SOCIAL THEORY AND ITS APPLICATION
T0 THE STUDY OF COMMUNITY ANALYSIS
AND THE PROBLEMS OF THE RURAL LIBRARY

Benjamin P. Nowris

The purpose of the paper which I am presenting is to examine
the contribution which social theory can make to an undersianding of
the problems and dynamics of community development and rural librarian-
ship. As a preliminary to this examination I wish to address several
anticipated criticisms and questions which will, no doubt, arise
concerning the topic of this presentation.

I shall begin by presenting a definition of social theory.

The purpose of social theory is to present either an explanation or
description of why a particular set of social happenings or phenomenon
occurred. It should be emphasized that social theory, as 1 use it in
this paper, is essentially explanatory or descriptive in nature, as
opposed to being normative. This does not mean that descriptive and
explanatory theory does not possess normative implications or conn-
otatious. However, the principal thrust of the theoretical constructs
that I shall examine are descriptive rather than prescriptive in nature,
and I shall deal with their heuristic or practical utility as opposed

to their normative content.

There are those who might argue that such a paper has no place
in a consideration of rural librarianship, that such consideration
should be devoted to practical solutions to immediate problems, and
that this is not the place for the type of speculation in which I
shall indulge in this paper. On this matter I take a more long range
view, seeing my contribution as one of making a positive first step
toward the construction of a general theory of community development
which would emphasize the role potential of various approaches or
orientations in social theory.

The importance of building a theoretical structure which the
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student of rural librarianship can utilize may be questioned by the hard
pressed practitioner in the field who is beset with the myriad of

problems confronting the practicing rural librarian. In re

such inquiry I can only argue that efforts toward building 2 libtrsar

science subdiscipliue should proceed in the same manner as build:

discipline in auny of the social sciences. To enhance one's
Etanding and to aid in the development of the discipline orne must
proceed in two directions: immediate problem solving and this devel-
opment of a theoretical foundation for further ingquiry.
To understand the importance of the latter, lec

structure and conditions of "knowledge' in the area of

anship and macrolevel social analysis. "Rnowledge" as
context refers to what the practitioner in a specific field cf inguiry
ascertains to be true or real about the subject matter cf his particular
discipline.

Tn examining the two fields of inquiry of rural librarianship
and macrolevel social analysis, one {inds two polar extremes or con-
ditions of the state of knowledge. In the case of macrolevel social
analysis, or social theory, practically all knowledge is theoretical,
as opposed to being empirical, in pature. In this area of inguiry
knowledge consists of the formulacion and understanding of relatively
elaborate theoretical structures whose philosophic origins are, for

the moest part, derivative from other areas of inquiry. The relation-

ship between these elaborate theoretical constructs which make up
body of social theory and the discrete "facts" of social life are
tenuous and partial at best.

At the other extreme is the body of knowledge which constitutes
the present state of rural librarianship. Knowledge is almost teotally
empirical in nature with little or uo theoretical comnectors. In other

words, knowledge of rural librarianship is comprised of pockets or

islands of information, for the most part in the hands =

in the field. In addition to heing nontheoreticai o oihesroticai din
nature, the knowledge of the practices and behavio o o w-.0 subravian-
ship has, frequentiy, t even been explicated by bold ir.



it

By this I mean that the "kpowledge' which coupris
rural librarianship is anecdotal and even intuitive in nature.

Between these two extremes lies a broad. middle ground for
innovative and experimental thought., At the one extreme is a wealth
of information or knowledge concerning the behavior and practice of
rural librarianship without any theoretical framework describing or
explaining the occurrence of phenomenon. At the other extreme there
iswan abundance of theory wirh little application to unique social
problems or issues and with a limited effort to relate the over-
arching thecretical structures to discreet social phencmenon.

This paper will explore the possibility of the fusion of the
theoretical insights derived from this large corpus of social

behaviors with the heuristic insights of the practitioner or studen:t

of rural libravianship. It is hoped that this fusion will be the
first step toward an eventual synthesis in which insights from the
theoretical literature of macrolevel social analysis can be applied
to specific issues of rural librarianship.

At this point I wish to insert a caveat that the list of theories
and theoretical approaches which I discuss in this paper is selective
and not exhaustive., To make an exhaustive listing of all potentiai
social science theorists and their potential contributions would be
beyond the scope of this paper. Nor would it be particularly useful,
in that the approaches of many theorists either overlap or possess
marginal relevance to the issues at hand. An examipnation of & large
number would produce diminishing returns in respect to their utility
for studying the issues of community development and vural librarian-
ship. In place of an exhaustive listipng T will attempt to examine a

select few of the theorists who are garded as the most relevant.

