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Abstract
Concepts are the basic building blocks of all knowledge, while the strength of any societal project is dependent 
on the quality of those concepts. As two of the oldest geographical concepts still in widespread use, ‘rural/ur-
ban’ stand in stark contrast to the immense changes encountered by the society over the last century, let alone 
decades. To better understand this controversy, this paper moves away from conventional rural and urban 
theory, and instead focuses on the philosophical constitution of this conceptual pair. By critically evaluating 
six of the most common conceptions of ‘rural/urban’, including their pros and cons, this paper makes a case 
for reconfiguring our relationship with familiar understandings of societal organization. The paper concludes 
that by paying greater attention to how concepts operate at a cognitive level, how they are construed and 
collectively maintained, can help facilitate decisions whether ‘rural/urban’ are truly analytically contributory 
to a specific line of thought or action, or whether they merely linger as a cultural ostinato that is too elusive 
to be conquered or held.
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Introduction
‘Rural’ and ‘urban’ are controversial con-
cepts. In human geography, and in social 
sciences at large, they are increasingly recog-
nized as problematic constructs rather than 
sets of geographically bounded facticities 
(Little 1999; Champion & Hugo 2004; Halfa-

cree 2006; Hubbard 2006; Cloke 2006; Scott 
et al. 2007; Woods 2011; Brenner 2013; Bos-
worth & Somerville 2014; Dymitrow & Halfa-
cree 2018). As some of the oldest geographi-
cal concepts still around, their pervasiveness 
stands in stark contrast to the immense 
changes encountered by society over the last 
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century, let alone decades. Steady, fast-paced 
transformations in the environmental, eco-
nomic and social dimensions (cf. Rabbinge & 
van Diepen 2000; Millward et al. 2003) have 
rendered ‘rural/urban’ decreasingly useful 
in the contemporary reality of interconnect-
edness (Hoggart 1990; Halfacree 1993; Pile 
1999).

Specific morphologies, specific population 
densities or specific ways of doing economy 
no longer breed particular types of social 
relations, at least not to the point of grant-
ing them such primordial gravitas. As Cloke 
and Johnston (2005a) note, ‘rural/urban’ is 
one conceptual pair that “has survived the 
onslaught of material reality and philosophi-
cal re-positioning” (p. 10). Instead, “urban/
rural differences have carried with them 
other more hidden messages” that “ [go] 
beyond the material look of the land and 
[imply] more deep-seated differences” (p. 11). 
Hence, although ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ today 
should perhaps best be understood as cate-
gories of thought (Mormont 1990), narratives 
(Ulied et al. 2010) or conversational realities 
(Halfacree 2009b), they continue to underpin 
and influence large sectors of societal organi-
zation as acceptable guiding perspectives 
(Ward & Brown 2009; Brenner 2015; Tun-
ström & Smas 2017; Dymitrow et al. 2018). 
The point is that due to increasing blurring 
and the lack of definitions that work in prac-
tice (Somerville et al. 2014: 294), there is 
an ever greater likelihood that continued 
usage of ‘rural/urban’ in formal contexts (e.g., 
research, legislation, public administration, 
policy, land use, funding) may be ill-adapted 
to reflect a significantly changed society, and 
that unreflexive uses of these concepts may 
get in the way of making informed analyses 
and decisions.

As Bohleber et al. (2013: 501) argue, “[i]t is 
well known that there is a lack of consensus 
about how to decide between competing and 
sometimes mutually contradictory theories, 
and how to integrate divergent concepts and 
theories”. By studying the concepts’ history, 
phenomenology, construction, meaning-mak-
ing and possibility of integration, it is pos-

sible to understand the logic of their enact-
ment. This is especially true for concepts with 
many, often fragmented and overlapping, 
meanings and implications. In that vein, the 
general aim of this paper is to critically evalu-
ate the most common conceptions of ‘rural/
urban’ in order to help erase the contagion 
of indifference attached to them in a reality 
of recalcitrant admissibility. More specifically, 
this will be done by critically analyzing the 
problem of ‘rural/urban thinking’ from two 
perspectives: (1) the constancy of scholarly 
critique; and (2) philosophical repositionings. 
The first part aims to outline the problem 
from a reactionary perspective and the sec-
ond part from a theoretical angle, within 
which six principal takes on ‘rural/urban’ will 
be presented and evaluated critically. Both 
tracks must be factored in to address the 
complexity of the rural/urban problem, and 
to systematically arrive at its appreciation. 
The article ends by sketching out a research 
gap, outlining a need to pay greater attention 
to ‘rural/urban’ as elusive concepts rather 
than as geographical spaces.

Due to this specific insistence, this article is 
not intended as a recapitulation of rural and 
urban theory. Instead, it provides a break-
down of the basic philosophical premises 
upon which most such theories rest. The mer-
it of such an angle of approach is to weigh the 
pros and cons of each conception and, by lay-
ing bare the controversy within, help infuse 
more reflexivity into our everyday handling 
of ‘rural/urban’.

Methodological note

In terms of orientation, this paper adopts 
both a systematizing and a critical take 
on the problem of rural/urban conceptualiza-
tion by focusing on the concepts’ constitu-
tion. Constitution, in this sense, denotes the 
various fundamental principles or established 
precedents according to which an entity is 
governed, which together make up (i.e., con-
stitute) what the entity is thought to be. Con-
ceptual constitution, hence, denotes all those 
signifiers put into a concept that produce 
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intersubjective states of mind or represen-
tations of reality, associated with the name 
of that particular concept (Margolis & Lau-
rence 1999).

Assuming that a paper about a familiar 
geographical problem is unlikely to be poign-
ant if confirming or disproving known assump-
tions, this paper engages with a redux-style 
interpretation of the phenomenon of rural/
urban thinking by restoring, remixing and 
remastering ideas from the existing research 
field. To do so, I work broadly – athwart 
different aspects, situations and contexts, 
and interdisciplinarily – across different 
theoretical frameworks from geographical, 
sociological, philosophical and psychological 
literature, with the overarching goal to pro-
vide a structured, repackaged case against 
unsolicited uses of ‘rural/urban’.

In terms of format, this paper is crafted 
as a conceptual one. Conceptual research is 
nominally the opposite of empirical research, 
in that it seeks to undertake a logical clarifi-
cation of a given phenomenon by combining 
theory with more general empirical insights 
and philosophical commitments (Maxwell 
2013; Xin et al. 2013). Conceptual research 
assumes that knowledge is value-mediated 
and value-dependent (Guba & Lincoln 1994) 
and therefore does not hold rigidly to a single 
set of assumptions. The reason for this is that 
concepts are never theoretically hermetic but 
build on multiple aspects of the noösphere 
(the sphere of human thought) and can be tak-
en to represent a boundary-spanning concep-
tual nucleus (Hansen 2011). In line with the 
stipulation that conceptual research should 
seek to “avoid any methodological strait-jack-
eting and remain open and creative in [its] 
thinking” (Tribe & Liburd 2016: 45), the here 
employed analytical framework is deliberate-
ly eclectically informed. Analytical eclecticism 
draws upon multiple theories to gain comple-
mentary insights into a subject and applies 
different theories in particular cases (Sil & 
Katzenstein 2010). More specifically, this is 
done by combining historical deconstruction, 
situational analyses and abductive reasoning 
with various stylistic techniques (analogies, 

metaphors, similes) to articulate the (il)logic 
undergirding the deliberated conceptions.

