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Introduction

For centuries agriculture was the dominant source of employment in rural areas and the 
driving force of rural economies. It had a pervasive influence on the organization of rural 
society and culture (Woods 2005). When rural development was spoken about, it tradi-
tionally meant taking measures in order to increase agricultural production. In the post-
-war period, the dominance of agriculture reached its limits. At the very beginning of this 
period one of the main policy goals was to provide food security (Burton 2004; Lapping 
2006) which required the maximization of agricultural production.

Besides supranational authorities within the European Union responsible for the 
Common Agricultural Policy, national authorities also played an important role in this en-
deavour – they set the necessary legislative, financial and institutional background for 
this mode of agricultural production. Such support established a tight knit relationship 
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between farmers and representatives of various national institutions which secured the 
growing volume of agricultural production (Murdoch 1992) and formalised rural space 
only as a source of food and timber in which farmers received a high level of authority.

Such organisation of agricultural production hit its target, agricultural output rose si-
gnificantly and food security was reached in many agricultural products at national level. 
Nevertheless negative aspects of the productivist organisation of agriculture also occur-
red – overproduction and its very costly subsidizing, decreasing employment in agricul-
ture (and hereby in rural areas as well) caused by rapid technological modernization of 
farms, soil degradation and other environmental problems. Therefore, since the 1980s in 
the United Kingdom (or 1990s in the context of the post-socialist countries including Vise-
grad countries) we can speak about the crisis in agriculture (Woods 2005) or the crisis of 
productivism (Lowe et al. 1993) and about the destruction of the tight-knit links between 
farmers and political representatives. Also on the European level the Common Agricultu-
ral Policy has faced strong criticism over the last decades due to its impact on the market 
in terms of generating surpluses while keeping prices above the global average and limi-
ting access to the common market for competitors from developing countries. Therefore 
the reforms shifted the accent from quantity towards quality including the environmental 
protection aspects, and rural development (Bureau 2012; European Union 2010). 

The retreat of agriculture did not appear in a vacuum, it was conditioned by wider so-
cial and economic processes which shape present rural localities. The massive subsidizing 
of agricultural production was not consistent with an increasingly pervasive influence of 
neo-liberalism on the ways of restructuring of the former welfare and socialist states. As 
a result, the volume of production subventions decreased rapidly and brought a destabi-
lization of farms resulting in the laying off of farm workers and growing unemployment 
rates in rural areas. Farms in the post-socialist countries particularly faced big problems 
caused by limits on direct payments for new EU member states due to worries about 
cheap production (due to the low costs of production factors and the volume of output). 
Their competitive advantage was decreased by lower co-financing from the state bud-
get in comparison to the EU-15 members. Moreover, the destabilization of farms in the 
post-socialist countries was also intensified by processes of privatization and restitution 
of land (especially in Czechia and Slovakia) and later by their integration into the highly 
competitive European and global market. 

These substantial changes in farming have been accompanied by the transition from 
the industrial society to the information (post-industrial) society. The expansion of ICT 
technologies together with intensifying individual mobility based on growing car owner-
ship have exposed rural areas to the process of counterurbanization which has conditio-
ned an extensive inflow of service class inhabitants to rural areas. Class recomposition 
significantly increases the human and social capital of rural areas and weakens the power 
position of farmers (Murdoch and Marsden 1994). An influx of middle class residents has 
promoted the formation of new business start-ups in rural areas (Johnson and Rasker 
1995; Kalantaridis 2010; Herslund 2012). Growing individual mobility has also caused the 
development of tourism and recreation, and together with the counterurbanization pro-
cess has enabled the transformation of rural areas from a production area dominated by 
agriculture to an area of consumption where landscape, traditions, fresh air, tranquillity 
etc. are becoming commodities for sale (Woods 2011). The spatial deconcentration ten-
dency could be demonstrated not only by individual mobility but also by the growing 
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dispersion of industrial and commercial estates especially in the peri-urban zones (Sýkora 
2003). This led to the industrialization of some rural localities, as the development of 
transport technologies and infrastructure diminished the obstacle of distance and de-
creased the cost of transporting material goods (Marini and Mooney 2006). The above 
mentioned processes of economic restructuring determined the development of both 
capitalist and former socialist countries, however in the context of the post-socialist co-
untries it is necessary to stress that industrialization or more generally entrepreneurship 
in rural areas has been enabled by the renewal of private enterprise. 

All the same, such economic restructuring has significantly changed the structure of 
rural economies within which agriculture is no more the dominating sector measured by 
its contribution for employment and national GDP (Atterton et al. 2012: 126) (for more 
evidence see article by Hruška and Czapiewski 2015).

