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Abstract: A number of commentaries and articles have been published in recent years reflecting 
on the nature, history and practice of rural geography. The introspective mood follows a period in 
which rural geography has been widely considered to have been resurgent, but indicates concerns 
about the unevenness of progress in rural geography, and about the readiness of the subdiscipline 
to address new challenges. This article, the first of three progress reports on rural geography, 
focuses on attempts within these interventions to rethink the boundaries of rural geography and 
its connections with other fields of study. First, it examines renewed debates on the definition 
and delimitation of the rural, including efforts to rematerialize the rural. Second, it considers the 
rejuvenation of work on rural–urban linkages, including concepts of city regions, exurbanization 
and rurbanity. Third, it discusses the interdisciplinary engagement of rural geographers, including 
collaboration with physical and natural scientists.
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I Introduction
There is something of an introspective mood 
in rural geography at present. A steady 
trickle of articles have appeared over the 
last few years, variously charting the his-
torical development of rural geography as 
a subdiscipline in Britain (Lowe and Ward, 
2007) and the United States (Duram and 
Archer, 2003; Forbes and Katkins, 2003), 
reflecting on the uneven adoption of crit-
ically engaged and theoretically informed 
perspectives between rural geographers in 
different countries (Madsen and Adriansen, 
2006; Kurtz and Craig, 2009), and offering 

thoughts on the future epistemological de-
velopment of rural studies (Cloke, 2006; 
Marsden, 2006).

To the casual observer, the timing of this 
bout of introspection might be considered 
curious. Rural geography appears to be as 
strong as ever. Cloke et al., in the preface to 
the Handbook of rural studies, note the upsurge 
in rural theorization and conceptualization 
experienced since the 1970s and argue 
that rurality ‘has been put back on the map 
through a revitalized rural studies’ (Cloke  
et al., 2006: xi). Peter Jackson, in an editorial 
for the journal Urban Geography, goes further, 
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suggesting that ‘once regarded as something 
of an intellectual backwater, rural studies has 
clearly undergone a revival in recent years 
and, if the citation data are to be believed, 
may now be outstripping urban studies in  
terms of academic impact’ (Jackson, 2005: 1).  
Yet, as several commentaries have iden-
tified, engagement with theorization and 
conceptualization in rural geography has 
been more pronounced in some countries, 
such as Britain and New Zealand, than in 
others, including the United States (Madsen 
and Adriansen, 2006; Kurtz and Craig, 
2009; Woods, 2009a; 2009b). The overall 
picture is therefore of a subdiscipline in which 
intellectual progress has been uneven, with 
the circulation of knowledge constrained  
by the continuing parochialism of much rural 
geography research.

Moreover, Marsden (2006) observes that 
the revitalization of rural studies has occurred 
in spite of broader political-economic trends 
that he identifies as ‘conceptual paradoxes’. 
These include the development of ‘more 
intensive and diversified social science 
rural research despite the continual urban 
cosmopolitanism and globalism of advanced 
societies and the ‘urbanization’ of the coun-
tryside’ (Marsden, 2006: 4), and despite the 
application of neoliberal projects within the 
academy that have limited opportunities for 
critical rural research, as well as the iden-
tification by researchers of new paradigms 
of local rural development despite ‘new 
processes of modernity and technology [that] 
are attempting to deny local rural nature and 
communities’ (Marsden, 2006: 5).

Equally, however, Marsden also points to 
the centrality of rural concerns in contem-
porary risk society. Issues such as the global 
production and supply of food, biosecurity, the 
control of energy resources and development 
of renewable energy technologies, and 
responses to climate change, including the 
alleviation of threats from flooding, fire and 
drought, all cast a new focus on the use  
and regulation of rural space and rural com-
modities. These are areas of inquiry to which 

rural geography might legitimately lay claim, 
but they also beg questions about the state of 
readiness of rural geography.

As such, the introspective mood within 
rural geography is recognition that the sub-
discipline is faced by both opportunities and 
challenges that will have consequences for 
both the conduct and the constitution of 
rural geography. Accordingly, interventions 
have in part considered the practice of rural 
geography, including issues of methodology 
and political engagement. I intend to return 
to these questions in next year’s progress 
report. In this report, though, I wish to ad-
dress the implications of current trends for the 
scope of rural geography, understood both in 
terms of its spatial focus (ie, the meaning 
of ‘rural space’), and its interdisciplinary 
boundaries and relations. The report hence 
first examines recent discussions that have 
returned to questions about the definition 
and conceptualization of rural space before 
progressing to review the growing body of 
research on rural–urban interactions and 
the blending of rural and urban space. The 
latter part of the report then explores the 
involvement of rural geography in inter-
disciplinary research, and in connecting with 
other subdisciplines in geography.

