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Abstract: The environmental factors present a strong relevance in the analysis of the rural 

areas in the western european countries and United States of America. An aspect with few 

studies in this research sfere is the relevance of the environmental dimension in the social 

change in rural areas and in the constitution of new social fractions. 

The present contribution study, in comparative and conceptual perspective, the environmental 

considerations in the constitution of new social fractions, associated with counterurbanization 

process. 
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lntroduction 

Geographical literature has repeatedly demons

trated the relevance of the non extractive approach 

in the analysis of recreational and environmental 

dynamics in rural areas. This approach opposes 

or occasionally complements the more traditional 

approach (agricultura! and extractive approach) in 

geographical studies (Thrift, 1987, Walker, Fort

mann, 2003). 

These environmental and recreational func

tions, although long standing traditions in Western 

European countries, have acquired a growing 

relevance in the last two decades, not only in the 

sectorial policies of the most relevance in rural 

areas, but also in the association between rural and 

environmental issues, perhaps owing to a growing 

influence of the urban perspective of these areas. 

ln any case, successive studies have reported 

the numerous and very different approaches to rural 

Europe (Smith, Phillips, 2001). This occurs in a 

context of reevaluation of the natural and environ

mental resources in western countries, associated 

with reorientation of European rural policies, both 

horizontally and in terms of social groups. Green is
sues acquire a new relevance and are often confused 

with lifestyles. lt has also been described that the 

revival of rurality studies in the United States is 

associated with the introduction of environmental 

considerations, arising from research into the exur

ban population that migrates to rural or intermediate 

areas (Friedland, 2002). Therefore, revival of rural 

popularity would arise from a differential categori

sation by broad sectors of the population, especially 

the urban population, connected with an idealised 

view of rural and natural landscapes. Therefore, the 

debate about the new rural environment, would be 

associated with the spread of new social groups in 

rural areas, rather than to traditional elements and 

activities of these areas, such as agriculture. Rural 

and agrarian, and even natural, would be accepted 

as socially different constructs with a variable de

gree of interconnection. 

Very varied representations of rural environ

ment by urban-rural migrants have been described 

largely as a consequence of the importance of envi

ronmental factors in the decision to move towards 

rural areas. ln this framework, environment can 

be accepted as a subjective and cultural concept 

(Short, 1992). lt is, therefore, possible to qualify it 

as a clearly pluralist and symbolic character (Smith, 

Phillips, 2001; Daniels, Cosgrove, 1988). ln any 
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case, significant variations exist in the concept 

of rural environment depending on the areas con-

cerned. Many studies have revealed the possibilities 

of conflict due to the generalization of consumption 

activities compared to only traditional productive 

activities (Cloke, Park, 1985; Hinrichs, 1996). 

Somewhat persistently, authors who have studied the 

consumption approach, have described the depen-

dent character of farmers relative to the new social 

classes in rural areas (Cloke, Thrift, 1990), resulting 

in the appearance of farmers and new social classes, 

directly and indirectly, as two homogeneous social 

groups with conflicting interests. However, from an 

environmental perspective, processes of change in 

rural communities caused by the installation of new 

social groups can be much more complex, in terms 

of evaluation of the environment and the manage-

ment of environmental resources. 

In any case, recent studies have revealed a 

dearth of research in this area of social change 

in rural areas, relative to other aspects of rural 

restructurisation processes (Little, Austin, 1996). 

Furthermore, comparative studies about the diffe-

rent fractions of new social groups in one area are 

almost non-existent. The present work aims to ana-

lyse the relevance of the environmental dimension 

in the generation of these new social groups and to 

examine the relevance conferred to environmental 

factors in the construction of non urban space, in 

an exploratory way owing to the lack of previous 

studies. The definition of the new middle classes 

has been studied in a wealth of literature about rural 

and social geography in the last decade. Although 

there is no complete consensus about the composi-

tion of this social group, its main characteristics are 

self-employment, easy promotion, high wages and a 

high level of education (eg. Hoggart, 1997, Cloke, 

Phillips, Thrift, 1995, Murdoch, 1995, Paniagua, 

2002a). Other typical characteristics concern their 

spatial behaviour (good mobility and free choice 

of residence), a high evaluation of the countryside 

and sensitivity for environmental resources (Cloke, 

Thrift, 1990, Halfacree, 1994, Hoggart, 1997, Gare, 

Arran, 1995, Paniagua, 2002a). Owing to all this, 

this social group can be used to analyse discussions 

from a consumption perspective of rural areas and 

environmental values (Woods, 1997, Paniagua, 

2005), in the framework of contraurbanisation 

processes.

