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PRAISE FOR A SMALL FARM FUTURE

‘Food is the core of culture, and modern industrial culture is rotting from the inside out due to its reliance on fossil-fueled agriculture. The only viable future is one based on small, ecologically regenerative, labor-intensive farming. Chris Smaje’s brilliant book presents the rationale, surveys methods and issues, and supplies an abundance of insight derived from the author’s twenty years of experience. Every young person should read this book.’

—RICHARD HEINBERG, Senior Fellow, Post Carbon Institute

‘A Small Farm Future is a solid and truly inspiring book. I have dedicated the last 17 years of my life to creating a micro farm, and what I have learned fully confirms what Chris Smaje says: a small, ecologically inspired farm can produce high-quality, local food while also improving soil fertility, storing carbon, conserving water resources and improving biodiversity. Not to mention creating jobs and improving quality of life. A return to Mother Earth is the foundation on which we can build a new paradigm of sustainable and equitable abundance based on biological resources, renewable energies, eco-construction and solidarity – among individuals and cultures, and across generations. Getting out of a virtual and globalized economy to cultivate the land with love and respect is our only hope to pass on a viable planet to our children. This is also the secret to happiness!’

—CHARLES HERVÉ-GRUYER, author of Miraculous Abundance; co-founder, Bec Hellouin Farm, France

‘We are facing an existential crisis – with species extinction, climate catastrophes, desertification of soil, disappearance of water, pandemics of infectious and chronic diseases, hunger and malnutrition. Industrialized, globalized agriculture based on the myth that it feeds the world is driving the multiple, interconnected crisis. Eighty percent of the food we eat comes from small farms. Chris Smaje’s A Small Farm Future shows that the choice is clear. Either we have a small farm future, or we face collapse and extinction.’

—VANDANA SHIVA, author of Oneness vs. the 1% and Who Really Feeds the World?

‘A Small Farm Future makes plain that the next 30 years will look very different to the last 30. Yet Smaje’s unique integration of big-picture insight and hard-won experience clears the fog, brilliantly revealing reliable and meaningful paths forward, even as the ground shifts beneath our feet.’

—SHAUN CHAMBERLIN, author of The Transition Timeline; editor of Lean Logic and Surviving the Future

‘This book is such a treat. In an era of generalized crisis, Chris Smaje articulates an appealing, beautiful vision of the future. Chris has walked the talk, which makes his plea all the more powerful and convincing.’

—DR. GIORGOS KALLIS, ICREA research professor, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB)

‘On one side we have science-based high tech with neoliberal economics, driven by the perceived need to control nature and to maximize material wealth; and on the other are traditional human skills and values. Whether it’s dressed in the trappings of communism or capitalism or autocracy or democracy, the former is undoubtedly winning. Governments and their chosen advisers the world over equate high tech and measurable economic “growth” with progress.

    ‘But the dominance of what now passes as modernity is killing us all. The methods it gives rise to and the mindset behind it are at the root of all the world’s crises. What we need now above all else is food production based on small farming – albeit assisted by excellent science and sometimes by high tech; feeding into localised economies; and deployed with true concern for the welfare of humanity and our fellow creatures. Chris Smaje, a sociologist-cum-anthropologist turned smallholder, is showing us exactly what is needed and why. A timely and valuable book – and a very readable read.’

—COLIN TUDGE, co-founder, Oxford Real Farming Conference and the College for Real Farming and Food Culture; author of The Great Re-Think

‘As a breakdown of the climate, state power and globalized markets pushes us toward an epochal transition, Chris Smaje offers us a hopeful vision of a relocalized, self-sufficient world. With fierce intelligence and rich evidence, he explains the vital role that small farms must play in this emerging future, artfully weaving together neglected strands of economic, ecological, cultural and political thought.’

—DAVID BOLLIER, director, Reinventing the Commons Program, Schumacher Center for a New Economics; coauthor (with Silke Helfrich) of Free, Fair and Alive: The Insurgent Power of the Commons

‘Anyone involved in political thought, agriculture, justice, or futurism who is not familiar with Chris Smaje’s writing from his blog should do themselves the favor of picking up this book as soon as possible. Smaje’s writing is pretty much always worth engaging with – whether for the wry humor, the ways he challenges us to think harder and more boldly, his relentless humanism or his ability to marry nuance with accessibility. He is a visionary in the most interesting and exciting meaning of the word. His writing consistently shows him to be an intellectual tour guide par excellence: he may or may not see further than others, but he certainly never fails to help us see what is in front of us better.’

—M. JAHI CHAPPELL, executive director, Southeastern African-American Farmers’ Organic Network (SAAFON); author of Beginning to End Hunger

‘Chris Smaje brings intellectual rigour to the centuries-old demand for “three acres and a cow”.’

—SIMON FAIRLIE, author of Meat: A Benign Extravagance; editor, The Land magazine

‘Superb! This book shows with great clarity why we are heading for planetary disaster and suggests ways in which new kinds of more stable social and economic practices might evolve around support for sustainable agriculture. A timely and compelling vision of a New Agrarianism. Highly recommended.’

—PAUL RICHARDS, author of Indigenous Agricultural Revolution and Ebola; emeritus professor of technology and agrarian development, Wageningen University

‘Time to tune in – these are powerful arguments for collective action in agriculture. We know that small farms offer solutions to the crises of our time. Stewardship, guardianship and rebuilding biodiversity is real, meaningful work. If each human engaged meaningfully, every day, in their own subsistence, imagine how much more accountable our society would become. This restoration of our food and ecosystems will take many hands, many years, and much patience and goodwill. This means that those of us already farming will need to become well versed in transmitting the why and the how to those who will join us. The coming radical shifts in ownership, tenure, settlement and structure present an incredible opportunity for sanity, subsistence and self-determination. Onward!’

