|

/

WHAT ARE
PEOPLE FOR?

ESSAYS_BY

WENDELL
BERRY

NORTH POINT PRESS /440
Farrar, Straus and Giroux
New York




FEMINISM, THE BODY,
AND THE MACHINE

Some time ago Harper’s reprinted a short essay of mine in which
I gave some of my reasons for refusing to buy a computet. Until
thattime, the vastnumbers of people who disagree with my writ-
ings had mostly ignored them. An unusual number of people,
however, neglected to ignore my insensitivity to the wonders of
computer enhancement. Some of us, itseems, would be better off
if we would just realize that this is already the best of all possible
worlds, andis going to get even better if we will just buy the right
equipment.

Harper’s published only five of the letters the editors received
in response to my essay, and they published only negative letters.
But of the twenty letters received by the Harper's editors, who
forwarded copies to me, three were favorable. This [ look upon
asextremely gratifying. If theseletters may be taken as a fair sam-
ple, then one in seven of Harper’s readers agreed with me. if[ had
guessed beforehand, [ would have guessed that my supporters
would have been fewer thanoneinathousand. Andsol suppose,
after further reflection, that my surprise at the intensity of the at-
tacks on me is mistaken. There are more of us than | thought.
Maybe there is even a “significant number” of us.

Only one of the negative letters seemed to me to have much in-
telligence in it. That one was from R. N. Neff of Arlington, Vir-
ginia, who scored a direct hit: “Not to be obtuse, but being will-
ing to bare my illiterate soul for all to see, is there indeed a ‘work
demonstrably better than Dante’s’ . . . which was written on a
Royal standard typewriter?” I like this retort so well that I am
tempted to countita favorable response, raising the total to four.
The rest of the negative replies, like the five published ones, were

.
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more feeling than inell; i i
fairly descriged as e::eihmg::;:ome - - ks
Oneof the letter writers described me as “a foo]” and “doybj
a fool,” but fortunately misspelled my name, leavingmea s " lf
of hope that 1 am not the “Wendell Barry” he was talkin ab!::::C
Two others accused me ofself-righteousncss, by which thge sec:l =
t0 have meant thar they think they are righrer than | thinl:r 1 anl;n
Andanotheraccused meofbeing more concernedaboutmy owr;

Cause a person to be elected president,

recfnt}mo‘st of my attackers d(?al in feelings either feminist or
no ogical, or both, The feelings cxpressed seem to be repr,

Sentative of what the state of public feeling currently ermitp 5

be felt, and of whar public rhetoric currently permits Fo b s':io

The feelings, that is, are similar enough, from one letter ‘: —

other, to be thought fepresentative, and g5 representative leottae:s—

I .

value thfe help she gives me with my work, i says nothing about
ou;fhnarnage. Itsays nothin gabout our economy,

. ere is I[;O wat)(ri then, to escape the conclusion thar my wife

are subjected in these letter i
5 to a2 condemnation by ca
. te-
Ef)ry..lf\fly offense is that I am 5 man who receives some help from
; e s .
18 wite; my wife’s offense is thar she isa woman who doessome
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mine, makes her a drudge, exploited by a conventional subser-
vience. And my detractors have, as I say, no evidence to support
any of this. Their accusation rests on a syllogism of the flimsiest
sort; my wife helps me in my work, some wives who have helped
their husbands in their work have been exploited, therefore my
wife is exploited. .

This, of course, outrages justice to about the same extent that
it insults intelligence. Any respectable system of justice exists in
partasaprotectionagainstsuch accusations, In ajustsociety no-
body is expected to plead guilty to a general indictment, because
in a just society nobody can be convicted on a general indict-
ment. What is required for a just conviction is a particular ac-
cusation that can be proved. My accusers have made nosuch ac-
cusation against me.

That feminists or any other advocates of human liberty and dig-
nity should resort to insult and injustice is regrettable. It is
equally regrettable thatall of the feminist attacks on my essay im-
plicitly deny the validity of two decent and probably necessary
possibilities: marriage as a state of mutual help, and the house-
hold as an economy.

Marriage, in what is evidently its most popular version, is
now on the one hand an intimate “relationship” involving {ide-
ally) two successful careerists in the same bed, and on the other
hand a sort of private political system in which rights and inter-
ests must be constantly asserted and defended. Marriage, in
other words, has now taken the form of divorce: a prolonged and
impassioned negotiation as to how things shall be divided. Dur-
ing their understandably temporary association, the “married”
couple will typically consume a large quantity of merchandise
and a large portion of each other.

The modern household is the place where the consumptive
counple do their consuming. Nothing productive is done there.
Such work as is done there is done at the expense of the resident
couple or family, and to the profit of suppliers of energy and
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household technology. For entertainment, the inmates consume
television or purchase other consumable diversion elsewhere.

There are, however, still some married couples who under-
stand themselves as belonging to their marriage, to each other,
and to their children, What they have they have in common, and
50, to them, helping each other does not scem merely to damage
their ability to compete against each other. To them, “mine” is
not so powerful or necessary a pronoun as “ours.”

