
Poverty in the rural United States 

by Paul Dudenhefer 

An article in the Summer 1980 issue of Focus, "On Not 
Reaching the Rural Poor: Urban Bias in Poverty Policy," 
stated that researchers know "astonishingly little" about the 
economic and social aspects of rural life.' Thirteen years 
later, this may still be the case. One crude indication is the 
small number of articles on the rural poor listed in the Social 
Sciences Index, a major, annual bibliography of published 
material in the social sciences. Over the last 11 years, only 
21 articles have been listed under the heading "Rural Poor: 
United States"; this compares with a listing of 26 different 
pieces on urban poverty and the underclass in the United 
States in 1991-92 alone.2 Apparently, when researchers-or 
at least the principal sponsors of poverty research-think 
poverty, they think city, not town and country. 

This situation may be changing, however. In 1990 the Rural 
Sociological Society formed a Task Force on Persistent 
Rural Poverty; the chair of the Task Force is Gene F. Sum- 
mers, an IRP affiliate and Professor of Rural Sociology at 
the University of Wisconsin-Madison. The Task Force was 
funded by grants from the W. K. Kellogg Foundation and the 
four Regional Centers for Rural De~elopment.~ Divided into 
nine working groups, the Task Force set out to "provide con- 
ceptual clarification regarding the factors and dynamics of 
society which precipitate and perpetuate rural p~verty."~ Its 
members reviewed the classic theories that have been 
offered to explain the persistence of poverty in rural Amer- 
ica, indicated the merits and deficiencies of each theory, and 
proposed several new theories of their own (see box, p. 44). 
The work of the nine groups, along with a statistical sum- 
mary of rural poverty, has just been published in a volume 
entitled Persistent Poverty in Rural America (see box, p. 43). 

"The American public generally perceives poverty as an 
urban problem," comments Robert Hoppe, statistical consul- 
tant to the Persistent Rural Poverty Task Force. He expIains 
that this is probably because most Americans live in or near 
urban centers; hence, when they see poverty, they see it in 
cities. But according to Hoppe, poverty rates in rural areas 
can be as high or even higher than those in our major cities. 
"Poverty is as much a rural problem as an urban one," he 
 observe^.^ 

This article presents statistics that confirm Hoppe's observa- 
tion. It is based mainly on the reports contained in Persistent 
Poverty in Rural America. In addition to citing poverty sta- 
tistics, it discusses who the rural poor are, recaps the history 
of government policy that has affected rural poverty, and 
touches upon theories that attempt to explain why poverty is 
so persistent in our nonmetropolitan areas. 

What is persistent rural poverty? 

The Task Force defines persistent rural poverty by breaking 
it into three questions: What is poverty? What is rural? What 
is persistent? By poverty, the members of the Task Force 
usually mean the official U.S. poverty line-the maximum 
amount of income a family of a given size can receive in a 
calendar year in order to be considered poor-which, in 
1992, was $14,343 for a four-person family.6 By rural, they 
mean counties classified by the U.S. Census Bureau as "non- 
metropolitan"; generally speaking, these are counties in 
which the largest city contains less than 50,000 people and 
the inhabitants do not commute to an urban center. The Task 
Force uses "rural" and "nonmetropolitan" interchangeably, 
as does this article. ("Urban" and "metropolitan" are used 
interchangeably as well.) These nonmetropolitan or rural 
areas are not necessarily agricultural communities; in other 
words, "rural" is not synonymous with "farm." In fact, in 
1990 only 8 percent of all inhabitants of rural areas lived on 
farms.' 

With regard to rural poverty, persistent means "the contin- 
ued existence of a substantial segment of the population with 
incomes below the poverty threshold in spite of ameliorative 
efforts."' In a persistently poor rural county, some families 
may escape poverty while others fall into it; some may be 
poor one year, earn more than the poverty line the next, and 
then fall back into poverty again; or families may move in 
and out of the county, yet at any given time, that county has 
a high poverty rate. 