—SEVERINE VON TSCHARNER FLEMING, director, Greenhorns; chair, Agrarian Trust
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INTRODUCTION

The Civet’s Tale

The palm civet is a small omnivorous mammal of Indonesia and other parts of tropical Asia. Emerging from its forest home onto coffee plantations, it’s able to sense the finest coffee fruits of perfect ripeness. Eating them, it digests the pulp and excretes the beans, adding a musky scent to them from its anal glands.

In the 1990s, Indonesian kopi luwak – civet coffee, made from coffee beans that had passed through a civet’s digestive tract – became a new luxury commodity among wealthy coffee-lovers. Market dynamics being what they are, local producers cashed in on the demand by capturing and caging wild civets, force-feeding them coffee beans and selling the produce as cut-price kopi luwak. Though cheaper, the resulting coffee lacked the quality of the original conferred by the civet’s discerning nose, and came at the expense of ecological and animal welfare.1

We live in a world of trade-offs. If you want genuine kopi luwak of good quality and low environmental impact you have to pay someone to comb through the forests looking for wild civet scat on your behalf. Humans can simulate the process and produce a similar product at lower cost, but it’s not the same.

It may sometimes be possible to find genuine trade-off-free, win-win improvements. But with most things, including kopi luwak, and with agriculture in general, there are trade-offs. Improve on price and you lower animal welfare. Increase the yield and you also increase human labour, fossil fuels or downstream pollution. And so on. Whether the cost of an improvement is worth its price is a value judgement that different people will weigh differently. But not everyone’s voice is heard, especially when the costs are offloaded onto the future.

In our bid to provide cheap food to our human multitudes, the trade-off is that a lot of people end up eating shit – figuratively and, as we’ve just seen, sometimes literally. But our culture is drawn to a narrative of constant progress – a narrative that compels us to avert our attention from this possibility raised by the economist Thomas Sowell: there are no ‘solutions’, only trade-offs.2

There are different ways of dealing with troublesome trade-offs or, in the words of futurologist Peter Frase,3 of ‘loving our monsters’. If human actions are driving pollinators to extinction, Frase suggests we ‘deepen our engagement with nature’ by developing robotic pseudo-bees to do the job instead. I won’t dwell here on how fanciful that is, but I will suggest a wholly different ‘monster’ we could choose to love if we so wished: an agriculture that doesn’t use poisons that kill bees, and instead favours more complex biological interventions, including more human labour. We could learn to love the immediate work of acting on the natural world as much as the mediated work of developing machines to do it. And we could also love the limits to action imposed by nature as much as we love to transcend them.

An obstacle to that kind of love is the narrative of progress I mentioned. Adopting low-tech, labour-intensive approaches to solving a problem or meeting a need, rather than high-tech, labour-substituting approaches is considered regressive, a nostalgic turning back of the clock, as if a historical ratchet prevents us from doing anything in the future that looks like things we did in the past. Actually, there is a ratchet that works like this – the capitalist political economy. The mistake we often make is to suppose that this ratchet is some implacable force of nature rather than just a particular way of organising society, itself with a history that may someday end.

These two monsters of overcoming versus restraint are becoming as significant a divide in contemporary politics as old schisms between right and left. Thomas Sowell distinguished between what he called ‘constrained’ and ‘unconstrained’ visions of human well-being, the former emphasising the optimisation of trade-offs within relatively immobile constraints, the latter emphasising perfectibility through the overcoming of constraints. The former is usually associated, like Sowell himself, with conservative thought. It encompasses a popular notion of capitalism as market exchange, the sum of innumerable transactions with no higher purpose or guiding hand emerging from the bounded rationality of people acting in their own immediate here and now. The unconstrained vision has usually been associated with the political left and its ideas of remoulding people to work collectively, achieving new goals and great things.

But these certainties are now dissolving. The neoliberal turn in global capitalism invests the hive mind of ‘the market’ itself with a kind of limit-busting, self-perfecting intelligence that brooks no opposition to any constraints human reason tries to put around it. And various strands of unconstrained leftism sign themselves up to this programme, becoming almost indistinguishable from the capitalism they supposedly reject. Witness books with titles like Fully Automated Luxury Communism or The People’s Republic of Walmart: How the World’s Biggest Corporations Are Laying the Foundation for Socialism.4

In this emerging political landscape, conservatives inclined towards the constrained vision are discovering that there’s nothing especially constrained or conservative about corporate capitalism, while those on the left like me, unpersuaded by either corporate capitalism or attempts to tame it with glib left-wing versions of global industrialised plenty, are discovering a need to reappraise the idea of constraint and aspects of conservative politics informed by it. If we’re to bequeath a habitable and abundant planet to our descendants, a key part of that reappraisal involves rethinking the relevance of small farm or ‘peasant’ societies that are often dismissed for their ‘backwardness’ or buried under an unusable legacy of romanticism and nostalgia.

For these reasons, we need to consider some questions that modern political traditions have scarcely equipped us to answer with subtlety, or even to ask. What if the route out of widespread farming towards urban-industrial prosperity that today’s rich countries followed is no longer feasible for millions of poor people in ‘developing’ countries? What if that urban-industrial life in fact becomes increasingly unfeasible even in the rich countries in the face of various political, economic and ecological crises? How might the future of humanity then unfold?

