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Preface

The social history of rural America is a story of continuing transition. The sociology
of rural life was once focused almost exclusively on agriculture—long the
predominant rural occupation and the preoccupation of individuals concerned with
rural life. But, no more; the farm population has declined drastically both in total
numbers and as a proportion of the total rural population, to be replaced by a much
more heterogeneous mixture of occupations and lifestyles. The social fabrie of rural
communities and the biological and physical environments are undergoing
substantial adjustments as the new population blends with longtime rural residents.
This book attempts to capture the general flavor and some of the specific attributes
of the emerging rural society in its changing environmental setting.

The major goals of this text are (1) to offer a description of the contemporary
status of rural society, (2) to develop an environmental perspective from which to
examine social issues in rural regions, (3) to examine the more profound and
possibly enduring impacts which are occuring, (4) to suggest specific procedures
which may assist the satisfactory resolution of major issues while productively
dealing with profound impacts, and finally (5) to reflectively consider what the
future might hold if public policies and procedures can effectively respond to
contemporary and emerging social and environmental opportunities.

The Basis for a New Analysis of Rural Society and Environment

For the first time in recent decades population is growing more rapidly in rural
regions than in urban centers. Disenchantment with the distasteful elements of
urban life (crowding, air pollution, water pollution, noise, crime, etc.) is apparently
decreasing migration to the cities and causing rural places to have greater appeal.
Business and industry are decentralizing, and rural natural resources are in greater
demand than ever before. Rural recreation and second-home developments are
burgeoning. The collective effects of these (and other) changes lead to increased job
opportunities for people who want to enjoy the presumed special values of rural
living. However, national statistics reveal that the social conditions in rural regions
are much worse than in urban environments. Poverty is more prevalent; medical
care is poorer; the minority groups are more deprived; housing is less adequate;
public transportation is sparse; public services are less available; and rural values
are more traditional than in urban settings.

What happens, then, when migrants from urban areas begin to enter rural
communities in large numbers, particularly when many of those communities are
largely unprepared for major social adjustments? There is no easy answer to such a
question. But solutions are more likely to be discovered if local people, and those
individuals from outside who might try to help, have a reasonably clear
understanding of existing and potential consequences. For example, the population
influx will put increased pressure on a sometimes fragile rural environment. If
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XX PREFACE

adequate caution is not exercised, the environment will deteriorate—gradually
destroying the life-sustaining resources.

But not all rural communities will grow. Some will continue to decline, while
others will remain stable. These circumstances must also be understood—and actions
taken to alleviate stresses on the human population and the environmental setting.
Although agriculture and other resource-based activities may have declined as
components of rural productivity, they continue to be dominant in some regions and
remain important as components of the rural system.

Research and disciplined observation have illuminated the processes and events
in rural society, adding incrementally to the knowledge base. Numerous articles,
books, and other knowledge-dissemination media are available as references for
study and enlightenment. However, it is our judgment that none of these have
attempted a reasonably comprehensive treatment of rural society interacting with
the biophysical environment—particularly in the context of increasing pressure on
finite and threatened natural resources.

Special Features

The interrelatedness between human activity and the biophysical environment is the
key theme throughout this book. Social phenomena are examined as they interact
with, and depend upon, their environmental circumstances. In turn, the environment
is examined as it is impacted and changed by human activity. Particular attention,
of course, is focused on the interaction between rural society and the biophysical
environment. This book is thus intended to be a contribution not only to rural
sociology, but also to the new field of environmental sociology—a field characterized
by its concern with interactions between social phenomena and the biophysical
environment. The examination of societal-environmental interactions draws heavily
from the environmental sociology perspectives emphasized by our Washington

State University colleagues William R. Catton, Jr., and Riley E. Dunlap (note the
references to their work in several parts of the volume, but particularly in

Chapter 2).

The traditional content of rural sociology books is also covered, although not in
the detail nor in the manner of many recent volumes. Basic sociological concepts are
included, but in Appendix A rather than in the main text—under the assumption
that many students and other readers might already have been introduced to the
discipline of sociology. Appendix A will provide a concise review for those who might
have become “rusty”! Basic social institutions are treated in considerable detail, but
in the context of important rural issues rather than as separate descriptive chapters.
For example, the rural family is discussed as a unit within the rural community, as
part of the rural heritage, as a part of certain disadvantaged segments of society,
and as the subject of impacts when community growth occurs—but we make no
effort to discuss the details of the family as a social institution.