II Revisiting rurality
A symptom of the current introspective 
moment in rural geography has been the 
creeping back into discussions of questions 
about the definition and conceptualization of 
rurality. As Cloke (2006) summarizes in the 
Handbook of rural studies, rural geography 
moved during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s 
through three theoretical framings of rurality: 
from a functional perspective that sought to 
fix rural space through the identification of 
its distinctive functional characteristics; to a 
political-economic perspective that attempted 
to position the rural as the product of broader 
social, economic and political processes; to a 
perspective in which rurality is understood as 
socially constructed, such that ‘the importance 
of the ‘rural’ lies in the fascinating world of 

 at UNIV ESTDL PAULISTA DE MESQIT on September 19, 2016phg.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://phg.sagepub.com/


Michael Woods: Rural geography 851

social, cultural and moral values that have 
become associated with rurality, rural spaces 
and rural life’ (Cloke, 2006: 21).

The apparent dominance of this last 
perspective, at least in Anglo-centric rural 
geography, in effect sidelined debates 
around the conceptualization of the rural 
for the past decade, while also stimulating 
a new line of inquiry into the production, 
reproduction and contestation of discourses 
of rurality. Work on this theme continues to 
be prominent within rural geography, with 
recent studies examining the reproduction 
of rural discourses through the news media 
(Hidle et al., 2006; Juska, 2007), children’s 
television (Horton, 2008a; 2008b) and public 
policy (Woods, 2008; Cruickshank, 2009), as 
well as young people’s discourses of rurality 
(Rye, 2006). A key appeal of this approach  
is that it does not constrain the ‘rural’ spa-
tially, yet the deterritorialized rural implied 
by social constructivist perspectives has 
been critiqued for neglecting the material 
dimensions of the rural condition that have a  
real impact on the experiences of people 
living, working and playing in rural space 
(Cloke, 2006).

Attempts at rematerializing the rural have 
come from three directions. The first exam-
ines the material and discursive conditions 
associated with the geographical context 
of rural localities, without suggesting that 
such contextual attributes are characteristic 
functions of rural space or assigning causality 
to the state of ‘being rural’. For example, 
Conradson and Pawson (2009) and Paulgaard 
(2008) examine how the condition of ‘peri-
pherality’ or ‘marginality’ is negotiated with  
respect to economic development and iden-
tity politics in the contexts of west coast  
New Zealand and northern Norway, respec-
tively, while Argent (2008) assesses the 
relationships between population density, 
social interaction patterns and morale in rural 
communities of New South Wales.

The second attempt at rematerialization 
comes from the reassertion of efforts to 
statistically define rurality and categorize 

rural space, in effect returning to a functional 
perspective. The drive for this move is in part 
technological, reflecting the development 
of georeferencing methods in GIS that can 
surmount problems of ecological fallacy 
associated with using larger statistical units 
(Muilu and Rusanen, 2004), but it is also in 
part political. Governments have responded 
to the mobilization of rural interest groups 
in a new ‘politics of the rural’ by seeking 
mechanisms through which they can ‘fix’ 
rural space and ‘objectively’ evaluate rural 
needs (Woods, 2003; 2008), as, for instance, 
in the UK government’s commissioning of a 
new rural definition and area classification 
(Shepherd and Bibby, 2004). However, the 
varying criteria employed in producing rural 
classifications can have major consequences 
for the identification of rural need and the 
delivery of policy programmes, and critics 
have seized on the perceived weaknesses of 
current models to argue for the development 
of new unified definitions for use in both 
policy and research (Bhagat, 2005; Isserman, 
2005; Shambaugh-Miller, 2007). While the 
political potential of refined models of rural 
classification should not be easily dismissed, 
new quantitative definitions have little of 
analytical value to offer rural geography 
research and disregard the conceptual les-
sons of the last 25 years. Moreover, they 
risk closing down the spatial horizons of rural 
geography when the prevailing trend is in 
precisely the opposite direction.

