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Abstract 

Humanity’s future is dismal as long as it continues to exist devoid of community with each other 

and with Nature as a whole. To better observe being-in-community, this study analyzed 

ecological agriculture, a practice in which the well-being of the farmer is reciprocally tied to that 

of the land, as analogous to the more comprehensive relationship between humans and Nature. 

This study used photo elicitation, a method which integrates photographs by and interviews of 

the five participating ecological farmers, and a phenomenological lens to discern the convivially 

physiological art of being-in-community: listening to all voices as equal and possessing value 

and contribution; making room for chaos, the unexpected; learning, from a place of not-

knowing; where the inevitability of impermanence is embraced, incorporated, reconstituted as a 

simultaneity of what was, what is, and what will be; where the quintessence, self, reconciles 

paradox, crystallizing diversity into the unity of community.  

 

 

 

-o- 
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“Make me thy lyre, even as the forest is: 

what if my leaves are falling like its own? 

The tumult of thy mighty harmonies 

 

Will take from both a deep autumnal tone, 

sweet though our sadness. Be thou, spirit fierce, 

my spirit! Be thou me, impetuous one! 

 

Drive my dead thoughts over the universe, 

like wither’d leaves to quicken a new birth; 

and, by incantation of this verse, 

 

scatter, as from an unextinguish’d hearth 

ashes and sparks, my words among mankind! 

Be through my lips to unawaken’d earth 

 

The trumpet of a prophecy! O wind, 

if winter comes, can spring be far behind?” 

 

(Shelley, 2009, p. 414)  
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Welcome 

-o- 

“’The time has come,’ the walrus said, ‘to talk of many things: 

of shoes—and ships—and sealing-wax—of cabbages  

and kings—and why  

the sea is boiling hot—and  

whether pigs have wings.’” 

(Carroll, 2001, p. 19) 

 

 

 

 

-o- 
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I am going to tell you a story. I realize that this is probably not what you expected upon 

arriving on this page, but it is in fact what is about to happen. Of course, research preceded the 

writing. Yes, results, analysis, and discussion are included, but this is the manner I have chosen 

in which to recount what I discovered. To extract those purported academic elements of this 

work without including the context in which they emerged would be to see a fish flip-flopping 

haphazardly on the ground, gasping for breath, water nowhere in sight.  

The story you are reading was born of a conversation with a dear friend of mine some 

years ago. I have conversations with other friends, too, but conversations with this friend are, 

different. He and I have deeply rhetorical, dare I say it, philosophical conversations ranging from 

the superiority of lion prides over wolf packs to the nature of reality and all points in between. 

There are times we find ourselves in slightly different positions, and then there are times we find 

that we are diametrically opposed in every way. The latter intellectual pickles are the ones we 

absolutely live for. We settle in, as if playing a game, and spread our ideas on a metaphorical 

table between us, scatter them, shuffle them, chew on them, gnaw at them. I mean, we really 

grind them to bits, and, with any luck, we generate further ideas for the rendering. The process 

has repeated itself for over a decade.  

During one marathon session intertwining human nature, society, and Nature itself, my 

friend posed the question, perhaps out of abject frustration, perhaps out of idle curiosity, “What 

is your ideal Walter-topia?” I had nothing, no inkling, no response because I had never 

encountered in real-life or in literature, for that matter, anything remotely resembling a 

comprehensive picture of what my friend was asking about, but I suddenly had an intense desire 

to find one. In one fleeting moment, the way I approached my world switched from casual 
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observation to fierce inquisition. I now found myself on a quest…if one were to be so 

melodramatic.  

And I did have a starting point: a three-point list of faculties which I would hope to see in 

a societal construct fitting the “Walter-topia” bill. First, this ideal society would be place-based, 

or at least have an identity intrinsically related to the ecology in which it was situated. This, I 

felt, would ensure more than a modicum of appreciation for the Nature component. In addition to 

a connection to Nature, an emulation of Nature resonated with me which led to the second bullet-

point: this society would be autopoietic. This word, as funny sounding as it looks, is pronounced 

aw-toe-poi-eht-ick. My daughter prefaces her questions of me with, “Can I have just the short 

answer, not the long one?” The short answer to the unasked question, “What is autopoietic?" is it 

means self-creating (Maturana and Verden-Zoller, 2008). An entity comes into being as distinct 

then renews and recreates itself as distinct. Put more directly, it is an emergence which sustains 

itself as distinct from those surrounding it, a closed system. Three—this is a big one—it would, 

at its core, assume that the operative unit of the human condition is the community rather than 

the individual. At this point in the story, I had done no real research, mind you, only much navel 

gazing augmented with bountiful wool-gathering, but I knew I was now looking for an 

ecologically centered, autopoietic community. Needles and haystacks came to my mind and 

danced in my dreams for a copious amount of time.  

If I were you, there is a sticking point in the preceding, one which may induce 

considerable eye-rolling. I must break from the narrative a moment here to address the “-topia” 

aspect, which, in this context, tends to connote utopia. Think Thomas More, Francis Bacon, and 

a host of others from Campanella to Neville. In each of these, utopia is a definitive result, a 

product. If the breadth of failed attempts at a near-utopia under every political guise from 
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democracy (there are those that refer to the United States as “The American Experiment” 

(Gillion and Matson, 2012)) and socialism to fascism and communism is evidence, at all, then 

utopia as product is a doomed fete accompli! However, bear with me here, if one placed 

emulating Nature as a priority, then one would not seek product, but process. For Nature is in 

flux (Durant, 1983)! Nature is becoming (Plato and Segal, 1986). The natural world humans 

inhabit is in process! (Humans are, too, I might add.) So, cast from thy skull any notions that I’m 

off on a utopian snipe hunt. I’m not seeking a utopian product. Onward we trodge toward the 

semblance of a point! 

 

 

-o- 
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Contextus Mei 
 

-o- 

 

“For pity’s sake, you who know so much,  

tell me why I am mad?”  

(Voltaire, 2011, p. 143) 

-o- 

“Was it I or was it shadow, 

a trick of light in play 

leading me to see that I saw 

the garden from whence we came” 

(Fallon, 2003, 1:12) 

 

 

 

 

 

-o- 
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I live on an island in Florida in the southeastern United States. My graduate program 

lives on an island in western Canada. That’s right, there’s literally a continent between me and 

my university. That takes “walked up hill both ways to school” gives it steroids and enters it in a 

weight-lifting competition with designs on the title. The benefit of this transcontinental 

scholastic positioning is that my family and I get to traverse the North American continent every 

summer in order that I may attend classes. Stay with me, we’ve fast forwarded in my search a 

couple of years to when I find what I was looking for. I’ll mention here, and elsewhere, that it 

was because of my wife that I found it. In order to get from mainland Washington State in the 

United States to Vancouver Island on which my school sits, one must hop a ferry and weave 

between and among the San Juan Islands in the Salish Sea. My family and I learned this on our 

first trip west. The next year, we decided on the spot, we would be stopping on these islands.  

 That is exactly what we did. San Juan Island, situated in the San Juan Islands, is a small, 

but highly sought-after tourist destination in the summertime, the time of year in which we were 

to visit. My wife, the intrepid internet treasure hunter, looked up from her digital digging with a 

look of despair, “The cheapest place to stay on the island is three hundred and fifty dollars.” “For 

the two days we’re to be there?” I asked. “No. For one night.”. She was not to be deterred. More 

digging ensued and finally I heard her shovel strike something hard, a place for a more, shall we 

say reasonable, amount. My wife, however, warned me, “It’s a tent.”  

