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Rural change in the context of globalization:
examining theoretical issues

FeLire DA SILVA MACHADO!

Abstract

Early discussions and theoretical positions concerning rural change were developed by researchers from
countries with post-production economies in order to explain the rural transformations. When discussing
economic change in rural space over the last decades, MarspEN, T. et al. (1993) presented a new perspective
for understanding rural restructuring that includes new subjects, such as capital mobility, flexible production
regimes, complexity in the relationship between technology and environment, economic deregulation and
new political processes. According to these authors, in order to understand such processes, it is necessary to
research the effects of globalization at local scale of action. A recurrent theme in rural studies has been the
significance of diverse globalization processes as drivers of rural change (MarspeN, T. 2003; Rosinson, G.M.
2004; Woopbs, M. 2005, 2007; PLokg, J.D. van per 2008). Multidimensional and multidirectional perspectives
have indicated that rural space has become more embedded within a globalized rural world. Therefore, in
recent years, researchers have displayed an interest in understanding the dynamics of the rural spaces in
developing countries which are also being affected by global processes in different pathways (WiLson, G.A.
and Ricg, J. 2003; RiGg, . 2006; BryanTt, C.R. ef al. 2008; PLOEG, ].D. vaN DER et al. 2010). In summary, this article
forms a critique of the simplistic assumptions formulated in the literature regarding spatial change, which
assumes the rural is essentially subject to external actions. I argue that the rural space should also be seen to
possess its own dynamics which contribute to complex pathways and so adapts to new scenarios of spatial
change in the contemporary world.

Keywords: contemporary rural space, rural change, rural geography, globalization, developing countries

Introduction

This article provides a framework for under-
standing rural change, based on an extensive
literature review, and discusses the diverse
characteristics of this process, primarily in
developed countries. It also includes a dis-
cussion of rural change and globalization,
with a focus on the contemporary conceptual
debate concerning rural studies in the global
world. As much of the critical literature on
rural change and globalization (MARSDEN,
T. et al. 1993; Pierck, J.T. 1998; MarspeN, T.
2003; Woopbs, M. 2005, 2007; BryanT, C. et
al. 2008) has emphasized, rural studies need
greater focus on the diversity of contexts in
which rural restructuring takes place. Ag-
ricultural and non-agricultural production

systems are involved in this process and are
interconnected to different degrees, includ-
ing rural and urban interaction and the ar-
ticulation of rural dynamics with urban and
global dynamics. Last years have probably
seen most dramatic changes in rural areas
and pace of change appears to accelerate in
an increasingly globalised and interlinked
world (Rosinson, G.M. 2004).

National and regional interests also play
an important part, particularly in rural spac-
es with higher levels of rural and urban in-
teraction, such as occurs with large industrial
projects and transport infrastructure that
converges on urban agglomerations and con-
nects different regions (Bicarno, A.M.S.M.
et al. 1998). SAncuez, G.P.Z. (2000) pointed
out that rural spatial transformations caused
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by large-scale development projects, such as
dams, airports, electric transmission lines, oil
exploitation or tourist resorts, imply spatial
modifications that, in turn, cause changes
and new dynamics in every aspect of local
life, generating profound transformations for
the rural population.

SANcHEZ, H.A. (2012) emphasized the need
to create practices that introduce the most
inherent aspects of territorial dynamics and
that acknowledge the development of endog-
enous processes, whose actions are crucial
for strengthening and consolidating territo-
rial management with the participation of
actors in their different economic, political
and cultural expressions, notably, in spaces
of rural and urban interaction. There is an in-
creased need for understanding governance
in spaces where conflict can exist between
different agents and institutions involved in
concrete territorial processes. Some examples
are: “disputes for land and natural resources,
real estate speculation for new non-agricul-
tural activities, gentrification, outsourcing of
rural space, spatial mobility of rural popu-
lation or even strengthening the rural land
market with new farm activities” (SANCHEzZ,
H.A. 2012, 49). Therefore, the focus on the
territorial dimension is crucial for managing
and enforcing public policies in multifunc-
tional rural space.