When I started asking myself these questions about 20 years ago, the best answer I could come up with was that the most appealing future for humanity would be a small farm future. It’s still the best answer I can come up with. For a good stretch of those last 20 years, I’ve tried as best I can to be a small-scale farmer. The results have varied from the worthwhile to the hapless, always constrained by a world geared to treating the efforts of farmers in general and small-scale farmers in particular with indifference at best. But this book isn’t about those efforts, or that indifference. Instead, it considers what may be impelling humanity towards a small farm future, what (in broadest outline) that future might look like, and the forces that may deliver it – or something worse.

Still, let me start that journey with my feet on my farm. When people visit it I notice three main responses. One is an unbidden enthusiasm for the rural paradise we’ve created, the beauty of the place, and our great good fortune in avoiding the rat race and producing honest food from the land. Sometimes the words are spoken and sometimes I only see it in their eyes, but the sentiment that usually accompanies it is: ‘This is great. I wish I could do something like this, but I can’t because—’

The second response takes in our rustic accommodation, the compost toilets, the rows of hard-won vegetable beds, the toolshed speaking of the work to be done, the reek of manure and compost with a kind of recoiling pity. It seems to say: ‘You went to graduate school and got a well-paid job. Then this. How did it go so wrong?’ Or the more actively disdainful: ‘Each to their own. But nobody wants to farm any more. All that backbreaking work!’

The third response is that of the harsher critic, whose gaze homes in on specifics – the tractor in the yard, the photovoltaic panels on the roof, the tilled beds in some of the gardens. ‘Look how tied in you are to the global fossil fuel economy and its cash nexus.’ This critique comes from both sides of the green divide. ‘You haven’t properly escaped and found a truly natural way of life,’ from one side. ‘You talk about sustainability, but you’re no better than the rest of us. Besides, small farms like this can’t feed the world,’ from the other.

I begin with this story because I’m going to be arguing not only that, yes, small farms like this can feed the world, but also that in the long run it may only be small farms like this that can. Therefore I’m going to have to address the other criticisms – the compromises with the status quo, the low prestige and toil associated with an agrarian life, the global flight from the land. So I have a lot of work to do in these pages. One thing that encourages me is that, of the three responses I mentioned above, the first seems much the commonest – it simply isn’t true that nobody wants to farm.

But people aren’t willing to farm under just any circumstances. Too often, farming is still a life of unrewarded toil, not because that’s intrinsically how it has to be but because farming is, as it were, the engine room of every society – including our present ones – where the harsh realities and dirty secrets of how it achieves its apparently effortless motion are locked away below decks. I argue here that they need to be unlocked and shared more widely. But for now my visitors who say ‘I can’t because …’ are correct. A congenial small farm life is a viable option for few – not for the massed ranks of the employed, unemployed or underemployed in the cityscapes of the world, and not for its multitudes of rural poor, who can scarcely make a living from the land. But in both cases the dream of the small farm lives on, and that’s an important place to start.

Of course, it’s only a place to start, and a sketchy one at that. Notions of the agrarian good life are commonplace around the world, but often they figure as little more than bucolic symbols, empty of pragmatic content. They seem to lack the power of the urban case for supremacy, which has deep historic roots. City, citizenship, civilisation, civility: so much that we value about our world shares an urban etymology. But if we want to build good lives on lasting foundations for the future, the time has come to abandon the unilluminating oppositions of city versus country and factory versus farm, as well as associated oppositions like progress versus backwardness.

Regrettably, that’s not how public debate seems to be going. There’s a veritable industry of opinion-formers laying their bets only on the first half of those dualities and exhorting us to be ‘optimistic’ about a future presented as urban, capital forming, high-tech and non-agrarian. This neo-optimist or progress-literature often invokes recurrent myths of human technological problem-solving as an inspiration for transcending present problems. Take, for example, London’s Great Horse Manure Crisis in the 1890s, where it’s said that people feared the proliferation of horses would bury the streets under their faeces, only to find horses were soon displaced by non-defecating motor vehicles. Or take the idea that fossil fuels saved the whales when kerosene-burning lamps displaced demand for whale oil.5

I call these myths partly in the everyday sense that they’re untrue. There never was a Great Horse Manure Crisis in the 1890s. And it was the industrialised whaling of the 20th century powered by fossil fuels that really put whales in danger.6 But they’re also myths in the deeper sense that they’re mystifying and over-simplifying stories that reveal cultural self-conceptions. The self-conception of our modern culture that’s revealed in these myths is that the problems we face are discrete, technical ones with one-shot solutions.

These stories are mystifying because they tell tales of fossil fuel–based solutions to predicaments in the past at a point in our current history when fossil fuels present us with problems for which there are no obvious solutions. Right now, we need more than banal assertions that someone’s bound to think of something. And they’re over-simplifying because human capacities for technical innovation aren’t in doubt. What’s in doubt is the human capacity to find purely technical solutions for a plethora of current economic, political, cultural, ecological, biological and geophysical problems with complex, interrelated feedback loops exhibiting imperfect information in real time.

In this book I try to provide a different narrative that’s less impressed with techno-fixes or dominant notions of civilisational progress. I don’t deny that our contemporary civilisation has its successes. But it has its failures, too. I see it in the eyes of those visitors to my farm – who in material terms must surely count among the richest people in the world, ever – which betray a life diminished, trammelled by too many of the wrong kind of obligations. More importantly, I see it in the fact that the world we live in today is just about the most unequal one ever, where somewhere between 800 million and 2.5 billion people are physically undernourished, about as many (or more) than the estimated 800 million population of the entire planet in 1750 at the dawn of the modern age.7

These undernourished people haven’t missed out on progress, but in large measure are its victims. If global industrial civilisation ever had the capacity to lift the poor and undernourished people of the world to something like the standard of living we experience in the richer countries, the chances of it doing so now have been extinguished in the face of the numerous internal and external threats that have emerged globally during the questionable march of modernisation. So I’d counter the neo-optimist view that the world’s problems can be solved with high-tech fixes delivered by the reigning capitalist economy, not with pessimism but with an alternative optimism – an optimism that this reigning economy won’t endure much longer, and will be succeeded by something that offers a better future.

