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The Challenge of Berry’s Agrarian Vision

	Novalis, the German romantic poet and philosopher, once remarked that all proper philosophizing is driven instinctually by the longing to be at home in the world, by the desire to bring to peace the restlessness that pervades much of human life. Wisdom, within this view, and therefore also happiness and well-being, rest on the ability to transpose the alienation and fragmentation that characterize life into a marriage of nature and spirit, or as William Wordsworth described it, a wedding between the human mind and “this goodly universe.”

	By most accounts, our efforts toward homecoming have ended in failure. Our unprecedented prosperity, rather than being founded in a convivial wholeness with the earth and with others, is predicated on the systematic exhaustion or destruction of life’s sources—soil, water, and air—and the communities that inspire, define, and support our being. Our failure—as evidenced in flights to virtual worlds and the growing reliance on “life-enhancing” drugs, antidepressants, antacids, and stress management techniques—suggests a pervasive unwillingness or inability to make this world a home, to find in our places and communities, our bodies and our work, a joyful resting place. Perhaps even worse, we are training generations of children to see our anxiety-ridden ways as the norm.

	Among contemporary writers, few have seen and described as clearly the causes and effects of our disease as has Wendell Berry. In poetry, fiction, and essay he has not only characterized the destructive effects of our general home-lessness but, more important, has also promoted a cogent and viable alternative in the form of agrarian thought and practice. Agrarianism, rather than being a quaint throwback to an impossible pastoral arcadia, is, in the hands and mind of Berry, a necessary and practical corrective to the waywardness of modern industrial culture. Agrarianism, in other words, promises a path toward wholeness with the earth, with each other, and with God, a path founded upon an insight into our proper place within the wider universe.

	No doubt, an argument for agrarian life will sound old-fashioned. Most of us, after all, are urbanites, and so represent the culmination of a migratory trend that is unparalleled in human history. The exodus from country to city, now accomplished in “developed” countries and well on its way in the rest of the world, is seen by many as the necessary prerequisite for human freedom and progress. But given the enormity of implication and consequence that follows from a loss of intimate and practical connection with the earth (consider the general ignorance about our interdependence with other organisms), should we not at least pause to consider the cultural significance of the eclipse of agrarian sensibilities? It is Berry’s contention that in abandoning what almost every culture has assumed and lived—that we are creatures intertwined in a common life with others—we bring harm to ourselves and the earth.

	If we are to take agrarianism seriously, we must address two concerns. First, we must consider how the loss of agrarian ways is of broad cultural significance. And second, we must indicate how the recovery of agrarian principles and responsibilities can be a source for personal and cultural renewal.

	*   *   *

	. . . Within things

	there is peace, and at the end 

	of things. It is the mind 

	turned away from the world 

	that turns against it.

	(Wendell Berry, “Window Poems 19”)

	In the early essay “A Native Hill,” Berry remarked that history testifies to an “intransigent destructiveness” within us that prompts us to place our well-being in contention with the well-being of others and the earth. We have assumed that we can know and pursue what is best for ourselves, all the while disregarding the needs of the communities, natural and human, that sustain us. The destructiveness of our much-touted progress has not always been widely apparent, especially in earlier times when the scale of the earth’s bounty greatly outweighed our demands upon it. The destructiveness has now become unmistakably and unavoidably clear, however, particularly if we consider that many of the world’s habitats and communities are in a condition of severe crisis as evident in soil erosion and toxification, water contamination and depletion, air pollution, deforestation, species extinction, destruction of rural communities, homogenization or decimation of indigenous cultures, and social cynicism and hopelessness. Though more of us than ever before live a life of luxury and ease, fewer of us can claim that our lives are permeated with peace and joy. The frantic, stressful striving going on all around us indicates that we are profoundly lost. We seem unable to ask with any seriousness or depth the question of what all our striving is ultimately for.

	Where can we turn for help and direction? In the same essay Berry concluded that the source of help cannot come from within ourselves for “it is not from ourselves that we will learn to be better than we are.” The path toward wholeness depends on our discovery and acknowledgment of, and then response to, a greater goodness that contextualizes us. Our fundamental mistake is that we have presumed to be the authors of ourselves and our destinies, and thus have forgotten or denied that we are part of “a great coauthorship in which we are all collaborating with God and with nature in the making of ourselves and one another.” We can only become what we truly are by acknowledging that we do not exist by, from, and for ourselves. Our lives are always rooted in a natural and cultural community, so that to cut ourselves off from these roots, whether that be in the name of progress or human liberation, is to ensure the eventual withering and then death of life. Once we have forgotten or denied our biological kinship with the earth and its inhabitants, it is hardly an accident that so much of human spiritual life is premised on an escape from rather than an affirmation of this life.

	The knowledge of our kinship with the earth could, in times past, be taken for granted, since the majority of people lived on and from the land. In the last hundred years this has all changed dramatically. We now find ourselves in societies where farmers are a statistically irrelevant minority (the number of prison inmates in this country exceeds the number of farmers). As farmland has been taken over by agribusiness, the intimate and concrete knowledge of our dependence on others, human and nonhuman, has been usurped by the industrial practice of human control and self-interest. The result is that many of the few who remain on the land have given up, whether by choice or by intense economic pressure, the agrarian ideals that have at various times punctuated and defined farming life.

	Berry refers to agribusiness promoters as “the pornographers of farming,” because their goal is maximum profit at whatever cost, and their method is rapacious exploitation. As Sir Albert Howard, a British agrarian much admired by Berry, once put it in The Soil and Health: “The using up of fertility is a transfer of past capital and of future possibilities to enrich a dishonest present: it is banditry pure and simple.” The fact of the matter is that agribusiness practices cannot be sustained over the long term, because they depend on techniques that either produce a crop that often is equaled, even doubled, in weight by the soil lost to erosion, or kill the microbial, life-promoting soil structure with heavy pesticide use and soil compaction, or deplete and contaminate groundwater systems—all predicated on a cheap and limitless supply of fossil fuel. In our rush to maximize profits, or simply to perpetuate cash flow, we violate the sources of life on which we depend. Berry concludes: “The willingness to abuse other bodies is the willingness to abuse one’s own. To damage the earth is to damage your children. To despise the ground is to despise its fruit; to despise the fruit is to despise its eaters. The wholeness of health is broken by despite” (The Unsettling of America).