A reflection of changing rural economies in rural studies

In spite of the decreasing importance of agriculture for the economy its symbolic impor-
tance still endures in local, national, European political and lay discourse as a legacy of 
the productivist period of agriculture. As Lapping (2006: 118) contends: "Over the past 
half-century or so the landscape and political economy of rural planning and policy de-
monstrate an amazing consistency and lack of imagination in terms of their focus and 
orientation. In many national and international contexts an emphasis on agriculture as 
rural persists". 

Similarly Rowley (2003) in the same book draws our attention to the fact that in the US 
"policymakers continue to believe, or at least act as if they believe, that farming is the sum 
total of rural life. Therefore, policies aimed at supporting agriculture are touted as 'rural 
economic and community development' when in truth their effect on the larger economy 
and community is minimal. Yes they help, but most of the benefit goes to landowners 
(many of whom neither farm nor even live in the area) and many of the dollars head 
straight off the land, past the town, and out of the area, never to be seen again" (Rowley 
2003, quoted in Lapping 2006: 118).

These statements demonstrate that agriculture is deeply embedded in existing natio-
nal and supra-national planning documents. The Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) could 
serve as an example – despite many reforms, the current position of agriculture still rema-
ins very strong, when measured by the amount of money allocated for agriculture in the 
EU budget, which is around 40 per cent1, although it has dropped from more than 70 per 
cent (EU 2014). Gray (2000) contends that due to the CAP the perception of rural is still 
linked with agriculture which creates the encompassing concept defining the nature of 
present European rural areas. This could also be demonstrated on the approach to rural 
planning and development of Visegrad countries (see Kovács et al. 2015).

One of the reasons of agricultural dominance over other economic sectors could be 
its massive support generated by the academic discourse of rural development. This kind 
of discourse is formed mostly within rural studies, therefore it is necessary to discuss 

1 For the period of 2007–2013 for Preservation and Management of Natural Resources it was 42.31 % and 
for the period of 2014–2020 for Sustainable growth: natural resources: it is 38.87% (both based on commit-
ments in EUR million and 2011 prices).
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their development in this article. Rural studies could be considered as a set of approaches 
based on intersections of various scientific disciplines, more or less intensive, dealing with 
rural areas – geography, sociology, anthropology, agricultural economics, spatial planning 
and political science. However, the former three played the crucial role in the constitution 
of rural studies (Panelli 2006: 64). As the character of this volume is rather geographical, 
the development of rural studies will be discussed from a rural-geographical point of view. 

The origins of rural geography could be traced back to the tradition of regional geo-
graphy. Until the 1960s (Woods 2011) regional geographers focused on issues related to 
rural space (Cloke 1989), as they researched the relationship between human and nature 
under the influence of geographical (environmental) determinism or possibilism. More-
over, at that time agriculture, as one of the most important economic activities, attracted 
the attention of many geographers. In the post-WWII period, or rather from the 1960s 
scientific interest in rural space decreased significantly at the expense of booming urban 
areas. Similarly, rural geography also experienced a fallow period whereas considerable 
theoretical and methodological progress was made in urban geography (Cloke 1985). 

Nevertheless, rural areas did not disappear completely from the scientific horizon, 
rather, they became a part of agriculture whose power position increased due to the 
post-WWII endeavour to ensure food security of the recovering national economies. The 
demand for modernization and industrialization of agriculture caused the growth in the 
popularity of geography of agriculture until the end of the 1970s (Cloke 1985). At that 
time, non-agricultural geographical contributions appeared very rarely (Woods 2009) 
and at the end of the 1970s the crisis of rural geography culminated, partly as a result 
of its low political and social relevance and insufficient focus on real rural problems. Its 
concept was largely limited to presenting demographic and economic topics, and some 
techniques in planning and management of rural areas. This was the period in which the 
influence of the division of human geography into subfields was most conspicuous. Until 
the mid-1980s, geographical problems related to rural development were presented from 
a functionalist perspective, while social and geographical transformations were tackled 
in the context of urbanization (social, economic, tourism etc.). Research methodology 
was driven primarily by quantitative methods and the presentation of spatial structure in 
different processes (see Pacione 1984; Phillips and Williams 1984).

The 1970s and 1980s brought substantial changes to rural areas of the United King-
dom and other developed countries. Growing in-migration of a service class to rural are-
as, the crisis of productivism, growing regional (social and economic) disparities – these 
and other processes challenged geographers and demanded more critical rural research 
which would also include issues other than agriculture. New approaches to and direction 
in research were needed in order to interpret the changes taking place across national 
economies through the use of social science methodologies, particularly sociology. 

