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Introduction 

Rural development is ~ idea whose time has apparently come on a 
lrorld-wide basis. Highly diverse economies such as, for example, both 
the United States ~d India, have generated problems on the rural scene 
that cannot be solved by technological .change in agriculture alone. 

But what are the problems and what is the process by which they 
will be treated? The answers that have been advanced to these ques
tions have been lacking in specificity. Nor is the recent legislation 
in the United States, known as the Rural Development Act of 1972, help
ful in this respect [4]. 

This absence of a framework for describing the problem and suggest
ing remedies will seriously retard rural development programs. It will 
result in government policies encompassing anything and everything which 
may be called rural. Research and educational programs in particular are 
likely to suffer because they will lack focus and will fail to attract 
able people who always have interesting alternatives on which to work. 

This paper is intended as a modest contribution toward providing a 
framework for rural development efforts. Recent events have stimulated 
the author to think about rural development, but much of what is pre
sented represents an extension of thinking about commercial agriculture, 
natural resources, and the quality of live over a considerable period of 
time. 

The Context for Rural Development 

The Traditional Rural Community 

* 

The rural community associated with traditional agriculture is an 
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appropriate place to begin the analysis. The agriculture of such a 
community is cha~acterized by a high degree of self~sufficiency; 
within the community considerable barter will occur. Technology is 
relatively stable and, by trial and error and shrewd judgment, individ
ual farmers will manage their respurces consistent with the objectives 
they have. In other words, widespread inefficiency does not prevail 
[5]. 

~ 

Under thea~. circumstances natural resources will assume great im-
portance in the rural community and in agriculture. Because welfare in 
any given year is close~y related ~o the harvest, natural resources will 
be viewed by . the entire community in terms of What they · contribute to 
food production through agriculture. In addition, certain attributes of 
natural resources will be viewed from the standpoint of consumption • . 
That is, multiple use will , be a fact, and most rur~l ·residents will be . 
aware of the relation of their personal welfare to the multiple output . 
from natural resources. 

The principal source of uncertainty for the traditional rural commu
nity will be related to naturaL hazards. Droughts, floods, pests. and 
temperature extremes all directly af.fect the welfare of the largely 
self-sufficient rural community. It is not surprising that n~tur8l re
source development often has been one of the principal items about Which 
group decisions in the rural commUnity .has centered. It is by control 
over natur~l resources that one of the principal sources of uncertainty 
is reduced. One of the common examples over the world has been the de
velopment of irrigation systems. But· psychological and social adjust
ments are also necessary to cope ~th this ~certainty. In addition to 
internal individual and group adjustments, a rural community may also 
look outward when it becomes convinced that its resource base is inade
quate. For example, aggression may be a manifestation of the group 
impact of the uncertainty stemming from the .variability of nature. 

Often a misconception exists regarding the extent to which the tra
ditional rural community represents an equilibrium·between human activity 
and the natural· environment. We know enough about .the variability of 
natural phenomena to realize that the output . ~mich can be utilized by 
man varies substantially from season to s~ason. While man as a species 
has survived over a relatively long period of ti~e, individuals within 
that species have suffered great hardship, including death, as a result 
of the variation in output of natural resources. Those who complain 
about the quality of life in the more highly developed societies will 
find it instructive to study more carefully what life is like in the. 
absence of advanced technology. Living close to nature in a commune 
in the United States, with substantial subsidy from an industrialized 
society, is not quite the same thing. 

Technical Change and Commercial Agriculture 

The transformation of economies resulting from the emergence of 
commer cial agriculture is well-documented in the literature," and will not 
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be repeated here. Of particular importance, in the context of this 
paper, are the changes which occur in social relations and in the rela
tion of human to natural resources. 