Coounterurbanization, New Social 
Groups and the Social Construction
of the Concept of the Rural Idyll 

Normally, studies on counterurbanisation fo-

cus on the economic-environmental separation as a 

motive for the possible generation of conflicts with 

traditional populations. The present work focuses 

on environmental aspects between urban-rural 

migrants, separating the analysis into two parts: 

the influence of environmental-rural aspects in the 

motive for the migration and, analysis of the influ-

ence of environmental aspects in the development 

of activity in rural areas and in the discussion about 

the countryside. In this way, changes can be studied, 

that have been largely ignored previously, between 

the first stage of movement and setting up and a 

second developmental stage of the individual’s 

lifestyle and activity in the destination. On the 

other hand, studying two fractions of the so-called 

new social classes in rural areas in the same study 

areas, it was possible to analyse the changes in the 

environmental discourse mainly relative to their 

activity. 

The environmental constructivist perspective 

of the rural idyl is not a new concept in academic 

circles, since it first appeared in the Sixties and 

its use has spread in the Seventies in Anglosaxon 

countries and has become increasingly complex, 

with wide ranging contributions (Demeritt, 2002). 

In this framework, it is surprising that there are 

so few studies that refer to the influence of diffe-

rent social groups that reside in rural areas (Little, 

Austin, 1996). Initially, the concept of the rural 

idyl was used to explain the general attraction of 

urban populations to rural areas for environmental 

and leisure reasons (Hoggart, Buller, Black, 1995). 

Over the years, this concept has been used in an 

increasingly complex way, since it has been argued 

that rural areas are social spaces in a geographi-

cal framework. Understanding rurality as a social 

construction, this is influenced by the social, ethical 

and cultural values that prevail at any given time. 

In any case, the notion of countryside and rural 

issues is usually aimed at satisfying the interests of 

the social group that creates it. It is widely accepted 

that this rural image in western countries is very 

influenced by environmental factors and by the de-

fence of traditional values and that this perception 
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generates a general attraction of urban residents to 

the countryside (Champion, 2001; Gorton, White, 

Chaston, 1998, Paniagua, 2002a).

In Spain, this attraction to rural areas is shown 

by surveys carried out over the last decade. Public 

opinion polls about the environment conducted 

by the Centro de Interpretación de la Realidad 

Económica y Social (CIRES, see annex) in 1992 

and 1994 have shown that, given the choice, four 

out of every ten people would live in a small vil-

lage. In contrast, only a very small proportion of the 

population would choose to live in a city (Paniagua, 

1997).

The surveys described suggest that, given the 

choice, more than 75% of inhabitants of villages or 

rural counties would prefer to live in the same type 

of place or, in nine out of ten cases in a house in 

the countryside. This satisfaction with their living 

environment is not as common in the large towns 

and cities since 21% of these would prefer to live 

in a small village. This percentage increases to 

30% if individuals who would prefer to live in the 

outskirts of the city are included. In a COAG (1999) 

study, 80% of the individuals living in rural areas 

interviewed wanted to continue living in the same 

place.

Similarly, 24% of those interviewed showed 

their willingness to spend their holidays in a village, 

in the countryside or in the mountains (Centro de 

Investigaciones Sociológicas – CIS, 1999, see an-

nex), and two of every three individuals interviewed 

living in urban nuclei visit the countryside at least 

once a year (COAG, 1999).

Moreover, there is also a clear idealisation of 

the sensitivity and behaviour of village inhabitants 

towards the environment. People residing in smaller 

counties can be considered to be more closely re-

lated and to show a greater respect for their natural 

environment. Therefore, half of the population inter-

viewed considers that village inhabitants are more 

environmentally sensitive than urban residents 

(Paniagua, 2001).