This sort of marriage usually has atits heart a household that
is to some extent productive. The couple, that is, makes around
itself a household economy that involves the work of both wife
and husband, that gives them a measure of economic indepen-
dence and self-protection, a measure of self-employment, a mea-
sure of freedom, as well as a common ground and a common sat-
isfaction. Such a household economy may employ the disciplines
and skills of housewifery, of carpentry and other trades of build-
ingand maintenance, of gardening and other branches of subsis-
tence agriculture, and even of woodlot management and wood-
cutting. It may also involve a “cottage industry” of some kind,
such as a small literary enterprise.

It is obvious how much skill and industry either partner may
putinto such a household and what a good economic result such
work may have, and yet itis a kind of work now frequently held
in contempt. Men in general were the first to hold it in contempt
as they departed from it for the sake of the professional salaryor
the hourly wage, and now itis held in contem pt by such feminists
as those who attacked my essay. Thus farm wives who help to
run the kind of household economy that I have described are apt
to be asked by feminists, and with great condescension, “But
what do you do?” By this they invariably mean that there is
something better to do than o make one’s marriage and house-
hold, and by better they invariably mean “employment outside
the home.”
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I know that I am in dangerous territory, and so | had better be
plain: what I have to say about marriage and household I mean
to apply to men as much as to women. 1 do not believe that there
is anything better to do than to make one’s marriage and house-
hold, whetheroneisa manorawoman. Idonotbelieve that “em-
ployment outside the home” is as valuable or important or sat-
isfying as employment at home, for either men or women. Itis
clear to me from my experience as a teachet, for example, that
children need an ordinary daily association with both parents.
They need to see their parents at work; they need, at first, to play
at the work they see their parents doing, and then they need to
work with their parents. It does not matter so much that this
working together should be what s called “quality time,” butit
matters a great deal that the work done should have the dignity
of economic value.
I should say too that I understand how fortunate I have been
in being able to do an appreciable part of my work at home, |
know that in many marriages both husband and wife are now
finding it necessary to work away from home. This issue, of
course, is troubled by the question of what is meant by “neces-
sary,” but it is true that a family living that not so long ago was
ordinarily supplied by one job now routinely requires two or

more, My interest is not to quarrel with individuals, men or

women, who work away from home, but rather to ask why we

should consider this general working away fromhometobeade-

sirable state of things, either for people or for marriage, for our
society or for our country.

1f1had writtenin my essay thatmy wife workedasatypistand

editor for a publisher, doing the same work that she does for me,
no feminists, | daresay, would have writtento Harper’stoattack
me for exploiting her—even though, for all they knew, I might
have forced her to do such work in order to keep mein gambling
money. It would have been assumed as a matter of course that if
she had a job away from home she was a “liberated woman,”
possessed of a dignity thatno home could confer upon her.
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4 A: I'havesaid bf:fore, Iunderstand that one cannot construct
= :;1 equate public defense of a private life. Anything that 1
i ;lg“lt say here about my marriage would be immediately (and
2e Y1)3 suspect on the ground that it would be only my testi-
e ;1]:! ut f.or the sake of argument, letus suppose that wharever
e my wife does, asa member of our marriage and household
|e: oes both as a full economicpartnerand asher own boss anci
= l(;s s;nvl_)hpose that the economy we have is adequate to’ our
,: :t ,:y '}r, granlt‘ling that supposition, should anyone assume
wifte would increase her freedom or digni i
: . gnity or satisfac-
ztlllon by becoming the employee of a boss, who would be in t;rcn
s%;h corporate underling and in no sense a partner?
- ma}:-i:‘:l)l::l any; u;;:)r:;an who would refuse, propetly, to take
w of obedience (on the ground
subservience to a mere hum ing i i e s thae
an being is beneath h igni
= o huma) uman digni
ityez f:'egl:;l'rd as “liberating™ a job that puts her under the augtlu?l':2
quiresaanc;ss {man or ';vc;man) whose authority specifically re-
expects obedience? It is eas
. ? y enough to see wh
'\:&::;m:ln came to object to the role of Blondie, a mostly decorativz
c)ccuo .1:;:1 o.f a degraded, consumptive modern household pre-
bandpl;u :v;;l: clothes, shopping, gossip, and outwitting he; hus-
! we to assume that one may fiti
pand. . y fittingly cease to be
linc;ncll::vl:;):1 baecl?mmlg lil)agwood? Is the life of a corporate under-
— cknowledging that corporate underli
B ngs are well
a:;:-jt h:aln.ac;:cptable end to our quest for human dgignity a:d
¢ Itis clear enough by now thatone d
' noug oes not cease to be an
z;n]i:;l'lel:gub:;ea'c':hmg t:el:op.”Corporatelifeiscomposedonly
erlings and higher underlin
gs. Bosses are every-
::,:T:S’ ar;ld all the 'bosses are underlings. This is invariably Z-
somethyv en the time comes for accepting responsibility for
omet mgdu?plealslant, such as the Exxon fiasco in Prince Wil
ound, for which certain lower underli :
. whi erlings are blamed but
no higher underlingis responsible. The underlings atthe top lillcle
;]