 And so it was! It was a campaign tent with four canvas walls, a peak roof and a solid 

plywood floor. Having taken a path which led into rather than out of doors and having spent 

many of my younger years in a contrasting existence, I was as happy as a pig in…well, I was 

happy. Exuberant even. The sentiment, while not shared, exactly, was at least echoed with the 

rest of my party when we arrived at our tent. The tent, on its plywood platform, was situated on a 
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twenty-acre ecological farm complete with orchard, vegetables, berries, chickens, goats, ducks, 

and a pig. Not one of us had ever camped on a working farm before. On our first morning, we 

took to wandering around the farm, the invitation to do so having been extended the day before 

by the farmer herself. My son likes chickens, we visited the chickens. My daughter likes goats, 

we chatted with the goats. My wife likes plants, this farm had those in spades. In our wandering, 

my wife mentioned absently, “This farm doesn’t stink. I thought farms were supposed to stink.” 

My vision blurred. When the ripples in my brain settled, I experienced my surroundings in a 

wholly new way.  That probably comes across as hyperbolic. In a way, it isn’t. Having grown up 

with horses and having actually been on a good many farms, I knew farms to, if not stink, at least 

be olfactorily evident as farms. Where we were standing was not. My wife’s statement situated 

me in place in such a way I was able to look around and see, for the first time since our arrival, 

my surroundings: 

Here was what I was looking for!!! There, right before my eyes, was a self-sustaining, 

ecologically-centered community! But what was it about this place? I had to know more. I had to 

know because if the members of this community could interact in such ways…I wanted, needed, 

to know the nature of the relationships within this community. I realized, also, that only one 

member of that community could communicate with me in a language I could easily understand: 

the farmer. The farmer, clearly a member of this community, clearly a part of, rather than in 

control of, this wondrous phenomenon taking place. So, in order to peer into this community, to 

see, to feel the relationships between its members, I would have to ask, “What is the relationship 

between an ecological farmer and their farm?”  
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Great Ape? 

-o- 

“Any human product or activity that humans  

defend as a category becomes,  

by that very fact, a sacred cow—in need by the same fact, 

 of an occasional goosing.” (Berry, 1990, p. 42) 

 

-o- 

 

“For our contention is not with flesh and blood 

but with dominion and authority, with the world- 

ruling powers of this dark age, with the spirit 

of evil in things heavenly” 

(King James Bible, 1769/1998, Eph. 6:12) 

 

 

 

 

-o- 
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I had seen it, now I had to understand it. The first step in understanding what I saw, was 

to understand from whence I was seeing it: as a human in western society in the 21st Century.  

What follows is a sort of “where are we now” but shifted a little so that a more accurate 

description of that which ensues might be “where was I then.” In this sense, I am setting the 

intellectual stage from which, the lens through which, I first saw the farm. These foundational 

thinkers, ideas, and perspectives formed and influenced my own worldview. It is western society 

centered. I would not deign to speak from any other perspective than this, for this is the culture in 

which I developed into an adult with associated worldviews which were either directly or 

indirectly a result of this dominant societal paradigm. When this worldview, corporeally housed 

in, well, me, and the farm converged…I wanted to learn more. The following is an abbreviated 

history of the lens through which I saw the farm, one possible path forward out of the current 

follies at play in Western Society. Unfortunately, but consequentially, the human species is 

currently mired in a bit of a kerfuffle. You’ll see what I mean shortly. And so, dear Reader, 

without further ado, you are hereby cordially invited to an intellectual cocktail party on the front 

porch of my psyche.  

Traditionally, it has been de rigeur for a work such as this to recount a cliff-notes version 

of the story of how humans’ hunter-gatherer ancestors arrived in the 21st Century western society 

in which this opus gestates. Of course, one cannot help but add a little flavor, a spattering of 

one’s own thoughts along the way. Such is the convention of environmental discourse, right? A 

typically dry lexigraphic review of the past few centuries or so neatly situated between the title 

page and the meat and potatoes of the research. It is not my intention to deviate from this 

formula, but I do hope that I am able to render the succeeding few pages as painless to read as 

possible. I’ll try to avoid the hum-drum linear narrative, instead hopping from one 
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chronologically relevant lily pad to the next like a child, joyous, phrenetic across the millennia 

from primal human beings to now because, over the scant centuries, Homo sapiens sapiens 

changed from a predominantly roving, hunting, gathering species to a stationary, dare I say 

sedentary, urban one (UN Environment, 2019, Quinn, 1995). I will first place the edge of our 

focal lens around 10-20,000 years ago because the amount of intellectual and theological 

contention increases exponentially the farther one rewinds the clock back towards the dawn of, 

well, everything. During the chosen period, give or take a thousand years or so, the passion 

between Nature and humanity began to cool with humans the ones saying, “It’s not you, it’s me.”  

During this time period, humans developed the practice of agriculture: scattered human 

beings realized that they may gather the seeds of their plant kin and, after burying them in fertile 

soil, have a dependable food source in a knowable location sometime in the future. Some non-

human animals, as well, experienced an existential identity change, going from being “wild” to 

being “livestock” under the tutelage of Neolithic humans. The time period encompassing 

humans’ development of agriculture is often referred to as the Agricultural Revolution, but 

before we go any further, I must mention that there are some who accuse the Agricultural 

Revolution of being the death knell of not just humans, but the entire planet (Quinn, 1995; 

Jensen, 2006). The change from passive recipient of Nature’s bounty where and when it was 

available to an active hand in directing seasonal and situational behavior of plants and other 

animals is seen as a harbinger of Nature ceasing to be an end in and of itself and instead 

becoming a disposable means to humans’ self-serving ends (Jensen, 2006; Merchant, 1998; Orr, 

2004; Quinn, 1995).  

Why do some see human’s development of agriculture as so bad? Agriculture stabilized 

and concentrated human beings in singular locations, straining them. Hunter/Gatherers, in 
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contrast, tended to roam in small bands spreading their impact over vast areas. Imagine a village: 

what does it need? Space. This space may need to be cleared, cleared of the ecosystem presently 

occupying said space. In the space, stable human beings might want shelter. Trees and other 

large vegetation make for great shelter which must be cut down to a greater degree than more 

natural succession regimes may have previously demanded. Once happily ensconced in a home 

in a space, humans will, invariably, want food. For a stable group of people, more land must be 

cleared for domesticated food sources; be they plant or animal. These humans, now housed and 

well-fed, would most likely desire something down with which to wash their meal: water. 

Localized points of water access would also be put under strain. Finally, these humans, their 

bodies processing the food and water, will need somewhere to deposit the by-products of 

metabolizing the aforementioned victuals. Waste, in this situation, becomes concentrated, 

whereas previously, it, too, was spread over vast areas (Ponting, 1991). Humans’ increased 

capacity for concentration made possible through domesticated plants and animals, and the 

ensuing ecological consequences, earned agriculture this bad rap. The argument continues, a 

slippery slope in retrospect.  

 The Agricultural Revolution led to concentrations of humans in greater and greater 

numbers, eventually giving rise to cities. Within these cities, humans who were no longer busy 

hunting and gathering in the woods, were free to dedicate time to refining basic skills into 

specialized occupations: craftspeople emerged, as did political and religious elites. A layered 

society arose and with it the subjugation of large groups of humans, large areas of Nature, and 

large numbers of non-humans on a scale never before seen. Civilization at such scale was far 

more difficult without agriculture. While there were exceptions, they were few in number. 
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Afterall, a few short millennia after the widespread development of agriculture, civilizations 

whose names still reverberate today came into being: Sumeria, Babylon, Persia, Greece, Rome 

Which, in short, is why all the ills of the 21st Century can be traced, arguably, to this time 

in human history. Disproportionate amounts of wealth being concentrated in 1% of the 

population? Blame agriculture, because from agriculture come the elite. Loss of native 

ecosystems? Well, geez, blame agriculture because planting requires entire ecosystems to be 

destroyed. Come to think of it, so does housing which wouldn’t be practical without stationary 

sources of nutrients which is made possible because of the Agricultural Revolution. Blame it all 

on agriculture! Frankly, it’s not that simple.  