Rising economic affluence makes possible greater individual inde
pendence from the family, the tribe, the community. It follows, of 
course, that a strain will be placed on all of these institutions as an 
economy progresses. There will be an unceasing pressure for institu
tional change to better accommodate commercialization. Yet people are 
not indifferent with respect to institutions or the way one's relations 
to the others of his species are defined, regulated, and controlled. 
Institutions are never viewed exclusively as a means to an end but, in 
themselves, become ends. Much of the literature on institutions suffers 
from a tendency to treat institutions exclusively as means or ends, but 
not both, lmich is not, I believe, in accord with reality. 

There will also be a change in man's relation to and his perception 
of natural resources as commercialization progresses. Those utilizing 
natural resources in production will tend to develop different attitudes 
than those who utilize natural resources mainly for recreational or con
sumption purposes. One of the consequences of increased specialization 
is a failure of individuals within the group to appreciate the multiple 
role of natural resources. While multiple use exists in the more de
veloped economy, it is usually a product of group compromise rather ~han 
the result of individual conviction. 

Technology may also create the temporary illusion that the interde
pendency has been eliminated among people stemming from a common natural 
resource base. Of course, all technology can ever do is substitute for 
some attributes of natural resources. Sooner or later other attributes 
of natural resources will emerge as limiting to human welfare. 

The Quality of Life and the Emergence of the Commercial Sector 

Technical change obviously has the potential of removing or reducing 
some of the obstacles to the accomplishment of social objectives. In
creased food production, rapid safe transportation, and the development 
of human disease control provide examples. · The more pervasive and ffiveep
ing the new technology, the smaller will be the variation in its formu-
lation and distribution [2].!/ In other words, it will tend to be 
homogenous rather than heterogenous. Because of the cost or technical 
difficulty of standardizing product attributes, certain product attri
butes may not be taken into consideration in the definition, production, 
and distribution of the commercial products. 

Commercial systems are rigorous with respect to what is included in 
product definition. So long as the commercial system encompasses every
thing which is limiting to the welfare of man, few questions will be 

!f Coca Cola provides a dramatic example. 
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raised about the beneficial effect of economic progress on the quality 
of life. Yet nonproportionality will inevitably occur and questions will 
be raised. In other words, both social and physical interdependency will 
continue to exist. 

The roduction of the internal combustion engine may be used to 
illustrat both types of interdependency. Its introduction into the 
rural community may make fewer rural laborers necessary in the rural com
munity. More people may be needed in the urban area, however, and migra
tion must occur. This means that traditional family relations will be 
changed as young people leave the community. Thus, commercial and eco
nomic independence will reduce and change, but will not eliminate, social 
interdependence. A too-well-known contemporary example of physical inter
dependence is also provided by the air pollution resulting from the in
ternal combustion engine. Highly advanced technology has eliminated some 
scarcities, but has created others because of the aggregate imports re
sulting from widespread adoption. 

The fundamental point is that the problems of environmental quality 
in advanced economies, and labor displacement in rural communities, stem 
from an identical set of forces. Both raise questions concerning how one 
evaluates the impact of technical change on the quality of life. Both 
involve questions of non-market forces and non-market evaluation. It is 
conceivable that, at any stage of economic progress, certain non-market 
goods will become limiting. This concept of the impact of technica1 
change provides insight as to why the United States and India would simul
taneously be concerned about problems of rural development. In other 
words, in the commercial sphere homogenous products make possible mass 
production and consumption. Quality of life considerations do not arise 
so long as the items which are excluded from the commercial product defi
nitions are not scarce. However, if not initially, at least eventually, 
interdependency will reassert itself and some non-market factor will be
come limiting to human satisfaction. Until technology and institutions 
make it possible to relate this limiting factor to those commercial 
items being produced and consumed, the human satisfaction received from 
economic progress will not increase in a linear or proportional way to 
the output of the commercial system. 

