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Community of Reference m Rural

Stratification Research 1 

Frank Cancian 

:,;,,l,ool o
f 

cu•inl 'rient·P�. flni1•Pr�ity of C11liforr1i,,, Irvin.-, (;ufifornir, 

A B!.1 R.\c r Local �oci:il �vstem, Me co1111ectecl to large,-,, �1e111�, mduding 
,he· ,,oriel- \'qem, in a \·ariet, ol romplcx \.;ns: 1h11s il i, often clirf 1nr li 10 

iclenlil\ the loc:al ,1rntifirntio11 �, 1cm or c:orn111u11i1v of 1cferencc. ) el. 
�, sic, 11 ·�pcrificat ion i� u uci,il in si'ratificuion swd1c,. bernrr�e the phenom
ena :)tudiecl are often b<',I 111uler�tooci in terms of rl'la/11•1• /m11fi1m ll'/f/1111 
,1,,, ltiml 1)'1/rl/l. rt> !,llppo1 t this crnpha.!>is m1 lorn! commrrnn, ol reference 
this paper rcvie"·s Canrian· upper 111i<ldk rank comerva1i;.111 1he�is ,Ind 
Fre, t>I al.\ ( 1979) lindinf{ of lm,er middle rank comer \<lli;.m in adoption 
of ,tgt iculturnl innorntions in Paki,tan, and prc�etll5 a n:a11dln1s of lh(' 

I-re, ,,, rd. dal<1. fhe 1eanal�sis shows 1hat lhe f111d111g changes ,,·lu.:n 'P<:t:
ihc,1tion oi the !oral s, �tern < hange,. l hu , Lhe wstem speci/ira1 ion pmb
k-111 laced h, empirical re�ean ht>r5 conn·rnccl wit.h ru1 ,d stt atif ,cation ;,n
terrn, rs highlighted.

( 11 t roducti on 

The problem ol"svste1 11 definition bedc\'ils I ural stratiln:ation research 
in at lea L l\\O wa)S. rl1e first comes from the foct that rural pcopl<' 
and rural crnn1111mi1ics are usually involved in llldll) ,inrl dive, se !>O

cial. economic anrl pulitical rclati1;nship,. Friencbhip and kinship tic., 
011 the one hand, and the world economics\ stem 011 r he other hand, 
can be �hown LO a1Tec1 both the rural indi\'idual ,111d rhe ruraJ com-
111u11it\'. !11 the encl i1 i, usuall · the in\'estigator's perspenive rhat 
determine the app10)..irnate boundaries of the speciftt �,swm 1hat i-. 
a11:1l)secl; and it is frequent!, ti uc 1ha1 1he srs1em analvsed include� 
and is included in other �-,,�terns that ran be shown to manifr,1 im
po1 tant social. economic and political proc\ ssc,. While i1 p; rnmmonl) 
belic,ed that different perspecti\C:s are legitimate, i1 is also co1111no11h 
belic,·cd, hy the partisans of the va1 ious positions 1hat their perspcc
ti,c is particularly re,caling-. 11tore imponant, and f'ull(lamcntallv 
closer to ha-;ic rcalil). Ncithcr rccluctioni,;m nm· c·xpa11 ·ionism can be 
dcfi11i1ivel� n;jected; a.nd ,election of pcrspec1i,e or level ol anah,;c� 
remain� a funda1ncntal dilcmm;1 in research concerning rnral people. 

\ISLClll definition is al<,o a problem al the operational le,·el. \\'ltcn 
we do empirical \\'Ork ,,e s1udr complc-x n,u11ral "stems. Tltc niceties 
of ph ilo:.ophv of �cicnLC: aside, 1 he anrtl)tir .11•.1/e111 cld, ned b) the in
n:-;1 igator':, per·petti,e is usually 111ea111 to appro:..ima1c ;111 isolaiahlc 

' l .11n 111clel,1cd 111 F, ,lll<t'SC.,1 C:,mu.in. Kt'n t.ho111111. !-11 utr Fr,•, l-.art'11 l.t'n11.inl, 
Alitt· '>.1h11n.in and anon, ,nou� Tt'\ iewer, or rhi, j11ur11al lot <Oln tHt'HI• "" t'adit>r d1 ah• 
111 thi, p.tpt'I'. 