In terms of conceptual research method, 
“expertise, long term engagement with the 
issues and deep knowledge of the relevant 
literature” is favored before systematic evalu-
ation of empirical materials (Tribe & Liburd 
2016: 45). Mindful of this, Xin et al. (2013) 
propose “a process of scoping, comparison, 
reflection and abstraction […] including defin-
ing concepts, comparing them, historical 
analysis, the construction of conceptual typol-
ogies, finding conceptual gaps, deep reflec-
tion, synthesizing and finally a reconceptual-
ization of the subject” (summarized by Tribe 
& Liburd 2016: 45). In that vein, while draw-
ing on and combining insights from extensive 
empirical work, the methodological focus 
of this paper is on the philosophical analy-
sis of the central findings common to much 
of the underlying empirical material. This 
includes divagations on how ‘rural/urban’ is 
produced, attained and withheld, and how it 
is used with regard to different, often contra-
dictory, cultural meanings and significations.

Constancy of critique

‘Rural’ and ‘urban’ are powerful concepts 
that have been used to study and understand 
places for a long time. The rural/urban binary 
evokes powerful feelings and associations and 
“continues to have a material effect in shap-
ing the social, economic and political geog-
raphies of large parts of the world” (Woods 
2011: 49; see also Cloke & Johnston 2005a; 
Meeus & Gulinck 2008; Brenner 2011). It 
also remains “one of the oldest and most 
pervasive of geographical binaries” found 
throughout society and is deeply embedded 
in culture, science and planning (Woods 2011: 
3). In effect, while ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ are 
becoming increasingly blurred in a wide spec-
trum of objective and subjective dimensions 
(Cloke 2006; Yeo & Neo 2010; Easterlin et al. 
2011; Woods 2011; Torre & Wallet 2014), 
rural/urban conceptualization has remained 
a contentious way of understanding the world 
(Dymitrow & Stenseke 2016). Interestingly, 
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this lack of mainstreaming has found reflec-
tion in academic attitudes, whose longevity, 
persistence and similarity has accompanied 
‘rural/urban’ for a long time.

Already a century ago, Galpin (1918) ques-
tioned the binary’s validity, urging its imme-
diate dissolution and replacement by a new 
orientation. Ever since, ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ 
have been characterized as “vague and con-
tradictory and [whose] use should be discon-
tinued for scientific work” (Galpin et al. 1918), 
while the “scientific justification for employ-
ing [them] has been described as entertain-
ing” (Gillette 1917: 184). Questions pertain-
ing to the continued legitimacy of ‘rural’ 
and ‘urban’ have been raised with regard 
to where to draw the line between them, 
deeming such practice “very uncertain, and 
even whether it is really worthwhile drawing 
it at all” (Bailey 1924: 162). The rural/urban 
distinction has been pegged as “not one 
of social networks or of institutional profiles 
but of individual outlook” (Stewart Jr 1958: 
158), “reveal[ing] a gross lack of agreement 
concerning their referents” (Dewey 1960: 
60). Being such a “fuzzy, descriptive designa-
tion”, the matter ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ purport 
to depict “becomes relatively unimportant” 
(Bealer et al. 1965: 257). In turn, the terms 
themselves have become “more remarkable 
for their ability to confuse than for their pow-
er to illuminate” (Pahl 1966: 299).

It is not merely a matter of confusion 
though. The rural/urban binary has been 
characterized as a “rhetorical device”, with us 
being “the victims of our own terminological 
duplicity” (Copp 1972: 159). For instance, the 
“theoretical crisis of rurality” has been found 
to lie in the “basic insufficiency of the socio-
logical concepts with which rural phenom-
ena have been apprehended” (Galjart 1973: 
254-5), leading to “a form of theoretical-
empirical myopia influencing what is known 
and can be known about […] the concept 
‘rural’” (Falk & Pinhey 1978: 547). Sher (1977: 
1) went even further, claiming that “rural 
people, rural communities, and rural condi-
tions are so diverse that we can find evidence 
to support nearly any characterization”.

By the 1980s, the time felt ripe for some 
conclusions. Newby (1986: 209) conceded that 
“[t]here is now, surely, a general awareness 
that what constitutes ‘rural’ is wholly a mat-
ter of convenience and that arid abstract def-
initional exercises are of little utility”. In the 
same vein, Hoggart (1990: 245–6) observed 
that “the designation ‘rural’, no matter how 
defined, does not provide an appropriate 
abstraction […] [and if] we cannot agree what 
‘rural’ is, this does not give us carte blanche 
to rely on ‘convenient’ definitions of it”. Also, 
the concept ‘urban’ has been met with simi-
lar critique, with Thrift (1993: 229) identifying 
“something of an impasse” in urban studies, 
replete with “recycled critiques, endlessly cir-
culating the same messages”.

Well into the 2000s, little had changed. 
As Cloke (2006: 20) observed, “[d]espite 
strong warnings to the contrary […] these 
loose concepts continue to underpin aspects 
of rural studies […with…] empirical work con-
ducted on this basis [often being] flawed”. 
According to Cloke and Johnston (2005a: 11), 
“the rural/urban divide has been kept alive 
by a binary model of thinking, peddling ideas 
of separation, difference and even opposi-
tion”, while in practice “the divide has become 
blurred in all kinds of ways”. This blurring has 
made any rural/urban distinction increasingly 
“irrelevant”, to the extent it is “no longer use-
ful for making sense of societies characterized 
by high levels of geographic and social mobil-
ity” (Hubbard 2006: 2). The severity of this 
continuation led to geographers extending 
their concerns to notions of ideology, norma-
tivity and even myth-making (Eriksson 2010; 
Nilsson & Lundgren 2015). As Halfacree 
(2009b: 450) put it, “continued belief in any 
town versus countryside divide may even be 
seen as ideological, both denying and confus-
ing human understanding of the spatiality 
of contemporary capitalism” (cf. also Brenner 
& Theodore 2002), while Stenbacka (2011: 
243) pondered whether “the divide [is] used 
to underpin the struggle to constitute the 
superior and uphold a prevailing norm”.

As the above outline suggests, ‘rural/
urban’ can be conceptualized very different-
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ly, with each conceptualization being equally 
problematic, for example: “Functional and 
political-economy conceptualizations of rural-
ity have struggled to resolve this paradox1, 
leading to the suggestion that the ‘rural’ 
should be abandoned as an analytical term 
[…] whilst social constructionist approaches 
have focused on the discursive realm to the 
neglect of actually existing social and eco-
nomic relations” (Woods 2011: 43).

Effectively, the variety of functions and 
meanings attached to the rural/urban bina-
ry has made it “an ambiguous and complex 
concept” and “a messy and slippery idea 
that eludes easy definition and demarca-
tion” (Woods 2011: 1)2. Consequently, trying 
conclusively to define it materially “runs the 
risk of perpetuating a ‘chaotic conception’ 
[...] of space that is most unlikely to ground 
a robust […] structured coherence” (Somer-
ville et al. 2014: 282). This means that ‘rural’ 
and ‘urban’ have come to a point in their 
conceptual development at which they can 
signify almost anything (Sher 1977; Hoggart 
1990; Cloke 2006; Woods 2011) and this 
span widens with an ever-greater speed with-
out raising considerable intellectual doubts3.

1 Woods (2011: 43) refers to the fact that “the 
networks and flows of people and goods, capital and 
power – have always transgressed the discursive divide 
of urban and rural”.

2 It should be noted that, from a cognitive point 
of view, meaning and utility are two different things 
that should not be used interchangeably to claim sci-
entific merit. The conflation of meaning with utility is 
a very common point of misunderstanding in scholar-
ship (and policy) that has rendered a false sense of sta-
bility, in which ‘rural/urban’ are not perceived as prob-
lematic as they probably should (Dymitrow & Brauer 
2018: 199–200).