To this time nothing has been said about the distribution of the 
increased product resulting from technical change. The increased pro
duct will not usually be distributed equally among a given population. 
If one group can capture a sufficient portion of the surplus, they may 
be compensated for the increased scarcity else,~ere in the economy. For 
example, the one who harvests forests may be able to take the profits 
and travel or live in another area, and he may not even have to observe 
denuded hillsides. Other residents of the area from which timber is har
vested may not be so fortunate. 

Rural Development Defined 

It is now possible to advance a general definition of rural 
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development. Rural development~~ social movement or as a social 
problem is a manifestation of concern with the consequences of economic 
change in rural areas. As ~ intellectual activity, rural development 
is concerned with an understanding of the social causes and the human 
consequences of economic change in rural areas. As ~ field of policy, 
rural development consists of the management of social change in rural 
areas. Implicit in these definitions is the notion that autonomous, 
largely exogenous, forces of economic change in rural areas are gener
ally dominant over internal sources of change. Thus, neither rural 
development study nor policy should be exclusively concerned with small 
geographic areas. At the local level, management strategy will consist 
largely of adaptation to exogenous forces. At a higher level, it is 
sometimes possib l e to exert greater control over such forces. Also im
plicit in the defini t ion is the notion that value conflicts will arise; 
issues of public policy will be involved; group rather than individual 
decision-making will be required. 

Public Program Requirements for Rural Development 

The argument is now advanced that there are at least four necessary 
conditions for a successful educational or research program in rural de
velopment. These same requirements may also hold for action programs, 
but the discussion is simplified if phrased in a research and educational 
context. 

These necessary conditions are: 

1. A macro orientation. 

2. A local ori entation. 

3. Value conflicts affecting the rural community 
recognized and addressed. 

4. A concern with both market and non-market phenomena 
and their interrelation. 

A Macro Orientation 

The contemporary rural community in a developing society is never 
isolated from the larger society. This observer believes rural develop
ment, both here and abroad, is more likely to go wrong by a failure to 
recognize this than for any other single reason. The macro or aggregate 
systems, of which the rural area is a part, constitute the environment 
within which the rural community must exist. Only by an understanding 
of these macro systems can predictions be made of (a) those forces which 
will or will not be influenced by rural community actions, and (b) the 
exogenous influences or forces which will affect the rural community in 
the future. 

These macro systems may be grouped into three categories: (a) eco
nomic, (b) social, which includes the political, and (3) natural. It is 
appropriate to describe each briefly. 
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The impact of national economic progress on the rural area will not 
be the same for every national economy. In India, for example, the 
cities teem with unemployed. It is difficult to foresee how industriali
zation will occur rapidly enough to provide employment for any signifi
cant migration from the rural countryside. The rural areas are also 
quite thickly populated. If mechanical innovations are adopted to an 
extent comparable to that of recent biological and chemical innovations, 
large numbers of people in the rural areas will become obsolete to agri
cultural production. Rural development in India must proceed with one 
eye on this potentially explosive occurrence. 

Just as the local economy is linked to the national, so also is the 
local society related to larger units. The political system is one mani
festation of the total social framework. Political science and sociology 
will inevitably be of importance to a complete understanding of rural 
development. 

Neither can the natural resources of a rural area be divorced from 
the total natural environment. For example, rural water resource de
velopment may need to be viewed in the context of a national system of 
rivers. In any case, it is clear that interdependency, with respect to 
natural resources, extends even beyond national boundaries, to say noth
ing about rural areas. 

A Local Orientation 

There at least two issues here of significance. 

One issue revolves around the extent of uniqueness of both human 
and natural resources. As used here, a resource may be said to be unique 
if it can be differentiated from other resources in its capacity to con
tribute to social and economic goals. Uniqueness of resources is related 
to the existence of economic rent; thus, the distribution of income as 
well as economic efficiency must be taken into consideration. The design 
of local policies and institutions that are sufficiently adaptable and 
flexible to reflect this uniqueness, but Which can also mesh with nation
al policies, is one of the major needs for rural development [6, Ch. VIII]. 