fl,,111/ S/rattj1mti,111 R,varrl, - ('111111<111 6�i 

nnl11ml"' 1·111/1i,iml \_)'1/l'ln \lost i11\e,liga1m, ht>lie,e th,tl tltl' nalurnl 
world i-. 1101 ,Ill undiffl·tcntiated blob \\hic-h ind1!fo1cn11\ welcomt', 
,Lil peP,ptttt\t'' ;111<1 .,II cld111i11om ul cmpiri<.,il ,,stems. rJ,n bcheH', 
or bd1aH· ,is 11 the, hclicH. th,ll 11.1tur,tl ,,,tc111 .. do l \.t,t h11\,C\t't 
open ancl 111te1 i;onrwc tl'CI the, might be ';omc ··t11111g!>" ,tic nl<Hl 
rdatccl th,111 othen, a11cl empmcal rc�t·,11th 11111\l iclt:111ir, 1lw pittte1 1h 
that .uc u,cfulh labck·cl natural ws1e111,. \till, it b not alwa\, ea,, IO 
\..mm ,dH1t: ,1 -,pecihc crnp11 1ral '>\stem begin, and enct-.. \\ ha1 i1 i11-
dudc,. what tlS bo11nda1 It'' are. 

Re,;c,11rh 011 nu-al ,tt,1llhrntion ,,,tcm, tau:, both 111 thc,t· d1lt'111 
m.i,. (I) ,dl'<tion nl pl'l'-f)l'fll\c or le,t•I of .inah,1, •. 111cl. (2) idcnt1-
hcauon of the empirical "''''Ill 011r,· thl· perspetti\l' i, "l'I. J<cn th<.
moi.t part, thi, pa pet' tone e1 ns the �cnJtHI ol them. ln11 tlw 111 st 1s ,11,o
1eh:-\,llll. ii 0111) bet,llt!>l' the ... unc.,s nl tll(' JH.:rspt'rtht· la\01(.·cl lw1t•
tompc·tt·,; l\1lh the \,11 iou.., 1nl11cti01w,t and e,pan,10111,1altc.;1 11a1iH•s.

[ 11 what lullm\, I will cun((.·nu .tte nn the prnblc11" ul irkntih in!f 
the "commu111t\ of tdt•nmt·' (Cancian, (qi!l). that,,, tlw cmpint.il 
\\sfe·lll ,,i1hi11 ,,hid1 a p,lltiutlar l,.ind ol n11.1l ,11 a1iflt.i11011 w-.1e111 
npctalc.,. rhc dilemma imohcd in selL·ning a perspt'nt\C ,� ,nniclecl 
becau5l' 1ht• u)llcrt•1e allc111.111,e am1h,n li'\ll'\H'cl bl·lnw shatc- a pct· 
spectiH·· -that i<,. thl·\ ,h,ne .i,;,umption,- .1ho11t the rdt.',ant lnral ,,,_ 
Lein. 'l'i1hc1 of tltem "i,ht·, to build 1u1.1l ,on.ii ,1111d11re 11'0111 111-
di,idu,11' .111d chad, rw1 to deri,e it from c·x11.Jlot,1l (11.11io11al and 
intt•rmuion.tl) procc,5t', \ml. bmh of tltc111 Im us nn pup11latmn, "ii h 
high conlcnt rat iorn, ol ,111,111 r,irmt'I\ 1 at ht·1 than p11pulatio11, 11u
merit.illv do111i11ated In la11dlc,, laboH'.I'\. rnrnl prnkt,tri,mi. 01 tc-n
ants. J-,c•n gi,en Liu, ,1gtl'<:tru.·nt 011 pt>r-,peni,e and tlit·,l' l111111ati0th 
nn thl' ,n1pl· of thi: 111q11il\·. 1ht: prohlt:111, 111 11lemif\i11� the: lOmrl'lt· 
\\ SICnt rl'lll.lln. 