3 A recent example from Poland involves Wiślica, 
a tiny rural settlement of 500 inhabitants, which was 
granted urban status on 1 January 2018 as the re-
sult of a change in political discourse. By invocations 
to past injustice (Wiślica had urban status in the past 
and lost it during the reign of an oppressor), nation-
alistic sentiments were allowed to lower the hitherto 
accepted demographic minimum heuristic for urbanity 
in Poland (c. 2000 inhabitants) by 75%. More recently 
still, the even smaller village of Opatowiec (population 
just above 300) is predestined to be rendered ‘urban’ 
on 1 January 2019 for similar reasons, placing it in the 
same “urban basket” as Warsaw. Contrarily, large and 

This dual attitude – condoning a rural/
urban distinction on the one hand yet criti-
cizing it on the other – has necessitated new 
ways of philosophical repositioning to accom-
modate this disparity. Perhaps more inter-
estingly, the constant repositionings point 
to a collective preference for “salvaging 
a sinking boat” rather than discarding it. With 
this in mind, my point of departure is that 
the challenge to understand ‘rural/urban’ 
today lies not in determining what ‘rural’ 
and ‘urban’ are, but in what way something 
or someone is considered ‘rural’ or ‘urban’ 
and why. This also means that while my analy-
sis builds mainly on insights from “Western” 
literature, as an assessment of how rural/
urban conceptions are construed on a philo-
sophical level the analyzed models of binary 
thinking are socio-culturally acentric. The 
proposed analysis also eschews evaluation 
of rationality of any one model within specific 
geographical contexts, acknowledging that 
some models may be more applicable than 
others in different parts of the world. In the 
next section, some of the most popular con-
ceptualizations of ‘rural/urban’ will be pre-
sented, accompanied by a critique of those 
conceptualizations.

Philosophical repositionings

From the preceding overview we can surmise 
that ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ are vague concepts 
fueled by discourses from various epochs, 
standpoints and interests. The city and the 
countryside are ambiguous subsystems 
of meaning because of their dual function 
in the socio-economic macrosystem: com-
plementary and contradictory at the same 
time (Stanny et al. 2017). While this ambiguity 

fully urbanized ‘rural’ settlements like Kozy, Koziebrody 
or Pawłowice refrain from applying for urban status 
for pragmatic reasons, namely to retain their eligibility 
for a number of rural-earmarked subsidies, like those 
aimed at teachers and farmers. By tolerating concep-
tual manipulation for various secondary gains (be it 
prestige, revenge or economic gains), the primordial 
value of the rural/urban distinction is stretched to the 
maximum, virtually depleting it of its semiotic potential 
(Dymitrow 2013; 2017a; 2017b).
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poses an insoluble methodological dilemma, 
researchers still continue to look for differ-
ences between them. The aim of the follow-
ing review is to summarize how ‘rural’ and 
‘urban’ are most often handled in practice 
at a conceptual level, but also to outline some 
general problems associated with such con-
ceptualizations.

For the purpose of this overview, I depart 
from the most common conceptions of rural/
urban in social sciences: dichotomy, continu-
um, hybridities, relationalities, performativi-
ties and networks4 (Fig. 1). It should be noted 
though that within each conception I treat 
‘rural/urban’ as a binary, i.e. as a simple, 
socially constructed, amalgamation of two 
elements within the wider human activity 

4 There are also other, less frequent, strands, rang-
ing from ‘forces’ on the one end (in the physicalistic/
mechanicistic tradition) (Colby 1933; recently e.g. Kr-
zysztofik 2016; Krzysztofik et al. 2016, 2017) to ‘affects’ 
on the other end (in the non-representational tradition) 
(Thrift 2007; cf. Halfacree 2009b; Dymitrow 2013).

of categorization (Cloke & Johnston 2005b). 
This means that while ‘rural/urban’ can be 
approached independently of each other 
(What is ‘rural’? What is ‘urban’?) or in tandem 
(In what way is ‘rural’ different from ‘urban’?), 
maintaining a binary perspective is philosophi-
cally necessary to stabilize the points of refer-
ence, but also historically and geographically 
substantive. Moreover, given the conceptual 
focus of this paper, I am here less concerned 
with what these concepts mean (in isolation 
they can mean virtually anything), but rather 
how they are construed and played off against 
each other at a conceptual level. The calibra-
tion of that level, in turn, is always determined 
by fleeting discursive developments, ultimately 
affecting our understanding of ‘rural/urban’.

‘Rural/urban’ as a dichotomy

Binaries often assume the qualities of either 
dualisms or dichotomies. Dualisms (also known 
as dualities) are integrative and mutually sup-

Figure 1. Graphical representation of the deliberated conceptions of ‘rural/urban’: (A) as a dichotomy; 
(B) as a continuum; (C) as hybridities; (D) as relationalities; (E) as performativities; (F) as networks

Source: Author’s reinterpretation.
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porting. They constitute a system of meaning 
of two essential and irreducible parts or a phil-
osophical construct of two equal, interplaying 
forces (think of yin and yang). While opposite 
in meaning, they are not necessarily based 
on valuation but on complementarity (none is 
better or worse). Dichotomies, contrarily, rep-
resent a division of a given totality (by means 
of conscious processes) or a contrast between 
two things as being opposed or entirely differ-
ent. To be considered a dichotomy, the two 
parts must be jointly exhaustive (everything 
must belong to one part or the other) and 
mutually exclusive (nothing can belong simul-
taneously to both parts). As such, dichotomies 
are largely disintegrative, rarely symmetri-
cal and likely to be polarizing. The process 
of treating continuous or multicategorical var-
iables in a two-part fashion is called dichoto-
mization, wherein the discretization error 
is ignored for the purposes of convenience 
(Hoggart 1990; Freibach-Heifetz & Stopler 
2008). Dichotomies (especially visible in gen-
der) have been described as a social bound-
ary that discourages from crossing or mixing 
assumed roles and viewpoints, or from identi-
fying with three or more forms of expression 
altogether (Pile 1994).

A common way of representing the rural/
urban binary (in scholarly literature, in poli-
cy and planning, and in lay speech alike) is 
as a dichotomy: if something is ‘rural’, it is 
not ‘urban’ (and vice versa). As Stanny et al. 
(2017) observe, this view is historically (rather 
than theoretically) conditioned, addition-
ally strengthened by the geographical (and, 
before it, sociological) research tradition. This 
led to the establishment of certain theoreti-
cal regularities, which, due to the high level 
of abstraction involved, found little common 
ground with the realities they purported 
to portray.

There are several problems with dichoto-
mies. One of the most salient characteri-
zations of ‘rural/urban’ is that of between 
descriptive and socio-cultural definitions. 
Descriptive definitions (Cloke 1977) accept 
that ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ exist, whereby ‘rural’ 
and ‘urban’ areas are identified through the 

“correct” selection of parameters that define 
their socio-spatial characteristics (e.g., agri-
cultural, morphological, demographic). Socio-
cultural definitions (Tönnies 1887 [1957]; 
Wirth 1938), on the other hand, highlight the 
extent to which people’s socio-cultural char-
acteristics vary with the type of environment 
in which they live (e.g., that population density 
affects certain behaviors and attitudes). Both 
approaches, however, besides not working 
well empirically, have since been criticized 
for being theoretically flawed: socio-cultural 
definitions as spatially deterministic, while 
descriptive definitions as spatially indiffer-
ent and hence ontologically shallow (see 
Halfacree 1993 for an overview). Since both 
approaches “demonstrate an erroneous con-
ceptualization between space and society” 
(Halfacree 1993: 26), the problem lies less 
in how they are conceptualized and more 
in how these two supposedly different kinds 
of space are opposed to each other by way 
of dichotomization.

