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Abstract: The new 26% issue of Eastern European Countryside includes : a) studies on the rural
communities elaborated by researchers in national academic communities from Eastern and Central
Europe ; b) documents, investigations, research reports and materials concerning the factors that
determine the future of rural areas in the Central and Eastern European (CEE) space ; c) the “Review
and information” section discusses the scientific legacy of the outstanding work “The Polish Peasant
in Europe and America” by William I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki, and Franciszek Bujak’s
works. In what follows I suggest three directions of discussion, in a comparative perspective, these
studies, which are thematically connected by the monographic method concerning rural areas in
five CEE countries : 1) the profile of the monographic method ; 2) the monographic approach and
the challenge of theoretical reflection ; 3) perspectives of monographic analysis for the present-day
development of rural areas in the CEE space.
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Introduction

The 26’ 2020 issue of the Eastern European Countryside, edited by the Nicolaus Coper-
nicus University in Torun, Poland, has been a great surprise and a reason for optimism
in a period otherwise dominated by the anxiety and grief of the COVID-19 pandemic. As
the editors note, this publication has had to face extraordinary circumstances induced by
the global disorder and the pandemic restrictions : changes in the Advisory Team and
Editorial Board, difficulties in organizing regular meetings of the Editorial Board, and
the urgent need to find digital solutions for these challenges. Overall, the issue proves
that this difficult experience has concluded with a remarkable success.

The publication is structured in four sections. Firstly, there is a thematic grouping of
four studies dedicated to the use of the monographic method in studies of rural commu-
nities in CEE, covering the Polish school of research, the monographic sociology of
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Dimitrie Gusti in Romania, the legacy of monographic research in Lithuania, and quali-
tative monographic studies in Germany and Austria. The next section is dedicated to
the study of influences that shape the future of rural zones in CEE, from three angles :
a) the role of formal and informal knowledge exchange networks, as source of innovation
and development of Western Balkan countries; b) an assessment of the future of small
farms in Ukraine, discussing semi-subsistence farms and post-peasant farms, and their
role in the national policy of agricultural development ; c) the status of the young gene-
ration in rural zones in CEE countries, exploring whether young people can become a
vanguard of democratic change. The third section, dedicated to “Research Reports and
Materials”, includes a variety of inspirational data for the study of processes and rural
structures in CEE, such as: 1) comparative studies regarding the current significance of
school in rural and suburban, peripheral communities ; 2) an analysis of TV programs
in Serbia, examining their pro-environmental and pro-learning messages; 3) a study of
the rural population living along popular cycling routes in Serbia, highlighting challenges
of intensifying mass tourism. The publication concludes with highly appreciative thoughts
on two of the most interesting classical works in Polish rural sociology: “The Polish
Peasant in Europe and America”, by Florian Znaniecki and William I. Thomas, and the
legacy of Franciszek Bujak concerning the fundamentals of religious life. All articles are
available online'.

In the following, I suggest a few directions of discussion for configuring a comparative
image on using the monographic method in five national schools of research of rural
communities, specifically Poland, Lithuania, Romania, Germany, and Austria. I will be
discussing : 1) the profile of the monographic method as resource vs. limitation in acquir-
ing knowledge on rural communities ; 2) the monographic approach and the challenge of
theoretical reflection; 3) perspectives of monographic analysis for the contemporary
development of rural areas in Central and Eastern Europe.

The profile of the monographic method

The contributors from the five research schools choose to evaluate the monographic method
applied to rural zones by examining its results, especially representative monographic
studies from the interwar period. Authors clarify the meaning of the monographic method,
its evolution, its popularity among scholars of rural communities, its benefits and limita-
tions. Despite a certain thematic unity granted by a focus on rural areas, there are diffe-
rences between what is included in the monographic method in the five national research
schools. There are differences in terminology, in research stages, and in how impact on
knowledge production is assessed.

Appreciated as “the hallmark of Polish empirical sociology” (p. 10), Izabella Bukraba-Rylska
considers that the monographic method has, in practice, three dimensions. She firstly refers
to monographers’ systematization of the topic under study under a certain terminology
(be it about economy, community, or culture). Secondly, there is the methodological dimen-
sion, differentiating between static vs. dynamic monographs, and between general vs.
problem-oriented investigations. Thirdly, there is the disciplinary dimension, referring to
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the scientific lenses employed in each specific project — such as history, economy, ethno-
graphy, or sociology. The study of the Polish author is accompanied by a list of the
representative monographic studies included in her discussion.