	The effects of this violation are not limited to a few remaining farmers, but must necessarily be felt by culture as a whole, for as Berry insists, there is no such thing as a post-agricultural society—unless we learn to live without eating, drinking, and breathing.

	Conventional wisdom would have us believe that the mass migration of farmers to urban life, sometimes voluntary and sometimes forced, is a good thing. After all, farmers enjoy no pensions, no paid vacations, no overtime pay, no unemployment compensation, no job security, and no specified hours of work; they have no time off they can call their own. According to Peter Drucker, the father of modern management theory, industrial work gave farmers their first opportunity to “better themselves substantially.” As our society moves from an industrial to a knowledge-based economy, so the theory goes, the prospects for the improvement of workers’ lives are getting increasingly better, since wages will be higher than for manufacturing jobs and workers will have “much greater opportunities.” Gone is the day when we earn our keep with the sweat of our brow or with callused hands. This is the age of the acquisition, management, and distribution of knowledge.

	What the purveyors and boosters of conventional wisdom often fail to ask, however, is whether the social and economic transformations they facilitate lead to an improper or inauthentic sense of human identity and vocation. A knowledge economy, like the industrial economy before it, demands that we see ourselves as specialists or careerists, trained to do a task of very limited scope and significance. Clearly, some forms of specialization are helpful, but we must not overlook the present reality in which specialization becomes an excuse to be ignorant of and nonaccountable for the broader contexts in which we work. We do not see or appreciate the biological and social fact that our lives and our responsibilities are complexly, yet harmoniously, intertwined with the lives of many others. The effect of careerism is thus to make ourselves frustratingly helpless and ignorant in regard to basic human skills—growing food, maintaining a home, caring for and educating children, promoting friendship and cooperation, facing illness and death—as well as financially dependent on other specialists who provide for us what we cannot provide for ourselves. Specialization also leads to the sense of our own isolation from the broader wholes of which we are a part. Isolated, we wonder how what we do matters, and perhaps more important, we shield ourselves from the harmful and the beneficial effects of what we do. Berry suggests that instead of measuring someone’s intelligence in terms of the mastery of specialized information, we should instead judge it by “the good order or harmoniousness of his or her surroundings.”

	Consider how the difference between urban and agrarian life plays itself out with regard to the simple issue of waste. Most urbanites routinely place their garbage at the curb, “knowing” that it will be taken care of by sanitation specialists. In this act, however, we are largely ignorant as to where the garbage goes, how much of it there is, what effects it has on the habitats where it is finally deposited, and what consequences for others follow from the overall disposal process. Since our trained focus is on acquisition rather than disposal, we give no thought to the effects of some of our most basic acts.

	In contrast, the agrarian thinks of waste in an entirely different manner, since his or her focus entails living with, and thus thinking about, the effects of what we do. Farmers know that dumps are not “sanitary” (they wouldn’t want one on their land) and that they lead to conditions that are harmful in multiple, often unforeseen ways. And so rather than simply pass on the garbage we ourselves do not care to manage properly, the agrarian considers the flow and the consequences of waste production in all its particulars. The agrarian mind asks: Is the proposed product necessary? Can it be made to last indefinitely? How does this product’s invention alter the quality of communal and natural life? Knowing the extreme difficulty of truly beneficial waste disposal, agrarians will want to limit from the start the practices that necessitate waste production, since the production of any waste represents a loss.

	In the end, we or someone else will be left to live with our mess. Is it not naive and arrogant to think that there are no costs associated with our wasteful, consumptive ways, or that the costs will always be picked up by someone else?

	Among the damaging effects of urban life is the loss of the practical sense of ourselves as embodied beings, as people who live under the necessary and practical constraints of biological life. Writing of the post–World War II era, an era marked by the mass migration of farmers to the city, Berry observed in The Hidden Wound:

	People had begun to live lives of a purely theoretical reality, daydreams based on the economics of success. It was as if they had risen off the earth into the purely hypothetical air of their ambition and greed. They were rushing around in the clouds, “getting somewhere,” while their native ground, the only meaningful destination, if not the only possible one, lay far below them, abandoned and forgotten, colonized by machines.

	Of course migration, though not without pain, is not necessarily destructive. But when migration is propelled by the fancies of a disembodied mind or desire—of a mind, for instance, that is focused on an abstract goal such as money (what constitutes “enough” cannot be determined or predicted)—then it is inevitable that “success” would require “the pragmatization of feeling,” the forsaking of profitless pleasures and joys, the eclipse of meaningful leisure, the denigration of unuseful knowledge, and the denial of mystery. In Berry’s view, we should not be surprised to find in this culture “marriage without love; sex without joy; drink without conviviality; birth, celebration, and death without adequate ceremony; faith without doubt or trial; belief without deeds; manners without generosity; ‘good English’ without exact speech, without honesty, without literacy.”

	One effect of the delusion of a purely intra-human life, of a life that is based and focused exclusively upon a humanly defined economy, is that we cease to be attentive to the biological, extra-human conditions that are indispensable for life’s flourishing—to what Berry calls the “Great Economy” that surrounds and supports all our cultural efforts. Our lives become theoretical and abstract, focused on the hypothetically possible rather than the concrete and necessary present. Indeed the present is often sacrificed for the future. Because we do not attend to the present, and therefore fail to see what Gerard Manley Hopkins in his poem “God’s Grandeur” described as “the dearest freshness deep down things,” it is all but inevitable that our minds, whether out of blindness or hubris, will turn against the world. What we fail to see is that by turning against the world we finally turn against ourselves too.

	The epigraph that begins Berry’s The Unsettling of America reads: “Who so hath his minde on taking, hath it no more on what he hath taken.” In this quotation from Montaigne, Berry alluded to how the transformation of cultures into consumptive, profit-driven organizations invariably leads to the exploitation of the earth and its inhabitants. The integrity of things, the sense that they are of value in themselves and in terms of the roles they play in a larger whole, is eclipsed by our desire to turn them to our benefit. Berry believes it is time for us to take full responsibility for the life-denying character of our histories and see in our damaged and exhausted landscapes the effects of a perverted desire. It is time for us to recognize that disembodied desire, desire cut off from the natural and social webs of interdependence, eventually leads to our own homelessness. We must, in other words, give up the age-old dream of the unencumbered human life, for as Berry insists in The Unsettling of America: “There is, in practice, no such thing as autonomy. Practically, there is only a distinction between responsible and irresponsible dependence.”