telephone operato :
; ts, have authori
sibility. ty and power, but no respon-
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And the appressiveness of some of this office work defies be-
lief. Edward Mendelson {in the New Republic, February 22,
1988) speaks of “the office worker whose computer keystrokes
are monitored by the central computer in the personnel office,
and who will be fired if the keystrokes-per-minute figure doesn’t
match the corporate quota.” (Mr. Mendelson does not say what
form of drudgery this worker is being saved from.) And whatare
we to say of the diversely skilled country housewife who now
bores the same six holes day after day on an assembly line? What
higher form of womanhood or humanity is sheevolvingtoward?
How, | am asking, can women improve themselves by sub-
mitting to the same specialization, degradation, trivialization,
and tyrannization of work that menhave submitted to? Andthat
question is made legitimate by another: How have men im-
proved themselves by submitting to it? The answer is that men
have not, and women cannot, improve themselves by submitting
toit.
Women have complained, justly, about the behavior of
“macho” men. But despite their he-man pretensions and their
captivation by masculine heroes of sports, war, and the Old
West, most men are now entirely accustomed to obeying and
currying the favor of their bosses. Because of this, of course, they
hate their jobs—they mutter, “Thank God it’s Friday” and
“Pretty good for Monday”—but they do as they are told. They
are more compliant than most housewives have been. Their
characters combine feudal submissiveness with modern help-
lessness. They have accepted almost without protest, and often
with relief, their dispossession of any usable property and, with
that, their loss of economic independence and their consequent
subordination to bosses. They have submitted to the destruction
of the household economy and thus of the household, to the loss
of home employmentand self-employment, to the disintegration
of their families and communities, to the desecration and pillage
of their country, and they have continued abjectly to believe,
obey, and vote for the people who have most eagerly abetted this

———
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th:- :::;;u:f:;ductlor}s I'have been describing are fairly directly
e ongoing revolution of appli i

i . g pliedscience know
n:::ﬁm;loglca‘l progress.” This revolution has provided '::::
s by which both the productive and the consumptive ca-
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pacities of people could be detached from household and com-
munity and made to serve other people’s purely economic ends.
It has provided as well a glamor of newness, ease, and affluence
that made it seductive even to those who suffered most fromit. In
its more recent history especially, this revolution has been suc-
cessful in putting unheard-of quantities of consumer goods and
services within the reach of ordinary people. But the technical
means of this popular “affluence” hasatthe same time made pos-
sible the gathering of the real property and the real power of the
country into fewer and fewer hands.
Some people would like to think that this long sequence of in-
dustrial innovations has changed human life and even human
nature in fundamental ways. Perhaps it has—but, arguably, al-
most always for the worse. T know that “technological progress”
can be defended, but I observe that the defenses are invariably
quantitative—catalogs of statistics on the ownership of auto-
mobiles and television sets, for example, or on the increase of life
expectancy—and | see that these statistics are always kept care-
fully apart from the related statistics of soil loss, pollution, social
disintegration, and so forth. Thatis tosay, thereis never an effort
to determine the net result of this progress. The voice of its de-
fenders is not that of the responsible bookkeeper, but that of the
propagandist or salesman, who says that the net gain is more
than 100 percent—that the thing we have bought has perfectly
replaced everything it has cost, and added a great deal more:
“You just can’t lose!” We thus have got rich by spending, just as
the advertisers have told us we would, and the best of all possible
worlds is getting better every day.

The statistics of life expectancy are favorites of the industrial
apologists, because they are perhaps the hardest to argue with.
Nevertheless, this emphasis on longevity is an excellent example
of the way theisolated aims of the industrial mind reduce and dis-
tort human life, and also the way statistics corrupt the truth. A
long life has indeed always been thought desirable; everything
that is alive apparently wishes to continue to live. But until our
own time, that sentence would have been qualified: long life is
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desi . .
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ing? Surely the aim cannot be the integrity or happiness of our
families, which we have made subordinate to the education sys-
tem, the television industry, and the consumer economy. Surely
it cannot be the integrity or health of our communities, whichwe
esteem even less than we esteem our families. Surely it cannot be
jove of our country, for we are far more concerned about the des-
ecration of the flag than we are about the desecration of our land.
Surely it cannot be the love of God, which counts for at least as
little in the daily order of business as the love of family, commu-
nity, and country.