This theoretical debate is based on the criti-
cal discussions that have moved away from
the rigid notion of simply ‘exporting’” indi-
cators developed in advanced economies to
the developing world situation towards an
analytical framework that emphasizes com-
plex rural space. This would mean, I have
explored the diverse meanings that have
been attached to the recurrent significance
of globalization as a driver of rural change,
arguing that it needs to be adapted and de-
veloped to address conditions found in the
developing world. Furthermore, this analysis
questions the implied linearity of the tradi-
tional concept of rural space and explores
different perspectives in human geography.
The theoretical discussion is based on de-
bates concerning contemporary rural space

with an emphasis on spatial processes and
globalization in a rural context (WiLson, G.A.
and RiGg, J. 2003; MarspeN, T. 2003; WILSON,
G.A. 2007, 2012; Woops, M. 2007, 2011).

Understanding rural change

When discussing economic change in rural
space over the last decades, MaRrspEN, T.
et al. (1993) emphasized a new perspective
for understanding rural restructuring that
includes new issues, such as capital mobil-
ity, flexible production regimes, complexity
in the relationship between technology and
environment, economic deregulation and
new political processes. According to these
authors, in order to understand such pro-
cesses, it is necessary to research the effects
of globalization at local scale of action. Thus,
the modes of development that are internal
to particular rural areas must be linked to
external influences upon such areas.

In geographical theories of rural restruc-
turing since the 1990s the role of local actors
has been highlighted, mainly that involving
local people transforms rural spaces (BRYANT,
C. 1997; PiErcE, J.T. 1998; Woobs, M. 2005).
Structures, other than purely economic ones,
are taken into consideration by PrerTy, J.N.
(1995), van HuyLeEnBROEK, G. ef al. (2007)
and WiLson, G.A. (2010), allowing for local
decision-making, control and management,
i.e. focussing on the peculiarities of differ-
ent kinds of social agents and modalities for
organizing rural space. Collective strategic
thinking, involving regional institutions and
organizations oriented towards territorial de-
velopment, including the political perspec-
tives of local social actors, is considered to
be fundamental for the success of governance
(Photo 1).

Local development may be deemed the co-
herent initiatives and actions, based on the
mobilization of local social actors who agree
to contribute expertise and assistance for im-
proving specific territories. “Actors or a group
of actors may contribute in all four functions
necessary and required for developing a ter-
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Photo 1. Patterns of community are significant for measures to respond to rural change, as any attempt to engage
local actors in the delivery of rural development. Community telecenter in Piquiatuba, Para state, Amazon
Region, Brazil. Source: Field research, 2013.

ritory: information, integration, planning and
action” (Crément, C. and BryanT, C. 2004,
191). Participation, cooperation, joint work
and construction of partnerships are under-
taken giving rise to networks of local actors
who devise strategies of resistance, resilience
or adaptation of rural communities to new
global contexts (WiLson, G.A. 2012). A simi-
lar concern is present in assessments of en-
vironmental impacts and in socioeconomic
policy in developing countries that highlight
the need for integrating local knowledge into
planning and evaluation of development pro-
jects (Bryant, C. et al. 2004).

At the local level, different rural patterns
are also driven by diverse elements, and
are shaped by various social, economic, and
political forces according to different social

and geographical contexts (MarspeN, T.
2003).The focus for rural studies has been
placed on the local community level, as it is
at this level that spatiality of resilience are
implemented ‘on the ground” (McCarthy,
J. 2005; PARNwWELL, M.]. 2007; WiLsoN, G.A.
2010). The justification for this is both ana-
lytical and pragmatic. As commentators such
as Acgrawar, A. and Gisson, C.C. (1999) or
WiLson, G.A. (2012) emphasized, over the
past two decades, there has been resurgence
in attention to community as a critical arena
for addressing a range of issues, including
societal pathways of change. To address this
issue, this article questions how rural com-
munities from developing world address
resilience in the context of rural change and
globalization.
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Rural change in the context of

Accumulation crises in capitalist
societies provoke periodic and,
sometimes, radical restructuring
of productive processes in order to
establish new investment opportu-
nities, a consequence of which is
the reassessment of resources and
spaces previously deemed unpro-
ductive or marginal. For several
reasons, some rural areas, previ-

globalization

economic activities, start to be seen
as investment frontiers (MARSDEN,
T. et al. 1993) and rural elements,

ously deemed places of declining
which until then had little social or

economic value and are reset and
re-functionalized. Good examples
are the ‘commoditization’ of nature,
landscapes for tourism and envi-
ronmental preservation, production
of healthy foods and creation of ru-
ral leisure activities, all of which are
part and partial of globalization.

