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Å what constitutes (European) rural sociology as a common enterprise?

Å what broader role should it perform? 

Å what are its creativity claims? And, more generally, the creativity claims 

of the engaged sciences?
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The Creativity of the Engaged Sciences

The engaged sciences work 

with the mess of the world.

The history of rural sociology 

shows that its creativity does 

not largely stem from the 

application of ideas from 

ópureô science. 

The creativity is located 

instead in óthe pursuit of ideas 

in actionô  



How can the social sciences enact novel 

realities?

Discursive creativity,

through the circulation of 

their ideas

Whaté?

Howé.?
Methodological creativity, 

through the circulation of 

their research methods, 

tools and techniques



How can the social sciences enact 

novel realities?

Åpublic opinion is taken as a classic 
case of an artefact of the technical 
procedures that capture it.

Åthe social sciences create 
phenomena through the procedures 
they establish to discover them.

ÅHow does rural research make real 
rural worlds?



Early US Rural 

Sociology

Å A product of Progressive Era (1900s/1910s)

Å Country Life Commission led to:

- USDAôs Division of Farm Population and Rural Life to investigate rural 
conditions

- a nation-wide Extension Service based on the land-grant colleges, to 
offer community instruction in agriculture and home economics

Å A demand for rural sociologists

Å Influenced by the philosophy of pragmatism, they saw themselves as 
service intellectuals



US Rural Sociology in the 1930s/ 1940s

ÅThe nexus of land-grant colleges, 
extension services and USDA 
massively mobilised in the New Deal

ÅUSDAôs Division of Farm Population 
and Rural Life at its peak employed 
57 professional staff, budget $0.5 
million, supported by hundreds of 
researchers and extension workers 
across the U.S.

ÅSocial scientists became influential in 
farm politics



US rural sociology: an antecedent of European 

rural sociology
Fields of research established in US by the 1940s

Å community studies     Å rural social structure

Å rural demography Å sociology of agriculture

Å rural institutions Å rural values and attitudes

Research methods established in US by the 1940s

Å community survey Å sociometric techniques

Å participation indices Å representative sampling techniques

Å regional analysis Å participatory planning techniques

Å opinion polls Å standard of living scale

Å attitude surveys Å service catchment analysis

Å residence histories Å participant observation strategies

Å census projections Å family life cycle analysis



Mid-Century US Rural Sociology

ñDoing research while operating under the white heat of imminent and  

imperative action is a hectic and sometimes precarious undertaking. 

Administrators canôt wait.  The research worker is, therefore, asked for 

judgments of which he is not sure. But if our science has a body of 

knowledge and understanding, built up over years, all that knowledge 

can and should be brought to bear on a momentôs noticeò(Taylor 1941)

Å Not derivative of sociology    

Å Other formative intellectual relationships

Å Identification with sociology implied commitment to an intellectual and 

social mission, not a mode of abstract reasoning     

Å New Deal provided opportunities for large-scale experimentation

Å Engaged social scientists perform expertise, not theory                                 



US Rural Sociology in the 1950s

Å1953 ïñthe political purge of rural 
sociology from the governmentò

ÅIt continued to exist in very localised 
and often conservative contexts

ÅRural sociologists emphasised the 
technical rigour of their work and 
associated themselves with the 
technological success of American 
agriculture







Professor of Sociology, Wageningen Agricultural University (1946-80)

Founder President, European Society for Rural Sociology (1957-70) 

ñEuropean rural sociology is heavily indebted to American rural sociology, and 

perhaps in the end this mental Marshall aid will be as effective as the material 

one has beenò (1963)