	*   *   *

	Always, on their generation’s breaking wave,

	men think to be immortal in the world,

	as though to leap from water and stand

	in air were simple for a man. But the farmer

	knows no work or act of his can keep him

	here. He remains in what he serves

	by vanishing in it, becoming what he never was.

	He will not be immortal in words.

	All his sentences serve an art of the commonplace,

	to open the body of a woman or a field

	to take him in. His words all turn

	to leaves, answering the sun with mute

	quick reflections . . .

	(Wendell Berry, “The Farmer, Speaking of Monuments”)

	If the effect of an industrial, now increasingly knowledge-based economy is to turn us away from the world, the focus and inspiration of agrarian practice is the land. By “land” agrarians mean the life-giving sources of soil, water, and air, as well as the communities of organisms they support. Human life, no matter how much it may aspire to the realm of eternal, unchanging spirit, is thoroughly and necessarily embedded within the land. Our lives are literally constituted from out of the earth, since at the most basic level we ingest its gifts. And so the old scriptural view, that it is from the earth that we come and to the earth that we go upon death, is more than simply a figurative or poetic description. It goes to the heart of who we are and, by implication, what we are to become.

	Needless to say, and with the exception of some indigenous and traditional societies, the goal of cultures has not been one of fidelity to the land. In fact, in many cases human progress has been measured in terms of our ability to combat and control the land, and so to establish human flourishing in opposition to the well-being of the earth. This is a temptation to which even farmers fall susceptible. But it is a temptation we must at all costs overcome, for what is at stake is the long-term happiness and health of ourselves and those we live with. Recognizing the general dis-ease of our own culture, we should now consider how agrarian insights and responsibilities serve as the point of departure for personal and cultural health.

	A basic ecological principle is that nothing lives in isolation. As living beings, we are what we are only in terms of the many organisms and processes that together make life possible (even in death our bodies are involved in nature’s life-promoting processes). What this means is that it is foolish to think that individual health and well-being can be maintained at the expense of the health of those on whom we depend. Why is it, then, that common conceptions of health postulate an individual freed from the effects of our association with others? Consider how disease is often characterized as the assault on the body by an alien agent, whereas physical and mental health are understood to be the liberation from a world of others known to be harmful or deadly. The presupposition here is that the world is an unfriendly place teeming with organisms that mean to do us harm. There is in this suspicious and fearful, albeit sanitary, view little trust in or gratitude for a world that is good and life-promoting.

	According to agrarians, this view of health and disease, with its built-in antagonism, could only have come about in societies that no longer directly experience the beneficence of the earth. It rests on the false assumption that this earth is not a suitable home for us, that we cannot find here our joy and our peace (how much of the earth’s present unsuitability is a reflection of our own activity?). It rejects the agrarian understanding summarized in The Unsettling of America that

	we and our country create one another, depend on one another, are literally

	part of one another; that our land passes in and out of our bodies just as our bodies pass in and out of our land; that as we and our land are part of one another, so all who are living as neighbors here, human and plant and animal, are part of one another, and so cannot possibly flourish alone; that, therefore, our culture must be our response to our place, our culture and our place are images of each other and inseparable from each other, and so neither can be better than the other.

	The fact of the matter is that countless societies have lived healthy and happy lives on the assumption that the earth can be our home. Moreover, and in direct contrast to modern cultures, these societies existed for centuries without destroying the sources on which their lives depended. It is as though life itself, whether conceived in human or nonhuman terms, has come to be understood by us as a burden, as something to be endured or suffered through, rather than as the effect of an unfathomable grace. We seem to have lost the ability to “work in the sun with hope, or sit at peace in the shade of any tree” (“The Morning’s News”).

	Clearly what is needed is the recovery of the sense that our lives are necessarily and beneficially tied to the well-being of the earth, that the earth and its inhabitants form one vast “commonplace.” In this recovery, two basic transformations must occur. On the one hand, we must learn to think very differently about the aims of life, of what counts as valuable knowledge or a noble pursuit. Given the countercultural thrust of this recovery, Berry terms our reeducation as a training in “a deathlier knowledge,” a knowledge that not only takes full account of the grace-denying character of our own striving, but also acknowledges the fittingness of death in the processes of life. In his Sabbath poems Berry writes,

	The mind that comes to rest is tended 

	In ways that it cannot intend:

	Is borne, preserved, and comprehended 

	By what it cannot comprehend.

	Your Sabbath, Lord, thus keeps us by 

	Your will, not ours. And it is fit 

	Our only choice should be to die 

	Into that rest, or out of it.

	On the other hand, we must learn to reorganize our economic and social lives around the principle that health is an all-inclusive concept, a concept that involves soil, water, plants, animals, ecosystems, individuals, families, cities, and nations. The moment at which one of these elements is pitted against another is the moment of decline. Health, as Berry often says, is found in our harmonious membership with these elements. Morality, in turn, would represent our ability to dance within these patterns of interdependence. In the poem “The Morning’s News” Berry writes:

	I will purge my mind of the airy claims 

	of church and state. I will serve the earth 

	and not pretend my life could better serve.

	The theme of “serving the earth” appears frequently in Berry’s texts. It is easy to misunderstand, particularly since many of our assumptions about service come from an antagonistic worldview: to be a servant is to be servile, to be in a position where one can be taken advantage of. But if we assume, as agrarians say we must, that our lives are inextricably bound up with the lives of others, and that the context that informs life is gracious and merciful rather than vengeful or spiteful, then service takes on an entirely different meaning. Rather than being a demeaning activity, service becomes the ultimate act of life’s promotion. Service is the “art of the commonplace,” the art that willingly enters into life with others and the earth and seeks the flourishing of all. The labor of art, which here stands in contrast with the reductive, instrumental tendencies implicit in the desire to explain and control, seeks to expand our vision, and make it more faithful to the mystery and grace that comprehends and sustains us all.