Rural poverty: A statistical portrait 

In 1990 there were 9 million poor persons in a rural popula- 
tion of 56 million. These 9 million were in many ways quite 
different from their 24.5 million urban  counterpart^.^ They 
were more likely to be chronically poor, regardless of race: 
43 percent of poor rural blacks experienced poverty for 
longer than 10-year periods, while 30 percent of poor urban 
blacks did.1° The rural poor were dispersed over a wider 
geographical area: less than 40 percent lived in areas with 
poverty rates exceeding 20 percent, whereas 52 percent of 
the inner-city poor did." Perhaps most important, given the 
content of welfare debate in the United States today, they 
were less likely to behave in ways that are generally 
assumed to be correlative with poverty: a lower percentage 
were dependent on welfare, and proportionally fewer of 
them were single parents.12 In addition, a greater percentage 
worked; 64.6 percent of poor rural families had at least one 
member who was formally employed, whereas among poor 
families in urban areas the percentage was 54.1.13 Accord- 
ing to the Task Force report, if policymakers are to take 
meaningful steps toward reducing rural poverty, they must 



take into consideration the differences between the rural and each population group, the poverty rates in rural counties 
urban poor. To  be sure, rural poverty persists in part were significantly higher than those in suburbs. Two of the 
"because public policymakers have failed to discover- biggest differences between rural and suburban areas were in 
much less apply-the many remedies needed to alleviate the rates for married-couple families and their children; the 
U.S. poverty in general."14 But any antipoverty policy based rural poverty rates for these groups were more than twice as 
on facts surrounding urban poverty may require modification high. 
to be effective in rural areas. 

Poverty rates in rural areas and inner cities were similar; 

Rural poverty rates only the poverty rates for blacks and unrelated individuals 
were significantly different, and in both cases, the rural rate 

As the data in Table 1 show, the rural poverty rate in 1990 was higher. Even so, the overall poverty rate in inner cities 
was 16.3 percent, higher than the rate in suburban areas (8.7) was significantly higher than the rate in rural areas. This is 
and nearly as high as the rate in inner cities (19.0).15 For because a greater percentage (about 20) of the inner-city 

Table 1 

Selected Characteristics of the Poor, by Residence, 1990 

United Metropolitan 
States Central 
Total Total Cities Suburbs Nonmetropolitan 

Total poor (in thousands) 

Part A: Poverty rates 

Poverty rate for total population 
People in families with a female householder, no 
husband present" 

Related children 
Married-couple familiesa 

Related children 
Unrelated individualsb 
Whites 
Blacks 
Hispanicsc 
Agedd 
Disabled' 

Part B: Groups making up the poor 

Poor who are:' 
People in families with a female householder, no 
husband presenta 
Related children 

Married-couple familiesa 
Related children 

Unrelated individualsb 
Whites 
Blacks 
Hispanicsc 
Agedd 
Disablede 

Source: Reprinted from Persistent Poverty in Rural America, Rural Sociological Society Task Force on Persistent Rural Poverty, 1993, by permission of West- 
view Press, Boulder, Colorado. P. 32. Data are from March 1991 Current Population Survey. 

*Significantly different from the nonmetropolitan estimate at the 95 percent confidence level. 
**Significantly different from the nonmetropolitan estimate at the 90 percent confidence level. 

T h e  term "family" refers to a group of two or more related persons who live together. 
bunrelated individuals living alone or with nonrelatives. 
cHispanics may be of any race. 
T h e  aged are at least 65 years old. The aged and disabled are mutually exclusive. 
eAge 16 to 64 with a "severe work disability." 
'The percentages in the groups sum to more than 100 percent because an individual may be in more than one group. 



population than the rural one (only 11) consisted of female- 
headed families, among whom poverty rates were quite high. 

In most instances, rural poverty rates were significantly 
higher than the rates in metropolitan areas (which include 
suburbs and inner cities);I6 the exceptions were the rates for 
children in female-headed families, Hispanics, and the dis- 
abled, none of which were significantly different. 

Between 1967 and 1990 the poverty rate in rural America 
ranged from less than 14 percent to more than 20 percent. In 
each year of this period, it was higher than the overall 
national rate as well as the rate in metropolitan areas, and 
until 1975 it was higher than the rate in inner cities them- 
selves. As with U.S. residents as a whole, a greater share of 
rural residents were in poverty in 1990 than in the late 
1970s. The rural poverty rate was 13.5 percent in 1978, rose 
to 18.3 percent in 1983, and fell to 15.7 percent in 1989. It 
has yet to descend to its 1978 level. 

Beginning in 1984, poverty rates began to fall in metropoli- 
tan areas, including inner cities, but not in rural areas. Rural 
poverty stood at about 18 percent from 1983 to 1986. The 
failure of the rural poverty rate to follow the decline in other 
areas could be attributable to unemployment rates, which 
rose more quickly in rural areas than in cities. Rural poverty 
is especially affected by unemployment: almost two-thirds 
of the changes in the poverty rate that occurred between 
1973 and 1989 were due to changes in the unemployment 
rate." And when the rural unemployment rate dropped by 
2.6 percentage points between 1986 and 1989, the rural 
poverty rate fell by 2.4 percentage points. 