Unlike the rather distinctive approach highlighted in the Polish school of research, the
heritage of the monographic method in Lithuania has been incorporated in the history of
the sociological discipline, becoming strongly connected with the process of institutional-
izing and developing sociology, particularly the national sub-field of rural sociology.
According to the authors of the study, Alina Zvinkliené and Lilija Kublickiené, the inves-
tigation shows that the monographic method “is in oblivion rather than in active use,
belonging to the history of sociological research in Lithuania” (p. 61), but, presently,
“often unnamed, is widely applied to contemporary local history research” (ibidem). We
can notice several similarities as regards the definition of the monographic method,
between the Polish and the Lithuanian researchers. In both situations, there is a scientific
approach aiming to describe social units — such as localities, work organizations, ethnic
communities - to identify their essential features. An interesting particularity of the
Lithuanian school consists in highlighting several properties of data collection methods,
which rely mostly on direct observation and statistical information, while combining
interdisciplinary and multi-method approaches. The authors notice that, presently, the
latter are “typically defined as case-studies rather than the monographic method in con-
temporary sociological terminology” (p. 62).

Researchers from Germany and Austria use the label “qualitative monographic studies
of rural environments” (p. 79) to refer to this approach. As Gerd Vonderach remarks, the
term “monographic study” is not largely used in German-language sociology, the formu-
lation being similar in its delineation properties with “Polish rural social studies” (p. 79).
Rural social studies in Germany and Austria have tackled a variety of topics and “con-
nections between different scientific, institutional, practical, political, and ideological
systems”, enjoying a significant expansion and professionalization since their appearance
(p. 79). The author remarks, interestingly, the significant variety and broad scope of
these studies: there is a vivid development of village studies realized especially by
sociologists, folklorists and historians with a multitude of methods, aiming at extensive
investigations (p. 88).

Starting from the social history of the Bucharest Sociological School, established by
Dimitrie Gusti on the foundation of monographic field research in the *30s (p. 33), Zol-
tdn Rostéds evaluates the Gustian monographic method as a specific system of approaching
social reality “in its entirety”. In the author’s opinion, the Gustian approach has operated
“an unprecedented unification of the sciences involved in the study of social reality”
(p- 36). In his construction, Gusti focused on the “social unit”, a central concept of his
thinking and “the preferred locus” of monographic investigations (p. 36). Dimitrie Gusti
chose the village as a research field for two reasons, as identified by Zoltdn Rostas. On
the one hand, the peasant issue constituted the most pressing social problem of the Roma-
nian society at that time. On the other hand, the village was considered “the most appro-
priate for experimenting with direct, localized research” and for training sociologists and
specialists in the relevant fields for the village monograph (pp. 36-37). Dimitrie Gusti
formulated an original project of interconnecting the heterogeneous components of the
monographic method, leading to an integrated model of research which has advanced the
scientific status of the method. As a result of his formalization, Zoltdn Rostds remarks,
the monographic approach “stood at the centre of a network that covered the entire scientific
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and cultural life of interwar Romania” (p. 34). To this purpose, D. Gusti appealed to the
theoretical grounding of his sociological system, simultaneously with its systematic test-
ing in field research.

A summary examination of the features of the monographic method mentioned by the
representatives of the national schools of research included in this volume indicates: a
variety of topics of research, a focus on understanding social units, a preference for
describing rural communities through direct observation and, last but not least, a multitude
of scientific disciplines involved in the monographic project. These shared features
emerged through authors’ open, attentive, and close examination of direct sources. The
similarity is even more appreciable since it involves different schools of research, with
their own traditions, involving a variable combination of disciplines and concerns.

The monographic method
and the challenge of theoretical reflection

The scholars who have evaluated the rural monographs in the national research schools
included in this volume have highlighted the resources of direct knowledge, in vivo, of
essential fields of village life, with visible benefits for sociology. These include an unme-
diated, often long-term contact with a community that is situated in a specific social
position ; creating opportunities for identifying spatial and material factors that shape
human activities and their evolution; making possible the formulation of generalized
statements concerning various factors, generating “abstract regularities of theoretical
status” (p. 26). Moreover, the monographic method works with concepts that are derived
directly from the immediate social reality under study, rather than from an a priori con-
ceptual framework. Therefore, the monographic method is fertile ground for novel dis-
coveries about social realities and for conceptual innovation, rather than for the validation
of established theories (according to the evaluation of Glaser and Strauss, pp. 26-27).
Consequently, monographic studies have had an important contribution in discrediting
existing theories through empirical falsification (p. 27). Last but not least, the monographic
method generates vast and diverse collections of data which remain available for future
studies in rural sociology.

