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1. Introduction

Wartime collection of rural writing, 

Countryside Mood:

In the age of destruction there is a 

re-awakened interest in the things 

that endure. The hills, fields & 

rivers of England touch the hearts 

of us all because they offer normal 

living & the natural joys of earth… 

The picture of England stored in 

most minds is the serene, satisfying 

countryside

(Richard Harman 1943: 5)



2. What do we mean by agency?

Conventional view…
o ‘logocentric presumption that agency is an exclusively 
human attribute’ (Whatmore 1999: 28)

o Alternative: environmental determinism etc.

o People make history… (Marx)

Increasingly challenged…
o Rejection of nature-society dualism

o Desire to ‘re-cognize’ (Whatmore 1999: 25) or ‘re-
place’ (Jones & Thrift 2002: 48) the human

o Agency of non-humans

All agency as relational



Especially contribution of Actor-Network Theory

Á‘decoupling of human / agency’ (Whatmore 1999: 27)

ÁAgency as the effect of a network

ÁElement of network may be attributed ‘the status of 

prime mover’ (Callon & Law 1995: 503)

Next: what do we mean by rural?

A ‘quasi-object’ (Latour 1993, after Serres)

üBetween ‘nature’ & ‘society’

ü‘reality, language, society & being all at once’(Latour 

1993: 89)



3. The resource of representations 
(language & society)

‘picture of England stored in… minds’

‘Social representations’, after Moscovici (1984)

ÁDeal with complexity our worlds Č simplify

Á‘guide us towards what is ‘visible’ & must be responded to, relate 
appearance & reality, & even define reality itself’ (Halfacree 1993: 29)

Social?  Cognitive?

‘Interpretative repertoire’: ‘lexicon or register of terms & 
metaphors drawn upon to characterize & evaluate actions 
& events’ (Potter & Wetherell 1987: 138)

Č Resource for action



‘serene, satisfying countryside’

Rural idylls (of course!)

• brainwashed from birth by 
idyllic representational 
values which present a 
cumulative foundation for 
both reflexive & instinctive 
reactions to rurality. 
Almost without realising 
é we learn to live out 
these knowledges in 
perception, attitude & 
practice (Cloke 2003:1, my 
emphasis)



‘normal living’… for ‘us all’

•Taxonomic practices essential
üMinimise ambiguity & vagueness

üMake ‘things simple, clear, communicable… a 
controlled consensus on meaning’ (Bourdieu 1990: 
82, my emphasis)

BUT

•The ‘responsible’ person (Shotter 1984)

•Routinised –‘unthinking’

•Authoritarian overtones –Douglas, Foucault, Sibley, 

etc.–control & restriction



E.g. idylls

•Normative models

•Disciplinary

•Seaside, Florida

Rurality & ‘escape’

•Yet: ‘so much of the 
symbolic & material 
expression of the rural 
idyll is all about norms & 
structures’ (Bunce 2003: 
25)

•E.g. gender critique



4. Beyond representations
(reality & being)

‘hills, fields & rivers… touch[ing] the heart’

•Rural agency not just in the ‘head’…

•‘full account has to be taken of the embodied 
practices of people in relation to the potentially 
transformative agency of animals, plants, 
weather & technology’ (Cloke 2003: 5)

•Also rocks / soil, open / closed space…



Dinas Bran Castle, Llangollen, Wales, 2006

Affect

•Feelings, emotions, actions through 

engagement with rural’s materiality

•From viewing the rural to being-in-the-rural

•Take rural’s own forces seriously



‘offer… the natural joys of earth’

Affordances

•‘meaning of things for action’ (Costall 1995: 470)

•‘Objective’ & ‘subjective’ (Heft 1989)

•‘different surfaces & different objects… provide 

opportunities for lying on, sitting on, leaning 

against & so on’ (Urry 2000: 204)

•Opportunities draw one in –e.g. paths



Mark Cocker (2008: 

131) on the Yare valley

I saw it not as it is, but as I’m 
bound by time & place & the 
condition of my species to see 
it. The simple impediments 
imposed on a gravity-bound 
primate such as ditches, 
dense bushes, marshy 
ground… add colour wash of 
emotional & psychological 
significance. Then there are 
the gates, barbed-wire fences, 
no-entry signs & noticeboards 
of officialdom… with all their 
political & social implications, 
that constrained me to know 
my place or rather, to know 
their place & my restricted 
role within it.



5. Rural agency today

A new ‘age of destruction

•Ecological

•Social

•Economic

•Cultural 

•Globalisation (sic.)

Mobilities zeitgeist: solid (still) melting into air -
'movement, mobility & contingent ordering' transcends 
'stasis, structure & social order' (Urry 2000: 18)



‘a re-awakened interest in the things that endure’

•Conservation, preservation, etc.

•Green movement

•Connecting with the earth (sic.)

Concern over dwelling
o Our skilful yet routine everyday existence in the world

o Basis on which we build (Ingold 1995)

o Place(s): grounding (spacing) & rhythm (timing)

o Rurality implicated strongly in search for dwelling (not 
exclusive!)



Cocker again on the Yare valley

I felt truly home. … The space all around 
seems a part of such close encounters. It 
particularises the moment. Things seem 
special. ... In the Yare valley so many of the 
things that I had once overlooked or taken for 
granted were charged with fresh power & 
importance. It gave rise to a strange & fruitful 
paradox. I had come home to a place where 
everything seemed completely new
(Cocker 2008: 18, 24) 



6. Conclusion: the role of rural (social) 

scientists

Tease out operation of the rural today

•Link to agency in all its forms

•Can it be ‘confined’ to social scientists?

•Interpreters not legislators (Bauman 1987)

•Modest theory (Thrift, Cloke, etc.)

•‘we cannot extract a representation of the world 
from the world because we are slap bang in the 
middle of it’ (Thrift 1999: 296-7)

•Surplus –all will not / cannot be ‘known’



(Re)turn to key theme of Nature
o Inspiration from art(ists)

o Romantics, present-day work

o Look at lives (affect, affordance) as much as product 
(representation)

Also lives of (new) rural residents
×Counterurbanisers

×New farmers / smallholders

× Alternative communities

How lives change?

How much ‘explained’ by representations…

Heterotopic rural –active voice (Bell, Lloyd & Vatovec 
forthcoming; Woods 2008)