The Influence of Environmental Fac-
tors for Establishment in Rural Areas 

The relevance of environmental factors in 

urban-rural migration has not been given constant 

attention (Paniagua, 2002a, 2005). As mentioned 

previously, its analysis is important to establish 

the relevance of the environmental dimension that 

is presently attributed to rural areas. Literature on 

this aspect usually describes its secondary charac-

ter. Halfacree (1994) proposes that environmental 

or rural motives only explain a small number of 

cases of establishment in rural areas, but that its 

importance varies greatly among the different areas, 

studies and working methodologies. In a review of 

works focusing on the motives behind migrations, 

environmental or rural motives for setting up in rural 

areas varied from very low percentages (5 to 8%) to 

significantly high percentages (around 40%).

Similarly, the importance of environmental 

factors, in the case of urban-rural migrations, varies 

considerably in relation to the distance moved, and 

migrations on a regional scale are largely explained 

by factors related to quality of life or environmental 

factors (Boyle, Halfacree, Robinson, 1998:143), 

which, in the whole sample, take second place. 

Moreover, their importance also varies in relation 

to the rural areas of the destination (Smith, Phil-

lips, 2001).

On the other hand, there is a good deal of con-

fusion between rural and environmental categories, 

largely caused by the dispersed answers and the 

associations between both of these in the reasons 

behind the establishment or the permanence in a 

rural area. There are, therefore, a wide range of 

meanings for environmental that can condition 

setting up in rural areas. Rural or environmental 

combines with personal values assigned to rural 

areas (peace and tranquillity); social values of small 

communities (belonging to a community); identifi-

cation with a landscape, either in a general sense 

(the countryside) or associated with some specially 

attractive place or area. Each of these facets of 

rural attraction combines numerous meanings or 

responses that define specific and extremely varied 

views of rural, ranging from natural to a sense of 

community, with intermediate concepts associated 

with the landscape, social atmosphere, leisure, 

agriculture etc. (Bunce, 1982).

On the other hand, it has also been empha-

sised that environmental factors have a pronounced 

selective influence depending on the social group 

concerned (Hoggart, Paniagua, 2001). Usually, a 

key group for this type of analysis concerns the so-

called new social classes or new service classes (Pa-

niagua, 2002a, 2004). This social group has been 

described as one that characterises postmodernist 
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society and is distinguished by its concern for the 

environment and environmental sensitivity (Mer-

ting, Dunlap, 2001). Moreover, individuals in this 

group are characterised by their freedom to choose 

their residence and to move about. 

Analysis of the environmental attitudes of this 

socioeconomic group can be used to interpret the 

view of the countryside held by selected sectors of 

urban populations and associations between envi-

ronmental and rural aspects (Smith, Phillips, 2001). 

It can also be used to identify consumer practises 

among the different sectors of the middle classes. 

Smith and Philips (2001), designed several social 

groups based on their construction of rural aspects. 

He distinguished three main study groups of urban-

rural migrants, based on assessment of: the place of 

origin (locals and new arrivals) (biological perspec-

tive); the sense of identity of the rural community 

(social perspective); and finally, on the aesthetic 

value of the landscape (natural perspective).

With this approach, different points of view 

about rurality are distinguished without clearly 

differentiating the social fractions of new residents 

that generate these opinions. In other words, a clas-

sification is applied to the final product: opinion of 

rurality. Here, we aim to differentiate the opinions 

according to the new service class that holds them. 

Hence, we admit that each social group has their 

own, albeit permeable, opinion about rural-environ-

mental matters, that would be largely conditioned by 

factors of urban-rural migration and by the organisa-

tion of their activity in the destination area.

Environment and New Social Class.
A Review of Surveys in the Nineties
in Spain

As mentioned previously, one of the most 

characteristic groups of the so-called new service 

classes are the liberal professionals. This socioeco-

nomic group has traditionally shown a deep concern 

for environmental issues (Merting, Dunlap, 2001). 