A recurrent theme in rural stud-
ies has been the significance of

diverse globalization processes as

drivers of rural change. The variety
of contexts in which globalization
has been encountered — economic
production, services and tourism,
migration, and environmental
protects — points to the multiple
character of globalization. As a re-
sult, new directions in rural stud-
ies have called for researches that
examine the impact of globaliza-
tion on everyday life (Woops, M.
2012). Methods in rural geography

in the era of globalization have
provided wider theoretical frame-
works and insights into the rural
domain through in-depth studies

cal economy, cultural studies and

mensional approaches (e.g. politi-
political ecology) (Table 1).

and bottom-up model and multidi-
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Globalization has changed the relation-
ship between urban and rural areas. The city
and the countryside modify their dynamics
through the intermediation of global exog-
enous factors, strengthening local-global di-
rect connections. In this way, the rural is not
reduced to a mere geographical location, it be-
comes a place where occurs the mediation of
macro social and economic operations directly
articulated to global processes. The answers to
these processes, however, are different in the
political and social content interacting with the
exploration of local resources that depends on
the characteristics and the relationships of the
countryside in the regional context (CLokE, P.
1990; MarspeN, T. et al. 1993).

The process of globalization has a perva-
sive influence in transforming rural econo-
mies and societies, with implications for the
major societal challenges of environmental
change and resource security. However,
in comparison to studies of the global city,
relatively little research has focused on the
‘global countryside’” (Woobs, M. 2007), and
existing research lacks integration. Thus,
contemporary rural studies have devel-
oped an integrated perspective by drawing
on relational analysis to focus on the actual
mechanics by which rural localities are ‘re-
made’ through engagement with globaliza-
tion processes, examining the mediating ef-
fect of national and regional context and the
opportunity for local interventions.

Woops, M. (2007) posited the notion of
the ‘global countryside” as a geographical
and conceptual counterpoint to the “global
city’. The global countryside is presented as a
space that has become increasingly integrat-
ed and interconnected through globalization
process. This emergent global countryside is
not a uniform, homogenous space, but rather
is differentially articulated, and contested,
through particular rural places. According
to Woopbs, M. (2007), the concept of place
is a space of interconnections reconstituted
by globalization into hybrid dimensions of
transformations and interactions between lo-
cal, national and global actors.

WiLsoN’s work on community resilience
and transitions particularly pointed towards
the fact that the notion of exogenous macro-
scalar “transitional corridors” shaped by na-
tional and global decision-making processes,
and analysed how such corridors influence
community resilience (WiLson, G.A. 2012).
He argued that the critical literature often
portrays macro-scalar corridors as ‘negative’
for innovation. Then analysed the impor-
tance of macro-scalar lock-in effects exter-
nal (i.e. globalization) to communities and
discussed how these can shape community
pathways and resilience in both positive and
negative ways (Table 2).

With regard to experiments in local devel-
opment in different parts of the world, the
Sustainability of Rural Systems Commission

Table 2. Contemporary rural change, concepts and global critical issues

Concept

Debate

Global critical issues

The global countryside

Woobs, M. 2007, 2011.
CuesHIRE, L. and Woobs, M. 2013.

McDonagch, J. et al. 2015.
process

Rural space that has become
increasingly integrated and inter-
connected through globalization

Globalization alters employment
opportunities, raise or depress
income levels, and change pat-
terns of local service provision.
The impact of globalization on
everyday life in a rural context.

Rural resilience

WiLson, G.A. 2010, 2012.
McManus, P. et al. 2012.
Scort, M. 2013.