In addition to unemployment, the fact that the economy has 
grown at a slower rate in rural areas than in metropolitan 
areas could also explain why the rural poverty rate did not 
drop until after 1986. This slower growth rate has led to a 
widening income gap between rural and urban residents. 
Whereas in 1973 metropolitan per capita income was $3100 
higher than nonmetropolitan per capita income, by 1989 it 
was $5200 higher.18 Put another way, in 1989 the income of 
rural residents was only 72 percent of the income of urban 
dwellers. 

Who are the rural poor? 

Just as poverty rates in 1990 differed among the rural and 
urban poor, so did the composition of the poor population in 
the different regions. For instance, the rural poor were more 
likely than the inner-city poor to live in married-couple fam- 
ilies. Whereas only 27 percent of the poor in central cities 
consisted of married-couple families, this family type made 
up 44 percent of the rural poor (Table I). In fact, in contrast 
with the nation as a whole, in rural America married-couple 
families made up a greater percentage of the poor than did 
female-headed families. Another big difference concerned 
the aged. The percentage of the rural poor who were 65 

years or older (14.0) was over 50 percent higher than that of 
the inner-city poor (9.3). And poor Hispanics were much 
more numerous in the inner cities (24.7 percent of the inner- 
city poor) than they were in rural areas (5.4 percent). 

The percentage of the rural poor who lived in female-headed 
families (30.3) was lower than that for the other residence 
categories. This figure, however, was up from 22 percent in 
1969, meaning that poverty among female-headed families 
in nonmetropolitan areas is an increasing problem. More- 
over, the percentage of the rural population, poor or other- 
wise, living in female-headed families rose from 8.4 percent 
in 1969 to 1 1.5 percent in 1990. 

The share of the rural poor who were children (34.6 percent) 
was about the same as in the other areas. Poor children in 
rural areas, however, were less likely to live in female- 
headed families and more likely to live in married-couple 
families than were their metropolitan and inner-city counter- 
parts. 

Where are the rural poor? 

Over 55 percent of the rural poor-and nearly 97 percent of 
the rural black poor-lived in the South in 1990.19 Concern- 
ing the issue of location, the following question might arise: 
Why do people in rural areas who cannot find employment 
remain in those areas, instead of moving to where the jobs 
are? According to the Persistent Rural Poverty Task Force, a 
strong sense of place and feelings of kinship exist among 
people who live in rural areas. "Despite the economic hard- 
ship and limited social mobility opportunities in areas of per- 
sistent rural poverty, the local rural community appears to 
provide residents with feelings of security and stability, 
along with strong ties to family and friends," the Task Force 
explains. While a disinterested observer might question the 
attractiveness of a rural location with few job opportunities, 
the residents of that locale feel, quite simply, at home. 
"Although it would be foolish to suggest that day-to-day liv- 
ing in a depressed rural area is either romantic or nostalgic, 
the significance of the attachments to the people and the land 
in these areas should not be discounted," concludes the Task 
Force.20 

The working rural poor: A culture of poverty? 

According to the Task Force, the fact that roughly two-thirds 
of the rural poor work invalidates at least one theory that has 
been offered to explain persistent poverty, namely, the cul- 
ture-of-poverty theory. This theory asserts that people are 
poor because they have internalized as their preferred way of 
life a "collection of behaviors, attitudes, and tastes that are at 
best unhelpful in the job market, and more commonly are 
detrimental."21 In short, people are poor because they con- 
duct their lives in ways that guarantee impoverishment. Pro- 
ponents of this theory have applied it to ethnic minorities in 
particular, claiming that there are certain cultural practices 



that prevent minorities from participating fully in the main- in metropolitan areas (23.4 percent, in 1989) than in rural 
stream labor market. ones ( 13.2 percent.)25 

In addition to the fact that a majority of the rural poor are 
employed, other concerns refute the culture-of-poverty the- 
ory. The theory is not supported empirically, and it fails to 
take into account such things as racial discrimination that 
play a role in keeping someone poor. Some would argue that 
the cultural practices that are said to result in poverty are 
actually rational responses to the prejudices of the dominant 
society. 