This is confirmed by some opinion polls carried 

out during the Nineties in Spain. For example, 

the CIRES survey of 1994 shows that almost 90% 

of liberal professionals are concerned about the 

exhaustion of natural resources. In contrast, this is 

much less acute in other self-employed socioeco-

nomic groups such as the farmers, only half of the 

farmers interviewed expressed concern about these 

matters. Also, individuals with liberal professions 

who were interviewed were more likely to consider 

that none of the other natural resources are cur-

rently scarce (four out of ten). Consequently, the 

group of liberal professionals is distinguished in 

their clear sensitivity and concern for the environ-

ment, more pronounced than any other social group. 

This finding can be related to information about 

these issues and their usually high cultural level 

(Yearley, 1991).

Recent surveys about the environment in 

Spain show this trend. Studying the results of the 

survey carried out by CIS-96, 41% of professionals 

considered damage to the environment to be the 

most important problem, compared to an average 

value of 24% of the other socioeconomic groups. 

In the huge dilemma of development versus 

environment, according to the CIRES poll, 83.3% 

of liberal professionals and experts interviewed 

consider that protection of the environment should 

take precedence over fomenting development, both 

on a general and national level and in the place of 

residence (Paniagua, 1997, 2001). Hence, 71.4% 

of professionals would be prepared to reduce their 

standard of living to protect the environment. There 

were more than 20 points difference between this 

and the second socioeconomic group that supported 

this option. 

This socioeconomic group considers environ-

mental policy to be important but on a par to policies 

generated to resolve other important socioeconiomic 

problems, and give it a flexible character, to be 

decided in each individual case. In this line, 86% 

of the study group consider that economic develop-

ment must be compatible with nature conservation 

(compared to 72.1% of the general population). 

Therefore, 86% of the members of this socioeco-

nomic group (compared to 73.1% of the general 

population) consider that strong measures must be 

taken and that the economic activities potentially 

harmful to the environment (building of roads, 

housing estates, factories etc.) should be stopped. 

To culminate this environmentalist perspective, 

72% of professionals consider that the environment 

should be protected even if these entails economic 

costs (compared to 50% of the general popula-

tion). Consequently, 66% would be willing to pay 
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an extra tax to finance environmental conservation 

and protection (compared to 47.1% of the general 

population).

On the other hand, the group of professionals 

shows a clear interest in news about the environment 

and consider themselves to be better informed than 

the population as a whole. Therefore, environmental 

conservation is considered to be an immediate and 

important issue by nine of every 10 individuals 

interviewed, when the average is seven. In this 

context, 81% of the interviewees consider urban 

pollution to be a very serious problem compared to 

71% on average. Also, 48% of professional consider 

that the environment of their nucleus of residence 

has been damaged over the last ten years, compared 

to 37% of the general population. 

In conclusion, according to available opinion 

polls, liberal professionals can be characterised 

as clearly being the most environmentalist and 

postmaterialist, in agreement with international 

studies of these matters (Merting, Dunlap, 2001, 

Yearly, 1991). It is, therefore, necessary to take note 

of the importance of environmental factors in the 

displacement of this group to rural areas.     

The Relevance of Environmental 
Questions in the Constitutions
of New Social Class

Normally, contributions about urban-rural 

migration factors in new social classes have es-

tablished three large groups of influencing factors 

that are usually interconnected Paniagua, 2004, 

2005)2: 

– Economic and work-related factors: inclu-

ding the search for work and the creation 

of their own renumerated job. The rural 

environment is regarded as an opportunity 

to do this.

– Environmental factors: these include ele-

ments of very varied nature, from those 

related with the physical environment 

(pleasant scenery), together with those 

related to the rural habitat, and those as-

sociated with the size of the population or 

the tranquillity associated with the reduced 

population density (Paniagua, 2008). 

– Intermediate factors: related with a spe-

cific lifestyle or with being their own boss. 

These kinds of factors unite economic or 

work-related elements, such as improved 

working conditions or ambitions, and those 

of a purely work context, together with an 

evaluation of the rural environment as 

an attractive place to live. Determina-

tion of the weight given to economic and 

rural-environmental aspects has merited 

the attention of several studies (Willians 

et al. 1989;  Halfacree, 1994; Paniagua, 

2002 a). However, there is no general 

consensus about the constitution of this 

type of factors, or about the relevance of 

environmental or economic elements, in 

spite of the numerous detailed studies 

about urban-rural migrants (Paniagua, 

2002 a and b, Willians et al, 1989, Wil-

lians, Jobes, 1990).