	The prerequisite for this art is the taming of our desire to the scale of the earth. What we must admit, however, is that our major cultural institutions do not prepare us very well for this task. In education, economics, politics, even religion, the scale of our striving is ourselves. This is a scale that easily lends itself to a combative mentality, because others are invariably perceived as a potential threat to my own aims. Service, or husbandry, as Berry sometimes calls it, works from the assumption that in another I find a real or potential ally, someone who already has assisted me (in ways often unnoticed by me), and can continue to assist me, in the goals of mutual growth and well-being. Rather than partaking in the anxious striving that characterizes a suspicious, fearful, or ungrateful life, service finds peace in the grace of the earth and the support of others. For good reason, Berry in the poem “Awake at Night” identifies “the last labor of the heart” as the ability “to learn to lie still, one with the earth again, and let the world go.”

	The model Berry often draws on to support this vision is the process of nature itself. Authentic art, art that serves the commonplace by uniting faithful perception and honest work, does not seek to exceed the bounds of propriety established by nature’s rhythms. When considering a sycamore tree, Berry observes that this tree has lived entirely within its means. It has flourished by incorporating within itself what it is given—the nutrients of soil, water, and light, but also fence nails and lightning strikes. It has not tried to be more than it is. In “The Sycamore” Berry says, “I see that it stands in its place, and feeds upon it, and is fed upon, and is native, and maker.” Its life, we might say, is the grateful and trusting response to a grace it neither intends nor knows. It simply takes for granted a comprehensive, though uncomprehended, beneficence and generosity out of and in which it lives and comes to rest.

	In his Sabbath poems, collected in A Timbered Choir, Berry makes plain that the goal of human life, and therefore also its inspiration, must be to attain the peace and rest that marked the climax of creation. Our desire, our knowledge, and our work must finally end in the dance of joy and delight that mirrors the creator’s pleasure in the goodness of creation. Berry’s elevation of the significance of the Sabbath is not in the name of religious fastidiousness. Its focus is not simply the cessation from work one day of the week, but rather the transformation of all work in light of the goodness and interdependence of creation.

	Be thankful and repay 

	Growth with good work and care. 

	Work done in gratitude

	Kindly, and well, is prayer.

	In articulating, however briefly, the vision that informs agrarian practice, a vision founded on the wholeness and health of the entire creation, we must not forget that agrarianism is above all a practice. For this reason Berry has focused much of his work on the careful examination of concrete cultural forms, offering critique and correction as he finds it necessary. In his view the vision and practices that currently inform our economic and social lives rest on assumptions that are not only false but destructive.

	In promoting an agrarian culture, however, it is imperative that we not understand Berry to be saying that we must all become farmers. This is neither practically feasible nor desirable, since there is not enough land, nor does everyone have the appropriate temperament for farming. What is possible, however, is that people, urbanites included, adopt agrarian responsibilities and concerns. Just as we have adopted in our thought and practice the assumptions of an industrial mind-set without ourselves becoming industrialists—we are still teachers, health-care providers, builders, students, and so forth—so too can we integrate agrarian principles without ourselves becoming farmers.

	What is involved? First, we must recognize that an agrarian transformation of contemporary culture will require the work of the imagination. We need to be able to envision a future that is markedly different from today’s world, and be creative in the implementation of economic, political, religious, and educational reforms. No doubt this will be difficult, because the boosters of the industrial and knowledge economy proclaim the inevitability of where we are and where we are going. We should remember, however, that at the dawn of the industrial age, almost no one could have imagined a society in which farmers are statistically irrelevant. We should also consider that the boosters of the prevailing economic paradigm have the most to gain from its continuation, and that this economy is predicated on training us to be dissatisfied and ungrateful consumers.

	Second, we must learn to resist those practices that further isolate us and turn us away from the earth. This can begin practically by cultivating a new relationship with food. Food, rather than simply being fuel, is the most concrete and intimate connection between ourselves and the earth that exists. We often have little sense of where food comes from or under what conditions it is produced. Educating ourselves or, better yet, participating in the production of our own food, as when we tend gardens, or getting to know and working with farmers more directly, will enable us to appreciate a variety of concerns—medical, economic, political, religious—from an agrarian point of view. It will force us to reconsider the meaning of health, and prompt us to see that the context of health extends beyond our own bodies to include rural communities and the land.

	One of the unfortunate by-products of urbanization, one that has not gone unnoticed by contemporary urban planners, has been the isolation of city residents. For good reason, planners are trying to reinvigorate the idea of communal spaces, places where people can gather around common concerns. In this effort agrarians are helpful allies. Berry’s own work has addressed at considerable length the obstacles to community formation. In many instances the primary obstacle is economic: corporate culture thrives on competition, the homogenization of desire, and the dream of ever-expanding markets. In this process, what is overlooked or ignored are the needs and limits of local traditions and places, the only meaningful place where communal life can occur. And so, contrary to the hype of globalization, Berry insists that the place of health and happiness must be grounded in the places where we now are. The hope for community finds its strongest support in developing local economies, for it is here, on the level of long-term, face-to-face exchange, that the work of cooperation and mutual help can find its most honest expression.

	*   *   *

	This collection represents a selection of some of Berry’s essays that aim to move us beyond our present cultural malaise. They are not nostalgic: they conserve what is best from our past so that the problems of today can be adequately addressed. In his poem “At a Country Funeral,” Berry spelled out his relation to the past precisely:

	. . . What we owe the future

	is not a new start, for we can only begin

	with what has happened. We owe the future

	the past, the long knowledge

	that is the potency of time to come.

	The test of our lives is not the past or the future. It is the present. On this score it is plain to see that we are not doing well. Are we satisfied? That we live in an economy propelled by dissatisfaction and ingratitude clearly indicates that we are not. What is required, then, is that we honestly face our present circumstance. In “People, Land, and Community” Berry writes:

	One must stay to experience and study and understand the consequences—must understand them by living with them, and then correct them, if necessary, by longer living and more work. It won’t do to correct mistakes made in one place by moving to another place, as has been the common fashion in America, or by adding on another place, as is the fashion in any sort of “growth economy.”. . . It is the properly humbled mind in its proper place that sees truly, because—to give only one reason—it sees details.