Despite the shortcomings of the culture-of-poverty theory, 
the Task Force does not recommend that cultural factors be 
ignored altogether. The Task Force is "concerned that the 
persistently poor will become increasingly different from 
others, not because they share different values but because 
they are exposed to different risks."22 In light of this con- 
cern, it recommends that cultural elements be considered in 
theoretical work that attempts to explain why some poor 
children overcome their circumstances and escape poverty as 
adults while others do not. 

The earnings gap between rural and urban workers: 
A gap in job skills? 

Some would argue that rural workers earn less than urban 
workers because they are less skilled. This argument is 
behind another theory that has been used to explain persis- 
tent poverty: human capital theory, which holds that the 
more education and work experience a person has, the better 
his or her job will be. Workers who earn the most money are 
those who are the most productive, and those who are the 
most productive are those who are the most highly skilled- 
who have the most education and the greatest amounts of 
relevant work experience. Moreover, for every person who 
decides to spend the money and expend the effort to obtain 
an education, somewhere there is an employer who will 
reward him or her justly. 

Advocates of this theory would argue that poverty in rural 
America persists because many rural workers lack the neces- 
sary skills to obtain jobs that pay more than the poverty line. 
According to human capital theory, poor people who live in 
rural areas must have insufficient educations and irrelevant 
or limited work experience-or else they would not be poor. 

It is true that there is a deficit of human capital among rural 
Americans. They get less education than urban residents. In 
1988, rural workers aged 18-64 had completed, on average, 
12.7 years of schooling, whereas their metropolitan counter- 
parts had completed an average of 13.2 years.23 Rates of 
high school dropout are higher in rural than in urban areas; 
in 1985 the dropout rate was 15.2 percent in nonmetropolitan 
regions but 13.9 percent in metropolitan areas.% And col- 
lege completion rates are about 10 percentage points higher 

Moreover, students in rural high schools have scored lower 
on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) than have other stu- 
dents, especially students in suburban schools. In 1988-89, 
the average scores of rural students on the verbal and math 
components of the SAT were 419 and 461; suburban stu- 
dents averaged 443 on the verbal test and 494 on the math 
test. Among high school students in rural counties, suburbs, 
small cities or towns, medium-sized cities, and large cities, 
students in rural areas had the lowest average math score. 
Rural students, however, did score 2 points higher than stu- 
dents in large cities on the verbal component. Even so, the 
rural scores were lower than the scores for students as a 
whole.26 

Nonmetropolitan residents not only have less education than 
urban residents; they also have less work experience. The 
unemployment rate among 16-24 year olds in rural areas 
was 11.8 percent in 1987; among those in urban counties, it 
was 8.4 per~ent.~' 

Clearly, rural workers possess smaller amounts of human 
capital-be it education or cognitive skills-than do urban 
workers. Given this, it is not surprising that poverty rates are 
higher in nonmetropolitan than in metropolitan areas. 

But human capital is only one-half of the equation. The other 
half involves employers and the rewards they give to work- 
ers in relation to the skills of those workers. The evidence 
cited by the Persistent Rural Poverty Task Force indicates 
that employers reward the education and experience of rural 
workers less than they reward those of metropolitan workers. 
About two-thirds of the earnings gap between rural and 
urban men is due to the fact that education and experience 
command fewer dollars in rural areas than in metropolitan 
regiomZ8 Rural workers are more likely to be poor than are 
urban workers with the same amount of schooling.29 More 
than 43 percent of full-time, full-year rural workers who 
were high school graduates earned less than the poverty line 
(for a family of four) in 1987, up from 29.2 percent just eight 
years earlier. Large discrepancies exist even among college 
graduates. In 1987 the share of college-educated workers in 
rural areas who had low earnings was 57 percent higher than 
that of college-educated workers in urban areas; in 1979 it 
was 26 percent higher.30 Not only are education and work 
rewarded less in rural areas; the earnings of rural workers 
relative to those of urban workers have declined dramati- 
call y . 

In light of these facts, the Task Force rejects an explanation 
of rural poverty based solely on deficits in rural human capi- 
tal. Instead, in the estimation of the Task Force, "Rural 
America suffers primarily from a deficit of good jobs, not 
good  worker^."^' By itself, raising the educational levels of 



rural persons would not necessarily alleviate rural poverty, 
although education in rural areas, as in all areas of the 
United States, certainly can and should be improved. But 
according to the Task Force, "The fundamental problem 
resides in the low wages and inadequate employment oppor- 
tunities found in rural America, especially among young 
adults, minorities, women, and the least educated."32 LOW 
wages and inadequate employment opportunities translate 
into poverty rates among minorities and women that are par- 
ticularly high. In 1989, 15.9 percent of all rural residents 
were poor: 40.0 percent of blacks, 34.5 percent of Hispanics, 
and, in 1990, 18.1 percent of women (Tables 2 and 3). 