The better future I write about here is a small farm future. I’m not completely optimistic that it’s the future we or our descendants will see, but for the numerous reasons set out in the book I think it’s our best shot for creating future societies that are tolerably sustainable in ecological terms and fulfilling in nutritional and psychosocial ones. Now is a key moment in global politics where we might start delivering that future, but also where more troubling outcomes threaten. Here I try to herald the former by sketching what a small farm future might look like, and how we might get there.

The small farm isn’t a panacea, but what a politics geared around it can offer – what, perhaps, at least some of the visitors who come to our farm can glimpse in outline – is the possibility of personal autonomy, spiritual fulfilment, community connectedness, purposeful work and ecological conviviality. Relatively few farmers past or present have enjoyed these fine things. Throughout the world, there are long and complex histories by which people have been both yoked unwillingly to the land and divested unwillingly from it in ways that are misrepresented when we talk of agricultural ‘improvement’ or progressive ‘freedom’ from agricultural toil. The improvements haven’t been an improvement for everyone, the freedom hasn’t been equally shared, the progress has landed us in a whole raft of other problems that we must now try to overcome. And none of it was preordained.

For a Small Farm Future

That’s why it’s urgent at this point in history to think afresh about a small farm future. Taking each of the three words in reverse order, we need to think about the future, because it’s clear that present ways of doing politics, economics and agriculture in much of the world are reaching the end of the line. Wise authors avoid speculating on future events because time usually makes their words look foolish, but such dignity isn’t a luxury our generation can afford. We need to start imagining another world into being right now.

Modern thinkers have coined numerous terms for the way we now live to distinguish it from the past: the affluent society, the effluent society, industrial society, post-industrial society, Industria, consumer society, postmodern society, the information society, the virtual society. These all capture something significant about our times, but they too easily allow us to forget that in fact our modern societies are agrarian societies, just like almost all other human societies over the past few thousand years. Humanity today relies heavily on just three crops – wheat, rice and maize – all of which had been domesticated by about 7000 BCE and which are still mostly grown using techniques whose basic outlines would be instantly recognisable to any ancient farmer. Despite the recent hype over industrially cultured nutrients, the future we face is probably a farm future.8

Computers nowadays have millions of times more processing power than the ones available just 50 years ago, whereas average global wheat yields are less than nine times higher than those achieved in the Roman Empire.9 In dimensions that matter most to our continued existence, we’re less distant from our ancient counterparts than we sometimes think. And the agricultural improvements that we’ve achieved since those times have often come through processes that draw down on non-renewable sources of energy, soil and water while imperilling climate and ecological stability.

Whether individually we farm or not, almost all of us ultimately are farming people. In fact, there are more farmers in the world today by formal definition – somewhere between 1.5 and 2 billion – than at almost any point in history.10 There are good farmers and bad farmers. The best ones learn to produce what’s needed with a minimum of effort, without compromising the possibilities of their successors doing the same or losing sight of their obligations as members of communities. It’s about time we started trying to tell the story of our world from their perspective – not a story of how we transcended agriculture, because we never did, but of how we might transfigure it, and ourselves in the process, to deal with the problems we now face.

This is a story I try to tell in this book. It’s not particularly my story. Although I started by talking about my farm, I’m not going to say much else about it in the book. For one thing, I don’t think I have much to teach other people about how to farm, nor do the precise techniques that are used from place to place seem the most important focus of attention. But I am a farmer, and so are you if you grow any of your own food or fibre or would like to increase your community’s capacity for self-provisioning.

It’s the importance of this local self-provisioning that turns a farm future into a small farm future. I’m not suggesting there’s no place in the future for any larger farms, or that large-scale farmers are always the bad guys. In itself, small isn’t necessarily beautiful and I won’t be proposing any cutoff points by acreage to define the small farm in this book. But I’ll be emphasising some broad differentiating features that will be justified in greater detail as the discussion unfolds: small farms play a key role in creating local autonomies from global flows of capital; they involve a degree of self-provisioning at the individual, household or local level; they employ labour-intensive techniques applied more often by family or household labourers than salaried workers; they adjust their activities to sustain the ecological base in their locality that underpins their productivity; and they tend to operate in a de-commodifying (but not necessarily un-commodified) way compared to large farms.

‘Local’ or ‘locality’ looms large in many of those features, perhaps merely displacing the need to define the ‘small’ into a need to define the ‘local’. Again, on this point I refuse hard and fast delineations. The local isn’t a matter of prior definition but emerges out of how autonomies and self-provisioning are achieved in practice. One thing I can say for sure, though, is that the small farm future I’m describing isn’t the same as a green consumerism future, where shoppers with lives much like the ones most people lead in rich countries today buy their food in stores like the ones they shop in today, except that the food is more local, more sustainable, more organic or whatever – and where, like today, people spend time fruitlessly arguing about whether local really is more sustainable. Instead it’ll be a future where you or your descendants are trying to figure out how to furnish your needs from your locality, probably by furnishing many of them for yourself, because you have few other choices.