	What we need today is a renewed vision, a detailed insight into our own limits and possibilities that is informed by the knowledge of our place in the world. Berry’s agrarian vision meets this need in a most remarkable way. It introduces us to the “art of the commonplace,” and in so doing invites us to live a properly human life.

	A Note to the Reader

	Wendell Berry has published well over thirty books in the form of poetry, short story, novel, and essay. In selecting the following essays and excerpts, I have been guided by the desire to produce a synthetic account of his agrarian vision, all the while paying attention to how Berry’s agrarian concerns might speak to a broad cultural audience. As should be clear from their reading, these essays touch on themes that are of perennial interest. They return us to the fundamental questions of human existence: Who are we? How does our life with others affect this self-understanding? What is a properly human desire? What are the limits and possibilities of communal life? How do we form an authentic culture? What are the conditions for a life of peace and joy?

	Since much of Berry’s writing refers to and is inspired by his farm home in Henry County, Kentucky, it is appropriate that Part I, “A Geobiography,” introduce Berry’s person and place to the reader. Part II considers how agrarian practice understands our contemporary cultural malaise. It describes the harmful and destructive effects that follow from the abandonment of our responsibilities to the earth and to each other. Part III provides the conceptual and practical foundations for an authentic life together. The resources for this foundation grow out of the sense of responsibility that accompanies our attentive care for each other and for the land. Part IV addresses the transformation in economy (understood in the broadest sense as “home management”) that must follow from the acceptance of agrarian responsibilities. Part V turns to religion, to its critique and its transformation, for it is here that cultures have traditionally expressed their highest aspirations.

	A brief editorial introduction orienting the reader to the essays will accompany each part of this collection.

	Norman Wirzba


PART I

A Geobiography

	Throughout his many texts Berry writes from the concrete and personal context of his own life and farm. “A Native Hill” provides a brief introduction to the person and place of Berry’s work. Authentic and responsible thought, while not restricted to the local or regional, depends on the clarity and precision that comes from sustained attention to the particular.


	Pull down thy vanity, it is not man 

	Made courage, or made order, or made grace, 

	Pull down thy vanity, I say pull down. 

	Learn of the green-world what can be thy place . . . 

	Ezra Pound, Canto LXXXI

A Native Hill

	1

	The hill is not a hill in the usual sense. It has no “other side.” It is an arm of Kentucky’s central upland known as The Bluegrass; one can think of it as a ridge reaching out from that center, progressively cut and divided, made ever narrower by the valleys of the creeks that drain it. The town of Port Royal in Henry County stands on one of the last heights of this upland, the valleys of two creeks, Gullion’s Branch and Cane Run, opening on either side of it into the valley of the Kentucky River. My house backs against the hill’s foot where it descends from the town to the river. The river, whose waters have carved the hill and so descended from it, lies within a hundred steps of my door.

	Within about four miles of Port Royal, on the upland and in the bottoms upriver, all my grandparents and great-grandparents lived and left such memories as their descendants have bothered to keep. Little enough has been remembered. The family’s life here goes back to my mother’s great-greatgrandfather and to my father’s great-grandfather, but of those earliest ones there are only a few vague word-of-mouth recollections. The only place antecedent to this place that has any immediacy to any of us is the town of Cashel in County Tipperary, Ireland, which one of my great-grandfathers left as a boy to spend the rest of his life in Port Royal. His name was James Mathews, and he was a shoemaker. So well did he fit his life into this place that he is remembered, even in the family, as having belonged here. The family’s only real memories of Cashel are my own, coming from a short visit I made there five years ago.

	And so, such history as my family has is the history of its life here. All that any of us may know of ourselves is to be known in relation to this place. And since I did most of my growing up here, and have had most of my most meaningful experiences here, the place and the history, for me, have been inseparable, and there is a sense in which my own life is inseparable from the history and the place. It is a complex inheritance, and I have been both enriched and bewildered by it.

	*   *   *

	I began my life as the old times and the last of the old-time people were dying out. The Depression and World War II delayed the mechanization of the farms here, and one of the first disciplines imposed on me was that of a teamster. Perhaps I first stood in the role of student before my father’s father, who, halting a team in front of me, would demand to know which mule had the best head, which the best shoulder or rump, which was the lead mule, were they hitched right. And there came a time when I knew, and took a considerable pride in knowing. Having a boy’s usual desire to play at what he sees men working at, I learned to harness and hitch and work a team. I felt distinguished by that, and took the same pride in it that other boys my age took in their knowledge of automobiles. I seem to have been born with an aptitude for a way of life that was doomed, although I did not understand that at the time. Free of any intuition of its doom, I delighted in it, and learned all I could about it.

	That knowledge, and the men who gave it to me, influenced me deeply. It entered my imagination, and gave its substance and tone to my mind. It fashioned in me possibilities and limits, desires and frustrations, that I do not expect to live to the end of. And it is strange to think how barely in the nick of time it came to me. If I had been born five years later I would have begun in a different world, and would no doubt have become a different man.

	Those five years made a critical difference in my life, and it is a historical difference. One of the results is that in my generation I am something of an anachronism. I am less a child of my time than the people of my age who grew up in the cities, or than the people who grew up here in my own place five years after I did. In my acceptance of twentieth-century realities there has had to be a certain deliberateness, whereas most of my contemporaries had them simply by being born to them.

	*   *   *

	In my teens, when I was away at school, I could comfort myself by recalling in intricate detail the fields I had worked and played in, and hunted over, and ridden through on horseback—and that were richly associated in my mind with people and with stories. I could recall even the casual locations of certain small rocks. I could recall the look of a hundred different kinds of daylight on all those places, the look of animals grazing over them, the postures and attitudes and movements of the men who worked in them, the quality of the grass and the crops that had grown on them. I had come to be aware of it as one is aware of one’s body; it was present to me whether I thought of it or not.

	When I have thought of the welfare of the earth, the problems of its health and preservation, the care of its life, I have had this place before me, the part representing the whole more vividly and accurately, making clearer and more pressing demands, than any idea of the whole. When I have thought of kindness or cruelty, weariness or exuberance, devotion or betrayal, carelessness or care, doggedness or awkwardness or grace, I have had in my mind’s eye the men and women of this place, their faces and gestures and movements.