The later chapters focus on mechanisms for dealing with new opportunities or
critical problems. We assume that adaptation or adjustment of rural social
organization is essential to effective management of the new social and
environmental realities. Despite the huge array of problems confronting rural
regions, we take an optimistic stance; if local people and public institutions will
learn enough about the critical issues, and learn to use the processes, tools, and
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PREFACE xxi

other available resources, rural society and environment will be a happy setting for
realization of human and environmental values. Appendix B provides an overview of
the contributions of sociology to improving the conditions of our rural society and
environment.

The ideas for study or first-hand learning at the end of each chapter serve in
part as our summary of the key questions needing answers and the projects or
activities which are likely to generate dependable and insightful answers. In a
similar vein, the Glossary offers a selected set of definitions which should help to
sharpen understanding of the language that we consider important as a tool for
conversing about social and environmental dimensions of rural regions.

Potential Readers

The book is intended for students from a wide variety of disciplines—whether the
students are enrolled in college or university classes, or are independent scholars
undertaking an informal quest for understanding. For example, individuals involved
with agriculture, forestry, mining, fish production, energy production, water
management, or other fields of activity involving use of natural resources will need
an understanding of the interactions of rural society and environment as a basis for
appreciating the role of their own field of interest. Many individuals focusing on
economics, sociology, political science, government, geography, engineering,
architecture, health care, law, business, social work, and many other fields will do
much of their professional work in rural areas and should benefit from knowledge
about the environmental context of their work.

Government officials with responsibilities for rural regions could also benefit
from the information and perspectives offered in these pages. Academic faculty from
each of the fields described above should do better work based on updated knowledge
about rural regions, as they guide students in preparing for professional activity or
as they undertake research. Similarly, professionals already at work in rural places,
such as educators, clergy, agency staff, health providers, and social service workers,
should find this volume timely and illuminating as they work to fulfill their
leadership roles.

Credit Is Due

The authors take full, and equal, credit for the objectives, organization, and content
of our work. We also accept full responsibility for the errors and omissions which our
colleagues will undoubtedly discover! However, no volume of this sort is ever
produced without valuable input from a wide array of friends, colleagues, and other
authors. As noted earlier in this preface, the environmental sociology perspective
draws substantially from the work of Riley E. Dunlap (who also contributed many
helpful suggestions for improving the manuscript) and William R. Catton. Don A.
Dillman provided support and inspiration throughout the project, and his work
contributes directly to much of the introductory material, particularly Chapters 1
and 4. The review of social impact assessment in Chapter 11 benefited mightily from
the work of a WSU colleague, William Freudenburg. Finally, much of the
interpretation and projection of population changes in rural areas was based on
discussions and research results provided by John Wardwell, also a WSU colleague.
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We deliberately solicited suggestions from a great many individuals, some of
whose names are beyond recall after three years of constant conversation and
correspondence about this effort. However, we do recognize (and recall) the very
helpful contributions from the following individuals, who took special time from
busy schedules to talk, read, recommend, review, or prepare materials:

Carlos Arias, Alvin Bertrand, Therrel Black, Gordon Bultena, William R.
Burch, Jr., Francis Byrnes, Harold Capener, Eleanor Cebotarev, Matt Clark, James
Copp, Milton Coughenour, Bill Culwell, John Dunkelberger, Eugene Erickson,
Thomas Ford, Glenn Fuguitt, Gene Havens, Daryl Hobbs, Eric Hoiberg, Robert
Howell, Clark Knowlton, Millie Konan, Carl Kraenzel, Gary Lee, Roger Logan,
Davis McEntire, Maurice McLeod, Edward Moe, Edgar Nesman, Joe O’Leary,
Meredith Pfaff, Christopher Sower, George Stankey, Lee Taylor, Al Tramposh, and
Maurice Voland.

Special thanks and appreciation are extended to our highly supportive, patient,
and helpful administrators: Roderick Sprague, Head, Sociology/Anthropology,
University of Idaho; Richard Shermerhorn, Chairperson, Agricultural Economics and
Applied Statistics, University of Idaho; Don Dillman, Chairperson, Rural Sociology,
Washington State University; Irving Tallman, former Chairperson, Sociology,
Washington State University; Richard Hagood, Administrator, Partnership for Rural
Improvement, Washington State University; H. H. Cheng, former Chairperson,
Environmental Science and Regional Planning, Washington State University.

The final manuscript was typed commendably by Bonnie Milligan. Her patience
in producing beautiful working material from rough copy is gratefully
acknowledged. Appreciation is also extended to Marti Devine for her assistance in
securing the required permissions for the use of reprinted material and to Sue
Wilson for many kinds of assistance while the manuscript was in preparation.

John E. Carlson
Marie L. Lassey
William R. Lassey
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