For some, that may sound too dystopian, apocalyptic or declinist. There certainly may be some dystopian or apocalyptic futures awaiting us unless we play our present hand of cards with skill. But a small farm future only represents a decline from the large farm present if you consider the latter to be a lofty civilisational summit to which humanity has laboriously climbed. That’s a view I resist. If we play our cards well, the small farm future I describe here could make for a much more congenial life for most of the world’s people than the one they experience today. But we do need to play them well. This is a time in history to be open to a fundamental rethink of how we organise ourselves globally. Too much of our present futurology aims to double down on existing technical and social logics, and dismiss radical alternatives out of hand. At the same time, there’s a good deal of received wisdom in the alternative agriculture and alternative economics movements that could use more critical scrutiny.

I don’t claim to have fully achieved that rethink here, or to have produced a thoroughly worked out alternative. The idea of a small farm future is so marginal and ill-developed within contemporary thought that at present merely laying out its broad outlines is a daunting enough task. So I offer this book as a kind of critical introduction, a way of starting to organise thinking about what a widespread turn to agrarian localism might look like. This seems worth doing because even though the idea of a small farm future is currently marginal to mainstream thought, it’s probably the best future now available for most of humanity, and we don’t seem to be discussing the implications of that nearly seriously enough.





 

PART I

A Small Farm Future?

A fundamental departure from the long-established pattern of maximizing growth and promoting material consumption cannot be delayed by another century.… Before 2100 modern civilization will have to make major steps toward ensuring the long-term habitability of its biosphere.

VACLAV SMIL1





 

CHAPTER ONE

Ten Crises

It shouldn’t be controversial to suggest that we’re living in an age of crisis, if only because everybody always lives in an age of crisis – crisis, that is, in the sense of a decisive moment, a turning point when things could go in one direction or another, rather than in the sense that everything’s falling apart. Still, some epochs are more crisis-ridden than others, and though the view that we’re headed for hell in a handcart has been popular through history – far more common, for sure, than the actual occurrence of its worst-case scenarios – portents of a troubled future haven’t invariably been wrong. Humanity is always in crisis but, peering as we now must into the future’s murky glass, there are suggestive hints that the crises we currently face are at best deep and systemic and at worst that the handcart is approaching the fire this time.

So I begin by outlining ten aspects of our biophysical and social worlds whose dynamics suggest we might be edging towards, at the very least, some radically different circumstances for humanity to wrestle with in the future. Each of them properly deserves more than a book to itself. Here I offer the briefest of brushstrokes, focusing particularly on the issues that are most relevant to my arguments for a small farm future later in the book rather than attempting even-handedness.

Those arguments for a small farm future are based on the view that the various crises humanity faces aren’t best considered in isolation and remedied through piecemeal solutionism. Instead, I try to identify common, underlying and systemic factors impelling them. It’s in seeking remedies to these crises at that systemic level that the case for a small farm future strongly presents itself.

Crisis #1: Population

Whenever a troubling global problem is raised in public discussion, the view that the real problem is human over-population invariably gets an airing. I’ve lost count of the times in online forums I’ve seen population described as ‘the elephant in the room that nobody talks about’. So I want to acknowledge the elephant, and talk about population at the outset.

At one level this populationism seems plausible. The emergence of global resource and pollution problems coincides with the vast growth of the human population, which has increased ninefold in little more than 250 years. The impact of each new person on these problems is more than zero, so their solutions would surely be eased if the global population were lower. But research suggests that population control alone isn’t enough to prevent future decline in human well-being.2 If population is a problem, it’s not entirely clear what kind of problem it is. And what, if anything, can or should be done about it.

Relationships between impact and population exist, but direct proportionality is questionable. So, too, is the underlying web of causality. On the first point, for example, population grew by 45% in low-income countries over the period 2000–2014, while their carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions grew by only 15%. Across all the other countries of the world over the same period, these figures were almost exactly reversed – a 17% increase in population but a 47% increase in CO2 emissions.3 At the individual level, a person’s emissions can vary by a factor of 2,000 depending on the circumstances into which they’re born and their life choices.4

It’s therefore misleading to impute climate impact to global population increase per se. In relation to CO2 emissions – certainly one important measure of environmental impact – the places that are adding the most people to the world aren’t the places that are adding the most CO2, and to raise the spectre of population as the problem effectively offloads the blame where it doesn’t belong and diverts attention from specific damaging practices to a more superficial calculus of human numbers. So in relation to CO2 emissions, population growth may be a problem, but it isn’t the problem. Since far greater decarbonisation can be achieved by acting directly on emissions than by population policy, it seems fair to say that if human population is the elephant in the room, there are some even bigger critters roaming elsewhere in the house.5

On the other hand, the places that are adding the most plastic pollution to the oceans are located in lower-income countries. Ten heavily populated river catchments in Africa and Asia are responsible for 90% of marine plastic pollution, whereas pollution from populous catchments in wealthy countries is minimal. The significant factor isn’t bald population levels, but effective waste collection.6 With both examples there’s no simple and uniform relationship between population and impact.

Another complicating factor is that, unnoticed by many, the world is now experiencing an unprecedented demographic transition. In just 50 years, global fertility has more than halved, from an average 5.07 live births per woman in 1964 to 2.45 in 2015. In three of the five most populous countries of the world, fertility rates are considerably below replacement rate; in fact, this is true in about half the countries of the entire world. Fertility is generally higher in poorer countries, especially in sub-Saharan Africa where most of the highest-fertility countries are located. But fertility is also declining in these countries – faster, in fact, than in the wealthier ones.7

Some argue this still isn’t good enough, because although fertility rates are decreasing, the total global population is still rising and will probably continue to do so into the next century. This is true, inasmuch as fertility rates first have to decline before population does, just as a car first has to stop accelerating before it can start to slow. Also, increasing life expectancy drives global population increase as well as fertility. Still, for those who’d like to see a smaller global population, the fact that fertility rates have fallen prodigiously since the 1960s is surely worth celebrating.