	*   *   *

	I have pondered a great deal over a conversation I took part in a number of years ago in one of the offices of New York University. I had lived away from Kentucky for several years—in California, in Europe, in New York City. And now I had decided to go back and take a teaching job at the University of Kentucky, giving up the position I then held on the New York University faculty. That day I had been summoned by one of my superiors at the university, whose intention, I had already learned, was to persuade me to stay on in New York “for my own good.”

	The decision to leave had cost me considerable difficulty and doubt and hard thought—for hadn’t I achieved what had become one of the almost traditional goals of American writers? I had reached the greatest city in the nation; I had a good job; I was meeting other writers and talking with them and learning from them; I had reason to hope that I might take a still larger part in the literary life of that place. On the other hand, I knew I had not escaped Kentucky, and had never really wanted to. I was still writing about it, and had recognized that I would probably need to write about it for the rest of my life. Kentucky was my fate—not an altogether pleasant fate, though it had much that was pleasing in it, but one that I could not leave behind simply by going to another place, and that I therefore felt more and more obligated to meet directly and to understand. Perhaps even more important, I still had a deep love for the place I had been born in, and liked the idea of going back to be part of it again. And that, too, I felt obligated to try to understand. Why should I love one place so much more than any other? What could be the meaning or use of such love?

	The elder of the faculty began the conversation by alluding to Thomas Wolfe, who once taught at the same institution. “Young man,” he said, “don’t you know you can’t go home again?” And he went on to speak of the advantages, for a young writer, of living in New York among the writers and the editors and the publishers.

	The conversation that followed was a persistence of politeness in the face of impossibility. I knew as well as Wolfe that there is a certain metaphorical sense in which you can’t go home again—that is, the past is lost to the extent that it cannot be lived in again. I knew perfectly well that I could not return home and be a child, or recover the secure pleasures of childhood. But I knew also that as the sentence was spoken to me it bore a self-dramatizing sentimentality that was absurd. Home—the place, the countryside—was still there, still pretty much as I left it, and there was no reason I could not go back to it if I wanted to.

	As for the literary world, I had ventured some distance into that, and liked it well enough. I knew that because I was a writer the literary world would always have an importance for me and would always attract my interest. But I never doubted that the world was more important to me than the literary world; and the world would always be most fully and clearly present to me in the place I was fated by birth to know better than any other.

	And so I had already chosen according to the most intimate and necessary inclinations of my own life. But what keeps me thinking of that conversation is the feeling that it was a confrontation of two radically different minds, and that it was a confrontation with significant historical overtones.

	I do not pretend to know all about the other man’s mind, but it was clear that he wished to speak to me as a representative of the literary world—the world he assumed that I aspired to above all others. His argument was based on the belief that once one had attained the metropolis, the literary capital, the worth of one’s origins was canceled out; there simply could be nothing worth going back to. What lay behind one had ceased to be a part of life, and had become “subject matter.” And there was the belief, long honored among American intellectuals and artists and writers, that a place such as I came from could be returned to only at the price of intellectual death; cut off from the cultural springs of the metropolis, the American countryside is Circe and Mammon. Finally, there was the assumption that the life of the metropolis is the experience, the modern experience, and that the life of the rural towns, the farms, the wilderness places is not only irrelevant to our time, but archaic as well because unknown or unconsidered by the people who really matter—that is, the urban intellectuals.

	I was to realize during the next few years how false and destructive and silly those ideas are. But even then I was aware that life outside the literary world was not without honorable precedent: if there was Wolfe, there was also Faulkner; if there was James, there was also Thoreau. But what I had in my mind that made the greatest difference was the knowledge of the few square miles in Kentucky that were mine by inheritance and by birth and by the intimacy the mind makes with the place it awakens in.

	*   *   *

	What finally freed me from these doubts and suspicions was the insistence in what was happening to me that, far from being bored and diminished and obscured to myself by my life here, I had grown more alive and more conscious than I had ever been.

	I had made a significant change in my relation to the place: before, it had been mine by coincidence or accident; now it was mine by choice. My return, which at first had been hesitant and tentative, grew wholehearted and sure. I had come back to stay. I hoped to live here the rest of my life. And once that was settled I began to see the place with a new clarity and a new understanding and a new seriousness. Before coming back I had been willing to allow the possibility—which one of my friends insisted on—that I already knew this place as well as I ever would. But now I began to see the real abundance and richness of it. It is, I saw, inexhaustible in its history, in the details of its life, in its possibilities. I walked over it, looking, listening, smelling, touching, alive to it as never before. I listened to the talk of my kinsmen and neighbors as I never had done, alert to their knowledge of the place, and to the qualities and energies of their speech. I began more seriously than ever to learn the names of things—the wild plants and animals, the natural processes, the local places—and to articulate my observations and memories. My language increased and strengthened, and sent my mind into the place like a live root system. And so what has become the usual order of things reversed itself with me; my mind became the root of my life rather than its sublimation. I came to see myself as growing out of the earth like the other native animals and plants. I saw my body and my daily motions as brief coherences and articulations of the energy of the place, which would fall back into it like leaves in the autumn.

	In this awakening there has been a good deal of pain. When I lived in other places I looked on their evils with the curious eye of a traveler; I was not responsible for them; it cost me nothing to be a critic, for I had not been there long, and I did not feel that I would stay. But here, now that I am both native and citizen, there is no immunity to what is wrong. It is impossible to escape the sense that I am involved in history. What I am has been to a considerable extent determined by what my forebears were, by how they chose to treat this place while they lived in it; the lives of most of them diminished it, and limited its possibilities, and narrowed its future. And every day I am confronted by the question of what inheritance I will leave. What do I have that I am using up? For it has been our history that each generation in this place has been less welcome to it than the last. There has been less here for them. At each arrival there has been less fertility in the soil, and a larger inheritance of destructive precedent and shameful history.

	I am forever being crept up on and newly startled by the realization that my people established themselves here by killing or driving out the original possessors, by the awareness that people were once bought and sold here by my people, by the sense of the violence they have done to their own kind and to each other and to the earth, by the evidence of their persistent failure to serve either the place or their own community in it. I am forced, against all my hopes and inclinations, to regard the history of my people here as the progress of the doom of what I value most in the world: the life and health of the earth, the peacefulness of human communities and households.