The several approaches which I shall examine are recogeized as

standard theoretical works representing classical approaches in social
theory. Their status as important contributions in the area of socio-
logical theory are universally recognized by sociologists and political
theorists. What has never beeun done is to utilize these theoretical

approaches to look at phenomenon associated with rural librarianship.
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this respect T think that the concept of "gatekeeper' introduced by
Easton is a particularly useful one to explore. 'Gatekeepers,” as
Easton defines the term, are the regulators of demand stress in the
political system. FEaston discusses this particular structural
mechanism:

Because of their general social status, some individuals

or groups are more inclined to feel efficacious enough to
articulate a political position. If this is so, persons
occupying these roles in the social and political structure
will have an important measure of control over the number

of demands put into the system. For this reason we may call
them structural regulators of the volume of demands; they

are gatekeepers who stand athwart the admission channels to

a system. In modern societies we may identify them as interest
groups, parties, opinion leaders, or the mass media. In
traditional societies they may take the form of notables,

an aristocracy, or a military cadre., Whatever the particular
form that these structural regulators take, it is clear that
the volume or variety of demands that initially get into the
system and begin to move along toward the point of output . . .
will depend upon the characteristics of the gatekeepers. [1,p.122]

I believe that Easton's concept of gatekeeper is a particularly useful
one when examining the position of rural libraries in their respective
community structures. Many rural communities when examined in terms
of Easton's model show either a relatively undiffereantiated or poorly
developed structure for processing the wants of the residents into
demands. For those individuals in rural communities who have been
excluded from the system the library could be looked at as an alterna-
tive to existing underdeveloped and underutilized "want conversion"
mechanisms, In place of the informal channels of conversion, for
example, local influentials, which dominate the process in a less
complex social or political system, the library can present itself and
develop its potential as an integral element in the development of
political and social community in rural areas by serving the information
needs of the respective communities. In so doing the library will
assist in the formulation and articulation of community needs.

Before the information needs of the individual rural community
can be processed they must first be determined. Here again, social

science theory can be of assistance to the rural librarian for ident-
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ifying community analysis studies which delineate the poiitical ana

social structure characterizing individual communities. Usicy
methodology a community study could delineate who the iwmporcunt gate-
keepers are in a given commucity and determine the methods which the
library can develop to supplement this need,

Another fruitful analytical approach to the studv of communicy

development is that utilized by Karl Deutsch in The Merves of hover

ment (1966). In this work Deutsch posits a model of the politicai and

social system drawn from a lengthy examination of other theoretical

and philosophical systems and a recognition of their historlcal limit-
ations.

Mechanic, organismic, 2nd historical models were based,
substantially, on experiences and operations known before
1850, even though manv of their implications were
out more fully only later. A major change in this s
tion began in the 1940's. 1Its basis was in the new devel-
opment in communications engineering with its extensive
use of self-monitoring, self-coutrolling, and self-
steering, automatic processes. {2,p.75]

The model which Deutsch develops is described by the author as a
"self-modifving communicarions network” or '"learning net."” [2,p.80]
It is also described as a cyberunetic model. Deutsch states that the
most important concept for understanding the cybernetic model is
"information:"

. . . communications engineering transfers information.
It does not transfer events. [2,p.82]

The author presents an interesting discussion of the metaphysi Al and
theoretical assumptions underlying his conception of informaricn cran-
sfer which, because of its essentially philosophical nature, need not
concern us here, Whar need concern us, however, are the concepts of
"feedback" and "equilibrium,” an understanding of which are vital to
an appreciation of Deutsch's theoretical comstructs. Feedback is the
process by which the input of new information iuto a systen can cause
that system to "correct” or modify its behavior.

A simple feedback network contains arran
to an outside event . . . in a specific ma
a specified state of affairs has been broun
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If the system's feedback mechanism is well designed it will result in
a diminished degree of error. If it is inadequate or improperly
functioning the degree of error will increase. According to Deutsch
"these failures of feedback networks have specific parallels in the
pathology of the human nervous system. . . and perhaps even . . . in
the behavior of animals, men, and whole communities." [2,p.89]

The concepts of "information" and '"feedback" are the most
jmpbrtant elements of Deutsch's theoretical model. Deutsch argues,
very persuasively, concerning the implications for future research of
his model. The first major point to be considered in applying this
model to the study of political structure, and, for our purposes, the
problems of community development and community analysis, is the
processing of information. Community structures, in order to survive,
must possess the capability of adjusting to and assimilating forces
and factors from the environment with which it interacts. [2,p.163]
Here creativity and the learning capacity of an organization are
called into question. Deutsch discriminates between infant learning
and adult learnming. Infant learning involves the recombination of
large amounts of unrelated material structured, ian part, from forces
outside the learning enviromment. Adult learning involves a much
lesser amount of recombination of new material. Infant learning is
slower, but richer, in possibilities for recombination. Adult learning
is more restricted by the limitations of the combinations of material
as it is given,