In spite of the diversity of factors that influ-

ence migration and establishment of new social 

classes in rural areas, there is a large degree of 

complexity within each group of factors. More 

specifically, among the environmental factors one 

important characteristic is the very wide ranging 

concept of the environment in the study group, as-

sociated not only with its physical characteristics, 

but also with individual experiences associated 

with selected values related to rural areas (peace, 

tranquillity). Hence, environmental factors can be 

divided into three main areas, as mentioned previ-

ously: the area associated with the physical and 

constructed environment; with the social environ-

ment; and the “rural atmosphere” or individual 

attributes assigned to the environment. In any case, 

changes in the physical structure of the land and in 

the population are much more evident than changes 

in the social environment that are much more dif-

ficult to analyse. 

It is, therefore, necessary to separate the study 

of environmental factors into the decision-making 

phase for urban-rural migration and into a second 

phase of setting up and working in the rural com-

munities. As described previously, the consideration 

——————————
2  This paper present the main conclusions of a research with some extension in the time, in extreme depopulated areas, main ly in Castile and Leon 

(Spain), with special attention to qualitative field work (semi-structured interviews and participant observation) developed between 2003-2004 
and a special and specific  analysis and elaboration by the methods of opposite social groups.
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of environmental-rural factors can change the con-

sideration and the weight in both phases. Harper 

(1991) emphasised the factors that influence the 

decision-making process in the migration process, 

suggesting its distinctive nature.

Liberal Professionals 

As mentioned above, liberal professionals 

form one of the most representative groups of post-

modern society (Castells, 2001), and are chara-

cterised by a continual sensitivity and concern for 

the environment (Gare, Arran, 1995). Their relative 

spatial freedom relative to their work and their 

work-related responsibilities often means that they 

can choose their place of residence (Hoggart, 1997; 

Cloke, Thrift, 1990; Paniagua, 2002a).

The concept of the environment

The environment in this social group is usually 

associated with characteristics and values of a life 

style considered to be typical of areas with reduced 

population size, specifically, tranquillity, peace or 

the quality of life typical of villages (especially, the 

pleasures of living in the countryside compared to 

the city), as well as a more positive perception of 

the physical environment. In any case, there are a 

series of intermediate factors between environmen-

tal and economic or work-related factors, based on a 

change in lifestyle, cultural values and community 

relations (Paniagua, 2005, 2008). Within these 

multiple interpretations of environmental, there 

is a clear association with the concept of rural. In 

this way, numerous attributes usually assigned to 

rurality are also assigned to the environment (Pa-

niagua, 2005). Environmental and rural concepts 

are largely shared, due to the vague definition of 

each of them. Belonging to a community, the value 

attributed to small places, the tranquillity, the 

possibility to start up where relationships between 

people are valued and given importance, become 

more relevant than the scenery, understood as mor-

phology, that has more of an aesthetic value than as 

a natural resource.

Environment and the decision to migrate

Usually in the literature, the main motives 

for setting up in rural areas are economic ones, in 

around 8 out of every 10 cases. Factors such as fle-

xible working conditions, the willingness to accept 

professional risks, opportunities for enterprising 

professionals and the ability for self-organisation, 

are all important factors to take into account. Many 

of these factors that influence the individual setting 

up can be summarised in a wish “to be my own 

boss” (Paniagua, 2002 a, 2008). In any case, these 

factors associated with urban-rural migration, must 

be understood in terms of a clear professional and 

vital idealisation of the rural environment with its 

environmental characteristics.

Environmental motives generally have a se-

condary importance and can only be considered to 

be conditioning factors in very few cases (Paniagua 

2005). In general, they are associated with a life-

-style that is considered to be typical of villages 

and is described as “the pleasure of living in the 

countryside”. 

In accordance with other authors (Hoggart, 

1993), the morphological and constructed environ-

ment is the least important in the migration phase. 

This is only a relevant factor in very few cases. In all 

of these it is mainly associated with the constructed 

environment, with traditional or rural architecture. 