	And so here, in the place I love more than any other and where I have chosen among all other places to live my life, I am more painfully divided within myself than I could be in any other place.

	*   *   *

	I know of no better key to what is adverse in our heritage in this place than the account of “The Battle of the Fire-Brands,” quoted in Collins’s History of Kentucky “from the autobiography of Rev. Jacob Young, a Methodist minister.” The “Newcastle” referred to is the present-day New Castle, the county seat of Henry County. I give the quote in full:

	The costume of the Kentuckians was a hunting shirt, buckskin pantaloons, a leathern belt around their middle, a scabbard, and a big knife fastened to their belt; some of them wore hats and some caps. Their feet were covered with moccasins, made of dressed deer skins. They did not think themselves dressed without their powder-horn and shot-pouch, or the gun and the tomahawk. They were ready, then, for all alarms. They knew but little. They could clear ground, raise corn, and kill turkeys, deer, bears, and buffalo; and, when it became necessary, they understood the art of fighting the Indians as well as any men in the United States.

	Shortly after we had taken up our residence, I was called upon to assist in opening a road from the place where Newcastle now stands, to the mouth of Kentucky river. That country, then, was an unbroken forest; there was nothing but an Indian trail passing the wilderness. I met the company early in the morning, with my axe, three days’ provisions, and my knapsack. Here I found a captain, with about 100 men, all prepared to labor; about as jovial a company as I ever saw, all good-natured and civil. This was about the last of November, 1797. The day was cold and clear. The country through which the company passed was delightful; it was not a flat country, but, what the Kentuckians called, rolling ground—was quite well stored with lofty timber, and the undergrowth was very pretty. The beautiful canebrakes gave it a peculiar charm. What rendered it most interesting was the great abundance of wild turkeys, deer, bears, and other wild animals. The company worked hard all day, in quiet, and every man obeyed the captain’s orders punctually.

	About sundown, the captain, after a short address, told us the night was going to be very cold, and we must make very large fires. We felled the hickory trees in great abundance; made great log-heaps, mixing the dry wood with the green hickory; and, laying down a kind of sleepers under the pile, elevated the heap and caused it to burn rapidly. Every man had a water vessel in his knapsack; we searched for and found a stream of water. By this time, the fires were showing to great advantage; so we warmed our cold victuals, ate our suppers, and spent the evening in hearing the hunter’s stories relative to the bloody scenes of the Indian war. We then heard some pretty fine singing, considering the circumstances.

	Thus far, well; but a change began to take place. They became very rude, and raised the war-whoop. Their shrill shrieks made me tremble. They chose two captains, divided the men into two companies, and commenced fighting with the firebrands—the log heaps having burned down. The only law for their government was, that no man should throw a brand without fire on it—so that they might know how to dodge. They fought, for two or three hours, in perfect good nature; till brands became scarce, and they began to violate the law. Some were severely wounded, blood began to flow freely, and they were in a fair way of commencing a fight in earnest. At this moment, the loud voice of the captain rang out above the din, ordering every man to retire to rest. They dropped their weapons of warfare, rekindled the fires, and laid down to sleep. We finished our road according to directions, and returned home in health and peace.

	*   *   *

	The significance of this bit of history is in its utter violence. The work of clearing the road was itself violent. And from the orderly violence of that labor, these men turned for amusement to disorderly violence. They were men whose element was violence; the only alternatives they were aware of were those within the comprehension of main strength. And let us acknowledge that these were the truly influential men in the history of Kentucky, as well as in the history of most of the rest of America. In comparison to the fatherhood of such as these, the so-called “founding fathers” who established our political ideals are but distant cousins. It is not John Adams or Thomas Jefferson whom we see night after night in the magic mirror of the television set; we see these builders of the road from New Castle to the mouth of the Kentucky River. Their reckless violence has glamorized all our trivialities and evils. Their aggressions have simplified our complexities and problems. They have cut all our Gordian knots. They have appeared in all our disguises and costumes. They have worn all our uniforms. Their war whoop has sanctified our inhumanity and ratified our blunders of policy.

	To testify to the persistence of their influence, it is only necessary for me to confess that I read the Reverend Young’s account of them with delight; I yield a considerable admiration to the exuberance and extravagance of their fight with the firebrands; I take a certain pride in belonging to the same history and the same place that they belong to—though I know that they represent the worst that is in us, and in me, and that their presence in our history has been ruinous, and that their survival among us promises ruin.

	“They knew but little,” the observant Reverend says of them, and this is the most suggestive thing he says. It is surely understandable and pardonable, under the circumstances, that these men were ignorant by the standards of formal schooling. But one immediately reflects that the American Indian, who was ignorant by the same standards, nevertheless knew how to live in the country without making violence the invariable mode of his relation to it; in fact, from the ecologist’s or the conservationist’s point of view, he did it no violence. This is because he had, in place of what we would call education, a fully integrated culture, the content of which was a highly complex sense of his dependence on the earth. The same, I believe, was generally true of the peasants of certain old agricultural societies, particularly in the Orient. They belonged by an intricate awareness to the earth they lived on and by, which meant that they respected it, which meant that they practiced strict economies in the use of it.

	The abilities of those Kentucky road builders of 1797 were far more primitive and rudimentary than those of the Stone Age people they had driven out. They could clear the ground, grow corn, kill game, and make war. In the minds and hands of men who “know but little”—or little else—all of these abilities are certain to be destructive, even of those values and benefits their use may be intended to serve.

	On such a night as the Reverend Young describes, an Indian would have made do with a small shelter and a small fire. But these road builders, veterans of the Indian War, “felled the hickory trees in great abundance; made great log-heaps ... and caused [them] to burn rapidly.” Far from making a small shelter that could be adequately heated by a small fire, their way was to make no shelter at all, and heat instead a sizable area of the landscape. The idea was that when faced with abundance one should consume abundantly—an idea that has survived to become the basis of our present economy. It is neither natural nor civilized, and even from a “practical” point of view it is to the last degree brutalizing and stupid.