 I have a friend, a musician, who snorts contemptuously every time he hears another 

musician or band referred to as an “over-night sensation.” He says from the perspective of the 

general public, sure: One day they don’t even hear this band on the radio, the next they are all 

over television, magazines, and, yes, the radio. My friend sees it from the other side. If you look 

at it from the musician’s perspective, it took fifteen years of slogging through bars and 

nightclubs, scraping and struggling, to finally be heard. Agriculture’s like that, too. Agricultural 

Revolution connotes a “Kaboom!”: overnight, humans went from loin-cloth-clad primitives to 

raging agriculturalists. The process to get from Paleolithic planter purposefully planting a single 

wild-caught seed to 21st Century raging industrial monoculturists took near twenty millennia! 

Hardly efficient as revolutions go if you ask me. And it wasn’t a concerted effort either: “Human 

societies did not set out to invent agriculture and produce permanent settlements” (Ponting, 

1991, p. 38). One might even contend that it was accidental. Humans were evolving, innovating, 

in micro-increments. Yes, this whole, the result of innumerable infinitesimal particulate steps, is 

called the Agricultural Revolution, but come on, maybe we could find a better word than 
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“revolution”. Personally, I’m quite fond of “epoch”. I also like “Agricultural Blossoming” but it 

seems too on the nose. 

  That is not to say that the development of agriculture was not a major moment, cough, 

was not a major series of countless moments in human history; despite my grumblings about its 

inaccurate nomenclature, I do want the reader to grasp just what a gargantuan inflection point in 

humanity’s history the emergence of agriculture truly was. Now, while I am partial to the 

evolution of thumbs, discovering fire, and inventing the wheel as the three biggest moments in 

human history, two of the three major inflection points I discuss in this work are dependent upon 

one: agriculture. Agriculture enabled the emergence of western society and its opportunity to 

experience the Enlightenment and the succeeding Industrial Revolution. Without agriculture 

these times were simply impossible. I would be hard pressed, however, to concede that it was a 

cause, or a death knell. I emphasize the development of agriculture because of what was made 

possible by it. Ponting (1991) says it better, 

The development of organized societies and the increasing ability, as agriculture became 

slowly more productive, to support growing numbers of people not engaged in the direct 

production of food formed the basis for all subsequent human cultural and scientific 

advances (p.65). 

Much like the Agricultural Revolution, the Enlightenment, the next inflection point along our 

path to the farm, was also not a singular kaboom in history, but rather a coalescing—a temporal 

coalescing if you will—of preceding events into a time period in Western Europe from which a 

line to now can be drawn. The Enlightenment time period was 150 years of prismatically 

focusing technologies, ideas and philosophies into a Europe with a healthy dose of leisure time 

and a printing press. Things like the Democratic Revolution and the Scientific Revolution 
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(including the scientific method), developed by Enlightenment thinkers, are still experienced 

today in the very click-clacking of the keyboard keys churning out the words you now read in the 

society in which you read them. This time period is also highly contested, highly contentious and 

is both an age of illumination as well as a dark bag of shadow dragging heavily behind 21st 

Century western society. One might say that we, 21st Century western inhabitants, are just 

beginning to fully come to terms with the acts committed to get humanity to a point where we 

can have fully prepared food delivered to our door by horseless carriages. 

Mind you, were it not for the dissociation of classical thinkers from the polytheism, or 

any theism, of the time and the apotheosis of reason perpetuated by the Greeks and then the 

Romans, Europe’s first steps towards conquering the better part of a globe would not have been 

intellectually possible (Gottleib, 2016). I’d like to acknowledge the presence of countless other 

consequential moments preceding the Enlightenment including: the rise of the Roman Catholic 

Church, the settling of southern Spain by the Moors, the printing press, some guy named Luther, 

who, armed with hammer, nail, and 95 theses single-handedly wrenched God from the clutches 

of Catholic priests and placed Him in the hands of the people in one theological Promethean feat. 

Then there was Galileo Galilei.  

Galileo’s curriculum vitae was enough to get NASA to put his name on an entire space 

mission four hundred years after his death (NASA, 2020). His accomplishments included 

proposing an empirically supported argument for heliocentrism, the idea that the Earth revolved 

around the sun made famous previously by Copernicus, naming some of Jupiter’s moons, and 

some thoughts on gravity (NASA, 2020). However, I mention the father of modern science here 

because his work, arguably, marks the beginning of the Enlightenment, an impressive topper on 
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the resume of one who had the hutzpah to tell the Catholic Church they were going around in 

circles.  

Before Mr. Galilei, however, there were two pivotal, peripheral moments I must include 

in my recounting of the history of western society. The first of the two moments cleared the 

cobwebs from the corners of western society, the Black Plague, literally as well as figuratively 

reamed out the gutters of an entire culture (Mumford, 1973).  

The Black Plague claimed the lives of anywhere from one third to one half of the 

population of Europe in the 14th Century: erasing cultural heritages, resituating wealth, changing 

perspectives, and wiping clean the slate of an entire continent. The Renaissance, which occurred 

directly after, was not just a rebirth of classical thinking, art, and architecture, but the 

rehabilitation of an entire culture coming off life-support. All of a sudden—in this case, literally 

compared to the misnomers of “revolution” mentioned previously, the Black Plague lasted only a 

decade or two—mortality on the mind, western society peered over the fences of their 

intellectual, metaphysical, and geographical horizons in search of greener pastures.    

The second critical point is not a point at all, but the centuries-long expansion of western 

society across the globe. Turning the dial back to long before the Agricultural Revolution, 

humanity’s migratory expansion exploded from the cradle of life in Africa to the shores of the 

Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, stopped only by contemporary technology. The operative unit of 

technological means of migration at that time was the human foot, not even technology, but 

already included in the human anatomical package deal. Humans were shanghaied for millennia 

by limited nautical and navigational technology but gradually, these technologies did emerge; 

first for investigating the coastlines of neighboring continents, then finally for striking off into 

the great blue yonder of the Oceans and Western Europe took full advantage. The ensuing 
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explosion of European colonists across the planet was akin to humankind’s first great expansion 

out of Africa. Within a few short centuries, European humans were on every continent on the 

globe. Sadly, as a brief aside, these new human migrants found their way back to their 

evolutionary homeland and enslaved their own kin.  

While the colonization and enslavement of other parts of the globe by Westerners is 

outside the scope of this research, I feel obliged to mention here that the exploits of European 

sailors and explorers would be truly marvelous were it not for the rampant genocide, slavery, and 

ecological destruction accompanying them. Abbe Raynal, writing in the late seventeen-hundreds, 

says it best, “Would not the person who should put an end to this frenzy deserve to be reckoned 

among the benefactors of mankind?” (Raynal, 1783 cited in Mumford, 1973). In short, even 

those two hundred and forty years ago, living in that time, that place where global colonization 

was of greatest benefit, were skeptical of the value presented to the whole of humanity by 

Europe’s wanton destruction. Yes, it was that bad. Nonetheless, here we are caffeinated and only 

two days’ delivery from anywhere.  