A second issue pertains to local autonomy. Local autonomy, in a 
political sense, may be rational from a developmental point of view. Be
yond this, of course, local autonomy may be justified on the grounds of 
permitting a broader base of participation. This, in turn, may have a 
beneficial effect on efficiency in the provision of certain public ser
vices. 

Thus, local autonomy is the very heart of rural development. Unless 
some autonomy exists or can be created, the notion of rural development 
itself may be a delusion. In structuring a rural development program, 
issues need to be addressed that have relevance to some existing or poten
tial local decision groups. Unless the rural community can, in some 
sense, exercise such autonomy in influencing its own destiny, it is better 



-7-

to let the rural community suffer "benigh neglect" than to raise false 
expectations . 

Value Conflicts Affecting the Rural Community, 
Recognized and Addressed 

Anyone familiar with the history of agrarian politics or natural 
resource development in the United States will be aware of conflicts be
tween regional and national interests. Regional resource development 
has long been a recognized device for redistributing regional income. 

Yet almost no significant rural development policy will affect the 
welfare of all segments of the rural population in a proportional man
ner [3]. Both relative political and economic positions are likely to 
be changed as rural development occurs. The Rural Development Act of 
1972 recognizes this implicitly by providing that the existing power 
structure in Washington, in the Land Grant Universities, aQd in the rural 
communities retain control of the program to be created by the Act [4]. 
Yet if one is serious about a rural development research and educational 
program, one must face the question of the relevant constituency for 
rural area development. It is more honest for a School or College of 
Agriculture to maintain its commercial agriculture orientation and for
sake rural development than to give lip service to rural development but 
cater exclusively to the existing commercial agriculture power base. 

Market and Non-Market Phenomena 

On the surface it appears a paradox that it would be those societies 
at the extremes in the development process Which would have the greatest 
concern with non-market phenomena. At one extreme, the affluent society 
seems to be preoccupied with non-market phenomena as these affect some
thing called the "quality of life." At the other extreme, the develop
ing economies must, unless they are to ignore the welfare of a signifi
cant percentage of their populace, also be concerned with a significant 
amount of human activity that does not get reflected in market events. 
This is not to depreciate the importance of market or commercial trans
actions; this is the principal force for change in rural communities. 
Rather, it is recognition that non-market contributors to human welfare 
may not vary in proportion to market contributors to welfare. As a con
sequence, both must be recognized. Beyond recognition alone there ex
ists the problem of relating the two. At a later point I argue that 
the comparative advantage of agricultural economists is quite high in 
addressing this fundamental problem. There are those, of course, who 
accuse economists of being concerned only with market phenomena. While 
this is true of some economists, some have devoted considerable atten
tion to relating market and non-market events. Recognition should also 
be given to the l.;rork of the anthropologists in this respect. 
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The Schools and Colleges of Agriculture 
and Rural Development 

We are facing the moment of truth with respect to the Schools and 
Colleges of Agriculture and Rural Development [1]. These units have 
been among the forefront, in higher education, of those engaged in 
self-examination and introspection. They have recognized the need to 
become involved in new issues of social relevance to maintain their his
toric place in the sun. They have been slower to recognize that, to 
maintain credibility in these new areas, they must be above suspicion 
with respect to their objectivity. While the commercial agriculture 
interests may know that agricultural scientists are not likely to com
promise their scientific integrity, agricultural laborers or environ
mentalists may not be so confident. The~ are obvious political risks 
to the establishment of such a reputation. 

It has been demonstrated, at least to my satisfaction, that the 
Schools and Colleges of Agriculture are capable of meeting necessary 
conditions 1, 2, and 4 above. It has yet to be demonstrated that they 
are ~rl.lling to pay the necessary pric.e to meet condition number 3. In 
other words, I believe Schools and Colleges of Agriculture can deal with 
national policy, they can take a community or local vie~~oint, and they 
can relate market and non-market phenomena. It is not clear they are 
prepared to address value conflict problems within rural areas. 