It is easy to think in dichotomies, espe-
cially since dualistic thinking is a psychologi-
cal predisposition of humanity (Buss 2015). 
Moreover, this need for differentiation is not 
done randomly, but along certain semantic 
watersheds, which, logically, reflect the intel-
lectual spur of time in terms of constructed 
relations. According to Derrida (1981: 41), 
for instance, meaning in the West has been 
defined strictly in terms of binary opposi-
tions to form “a violent hierarchy” with “one 
of the two terms governing the other”. The 
first term in the binary is “endowed with posi-
tivity at the expense of the other: presence 
and value are attached to factory, while non-
factory is absent and devalued” (Gibson-Gra-
ham 2000: 97–98). In other words, there is 
a universal, culturally and psychologically sus-
tained proneness to dichotomize concepts, 
even those we objectively know to be non-
dichotomous (e.g. colors, cf. Özgen 2004).

Clearly, the rural/urban divide is not 
an exception (Cloke & Johnston 2005b). 
‘Rural/urban’, despite a plethora of litera-
ture deliberating their changed semantics 
and significance, are still conceptually rooted 
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in a dichotomy: if something is not ‘urban’ it 
is ‘rural’ (and vice versa), regardless of where 
we choose to place the separator today. 
In effect, what we get is a myriad of context-
bound separators operating under a common 
conceptual banner (Cloke 2006), a situation 
that creates a false sense of stability (Rey 
1983). Brenner (2015) demonstrates this 
through his account of “urban theory”, which 
he considers today to be “in somewhat para-
doxical condition”. On the one hand, there is 
massive disagreement within the field about 
almost anything: what ‘the urban’ is, what 
methods should be used to study it, and 
so on. On the other hand, the field is very 
strongly marked by the legacies of the last 
100 years, presupposing certain underlying 
spatial taxonomies derived from the period 
of capitalist development in which the field 
emerged. Hence, the urban/rural divide rep-
resents two specific types of space that sup-
posedly should be studied according to their 
own particular principles, and this, Brenner 
concludes, continues to be “epistemologically 
constitutive for thought and action in relation 
to urban questions” (Brenner 2015).

Because of that pervasiveness, and owing 
to a process known as internalization of real-
ity (Berger & Luckmann 1966: 129–62), ‘rural/
urban’ have given rise to separate theories 
and separate professional paraphernalia, 
including books, scientific journals, conferenc-
es, scholarships, education programs, and 
departments, all named eponymously after 
these old spatial categories. And while ‘rural’ 
and ‘urban’ no longer represent discrete 
physical environments or particular lifestyles, 
their extant institutional materialities inevi-
tably force researchers and professionals 
to operate within their particular conceptual 
boundaries, keeping the dichotomy afloat 
(Gieryn 1983).

Although we are witnessing efforts 
to revert the view of ‘rural/urban’ as a dichot-
omy and make it more similar to a dualism 
(with the countryside and the city being re-
modeled into “linkages” and “relational” sys-
tems), it is mostly a philosophical exercise. If 
a construction is no longer supported by soci-

etal structures, trying to transform it into the 
binary’s less disruptive cousin (the dualism) 
could be seen as futile at best or irresponsi-
ble at worst. 

As Stanny et al. (2017:276) outline, “[d]raw-
ing the line between the city and the country-
side is arbitrary and will always raise doubts. 
However, the unequivocal adoption of specific 
criteria gives rise to enormous consequences 
and puts weight on how an area will be devel-
oped [emphasis added]”.

We must not forget about these conse-
quences when dealing with ‘rural/urban’ 
in a dichotomous fashion, as preconceptions 
informed by amalgamations of the rather 
dated and naïve social theories underpinning 
such a model are very likely to impinge nega-
tively on, for example, research outcomes, 
governance solutions and policy formulation 
(Champion & Hugo 2004; Scott et al. 2007; 
Lerner & Eakin 2011).

‘Rural/urban’ as a continuum

Out of efforts to subdue the impact of dichot-
omous formulations of ‘rural/urban’, the 
concept of rural-urban continuum arose 
as a response to the increased moderniza-
tion in the late 19th century brought about 
by the industrialization and urbanization (Hal-
facree 2009a: 119). Influential to this devel-
opment was Tönnies’s work [1887] (1957), 
which, although still approaching the prob-
lem dichotomously, managed to reverse 
the hitherto positive connotations ascribed 
to the cities and the pejorative view of rural-
ity as captured in Marx’s famous expression: 
“the idiocy of rural life”.

Thinking in terms of continua (gradients) 
is a tempting and potentially effective way 
of reducing the harshness of dichotomies. 
This is perhaps best illustrated with colors, 
which naturally form a spectrum of various 
wavelengths, often unperceivable when con-
fronted with one specific color. In the same 
manner, the idea of a rural-urban continuum 
assumes that ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ exist, but the 
transition between them is not abrupt, but 
smooth and gradual (e.g., remote village – 
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developed village – town – city – metropolis) 
(Dewey 1960). The rural-urban continuum 
should thus be understood as a group of set-
tlements occupying the middle part of a rural-
ity-urbanity scale, where rural and urban 
units are interspersed (Kirk 1980).

While the concept of rural-urban contin-
uum added a different dimension in terms 
of flexibility, it has not passed unscathed. 
A pioneering and highly influential critique 
was raised by Pahl (1966), whose attempts 
to read off social patterns (ways of life) 
from spatial milieus had failed and which he 
deemed worthless. In summary, the continu-
um idea – as opposed to the rigid rural/urban 
dichotomy – is seemingly more nuanced but 
obfuscates a number of important issues 
(after Halfacree 2009a). Firstly, there is very 
little evidence of space and society mutually 
reinforcing each other to the degree that the 
continuum idea could be a valid representa-
tion of reality. Secondly, the concept obscures 
the heterogeneity of urban places (at the one 
pole) and downplays the lacking reference 
to typical rural places (at the other pole), 
which instead are made by implication. Since 
the “purely urban” and “purely rural” are 
merely abstractions of the dichotomy, devis-
ing a gradation upon something that does not 
exist (or cannot be grasped epistemologically) 
renders the continuum idea a mental exer-
cise. The idea also fails to empirically account 
for the lack of de facto gradation with regard 
to physical proximity (e.g., from the city core 
outwards), while conceptually it has been crit-
icized for environmental determinism, a priori 
self-containment and inverted ethnocentrism 
(privileging “Western” perceptions, cf. Siwale 
2014).

To further clarify the problem with the con-
tinuum idea, let me illustrate it with a refer-
ence to gender. Firstly, contemporary gender 
theory does not consider gender as merely 
biological sex, but also includes four other 
psychosocial aspects, including gender iden-
tity, gender expression, sexual attraction, 
and romantic attraction. Secondly, and more 
importantly for the sake of our analysis, not 
only are those aspects non-binary, but each 

aspect represents a separate slider onto 
which each and every individual’s gender-
related inclinations can be mapped. This way 
of mapping gender, hence, is not monoaxial 
(with one single male-to-female axis) but gen-
erates an uncountable range of combina-
tions (where each of the five sliders has its 
own, independently set, male-to-female axis), 
somewhat similar to that of a padlock code 
(Killermann 2013).5 Now if the values on the 
five sliders are staggered (not aligned), it is 
very difficult to determine one’s gender pro-
clivity using variations on the male/female 
binary6.