The effect of this expansion on the collective European psyche cannot be exaggerated 

(Marx, 2000). While those European explorers who traveled East found civilizations with 

bathrooms older than their castles, those who struck out west found a virgin world, akin to Eden, 

populated by simple savages [sic]: a world untrammeled by human civilization. Well, at least not 

the type of civilization capable of standing in their way. This was a world devoid of defenses. 

Which, in the mindset of western society, meant a world for the taking. This was a new world 

not only physically, but metaphorically, too. The doors of a dusty, moldy civilization had been 

flung open and fresh, salty air flooded in, warmed by sunrises over distant horizons.  
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Thanks in so no small part to the thinking of one Rene Descartes, who was accused, 

perhaps falsely (Short, 2021), of committing western society to a Cartesian Duality: the idea that 

humans and Nature are separate (Gottlieb, 2016; Taylor 2016). Descartes did intellectually 

separate the mind and body (Descartes & Cress, 1998), but duality was more likely born the first 

time a primal human put a door on their hut (Shepherd, 1998). It seems that “[t]he actual writings 

of philosophers are always more complex than the theories they come to symbolize in textbooks” 

(Pinker, 2003, p. 8). “So it goes” (Vonnegut, 1994, p. 11). 

 Nonetheless, the duality, the separation of “spirit and clay” (Hubbell, 2010, p. 184), 

which arose from the Enlightenment and attributed to Descartes is the duality that enabled 

extracting humans from the rest of Being as superior and separate (Clarke, 1991). Whereas 

before “Nature was a drama in which each thing played its part” (Whitehead, 2010, p. 8), now 

nature was conceptually mechanized into bits mechanically and mathematically interacting with 

bits. There was no anima left in the world once Enlightenment thinkers were done with it, just 

numbers and physics; dead material interacting with dead material (Merchant, 1998).  

This separateness and superiority over a dead Nature provided the rhetorical and 

philosophical hall pass for the widespread conceptualization of Nature as a resource; a resource 

for humans to use and to control. It was also during the Enlightenment that thinkers like John 

Locke, Michel de Montaigne, Voltaire, and others transfused western society with ideas about a 

liberated individual who had a right to private property. And now, with western society oozing 

over the globe, one person’s ideas could reach another hemisphere in an incredibly short amount 

of time. This was an expansion not just of human animals, but of human ideas and culture.  

And so, humanity moved through The Enlightenment as through a birth canal—

accompanied by the placental nutrients of a dead, mechanical Nature, seen as a resource over 
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which a separate, superior individual had freedom of control to do as they pleased—towards the 

labor pains of the Industrial Revolution, giving birth to modern western society.  

While I’d much prefer to tell you the birth stories of my children (and they are great 

stories and they resulted in the best children in the world, ever), the birth story of modern 

western society is more appropriate for this context. The labor was quick, but the depth of the 

contractions was absolutely essential to the realization of this new entity. The industrial 

Revolution brought to humanity uniform products made from uniform raw materials in a uniform 

process comprised of linear, uniform steps. In short, the Industrial Revolution brought forth 

standardization—in every facet of life. This standardization, when coupled with the applied 

mechanical thinking from the Enlightenment, brought to bear uniform practices in every arena 

from education to agriculture and production. The amorphous organic flux of the natural world 

was deemed inferior and was thus committed to mechanization and order. Briefly, my personal 

favorite evidence of this is that, in the late eighteenth century, laws were passed in England 

making the landscape more uniform and ordered, which literally applied Enlightenment order to 

chaotic Nature (Worster, 1994).  

 The Industrial Revolution can also be perceived as a revolution in sources of energy. In 

fact, Clive Ponting, in his 1991 work A Green History of the World, translates the Industrial 

Revolution into a story of changing natural resource use. He shows that, as the Industrial 

Revolution progressed, there was a sea change from sources of energy such as humans, horses, 

wood and charcoal to non-renewable, fossil-based sources such as coal and, later, oil. This was a 

drastic change; Ponting (1991) shows in his work that coal production in the year 1800 was 15 

million tons and that by 1900 it was 700 million tons (p. 283). The production of oil mirrors the 

trend of coal, but then dwarfs it by the mid-20th Century. This shift in energy source had grave 
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ecological consequences for Western Society (Ponting, 1991), as well as grave consequences for 

humanity’s ego. 

 One can see that wood, charcoal, humans and horses are significantly less capacious 

when it comes to energy. I mean, if you think about speed alone, humans can only run about 27 

miles per hour (Munroe, February 2020) a horse can hit, maybe, 30 or 40 miles per hour. With 

combustion engines and machines, humans have far exceeded that and then some. The ability for 

humans to amplify their presence of force, as a result of innovations during the Industrial 

Revolution, had an immense effect on their relationship to the world, to Nature. Think about the 

societal ego trip of going from jogging down the road to outrunning sound in just a couple of 

centuries. Now, with fossil-fuels and a machine, humans could move mountains…and did. Given 

all this, when western society looked in the mirror, surely the belief that humanity can do 

anything, that humanity is nearly divine in itself, must have been staring back. 

And so, it came to pass that by the middle of the 20th Century, humanity did in fact wield 

the destructive power of the gods: nuclear weapons. For the first time in history, one individual 

with their finger hovering over what I imagine is a little red button, held the fate of all life on the 

planet in their hands. I have met enough members of my favorite primate taxon to conclude that 

they are not—and I agree with Carl Jung, here—mature enough to hold that kind of power as 

individuals (Jung & Sabini, 2002). In short, Western Society jumped in the deep end without a 

floatie. Understand, please, what this meant. One human, not of advanced scientific, 

philosophical, or theological aptitude could now determine the fate, not just of humans, but all of 

that which lives and breathes in Nature on Earth. The empowering of humans to such a degree 

without any requisite applicable wisdom is a demon’s recipe for disaster, but it is a dominant 
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theme of the ensuing decades. Instead of deeply considering whether or not we should, western 

society has but one question, “Can we?” 

Humans, while harnessing the destructive power of the gods, also underwent a drastic 

existential transformation…philosophically speaking. It was during the Industrial Revolution that 

humans became resources alongside the rest of nature. Were I so brazen as to make metaphysical 

observations of my own accord, I might observe that, in a tongue-in-cheek sense, humans 

became conceptually reunited with Nature under the societal heading “resource”. They became a 

means to an end which, according to one authority on morality, Immanuel Kant, treating humans 

as a means to an end is a no-no (Rachels, 2003). These human resources, drawn by the promise 

of work in standardized factories, another emergent innovation of the Industrial Revolution, 

flocked from the agrarian countryside to roost in increasingly mechanized cities. Standardization, 

industrialization, and consolidation, a veritable holy trinity of the times, were called in to reform 

a depopulated agriculture to feed the bloated urban areas (Berry, 2017; Ponting, 1991; Worster, 

1994).  

One particular tome of the many prominent ones produced during the Enlightenment 

became the economic gospel of the Industrial Revolution and its teachings, the economic 

scripture of the ensuing age. The concurrence of the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution 

served as a womb in which the modern economic ethos gestated, fathered, in part, by Adam 

Smith who fertilized Western Society with his seed, The Wealth of Nations. Even now, in the 

second decade of the second millennium, The Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith and its 

capitalist resonance can be heard on Wall Street corners, echoing to the metronomic rhythm of 

stock exchange ticker tape; taken to heart by bankers, borrowers, builders and barons across the 

vast expanse of modern western society  
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Capitalism itself has an elusive definition (Heilbroner, 1986) muddied by popular 

narratives, media tropes, and social symbolic constructions. However, E.M. Wood distills a clear 

definition from the soured mash in her 2017 work Origin of Capitalism: A Long View,  

Capitalism is a system in which goods and services, down to the most basic necessities of life, 

are produced for profitable exchange, where even human labour-power is a commodity for sale 

in the market, and where all economic actors are dependent on the market (p. 2). 

