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CHAPTER 1

Rural Australia:
An introduction

lisa Bourke and Stewart Lockie

Rural Australia is important!

Introducing books and media reports with the statement that
rural Australia is in ‘crisis’ has become so commonplace as to
seem clichéd. For a decade or more our newspapers and tele-
visions have been regularly littered with images of drought-
stricken, salt-infected and barren landscapes; worthless
livestock being shot and buried; bank foreclosures; the
grieving relatives and friends of suicide and accident victims;
boarded up and derelict buildings; and angry political meet-
ings. As emotive and at times clichéd such images are, they do
speak to what are substantial and serious issues. In too many
ways rural Australia is in crisis. But the rapid and profound
change which rural Australia is undergoing is at times as
exciting as it is worrying. At the same time that many rural
communities face considerable problems, they remain a
potent source of national identity and a focal point for the
development of more ecologically sustainable production
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processes and for processes of reconciliation between Indige-
nous and non-Indigenous peoples. Rural Australians are not
merely the passive victims of change. While rural activism has
become visible to urban Australians through the rise of
Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party — a populist right wing
political group offering to secure markets, property and jobs
by restricting imports, Indigenous land rights and migration
— a multitude of quieter revolutions have been underway
through, for example, the rural women’s and landcare move-
ments. Indeed, the prominence given to One Nation in both
politics and media tells us a great deal more about those partic-
ular spheres than it does about rural Australia more generally.
For while the focus on One Nation reinforces stereotypes of
rural Australians as conservative, traditional, patriarchal and
intolerant of difference, it ignores the many challenges to
these stereotypes. This book attempts to provide a succinct and
coherent discussion of rural Australia in a time of change,
disenfranchisement and misrepresentation. Such a time raises
questions about rural policies, politics and the place of rural
Australians in the general population. The following chapters
attest to the diversity of rural Australia, the many issues
confronted by its residents, and the myths and everyday
assumptions associated with rurality.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, many issues
threaten the future of rural Australia. These include land
degradation, community decline and the need for agricultural
change. While rural areas contribute significantly to the
national economy, local rural economies tend to be poor; this
is indicated by high rates of unemployment, underemploy-
ment, poverty and little economic growth. The daily struggles
of financial pressures coupled with the effects of economic
decline have impacted on the social organisation of commu-
nity life in rural areas, resulting in population decline,
declining employment rates in primary industries and less
time for participating in community and social activities. In
conjunction  with economic and population decline,
‘economic rationalist’ policies have promoted the closure of
vital social services, including hospitals and banks, and have
done littde to address related problems, such as the shortage of
rural doctors. They have also increased the cost of goods and
services, such as petrol and telephone services. Globalisation,
international markets, reliance on technology by primary

RURAL AUSTRALIA: AN INTRODUCTION 3

industries, the feminist movement, the environmental move-
ment and advances in telecommunications have all had their
own impacts. In turn, these have influenced employment
rates, farming practices, markets for primary products, Wh?l[
products are produced, and environmental impacts on soil,
water and landscapes more generally. No one issue can be
isolated from others; the interconnectedness of issues means
that a change in one leads to a myriad of changes throughout
rural Australia.

The ways in which these issues are understood and acte.d
on are pervaded by myths. Many urban Australians see their
rural neighbours as backward, ‘redneck’, homogeneous,
harmonious and conservative. Contrary to this, rural
Australians are diverse; their communities experience conflict;
like urban residents they face a range of social problems; they
successfully compete in global markets; rural women have
challenged male cultures; and change is embedded in rural
living. Two other common myths assert that rural services are
subsidised and that urban areas provide young rural residents
with employment and educational opportunities. What these
perceptions ignore is that rural Australia provides two out of
every three export dollars and contributes substantially to
providing urban Australians with food and energy sources, as
well as other primary products. While these industries are not
large employers, they are capital intensive and constitute a
substantial component of the national economy. In addition to
economic contributions, rural Australia is a source of national
identity, both to Australians and to others.' Images of toug:h:
rugged Australians, the outback and the ‘true blue Aussx§
stem from our settlement of rural Australia. Rural Australia
also offers diverse natural environments which are used exten-
sively for recreation by both Australians and international visi-
tors. In sum, urban Australians are highly dependent on the
primary products, cultural heritage and natural environments
rural Australia offers. The image of rural Australia as depen-
dent on, rather than interdependent with, urban Australia
promotes an understanding of the rural as merely seconc‘lary
to the urban. Because of this understanding rural Australians
must accept fewer services, less political representation,
minimal assistance and an image of themselves as the ‘other’
or ‘non’ in contrast to the urban.