Far more promising for rural geographers 
interested in broadening the horizons of 
the subdiscipline is the third approach to  
rematerializing the rural, which conceptual-
izes the rural as a hybrid and networked 
space. As Cloke (2006) again observes, there 
are at least two conceptual pathways that 
have been marked out for this approach. 
One pathway, outlined by Halfacree 
(2006), also in the Handbook of rural studies,  
draws on Lefebvrian theories of the repre-
sentation of space to present rural space 
as a socially produced set of manifolds, in 
which imaginative, material and practised 
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ruralities are intrinsically and dynamically 
entwined and inscribed in the totality of 
the rural. The other pathway draws on 
actor-network theory and Deleuzian ideas 
to emphasize the rural as a multifaceted and  
co-constituted space, ‘defined by networks in  
which heterogeneous entities are aligned  
in a variety of ways … [that] give rise to 
slightly different countrysides: there is no 
single vantage point from which the panoply 
of rural or countryside relations can be seen’ 
(Murdoch, 2003: 274).

Following on from pioneering work by 
the late Jonathan Murdoch (2003; 2006), 
rural geographers have applied concepts of 
hybridity and networks to investigate the 
co-constitution of rural places by human and 
non-human actants (Cloke and Perkins, 2005; 
Rudy, 2005; Jones, 2006), the significance of 
distance as a ‘hybrid actor’ in rural economies 
(Young, 2006), and the contested hybrid 
reconstitution of rural localities within glob-
alization processes (Woods, 2007). These 
developing perspectives on the hybrid and 
networked rural offer prospects of recover- 
ing the material and social dimensions of 
rurality, complementing the cultural nar-
ratives that have dominated in the past de-
cade. Critically, they also point to a blurring 
of the spatial boundaries of rural geography 
research and to forging interdisciplinary 
connections that can interrogate the ‘more-
than-human’ constitution of the rural.

III Blurring the rural–urban divide
The theoretical innovation of conceptual-
izing the rural as a hybrid or networked 
space has been accompanied by renewed 
interest in the empirical investigation of the 
spatial settings in which rural and urban iden-
tities are most entangled and rural–urban 
distinctions most elusive: small towns in rural 
regions (Powe and Shaw, 2004; Courtney 
et al., 2007); new exurban developments 
(Walker and Fortmann, 2003; Larsen et al., 
2007); peri-urban communities within urban 
commuting fields (Bossuet, 2006); and the 

rural–urban fringe (Mahon, 2007; Qviström, 
2007; Gallent and Andersson, 2007; LeSage 
and Charles, 2008). As recent studies have 
emphasized, such spaces present challenges 
for land-use planning based on the separation 
of town and country (Qviström, 2007; Gallent 
and Andersson, 2007; Masuda and Garvin, 
2008); are the sites of conflicts between rural 
and urban interests (Walker and Fortmann, 
2003; Smithers et al., 2005; Masuda and 
Garvin, 2008); and are arenas in which rural  
and urban identities are negotiated and 
contested (Bossuet, 2006; Mahon, 2007).

Through this work, three models have 
emerged as attempts to describe the context 
of such localities and to explain the dynamics 
of rural and urban forces observed within 
them. First, the concept of ‘city-regions’ has 
been deployed in the examination of peri-
urban and fringe areas, particularly in Europe. 
Developed by urban-economic geographers 
as a means of advancing the stalled localities 
debate by providing a subnational framework 
for investigating the spatial organization of 
the economy, the city-region (CR) is a field  
of spatial interaction focused on the ‘city 
zone’ but extending across adjacent rural 
districts. Thus, proponents argue, ‘when 
placed within the context of a given CR, the 
categories of urban and rural can be con-
sidered in a manner that more adequately 
reflects their inter-relatedness, and this is 
particularly so for labour markets and housing 
markets, as well as for shopping and leisure 
patterns’ (Parr, 2005: 565), such that ‘the 
competitive and complementary aspects 
of urban–rural relations become more 
transparent’ (p. 565).

However, the city-region approach car-
ries risks of addressing rural localities solely 
in terms of their relation to the urban, of 
disregarding any sense of an overarching, 
interregional rural condition, and of margin-
alizing rural concerns within structures 
dominated economically and demograph-
ically by cities. The incorporation of the 
city-region model into policy, including the 
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European Spatial Development Perspective, 
has further amplified these dangers (Hoggart, 
2005). Research that explicitly interrogates 
the role of rural areas within a city-region 
framework is therefore important and wel-
come, such as the recent ‘Urban pressures 
on rural areas’ (NEWRUR) programme in 
Europe. The summary volumes from the 
NEWRUR programme edited by Bertrand 
and Kreibich (2006) and Hoggart (2005) 
highlight the complexity and diversity of peri-
urban areas, identifying the impact of urban 
pressures and processes, but also the limits of 
an urban-centric perspective.