Textbooks from the 1980s offer a more well-rounded and diverse set of topics, which 
is mainly a reflection of the expansion of rural functions, e.g. the development of residen-
tial, tourism, recreational, service, and landscape protection functions, and consequently 
a greater interest in the conditions and quality of life, as well as local politics, on the part 
of rural geography (see Woods 2005). These topics have become increasingly penetrated 
by political-economic approaches which have helped to change the perception of rural 
areas especially in terms of critical evaluation of rural idyll and their definition derived 
from the urban-rural dichotomy. Further substantial progress in rural studies has been 
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made since the introduction of post-modern approaches at the end of the 1980s which 
marked their opening for concepts like identity, representation, discourse, power, others 
etc. (Woods 2005). As a result, current textbooks incorporate not only an expanded list of 
rural geography topics but also cultural topics. Changes are also visible in the differing in-
terpretations of certain processes within the framework of a new research model (critical 
currents) (Czapiewski and Wójcik 2014). Political-economic and post-modern approaches 
markedly reinforced the position of rural geography among other geographical sub-disci-
plines so that Cloke (1997) believes that at the end of the millennium rural studies expe-
rienced their most exciting period. Similarly Evans (2008) believes that rural geography is 
one of the most dynamic sub-disciplines of geography. 

For sure the range of issues researched at the present time within rural studies is 
much broader in comparison to the situation at the end of the 1960s. However, in the 
authors’ opinion, there still remains some room for criticism. One of them, which the 
central idea of this volume represents, is the very limited focus of rural studies on non-
-agricultural and non-tourism economic sectors. Let us demonstrate this in the following 
analysis of the latest research papers from two leading rural journals – Journal of Rural 
Studies (volumes 28-36 = 233 papers) and Sociologia Ruralis (volumes 46-54 = 207 pa-
pers). Within these journals all 440 papers (focused both on economic and non-economic 
issues) were examined of which:

•	 231 focus on diverse aspects of rural economies from which,
•	 188 focus on agriculture,
•	 29 focus on other economic activities (mostly forestry, fishing, tourism),
•	 14 focus on the economy in general (Hruška 2014).
It is perfectly obvious, that the agricultural focus of both journals is still dominant 

(81.4 per cent of papers focus on agriculture – Fig. 1). However, does the composition of 
economically-focused papers really reflect the economic situation of rural areas? If the 
importance of agriculture for rural employment in developed countries is considered (for 
example employment in agriculture accounted for about 9 per cent in predominantly ru-
ral regions of 20 OECD countries in 2000; OECD 2010), we are afraid that it is not possible 
to answer this question with a "yes".

Fig. 1. The disproportion between rural-economic research and rural employment?
Source: Hruška (2014).
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This is not to reject the central role of agriculture in the production of food and raw 
material, the shaping of the rural landscape in OECD countries (in 2005 it accounted for 
37 per cent of total land use and 68 per cent if we include land for forests; OECD 2010) 
and the management of natural resources, environment and landscape (Atterton et al. 
2012: 126). Also its importance in the construction of rural identities is not negligible. 
However, if one of the main goals of rural development is stabilizing the rural population, 
the authors are afraid that the promotion of agriculture is not the best way to achieve 
this target. 

Instead, the authors call for efficient job-generating rural development policies ba-
sed on economic activities other than agricultural (for more recommendations see Hru-
ška, Czapiewski and Kovács 2015). A lack of jobs is usually considered to be the main 
or one of the main driving forces of depopulation of peripheral rural areas. Therefore 
a key part of rural regeneration should be 'the fostering of a culture in which entrepre-
neurship is valued and flourishes' (Moseley 2003: 60). However, on this point caution 
is needed as extending the job offer in rural space may not necessarily be the main 
goal of all rural localities. In peripheral rural areas new investments might be kindly 
welcomed since unemployment represents a big problem there, whereas in suburban 
or environmentally attractive localities such measures might not be incorporated into 
development policies due to the relatively high accessibility of jobs in urban areas and 
the opposition of local people who require a peaceful and idyllic landscape. Conse-
quently, in such an idyllic representation of rural areas new manufacturing premises 
simply do not fit in.

When we return to the demand for job-generating policies or policies promoting en-
trepreneurship in other than agricultural economic sectors, let us demonstrate this using 
the example of the Moravian-Silesian Region in the Czech Republic (its rural part consists 
of municipalities with a population below 3,000). In 2011 (based on the calculation de-
rived from the Census 2011), there were more than 83,000 jobs in rural areas of which 
only 5.7 per cent were in agriculture, forestry and fishing and 34.2 per cent in manufac-
turing. In circumstances like these there is a high probability that each unit invested in 
manufacturing could generate more jobs than the same financial amount invested in 
agriculture.