Exactly why they’ve done so is less clear, but the expert consensus focuses around issues like improving infant and general health, changing social norms, increased education and increased female agency both inside and outside the home.8 A good deal of the impetus behind this last point arises from women in poorer countries gaining more paid off-farm employment, which has troubling implications for the theme of this book. Can a small farm future encompass persisting female autonomy? (I consider this question in Chapter 12, ‘Households, Families and Beyond’, page 165.)

A more general problem is that economic development seems to be the main force behind both fertility decline and ecological breakdown, such as increased greenhouse gas emissions, other kinds of pollution, biodiversity loss and so on. Increases in these latter trends are proportionately greater than population increase, suggesting they can’t simply be explained by it. Ultimately, it’s the material and energy throughputs underlying these trends that must be explained and, more importantly, reduced, and these aren’t straightforwardly indexed to population levels.9 Widely cited equations such as I = PAT (human environmental impact = population × affluence × technology) are misleading here inasmuch as they imply that population is directly, proportionately and causally linked to impact.

The truth is that humanity’s environmental impact isn’t simply the aggregate of individual humans’ impacts, but a result of systems – agricultural, economic, political, cultural – that humans have invented and that affect both the environment and our human numbers in ways that can’t be reduced to human numbers alone. Here, we come to the complexities of the underlying causal web mentioned above, where it’s worth introducing a distinction between proximal and underlying causes. A patient’s death might be recorded as lung cancer, but this is only the proximal cause. Perhaps the underlying cause was that they smoked heavily. But even that only takes us so far. Not all heavy smokers get lung cancer, and not everyone is a heavy smoker – why this disease, why this person? We can pursue underlying explanations at many levels.

So perhaps if global population is a problem it’s a proximal problem, and it’s as well to seek the underlying ones. Behind the recent rise of human population and the fall of human fertility is the longer-term history of globalisation, modernisation and an expanding world economy. Global population trends have been conditioned by this history and undoubtedly have some independent impacts on the human and natural world. But in an expansionary world economy, system impacts may increase even as population decreases, while in other economic contexts population increase may have small effects.

Here, it’s worth summoning the ghost of a familiar bogeyman on matters of population – Thomas Robert Malthus (1766–1834). Malthus notoriously argued that humans, especially poor ones, tended to increase their numbers through reproduction at a greater rate than they could increase food to satisfy the elevated population, prompting the checks of hunger, disease and war to fell the surfeit.10 His analysis was a key influence on Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace in their theories of evolution by natural selection. Darwin and Wallace both enjoy a secure place in the canon of history’s greatest scientists, while Malthus wallows in a slough of intellectual derision for his wrongheadedness. Why?

One much-touted reason is that while the Malthusian analysis may work for wild organisms of the kind studied by Darwin and Wallace, humans are a special case. Rather than overshooting a fixed productivity limit we can, unlike other creatures, use technical innovation to increase the limit. Economist Ester Boserup developed an influential statement of this argument in her book The Conditions of Agricultural Growth,11 showing that when populations have expanded throughout history, people have responded by intensifying agricultural production and producing more food from a given area.

But Boserup didn’t argue that this intensification was trade-off free. In premodern agricultures, one of the main forms of intensification was labour intensification. People worked longer hours to bring forth greater productivity. Sometimes this resulted, ironically but rationally, in even more population growth to meet labour demands.12 In modern agricultures a lot of work is done by machines, but again not without trade-offs, including greenhouse gas emissions, soil erosion, water scarcity, agrochemical pollution, wildlife loss and land extensification. These problems form other productivity limits, which may or may not prove surmountable. Certainly, there’s nothing in Boserup’s analysis to suggest that productivity limits can always be overcome, and if they can’t then her account is more of a qualification than a negation of Malthus. Perhaps one reason why Malthusianism gets such short shrift is because it touches a nerve. We may not be quite so different from other organisms as we think.

It’s common nowadays to dismiss virtually any analysis that invokes external limits upon human action as Malthusian, thus making it guilty by association with Malthus’s sour reputation. This makes for good propaganda but it’s not intellectually rigorous.13 One reason it’s not intellectually rigorous is because it mixes up Malthus and Boserup, supposing that because it’s possible to overcome the problem of a given productivity limit then productivity limits are not a problem. Let me instead make this suggestion: to overcome the negative outcomes imposed by modern society and its mechanised agricultures, we should follow a Boserup path of agricultural intensification – a labour-absorbing small farm future with a low environmental impact. I don’t expect anyone to accept this suggestion at face value as obviously the best response to current problems. That’s a case I hope to build as the book proceeds. But it’s important to stress that my case is not Malthusian. I propose labour-intensive, small-scale agriculture as a positive, technological response to current constraints.

A better reason to criticise Malthus than human exceptionalism is that his analysis depoliticised hunger and poverty, which he blamed mostly on the excessive reproduction of the poor rather than on the politics of how some people get to be poor in the first place. Maybe approaches that continue to depoliticise poverty are better dismissed for their Malthusianism than ones that invoke external limits to human action.

