Review
Royden Loewen, University of Winnipeg

Randy William WiddisVoices from Next Year Country: An Oral History of Rural
Saskatchewan. Regina: Canadian Plains Research Centre/UnivesEiRegina,
2006. 104 pp. ISBN: 978-0889772021.

This slim volume is a treasure trove of memoryekula good two thirds of it
consists of direct and lengthy quotations fromytdite old timers from rural
Saskatchewan. Throughout the book, they compare@mtdast a simpler time
with today’s world. The former is one of a closatknommunitarian world, a
time of “social cohesion” (6-11), one when farm fis depended on one
another, cultivated not only wheat, but informadl dace-to-face relations,
supported an array of localized institutions, angagjed politically. The modern
time is one of distended relations, with paved higis undermining local focus,
the gospel of rationalism disemboweling commurgtgpal economies sending
youth from home, and chemicalized agriculture tugrfiarms into businesses. The
theoretical canvass on which this oral historyuadnis a variation of
modernization theory, the old Gemeinschaft-Gededitalichotomy writ large.

A central strength of the book is this dance betw#heory and analysis,
between voices of the past and academic consideras an historical
geographer, Widdis is especially interested in Iptace matters, both imagined
and lived, and in one that produces healthy socidiyral and psychological
lives. In his concern to identify social featurbattthat produce “effective,”
“collective action” (7), he makes use especiallyRobert Putman’#aking
Democracy Work: Civic Traditionsin Modern Italy* (Princeton, 1993). The
reproduced rural voices in this book fall in lingwthis agenda. They venerate
family ties, denounce apathy, bemoan rural depoipulacriticize neo-liberal
government policy, and offer folk wisdom. They seeager to outline a simpler
and better past; with perhaps with a sense of reamahe past they see had less
western alienation than exists today, fewer econaoncerns, less class division,
indeed, seemingly fewer weeds and drought. And wioste interviewees readily
denounce most panaceas of the present; the voieegisant in the blizzard of
contemporary acronyms of agencies meant to impnanz economies - NISA,
GRIP, CFIP, AIDA, REDA, LIFT — and the interviewegseak of them as if they
were common parlance elsewhere. Widdis himselfitietaese voices as those
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that can cut through the jargon of the myriad adfistudies on which policy
makers have come to rely.

Widdis’ oral history is thus a particular kind lwktorical narrative. It is
meant to contribute to policy decision and to hergure “the survival” [viii] of
rural places. The voices are offered as a contabub contemporary debate; the
book prescribes solutions as readily as it dessmteations. In this spirit, Widdis
makes no apology for overtly directing and shapivege oral histories; even
though the questionnaires are not reproduced,dbes to have been quite
pointed. The few questions actually repeated fertdnefit of the reader - “if
their definitions of community had changed overdir(iL5), or to comment on
“politics in the past and the role of governmenparticular” (60) — suggest the
author’s rather particular agenda. In defense afdigi he is transparent about his
methodology, aware that the interview is itseltaltural construct” (2). He even
warns readers that his subjects are the elderlylarglones with a very particular
perspective; he speculates on alternative viewshleacurrent, successful,
business-oriented farmers may have on a globaézedomy or local email-
savvy community organizers may have on the internet

There is little to fault and much to praise irsteprightly and engaging
book. If there is a concern it is that the book'sus is too strictly shaped by a
modernization lens. The abundant use of the teraditional” seems
problematic; in the history of rurality, “traditiali can of course point to many
different social constructions. Just when in higteas rural life “traditional” - in
pre-immigration, nineteenth-century, village-bolwurope; in early-twentieth
century, ethnically-dissected Saskatchewan; irl8%)s when nascent
consumerism was town-based and homemaking spumfeminine mystique?
Knowing that “tradition” is always relative alsoggiests that perhaps the elderly
will always lament a golden time of the past, dma tnay well not exist outside
of “memory.”

The book is well written, concise, thoughtful, ahd voices nicely
produced. Disclosure of the interview instrumette-list of questions actually
asked — would have clarified the process by whiehnhemories were produced.
That the conclusion contains a whole paragraphlgineproduced from a
previous section of the book suggests that the lboald have benefited from
more careful editing. An index would have openedhgbook to ethnographers
and a bibliography made the scholarly context nii@mesparent. These criticisms
aside, the book does introduce students of ruriitgcal wisdom and Widdis
deserves congratulation for eloquently introdudimgse actors to the world away
from rural Saskatchewan. The book may be addrassaalicy makers, but it
makes a fine contribution as well to other fieldsal history and oral history in
particular.
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