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Book Reviews 

be learned about Austin's case and applied to cities in the 
South, the Midwest, and the Plains by activists and urban 
planners. And, paired with Barry Shank's more riveting 
tale of the development of the city's music scene, Disso­
nant Identities (1994), a broad picture of Austin can take 
shape. Jonathan R. Wynn, Department of Sociology, 
University of Massachusetts-Amherst. 

Weird City: Sense of Place and Creative Resistance 
in Austin, Texas. By Joshua Long. Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 2010. viii + 207 pp. Illustrations, notes, 
bibliography, index. $50.00 cloth, $25.00 paper. 

Joshua Long makes a fine contribution to the literature 
on urban places with Weird City. It is written in a way that 
makes it a natural for students of urban geography and an 
equally solid choice for classes devoted to urban sociol­
ogy, community organization, urban planning, or public 
history. 

The book provides an in-depth look at the cultural 
landscape in a specific urban location. In laying out his 
analysis, Long introduces us to characters that run the 
gamut from elected officials to neighborhood person­
alities, as well as some famous and not-so-famous musi­
cians. For me, the material accompanying some of the 
biographical sketches could have been a bit more detailed. 
Nonetheless, no sooner is a character introduced than you 
begin to see how this individual fits into the picture in a 
very place-specific sense. 

The result is a detailed look at one ofthe Great Plains' 
more interesting urban places. Long takes the reader on a 
journey through a myriad of interest groups, all sharing 
the common characteristic of being locked in a battle over 
a sense of place. He gives meaning to the notion of "Keep 
Austin Weird," a phrase so well known in Austin that it 
eventually became a popular bumper sticker. For me, the 
standout chapter is "Aliens, Affluence, and Abnormality," 
which drew me in simply because it focuses on the old­
timer-versus-newcomer divide that seems to have voice 
in so many smaller communities. What Long alerts us to 
is the same sort of division playing itself out in a much 
larger context. 

The book is well documented and includes a relevant 
and well-written annotated glossary of terms that is, re­
grettably, too short. 

In sum, Long has given us the sort of writing that ap­
peals beyond the classroom. He has also given us an inti­
mate look at a very subtle yet important aspect of urban 
life-a sense of urban place. Sally Caldwell, Department 
of Sociology, Texas State University San Marcos. 
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Hollowing Out the Middle: The Rural Brain Drain 
and What It Means for America. By Patrick 1. Carr 
and Maria 1. Kefalas. Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2009. 
xiv + 239 pp. Map, notes, references, index. $26.95 cloth, 
$16.00 paper. 

"Hollowing out the middle" refers to the loss of the 
well-educated young adults in rural communities of 
America's Heartland-the Corn Belt and Great Plains. 
Declining rural communities invest their meager re­
sources to educate their brightest youth, thereby provid­
ing them opportunities for rewarding careers in distant 
cities. This further contributes to the communities' woes 
because it guarantees not only population loss, but also 
loss of expertise and leadership that could help them solve 
their problems. 

Carr and Kefalas's contribution to understanding the 
dilemma of rural communities promoting and supporting 
the loss of the best and brightest is through an in-depth 
analysis of young adults' decisions regarding their fu­
tures and the role of local institutions and organizations, 
especially schools, in developing and reinforcing those 
decisions. They conducted a case study of Ellis, Iowa (a 
pseudonym), population 2,014, examining the decisions 
and actions of young adults who graduated from high 
school in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Their research 
identified four paths or types: achievers, stayers, seekers, 
and returners. 

Achievers are identified early in school and receive 
special treatment in terms of opportunities, encourage­
ment, and support to reach their potential and go on to 
college with no expectations of returning to the commu­
nity. Stayers receive little encouragement or support, do 
not go to college, marry early, and end up in blue collar, 
low-paying jobs. Seekers also do not receive encourage­
ment or support, but they see little future for themselves 
in their community. Lacking good grades and financial 
support to attend a major college, they often see military 
service as their pathway out. 

Returners can be subdivided into high fliers and 
boomerangs. High fliers are achievers who become dis­
illusioned with big city ambiance and long for simpler 
small-town life with close friend and family ties. Local 
and state policy makers actively seek to attract high fli­
ers. Boomerangs, who have much in common with the 
stayers, are more likely to return, often after a military 
hitch or community college experience, ready to get on 
with life. Many ultimately end up on welfare roles. Ellis's 
educators and leaders were fully aware that their support 
of achievers was detrimental to the town's long-term 

© 2011 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

edgrey
Text Box



124 

viability, but believed it was their responsibility. Carr and 
Kefalas suggest it is unconscionable not to provide oppor­
tunities and support for stayers. Realistically, stayers are 
the hope for the future of many rural communities. 

This volume is ideal for undergraduate and graduate 
courses on community, community development, rural 
development, and rural life to help students understand 
the problems rural communities face. More importantly, 
it should be read by all Great Plains school board members 
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and principals, community leaders, and state policy 
makers. Great Plains states and communities need to 
implement creative development strategies that explic­
itly include enhancing stayers' human capital. Without 
a major paradigm shift in relation to those most likely 
to stay in the community, the fictional "buffalo com­
mons" may become "surreal" for much of the rural Great 
Plains. Peter F. Korsching, Department of Sociology, 
Iowa State University. 
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