rhc pap1.·r ha-. 1h1c:c pat ls: Fir,1. I will 1111ell) chsn"' 1lw 1101ion ol 
J local s1 r;1tiftcatio11 ,,,1t·111 01 co11rnn11111, 111 rclcrenle. l ht'n, I \\Ill

revi<.•\\ ,1 1hcon that ,date, ti!>l-.-tal-.ing to 1a11k. and a11411e th.11 the 
a�c;ump1i<111, ,wd pr<.·dicliun, it make, prmidc a pa1lintla1h u,cful 
"'litm11., paper" for l·,·ah,,11111� ,pecil1< t'llmh 10 iclt•111il\ local ,1ra1i
hcat1011 ,,,1e111,. ri11alh. I ,,.mt 10 n·,pond to F1t:\ ,., a/·, t IY7fl1 
t·o111e111 ion d1.11 nn ··uppc·r-111iddlc-d,1,,·· l othen ati,111 1 ht·-.1, i, 1101 
,;upponccl h\ thei1 cla1,1 110111 Paki,tan, and tu dtsn,,, 1lwi1 condn-.1011 
that a patl<'l'tl he1ier cl,·,, nlwd a'l "'lm\e1-111iddlc-dd'ls" ro11s<.·n·ati,;111 
cine� l'l\.i,1 111 Pakistan. I ,dll tondudc that the findi11�s derhablc- 110111 

Fre, 1/ nl 's data van tl1;1m,111talh clcp<.:ndin� l}II h<m c·o111mu111t, uf' 
refcn·nH· ,., ,pcdht·<I Tl11, tcmclu,iun 111 turn ilJw,11 ,1tc:, tlu.• need to 
attcml to lm.tJ <itl'allftl,llinn ,,,tern, 

• I \\Ill 11,11,tlh '"<' ",pl'<thc-.111011·· IO i11dir;111 lht• "dd1111hrn1' 111 1dt·111tl1t.11trn1'' 11! 
J t••11< 11·lr ",, ,t1·111" rh,11 till' r ,·-..·.11, h.-r h..Jinn 1, .1 11.,111r,1l ,\ ,1t•11t 1.-!1·,,1111 H• hi, h1·1 
re,{· .. 11, h. 
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Locul <''1111111,mity t>/ rPferPnce in stratifi,·ntion rP.'tPtircli 

l \\,till IO slum that peoplt' liH· in local sua1iftr.1uon !>,,t<.'1m l:irger.
exlr..t-looil w .. 1,-m., an.• ,1111du,w i111p01 1.11tt 111 ,n<iaJ po,11i1m, ln11 da'>'i
01 rank. a11d 111,11n 1mpo11,111t ,,x.:ial prmt·,!>cs ,cem to ht local l01
most pcopk mo<,1 of the lime. lhe problem i'>: hm, t·an \H' rnnccp-
1 uali1e .ind srudv I hcsc prncc,�C'., 111 ,1 proclut Ii\'(' wa, i-

Fir,1 we,: 11111-,1 1ccogni1t· that ,ud1 prun·ssc, are 1101 li111iLt:rl 10 · ,;im
pk" or ru I al ,oci,·11e \' lwt c• people at<.' ,;0111l'11 llilt isulat,·d I mm I he 
lar�et mttionill and in1erna11on,1I .,,,tem,. I ,c11 ,·o,mopohta11 pt·nple 
fulh pa111C1p,11ing in tlw mntlt·rn ,,oriel rn,1}' h.ne 111 cope 111th lr>C".il
i"·d or ,pn i,1li1ecl <;1ra1if 1c1110n ,,·.,,e,m. Fm t'X,t111ple. Ro:.<,1 ( J 980:-t J) 
,ugge-;h 1ha1 while na11rn1,1l oc< upa1m11.1I p1cs11gc ra1i111r• ,how �uc:i
ologim, l<> bt hil,{ht'r 1ha11 c.·urn11111i,b. he i� ,1ill ,,·ekin� a 111mcr-.il\ 
<iclling wlll'n· hi, c,enda, life manifc,L, ... uch .t pa11c·1 n. \\'h,tte1·cr 
1hc.• Ma\'craJ.,tc" .\111ericrn n•,ponclcnt who dt'!rne, the larger ,,,1em 
think., of ,111<I clue ,,1111 i.ne1olngi,1s and ctnnomMs. orclm.u, univer
,m people aml I uncling ,tgl'IICll''> com111m1h gne mort- defc1e11n.· and 
1c">u1ce, tn t•tonom1sh, al le.-1.,, 111a1n .,o<-1olog1�t-, thi11l ,;o. I hus. in 
rhis ca,e, .is io 11i.111, n1hc1 ,. th<.' local "}'ilc111-1hc.: ont· defi11ecl In 
unhers11, p<·oplt· ,md lu11tlin� ,tgcncie.,-i.., 111nrc rde,ant tn 1hc actor 
1 han chc "l,11 g<.'1 .. s, ste111 

