, I think, be pleasantly surprised with the
intellectual and practical results it achieves.

In a few words, the present erisis is due partly to change in what
others look for from us, to changes in what we want &f ourselves, snd

to the rise of a single, dominant line of thought. It is nct due to a
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weakening of gtandards, or a reduction in effort, or a slackening of
contribution to bagic research., While all the laitter could stand fur~
ther-improvement, the fact is that they are improving already., The
basic challenge to the rural sociocloglical enterprise is to build seri-
ous new thought systems, which in interaction with the one already in
existence, can give us more penetrating, yet more comprehensive, anal-
yses, A related challenge is to double or redouble our contribution to
basic research. If these ends can be accomplished in a couple of de-
cades or so, we shall witness an ever-increasing contribution of rural
Fhowaid
sociological regearch to the ésystem, of sociology as s whole,
simultaneously with an inerease in the availability of powerful concepts
that people of practical affairs may use to @ffect improvements in rural

life here and abroad.