These are usually triggered by the inheritance of 

a property with traditional architecture. This is 

usually the family house that has belonged to them 

for several generations. Individuals moving into 

these properties usually intend to reform them. 

There were only two cases in which the cultural 

landscape (agriculture) or the natural environment 

was considered to have an important influence, in 

an antiurban context.

The intermediate conception of the envi-

ronmental influence is associated with the social 

environment and is distinguished by “a wish to live 

here” or “a liking for living in the countryside”, 

that corresponds to a stereotype view of the social 

environment of rural areas with a reduced popula-

tion size, in some cases associated with professional 

plans and in others associated with the perception 

of a certain quality of life. Only in a few cases was 

the return to the village associated with collective 

recreational events (village fetes) and to the social 

network absent from the urban nuclei from where 

the migrants have come (Paniagua, 2002a, 2005).

The main focus, closely linked to the previ-

ous one, is the rural atmosphere, which includes 

an antiurban feeling, and other characteristics 
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associated with life in the country, where tranquil-

lity, peace, or alternative lifestyles, such as “free li-

ving” are found. In the case of individuals returning 

to their native village, the identification with values 

associated with the place is important, values they 

have not found elsewhere (such as tranquillity and 

peace). Personal identification and refuge are the 

key elements to their motives (Paniagua, 2005). 

Environment and professional activity

in the countryside

Setting up and developing a professional acti-

vity in a rural area can alter an individual’s percep-

tion of their physical and social environment either 

positively or negatively. Moreover, the interaction 

between their perception of the rural environment 

and their job can also be studied. 

One of the first observations is that almost two-

-thirds of the individuals interviewed mentioned the 

environment when discussing their life and activity 

in rural areas. Consequently, the rural-environmen-

tal medium acquires more relevance in the second 

phase of the installation of liberal professionals. 

However, this should not be interpreted as a better 

evaluation of the physical or constructed environ-

ment, but instead as more importance given to the 

social environment and the “rural atmosphere”. 

The landscape is now barely mentioned although 

occasional references are made to traditional ar-

chitecture or to the collection of buildings in the 

village. References to the social atmosphere are 

important and they tend to compare the virtues of 

rural life with life in the city. Negative opinions 

are also expressed associated with the difficulty to 

integrate. Direct relationships, social integration, 

trust and friendships with the inhabitants are the 

most highly valued social characteristics, associated 

both with developing their work activity and with 

their daily life. 

Indeed, the reduced populations of rural ar-

eas and the problems this entails of lack of inertia 

and initiative are impediments for developing a 

professional activity and tend to oppose the sense 

of community.

The key to the rural atmosphere is “social 

prestige” that is achieved in rural areas based 

on self-organisation and in the worth given to 

the individuals opinion on both professional and 

non-professional issues. Although tranquillity 

and calm are still mentioned they have acquired 

less importance.

Often, a possible environmental conflict 

between social groups in rural areas has been 

described (Cloke, Thrift, 1987), arising from some 

degree of economic transformation and substitu-

tion of activities or the emergence of new activities 

associated more closely to a consumer perspective 

(environmental) for rural areas rather than of ex-

tractive (Woods, 1997). Recent articles based on 

empirical studies seem to question this point of view 

(Harvey, Works, 2002: 389). The incorporation of 

people to rural communities, that form part of the 

so-called new service class would not affect either 

the opinions or the interests of agriculture and far-

mers since these would be complementary (Pani-

agua, from 1997). It has been suggested that con-

servation of a landscape, in the most part cultural, 

interests both the new residents as well as the far-

mers. In any case, this relationship of complemen-

tarity and conflict based on environmental issues 

and resource management can be analysed by social 

fractions of the new service class. The most interes-

ting result is a lack of any relationship, except for 

the case of conservation of traditional architecture. 

However, this does not take place directly with the 

farmers but instead is related to the appointment of 

the new service classes in local councils. 

Independently of these strategies, in which 

conflict arises with traditional social groups based 

on the service and construction sectors, there seems 

to be largely either an absence or complementarity 

of interests with the farmers about environmental 

issues, expressed via the ethical relevance of the 

farmer in the management of environmental re-

sources.