These myths, issues and rural Australia more generally
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have been studied from a variety of perspectives, including
viewing rural life as patriarchal, heterogeneous, restructuring
and/or disadvantaged. Studies have focused on social issues in
rural areas, including the lack of services, economic decline
and high rates of suicide among young males. Even if rural
issues are similar to urban ones, the solutions differ markedly.
Other studies of rural Australia have focused on agriculture
and how changes in agricultural industries have led to
economic and technological changes in these industries. In a
global economy, changes in agriculture have impacted on
rural residents, communities and economies throughout
Australia. These changes have also impacted on natural envi-
ronments. As natural resource industries struggle to remain
viable and technology increases rates of extraction and
production, sustaining natural environments becomes critical.
Finally, studies have approached rural Australia from perspec-
tives of community, suggesting that residents turn to local
communities to respond to economic changes and social
issues. Furthermore, broader cultural changes (including
policy changes), theoretical developments and general discus-
ston of rurality means that the ways in which rural Australia is
understood, debated and studied has also changed. There
remain many unanswered questions about rural Australia,
including restructuring of the rural economy, the influence of
rural women, globalisation, rural youth suicide and commu-
nity participation, and critical, feminist and poststructuralist
theories are continually addressing them.

Analysis in this book of the issues, topics and myths
discussed above will not only provide an alternative perspective
but will also be able to inform policy and a range of govern-
ment departments and agencies at both the state and federal
level. In addition, decision-makers at the community and
regional levels as well as activists, community leaders and resi-
dents are likely to gain from the following discussions. Finally,
students of rural sociology specifically, and the social sciences
more generally, are provided with theoretical and empirical
studies of major issues and case studies of rural Australia. It is
important, therefore, that the field of rural sociology
continues to expand, that the rural continues to be studied,
and that the concerns, issues and identities of rural Australians
and rural Australia are brought to the fore.? It is the goal of
this book to assist in this process.
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What is considered ‘rural’?

Australia is unique in that it is one of the world’s most
urbanised, and yet also least densely populated nations. More
than 80% of Australians reside within 50 km of the coast,
almost 70% live in a capital city and nearly 40% live in
Melbourne and Sydney.” Depending on the definition ovf
rurality employed, between 10% and 30% (2 million and 5.5
million) of Australians live in rural and remote areas. This
proportion has declined throughout the century from around
35% in 1910. Rural populations are continuing to decline as
urban areas, particularly our larger cities, grow in both
numbers and proportion.’ :
While rural and urban residents are not generally
different, some demographic differences have been identified.
Slightly more men than women live in rural areas, propor-
tionally more residents are married, and the rura% population
is aging, consisting primarily of families and retired people.
More than one-third of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
residents live in rural and remote areas of Australia and, while
specific rural areas tend not to be ethnically diverse, this doe§
not mean that rural residents are overwhelmingly Anglo.”
However, these general trends do not describe the diverse,“
heterogeneous and changing populations, environmex'lts,
economies and cultures of rural Australia, including Indige-
nous, mining, farming and tourist communities, landscapes
ranging from desert to rainforests, and residents w}m
commute to cities or who are dependent on the Royal Flying
Doctor Service. This diversity means that rural Australia
continues to be vital, contributing gyggbl_r__dsofghwe nation’s
exports, providing food and other primary resources, housing