The higher aims of “technological progress” are money and

ease. And this exalted greed for money and ease is disguised and
justified by an obscure, cultish faith in “the future.” We do as we
do, we say, “for the sake of the future” or “to make a better future
for our children.” How we can hope to make a good future by
doing badly in the present, we do not say. We cannot think about
the future, of course, for the future does not exist: the existence
of the future is an article of faith. We can be assured only that, if
there s to be a future, the good of itis already implicitin the good
things of the present. We do not need to plan or devise a “world
of the future”; if we take care of the world of the present, the fu-
rure will have received full justice from us. A good future is im-
plicit in the soils, forests, grasslands, marshes, deserts, moun-
tains, rivers, lakes, and oceans that we have now, and inthegood
things of human culture that we have now; the only valid “furur-
ology” available to us s to take care of those things. We have no
need to contrive and dabbleat “the future of thehuman race™; we
have the same pressing need that we have always had—to love,
care for, and teach our children.

And so the question of the desirability of adopting any tech-
nological innovation is a question with two possible answers—
not one, as has been commonly assumed. If one’s motives are
money, ease, and haste to arriveina technologically determined
future, then the answer s foregone, and there is, in fact, no ques-
tion, and no thought. 1f one’s motive is the love of family, com-
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munity, country, and God, then one will have to think. and on
may have to decide that the proposed innovation is uncl,esirablee
The question of how to end or reduce dependence on so f
the technological innovations already adopted is a bafflin e
At least, it baffles me. I have not been able to see, for exai-nm:e.
how pt?Op'C living in the country, where there is nc’: public trai:-’
portation, can give up their automobiles without becoming |
useful to each other. And this is because, owing largely to t}? in.
fluence of the automobile, we live too far from each other : md-
from the things we need, to be able to get about by an t’)t:;:l
means. Of course, you could do without an automobileybut : r
:li(:, :o {\(]m :.ould have to disconnect yourself from many :)bligac-)
= :;tis%:: dl r:fel.have sofarbeenableto think about this problem
‘ Bur if we have paid attention to the influence of the automo-
bile on country communities, we know that the desirability of
technological innovation is an issue that requires thin;cy'
flbout, a'nd we should have acquired some ability to think ab >
:;th ;lr"lhus 11:’ Ilam partly awriter,and I am offered an expensive ;:-t
Chin: itsodees i[:an;;:e\‘wnte, [ought to ask whether or not such a ma-
I should ask, in the first place, whether or not I wish to
chasea solufion to a problem that I do not have. | ackntawlfc;.l .
that, asa writer, [need alot of help. And 1 have received an abug'f
dance olf the best of help from my wife, from other member nf
my family, from friends, from teachers, from editors, and 50:10-
times fr(?m readers, These people have helped me ot;t of love ,
fl:lendshlp, and perhaps in exchange for some help that I h %
given them. [ suppose I should leave open the possibili tha:flz
need more help than [ am getting, but I would certai Iryb :
grateful and greedy to think so. i
But a computer, 1 am told, offers a kind of help that you can’t
get‘from other humans; a computer will help you to write fast
easier, and more, For a while, it seemed to me that every uni =
sity professor I met told me this, Do I, then, want to wr?tis fals‘:?:
b
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easier, and more? No. My standards are not speed, ease, and
quantity. lhave already left behind too much evidence that, writ-
ing with a pencil, 1 have written too fast, too easily, and too
much. I would like to be a better writer, and for that I need help
from other humans,nota machine.

The professors who recommended speed, ease, and quantity
to me were, of course, quoting the standards of their universities.
The chief concern of the industrial system, which is to say the
present university system, is to cheapen work by increasing vol-
ume. But implicit in the professors’ recommendation was the
idea that one needs to be up with the times. The pace-setting ac-
ademic intellectuals have lately had a great hankering to be up
with the times. They don’t worry about keeping up with the
Joneses: as intellectuals, they know that they are supposed to be

Nonconformists and Independent Thinkers living atthe Cutting
Edge of Human Thought. And so they are all a-dither to keepup
with the times—which means adopting the latest technological
innovations as soon as the Joneses do.

Do 1 wish to keep up with the times? No.