Environment, New Social Class
and Environmental Activities

This fraction of the new service class has usu-

ally been underestimated. It is distinguished by the 

professional activities of experts that became highly 

qualified in urban areas and then moved to the 

countryside with the aim of dedicating themselves, 

either completely or partially, to environmentally 

based activities usually associated with use of land 

and environmental resources. Several statistical 
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studies have warned of the tendency to form an 

environmental mastergroup (Willians, Shaw, Green-

wood, 1987). However, there are no published works 

that support a relationship with the counterurbani-

sation process based on qualitative data (Paniagua, 

2002 b, Willians, Shaw, Greenwood, 1987).

The environment: the relevance

of the landscape 

As with the social fraction of liberal profes-

sionals, in this group the rural environment is 

associated with a group of physical elements and 

values of a somewhat dispersed nature. However, 

there are many more references to the environment 

in a broad sense that tend to relate to a physical and 

cultural image of the environment. The landscape, 

especially related to the chosen place of residence, 

to a specific image that is accepted as optimum in 

the environment chosen to live and to develop the 

activity, emerges as one of the central points of envi-

ronmental-rural issues. Specifically, the constructed 

landscape, together with the quality of life of the 

micro rural areas of residence, are the sustaining 

elements of the discourse.

The influence of the environment

in the migratory process

Since this concerns a social fraction that as-

sociates its urban-rural movement with a total or 

partial change of job and to the development of a 

business related with the natural or constructed 

environment and open air activities, motives as-

sociated with the environment appear constantly, 

either mainly or secondarily. In eight of every ten 

individuals interviewed references are made to 

environmental motivations, focused on the natural 

or architectonic environment, in the “rural atmos-

phere” and with less importance given to the social 

environment of rural areas (Paniagua, 2008). 

The natural and architectonic environment 

is shown in the migrants’ discourse as the most 

important factor in urban-rural movement. Inheri-

tance of family country houses and the need to pay 

their costly renovation trigger a change of job and 

seasonal or total migration. There are also cases, 

although very few in which traditional houses have 

been bought or monumental buildings have been 

renovated, e.g., there is one case of renovation of a 

Romanic church. In these cases, great care is taken 

in the choice of location in relation to the activity 

to be developed. The traditional house is described 

as a microcosm that encloses the concept of man’s 

adaptation to Nature (Paniagua, 2005). Another se-

condary theme concerns Nature or the countryside, 

associated with a different way of living, or in other 

words a change in lifestyle. Nature is understood 

as a single entity and is not dissociated into its 

different components. Only one of the individuals 

interviewed mentioned rivers, mountains etc. In any 

case, within the discourse there was always a more 

implicit rather than explicit association between 

Nature and quality of life.

The second central point concerned the “in-

dividual atmosphere”. There is a strong antiurban 

feeling associated with excessive competition and 

stress. That is compared with an idylic view of the 

countryside based on the moral satisfaction of li-

ving in the country, associated with values such as 

freedom, tranquillity, going back to one’s roots. The 

change in lifestyle associated with a rise in the level 

and immaterial quality of life are, certainly, strong 

reasons for migration. The third focus is based on 

social environment where the idea of the pueblo is 

conceived as a social space. In this case, the city 

and the pueblo are two different complementary 

worlds: with people returning to their home village, 

the idea of the village is replaced by that of a social 

environment of family and close friends. 

In any case, these three areas are intercon-

nected, especially those corresponding to the 

physical and constructed medium and the social 

environment. 

Activity and Environmental Resources 

As individuals become integrated in their ac-

tivity, references to environmental resources appear 

almost constantly. The main point of the discourse 

is the social environment, based on problems of 

living together and conflict between the traditional 

population and the newcomers (Paniagua, 2002a).