The same model of thought applies 
to the rural/urban continuum model, but 
here instead of five sliders there are many 
more. Having reviewed an extensive body 
of theoretical work dedicated to rural/urban 
conceptualization, Dewey (1960) identi-
fied more than 40 attributes usually associ-
ated with urbanity, whereof at least 10 find 
very frequent usage (Pile 1999; Sokołowski 
1999). Consequently, since urbanization is 
an irregular process, each of these attributes 
(sliders) is likely to be configured differently. 
For instance, in de-agrarizing and mobile 
societies of information and communication 
technology, differences in lifestyle are becom-
ing less pronounced. Today, thence, many 
geographical areas can be at the same time 
‘rural’ and ‘urban’7 or neither (Dymitrow & 
Stenseke 2016). For instance, a settlement 
can be 100% ‘non-rural’ in terms of non-agri-
cultural employment (the functional attrib-
ute), but this does not make it automatically 

5 It should be noted that this point of view has since 
been criticized by some contemporary psychologists, ar-
guing that what comes to define gender is conditioned 
by both biological and cultural factors (e.g., Baron et al. 
2015), and that for the most people the sliders are rea-
sonably aligned.

6 Consequently, in pace with the growing popular-
ity of the identity politics discourse, the trend today is 
to expand the gender conceptology to be more inclu-
sive (Facebook, for instance, had, in 2017, 71 gender 
options).

7 A caveat: I am not at ease using such descrip-
tions, and why I do it here is merely for pedagogical 
reasons, departing from the theory of rural-urban con-
tinuum.
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‘urban’ with regard to, for instance, density 
and scale. On the other hand, a settlement 
can be 100% ‘urban(ized)’ in terms of infra-
structure (e.g., the extent of water, sewage 
and gas supply, transport provision and digi-
talization), but at the same time remain 100% 
‘rural’ in terms of centrality (lacking supra-
local facilities altogether like banks, theatres 
and law firms) (Sokołowski 2015). This means 
that when investigating, for instance, ‘rural’ 
and ‘urban’ people’s lifestyles it seems unwar-
ranted to take into account a classification 
of rural and urban areas based on function 
(e.g., intensity of agriculture) or density (num-
ber of meters between buildings). This would 
be like mixing apples with pears.

Since the problem of the wide range 
of rural/urban variations is impossible 
to account for in practice, continuum enthu-
siasts usually adopt an aggregated approach 
(Sokołowski 1999). In other words, to forcedly 
place scattered data on a monoaxial continu-
um, we must resort to artificial mean values 
(Dahly & Adair 2007). This, in turn, is a very 
meager representation of what the concep-
tual model (continuum) is trying to depict. 
Think of this via the analogy of assessment 
sports – like figure skating or dancesport – 
and how they are judged. If all adjudicators 
award the same couples with more or less 
the same points (placements), then their 
relative placements in the competition can 
be said to align with the actual (technical, 
athletic and musical) achievements of those 
couples. Such an outcome is then considered 
fair by minimizing the interference of subjec-
tivity and maximizing objectivity (in line with 
the strictly regulated standards of how cer-
tain types of performance should be awarded 
points). Contrarily, a competition scoreboard 
marred by scattering and lack of consist-
ency between the different adjudicators 
do not produce satisfactory results. The cou-
ples are of course given placements (by way 
of advanced mathematical algorithms), but 
the results produced in this way are accepted 
more as a necessity of the competition format 
(it must produce ranking) rather than a fair 
reflection of reality. The difference between 

assessment sports and rural/urban, however, 
is that life is not a competition, and arithmeti-
cal approaches to scientifically “adjudicate” 
rurality/urbanity according to the continuum 
principle are – at least from a social-science 
perspective – inappropriate.

This brings us to the important question: 
what is really the purpose of the continuum 
idea? Why would we want to know that 
a municipality is, say, “63% urban”, and how 
should we interpret it? Notwithstanding the 
fact that different “63%-urban” localities can 
be diametrically different due to the count-
less possibilities of internal combinations 
on the rural-to-urban axis (vertical variability), 
the added nuance (“63% urban”) will eventu-
ally be lost as long as we continue to organize 
society in a dichotomous fashion (i.e., if the 
policies, research orientations, administrative 
divisions, fund designations, salary levels, etc. 
continue to be ‘rural’ or ‘urban’). Also, think-
ing in terms of horizontal variability (compari-
sons between differently aggregated urbani-
ties that produce the same arithmetical 
values) is treacherous in that a “63%-urban” 
settlement may have nothing in common with 
either the model city (at the one pole) or with 
the model village (at the other). In conclusion, 
the continuum idea has become too complex 
to be qualified or quantified, signaling a need 
for a different kind of philosophy.

‘Rural/urban’ as hybridities

Although the rural-urban continuum is a mea-
ger heuristic tool, empirical evidence con-
tinues to support its apparent significance 
in certain circumstances (Halfacree 2009b: 
123). Still, realization that actual social and 
economic relations (flows of people, goods, 
capital, and power) “have always trans-
gressed the discursive divide of urban and 
rural” (Woods 2011: 43) has given way for 
more creative conceptualizations of the both 
concepts. The third way of viewing ‘rural/
urban’, as hybridities, represents one such 
development.

A hybrid is the result of combining 
or crossbreeding two or more parts, which 
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means that the result is something different 
than those constitutive parts. The practice 
of stitching together what never should have 
been divided in the first place has an estab-
lished niche in scholarly philosophical litera-
ture. Lefebvre (1962) [2011] displaced the 
conventional divisions between ‘modern’ 
and ‘unmodern’ by moving from philosophy 
to sociology enmeshed in the social, politi-
cal and cultural forces at work in post-WW2 
France, setting up in this way the path toward 
postmodernity. Berman (1983) examined the 
conflicting relationship between the concept 
of modernism and the processes of socio-eco-
nomic development (‘modernization’). Using 
various classical texts as a source of liter-
ary interpretation of modernization, Berman 
explored the self-destructive nature of mod-
ernization, arguing that modernity’s defining 
characteristic is “that of continual reasser-
tion of ambivalence”. For Latour (1993), the 
dualistic distinction between nature and soci-
ety inherent in modernity is an artificial con-
struct and to make sense of it, Latour seeks 
to recouple the division. To do so, he proposes 
a “Parliament of Things” (Latour 1993), where-
in natural and social phenomena, including 
the discourses of both, should neither be seen 
nor studied separately, but treated as hybrids 
created (and controlled for) through public 
interaction between people, artifacts and 
concepts (cf. e.g. Murphy 2010; Dymitrow 
et al. 2018).

The concept ‘hybrid geographies’ has been 
outlined by Whatmore (2002) in her pioneer-
ing account of how human agency together 
with materials, discourses and knowledge 
create hybrid collectives or “relational being 
and becoming”. As Cloke (2006: 77) put it, 
such “hybrid approaches seem well capable 
of rematerializing and even resocializing our 
cultural understandings of rural [and urban] 
spaces”. In line with the hybrid approach, 
an array of new concepts such as ‘the new 
rural’, ‘rurban’, ‘post-rural’, ‘suburban’, ‘peri-
urban’, ‘exurban’ or ‘counter-urban’ have 
been launched to redress the fuzziness. Nev-
ertheless, all are still nothing but neologis-
tic variations on the concepts of ‘rural’ and 

‘urban’. In order to define ‘peri-urban’, one 
still needs to define the ‘urban’.

There are multiple criticisms of the use 
of ‘rural/urban’ in such expanded (hybrid) 
forms. Most obviously, they fail to explain 
‘rural/urban’ because of the extreme lan-
guage of self-referentiality without providing 
external reference, and could thus be seen 
as an attempt to resubstantiate an estab-
lished yet dwindling system of meaning. 
For example, when examining what goes 
on in “rural areas”, geographers usually 
depart from a spatial delimitation or an activ-
ity delimitation. The problem is that when 
departing from a spatial delimitation, the 
focus is on certain material manifestations 
of rurality (e.g. remoteness, open landscape, 
or nature), yet the entire variability of the 
studied area’s performances becomes ‘rural’ 
by extension, normalizing thus the concept’s 
definition through a morphological con-
tingent. Contrarily, when departing from 
an activity delimitation, “rural activities” are 
often identified from a preconceived tradi-
tionalist understanding of rurality (e.g. farm-
ing, hunting, mining, and so on), whereby any 
area exhibiting those traits becomes rural 
by extension, effectively normalizing rurality’s 
definition by the actions of a few. By so doing, 
geographers will always be able to make any 
performance or any spatiality ‘rural’ and the 
hybridity will eventually be lost8.