“up to a quarter of the populatioii and being the holiday desti-

S . — .

nation for the malqgiﬁng_&ourists.“ o
o Cﬁlturally,wfmﬁ_ré[l ALlstrszT}“iwﬁ‘YOVides an important 1del¥t1t.y
and heritage that we are reluctant to forego.” Rural Australia is
as varied as the many different people, environments, cultures
and economies across the nation. But what do we mean by
‘rural’ and how do we know ‘when we are standing in it’?"
Definitions of what constitutes the ‘rural’ have been
debated for decades. Traditionally, definitions of rurality have
been classified into three types: occupational, sociocultural
and ecological.? Occupational definitions associate rurality
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Sociocultural definitions assume that rural residents have
their own subculwure and differ culturally from urban resi-
dents. Thus, sociological analysis should focus on the cultures
of the rural region being studied.' However, such definitions
are extremely difficult to pinpoint” and imply that rural
Australia has a specific and almost homogeneous culture,
raising doubts about the diversity of rural Australia. Taking this
argument further, it implies that changes in culture lead to
changes in the rurality of a region. Such definitions become
problematic for individuals who move: either they take their
culture with them to the city or such a move changes their
culture. In light of technological advances over the past 30
years which allow people in rural areas to access information
and news more readily, it would seem that fewer cultural differ-
ences between rural and urban areas remain. Suggesting that
rural areas are culturally specific tends to reinforce myths
about rural residents being more traditional and even ‘back-
ward’. ' While cultural differences between rural and urban
areas may not be distinct, culture and history influence
perceptions and understanding of rurality and, therefore,
cannot be ignored.'” Many Australians currently identify with
rural or urban living:"™ ‘cow dung on your boots in the city
would be a cause for ridicule, in the country it’s great food for
the roses’."” ‘Rural’, therefore, can be understood in contem-
porary contexts as a social construction,” whereby meanings
and identities have been constructed over time with our
culture.” Ideological constructions of rural Australia tend to
adopt one of two opposing perspectives: the first posits an
idyllic quality of life, picturesque scenery and the sunburnt
stockman, while the second constructs rural residents as back-
ward, simple and ignorant. Both these sets of shared meanings
are more imagined than descriptive of contemporary rural
living.* As a result, Kapferer® argued that rural-urban distinc-
tions are not appropriate because they are so historically and
culturally ingrained in ideological myths, including a history
of urban people settling in rural Australia and a belief that
social problems occur in urban areas.

Many definitions use more than one criterion. For
example, Nichol** combined occupational, sociocultural and
ecological criteria to develop a definition where rural areas
included one of the following five types: company towns,
Aboriginal communities, small rural towns, regional centres
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and dispersed families. Commonly, the urban-rural dichotomy
is rejected in Australia, replaced by four categories: urban,
regional, rural and remote (capital cities differ from regional
centres, such as Townsville and Bunbury, which can be distin-
guished from the many small towns across the natiox} which
are different again to remote areas); these categories may
conceptually provide a better description of Australia.®
Regardless of the specific criteria, all definitions seem to be
somewhat problematic, because classifications are imposed
and arbitrary boundaries are used to distinguish urban from
rural and one area from another. For this reason, it has been
suggested that rural-urban can be understood as a continuum
ather than a dichotomy but, because of the many factors influ-
encing rural and urban status which cannot easily be ranked,
a continuum is also problematic. Rurality is thus a multidi-
mensional concept, symbolically constructed and both histori-
cally and culturally contingent, which is difficult to define and
measure.® For this reason, it is generally accepted that one
universal definition is not appropriate.

