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Chapter 4

GETTING PERSPECTIVE:

What comparison in discussing cities has been the most powerful,
the most long-standing, and yet the most perplexing contrast
in the history of urban analysis?

Contrasts are all around us—night and day, black and white, rich and poor, high
and low, better and worse. These represent opposites that reflect and shape our
thinking. One of the most dominant contrasts in urban analysis is the comparison
between rural and urban. Early urban analysts intuitively understood that urban life
was significantly different from rural life, and they struggled to specify what it was
and how it changed the way people lived. Urban residents have seemed always to
compatre life in cities with life in rural areas. For awhile, they thought that rural life
was better and cities were only to be tolerated. Later, rural areas were spoken of
more negatively by city dwellers as being behind the times and not progressive. More
recently, rural life has experienced even more transformations so that the difference
between rural and urban life has become blurred. ‘Rural’ used to be defined as indi-
vidual farmers engaged in agriculture and now agriculture has become corporate
agri-business. Rural areas are no longer just used for agriculture but for tourism,
lower-density living, and recreation. The stark contrast between rural and urban is
gone and yet we still struggle with the difference that low-density living makes in
comparison to high-density living because rural-urban comparisons still lurk in our
thought. Even though proportionally fewer and fewer people live in rural areas
engaged in agriculture, we need to understand how the rural and the urban need
each other and relate to one another. Is the primary difference between rural and
urban merely a matter of different densities or is there something distinctly differ-
ent about rural life as opposed to and urban life?



RURAL AND URBAN:
DIFFERENCES AND
COMMON GROUND

BILL REIMER

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

« To understand the historical evolution of rural Canada.

+ To understand the characteristics of contemporary rural Canadian society.
+ To understand the relationship between rural and urban society.

+ To identify current issues relating to rural and urban relations.

INTRODUCTION

Rural and urban Canada are inextricably linked.
Rural places provide timber, food, minerals, and
energy that serve as bases of urban growth. Rural
places also process urban pollution, refresh and
restore urban populations, and maintain the her-
itage upon which much of our Canadian identity
rests. In return, urban Canada provides the mar-
kets for rural goods, much of its technology, and
most of its financial capital and manufactured
goods, along with a good deal of its media-based
culture. To understand urban regions, therefore,
one must understand their relationship to rural
context in which they exist.!

Canada is a highly urbanized society, so it is
easy to forget that the urbanization we experience
today is relatively new. When my father was born
most people in Canada lived in rural areas. Only
by 1931 did urban people outnumber rural
dwellers, but after World War 11 this difference
increased rapidly (see Figure 4.1). Now, only
about 22 per cent of Canadians live in rural areas.
At the same time, many of the differences between
urban and rural places diminished. Services, facil-
ities, consumer products, and many of the same

cultural artifacts could be found in small towns as
well as major urban centres. But many differences
remain and will continue to affect the character of
rural places. Rural places will remain less dense,
with greater distances separating people and set-
tlements. They will continue to have a narrower
range of services, and they will continue to reflect
the types of social relations that come with rela-
tive isolation.

It is not a simple matter to define ‘rural’. Many
people would do so with reference to the geo-
graphical characteristics—typically referring to
population density and distance. Others challenge
this approach, arguing that ‘rural’ (as ‘urban’) is a
social construction and therefore should be treat-
ed as a sociological concept—with an emphasis on
perception, identity, power, and symbols (Mor-
mont, 1990; Halfacre, 1993; Shucksmith, 1994).

Those adopting this latter perspective point to
the way in which the rural/urban distinction has
no compelling theoretical value since it differenti-
ates neither causes nor consequences. One can find
many urban-like relations in rural areas just as one
can find rural-like relations in urban centres (Pahl,
1966; Newby, 1986). Instead, they argue that
‘rural’ should be viewed as a social construction—
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Figure 4.1

Rural/Urban Population Trends, 1851-2001
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important because of the way in which particular
definitions provide advantages to one group over
another. If, for example, rural is identified as the
spaces where our raw materials are located, then
communities, plants, and animals play a secondary
role: as the means to extract those materials or as
obstacles to efficient extraction. If, on the other
hand, rural is defined in terms that emphasize her-
itage or amenities, then the preservation of towns
and villages is likely to take precedence over clear-
cut logging, industrial agriculture, and fish farms.
Thus, the definition of rural becomes a struggle
between interested parties wishing to champion
their vision for particular outcomes and a focus for
examination of the political and social processes
supporting these visions.