My wish simply istolivemy life as fully as I can. Inboth our work
and our leisure, I think, we should be so employed. And in our
time this means that we must save ourselves from the products
that we are asked to buy in order, ultimately, to replace our-
selves.
The danger most immediately to be feared in “technological
progress” is the degradation and obsolescence of the body. Im-
plicit in the technological revolution from the beginning has
been a new version of an old dualism, one always destructive,
and now more destructive than ever. For many centuries there
have been people wholooked upon the body, asupon the natural
world, as an encumbrance of the soul, and so have hated the
body, as they have hated the natural world, and longed to be free
of it. They have seen the body as intolerably imperfect by spiri-
tual standards. More recently, since the beginning of the tech-
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sm;]“:howtaeI ilrl:i::gzlzll-‘eel?ddustl;ial implication that the i:oody is
mo.{_; flbl:mdant assoon as i:‘:::l ;:};’o\:: ::;1 r:l;gtl:e iy
is .
o a]i::;,csl ?,i l:lz:zebod.y and of the body’s life in the natural
e an; in the technolf)gical revolution (and
— Sexyu ll1| vengefully s0), is of concern to an artist
becaus: mir;d o 12 olve, is of.th_e body. Like sexual love, art
msbiniticelyin Eslr'l]t‘ also, but it is made with the body and it
body’s involvement i1:| tl?er;(f:l];flg :): ::mllit t;] N i“thaCY =
: ‘ ork of art (thati
:;t;f::;,n z:xyl:hm g l?aade byart) ifn?vitably risks redu(cing t}sl,e?i(i:!}(’
the art itself. In addition to the reasons | gave previ-
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ously, which Istill believe are good reasons, lam not goingtouse
acomputer because | don’t want to diminish or distortmy bodily
involvementinmy work.1don’twantto deny myselfthe pleasure
of bodily involvement in my work, for that pleasure seems to me
tobethesignofan indispensable integrity.
At first glance, writing may seem not near
the body as, say, dancingor gardeningor carpentry. Andyetlan-
guage is the most intimately physical of all the artisticmeans, We
haveitpalpablyinour mouths;itisour langue, our tongue. Writ-
ing it, we shape it with our hands. Reading aloud what we have
written—as we must do, if we are writing carefully—our lan-
guage passes in at the eyes, out at the mouth, in at the ears; the
words areimmersed and steeped in the senses of the body before
they makesensein the mind. They cannot makesense inthemind
until they have made sensein the body. Doesshapingone’s words
with one’s own hand impart character and quality to them, as
docs speaking them with one’s own tongue to the satisfaction of
one’sown ear? Thereis no way to prove thatitdoes. Onthe other
hand, there is no way to prove that it does not, and I believe that

it does.
The actof writing language

ly somuchanart of

downisnotsoinsistently tangible
an act as the act of building a house or playing the violin. But to
the extent that it is tangible, 1 love the rangibility of it. The com-
puter apologists, it seems to me, have greatly underrated the
value of the handwritten manuscriptas an artifact. 1don’tmean
that a writer should be a fine calligrapher and write for exhibi-
tion, but rather that handwriting has a valuable influence on the
work so written. 1 am certainly no calligrapher, but my hand-
written pages have a homemade, handmade look to them that
both pleases mein itself and suggests the possibility of ready cor-
rection. It looks hospitable to improvement. As the longhand is
rransformed into typescript and then into galley proofs and the
printed page, it seems increasingly to resistimprovement. More
and more spunk is required to mar the clean, final-looking lines
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of type. I i i
; kzlp; : ihave tfhe non.on—agam not provable—that the longer
= m}; c:leo v;;ork in lon.ghzfnd, the better it will be, 2
co"ectio;.l - :z, there is a s‘lgmﬁcant difference between read
s easy correctmn.. Much is made of the ease of cor}:
,ight_imag;:,";'z;;e; work, owing to the insubstantiality of the
e Ereen; one presses a button and the old ver-
substantiality o’f pc:lp:rr:g:f :;S cl:jc))(ntshe et «f ll:fz e
b . onsequent ifficulty involved
one dx issnrz:l };:niv;n u; ortypewriteanew pageevery timea cor-,
B somc.de :en written or rygewritten page therefore is
AR E ei a palimpsest; it contains parts and relics
= aslll.lres,. passages crossed out, interlinea-
e go f ;t there is somet‘hing to go back to as well
e comrfst : rward to. The light-text on the computer
g l, is an artifact typical of whar can only be
stroys the sense ofl ilisf,tfrsiiz:,s?l?;:::im al?somte(i Ll <
To on, just as do other for
mc;:rr;lzafiﬁgaﬁe.well:rafted table or cabinet ernbf::dier:':l i}?:
oot e e ;,t'e;:l odies respect for) the tree it was made
e o r:fe ich the tree stood. The work of certain pot-
o o e e n;lory Ehat the clay was dug from the earth.
the 1 B e mh ospitably the remnants and reminders of
e T toe that preceded them. It is possible even for
o nd cifies l-rerm:'rnber _fam?s and forests or prairies. All
T erfl?ell:lbers‘ its history. The best writing, even
wheny verSio;ls ¥ -to ;Ftlmatlons Fhat itisthe present version of
and the ways of earlli:: n':a:::istl;: tthlts rl:]aker e
nethew : - Itthus keeps, even inprint, asug-
g somethtil:g q:fa:;]tiys of tzc handwrlttenlpage; itisa palin’lpsesgt.
e grll oub.tedly carries over into industrial
forefinger that recalls th: ;?;nl:\ifrisjz SIt‘lilpe - ELIOOP o
s jug that went efore it. Bu
somethin Sgi:tle:l 1s missing. It embodies no memory of its sourc;
the earth or of any human handinvolvedin its shap-
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ing. Orlook at a large factory or a power plantoranairport,and
see if you can imagine—even if you know—what was there be-
fore. Insuch things thematerials of the world have entered akind
of orphanhood.
It would be uncharitable and foolish of me to suggest that
nothing good will ever be written on a computer. Some of my
best friends have computers. | have only said that a computer
cannot help you to write better, and | stand by that. (In fact, 1
know a publisher who says that under the influence of com-
puters—or of the immaculate copy that computers produce—
many writers are now writing worse.) But I do say that in using
computers writers are flirting with a radical separation of mind
and body, the elimination of the work of the body from the work
of the mind. The text on the computer screen, and the computer
printout too, has a sterile, untouched, factorymade look, like
thatof a plastic whistle or anew car. The body does not do work
like that. The body characterizes everything it touches. Whatit
makes it traces over with the marks of its pulses and breathings,
its excitements, hesitations, flaws, and mistakes. On its good
work, it leaves the marks of skill, care, and love persisting
through hesitations, flaws, and mistakes. And to those of us who
love and honor the life of the body in this world, these marks are
precious things, necessities of life.
But writingisof the body in yetanother way. Itis preeminently
a walker’s art. It can be done on foot and at large. The beauty of
its traditional equipment s simplicity. And cheapness. Going off
to the woods, I take a pencil and some paper (any paper—a small
notebook, an old envelope, a piece of a feed sack), and l am as
well equipped for my work as the president of IBM. T am also
free, for the time being at least, of everything that IBM is hooked
to. My thoughts will not be coming to me from the power struc-
ture or the power grid, but from another direction and way en-
tirely. My mind is free to go with my feet.
I know that there are some people, perhaps many, to whom
you cannot appeal on behalf of the body. To them, disembodi-
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men ]: isa goal, gnd they long for the realm of pure mind—or
;m; ine; th::: dlffer:encc is negligible. Their departure from 51“{"—'
odies, obviously, is much to be desired, but the rest of us h:lc;