Ro..;�i·, 1 t·111,1d., m .1 u·, ll'I\ of { nlc111.111 .111cl Ra11l\\ at<'f ·, \'nrtal 
'ila11d111K m lmriirn help fotw, the ,s.,ue, in J \1,n tha1 1<. 11,eful at 
mam k·H·l, of analysis. I le.• 11,1-, 1hc C"-ph11.11in11 ur thl· loc.il/glnlml 
cl1�tinctiu11 ii" Olll' or 1he 111,1jor ptohkrn-. 111 ,1ra1iftca1io11 r<.'Wat (hand 
""' s . 

. . . lhcn· ilfl' the 111<111, 1,,ue, rai,t·d I)\ ho,�· e,I'\ 11 1, 10 
ton I u e loc.11 �trntihc;lltnn 1, 1th .,1Kic1;,I ,1r,11ifica11011 Our 
e(o11n111, i, dornmatc.•d h, ,ocict,-,,·idc p1 ou·,,c,. I ht:r t· ,11'1.' 
scan eh all\ local-p, oduc er-local-n111,111nt·r mar let, ,un
more. r!1e lates of 11111 job�. lum 11111.cli we pa, fm food, 
hm1!>111g-. ,111d doth 111g, ,I 11d the dt.>,i 1.1hlt- Ji fe expent·m t·� 
1\'ithi11 ou1 grasp till' all do111111a1ccl In tht: 1i.t1ional t'Co11onn. 
national �overnment, and tht'ir c.onnc(lion., "itl1 tht.· world 
mat 1-<.'t and the gloh,11 p11wc.•1 �11 ugglt• \\'hilt- our l..it1.·, m,1, 
be de1e1111111ecl ,omclto\\ h, that complt·, tha1 �carn·h 1..nowi. 
di-;1<uKc. w1.• enjoy 111 s11fkr 1he ro11!-t''fllt't1ct'� local!\. in 1lia1 
re;;tnctecl ,1rca encnmpa"ing our home,, 1oh,. fa111dv. a11cl 
km. anti tlw pecuh,u cli,1nhutio11al m�.11111a11on" that ,t·nt> 
that an·a. l'hc ,1ra1if1c.u11111 th.it coum-, lw,l\ih 1,; thrtl nngc 
of dtfll•1t.•11rc, 1lisplaH·d < un,1an1h. I II rha1 ,en-;c, d.,,.., i, a 
lotal pht'nt>mcnon, , Ctognued a� ,urlt ,I!> much among till' 
deni,em nl Soulsick .111d I alle, ·s C(111H'I a, in Crc:.1wood 
Heights . .Jo11e,, ilk·. K,111:-.a,; Cin, ,111cl Hos1011 ( Ro,;�i, 
1980· II) 



Uuml \f1atijuntwn Rnmrch - Ca11w111 ()2<) 

Of tour se. the phcnumc11011 Lhat Ro ·si d<·,nibcs i-. 1101 lirni1cd 10 
urban encl,l\C'> or indll',trial soueLies. In a cornp,11ati\'c stuch of ag
nrnltur.il wmnr1111itics (Cancian, 1979). I h,ne ust•cl the 1c1 m "corn
n111nit, of reference'' lO clec;n ihc- .1 local u11i1 ,imrlar LO th,tt eH>kcd 
In Rmsi's rrch charatl<.·1 i,ation, and l ha\l: ar�uccl that r;111l...-sed.rng 
behavior must ht• unclt-r,tnod in lenrn, of l hl· local SVitem. l le1 e, I 
,,ant to r<'\lc,, the theo1ctical ,taLu, of the comm1111in of rcle1c11ce 
iclc,1 before de,cr ib111g rele, ant empirical st udic-.. 