WEeLsH, M. 2014.

development

The potential of social innovation
and collective agency at the com-
munity scale in exploring new

An exploration of farming and
its role for rural resilience. The
various aspects of community

resilience within rural localities
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of the International Geographical Union has
produced a number of studies which treat
rural restructuring in different countries (e.g.
BicarLno, A.M.S.M. and HoEerLg, SW. 2004;
Fruros, L.M. et al. 2010; Kim, D. et al. 2013;
Bicarno, A.M.S.M. and Laurens, L. 2014).
These studies focus on the influence of glo-
balization, internationalization of agricul-
ture, urbanization of rural areas, the rise of
multifunctionality, strategies for promoting
sustainable rural development and territorial
governance, all linked to the new functions of
rural space and the dilemmas of local actors
who resist and adapt to new rural contexts.

(Re)positioning debates surrounding rural
change and globalization

In recent years, researchers have displayed
an interest in understanding the dynamics
of rural spaces in developing regions of the
world which are also affected by global pro-
cesses in different ways and the sum result
is great global spatial diversity (MARsDEN, T.
2003; WiLson, G.A. and Ricg, J. 2003; Ricg,
J. 2006; WiLson, G.A. 2007; Woobs, M. 2007;
Bryant, C. et al. 2008; PLoOEG, J.D. VAN DER et
al. 2010). Recognition of the global inter-con-
nection and inter-dependency of rural places
points to a dismantling of the separation be-
tween rural research on the global north and
rural research on the global south, and the
promotion of more transnational research. As
Woobs, M. (2005, 2011), in particular, empha-
sized, although rural geographers often con-
sider the global north and south separately,
in our ever shrinking world society these two
paradigms are often coming together.
Multidimensional and multidirectional
perspectives have indicated that, over time,
rural areas in developing countries increase
embeddedness into a globalized rural world
(WiLson, G.A. and Rigg, J. 2003; Rigg, J. 2006;
Parnwerr, M.J. 2007; WiLson, G.A. 2008). This
article suggests that the repercussion of the
challenges for rural areas in the developing
world in the early twenty-first century, such
as the political economies of new strategies

for economic development and the resilience
of rural communities, should receive more
attention. Traditionally, a lot of research in
rural studies has been empirical in nature, but
over the past years a more critical rural social
science has developed which has employed
a range of conceptual theories in its analysis,
including political-economic concepts and
post-structuralism (e.g. "Handbook of Rural
Studies’ edited by CLoxe, P. ef al. 2006).

The complexity of spatial restructuring
present in the developing world in the era
of globalization contributes to better un-
derstanding the contemporary rural, going
beyond the view of inert spaces only sub-
ject to external interferences. CUTTER, S.L.
et al. (2008) and WiLson, G.A. (2010, 2012)
indicated that there is a need for further re-
search in these arenas, arguing that despite
metaphorical and theoretical models which
have progressed to the operational stages,
processes of resilience should be measured
and monitored at local level.

Rural transformation in the global world is
a hybrid and contested process, that involves
actors and forces operating at multiple scales,
and which echoes elements of rural restruc-
turing in both the developed world of Europe
and North America and the developing world,
yet has distinctively different characteristics.
Accelerating globalization processes exacerbate
the already precarious situation in many rural
districts in both the global North and South, as
virtually all areas are affected by global propel-
ling forces often outside the control of regional
and national regulatory structures.

In addition, agriculture no longer necessar-
ily forms the essential backbone for rural de-
velopment, and instead rural spaces in both
the global North and South are characterised
by complex, multidimensional and hybrid
development path ways in which questions
about the right and wrong development tra-
jectories are increasingly difficult to answer.

Woobs, M. (2011) has highlighted how the
global tipping point has come with rapid ur-
banization in Brazil, China and India, and
other fast-growing countries of the global
south. (Photo 2). Yet, the population shift
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Photo 2. Questions about how rural land use should be planned and regulated have also long-standing concerns
geographers: Yan’an New District, Shaanxi Province, China, 2016 (A). Cachoeiras de Macacu, Rio de Janeiro
state, Brazil, 2013 (B). Sources: Field research in 2016 (A) and in 2013 (B).
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does not in itself necessarily mean that the
rural has been eclipsed, or become irrelevant.
On the contrary, as rural studies has demon-
strated, the rural continues to be central to
many of the key issues confronting the world
today, and the study of rural geographies is
arguably as important as ever.