Some o iti
“en utf my cr;gcs were happy to say that my refusal to use a
Vincgd :]: \:'t.::u 'llnotldo any good. I have argued, and am con
» that it will acleast do me som :
: e good, and that i i
. ‘ , it may in-
thi;(:n me in the prelservatlon of some cultural goods. But w\{hat
eant wasreal, practical, publi :
‘ icgood. They m h
materials and energy I sa ’ et Bl
ve by not buyin i
mater a computer will
significant.” They mean individ, ; i
! tthatnoindividual’ inti
srestraintin th
o .
f t;chnology orenergy will be “significant.” Thatis true ik
ut insigni : :
s iach 9:;1e of us, by “insignificant” individual abuse of the
Iwere, ont? utes to a general abuse that is devastating. And if
e oc;ne of thousands or millions of people who could afford a
equipment, even one for whi
P which they had i
need,” and yetdid n i / ot
ot buy it, that would be “signi
i e “significant,”
then, should I hesitate for even a moment to b , B
one, of that “significant”
reply to the folly of *
should anybody wai

e eone, even the first
nt” number? Thoreau gave the definitive
significant numbers” a long time ago: Why
ke g aToody f,to do whatis right until everybody doesit?
o gnificant” to love your own children or to eat your
o 1_1;rl1e‘r, either. But normal humans will not wait to lov
cl;ntl itis mandated by an act of Congress o
ne .
. uof my correspondents asked where one s to draw theline
o ]qa estion returns me to the bewilderment I mentioned ear.
dm;v .tn]; unsure where the line ought to be drawn, or how t
I ) . I . » * 0
utitis an intelligent question, worth losing some sleep

over,
I'know i
e isl';)w toldraw the line only where itis casy todraw, It s
en a luxury—to deny oneself the use of a television

set, and 1 zealously practice that form of

. l i ' .
see television (at other people’s houses)Se Gl

» 1 am more inclined to
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congratulate myselfon my deprivation. [havenodoubt,as] have
said, that ] am better off without a computer. I joyfully deny my-
self a motorboat, a camping van, an off-road vehicle, and every
other kind of recreational machinery. I have, and want, no “sec-
ond home.” I suffer very comfortably the lack of colas, TV din-
ners, and other counterfeit foods and beverages.

[ am, however, stillin bondage to the automobile industry and
the energy companies, which have nothing to recommend them
except our dependence on them. I still fly on airplanes, which
have nothing to recommend them but speed; they are inconve-
nient, uncomfortable, undependable, ugly, stinky, and scary. |
still cut my wood with a chainsaw, which has nothing to recom-
mend it but speed, and has all the faults of an airplane, except it
does not fly.

It is plain to me that the line ought to be drawn without fail
wherever it can be drawn easily. And it ought to be easy (though
many do not find it 50) to refuse to buy what one does not need.

If you are already solving your problem with the equipment you
have—a pencil, say—why solve it with something more expen-
sive and more damaging? If you don’t have a problem, why pay
for a solution? If you love the freedom and elegance of simple
tools, why encumber yourself with something complicated?