Second, North American rural geograph-
ers have increasingly employed the term 
‘exurbia’ to situate work on communities at 
or beyond the rural–urban fringe. Although 
frequently used loosely to refer to peri-urban 
districts, the term exurban is most helpful 
when specifically applied to rural localities 
that have been transformed by in-migration 
from towns and cities (often for amenity pur-
poses) and associated development. With a 
strong influence from political ecology, much 
work on exurban settings has focused on land-
use change and landscape conflicts (Crump, 
2003; Walker and Fortmann, 2003; Smith 
and Sharp, 2005; Gosnell et al., 2006), as well 
as on social recomposition and adjustment 
(Larsen et al., 2007). Both analyses support 
the positioning of exurban areas as hybrid 
spaces in which rural and urban values, 
cultures and landscapes have become fused. 
As such, the approach complements the 
hybrid perspective on rurality and offers 
a way of capturing the spatially uneven 
outcomes of urban–rural interactions. Yet, 
to date ‘exurbia’ has been largely used as a  
descriptive, positional category and requires 
further development as an analytical concept.

Third, French geographers have argued 
that the much-discussed ‘urbanization’ of 
the countryside is accompanied by a parallel 
‘ruralization’ of the city (Urbain, 2002). In 
part, this argument observes that as forms 
of civic organization and social interaction 

associated with Weberian notions of the 
western city have been adopted in rural set-
tings, so a significant part of contemporary 
urbanity is now practised within rural space, 
producing a condition labelled as l’urbanité 
rurale (Poulle and Gorgeu, 1997). However, 
it also recognizes the preference among 
urban populations for lifestyle experiences 
traditionally associated with rural life, such  
as community solidarity, and attempts to re-
create these in contemporary urban planning. 
For Urbain (2002) and others, exurban mi-
grants who settle in the countryside play a 
critical role in these processes, transgressing 
urban and rural mentalities. As Lacour and 
Puissant (2007) note, a double expectation 
is placed on colonized rural communities 
to simultaneously conform both to urban 
ideals (convenience, centrality, diversity) 
and to rural ideals (community, solidarity, 
tranquillity). The resulting condition of ‘re-
urbanity’, with urban forms and practices 
reinvented and articulated in a range of 
settings, leads according to Lacour and 
Puissant (2007) to the abandonment of 
conventional dichotomies of rural and urban 
and the search for new sociospatial models.

In these ways, rural geographers are re-
thinking the nature of rural–urban interac-
tions and the spaces that are produced. 
On the one hand, the identification of a 
networked space characterized by multiple 
flows and dependencies linking city and 
countryside points towards a collapse of the 
rural-dichotomy (Champion et al., 2003;  
Champion and Hugo, 2004). On the other 
hand, it is clear that the result is not a homo- 
genous extended city, but rather the produc-
tion of new hybrid sociospatial forms that 
blur the rural and the urban yet can exhibit 
a distinctive order and identity (Qviström, 
2007). Moreover, these dynamics impact as 
much on the nature of the contemporary city 
as they do on the contemporary countryside, 
and their further investigation calls for all-
too-rare collaboration between rural and 
urban geographers.
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IV Making connections 
interdisciplinary rural research
Rural geographers have always worked in an 
interdisciplinary environment. As discussed 
by several of the commentaries mentioned  
at the start of this piece, the boundaries 
between rural geography, rural sociology, 
agricultural economics and other cognate  
fields are permeable and vary by national 
context. Lowe and Ward (2007), for ex-
ample, have argued that the comparative 
dynamism of British rural geography reflects 
its positioning at the crux of an interdisciplin-
ary rural studies field as British rural sociology 
and agricultural economics weakened. In the 
United States, by contrast, the disciplinary 
boundaries have remained more solid.

A similar observation can be made about 
the position of rural geography within geog-
raphy as a discipline. Rural geographers form 
a distinctive community, but do not have a 
monopoly over geographical research on rural 
areas. At times of greatest dynamism, the 
rural has always attracted research by cultural 
geographers, social geographers, economic 
geographers, political geographers, political 
ecologists and so on, yet the engagement of 
established ‘rural geographers’ with these 
interventions has also varied. From this per- 
spective, it is interesting to note the amount  
of recent innovative rural research under-
taken by individuals who would probably 
not primarily identify themselves as ‘rural 
geographers’, especially in North America 
(eg, Braun, 2002; P. Walker, 2003; R. 
Walker, 2004; Prudham, 2005; Torres et al.,  
2006; Lawson et al., 2008). Such work has  
great potential significance for rural geog-
raphy, yet the collaborative engagement of 
rural geographers is patchy.