If defining the rural changes in every context why then do
we need to discuss the issue of what is rural? Ts sach discussion
anything more than a purely academic exercise? Yes!
Reflecting not only the physical characteristics of places. that
might be considered rural, but also the types of p whvmg,
and the ’1C[1\1U€S uudex t'lken within those pldces these
3 " cial and
equences. Aitken,” for example, argues hat a
E)NTUCU.WIAI‘ 1deo ogy, called ‘countrymindedness’, has underlaid
the pohc1es and activities of the Australian National Party
(formerly the Country Party), a political party founded with
the objective of representing ‘rural Australia’. ‘Countrymind-
edness’, Aitken argues, presents the interests of farmers and
graziers as the interests of all rural people. As farmers and
graziers are primary producers, this ideology sees them as the
only genuinely productive members of the community and,
therefore, the bedrock on which all other business and
cmployment is built. Farming is seen as an_ennobling and

inherently yirtuous s pursuit, gygnbohcally opposea to Lhe > mora al |

corrupton “and mdmd w
in dequacies and tnnecessary interference of " gov
This ideology has indeed been accepted by many people
outside the farming and grazing community, giving farmers

T
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and graziers considerable political influence considering their
relatively small number. Critics, however, claim that ‘country-
mindedness’ has also served to legitimise opposition to: better
employment conditions for agricultural workers and other
paid labour; land rights for Aboriginal Australians (see chapter
7); access to property ownership and decision making for
women; * and alternative forms of land use such as ‘hbbbv
farms’ and plantation forestry.* l

Despite the difficulties involved in finding a universal defin-
ition, there are clearly a number of commonsense understand-
ings about what constitutes the rural. At a very general level this
has something to do with connections to agriculture, wide open
spaces, isolation and self-reliance. Our purpose in this chapter is
not to arbitrate in any of these particular debates, but to suggest
that our sociological understanding of rurality is best guided by
the particul ntext in which the concept s to be applied and
by the meanings that rurality has for participants in those
contexts. Therefore, throughout this book, a variety of defini-
tions, categories and understandings of rurality will be used as
they relate to previous writings and specific contexts.

Rural life, community, agriculture and environment:
An overview

As we have already seen in this chapter, there is no shortage of
challenges facing rural Australia. In many respects, few of these
are unique to rural areas. Industrial restructuring, environ-
mental change, withdrawal of social services, explosive growth
in telecommunications technology, and increasingly
cosmopolitan and culturally diverse communities have changed
the face of both rural and urban areas. But if, in general terms,
the issues are very similar, their detail and the manner in which
they fit together can be very different. The final section of this
chapter will concentrate on identifying the issues on which this
book will focus more specifically and, in particular, some of the
ways in which they do indeed fit together.

This book is structured around five major themes: theoret-
ical perspectives, rural cultures and politics, social life in rural
comunities, agriculture and rural environments.- While it may
seem unnecessary to have separate a discussion on theoretical
perspectives, this first section provides an overview of the
major theories employed by rural sociologists, the new direc-
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tions rural sociology is offering and the challenges facing the
field. The second theme, rural cultures and politics, presents
differing understandings of rural cultures and the policies and
politics that have helped shape rural Australia at the turn of
the century, ranging from television advertisements, farming
practice and rhetoric, the Country/National Party and debates
over Native Title and Wik. The third theme is equally broad
addressing a range of issues and social relationships in rural
communities: four social problems in rural communities
(youth suicide, violence, poverty and education); Victoria’s
regional health care system; differing definitions of rural
communities; strategies for communities and policy-makers
for rural community develoopment; and Indigenous authors’
recommendations for working in their community.