And yet, if we are ever again to have a world fit and pleasant
for little children, we are surely going to have to draw the line
where it is not easily drawn, We are going to have to learn to give
up things that we have learned (in only a few years, after all) to
“need.” | am not an optimist; 1 am afraid that { won’t live long
enough to escape my bondage to the machines. Nevertheless, on
every day left to me | will search my mind and circumstances for
the means of escape. And I am not without hope. 1 knew a man
who, in the age of chainsaws, went right on cutting his wood
with a handsaw and an axe. He was a healthier and a saner man
than 1am. [ shall let his memory trouble my thoughts.
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lTowan!iJ the.enc.l of ::ls You Like It, Otlando says: “I can live

; ::ager y thmkln.g. Heisready to marry Rosalind. It is time fl::)-
f rnation, Ha.vmg thought too much, he is at one of the limi

ge:l:man Ifxpen;:nce, or of human sanity. If his love does p::l:;
‘esh, we know he must sooner or | i i

Illml:, at which he will say, “I can Iiv::; Tc::gv:ri:ritttzsf 1:3'5“‘3

ing.” Thought—even consciousness—seems to Jive be:-“:::r;

What w i i i
e need, obviously, is a more intelligent—which is to
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say, a more accurate—description of the pr‘oble'm. 'fl'he dl::.scl:'l;;;
tion of a problem as planetary arouses a mf)tl\ran‘c‘)n orw |c’ ) :1 :
necessity, there is no employment. Th'e adjective plane;alry f cti
scribes a problem in such a way that it cannot be solv]: .In at h;
though we now have serious problems nearly ew:r)y'\:;ir ere ;:nd e
planet, we have no problem that can a.ccu.rately be describe 4
planetary, And, short of the total annihilation of the humanrace,
is no planetary solution.
the{fh'::; afe also nrgnational, state, ot county pr(zblems,-and r}ljo
national, state, or county solutions. That will-o -t.he-yvnsp:it f;
large-scale solution to the large-scale prob!em, which is scntl e:o
to governments, universities, anc! corporations, s}c:rve; mosay 0
distractpeople fromthe sr;'lall, private problems that they may,
ower to solve. .
fac';:ll:ea ;:c:ll:leel:ns, if we describlz; them accurately, are all private
hey are so initially. :
an?[';n:::;)gl:ns );re our lives. In the “developed” C(.m:ntru?s;]at
least, the large problems occur because all of us are lwnrll’g eit e:i'
partly wrong or almost entirely wrong, It was not just the g:‘t:i ;
of corporate shareholdersand t}-w hubris of corporate E?ce.cpt lv s
that put the fate of Prince William Sound into one ship; i
also our demand that energy be cheap and plentiful.

The economies of our communities and households a;e
wrong. The answers to the human problems of ecology are to be
found in economy. And the answers to the problt.:ms of econormy
are to be found in culture and in character. '.To fail to see this ;s'to
goon dividing the world falsely between guilty producers andin-

umers.
“0‘_:;;‘: ;?::etaw versions—the heroic versions—of our prob-
lems have attracted great intelligence. Bur these problemds, as
they arecaused and sufferedin ourlives,'ourl'fouseholds, andour
communities, have attracted very little intelligence.
There are some notable exceptions. .A few Peoplc have
learned to do a few things better. But itis discouraging to reflect
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that, though we have been talking about most of cur problems
for decades, we are still mainly talking about them. The civil
rights movement has not given us better communities, The
women'’s movement has not given us better marriages or better
households. The environment movement has not changed our
parasitic relationship to nature.

We have failed to produce new examples of good home and com-
munity economies, and we have nearly completed the destruc-
tion of the examples we once had. Withoutexamples, we are left
with theory and the bureaucracy and meddling that come with
theory. We change our principles, our thoughts, and our words,
buttheseare changes madein the air. Our lives goonunchanged.

For the most part, the subcultures, the countercultures, the
dissenters, and the Opponents continue mindlessly—or perhaps
just helplessly—to follow the pattern of the dominant society in
its extravagance, its wastefulness, its dependencies, and its ad-
dictions. The old problem remains: How do you get intelligence
outof aninstitution or an organization?

My smali community in Kentucky haslived and dwindled for
at least a century under the influence of four kinds of organiza-
tions: governments, corporations, schools, and churches—al] of
which are distant (either actually orin interest), centralized, and
consequently abstract in their concerns,

Governments and corporations {except for employees) have
no presence in our community at all, which is perhaps fortunate
for us, but we nevertheless feel the indifference or the contempt
of governments and corporations for communities such as ours,

We have had no school of our own for nearly thirty years. The
school system takes our young people, prepares them for “the
world of tomorrow”—which it does not expect to take place in
any rural area—and gives back “expert” (thatis, extremely gen-
eralized) ideas.

The churchis present in the town. We have two churches. But
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both have been used by their denominations, for almost a cen-
tury, to provide training and income for student ministers, who
do not stay long enough even to become disillusioned.

Foralong time, then, the minds that have mostinfluenced our
town have not been of the town and so have nottried even to per-
ceive, much less to honor, the good possibilities that are there.
They have not wondered on what terms a good and conserving
life might be lived there. In this my community is not unique but
islike almostevery other neighborhoodin our country andin the
“developed” world.