Communit, of relc-n·1Kc mav be lnicn, del111ccl a-; a naturall\' OC'

currin�. local unrt ,, ithi11 whid1 mo-.t people c,pc1 rcnce di,1 ribu1io11al 
and rank difference, ·1 his wo1 l...ing dd111ition i a mm pie, asse, tion 
tlrnt neecl, irnmcd1atc el.1b01.1uon and quahr,cation 011 a number or 
poi11ts.3 F11 st, the assertion 111ml be qualifit·d lO rcrogni,e the com
pk,it\. of cornmu1111ics of reference ,ccn fr om th<' �,andpoint of the 
inclh idual actor . \lost ,Ktor,; ma" be <,ee11 in term, ol multiple. com
plex, O\et lapping, and conn .,ditton tollttllttnitic-. of I elercnce. an<l 
it i, uttlikc-h that anv ,H tor can alwav� be f ulh unden,tood in terms 
of .i -.inglt' torrnnunit\ of reference. On the 01he1 h,111d, an\' asse1 1io11 
i, w,cf"ul 10 empirical 1 e  eaHh onl; 111sola1 ·" ,,e can put asidt· the 
infinite complex11\- .rnd i11teHonncctt•dne\s ol human bl'havio1 ancl 
cor1Ce11u a1c on the ,c,ird, lot pa11erns that ,tan cl out from Lhc com
plex it\. rhus, the co1111nunil\ of 1clcrcmc 1clea, like att\ other ab
s1ractio11. mu t be e,aluated i11 practitc. 

Second. the l hat ,1ctcn1Jltml of cornrnunit 1c, of refen.·mc as 11,11 ural 
,\stems is 111e,111t to emphasi,c the impo1 tanc.e of di to\l'r\; thaL i-.. 
it i-, mean1 to emphasi,e the need to look at the rnncre1c \\Orld before 
f>l'trhmg the bound,uic, of paninrlar s;-,tem,. It \HWlcl be ,tlrnost

ac; ,q>t to ,ub 1iwtc the word "empirical" for "na1ural," fut, as tht'
pape1 's in1roclmtion implicit!\, �ugge�ts. I ,1111 si111ph 1rvi11g to ,tee, 
a path he1\\et:11 those langtwgcs ol research that ,ec .,�,tem ,lclirni-
1,Hlott as an .1rbitrarv. em1reh anahtic or logical operation and 1hrn,c 
nal\e realist one, that bdic\l' the\ will find 1ruth full-blown in natu1c. 
rhis lc,el of nw1,11heorctical detail i, a bi1 eHcssl\e in the pre,cm 

context, h111 recent attemion to ,t varict, or q11�tio11s .,bout the stale 
and realm of ,uuoeconomiC' ,, ,tems (see. for example, Barth. 1978 
ancl Kaplan, 1978) make 11 cle,11,1ble to be expltut. 

Finalh, hol11 Ros-;i'-; language and mim· strt' , ,11bjeni,e e,peri
enLe. For m, p.11 t. thi-. aspc< t of the defi11itt0n ha� an .. as if'' statu : 
th,11 is, actor, should b(' 11•1·11 a, beha\ling 111 term� of tlwir po,ttiom 
"i1hin a wmmu1111, ol 1ele1 cnce and lhl'i1 desire 10 attain or ;noid 
other po�ttiom i11 '11. I lm,e,cr, ,i11ce I bdit·,e th,tt aoor, arc 1101 
alw,1vs fulh, sell-consuous ancl t:k-arlv motl\';!lt·cl in their beh,l\ ior 
r<'lc·,·a111 10 s1r-atif1ta1ion. 1hei1 ,dl-rcpo, L!i. �,a,us c,.tluatiuns and oth-

� I ht· il'l,1111111 ol 1hnc ult',I\ 10 "1dt·1C'11Cl' group" iclca, 1, ,h�tU\\t'd in C.1110,111 

( 111711), 




