Agricultural Economics and Rural Development 

This is a most appropriate occasion to relate the foregoing discus
sion to the agricultural economics profession. Perhaps the question that 
is most relevant to the profession is, "Are agricultural economists 
equipped to play a leadership role in rural developmentL" 

The best evidence I can cite in support of an affirmative answer is 
(a) the willingness of agricultural economists to address ne~-1 problems, 
and (b) their talent in making significant progress in the analysis of 
these problems during the past decade. I am not among those who believe 
that graduate education in agricultural economics has been, or is, infer
ior in quality. If it had been, I do not believe we would have our re
cent accomplishments to cite.· I do contend, however, there is room for 
significant marginal improvement, and argue that advanced theory in micro 
and macro economics and competence in quantitative work should not exhaust 
a Ph. D. program. Room should be left for some lo7ork designed to provide 
perspective. For the typical School or College of Agriculture undergradu
ate, I recommend a choice from among the following: philosophy of science, 
history, history of science, or perhaps one of the behavioral sciences. 
Twenty to thirty credit hours are not necessary to open new horizons and 
introduce the agricultural economist to a lifetime of reading and growth 
in a dimension which may add great richness and much subsequent depth to 
his professional work. One, two, or three courses are often all that are 
required to provide this dimension. 
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There are three distinct and unique contributions of the agricul
tural economist to rural development. 

1. Place the Rural Community in a Macro Context. - The agricul
tural economist is in a unique position to understand and measure 
the change in commercial agriculture, and to understand and predict 
the consequences of this change on the rural community. This is 
particularly important in the less developed economies. However, 
even in the United States an understanding of commercial agricul
ture and the agricultural economy in a national context is impor
tant to an understanding of the development process in most rural 
areas. Thus, the rural development economist does need to under
stand the policy issues of commercial agriculture, and his educa
tional program should provide for this understanding. 

2. Market and Non-Market Phenomena. - The point was made earlier 
that agricultural economists have been in the forefront of work 
contributing to the understanding of non-market phenomena, espe
cially as related to environmental quality. This methodology has 
much in common with the newly emerging field of public choice. The 
developing economies are quite conscious of the distribution of the 
fruits of economic progress. There will be a market for informa
tion that will contribute to an understanding of those welfare at
tributes that are clearly in the commercial sphere and those th9t 
are affected by commercial activity but 'mich are not adequately 
reflected by price signals or other economic stimuli. Work of this 
nature will place agricultural economists at the center of policy 
issues, both at home and abroad. 

3. ~repare the Way for Social Scientists Other than Economists. -
The case has not been made in an explicit fashion for the involve
ment of all behavioral or social scientists in rural development. 
It is, however , implicit in much I have said. I proceed on the 
assumption that social and behavioral scientists, other than econo
mists, do have a contribution to make, and that a rural development 
research and education program will be incomplete in their absence. 

As the social science wi~h the greatest maturity doing rural de
velopment work, agricultural economists should appreciate the contribu
tion of the other social sciences, and make their entry possible. This 
may be a thankless task , but our professional responsibilities leave us 
no alternative. 

In Summary and Conclusion 

In this paper I have attempted to: 

1. Give the origin of the concern ~ich has led to the rural 
development movement in this country and elsewhere. 

2. Give sufficient definition and focus to the problem area 



-10-

to provide a basis for the development and evaluation of a 
research and educational program in rural development. 

3. Identify the necessary conditions for a successful educa
tional and research program in rural development; and, 

4. Argue that the comparative advantage of agricultural 
economists is high with respect to: 

(a) understanding the role of a commercial agriculture 
in rural change, 

(b) relating market and non-market phenomena, and 

(c) preparing the way for the acceptance of social 
and behavioral scientists other than economists 
into the rural development arena. 
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