Similarly, there is also the dissociation be-

tween the rural and farming environment, refle-

cting a different perception of the village-locals 

and agriculture-farmers. Nevertheless, a positive 

view also arises of the rural community, associated 

with tranquillity and doing things more slowly, that 

allows people to enjoy their surroundings. 
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The second point is related with the physical 

and constructed medium from an economic and 

functionalist perspective that includes an environ-

mentalist and demanding discourse when there is an 

environmental problem that reduces the economic 

results of the activity. There is an insistence to 

renovate the patrimony both of traditional houses 

and also of the commercial centre of some villages 

leading in some cases to making demands to local 

councils and in other cases to the creation of civil 

societies to protect the patrimony. This results in 

the movement of rural communities in these matters 

and the search for subsidies. A more protesting and 

conflictive discourse arises when collective natural 

resources such as woods or waters are threatened 

(Paniagua, 2005). The double importance, envi-

ronmental and economic, of the natural resources 

is always present. But this conflict does not occur 

with the local communities but with the heads of 

the regional environmental institutions. Immigrants 

acquire leadership positions in local conservationist 

movements, pulling forwards the traditional local 

populations. 

The third point, centres around the so-called 

individual atmosphere, where feelings of freedom 

come into play again, of mixed lifestyles and work 

activity, relaxation in the activity, moral satisfac-

tion (relative to the moralising influence of Nature 

on the individual) perhaps all these perceptions 

can be summarised in the expression: ‘...I love my 

life more than I love money...’ (Paniagua, 2002b), 

suggesting an integration of the individual with the 

environment surrounding him.

Conclusions

Environmental considerations present a clear 

and growing importance in studies of rural areas in 

Western Europe. However, some aspects and ap-

proaches have been little used to date. One of these 

is analysis of the environmental dimension among 

the different fractions of the new social groups. More 

specifically, the socioeconomic group of profession-

als presents a clearly pro-environmental character 

compared to other occupational groups. They show 

a high level of environmental concern, both for 

general issues and for rural ones. They see in the 

countryside its positive attributes and also a place 

where they can improve their work opportunities 

compared to the city. However, detailed processes 

of counterurbanisation have constantly suggested a 

secondary character for environmental motivations, 

consisting in an apparent contradiction. On the 

other hand, the spatially selective nature of the new 

social classes in their movement to environmentally 

and aesthetically attractive rural areas, especially 

in areas with few population (Hoggart, Paniagua, 

2001), contributes to studying the environmental 

basis of urban-rural migration. Similarly, some re-

cent studies also suggest few work possibilities and 

of poor quality in remote rural areas (Green, 1999), 

that implicitly suggests the value of the environmen-

tal motives in these areas. Halfacree (2001), based 

on a qualitative approach, has already suggested 

the influence of rural factors (environmental) in 

the so-called rural idyl, especially in pastoralism, 

that covers both social elements and ones related 

to the landscape.

As Hoggart (1997) indicates, studies on social 

change in rural areas usually only differentiate 

newcomers from locals, in a far from precise man-

ner. The newcomers encompass individuals with 

very different activities in the rural communities, 

in spite of forming a similar social class in their 

urban origins (Paniagua, 2005). This results in the 

construction of a differentiated discourse on the 

rural environment and the establishment of diffe-

rent relationships with the traditional community. 

Whether the environmental resources are integrated 

or not in the activity of the new middle classes in 

the rural areas is a relevant factor in the weight of 

the environmental-rural dimension in the discourse, 

both in the phase that refers to the migration process 

and afterwards in the setting up and development 

of the activity. Immigrants dedicated to activities 

related with the rural environment give this the 

most importance. Different environmental aspects 

are also important in their discourse with aspects 

related with the landscape and architecture playing 

an especially relevant role. 

On the other hand, the environmental dis-

course changes between the initial migration phase 

and the following setting up phase, in both fractions. 

However, the weight within the discourse seems to 

remain the same. What we have called social envi-

ronment becomes important here, either in a nega-

tive sense (contrasting with an initial idealisation) 

or in a positive sense (reinforcing the village idea) 

and can cause either an increase or a relocation of 

the newcomers.
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Annex
List of survey polls use:
CIRES. Centro de Investigación de la Realidad Económico y 
Social:
Survey on environment. December 1992. Survey on environ-
ment. December 1994.
CIS. Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas
Survey n.º 2231. December 1996; Survey n.º 2322. March 
1999. Survey n.º 2405. December 2000; Survey n.º 2423. June 
2001; Survey n.º 2454. April 2002


