
Syllabus 
History 4393 
Rural History 

Fall Semester 2011 
 
 

Instructor: Mark Hersey 
Office: 118 President’s Circle, Rm 102 
Phone: (662) 325-3604  
Office Hours: M, W 2:00-3:15 pm 
Email: mhersey@history.msstate.edu 
 
Required Texts:  
David Danbom, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America 
Karl Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and the Hidden 
History of American Conservation 
Melissa Walker, All We Knew Was to Farm: Rural Women in the Upcountry South, 1919-
1941 
Janisse Ray, Ecology of a Cracker Childhood 
*Additional readings will be distributed in class or posted on myCourses. 
 
Stated Course Purpose: 
This class explores one of the most neglected aspects of American history: its rural 
reaches. A glance at recent electoral maps suggests that one of the most marked divides 
in American culture lies between its rural and urban regions. Yet historians have devoted 
but a fraction of the energy to the rural America that they have to the nation’s urban 
centers. This course will seek to redress some of that neglect by tracing the experience of 
the rural United States. While it will ostensibly cover a large swath of American history, 
beginning with its colonial period, the focus will rest firmly in the twentieth century, 
when the population of America’s cities came to exceed that of its rural communities. 
One result of the urbanization of American society was the economic, cultural, and 
political marginalization of rural life. Yet rural ideals proved remarkably resilient, and in 
many ways rural communities came to be exalted at the same time they were excoriated, 
resulting in a bifurcated cultural understanding of rural America.   

This course will trace that legacy, addressing a broad swath of rural America’s 
political, cultural, environmental, and social history. In so doing, it will introduce 
students to the diverse people, landscapes, and cultural traditions that collectively 
constitute rural America. Among the wide array of topics it will cover are agriculture and 
government policy; hunting and fishing; economic transformations and community 
structure; national parks and tourism; music and art; Populism and political radicalism; 
portrayals of the region in film and literature; entertainment, religion, and rural 
development. In addition to being a diverse course in terms of its subject matter, it is also 
an inherently comparative one. For the most part, the implicit comparison will be urban 
America, but from time to time, the course will compare the experience of rural America 
with that of other nations. Consequently, at the end of the course, students should be able 
to trace the broad trajectory of rural America’s history, identify the key transformative 



moments, and highlight the ways in which rural life in the United States has proven 
distinctive. 
 
Course Structure: 
The class will meet every Monday and Wednesday from 3:30-4:45 pm and will blend 
lectures with discussions. As this is a comparatively small class, your participation is a 
must. Indeed, you are expected to arrive at class on time and prepared, having read the 
assigned readings for the day before you walk through the door. Lest there be any 
confusion, participation in the discussions is mandatory; because the class is in part 
discussion oriented, your participation is crucial not only to your grade, but to the 
learning process of the entire class.    
 
Grading: 
Undergraduates 
• Two Book Reviews: 10 percent each, 20 percent total* 
• Weekly Quizzes: 15 percent 
• Midterm: 25 percent 
• Final: 30 percent 
• Participation: 10 percent 
Graduate Students 
• Weekly Quizzes: 15 percent 
• Four Book Reviews: 5 percent each, 20 percent total** 
• Two Presentations: 5 percent each, 10 percent total 
• Midterm: 20 percent 
• Final: 25 percent 
• Participation: 10 percent 
 
*The students can choose to review any two of the required books. All book reviews are 
due at the beginning of class on the day the book is to be discussed. If a student chooses 
to review more than two of the books, only his or her best two grades will count. Further 
guidelines will be posted on myCourses.  
**Graduate students must also review two of the required books, but are also required to 
review two additional books, which will serve as the bases for their presentations.  
 
The instructor expects students to turn in assignments on time. The instructor is NOT 
obligated to accept late papers. Expect assignments turned in late to be penalized.  
 
Course Calendar: 
August 17: Introduction to the Course 
 
August 22-24: Rural Beginnings 
Readings: Danbom, Chapter 1; https://www.nal.usda.gov/ric/what-is-rural, and 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2008/june/defining-the-rural-in-rural-america/ 
 
August 29-31: Colonial Foundations 
Readings, Danbom, Chapter 2 and TBA 



 
September 5-7: No class on Monday (Labor Day), Rural Life in Revolutionary America 
Readings: Danbom, Chapters 3 and TBA 
 
September 12-14: The Age of the Farmer: Rural Life in a Young Nation 
Readings: Danbom, Chapters 4-5 and TBA 
 
September 19-21: War and Discontent: Rural Life in the Late 19th Century 
Readings: Danbom, Chapters 6-7 and TBA 
 
September 28-30: The Golden Age of American Farmer 
Readings: Danbom, Chapter 8; Karl Jacoby; and Ted Steinberg, Down to Earth (excerpt, 
“The Organic City”) 
 
October 3-5: Midterm Exam (Monday), Of War and Agricultural Depression 
Readings: Danbom, Chapter 9 and Alexander Thomas, Gilboa: New York’s Quest for 
Water and the Destruction of a Small Town (excerpt, Chapter 8 – on reserve) 
 
October 10-12: Depression and the New Deal 
Readings: Danbom, Chapter 10 and TBA 
 
October 17-19: The Production Revolution  
Readings: Danbom, Chapter 11 and Melissa Walker 
 
October 24-26: The Production Revolution  
Readings: Johnson, Shadow of the Plantation (excerpt, Chapter 6 – on reserve); Wendell 
Berry (excerpt – on reserve) 
 
October 31-Nov 2: Southbound: The Rural South in the Late 20th Century 
Readings: Janisse Ray 
 
November 7-9: Canadian Counterpoint 
Readings: Stuart McLean, Welcome Home (excerpt, Nakusp – on reserve) 
 
November 14-16: Rural America in Popular Culture 
Readings: Bill Bryson, The Lost Continent (excerpt – on reserve), Randal Hall, “Before 
NASCAR: The Corporate and Civic Promotion of Automobile Racing in the American 
South, 1903-1937” 
 
November 21-23: No Class—Thanksgiving! 
 
November 28-30: Born in the Country: Whither Rural America? 
Readings: Danbom, Chapter 12 and Paul Schneider, The Adirondacks (excerpt, Chapter 
20 – on reserve), James Shortridge, Cities on the Plains (excerpt – on reserve) 
 
Final Exam: Monday, December 5 (3-6 pm). 



 
Any student with special needs should contact the instructor as soon as possible. 
 
Cheating is absolutely unacceptable and will result in an “XF” for the course, according 
to the guidelines of the Mississippi State Honor Code that follows: “As a Mississippi 
State University student I will conduct myself with honor and integrity at all times. I will 
not lie, cheat, or steal, nor will I accept the actions of those who do.” 