This phenomenon can be seen in many 
academic works, e.g. in this recent com-
pilation thesis about growth and decline 
in “rural Sweden”: “In this thesis, rural is 
operationalized in different ways between 
Papers II and III. Paper II has a regional view 
on rural areas since it is interested in the 
labor market aspects of sparse social struc-
tures. In contrast, Paper III applies a local 
definition of rural whereby all urban localities 
with a population over 1,000 are classified 
as urban while the rest of Sweden is classi-
fied as rural. […] In Article I, which looks 
at employment trajectories for agricultural 

8 The same logic applies to ‘urban’ as well, by ex-
changing prototypical tropes of rurality for ‘urban’ ones.
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workers, rural is not defined explicitly; instead 
agriculture is looked upon as a rural sector. 
As the discussion above suggests, this does 
not mean that agriculture is a defining char-
acteristic of rural, only that agriculture mainly 
takes place in rural areas” (Hedlund 2017: 6).

Here, the author defines rural areas 
in three different ways: once regionally, 
once locally (while placing settlements 
of 1,000 inhabitants and Stockholm in the 
same urban basket), and once by not defin-
ing them explicitly, yet exchanging it for the 
agricultural sector (which the author quali-
fies as not being synonymous with ‘rural-
ity’, but does so anyway because agriculture 
takes places in ‘rural areas’, which are ‘rural’ 
because there is agriculture?). Noticeably, the 
author is interested in three different aspects 
of economic life: (1) labor market aspects 
of sparse social structures; (2) socio-economic 
characteristics of small (<1,000) settlements; 
and (3) employment trajectories of agricul-
tural workers. These are clear delimitations 
and there is really no need for involving the 
rural label. But the label is involved. The main 
problem, however, is that the results from the 
three studies are aggregated and repack-
aged as knowledge how “rural Sweden” is. 
The thesis’ conclusion is namely that “differ-
ent rural areas have experienced develop-
ment differently” and that “the heterogene-
ity of rural areas is a product of both growth 
and decline” (Hedlund 2017: III). But could this 
be so simply because rural areas have been 
defined differently in the first place?9

Such proclivity to “[think] critically about 
rurality but nonetheless thinking about it” 
(Halfacree 2012) is intellectually treacherous 
in that it may even instantiate a form of apol-
ogetics. Confer, e.g., the following statement: 
“This article shows that while no single rural/
urban classification can be used for all geog-
raphies, using such a product helps to bet-
ter understand the differing characteristics 

9 My intention is by no means to ‘hang out’ this 
work (or any other work cited) as negligent sui generis. 
The use of examples is strictly for demonstrative pur-
poses in that it is symptomatic of widespread trends 
how ‘rural/urban’ are handled in academic contexts.

of rural and urban areas in a consistent, 
transparent way” (Pateman 2011: 11).

Here, initial denouncement is followed 
directly by praise: from lack of unity to full con-
sistency (and even transparency?). Moreover, 
one cannot better understand the character-
istics of rural and urban areas unless one first 
defines what ‘rural/urban’ is (which, as stated 
upfront, is insuperably difficult). So by a priori 
defining ‘rural/urban’ in order to a posteriori 
find out what ‘rural/urban’ is, the horse is 
put before the cart. Effectively, better under-
standing here equals to ‘you’ll get what you 
want’. This tendency is so strong it even pene-
trates expressly critical inquiries, as in Wood-
ward (1996: 65), who shows “how discourses 
of ‘the rural’ operate to conceal ‘deprivation’ 
in rural areas”; in Cloke and Milbourne (1992: 
371), who foresee “forays into issues of the 
cultural constructs of rurality in contemporary 
rural lifestyles”; or in Edensor (2006), where 
rural performances are defined as “ways 
in which people are predisposed to carry out 
unquestioned and habitual practices in rural 
settings” [emphases added]. Human geogra-
phy is awash with similar circular analyses, all 
leading to the same outcome: loss of hybrid-
ity and the retention of ‘rural/urban’ as tradi-
tionally conceived.

‘Rural/urban’ as relationalities

While hybrid approaches try to stitch togeth-
er old concepts because they do not seem 
to work independently, relational approach-
es want to make sense of how elements 
that make up those concepts fit together. 
As Wylie (2007: 200) put it, “relations do not 
occur in space, they make spaces – relational 
spaces, and the geography of the world is 
comprised of these” (cf. also Massey 2005: 
107). Therefore, a relational approach seeks 
to explore “both the relations that constitute 
the rural [or urban] and the shifting nature 
of the relation between the rural and the 
urban” (Woods 2011: 17). The starting point 
for relational discussions about ‘rural/urban’ 
is that they are spatial concepts, and to make 
a distinction between them we need to agree 
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that they refer to different kinds of space. 
This raises the question of what is meant 
by “space” in the first place. As Somerville 
et al. (2014: 278) conclude, the problem is 
that “it is usually assumed that ‘space’ has 
structure, but there seems to be no general 
agreement about its exact form” (see also 
Couclelis 1992).

According to Halfacree (2006: 52) 
“space” may be interrogated in terms of the 
extent to which it demonstrates structured 
coherence, i.e. the overall degree of stabil-
ity between economy, state and civil society 
at the local level. To accomplish this, Halfa-
cree (2006) envisions rural space as a tri-
partite model, where rural localities, repre-
sentations of the rural and lives of the rural 
are tightly interwoven: (1) rural localities are 
inscriptions of relatively distinctive spatial 
practices linked to production or consump-
tion; (2) representations of the rural are 
expressions of capitalist interests, bureau-
crats and politicians; (3) everyday lives of the 
rural are fractured notions of individual and 
social elements in their cognitive interpreta-
tion and negotiation10. Any aspect of rurality, 
then, can be mapped onto this model, and 
when its three facets are examined together, 
their totality can be said to articulate any 
of the following forms of rural coherence: 
(a) congruent and unified; (b) contradictory 
and disjointed; and (c) chaotic and incoher-
ent. Of these only the first expresses full 
structured coherence (Somerville et al. 2014: 
280). However, due to rapid societal changes, 
spaces “a” are becoming rarer, while spaces 
“b” are becoming the norm. Perhaps most 
worrying are places “c”, which “hold together 

10 The division of space into three facets stems 
from Lefebvre’s (1991) work “The production of space”, 
in which the author envisions ‘space’ as produced by dy-
namic interrelations between representations of space, 
representational space and practice over time, by draw-
ing on examples from ‘urban’ contexts. So while Halfa-
cree’s (2006) model, which in turn draws on Lefebvre’s 
work, relates to ‘rurality’ specifically, on a conceptual 
level it applies to ‘urbanity’ as well. Halfacree’s model 
was later modified to eliminate instances of self-referen-
tiality (Dymitrow & Brauer 2017: 37) and also redevel-
oped into a more general model of (any) labeled space 
(Dymitrow 2017b: 131).

at neither the perceptual nor conceptual level 
[…] represent[ing] a potentially subversive 
alternative within the overall logic of abstract 
spatiality” (Halfacree 2006: 52). So while 
structured coherences are always dynamic 
and fluid (Massey 2005), Halfacree’s triad 
approach gives an approximation of what 
may be meant when ‘rural/urban’ is inferred, 
but perhaps more importantly how coherent 
that inferral is.