Whatever the response, the answer usually
depends on the reason you have for asking it. To
students of urban regions, ‘rural’ may mean every-
where outside of urban centres, and whether
regional centres, small towns, village, or hamlets
are included will depend on the vision of urban
being considered. Economists like Jane Jacobs
(1984) or Laurence Solomon (2003), who focus
on the ability of urban places to generate eco-

nomic wealth through import substitution, tend
to relegate ‘rural’ to undifferentiated areas outside
the major urban centres. Government policy ana-
lysts with the mandate to provide social services
or solve problems of inequities are likely to have
a much more variegated view of rural, since the
requirements for service in a mid-sized town are
significantly different from those in a village or an
unorganized rural area (Government of Canada,
1998). Rural citizens are likely to emphasize the
culture or way of life they find in their location as
the primary point of reference for distinguishing
it from urban areas. ,

Taking a geographical point of view, du
Plessis et al. (2001) identify six different defini-
tions of rural frequently used by analysts and
policy-makers in Canada (Table 4.1). Each defin-
ition carries implications for the type of analysis
being conducted (e.g., labour force, geographical
settlement, or administration) and also makes use
of various units of analysis——{rom the small
regions covered by a census enumerator to areas
equivalent to counties. In most cases, however,
they reflect an important relationship with urban
areas—often being defined with respect to their
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proximity to such areas or the extent to which
they lie in or near the labour force catchment
areas of urban regions.

In the end, du Plessis et al. recommend that
the definition chosen should be selected on the
basis of the question being asked. Pressed to give
a baseline reference, they propose that their ‘rural
and small town’ definition be considered. By this
definition, ‘rural’ is the population living in towns
and villages outside the labour force commuting
zone of larger urban centres (10,000 population
or more). It places towns the size of Bonavista
(Nfld), Souris (PEI), Inverness (NS), Sackville
(NB), Baie-St-Paul (Que.), Tweed (Ont.), Gimli
(Man.), Humbolt (Sask.), Banff (Alta), and Hope
(BC) in the category of ‘rural and small town’, but
relegates Corner Brook (Nfld), Summerside
(PED), Truro (NS), Bathurst (NB), Lachute (Que.),
Kenora (Ont.), Thompson (Man.), Moose Jaw
(Sask.), Grand Prairie (Alta), Dawson Creek (BC),
and Whitehorse (Yukon) to ‘urban’. A brief review

Table 4.1 Definitions of Rural

73

of these lists should make it clear how contro-
versial the distinction can be.

HISTORY OF THE
TRANSFORMATION
(How DID WE GET HERE?)

The Canadian economy and society have their
historical roots in the international trade of sta-
ples. The exploitation of fish, forests, furs, grain,
dairy products, minerals, and petroleum have
fundamentally shaped the history of Canada.
Even our current urban centres bear the marks of
this past. Our major cities are located at key
points for the transfer and movement of com-
modities, international trade in those commodi-
ties remains a significant part of our ability to pay
for urban needs and desires, and urban people
play in the harbours and canals that were once
the pathways for these commercial products
(Innis, 1995; Wallace, 2002: 74).

Definition

Main Criteria, Thresholds

Census Rural Area

Population living outside places of 1,000 people or more, or population living

outside places with densities of 400 or more people per square kilometre.

Rural and Small Town (RST)

Population living outside the main commuting zone of larger urban centres

(of 10,000 or more).

Census Metropolitan Area and Census
Agglomeration Influenced Zones (Miz)

OEcD Rural Communities
kilometre.

OECD Predominantly Rural Regions

MiZ disaggregates the RST population into four subgroups based on the size of
commuting flows to any larger urban centre (of 10,000 or more).

Population in communities with densities less than 150 people per square

Population in regions where more than 50 per cent of the people live in an

OECD ‘rural community’.