She goes on to say that both laborers and capitalists (those who produce things) are dependent 

upon the market itself. Capitalism’s rhizomatic emergence from the soil of history took some 

time to materialize. Wood (2017) refers to the early days of western Europe’s colonial expansion 

as a “proto-capitalism” (p. 4). There is also primordial evidence of capitalism in the mercantilism 

of the seventeenth century (Heilbroner, 1986). However, Wood (2017) contends that when it 

comes to origins “there really is no origin” (p. 5). Like the Enlightenment itself, capitalism was 

more a coalescing of disparate streams of thought: from Ibn Khaldun’s economics to physiocracy 

(Cahoone, 2014; Clarke, 1991; Wood, 2017) than a sudden appearance.  

 Despite its hazy beginnings, capitalism has flourished as has its constant companion: the 

market. The concept of ‘the market’ seems a nebulous non-entity existing somewhere in the 

ethos, but all of Modern Western Society plays to its orchestrations. “[T]he substance of society 

itself is subjected to the laws of the market” (Polanyi, 2001, p. 74): a market economy becomes a 

market society (Polanyi, 1974). It almost slides through the lips in much the same way as do 

discussions of divine beings and transcendental ghosts. Nevertheless, the market to which we, 

Western Society, often refer is more a concept than a place. It is the idea of an economic 

environment in which an individual, a “[…] utility-maximizing economic agent […]” 

(Birchfield, 1999. p 35), may sell or purchase goods and services in an arena which facilitates a 
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freedom of choice (Wood, 2017). This can be a literal manifestation, as in the form of a farmer’s 

market, or it can be more conceptual as in the “market” of all goods and services available in the 

United States or, let’s face it, on the globe. That’s right, friends, capitalism spread across the 

globe like Covid in a condominium. 

 William Barrett, in his 1990 work Irrational Man describes the consequences of 

capitalism and, in doing so, sums up much of the mindset of modern society: 

 capitalism is abstract and calculating in spirit, and severs man (sic) from the earth. In 

capitalism, everything follows from this necessity of rationally organizing economic 

enterprise in the interests of efficiency: the collectivization of workers in factories and the 

consequent subdivision of human function; the accumulation of masses of population in 

cities, with the inevitable increase in the technical control of life that this makes 

necessary; and the attempt rationally to control public demand by elaborate and fantastic 

advertising, mass pressure, and even planned sociological research (p. 30). 

 And so it was that we, humans, now lived in the “world of the machine” (Mumford, 1973, p. 

242), a global world articulated by Gross Domestic Product, the “market ideology” (Birchfield, 

1999, p. 28) had taken hold. Gross Domestic product, or GDP, is functionally the measure of the 

overall well-being of a country (Dale, 2007). GDP reduces the world population to the number of 

politically-bounded countries and gives them a health score. In this way, a whole population may 

appear just fine and dandy while vast portions of it exist generation after generation in abject 

squalor. “[…] a purely global focus tends to reduce the earth to a set of abstractions that blur 

what happens to real people in specific settings” (Orr, 2004, p. 161). The individuals, trees, are 

lost in an overly-optimistic, statistical forest—humans, abstracted. Ursula K. Le Guin, “Only a 
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mechanical, insensate, imitation of true society, true community, is made up of objectified, 

quantified persons” (Le Guin and Wood, 1979, p. 114). 

 Were one to survey the media landscape, to peruse popular news sites or editorial pages, 

one would likely have no trouble finding a disparaging remark or three about capitalism. This is 

one reason I bring it to the table here, with us, because capitalism has been elevated alongside 

technology and science as an ideological Jonah of our Western Society (Barrett, 1958; Marx, 

2010; Postman and Weingartner, 1971). All three can trace their ancestral lineages to the 

Enlightenment and their maturity from the Industrial Revolution. Each one has a synergistic 

effect upon the other and this maelstrom of intellectual hegemony is what carried Western 

society into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries: modern society blossoming into maturity. 

After the world wars of the early part the twentieth century, the rubber hit the road, so to speak, 

which gives my story the traction it needs to fast forward to the world as it is today, the world 

from which I stepped into the community of Being I discovered on the farm.  

I wonder, though, who am I to criticize? I write now as a beneficiary of the paradigms of 

Modern Western Society. Dear Reader, you are, too. It’s not all that bad, right? It’s right comfy. 

Afterall, “[n]ot only can the material wants of the masses be satisfied to a degree greater than 

ever before, but technology is fertile enough to generate new wants that it can also satisfy” 

(Barrett, 1990, p. 31) I must contend, however, that these benefits have afforded me the 

opportunity to turn and reflect on that from which we come. I find myself lacking in qualification 

to criticize, at times. At others, I find that I lack the competence, but there are those who are 

competent and who are qualified to expound on the consequences of that from which you and I 

derive benefit. One, of the many, is Thomas Berry (2013): 
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We in North America live in a political world, a nation, a business world, an economic 

order, a cultural tradition, a Disney Dreamland. We live in cities, in a world of concrete 

and steel, of wheels and wires, a world of unending work. We seldom see the stars at 

night or the planets or the moon (p. 15). 

In fact, more than fifty percent of humans now live in cities (UN Environment, 2019); we are 

now an urban species. Not long before this intellectual jaunt took its first stumbling steps, I was 

on the island playground with my kids chatting with another parent recently moved to the island 

from New York City. They expressed fear in their new home when, having left something in 

their car, were required to venture out at night. I was dumbfounded. Sanibel Island is safe, boring 

bordering on the ridiculous. Should a crime occur, the bridge can be closed to prevent escape by 

fleeing ne’er-do-wells. Their fear, it turned out, came from the tranquil quiet of the subtropical 

night. In their mind, that quiet was, well, disquieting. Their fear was of the natural world 

unadulterated by human habitation.  

 Interesting word choice—unadulterated by human habitation. Adulterated, altered—and, 

oh, how we have altered the face this planet we call home (Mckibben, 2011, p. 3). Let us regard 

just the thirty years between 1961 and 1991 through the eyes of David Orr (2004),  

[…] world population grew from 3.2 billion to 5.5 billion; approximately 120 billion tons 

of carbon dioxide were emitted into the atmosphere; […] perhaps a tenth of the life forms 

on the Earth disappeared; […] a quarter of the world’s rainforests were cut down; […] 

erosion of some 600 billion tons of topsoil worldwide; and the ozone shield was severely 

damaged (p. 156). 

That’s right, the world population nearly doubled and is currently tipping over the brim of 7 

billion eating, drinking, defecating people. The number of species having gone extinct in the last 
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hundred years is now measured in the thousands (Ceballos et al., 2020). Of the soil that did not 

erode?  Upwards of ten percent of it is saturated with salt to the point that it affects crop yields 

(Dale, 2007). Soil is treated as a storage container into which pesticides, herbicides and 

genetically modified domestic crop plants are housed until they churn out the desired product 

(Altieri, 2018). Things have not improved in the twenty-first century as “[…] sixteen of 

seventeen hottest years on record have been in this century” (Dale, 2018, p. 37) and that’s just 

the tip of the melting iceberg.  

The reports emanating from the scientific community are numerous…and dismal. 