The relational approach with regard 
to ‘rural/urban’ has become popular in human 
geography over the last decades. However, 
it has also come under criticism. Although 
useful for its descriptive capabilities to con-
ceptualize reality, it is limited (even impotent) 
in its predictive capabilities (Nowak 2014). 
Since relational approaches refuse to state 
a priori their epistemological, ontological 
and methodological commitments, their 
argument suffocates all of the finer intrica-
cies of their object of study (Venturini 2010). 
Hence, while the relational approach can 
help rethink the relationship between ‘rural’ 
and ‘urban’, it is perhaps more appropriate 
for explorative scientific approaches, where-
as in policy and planning there is a press-
ing need to define one’s position in advance 
in order to commence a meaningful interven-
tion (Earl 2002)11. While rejecting concepts 
of space and place as fixed entities and 
retreating from privileging the social, a rela-
tional approach tends to adopt “an agnostic 
position” (Woods 2011: 40–41). By doing so, it 
assumes an attitude that is inherently incom-
patible with the rigid realities of rural/urban 
opposition. Effectively, a relational approach 
tacitly accepts ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ but instead 
relativizes their respective individualities. This 
is a logical contradiction, stemming from the 
inability to let go of established frameworks 
with simultaneous realization that they do not 

11 Precise and unambiguous language is manda-
tory in many contexts, including medicine, judiciary 
systems or air traffic control, where ineffective commu-
nication may incur dire consequences, including death. 
In situations where conceptually induced harm is not 
sufficiently sensed, laxity is practiced. Expectedly, ‘rural’ 
and ‘urban’ projects abound.



388 Mirek Dymitrow

Geographia Polonica 2018, 91, 4, pp. 375-397

work in practice. What we are left with then 
are inconsistent messages and optimistic 
cliché-like statements, leading to the lack 
of structured coherence. In other words, 
we get caught in our own metaphors, some-
times balancing on the verge of incongruity.

‘Rural/urban’ as performativities

Accepting the perils of relationality, human 
geographers have been attending to the rela-
tions and experiences “shaped by a focus not 
on the way the world is, but on how the world 
is coming to be through an engagement 
with our interventions in, and responses to, 
the world” (Greenhough 2010: 42, emphases 
in original). Mindful that “[s]ocial practices 
have citational force because of the spaces 
in which they are embedded” (Thrift 2000: 
677), calls have been awoken for new forms 
of humanism, one “that avoids the rational-
ist and self-righteous claims of the old ones 
but maintains elements of the experiential 
dimension of social life” (Simonsen 2013: 
10). With that mindset, geographers have 
entered a new dimension of knowledge-mak-
ing, where comprehension of lived experi-
ence, agency and participation has become 
increasingly relevant for how we understand 
various concepts from a range of theoreti-
cal, methodological and empirical considera-
tions (cf. Nelson 1999; Nash 2000; Dewsbury 
2000; Houston & Pulido 2002; Szerszyn-
ski et al. 2003; Pearson 2006; Waitt & Cook 
2007; Kay 2012).

Because assertions about urbanization 
of the countryside (and vice versa) are known 
to be based on subjective characterizations 
of ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ (Hub bard 2006: 69-70; 
Woods 2011: 44), they have become “impli-
cated in the production of places and, in par-
ticular, in the judgment of people’s practices 
within places” (Cresswell 2009)12. This has 

12 This approach in line with Jean Baudrillard’s ide-
as of the age of simulations, “where the map no longer 
follows on from the territory, seeking to represent it, but 
instead ‘precedes’ and ‘engenders’ it”. In this view, “rep-
resentations of rurality [are] being deployed to shape 
existing rural spaces, or even to corral assemblages 

spawned numerous attempts to access the 
more-than-representational rural and urban 
geographies (Lorimer 2005; Edensor 2006; 
Wylie 2007; Carolan 2008) by adding signifi-
cant performative gravity to those “largely 
unreflexive habits, quotidian performances 
that tether people to place” (Edensor 2006: 
491). Subsumed under a more general dis-
ciplinary refocus on ‘bottom-up’ (Barnett 
2011; Pain 2004), ‘outside-in’ (Bawaka 
Country et al. 2016) and ‘more-than’ (Head 
2011) perspectives, this new wave of gaining 
understanding has been instantiated through 
numerous attempts to access geographies 
where “rural [and urban] experiences are felt, 
sensed, [and] intuited through bodily actions 
and performances (Woods 2010: 835). Such 
an approach privileges first-hand stories 
and provides an alternative to grand narra-
tives that otherwise inform understandings 
of ‘rural/urban’, but it also implicitly extends 
an invitation to the creation of those concepts 
(e.g., McGill 2000; Edensor 2006; Woods 
2010; Bossuet 2013; Kruger 2013; Mordue 
2014; Cassel & Pettersson 2015; Shirley 2015; 
Laszczkowski 2016; Wright & Eaton 2018).

Notably, this philosophical insight has 
also come to implicate geographers as active 
performers of rurality (Woods 2010) and, 
by implication, of urbanity (cf. Brenner 2013): 
“[T]he practice of rural geography is closely 
tied to the performance of rurality, and rural 
geographers are revealed not only as observ-
ers and recorders of the rural but also 
as active agents in producing, reproducing 
and performing rurality” (Woods 2010: 844).

There is a caveat though. While commend-
able from an ethical point of view, the sheer 
recognition of one’s own role in the process 
of conceptual enactment alone is unlikely 
to be effective unless we can pinpoint in what 
way such enactment creates realities (Brauer 
& Dymitrow 2014; Dymitrow & Brauer 2014). 
Yet, this particular relation has to date not 
been scrutinized in an effective way, or fully 
understood. A number of questions come 
to mind: (a) how do we identify, approach 

of rurality ‘beyond’ the rural” (Halfacree 2009b: 449). 
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and use ‘rural/urban’; (b) where exactly 
do we place those rural/urban performances; 
and, most importantly, (c) who is really per-
forming rurality/urbanity?

This issue is particularly visible in an analy-
sis of seven papers handpicked by Woods 
(2010) as a point of embarkation for his semi-
nal paper in Progress in Human Geography 
about performing rurality, which he charac-
terized to “have critically reflected on the 
practice and positionality of being a rural 
researcher”. However, a more exhaustive 
analysis shows that while the authors did 
address issues of academic integrity (Pini 
2004; Edelman 2009), holism (Chacko 2004), 
novelty of approach (Dougill et al. 2006; 
Moseley 2007) or ethical considerations 
(Leyshon 2002; McAreavey 2008), none had 
really addressed the consequences of their 
heralded agency “in producing, reproducing 
and performing rurality” (Woods 2010: 844). 
Dymitrow and Brauer (2017: 35–36) summa-
rize it as follows:

“Consider the following compilation: 
desert farming in Mali, luxury sub-London 
homes, peasant movements in Guatemala, 
chronic poverty in West Bengal, youth iden-
tity in South West England, the sugar cane 
industry in Australia, and a tourist-packed 
park fringed by the UK’s most urbanized 
area. What is the common denominator? Is 
there even any? The Occam’s razor answer 
is that they all contribute to the production 
of “rural theory”. However, such production 
takes place even though the rural location 
is unspecified (“rural Africa”), anonymized 
(“Small Village”), generalized (“sugar cane 
industry”) or synergized (“reflections of past 
research”), but also when the rural label is 
pre-given by an organization or by a research 
project, or simply arrived at by implication – 
be it by lack of update at best (the false equiv-
alency farming = rural), or by lack of reflec-
tion at worst (stereotyping)”.