Hu, Z. and Rauman, S. (2015), based on an
in-depth case study of a rural community,
pointed to the fact that the contemporary
state of Chinese smallholder agriculture and
changes that it has been experiencing in the
context of socio-economic transition through
the lens of three main economic drivers: live-
lihood diversification, market conditions and
government interventions. Results reveal
that the change in China smallholder agri-
culture has been complex and multidimen-
sional. All three factors exert profound influ-
ence and shape the current state of Chinese
agriculture. Massive rural-urban migration
has resulted in labour shortages, which in
turn have led to a reduction in agricultural
diversity and land use intensity.

Understanding the economic drivers of
smallholder agriculture is important in the
present day, because both the media and aca-
demia have recently raised grave concerns
regarding a crisis of smallholder agriculture
driven by massive nonfarm employment and
expressed doubts about an argument used in
both policy and academic spheres for reform
towards large-scale capitalist agriculture.

Studies have illustrated that agricultural
change may involve multidimensional and
often parallel processes, which are not only
labour-driven intensification, but also tech-
nology driven intensification (PLoEg, ].D. van
DER 2008; PLOEG, ].D. VAN DER et al. 2013). As
Brooxrierp, H. (2001) rightfully contended,
driven by livelihood diversification, agricul-
tural change has taken multiple pathways
so that intensification alone can never fully
capture the complexity of the processes in-
volved. He has highlighted the capability of
smallholders and further argues that the key
for survival and successful change of small-
holder agriculture has been adaptation and
innovation. In the context of Asian deagrari-

anization, RiGg, J. (2001) indicated that both
intensification and disintensification have
occurred in Asian rural change. The theory
of rural change in developing countries so
far has underscored at least two points. First,
change is complex, diverse and multidimen-
sional. Second, change is context dependent
and can be affected in diverse pathways.

Conclusions

The repercussion of the challenges for rural
areas in the early twenty-first century, such as
the political economies of new strategies for
economic development based on the use and
management of resources and the resilience
of rural communities to macro-scalar effects,
have been paid little academic attention (W1ir-
son, G.A. 2012; Woobs, M. 2012). This article
questions the changes of contemporary rural
space under the context of its socio-economic
integration into global capitalism.

Most of the studies have explained and
interpreted the causality between globaliza-
tion and factors of rural change in a linear
way and therefore produced homogenous
conclusions. Consequently, to more com-
prehensively interpret the effects of differ-
ent socio-economic and political change
drivers on rural dynamics, the main aim in
contemporary rural studies is to explore the
processes through which differential factors
have affected the rural with a focus in how
different degrees of rural-urban interaction
and global influences give rise to multifunc-
tional diversity and spatial complexity.

However, the literature of rural geogra-
phy in developing countries still is consti-
tuted mainly by agricultural economies and
analysis of agricultural policies, such as in-
stitutional change, agricultural technological
development, rural-urban migration, which
emphasize the empirical evidence of how
structural factors affect agricultural produc-
tion (DeLGaDpo, G.D. 2012; Ioris, A.A.R. 2012).
At present, great enthusiasm is expressed by
the media and governments concerning eco-
nomic growth directly related to the spread of
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agribusiness-scale production in the country-
side in developing countries such as Brazil.

In contrast, academics have explored agro-
industrial food networks through a critical
perspective, placing agribusiness-scale pro-
duction within a mass production model
which includes volume and standardiza-
tion (BERNARDES, J.A. and Freire FrLao, O.L.
2005; BErNARDES, J.A. 2015; HosonNo, A. et
al. 2016). Questions about social and envi-
ronmental impact, conflict of land use, and
toxicity pose recurring problems to this agro-
industrial dynamic. In these cases, the study
of globalization in a rural context has com-
monly focused on commodity chains and its
contradictions.

This article argues that the complexity of
rural areas and its spatial diversity contrib-
ute to better understanding of the multi-
directional and multidimensional paths in
globalization, going beyond the view of
economic space as only subject to external
interferences that demand resources. In the
case of developing countries, little attention
has been paid to investigating the rural space
by combining macro-political economy with
the analysis of local strategies. In conclusion,
I have drawn insights for advancing social
resilience in the global countryside through
an analysis of rural restructuring related to
the current global changes ‘on the ground’.
It attempts to develop a connection between
rural change, rural community resilience in
developing countries and broader rural stud-
ies in the context of globalization.
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