The changing character of the rural economy 

Just as poverty rates in rural areas have fluctuated over the 
past twenty-five years, so has the character of the rural econ- 
omy. The Persistent Rural Poverty Task Force identifies 
three stages that have occurred since World War 11. In the 
first stage, which lasted from 1945 until the consolidation of 
the Great Society programs in the 1960s, the economy of 
rural America was restructured. Productivity and efficiency 
increased in the primary rural industrial sectors-agriculture, 
forestry, fisheries, mining-meaning that fewer enterprises 
and laborers were needed to supply the market. Many work- 
ers relocated to urban areas to take advantage of the increas- 
ing job opportunities in the cities. In the process, pockets of 
poverty were left behind. Thus, the restructuring that took 

place generated and reinforced persistent rural poverty while 
it forced some rural workers to move to the cities in order to 
obtain jobs. 

In the late 1960s and the 1970s, however, there was talk 
about a rural renaissance as rural communities and 
economies grew and revitalized. In this second stage, the 
population of many rural areas increased, as did the number 
of jobs in manufacturing and the service industry, offsetting 
the decline in agricultural and other resource-based employ- 
ment. 

But in the 1980s and 1990s, rural manufacturing industries 
began to weaken and could no longer compensate for the 
continuing declines in agriculture, fishing, mining, and 
forestry, industries that were once mainstays of the rural 
economy. Unemployment reached almost double-digit rates, 
business failures increased, local governments experienced 
fiscal crises, public services declined, and the rural popula- 
tion again began to decrease as residents migrated to cities. 

The Task Force describes a number of general social forces 
that have been impoverishing rural areas dependent upon 
agriculture, fishing, and other resource-based industries. The 
first has been the loss of manufacturing jobs and the closing 
of entire plants, or what the Task Force calls rural deindus- 
trialization. Hand in hand with this has been a decrease in 
the demand for skilled and semi-skilled workers in special- 
ized, resource-based economies. During the 1960s and 

Table 2 

Poverty Rates for Individuals by RaceEthnicity and Residence, 1989 

Race/ 
Ethnicity 

Metropolitan 

Total Inside Outside 
Nonmet- Metro- Central Central 

Total ropolitan politan Cities Cities Weighted Na 

Total 12.9% 15.9% 12.1% 18.7% 7.6% 158,079 

White 8.4 12.6 7.0 9.3 5.4 120,122 
African American 30.8 40.0 29.1 33.2 20.0 19,270 
Hispanic 26.3 34.5 25.7 29.4 18.5 13,342 
Mexican 28.6 37.9 27.7 29.3 21.8 8,543 
Other Hispanic 22.2 21.8 22.2* 29.5 11.8 4,799 

Native American 22.9 30.3 15.7 15.7 14.3 887 
Other 14.5 16.7 14.3* 19.8* 9.7 4,459 

Source: Reprinted from Persistent Poverty in Rural America, Rural Sociological Society Task Force on Persistent Rural Poverty, 1993, by permission of West- 
view Press, Boulder, Colorado. P. 176. Data are from March 1990 Current Population Survey. 

*Difference with respect to the nonmetropolitan rate is not significant at .05 using a two-sample test for the significance of differences in proportions. 

"Weight is divided by mean weight to yield N's approximately equal to CPS sample size. The total metropolitan column includes some cases that, to protect 
confidentiality of respondents, were suppressed on the central citylnon-central city identifier. 



Table 3 
Percentage of Metropolitan and Nonmetropolitan Populations Living in 

Poverty, by Race, Ethnicity, Region, Sex, and Age: 1990 

All Races White Black Hispanic 

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Metropolitan 
Total 
< 18 years 
1 8 4 4  years 
65-74 years 
2 75 years 

Nonrnetropolitan 
Total 
< 18 years 
1 8 4 4  years 
65-74 years 
t 75 years 

Northeast 
Metropolitan 
Nonmetropolitan 

Midwest 
Metropolitan 
Nonmetropolitan 

South 
Metropolitan 
Nonmetropolitan 

West 
Metropolitan 
Nonmetropolitan 

Source: Reprinted from Persistent Poverfy in Rural America, Rural Sociological Society Task Force on Persistent Rural Poverty, 1993, by permission of West- 
view Press, Boulder, Colorado. P. 203. Data are from March 1990 Current Population Survey. 