Academia, governments, and non-profit organizations all paint a dread picture of the planetary 

state of affairs. The consequences are dire, and our future is grim (Mckibben, 2011; Orr, 2004; 

Rushkoff, 2019). Climate change, rising sea levels, unprecedented extinction and habitat loss, 

acidic oceans, unpotable water: a veritable demon’s laundry list of the conditions on Earth (Orr, 

2004). Would that there were available a comprehensive report chronicling exactly how funereal 

is the environment on Planet Earth. What Ho! There is! The United Nations Global 

Environmental Outlook, colloquially and affectionately called the Geo6, is just such a document. 

It covers biodiversity, water and air quality, land use, soil, and oceans and is compiled by dozens 

of the planets leading scientists. The Geo6 indicates five primary drivers of environmental 

change: population growth, urbanization, economic development, technology, and climate 

change. (UN Environment, 2019) 

Population growth and urbanization are fairly self-explanatory. More people equals 

greater impact. Urbanization we have touched on before. The greater the urbanization, the 

greater the concentrated impact of these greater numbers of people. Economic development and 

technology are both cited as double-edged swords.  
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Economic development is a double-edged sword because, according to the Geo6, it 

increases negative environmental impact while at the same time, is necessary for increasing 

prosperity in the world’s less privileged, read underdeveloped, regions. (UN Environment, 2019) 

Interestingly, the UN Geo6 does not define prosperity.  

Technology is a double-edged sword for similar reasons. Greater technology means 

greater environmental impact. As technology increases the capacity for humans to affect the 

environment grows exponentially (Berry, 1987; UN Environment, 2019), however technology 

may also provide the means for counteracting some of its own devastating effects. Included in 

the review of technology as an environmental driver are agricultural technology and practices. 

Mitigating agricultural technologies such as hydroponics and meat substitutes are mentioned, but 

the report also mentions that of the technologies and practices available, converting to more 

ecologically centered methods of agricultural production could not only arrest carbon increase in 

the atmosphere, but actually increase the sequestration of it—actually decreasing overall 

atmospheric CO2 (UN Environment, 2019). 

As of the publication of the report in 2019, the Geo6 states that the planet is now “climate 

change committed” (p. 43). This means that if tomorrow, a giant wizard walked from his hut in 

the woods and waved a magic wand stopping all carbon emissions across the globe from now 

into the future, we would still experience the consequences of climate change. Glaciers and 

Arctic ice will still melt, seas will still rise, storms and other catastrophes will continue, climactic 

shifts, droughts, floods, wildfires, mud slides, food insecurity, water shortages, are all still 

coming to a geography near you. Don’t forget the freeze-dried popcorn and bottled water. While 

all of the environmental drivers are interrelated (I contend that the interrelatedness is understated 

in the report), that climate change is now unstoppable is the single most significant 
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environmental driver of them all (UN Environment, 2019). Well, that’s all folks! Humans are 

kaput! Make way for rats and cockroaches (UN Environment, 2019). Not really, but needless to 

say, “[…] the modern industrial system, with all its intellectual sophistication, consumes the very 

basis on which it has been erected” (Schumacher, 1973, p. 20) and it ‘[…] may yet undo man 

(sic)” (Polanyi, 2001, p. 109).  

This modern industrial system “[…] is being organized around immense urban belts, a 

highly industrialized agriculture and, capping both, a swollen, bureaucratized, anonymous state 

apparatus” (Bookchin, 1986, p. 84). In other words, we, humans, are increasingly separated from 

those who lead us, those who feed us, and those who live next door to us in a place 

comprehensively severed from Nature. The modus operandi of modern western society 

geographically separates goods and services: people, place, all involved become physically, 

philosophically, emotionally distant (Berry, 1987). Conversation with nature, “[…] a reciprocal 

affecting” (Berry, 1977, p. 7), or more scientifically, organisms (yes, humans are organisms) in 

dialectical relationship with their environment (Jackson, 1996; Levins and Lewontin, 1987) is 

intrinsic to why human community functions (Jackson, 1996). It stands to reason that should this 

conversation be compromised as it is now, human community will suffer the consequences—and 

it does—for it follows that human community is dependent upon nature, the very foundation on 

which rest our relationships with other members of our own species. “There is a connection 

between [humans’] degraded relationship with nature and [humans’] connection to [their] fellow 

[human]” (Bookchin, 1964).  

One might say this connection has degraded so far that humans have forgotten 

community (Rushkoff, 2019). Now, as we are more and more connected through digital 

technologies, we are less a community than ever before (Dwyer, 2018), insular dots scattered 
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across a bespeckled planet. Here’s an example: Just over a hundred years ago, the word 

“loneliness” was absent from our lexicon because the concept was virtually alien to us (Alberti, 

2018) I mean, we had each other. Now, not only are we less a community, but we are forgetting 

how to be in community (Rushkoff, 2019). Humans have lost the capacity to still the pendular 

swing of the paradox of the one and many at the delicate equilibrium between rampant 

individualism and abject communism that is the self existing in community with others 

(Newbrough, 1995).  

And I see it. When I dare look up from my tiny patch of sand in the water, I see what a 

world we are living in. A world where families are shredded by abstractions half a world away, 

where the baker whose name I know is supplanted by the corporation whose name I don’t; a 

sterile world, increasingly devoid of life, diluted by a ubiquity of the mundane, a gangrenous 

proliferation of same-ness oozing, gelatinous across amber waves of genetically modified grain 

and purple mountains crumbling under industry, from plastic-choked sea to oil-slick shiny sea. 

The profound sensual diversity of life homogenized in a neon melting pot bubbling with insipid 

banality. Where, we, humans are strangers (Barrett, 1990), playing out of tune in the orchestra of 

Being. 

 A world where we fail to see that the person in the café line next to us is as human as we 

are, as is the person on the banks of the river Nile, as is the one whose toes sink into the sands 

along the Red Sea, the one washing clothes in the waters of the Ganges and we persist in our 

failure to see that we are all members of the same humanity and we’re all sunk in this mess 

together where we have forgotten that anger, hate, fear, rage, and contempt destroy not just those 

who bear the brunt of these emotions, but those who harbor them, as well; that, while war grows 

the economy, life flourishes in peace. 
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I see a world where truth is relegated to one, isolated intellectual discipline funded by 

proponents not of truth, but of profit. A discipline continually compromising the integrity of the 

human, continually compromising humans’ faith in themselves, instead relegating confidence in 

our species to the realm algorithmic: a binary world in which the beauty of paradoxical Being is 

shattered into shards of either and or, where the chaotic mystery of nuance is drowned in 

singular, definitive answers broadcast in a cacophony of thirty-second soundbites. I see a world 

of knee-jerk reaction and right now, devoid of reflection, of pause; a lonely world devoid of 

solitude and silence inhabited by a self-important species who have grown deaf to the wisdom of 

a nature billions of years old, claiming sole possession of knowledge of how to save an entire 

planet.  

A self-important species so forgetful of their dependence on their fellow beings, that they 

have named the current epoch after themselves—Alexander the Great naming every city he 

conquered after himself. Even those who lament the ecological devastation of our time call for 

further intervention by the machine; begging the shovel used to bury ourselves in this hole to 

rescue us from it. Ecologically sympathetic economists place monetary value on entire 

ecosystems to articulate their significance to a culture thinking only in dollars and cents; a 

culture too deeply engrossed in the ceaseless scroll of smartphone screens, chasing the fool’s 

errand of more, of unbridled growth, toiling ever more, marching to the fossil-fueled drumbeat of 

progress out of kinship with each other, with place—a species of pixelated automatons whose 

continued membership in the community of life is no longer guaranteed.  