Three problems suggested by this view are finding some
optimum range between infant-type and adult-type learning;
or alternating between infant-type and adult-type learning
at variou. stages within the same organization; and finally,
of establishing a strategic criteria of interest for the
selection of promising configurations from the large ensem-
ble of infant-type learning for the purpose of developing
the selected configurations more nearly adult type learning
methods. [2,p.166]

The possibilities presented by the implications of Deutsch's statements
are fascinating for the study of community development and rural sociol-
ogy. From Deutsch's theoretical framework one can comnstruct a model

of community development that would utilize "learning capacity” of the
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community for assembling new information in the form of external
pressures as a prescribed goal, i.e., by setting the objective of
improving the community's learning capability. In achieving this
end, I foresee a more active role for the rural library. It can pro-
vide reference material which will assist community leaders and
community activists in making decisions concerning problems related
“to the community. On the face of it this may seem like a rather
mundane exercise and something which all libraries perform as a part
of their normal lending or reference service. This is true. However,
the importance of the role that the rural library may play as a de
facto agent of community development and community change can not be
underestimated and should be considered from a theoretical perspec-
tive. Deutsch's theoretical insight on the nature of information flow
helps in clarifying this important role.

Deutsch postulates that it is possible to measure the ability
of a particular organization or social and political structure to
learn. Referred to as "deutero learning," this is a measure of the
rate of improvement in an organization's performance when confroated
with a succession of learning situations.

Has the learning of the organization been creative, that
is to say, has it increased its range of possible intzke
of information from the outside world and its ranges of
possible inner recombinations? Or bhas the learning of the
organization been merely viable, that is, neither adding
nor detracting from the subsequent capacities of the
organization for learning and self-steering? Or, finall-.
has the learning performance of the organization been
pathological, that is, has the organization learned sowm
thing that has reduced its subsequent capacity to learn
its subsequent capacity to control its own behavior? [

Again, the ramifications of Deutsch's theoretical insights fot the

process of community development and analysis, as well as che implica-
tions for rural libraries are interesting. The impact of events on

rural communities and social structures in the form of infermation, for
example, technological or economic transformation, cac be exzmined in
terms of the community's or social structure’s ability to vespond success-—
fully to or assimilate this information. A role can be foreseen for

the rural library as a mediating and educating agert in the lessening of
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the shock potential of radical social, political, and economic trans-—
formations in rural communities through the development of information
resources that can be utilized by the communities in evaluating the
problems and opportunities emanating from such transformations.

Another potentially fruitful theoretical approach for the study
of community development and analysis is the functionalist approach.

An example of this approach is the work of Talcott Parsons. Parsons'
work spans a period of close to thirty years. [3] A central theme of
Parsons' work has been his analysis of the forces and factors which
affect social integration. Principally these are seen as deriving

from the institutionalization of the society's normative values of

the social system. The principal assumptions and tenets of functionalism
are relatively simple to grasp, namely, those elemeats of a social or
communal structure which survive are those which make a positive contri=-
bution to the well-being of the community. [4 ]

For our purposes functional analysis can provide an interesting

and potentially fruitful enterprise. The analysis of rural communities
can go forward through an examination of their component substructures
in terms of their contribution to the community's ability to cope with
the problems confronting it. However, as Merton warns in his provoca-
tive and interesting exposition on functional theory, there are a
number of intellectual or theoretical pitfalls which must be avoided
when using the functional approach to community analysis. Specifically,
a practice which might be functionally beneficial to a subunit of the
community might be actually detrimental to the whole of the system.
Such would be the case where the phenomenon of "increased family pride"
would be seen as bringing about "increased solidarity of the commupmity."
As Merton indicates, however, this is not always the case. An increase
in pride among individuals may often bring about disruptions in a small
community. [4,p.27 ] One thinks of the classic Hatfield-McCoy feud or

and Juliet,

the Montague-Capulet feud in Ro

The point of this example is to demonstrate that functional
analysis, while it is a useful means for performing community analysis,

is also a tricky business. It is difficult, sometimes, to be able to
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determine the functional role of any subunit of a given community with

any real certainty.

In respect to the prescriptive aspects of functional ansl

as it pertains to the vole of libraries in rural communities, much can

be learned from a functional study of a community which would exas

irs information needs. A study of this sort would attempt to d
the manoer in which the information needs of the community were pro-
cessed, what agencies or channels performed this function, and [S]
manner in which the library could function as an alternative orv supp-
lemental information source.

This paper has, by its nature, beecn selective rather than
exhaustive. I have chosen three approaches in social theoryv repre-
sented by the works of several individual authors and examined them
in light of their relative contribution to community analysis and
development and the role that the rural library can play in this

process. This examination has by no means been exhaustive. Rather,

it is suggestive of possible directions for future researcn. Futur
studies should examine in a greater degree of depth each of these
approaches, using case studies of individual rural library situatioans
to examine the potential contributions discussed here. In this way
one can begin to develop a theoretical and scientific approach to the

study of the rural library and community development.
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