It is fairly obvious that the five major themes dominating
this book are closely related; that changes in agriculture — the
most extensive form of land use and the major economic base
in many rural communities — impact directly on environ-
mental health, community vitality and rural cultures and poli-
tics. Similarly, environmental degradation potentially
compromises the long-term ecological, economic and social
sustainability of agriculture and agriculture dependent commu-
nities, while changes in community composition may promote
changes in land use and thus the shape of agriculture and types
of degradation hazard. These relationships are particularly
evident when we look at communities characterised by consid-
erable land use conflict or change. The town of Gunnedah, on
the Northern Tablelands of New South Wales (NSW), has
become a focus for debate over the aerial spraying ol cotton
crops. While a number of residents believe that health and
lifestyles have been severely compromised by exposure to
chemicals via spray-drift, many others, including town leaders,
believe that theirs is a cotton town. In their view, the cotton
industry has brought prosperity and anybody who can’t live
with it should leave.* By contrast, the migration of ‘alternative
lifestylers’ to the NSW north coast following the 1971 Aquarius
Festival led to a marked increase in organic (chemical-free)
fruit and vegetable production; while the previously depressed
central west town of Mudgee was revitalised following the subdi-
vision of a number of large properties in the area and the subse-
quent influx of smallholders responsible for the development
of boutique wine and cottage craft industries.
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In addition to these relationships between the book’s
major themes, we think it is important to examine some of the
less obvious threads or cross themes that astute readers will
also note. In terms of current debates about the nature of
rurality, the most important thread is arguably the changing
and contested meaning of ‘agricultural land’ implicated in
conflict over native title, property rights, catchment manage-
ment and landcare. These issues are dealt with more specifi-
cally in chapters 7, 20 and 21. Although commonsense may tell
us that land is land — an objectively definable and fixed entity
— the ways in which we perceive a landscape, the features of
that landscape that we value, and the moral and legal rights
and responsibilities we have in relation to that landscape are
all socially defined and vary considerably between different
cultural perspectives.” Groups — such as Aborigines, farmers
and pastoralists, and environmentalists — do not simply
compete for control over a given piece of land, they compete
to define what that land means and the rights and responsibil-
ities of those who use it. As chapter 20 argues, Landcare has
helped many farmers to look at their farms through ‘new pairs
of eyes’ — something Brian Roberts® refers to as ‘land literacy’
— but time will tell whether many of those same farmers will
be able to find ways to establish cooperative relationships with
traditional owners claiming some form of ongoing native title.
Despite vehement opposition to native title by the National
Party and most farm lobby groups, some pastoralists have
managed to do just that.

Another area of change that has received considerable
attention over the last ten years has been the rise of the women
in agriculture, or rural women’s, movement (see chapter 18).
While the central political strategy guiding this movement of
gaining increased recognition for the contribution women
make to agriculture may seem relatively straightforward, this
raises a number of important and complex sociological issues
about rural identities and power that warrant further investi-
gation. It seems easy enough to blame an overtly masculinised
culture for tolerating, if not encouraging, domestic and other
violence, the economic and political marginalisation of
women and minorities, and the dominance of nature. There is
certainly plenty of evidence to support such conclusions.” But
to what extent are male, as well as female identities, under-
going transformation? In what ways? And to what extent are
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social problems like these exacerbated by challenges to tradi-
tional sources of male identity — other than the rural women’s
movement — such as agricultural restructuring and industri-
alisation? Put more simply, just how do men feel when their
farming activities are subsidised by the off-farm work of their
female partners; or when increasingly information-based tech-
nologies compel them to spend more and more time in the
farm office rather than out in the paddock; or when they are
forced to sell the farm because they can no longer compete
with state-subsidised producers overseas; or when they are
made redundant because the only major employer of wage
labour in town shuts down? It has been suggested that men
facing circumstances just like these form a large part of the
constituency for populist right wing political groups like
Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party. However, they also
comprise a group that is seen to be at high risk of poor health,
substance abuse and suicide. Our point is that we have really
only begun to scratch the surface of the relationships between
gendered sources of identity and power, agricultural restruc-
turing, economic rationalist government policy and farming
practice, and their social and environmental consequences.
While questions of gender are most clearly addressed in chap-
ters 17 and 18, the lens of feminist analysis might be produc-
tively applied to all the issues addressed in this book.
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