There seem to be two variants of this depoliticised Malthusianism nowadays. The first holds that population growth or high fertility is a cause and not a consequence of poverty in high-fertility countries, and that migration from poor to rich countries should be prevented so that the latter aren’t dragged down – an argument that mercifully commands little expert support, though it’s heard often enough in political debate.14 The second is a historical argument. Before the onset of the modern age, human populations were caught in a ‘Malthusian trap’ where income increase prompted population increase that diluted away any net increase in individual well-being. But with the onset of the modern industrial world, the argument runs, self-sustaining growth slayed the Malthusian demon and created the possibility of improved well-being for all.15

This second argument raises questions that have been addressed in intricate scholarly debates. Did a premodern Malthusian trap really exist? Is modern industrial growth truly self-sustaining, or is it a different kind of trap? How did it bootstrap itself out of the supposed Malthusian trap? Is greater income the same as greater well-being? What about its wider effect on planetary biophysics? We’ll touch on some of these issues later in the book. The point I want to emphasise now is that the ‘escape from Malthus’ narrative coincides with a conventional view of economic development as a benign global force that’s available to all the world’s people if they follow the industrial path out of farming and into urbanism. Development isn’t seen as something that concentrates resources to the benefit of some places or people at the expense of others, and that may not be generalisable to the global poor. In that sense, it’s a depoliticised – perhaps Malthusian – narrative.

Take these excerpts from Stewart Brand’s book, Whole Earth Discipline:

Life in your village is dull, back-breaking, impoverished, restricted, exposed, dangerous, and static. Brigands get you, an accident gets you, disease gets you, and there’s no help nearby. You work like hell; then the weather changes, and you don’t have crops to eat or sell.… In the city, life is exciting, work is less grueling; you’re far better paid; you’re free to move around and change jobs; you have some privacy; you’re less vulnerable; and you have upward mobility. Will you put up with slum conditions for all that? In a heartbeat.… Let no one romanticize what the slum conditions are.… But the squatter cities are vibrant.… What you see up close is not a despondent populace crushed by poverty but a lot of people busy getting out of poverty as fast as they can.… Everyone is working hard and everyone is moving up.… Peasant life is over unless catastrophic climate change drives us back to it.16

Leaving aside the question of whether calling slums ‘vibrant’ constitutes romanticism, the sentiments in this passage are widely asserted, are perhaps sometimes accurate, but are also misleading. It’s true that people in towns are better off on average than people in the countryside. But that’s not the same as saying that poor people from the countryside will get rich by moving to town. Evidence suggests chronic, multi-generational slum poverty, which often bites hardest on rural newcomers. In practice, the lives of the global poor rarely follow the Dick Whittington narrative conjured by Brand, but involve a complex patchwork of livelihood strategies that juggle both urban and rural sources of family income over time and often retain a footing on rural farmland for income security.17

The rhetoric of choice and open opportunity in Brand’s writing belies how economic chances are systemically structured so that poor people, rural or urban, have few opportunities for solid improvement wherever they go. If you believe in what Brand calls the ‘urban promise’ where ‘everyone is moving up’, then indeed peasant life is over and there’s no case for a small farm future. But if the urban promise isn’t kept – and there’s plenty of evidence to suggest that it isn’t now and won’t be in the future – it’s worth considering alternatives.

All this takes us a long way from questions of global population, but it underlines the point that where people are and where they’re going – the global flows of people set in train by modernisation – may be more important than bare numbers. Brand’s enthusiasm for people voting with their feet and quitting the impoverished countryside in favour of urban promise is widely endorsed in arguments for development. Despite the identical logic, the idea of people likewise voting with their feet and quitting the impoverished countries in favour of ‘rich-country promise’ isn’t so enthusiastically aired, especially in the rich countries where anti-immigrant politics and border policing are amplifying.

International migration remains numerically small globally. In 2019, 3.5% of the world’s people lived in a country other than their country of birth. But across seven of the world’s ten largest economies the average proportion of the population born abroad was about 13%. These countries had a 10% share of the global population and a 46% share of global economic production.18 This suggests that people go if they can to where the economic opportunities are greatest – towards prosperity, away from relative want. In the process, their fertility tends towards the typically lower level of their rich country hosts, but their patterns of consumption also tend towards typically higher host-country norms.

In a sense, these global patterns represent the core tension I explore in this book. The world divides very roughly into high-fertility, low-consumption (poor) places and low-fertility, high-consumption (rich) places. People want to live in rich and not poor places, but there are only two ways this can happen. One involves physical movement from poor to rich places or countries, but this isn’t possible for everyone and it’s often unpopular with people already there. The second involves endorsing the right of people not to have to migrate afar in search of prosperity, instead spreading the low-fertility, high-consumption way of life of the rich countries across the whole world. The problem with this is that although fertility rates are declining, this spreading of wealth isn’t happening and can’t happen within the existing global economy. And if it did, it would create intolerable pressure on global resources because the high-consumption part of the second lifeway more than makes up for the low-fertility part, pushing beyond planetary boundaries.

A different future is needed, and what I suggest is a small farm future, ideally a low-fertility, enough-consumption future, widely shared around the world. It would be based neither on vast global flows of people nor on implausible levels of worldwide economic growth, but instead on settling in to our existing local places for the long haul at historically high, but soon to be declining, numbers in more sustainable, steady-state cultures and agricultures.

It’s often assumed that relatively low-tech smallholder or peasant agriculture inevitably involves high fertility, in order to generate the hands to work the fields (one possible route of Boserup’s intensification). But studies of smallholder agriculture in situations of relative land scarcity suggest that this isn’t necessarily the case.19 What’s probably more important is a policy environment harnessing the same forces that have historically pushed fertility rates downwards – a sense of relative prosperity, a sense of security, and female agency. So these are crucial to the possibilities for a congenial small farm future.