In other words, while all authors expressly 
signaled their awareness of partiality and 
positionality in connection to the wherea-
bouts of “rural knowledge”, they at the same 
time evinced a sleight of hand, which Hara-

way (1991: 189) has described as the “god 
trick”: representation while escaping repre-
sentation.

‘Rural/urban’ as networks

To escape the trap of relativism, a more 
apprehendable view borne out of the relation-
al tradition is that of networks. Emphasizing 
“the significance of networks, connections, 
flows and mobilities in constituting space and 
place, and the social, economic, cultural and 
political forms and processes associated with 
them” (Woods 2011: 40) has helped highlight 
the complexity of rural/urban constructions. 
Networks, in this sense, signify an intercon-
nected or interrelated chain, group or system 
(cf. Hägerstrand 1953), and usually refer 
to the final product that exerts impact or influ-
ence over something. Understanding ‘rural/
urban’ as complex assemblages of material, 
social and human actors aligns with actor-
network theory (ANT) (Latour 2005)13.

ANT is a constructionist approach to social 
theory which refrains from essentialist expla-
nations of various social phenomena. Looking 
into how social processes are being stabilized 
(Latour 2005) through relations which are 
both material (between things) and semiotic 
(between concepts), ANT’s application has 
proven important to map out networks that 
maintain certain ways of thinking in society 
(other than just “relationize” them) (cf. Man-
ning 2002; Rutland & Aylett 2008; Young et al. 
2010). ANT, however, comes with its own set 
of problems. The biggest concerns its treat-
ment of inanimate objects as actors, a view 
that clashes with the concept of intentionality 
(Winner 1993). It has also been criticized for 
its amorality (Shapiro 1997), lack of criticism 
and failure to challenge structures of domina-
tion (Whittle & Spicer 2008), as well as for 

13 Unlike purely social networks inherent of Häger-
strand’s (1953) diffusion of innovations theory, ANT is 
a much broader approach that also involves technolo-
gies, research evidence, financial resources, institu-
tions, regulations, weather conditions, physical barriers, 
animals and the like (cf. Brauer 2012; Brauer & Dym-
itrow 2017).
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being too descriptive to virtually explain any 
social process (Amsterdamska 1990). Hence, 
its mode of sociology runs the risk of debauch-
ing into endless chains of association.

Acknowledging this critique, Dymitrow 
and Brauer (2018) develop the network 
model in the context of ‘rural/urban’ con-
cept retention, by adopting a pragmatic 
approach. Their work sets out to make sense 
of a simple yet intriguingly under-researched 
problem: If we, as geographers, know ‘rural/
urban’ to be spatial concepts of poor analyti-
cal and explanatory merit, why do we keep 
resorting to them so often, with the imminent 
risk of compromising communication and 
corroding social theory? By drawing exten-
sively on theoretical frameworks from previ-
ous literature, they pursue a structured case 
against unsolicited/unreflexive uses of ‘rural/
urban’ in human geography. By making use 
of the concept extra-scientific factor (Weber 
1904 [1941]; Fleck 1935 [1979], Kuhn 1962 
[1970]), the authors unravel a dozen psycho-
social factors influencing retention of ‘rural/
urban’ in human geography (boundary-work, 
perspectivism, politicized inclusionism, inno-
vation requirement, cognitive dissonance, 
confirmation bias, analytical ethnocentrism, 
dualistic thinking, textual entrapment, routini-
zation, vested interest, imperception of con-
cept-subject relation). More importantly, the 
authors do not end there; instead, they pro-
pose a defiltration maxim – a set of questions 
we as geographers can ask ourselves to iden-
tify extra-scientific factors likely to retain 
‘rural/urban’ within our personal sphere 
(Dymitrow & Brauer 2018: 211). Such a move 
goes beyond conventional ANT in that it 
not only maps the networks but also delves 
into the nooks of ‘human nature’, while at the 
same time trying to sort out our own position-
alities in the process of undesirable concept 
retention.

Conclusion

Due to the immense societal changes, the 
rural/urban distinction has long been criti-
cized by researchers and professionals for 

its lack of analytical and explanatory power 
in a relational, interconnected world that 
defies simple categorizations. The concepts 
‘rural’ and ‘urban’, so it seems, are often used 
without careful consideration of what is really 
implied. What we do know is that changing 
patterns of land use, modes of connectiv-
ity, livelihoods, lifestyles, and spatial rela-
tions alter our society, making it in constant 
flux. We also know that ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ 
have been subject to immense theoretical 
and philosophical repositionings. They have 
been envisioned as binaries, dichotomies, 
dualisms, continua and sliders; theorized 
as phenomena, forces and social constructs; 
envisioned as structured coherences or cha-
otic conceptions, as rhetorical devices or ide-
ologies, as categories of thought or conversa-
tional realities, as narratives or exclusionary 
othering devices. Researchers have tried 
to understand ‘rural/urban’ through philo-
sophical recourses to ‘embodiment’, ‘more-
than-human’-approaches, ‘assemblages’, 
‘effacement’, ‘post’- and ‘beyond’-perspec-
tives, and a host of other transdisciplinary 
criss-crossings. All, in one way or another, 
have proven treacherous, ambiguous or con-
tentious.

Realizing that conceptual tropes can solid-
ify understandings of abstract psychologies 
(Ramakrishnan 2014), ways in which they lend 
insight into complex social relations and iden-
tities is an important part of how the concepts 
‘rural’ and ‘urban’ need to be approached 
in the face of the current state of affairs (cf. 
Bell 1992). In other words, it is imperative 
to firstly and foremost change our relation-
ship with ‘rural/urban’, regardless of whether 
we see them as materially definable spaces, 
as academically titillating spaces of represen-
tation or as local sources of knowledge that 
deserve elevation to a position of authority. 
Contrarily, given all we know about ‘rural/
urban’ today should take us in the direction 
of viewing them as communicatively weary 
approximates and perhaps abort feeding the 
constant cyclical processes of rural/urban 
conceptual sanitation.
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This focal reshuffle could be summarized 
in three under-researched “human” dimen-
sions of ‘rural/urban’: conceptual constitu-
tion (what do we put into these concepts?), 
performativity (how do we keep the concepts 
alive?) and implications (what are the negative 
effects of sustaining the concepts?). However, 
unlike previous attempts that targeted these 
dimensions mostly through a focus on seman-
tics, reflexivity and misinterpretations, great-
er emphasis need to be put on the production 
of rural/urban knowledge from the position 
of the researcher. This implies paying greater 
attention to how concepts operate at a cogni-
tive level, how they gain foothold and are col-
lectively maintained, and how to avoid harm 
by “unlearning” bad concepts.

Human geography has changed, expand-
ed. Being a geographer today means being 
trained and capable of doing many kinds 
of research, none of which must revolve 
around vestigial spatial concepts just because 

they continue to be tolerated (cf. Dymitrow & 
Brauer 2018). And while everything is cer-
tainly located in “space”, if we keep elevating 
its role by means of problematic concepts, 
we instead churn up a rural/urban thanato-
phobia that is never likely to retire. If under-
standing the world is changing it (Gibson-Gra-
ham & Roelvink 2010: 342), thinking about 
change in new ways must involve questioning 
the assumptions underlying formal practices 
that shape contemporary societal organiza-
tion. To break away from the grip of ‘rural/
urban’ we need to – in Holder’s (2008: 249) 
words – be “prepared to think the impossible 
[…] or rather without more or less canonical 
tables of values”.

Editors’ note:
Unless otherwise stated, the sources of tables and 
figures are the authors’, on the basis of their own 
research.
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