This is the world I see. It is perhaps, hopefully, different from the one you do, dear 

reader, but it is the one from which I first viewed the farm. And on the farm a world lay before 

me the polar opposite of E.O. Wilson’s earth, humans and nature in manifest duality (Wilson, 
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2016), instead here was human and nature in symphonic, sensual conversation—"being being 

one with itself” (Cheatham, unpublished manuscript). 
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“[…] edifying discourse is supposed to be abnormal, 

 to take us out of our old selves by the power of strangeness, 

 to aid us in becoming new beings.” (Rorty,1980, p. 360) 
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Eventually, unfortunately, of course, we had to leave. Three nights in a tent, my wife 

wanted solid walls; my kids, their toys. We had a home to get back to and the farmer would 

eventually grow tired of having a moldering thirty-something, mouth agape, gathering flies as a 

permanent fixture in her orchard. Nevertheless, the farm consumed my thoughts as we returned 

east. 

As a guest of the farm, I had been afforded the opportunity to stroll about at will—a 

phenomenal tourist. The farm was a place where the farmer acted not as owner, but as facilitator, 

a facilitator of telos, the indwelling self (Sehmsdorff, 2019, personal communication) of the 

chickens, tomatoes, apples, and pigs on the farm. Think of genotype and phenotype as map 

versus territory: genotype is the telos, the blueprint of the self, and phenotype is the self which 

emerges through polylectic conversation with other selves in shared experience of place. The 

farmer provided room for this to happen unfettered, an idiosyncratic point around which the rest 

of the constituent members of the farm crystallized into a community of individuals being 

radically themselves: indwelling selves together realizing a greater indwelling self, thriving, the 

presence of conversation among all members existing as neither good, nor bad: an emergence 

rooted from below rather than an object ruled from above, neither “either/or” nor “both/and,” but 

paradoxical, “contraria complementa sunt” (Fierke, 2019, p. 3) life inherent upon death, unity 

inherent upon diversity; where inanimate matter was the stuff consciousness was made of, where 

being was becoming being becoming being, lines between Nature and human blurred.  

My confidence in this revelatory experience diminished with time past. I was doing 

cognitive double-takes, peering over my shoulder across miles and mountains. Did my eyes 

deceive me? My heart? I knew I was going to have look again and, next time, I would have to 

look closer, deeper. The question which plagued me now was: how? 
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Three hurdles stared at me from the path ahead. One was that, in order to find farms 

similar to the one I had just experienced, I would have to identify what type of farm I was 

looking for. This meant defining “ecological agriculture.” The next task, which proved 

intellectually daunting, was finding a way to articulate this paradoxical phenomenon without 

sounding like I just spent the weekend at an M.C. Escher gallery with Timothy Leary and Phillip 

K. Dick. Finally, and most significantly, I would have to find a way to peer inside the allegorical 

phenomenon of the ecological farm, crawl inside, poke around and it would have to be a way 

that was conducive to sharing with others without sounding either overly pedantic or completely 

potty. 

Finding a singular, standardized definition for ecological agriculture proved troublesome. 

Ecological agriculture, which stands in stark contrast to the industrial agriculture dominating the 

food supply chains at the end of which dangle most of the food we eat, incorporates ecological 

processes into the cultivation of a farm landscape (Steiner, 1993 ; Berry, 2015; Massy, 2018;  

Altieri, 1995): Nature-knows-best farming (Fukuoka, 2009): the farms where nature is a part of 

an existential conversation in which existence is inherent upon successful reciprocity between 

humans and the Earth. In ecological agriculture, humans relinquish their claims on knowing 

(Fukuoka, 2009) and abdicate their positions of control and look to Nature for answers born of 

place to be applied in a place (Jackson and Piper, 1989) where humans and Nature come together 

(Larsen and Johnson, 2012) in cooperation and integration (Egri, 1997), in conversation (Berry, 

1990) equitably (Berry, 1987) realizing as one organism (Sehmsdorf, 2016). Egri (1997) 

provides a more concise semblance of a definition: “Modern organic farming is based on the 

environmental principles of biospecies equality, limited material/economic growth, 

egalitarianism, non-dominating science and appropriate technology, decentralized and 
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bioregionally-based autonomy and control” (p. 19). No tilling, no herbicides, no pesticides, no 

genetically modified organisms, no antibiotics or other, er, additives. Here it comes to bear that I 

have encountered many names for ecological agriculture used to some degree interchangeably 

including organic, sustainable, alternative, regenerative, natural and, yes, ecological agriculture 

(Egri, 1997). For the purposes of treading the road of our journey, dear reader, we will be using 

“ecological agriculture.” Besides, both “organic agriculture” and “sustainable agriculture” have 

been coopted by the business-as-usual, but, you know, nicer crowd and are not often burdened 

with the eco-centric implications of the more precise “ecological agriculture.” Remember, 

definitions are prisons, absurdly imprisoning the world around us, denying it the dynamism of 

flux… an endeavor existing in contrast to uniformity cannot be uniform! Keep that in mind with 

a “definition of ecological agriculture.”. However, I needed to articulate one so that we could 

move on to the more nebulous articulations imperative of task two: paradox.  

The existence of paradox is undeniable: “This statement is false.” See? I typed it, you 

read it. It exists. And there was certainly a healthy dose of it on the farm: the healthful unity born 

of a diversity of radically independent one’s in a community of many, death begetting life, being 

and becoming in constant waltzing congruity. Two intellectual roads converged in a wood, and I 

snatched them both up. One is Arthur Koestler’s concept of the holon and the other is William 

Bland and Michael Bell’s use of “flickering” to navigate it.  

Arthur Koestler (2016) developed the idea of the holon “from the Greek holos—whole, 

with the suffix -on which, as in proton or neutron, suggests particle or part” (p. 48). The holon 

reconciles the reductionist perspective and the holistic perspective, treating all things both as 

reducible and as whole, solving the issue experienced by both: missing the forest or the trees 

depending on in which intellectual camp one resides. Humans are holons, seen as either distinct 
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wholes in and of themselves or parts of political, social, or ecological communities (Koestler, 

2016). Were one to extrapolate this a might further, then one might say that humans are holons 

within the holon of existence: both a whole distinct from the rest of Nature while at the same a 

part of the rest of Nature. Slipping just a little farther along this slope, could one not say that 

humans, as holons, exist in such a way in other arenas? Say, a human farmer and their farm? And 

if humans are holons on the farm, both distinct and a part of the agrecological community, then 

is this not analogous to humans and existence? One could, quite confidently say, “The farmer is 

to the farm as humans are to existence…Nature!” What a marvelous little linguistic trick that 

was! Arthur Koestler (2016) offering up a neat package into which I can tuck an intellectual 

justification of my allegory.  

Holons are the materials, now for the tool to handle them with. William Bland and 

Michael Bell, in their 2007 paper, A Holon Approach to Agroecology, push boundaries, literally, 

for deepening the understanding and use of holons. As an added bonus, they apply their work in 

an agricultural sphere; a holonic two-fer. According to them, boundaries are subject to the whims 

of the researcher. What power for the researcher! They contend that nothing is separate, yet 

everything is separate which, of course, reeks of academic double-speak, but they are expressing, 

in fact, the dilemma of arbitrary systems boundaries and employing a unique strategy for 

navigating it. An individual observer may, from moment to moment, see a system as a whole or 

as its parts, as holons. Bland and Bell coin the term “flickering” for the perspectival changes 

necessary when observing holons, a practical intellectual tool for communicating intricate 

paradox of parts that are also wholes. By “flickering” between perspectives one may examine the 

interaction of constituent parts in conversation with each other while also observing the whole, 

just as one may examine the farm, Nature: many individuals coherently behaving as one. This is 
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also a useful tool for articulating other paradoxes as well such as being and becoming and the 

contradictory relationship between life and death. I admit, holons and flickering, at first blush, 

are easily dismissible as sophistry and just as easy to resort to, but “flickering” is not mere 

sophistry, but a deft tool for juggling many perspectives at once. Take for example, the kidney 

and the paradox of the one and the many.  