Entrepreneurship in rural areas

The economic theory has also accepted the influence of other factors of production 
apart from land including technical development or entrepreneurship since the labo-
ur theory of value was a prevailing stream of economic thinking. Adam Smith, David 
Ricardo and Karl Marx elaborated on different aspects of factor endowment and the-
ir substitution in the production process. Nowadays, under conditions of globalisa-
tion, characterised by the vivid interconnection of the flow of goods, services, labour 
and capital, the ownership of traditional production factors is no more a limitation or 
precondition for success and economic growth. This may also be applicable for rural 
development. Although agriculture will most likely remain one of the pillars of rural 
development, there are other opportunities less dependent on agricultural activity and 
its output. 
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At the European level, this is reflected for example, in the European Employment Stra-
tegy 2 from 1997. The EU took into consideration the broader context of rural develop-
ment policies since rural regions lagged behind urban areas in terms of economic growth 
and job creation. And it was accompanied with slower development of the tertiary sector 
and human capital as well as with a small diversification into non-agricultural activities. 
This was also strengthened by low support from the EU. The Communication of the EC 
suggests a multi-sectoral approach, local partnerships, and further development of skills 
to improve adaptability and job creation (European Commission 2006). Following the pre-
vious Lisbon strategy, the current period of 2014–2020 will focus on fulfilling the strategy 
for Europe 2020.

Both at European and national level, there is a significant shift from supporting solely 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs), although they still remain important objects of 
interest, to the crosscutting and more complex entrepreneurship policies (Xheneti and 
Smallbone 2008). Therefore, it is very frequently a part of regional policy and regional 
innovation policies (Gineite and Vilcina 2011; Cooke 2011; Blažek et al. 2013). In an effort 
for inclusive growth, social entrepreneurship and social economy represent plenty of new 
interesting opportunities applicable also in rural areas, which do not have developed re-
search and development infrastructure at their disposal (Lepoutre et al. 2013; European 
Commission 2010; Lan et al. 2014).

Besides institutional barriers including insufficient or incoherent strategies and policies 
aimed at the support and development of entrepreneurship, which negatively influence 
the aspiration of people to start their own business, there is another specific element 
visible in post-communist countries. It is the low ambition of people for starting a new 
business which hinders the development of regional and rural economies. This could be 
partly related to negative experiences with the transformation and privatisation, but co-
uld also be connected with a fear of failure and with perceived insufficient financial sup-
port (Hlaváček et al. 2015) (for detailed analysis of entrepreneursip in Visegrad countries 
see Cerić 2015). Based on empirical evidence, it is desirable that governments focus more 
on the promotion of "prosperity pull" entrepreneurship related to the discovery of new 
opportunities instead of "recession push" entrepreneurship related to necessity in the 
mid- and long run (Bruenjes and Diez 2013). However, as Kibler (2013) suggests, regional 
aspects such as educational backgrounds, income levels, population density, economic 
structure etc. influence decisions about starting a business. Rural entrepreneurship might 
also be described as place-dependent potential able to contribute to economic growth 
and local development, but it still might be influenced by exogenous determinants. Thus, 
the combination of stimulating local initiatives with a sectoral approach might be effective 
(Baumgartner et al. 2013).

However, research of Chromý et al. (2011) revealed a problem in the entrepreneurial 
thinking of representatives of Czech rural municipalities who are very sceptical about do-
ing business in rural areas. In the questionnaire survey with representatives of 1,074 rural 
municipalities (defined as municipalities with a population below 3,000) the perception of 
their municipalities was examined. According to the rural representatives, rural municipa-
lities are not suitable places for the fulfilment of capable people or doing business. More-

2 The overview is not exhausting and there are further related and relevant documents of the European 
Union, like Council Regulation (EC) No. 1698/2005 or Council Decision 2006/144/EC or Communication from the 
Commission COM(2010) 672 final.
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over, despite the shrinking population of many rural municipalities they do not perceive 
the creation of new jobs as an important issue in their development endeavour (Chromý 
et al. 2011). These statements may seriously threaten conditions for new business start-
-ups in rural areas as rural mayors could shape local conditions for doing business (Fig. 2).

Conclusions

Concluding, it is necessary to stress that in the present post-modern, highly mobile and 
fluid era rural areas could also benefit from, or participate in economic development. As 
the best practices from Egedy et al. (2015) show, despite the limitations of rural milieu 
(see Novotný et al. 2015) rural areas can offer suitable conditions for starting, developing 
and expanding new or already established businesses. Distance from main markets, at 
least in the context of Visegrad countries, is no longer the decisive element which defines 
the economic success of a particular rural locality. According to Young (2006) distance, as 
a territorial separation of actors, consists of three dimensions: natural or physical attri-
butes, technological infrastructure and social relationships. As such it could be shaped or 
rather, is performed by a broad range of actors and it is just this performance of distance 
which is a key factor causing inequalities in rural economies and the performance of rural 
firms. Therefore it depends on the agency of actors (for example rural entrepreneurs) 
and their ability to configure social and technological systems that form rural connectivity 
(Young 2006), whereas the importance of natural or physical attributes is decreasing. 

Fig. 2. Opinions of the representatives of Czech rural municipalities
Source: Chromý et al. (2011).
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