I don’t underestimate how daunting that challenge is in the face of the dominance of the present migration–urbanisation–economic growth model, though in the long run I suspect it will prove less daunting than dealing with that model’s increasingly dysfunctional consequences. As is often pointed out, the world’s population is now more urban than rural – though it’s still a close-run thing, and around half the world’s urbanites live in cities of under 500,000, suggesting at least some possibility of fruitful local urban–rural linkages.20

But this urbanising trend isn’t some force of nature. It has occurred as a result of active policies that often haven’t greatly benefited many of the people they’ve affected, and it could be reversed over time by other active policies oriented to different ends. One reason to think that this is likely to happen is that most of the world’s population (and probably most of its capital) now lives near the ocean, often in giant port cities. The chances are high that a good deal of this land area will soon no longer be land. Or if it is, it will be considerably less amenable for human habitation.

The chances are likewise high that the economic dynamism that has drawn so many people into capital-concentrating coastal urbanism over the last century will waver over the next one. Before we can ‘settle into our local places’, a lot of the world’s population will have to find a different local place to live. Climate change is already the main driver of global migration.21 Perhaps the real population-related ‘elephant in the room’ for our times will be climate-fuelled migration, particularly from urban to rural areas. In the words of one recent report, the future is rural.22

Crisis #2: Climate

Climate change is the most widely discussed global crisis of our times. Unfortunately, wide discussion has trumped wide action. It’s possible that the past three decades spent debating whether it’s happening, whether it’s caused by human actions and whether its consequences are anything to worry about may come to seem criminally complacent in the future. The bottom-line answer to all those questions is ‘yes’, but how serious the consequences are remains uncertain. At worst, a civilisation-ending catastrophe in which a small farm future of a sort for a remnant of humanity in a hot and hostile world is the only hope available. At best, numerous difficult adjustments in different places to various combinations of drought, flood, tempest, coastal storm surge, heat wave, wildfire, diminishing crop yields and crop nutritional content, sea level rise, and the spread of human diseases and crop pests.

I won’t attempt to summarise the latest scientific thinking on the likely shape of future climate change,23 but I will summarise its main proximal cause: the extraction and combustion of the fossil fuels (coal, oil and natural gas) that power the modern human economy. Their combustion releases as waste products greenhouse gases (GHGs), especially CO2, which trap re-radiating sunlight in the atmosphere, prompting global average temperature increases, which currently stand at about 1°Celsius (1°C) above preindustrial levels. Within the next 10–30 years the increase is set to reach 1.5°C, the level at which the world’s governments agreed to try to stabilise temperature increase on a voluntary basis at the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change meeting in Paris in 2015. The impacts on human well-being beyond 1.5°C are likely to be severe. Projecting the current emissions profile forwards on a business-as-usual path without mitigation suggests catastrophic global heating estimated at 3.7°C and possibly as high as 4.8°C above late-20th-century levels by 2100.24

A further problem is the long-term persistence in the atmosphere of much of the already emitted CO2. To reduce temperatures to a safe level it will probably be necessary not only to stop further GHG emissions but to actively remove CO2 from the atmosphere.

Soils and plants can emit or absorb GHGs at different stages of their life cycles and in response to different human management regimens, so farming can in theory be either a net source or sink for GHGs. Currently it’s a net source, possibly responsible for 10%–16% of total human GHG emissions.25 This will have to be reversed in the future. A good way of doing that is to move towards a small farm future. Not everyone will agree, but if we’re to get emissions under control it’s hard to dispute that we need a different farm future, in which agriculture becomes a sink rather than a major source for GHG emissions.

At the same time, it’s easy to overdo the focus on agriculture and land use as GHG sources and sinks when the real culprit, overwhelmingly, is fossil fuel combustion, both directly in its own emission profile and indirectly in terms of the kind of farming and land use it makes possible. My main climate-related arguments for a small farm future aren’t directly about the net emissions achievable through small-scale and low-impact means relative to other possibilities. Bigger questions turn on what kind of societies, economies, infrastructures and politics will be possible in a world that by design or default is decarbonising or warming. It’s in this situation that the case for a small farm future presents itself most strongly.

It’s conventional to distinguish between mitigating and adapting to climate change. The former involves reducing or removing carbon emissions from the atmosphere while the latter involves finding ways to cope with the effects of climate change. Both of these are necessary, but the case for small-scale farming revolves mostly around its potential value in social adaptation to climate change.

Fossil fuels, the main proximal cause of climate change, were first used industrially in China more than 2,000 years ago.26 Although human activities have left an ecological imprint at least since those times, it’s only in the last two centuries that the fossil fuel economy has taken off, culminating in the















	Rapid techno-fix: Existing net GHG-producing forms of production are replaced with GHG-negative equivalents, starting immediately, allowing economic and political business as usual to continue.

	Political cap: Global governance breaks out of its present impasse, imposing drastic carbon limits that fundamentally restructure the present global economy.

	Climate breakdown: This is the default in the absence of (1) or (2), unleashing chaotic consequences.





























































































































































	The formation of local agrarian capital, with an ambiguous relation to capitalism as such.

	The emergence of rentier capitalism based on Ricardian landlordism, and then other forms of non-landed rent.

	The formation of a capitalist world system through the connection of trading empires.

	The emergence of entrepreneurial industrial capitalism.

	The transformation of industrial capitalism into monopolistic corporate capitalism.

	The development of neoliberalism, in practice if not in theory as the deregulated globalisation of capital.

	The emergence of a de-materialised capitalist Empire.
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