The analyses and evaluations of the monographic method included in the present study
are accompanied by a series of dilemmas that reflect the limitations and shortcomings of
the monographic studies. For the Polish researcher Izabella Bukraba-Rylska, the contribu-
tion of monographic studies to the advancement of knowledge has often confronted objec-
tions concerning their abilities to produce generalizations and theoretical reflections, the
benchmarks of intensive scientific progress. On the basis of her ample documentation,
the author formulates a series of challenges facing village monographs. Firstly, there is a
supply of excessive, often irrelevant details. Secondly, the author questions the doubtful
representativity generated by groups of monographic studies of high resolution, but low
scope, which are isolated from one another and thus “unsummable”, making it impos-
sible to portray a larger population. Thirdly, there is a tendency to provide a static image
of communities, with a blind spot for change and development in the studied communities.

Adding to this reflection, the authors of the article on the legacy of the monographic
method in Lithuania, Alina Zvinkliené¢ and Lilija Kublickiené, remark that the principles
of monographic research concerning the examination of the “interrelated and integrated
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whole” by a multi-method approach have produced valuable sociological information.
Still, they notice that “a few monographs about the Lithuanian countryside are very nar-
row, consist of rather ethnographical than sociological elements and are not adequately
justified by methodological traditions” (p. 70).

In Germany and Austria, monographic rural studies have covered multiple relevant
fields of rural areas, in Gerd Vonderach’s assessment. They have chronological priority
in relation to the related disciplines of rural sociology and agricultural sociology. Through
his general evaluation of documentary sources, the German author concludes that qualita-
tive monographic studies initiated at the beginning of the 19th century were “independent,
creative and laborious”, “conducted in pursuit of knowledge”, thus ensuring their pre-
sent-day relevance (p. 99). Similar to the other national studies mentioned above, this
analysis has relied on careful, close examination of sources and recording of their features.

A distinctive perspective on the monographic method was advanced by the founder of
the monographic school of Bucharest. According to Zoltdn Rostés, the Gustian mono-
graphic sociology ,has opened the way for two uncontested tenets of sociology: the
emphasis put on the direct knowledge of reality, and multidisciplinary research” (p. 58).
D. Gusti’s strategy, analyzed in great depth by Z. Rostés, has brought a positive dynamic
in monographic research, consolidating its theoretical grounding and encouraging experi-
mentation with various methods of direct investigation of village communities. This has
led to the development of a highly original contribution to sociology, through field research
campaigns, which generated “a distinct intellectual and professional group identity”
(p. 58). This research community led to the institutionalization of the Bucharest School
of Sociology, centered around Dimitrie Gusti and focused on the sociological monograph
of the village. As a further development, the Bucharest School of Sociology also initiated
participatory and action-research through social and cultural development activities in the
countryside, in an action-oriented growth of monographic research experience.

The detailed and insightful evaluations of national schools of monographic research
included in the volume prompt a final question: What is the current relevance of the
monographic method and research tradition ?

Monographic research perspectives on contemporary development
in rural areas of Central and Eastern Europe

By synthesizing the reflections of authors from the five countries represented in this issue
of the Eastern European Countryside, we notice that there is a generally positive evalu-
ation of the monographic tradition and its benefits for social research, with a more
guarded evaluation of their potential for generalizable formulations and theoretical
insights. Methodological advances such as the triangulation of multiple methods and
data sources may contribute to overcoming some of the monographic study challenges,
such as the combination of highly detailed, yet difficult to assemble case studies of local
social units (p. 20). Interestingly, monographic studies offer the opportunity to verify or
falsify existing theories, through careful confrontation of hypotheses and grounded expec-
tations of empirical data.

To better understand the relevance of the monographic method, it is useful to consider
the heritage of classical works, for example “The Polish Peasant in Europe and America”
by William I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki. This classical research has impacted
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sociological development in many ways, for example through using qualitative approaches
and data, such as personal documents, diaries, and autobiographies. As prestigious critics
have pointed out, including Herbert Blumer, the use of private documents faces the
researcher with the challenge of subjectivity. How can the principles of representativeness,
reliability, and adequacy, central to scientific knowledge, be attained (p. 314)? Mono-
graphic research has offered a key for threading multiple subjective sources into a tapes-
try that captures the essential dimensions of a local community.

Overall, the authors in this volume convincingly argue for the present relevance of the
monographic method. They present a series of arguments, including the valuable research
traditions of European rural areas, which have contributed to the advancement of empiri-
cally-driven social science; a balancing of the globalization pressure with the local
concerns of social groups, particularly rural populations, and the potential for theoretical
innovation through close examination of social life, at grassroots level. The Eastern Euro-
pean Countryside, 26’ 2020 issue, is a very welcome contribution to the consolidation of
the monographic approach, bringing together well-documented and insightful contributions
from five national schools of research and establishing the present-day relevance of a
valuable methodological tradition.