1970s, rural manufacturing plants provided employment for 
farmers, timber harvesters, and the like, whose jobs had been 
lost owing to the increases in production and efficiency dis- 
cussed above. But the restructuring of the U.S. economy that 
occurred after the oil embargo in 1974 effectively eliminated 
this safety net, and the profound effect it has had on rural 
poverty has yet to be adequately studied. 

A second force is the economic and political influence of 
resource-extraction firms in rural areas, particularly with 
respect to the decision of an individual who lives within the 
sphere of a firm's influence to pursue an education. These 
firms offer few jobs, most of which do not pay well. Thus, a 
potential employee has little incentive to upgrade his or her 
education, since high-paying jobs requiring special skills or 
knowledge are not present. This underinvestment in human 
capital can result in a pool of young, local workers incapable 
of meeting the rapidly shifting skill requirements of today's 
labor markets. (In addition, the Task Force points out that 
school boards and other governing bodies in rural communi- 

ties have a disincentive to invest heavily in local school sys- 
tems, since many graduates leave for jobs in the cities.) 

Federal and state agencies that manage the resources in a 
particular region may become controlled by their most pow- 
erful clients, which means that less powerful clients such as 
small farmers, family-based logging contractors, tribal resi- 
dents on reservations, and small-scale fishing enterprises 
may lose access to resources necessary for the success of 
their business. Moreover, a firm that controls a particular 
government agency may extract resources in a way that hin- 
ders the enterprises of the lesser clients, as when an oil 
driller disrupts the subsistence fishing of Native Alaskans. 

Yet a fourth force is the surge in environmentalism. The 
Task Force cites social scientists who believe that "the 
United States is undergoing fundamental changes in basic 
values, including a shift from viewing nature as a resource to 
be exploited to a view of nature as a diversity of living forms 
worthy of care and pre~ervation."~~ No one can predict what 
the ultimate effect of this shift will be. 



Finally, a fifth force described by the Task Force deals with 
the spatial and organizational characteristics of resource- 
extraction firms. Resource extraction often occurs in remote 
areas, where it is the only employment in town; it can pay 
low wages, since the pool of workers from which it draws 
has no other viable employment option. Furthermore, 
resource-extraction firms often gain control of large amounts 
of land in an effort to control future supplies of the natural 
resources they market, thereby preempting other land uses. 

Can people mobilize local resources and create viable local 
economies in the face of the resource depletion, automation, 
and capital flight associated with increasingly global eco- 
nomic competition? According to the Task Force, this is an 
important question facing rural communities whose major 
industry is the extraction of resources. The answer to this 
question will depend upon the alliances among the employ- 
ees of resource-extraction firms, corporate decision makers, 
and state policymakers; environmental groups will also have 
an impact. The way in which these factions respond to the 
social processes described above will help determine the 
future course of economic development and the level of 
poverty in communities that depend upon activities such as 
agriculture, fishing, mining, and timber harvesting for their 
livelihood. 

Rural policy in the United States 
According to the Task Force, the national government has 
been handicapped in addressing the problems of rural 
poverty. Rural society and rural problems have been chang- 
ing and continue to change; the mechanisms used by the 
government to deal with those changes have not. 

U.S. rural policy could be said to have begun with the autho- 
rization of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), in 
1862. With the inception of the USDA, rural policy became 
farm policy, and has remained so up to this day. Rural policy 
as farm policy reflected the nation's status as a society of 
farmers and those who depended on them. It also reflected 
the fact that, in the 1860s, the one rural constituency that had 
the ear of Congress was composed of farmers and others 
who had an economic interest in agriculture; it was this con- 
stituency that had lobbied for the establishment of the 
USDA. The fact that Congress was willing to appease this 
constituency was due in large part to the status that farmers 
and the agrarian life had attained (and perhaps still enjoy) in 
the imaginations of most Americans. Farmers were heroic, 
continually battling against the uncertainty of weather, set- 
tling and developing frontier lands, nurturing scarce natural 
resources. The agrarian life was seen as simple and innocent 
and fundamental to American life. Indeed, democracy itself, 
it was believed, was sustained by farmers' citizenship and 
moral judgments. In time, an agricultural establishment 
developed that has monopolized rural policy to the present. 
At the same time, the agricultural industry has become the 

PERSISTENT POVERTY 
IN RURAL AMERICA 

by 

Rural Sociological Society Task Force 
on Persistent Rural Poverty 

(Foreword by Emery N. Castle) 

Westview Press, Boulder, Colorado, 1993 

To order a copy of Persistent Poverty, write to 
Westview Press, 5500 Central Avenue, 
Boulder, Colo., 80301-2877; the cost is $44. 

sector of rural America that is easiest for policymakers to 
identify and serve, further strengthening the grip that the 
agricultural establishment has on rural policy. 