Non-Metropolitan Regions

Population living outside of regions with major urban settlements of 50,000

or more people. Non-metropolitan regions are subdivided into three groups
based on settlement type and a fourth based on location in the North.
Non-metropolitan regions include urban settlements with populations of less
than 50,000 people and regions with no urban settlements (where ‘urban
settlements’ are defined as places with populations of 2,500 or more).

Rural Postal Codes

Areas serviced by rural route delivery from a post office or postal station;

‘0’ in second position of a postal code denotes a rural postal code.

Source: Abridged from du Plessis et al. (2001}.
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The Short-Distance Society

At the time of Confederation, most people lived in
rural areas. Travel was costly, so economic and social
activities were conducted in relatively small centres
located close to the natural resources on which they
depended. The high birth rates in rural areas pro-
vided labour for the local industries, with any sur-
plus population moving to growing urban centres.
Many of our early manufacturing industries were
born in small towns, often in response to the needs
of farmers and loggers for improvements to their
productivity. Miners (1963) classic study of a small
Quebec parish documents how the natural resource
and manufacturing industries were intimately inte-
grated into the social relations of small communities.
Persson et al. (1997} identify this as a period when
rural Canada was a ‘short-distance society’ (Figure
4.2). Work, family, commercial, and recreational
activities occurred within a similar (often local) geo-
graphical space due to the constraints of travel. Com-
munity systems were characterized by considerable
overlap among these various spheres of life.

At a national level, the dominance of prima-
ry production was evident in the organization of
our political institutions. The Departments of
Agriculture (1867), Fisheries (1868), and Forestry
(1899) were established to ensure conditions for
high productivity—all emphasizing the commod-
ity trade orientation of our national policies
(Anderson, 1985). When the settlement of the
Prairies was deemed essential for Confederation,
for example, the Department of Agriculture was
given the mandate to organize the immigration
policies and practices (Knowles, 1997: 47-8).
These sectoral distinctions remain with us today,
although in forms that have been modified to reflect
the changing conditions of Canadian society.

The Industrial Society

Persson et al. (1997) argue that this ‘short-distance
society’ gave way to an ‘industrial society’ sometime
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies (Figure 4.2). Small rural-based processing

and manufacturing activities became amalgamated
in larger centres, the mobility of people and goods
increased with improved transportation infrastruc-
ture and technology (primarily associated with the
automobile and related vehicles), and citizens
began to conduct more of their social and economic
lives between places rather than within one place.

The reduction in costs for transportation and
processing fit well with organization of production
that we now identify as Fordist. This is character-
ized by the use of assembly lines, the standardiza-
tion of products, and the organization of industrial
production in vertically integrated corporations
that flourished from the mid-1940s to the early
1970s (Allen, 1996a: 281; Allen, 1996b: 546). The
raw materials for such production were concen-
trated or shipped in large quantities to central loca-
tions (most often urban areas) with significant
savings in transportation and co-ordination costs
over the piecemeal production of the 1800s.

All of the primary and rural-oriented indus-
tries were significantly affected by these changes.
Specialization in food crops, increasing farm size,
larger fishing vessels, and the use of more advanced
technology (machinery, fertilizers, refrigeration,
and selective breeding techniques) resulted in
major increases in the production of food from the
1950s to the 1980s. The use of heavy machinery
in the forests, at sea, and in the mines resulted in
the exploitation of forest, fishery, and mineral
resources at an unprecedented scale. We were able
to produce much more with many fewer people—
both in the extraction and harvesting of resources
and in the associated processing plants. Even dur-
ing the last few years, this trend continues. For
example, primary-sector gross domestic product
(Gop) from 1981 to 2002 increased by 12 per cent,
yet during the same period the number of people
employed in those industries decreased by 26 per
cent (CANSIM tables 379-0017 and 282-0008).

The Canadian government was a champion
of this approach, pursuing a policy advocating
business-oriented farming, forestry, fishing, and
mining based on scientific research and large-scale
production (Canada, 1969). This policy included
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Figure 4.2 Transformations in Rural Society
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