The question that smust be addressed, therefore, is nothow to
care for the planet, but how to care for each of the planet’s mil-
lions of human and natural neighborhoods, each of its millions

of small pieces and parcels of land, each one of which is in some
precious way different from all the others. Our understandable
wish to preserve the planet must somehow be reduced to the
scale of our competence—that is, to the wish to preserve all of its
humble households and neighborhoods.

What can accomplish this reduction? I will say again, without
overweening hope but with certainty nonetheless, that only love
can do it. Only love can bring intelligence out of the institutions
and organizations, where it aggrandizes itself, into the presence
of the work that must be done.

Loveisnever abstract. It does not adhere to the universe orthe
planetor the nation or the institution or the profession, but to the
singular sparrows of the street, the lilies of the field, “the least of
these my brethren.” Love is not, by its own desire, heroic. Itis he-
roic only when compelled to be. It exists by its willingness to be
anonymous, humble, and unrewarded.

Theolder love becomes, the more clearly it understandsitsin-
volvement in partiality, imperfection, suffering, and mortality.
Evenso,itlongs forincarnation. Itcanlive nolonger by thinking.

And yet to put on flesh and do the flesh’s work, it must think.

In his essay on Kipling, George Orwell wrote: “All left-wing
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parties in the highly industrialized countries are at botto
sh?m, because they make it their business to fight against s e
thu?g which they do not really wish to destroy. They have izrtnc-
nationalist aims, and at the same time they struggle ro k =
s.tandard of life with which those aims are incom atibl: e\l;(/upl:l!
live by robbing Asiatic coolies, and those of us th:) are* . I'c ;
ened’ all maintain that those coolies oughtto be set free-i:n oy
standard of living, and hence our ‘enlightenment,’ d s che
the robbery shall continue.” " vt
: This statement of Orwell’s s clearly applicable to our situa
tton now; all we need to do js change a few nouns. The religi :
and the environmentalism of the highly industriali;:ed countgl?n
areat bottom a sham, because they makeit their business to ﬁﬂlis
against something that they do not really wish to destroy. Wi ; llt
live by robbing nature, but our standard of livin de Y'd i
the robbery shall continue, el e
We must achieve the character and acquire the skills to [;
much poorer than we do. We must waste less. We must do e
tf‘or lc:.m;f.‘:lw:s and each other, It is either thar or continue m?r:;-;
tz :n :11( e'and talk about changes that we are inviting catastrophe
The great obstacle is simply this: the conviction that we
not change because we are dependent on whatis wrong, B C; u
is the addict’s excuse, and we know that it will not do o] sl
.How dependent, in fact, are we? How depende.nt a
neighborhoods and communities? How might aur c;f .
dences be reduced? To answer these questions will require b Ly
thoughts and better deeds than we have been c:;ipabl;::I of so f‘:tef
We must have the sense and the courage, for example, ¢ :
thfat the ability to transport food for hundreds or thoﬂsa,ng 5‘3‘;
milesdoesnot necessarily mean that we are well off, [¢ means t;o
the food supply is more vulnerable and more costiy thanal ElIt
.food supply would be. It means that consumers do not contr ol':El
influence the healthfulness of their food supply and that the; a:
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at the mercy of the people who have the control and influence. It
means that, in eating, people are using large quantities of petro-
leum that other people in another time are almost certain to
need.

Our mostserious problem, perhaps, is that we have becomea
nation of fantasists, We believe, apparently, in the infinite avail-
ability of finite resources. We persistin land-use methods that re-
duce the potentially infinite power of soil fertility to a finite
quantity, which we then proceed to waste asif it werean infinite
quantity. We have an economy that depends not on the quality
and quantity of necessary goods and services but on the moods
of a few stockbrokers. We believe that democratic freedom can
be preserved by people ignorant of the history of democracy and
indifferent to the responsibilities of freedom.

Our leaders have been for many years as oblivious to the real-
ities and dangers of their time as were George 111 and Leord
North. They believe that the difference between war and peaceis
still the overriding political difference—when, in fact, the differ-
ence has diminished to the point of insignificance. How would
you describe the difference between modern war and modernin-
dustry—between, say, bombing and strip mining, or berween
chemical warfare and chemical manufacturing? The difference
seems to be only that in war the victimization of humans is di-
rectly intentional and in industry it is “accepted” as a “trade-
off.”

Were the catastrophes of Love Canal, Bhopal, Chernobyl,and
the Exxon Valdezepisodesof war orof peace? They were, in fact,
peacetime acts of aggression, intentional to the extent that the
risks were known and ignored.

We are involved unremittingly in a war not against “foreign
enemies,” but against the world, against our freedom, and in-
deed against our existence. Qur so-called industrial accidents
should be looked upon as revenges of Nature. We forgetthatNa-
ture is necessarily party to all our enterprises and that she im-
poses conditions of her own.
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Now s.h.e is plai'n‘ly saying to us: “If you put the fates of whole
communities or cities or regions or ecosystems at risk in single
ships or factories or power plants, then I will furnish the drunk or

the fool or the imbeci i
e e imbecile who will make the necessary small mis-
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