The USDA had a scientific mission: to develop and foster 
new seeds and plants. This was the beginning of a movement 
in public policy toward modernizing the agricultural indus- 
try. As a result of modernization, farm productivity 
increased, fewer and fewer farmers were needed to grow the 
food the country required, and farmers were thus forced to 
compete with one another to supply the market. As some 
farms prospered, others went into financial ruin, creating a 
new population of poor rural residents and a growing dispar- 
ity between those who had and those who had not. 

Early in the twentieth century, the U.S. government began to 
recognize that poverty was increasing in rural areas and 
allowed that a more comprehensive rural policy was needed. 
The result was the 1909 Report of the Country Life Comrnis- 
sion, which acknowledged that farming had become a risky 
business and that modernization had failed many farmers. 
The report concluded, however, that to rejuvenate rural soci- 
ety, the country needed a viable, technologically progressive 
agriculture. Thus, the government reaffirmed its commit- 
ment to industrialized farming. Lawmakers created costly 
programs to assist those farmers who were still in operation, 
ignoring those who had gone out of business and the rural 
poor who were never farmers. 

This "farmers-first" approach dominated rural policy into the 
1960s. Since then, rural residents have benefited from 
antipoverty programs, such as those created during the John- 
son administration; moreover, provisions for the disadvan- 
taged, for consumers, and for the environment were added to 
farm bills of the 1970s and 1980s that served rural interests. 
Yet, in the assessment of the Task Force, policymakers still 
have not addressed adequately the needs and problems of 
nonfarm rural residents in their own right. 



Theories of Rural Poverty 

Three theories have been offered over the years to explain persistent rural poverty: the human capital theory, which contends 
that people are poor because they do not have the skills to obtain good-paying jobs; the economic organization theory, which 
maintains that poverty results from a lack of job opportunities; and the culture-of-poverty theory, which argues that a person's 
lifestyle precludes economic success. The Task Force finds these theories to be incomplete or logically flawed and recommends 
that the following ten theories be taken up by researchers who wish to better understand the causes of poverty in rural America. 
(Taken from pp. 12-18 in Persistent P o v e r ~  in Rural America. See those pages for fuller statements of these theories.) 

Social embeddedness theory. Work activities occur within skills, when they believe the job market will not reward 
the context of social relations; they are "embedded" in local them. Also, governing bodies and managers of rural indus- 
social contexts. For instance, the way in which a husband tries have a disincentive to invest in local school systems, 
and wife divide household responsibilities is determined in since, in the case of the former, graduates often leave for 
part by the relationship between men and women in general, jobs in cities, and, in the case of the latter, the managers 
particularly in the local community. often prefer low-skilled, non-union workers. 

The feminist critique. The economic opportunities of Dependency theory. The dependency of communities on 
women are a function of the wage labor market, which certain industries and on urban areas for trade hampers the 
rewards women less than it does men; the high percentage of economic well-being of those communities and their resi- 
women who take informal jobs or who work for no pay, such dents. This is particularly so in the case of remote localities 
as homemakers; and state policies concerning women, work, whose economies depend upon resource extraction. 
and welfare. It recognizes the role of women in sustaining Moral exclusion theory. There are "ideological and moral 
the material conditions for social life. foundations" of poverty. Poverty research should take into 
Biography and history. The work life and economic posi- account mainstream society's indifference toward the rural 
tion of an individual must be placed in historical context; poor and its antagonism toward minority populations (rural 
they are "period effects" of the time in which he or she lived. and urban) and all persons who deviate from middle-class 
Just as important as personal characteristics are the eco- norms of behavior. 
nomic realities of a person's working-age years; those reali- 
ties shape that person's employment career and help deter- 
mine his or her financial well-being. 

Community theory. An individual defines himself or her- 
self as a person and as a laborer in terms of the social rela- 
tions and work life that are intrinsic to his or her community. 
Maintaining this sense of "who you are" is important, too 
important to lose by deserting the community in search of 
better job opportunities elsewhere. 

Institutional theory. Impoverished groups still live and 
work in the shadow of oppressive institutions, such as slav- 
ery and Jim Crow in the case of blacks, reservations in the 
case of Native Americans, and exploitative migrant labor 
markets in the case of Hispanics. 