	I think that the comparison of these road builders with the Indians, on the one hand, and with Old World peasants on the other, is a most suggestive one. The Indians and the peasants were people who belonged deeply and intricately to their places. Their ways of life had evolved slowly in accordance with their knowledge of their land, of its needs, of their own relation of dependence and responsibility to it. The road builders, on the contrary, were placeless people. That is why they “knew but little.” Having left Europe far behind, they had not yet in any meaningful sense arrived in America, not yet having devoted themselves to any part of it in a way that would produce the intricate knowledge of it necessary to live in it without destroying it. Because they belonged to no place, it was almost inevitable that they should behave violently toward the places they came to. We still have not, in any meaningful way, arrived in America. And in spite of our great reservoir of facts and methods, in comparison to the deep earthly wisdom of established peoples we still know but little.

	But my understanding of this curiously parabolic fragment of history will not be complete until I have considered more directly that the occasion of this particular violence was the building of a road. It is obvious that one who values the idea of community cannot speak against roads without risking all sorts of absurdity. It must be noticed, nevertheless, that the predecessor to this first road was “nothing but an Indian trail passing the wilderness”—a path. The Indians, then, who had the wisdom and the grace to live in this country for perhaps ten thousand years without destroying or damaging any of it, needed for their travels no more than a footpath; but their successors, who in a century and a half plundered the area of at least half its topsoil and virtually all of its forest, felt immediately that they had to have a road. My interest is not in the question of whether or not they needed the road, but in the fact that the road was then, and is now, the most characteristic form of their relation to the country.

	The difference between a path and a road is not only the obvious one. A path is little more than a habit that comes with knowledge of a place. It is a sort of ritual of familiarity. As a form, it is a form of contact with a known landscape. It is not destructive. It is the perfect adaptation, through experience and familiarity, of movement to place; it obeys the natural contours; such obstacles as it meets it goes around. A road, on the other hand, even the most primitive road, embodies a resistance against the landscape. Its reason is not simply the necessity for movement, but haste. Its wish is to avoid contact with the landscape; it seeks so far as possible to go over the country, rather than through it; its aspiration, as we see clearly in the example of our modern freeways, is to be a bridge; its tendency is to translate place into space in order to traverse it with the least effort. It is destructive, seeking to remove or destroy all obstacles in its way. The primitive road advanced by the destruction of the forest; modern roads advance by the destruction of topography.

	That first road from the site of New Castle to the mouth of the Kentucky River—lost now either by obsolescence or metamorphosis—is now being crossed and to some extent replaced by its modern descendant known as 1—71, and I have no wish to disturb the question of whether or not this road was needed. I only want to observe that it bears no relation whatever to the country it passes through. It is a pure abstraction, built to serve the two abstractions that are the poles of our national life: commerce and expensive pleasure. It was built, not according to the lay of the land, but according to a blueprint. Such homes and farmlands and woodlands as happened to be in its way are now buried under it. A part of a hill near here that would have caused it to turn aside was simply cut down and disposed of as thoughtlessly as the pioneer road builders would have disposed of a tree. Its form is the form of speed, dissatisfaction, and anxiety. It represents the ultimate in engineering sophistication, but the crudest possible valuation of life in this world. It is as adequate a symbol of our relation to our country now as that first road was of our relation to it in 1797.

	*   *   *

	But the sense of the past also gives a deep richness and resonance to nearly everything I see here. It is partly the sense that what I now see, other men that

	I have known once saw, and partly that this knowledge provides an imaginative access to what I do not know. I think of the country as a kind of palimpsest scrawled over with the comings and goings of people, the erasure of time already in process even as the marks of passage are put down. There are the ritual marks of neighborhood—roads, paths between houses. There are the domestic paths from house to barns and outbuildings and gardens, farm roads threading the pasture gates. There are the wanderings of hunters and searchers after lost stock, and the speculative or meditative or inquisitive “walking around” of farmers on wet days and Sundays. There is the spiraling geometry of the rounds of implements in fields, and the passing and returning scratches of plows across croplands. Often these have filled an interval, an opening, between the retreat of the forest from the virgin ground and the forest’s return to ground that has been worn out and given up. In the woods here one often finds cairns of stones picked up out of furrows, gullies left by bad farming, forgotten roads, stone chimneys of houses long rotted away or burned.

	*   *   *

	Occasionally one stumbles into a coincidence that, like an unexpected alignment of windows, momentarily cancels out the sense of historical whereabouts, giving with an overwhelming immediacy an awareness of the reality of the past.

	The possibility of this awareness is always immanent in old homesites. It may suddenly bear in upon one at the sight of old orchard trees standing in the dooryard of a house now filled with baled hay. It came to me when I looked out the attic window of a disintegrating log house and saw a far view of the cleared ridges with wooded hollows in between, and nothing in sight to reveal the date. Who was I, leaning to the window? When?

	It broke upon me one afternoon when, walking in the woods on one of my family places, I came upon a gap in a fence, wired shut, but with deep-cut wagon tracks still passing through it under the weed growth and the fallen leaves. Where that thicket stands there was crop ground, maybe as late as my own time. I knew some of the men who tended it; their names and faces were instantly alive in my mind. I knew how it had been with them—how they would harness their mule teams in the early mornings in my grandfather’s big barn and come to the woods-rimmed tobacco patches, the mules’ feet wet with the dew. And in the solitude and silence that came upon them they would set to work, their water jugs left in the shade of bushes in the fencerows.

	As a child I learned the early mornings in these places for myself, riding out in the wagons with the tobacco-cutting crews to those steep fields in the dew-wet shadow of the woods. As the day went on the shadow would draw back under the feet of the trees, and it would get hot. Little whirlwinds would cross the opening, picking up the dust and the dry “ground leaves” of the tobacco. We made a game of running with my grandfather to stand, shoulders scrunched and eyes squinched, in their middles.

	Having such memories, I can acknowledge only with reluctance and sorrow that those slopes should never have been broken. Rich as they were, they were too steep. The humus stood dark and heavy over them once; the plow was its doom.

	*   *   *

	Early one February morning in thick fog and spattering rain I stood on the riverbank and listened to a towboat working its way downstream. Its engines were idling, nudging cautiously through the fog into the Cane Run bend. The end of the head barge emerged finally like a shadow, and
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