One area where collaborative links have 
been successfully forged is the geography of 
food. Food production has long been a core  
interest of rural geographers, but recent 
work has involved the development of wider 
connections as rural geographers have ex-
panded their horizons beyond agriculture to  
the larger agri-food system. In one direction, 

rural geographers have connected with 
perspectives in economic geography to trace  
agri-food commodity chains, including exam-
ining the impact of globalization and the 
role of policy regimes and of transnational 
corporations (Jackson et al., 2006; Marsden, 
2007; Stringer and Le Heron, 2008; Ward  
et al., 2008). In another, they have connected 
with perspectives in cultural geography to 
link food production and consumption, ex-
ploring consumers’ practices and attitudes 
(Holloway et al., 2007; Clarke et al., 2008; 
Cox et al., 2008; Eden et al., 2008), as well 
as in extending the concept of hybridity 
to analyse processes of food localization 
(Trabalzi, 2007). Both strands of research 
have transgressed the rural–urban dichot-
omy to expose the networks of rural–urban 
co-dependency in the agri-food system, 
articulated for example through initiatives 
such as community supported agriculture 
and farmers’ markets (Jarosz, 2008; Slocum, 
2008; Smithers et al., 2008).

Food research has additionally formed an 
arena in which rural geographers have made 
interdisciplinary connections with physical 
and natural scientists, along with con- 
texts such as sustainable development and 
resource management. The development 
of such linkages reflects broader growing 
interest by rural geographers in the impacts 
of environmental change and of new bio-
technologies (eg, Ferreyra et al., 2008; 
Holloway and Morris, 2008), as well as in  
the ‘more-than-human’ dimensions of the 
hybrid rural (eg, Jones, 2006; Kaljonen, 2006;  
Lulka, 2006).

A key facilitator of interdisciplinary col-
laboration with physical and natural scientists 
has been the Rural Economy and Land Use 
(RELU) programme in Britain. Established in 
2003 and co-funded by three research coun-
cils responsible for the social, natural and 
biological sciences, RELU aims to ‘advance a 
holistic understanding of the major economic, 
social, environmental challenges facing rural 
areas’, holding that ‘the salient challenges 
cut across disciplinary boundaries and that 
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interdisciplinary research is required as a basis 
for sustainable rural development’ (Lowe and 
Phillipson, 2006: 166). Human geography is 
the third-best represented discipline in the 
RELU programme, with around 45 human 
geography researchers involved in projects 
(RELU, 2007). These include studies of the  
links between quality food production and 
biodiversity protection, environmental know-
ledge controversies in flooding and rural land 
management, the lessons of Dutch elm 
disease for threats from sudden oak death, 
and angling and the rural environment.1

V Conclusions
In May 2008 demographers in the United 
States announced that the estimated global 
urban population had exceeded the esti-
mated global rural population for the first 
time. However, in spite of this apparent 
eclipse of the rural, the rural remains central to 
many contemporary geographical concerns. 
Issues such as food security, biosecurity, 
sustainable development and adaptation 
to climate change have provided political 
imperatives for geographical research on rural 
issues, while theoretical interests in hybridity 
and ‘more-than-human geographies’ have 
also led geographers towards rural examples. 
Against this backcloth, if rural geography is 
experiencing an introspective moment, then 
the introspection reflects anxieties about the 
fitness of the subdiscipline to take on this new 
agenda – anxieties about the need to rethink 
established concepts and approaches, about 
the encroachment of non-rural geographers 
doing rural geography and the imperative 
of interdisciplinary research, and about the  
uneven capacity of rural geography in 
different national contexts to engage appro-
priate conceptual tools. This unsettled envir-
onment has provoked discussion about the 
practice of rural geography, its theories 
and its methodologies, as will be examined 
further in the next progress report. Yet, 
such anxieties need to be overcome if rural 
geography is to embrace the opportunities 

that will follow from blurring boundaries and 
making connections, and make the progress 
promised in recent leading-edge studies.

Note
1. Full details of the Rural Economy and Land Use 

programme can be found at www.relu.ac.uk.  
The programme is funded by the Economic and 
Social Research Council, the Natural Environ-
mental Research Council and the Biotechnology 
and Biological Sciences Research Council, and 
runs from 2003 to 2010. The projects highlighted 
here are ‘Eating Biodiversity: an investigation of 
the links between quality food production and 
biodiversity protection’ (Principal Investigator: 
Henry Buller); ‘Understanding Environmental 
Knowledge Controversies’ (PI: Sarah Whatmore); 
‘Lessons from Dutch Elm Disease in Assessing  
the Threat from Sudden Oak Death’ (PI: Clive 
Potter); and ‘Angling and the Rural Environment’ 
(PI: Liz Oughton).
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