Rational underinvestment in human capital. Workers do 
not increase their education or acquire technical, marketable 

Global economic restructuring theory. "Internationalizing 
forces" have been important in exacerbating rural poverty. 
Among these forces are the emergence of a global market in 
money and credit; the rapid rate at which industries have 
moved from one country to another over increasingly unreg- 
ulated nation-state borders; and the profound economic 
restructuring that has occurred as the International Monetary 
Fund, the World Bank, and many national governments have 
allowed the marketplace to determine how resources should 
be allocated. 

Nation-state theories. The institutional apparatus of a coun- 
try's government is responsible for high poverty rates. In the 
United States, governing institutions have been unable to 
respond to the wide range of rural needs, in large part 
because policymakers have always mistakenly assumed that 
rural policy and agricultural policy are one and the same. 

Several recent developments have had an impact on rural 
dwellers. The Reagan-Bush White House lessened the fed- 
eral government's role in supporting local communities, 
leaving already poor areas worse off. The global economy 
opened U.S. markets even wider to foreign goods, forcing 
farmers in this country to compete directly with producers in 
other parts of the world, many of whom have cheaper labor, 
land, and raw materials. And the national debt has limited 
the monies that the government can allocate to welfare pro- 
grams and investment projects in rural areas. The public has 

begun to question whether the government already gives too 
much financial support to large commercial growers who are 
relatively wealthy. 

As these developments occurred, basic rural policy goals 
shifted. Prior to 1980, rural policy depended heavily upon 
income transfers to redistribute wealth while simultaneously 
maintaining the high economic position of the politically 
powerful, especially farmers. Under Reagan and Bush, rural 
policy focused less on redistribution and more on increasing 



the ability of individuals to contribute to the national econ- 
omy. Goals included (1) spending less on direct support to 
the poor and unemployed, (2) increasing the productivity of 
rural workers, (3 )  protecting the environment, and (4) pro- 
viding equitable but limited access to available government 
programs. The emphasis was on efficiency, on getting the 
greatest return from the public dollars that were invested. In 
the assessment of the Task Force, this forced rural cornrnuni- 
ties to compete with one another, with some rural places 
receiving no support at all. 

The major recent piece of legislation dealing with rural Amer- 
ica is the 1990 Farm Bill. This bill created the Rural Develop- 
ment Administration (RDA), whose mission is to make rural 
locations more attractive for businesses through strategic plan- 
ning, business development, and improving the local infra- 
structure. Funding for the RDA, however, has been minimal. 

What can we do? 
The Task Force authors point out that rural policy has failed in 
part because it created a population of farmers who could not 
compete in the agricultural market once modernization and 
increased productivity took their toll. Other factors are also to 
blame, such as the lack of social welfare programs designed 
specifically for the rural poor and the retrenchment in spend- 
ing during the 1980s on welfare programs generally; the inter- 
nationalization of the U.S. economy; and laissez-faire capital- 
ism itself, which limits the extent to which the economy can 
be tinkered with to rescue victims of market competition. 

But perhaps it all comes back to the fact that policymakers 
have failed to respond to the reality that rural society is made 
up of more than farms. As Emery N. Castle, Chair of the 
National Rural Studies Committee that helped create the Per- 
sistent Rural Poverty Task Force, declares, the "fundamen- 
tal, defining characteristic of rural America [is] its enormous 
d i v e r ~ i t y . " ~ ~  He points out that the problems faced by poor 
Native Americans who live in rural areas of the upper Mid- 
west are different from the ones faced by the poor in rural 
Appalachia or  in the Mississippi Delta. Indeed, location 
itself is important to consider in developing strategies to 
alleviate rural poverty. According to the Task Force, policies 
that foster economic development in specific places-rather 
than policies that target particular industries, such as the 
agricultural industry-are needed to alleviate rural poverty. 
The Task Force recommends a regional development strat- 
egy centered on small-scale manufacturing to help lessen 
rural poverty and points out that even the traditional 
approach that asks a rural resident to become adequately 
educated in a rural school but move to an urban area where 
the job opportunities are greater requires place-specific ini- 
tiatives. Why, they ask, force workers to move from a region 
they feel attached to, when the spirit of democracy would 
call for us to evenly distribute economic opportunities 
among all places, rural and urban? H 
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Figure 1. Percentage of Poorest Fifth and Richest Fifth of 18- 
and 19-Year-Old High School Graduates Who Attended Col- 

lege in 1975-79 and 1985-88. 