The kidney is a part, a vital one, yes, but it is one part, one organ, nonetheless among 

many in the body whole. If I apply flickering to the kidney, I can also see it as a radically 

individual whole in and of itself. For, were the kidney not radically itself, would not the whole 

body suffer? Were the kidney not behaving as a coherent part in its little corporeal community, 

would not the whole suffer then as well? It is inherent upon the kidney to be both a radical 

individual whole and a constituent part at the same time. Either identity obscures the other unless 

one flickers between the two co-existing states. What’s more, should one fail to flicker when 

approaching a holon, it stands to reason that one would potentially be blind to vital perspectives.  

Description of ecological agriculture: check. Paradox and paradox articulation: check. 

Now all that is left is to figure out how to investigate this allegory of Being upon which I 

stumbled in my pursuit of a Walter-topia. This is, after all, a research endeavor. It is nestled 

under the umbrella of an academic institution making the appearance of academic integrity 

requisite in my investigations. So, as a result I could not just run, willy-nilly, into the pastures, 

gamboling about among the lambs and frolicking among the vegetables to ask, politely, for what 

they thought was a good way to live with the earth and each other. No. That would not do. Yet, 

at the same time, that which comes from the relationship between humans and Nature cannot be 

simplified scientifically, mathematically. It cannot be reduced to mere data points (Denizen, 

2013), like shadows on a cave wall:  abstract knowledge as a parody of reality. We, western 
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society, thrust upon the shores of late modernity by a great wave of Enlightenment thinking, the 

belief in a single, universal, scientifically-derived, objective truth still dripping from our clothes 

are not wanting for knowledge. The libraries, the universities housing the knowledge of a globe 

are at my fingertips! We are, however, lacking in story and the wisdom which is derived from it 

(Campbell and Moyers, 2012). We are lacking the mythopoetic journey wrung from the marrow 

of the life through “[…] body and blood, bones and bowels, through trust and anger and 

confusion and love and fear […]” (Barrett, 1990, p. 79) by finite beings refracting the infinite 

through a prism of hollow words in order to feebly construct an ontological map leading to a 

future which still includes humans as a member species on planet Earth (Berlin, 1999). On the 

other hand, the allegory which I perceived the farm to be is a mythopoetic phenomenon: life, 

vibrant, chaotic, irrational, incalculable emerging in a story of self consensually conversing with 

self. So, too, should my endeavor be. What I needed to do was visit more farms, talk to them (the 

human parts, that is), tell the story of the journey and, perhaps, in the telling of the story, I, too, 

would find my own ontological map of an ecologically centered, autopoietic community.  

Maps, forgive the metaphor, work best with compasses, legends, instructions. The means 

for interpreting what one sees. I needed a compass, a legend for engaging with the farm, an 

instruction booklet for asking the questions which would provide me with answers. I wasn’t 

looking for a theory or a mathematical formula, a method, or a system, no causes, no effects, nor 

anything objective for that matter; instead, I was looking into the realm of subjective meaning 

and depth, walking a path born of revelation leading to where one entity blurs to two, where two 

entities blur into one: to peek between the fibers of existence and see humanity’s place in it 

(Givin, 2008; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; O’Leary, 2017). 
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So, if I was to explore the relationships of this allegorical agricscape as experienced by 

those embedded in it, bearing in mind that I cannot begin to imagine what it feels like to base 

one’s livelihood on that which grows on small acreage, I was going to need some help. 

Fortunately, there is a tool, a method, for examining the relationship between humans and their 

environment: Participant driven photo elicitation (Van Auken, Frisvolli, & Stewart, 2010). 

Participant driven photo elicitation, or PDPE for short, is a research method in which 

participants, armed with cameras, capture images chosen as answers to provided questions or 

themes for later use as the backbone of open-ended semi-structured interviews (Van Auken et al., 

2010). This method provides access to the “inner significance of an experience” (Loeffler, 2005, 

p. 343), a portal to reliving feelings, thoughts, and sensations (Loeffler, 2005). In other words, 

the photography is a conduit, not just to the past, but to the inner self (Harper, 2002). The deeper, 

less-accessible realms of the human psyche are just not as available to insight using methods 

which do not employ photography (Harper, 2002). In short, using any other method couldn’t 

provide the “thick” data PDPE can (Stewart and Floyd, 2004). That’s what I wanted! I wanted to 

climb down inside this allegorical community and try it on, to see it unaccompanied by the 

tyrannical escorts of reason and logic and experience it on a subjective level.  

Photo-elicitation has a long history. Gregory Bateson and Margaret Mead used 

photography in their studies in Bali which were published way back in 1942 (Bateson and Mead, 

1942), but it was John Collier, in his 1956 study with Cornell University, who solidified photo-

elicitation as a viable method of inquiry (Harper, 2001, Van Auken et al., 2010). John Collier’s 

(1957) seminal work Photography in Anthropology: A report on Two Experiments, recounts his 

experiences in asking how photography could augment social science research. Collier applied 

photography to the task of achieving consensus among researchers as well as towards 
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augmenting the interview process. It is the latter, revelatory application which is pertinent to 

what I was trying to do. Collier and the Cornell research team inserted photographs of the coastal 

area in Canada under study into their interviews with its inhabitants. They compared 

photography-laden interviews with control interviews lacking photographs. The former were 

deeper, less monotonous and more lively than those interviews conducted in the conventional, 

bidirectional, ask/answer manner (Collier, 1957).  

The list of surprises for the 1956 research team continued when they found that “[…] 

photos were capable of reaching deeper centers of reaction, triggering spontaneous revelations of 

a highly-charged, emotional nature […]” (Collier, 1957, p. 858). Revelations?! Clearly, the 

photographs enriched the interviews to much greater degree of depth. As an added bonus, 

Collier’s conclusions included the observation that those living in rural areas and farmers could 

be particularly responsive to this type of study. (Collier, 1957). Well, now isn’t that apropos? 

In PDPE the researcher traditionally provides the participants with a question and the 

participants then answer it with their photographic interpretations. My question, “What is the 

nature of the relationship between an ecological farmer and their farm,” seemed broad, open to a 

breadth of interpretation which may not provide any semblance of concision in the photographs 

returned. I was at a loss. While lost in this dilemma, I was also reading many things in varying 

degrees of relation to the question at hand. As I was reading these, words began to stand out to 

me. In Murray Bookchin’s work, I saw the word “spontaneous” (Bookchin, 1977). I remembered 

seeing it in works by Ivan Illich (Illich, 1970; Illich, 1973), as well. I couldn’t ignore the 

synchronicity. I wrote it down on the back of a notebook. This process, I came to realize, is what 

would determine the fate of my question. The more I read, the more words accumulated on the 

back of that notebook, eventually I had quite a few. Several came from Stuart Hill’s 2003 paper, 
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Autonomy, Mutualistic Relationships, Sense of place and Conscious caring: a hopeful view of the 

present and future, in which he discusses and elaborates on Josselson’s (1996) eight expressions 

of relational learning.  

I had my own curiosity, as well. From my heart, I wanted to know how the farmer’s 

identified their “self.” What affect did farming, did interacting with Nature in such a way have 

on their vision of what their “self” was? I knew this desire to know was born from reading 

literature on Deep Ecology from Arne Naess (Naess, Devall & Drengson, 2008) and George 

Sessions (Devall & Sessions, 1985) but I truly wanted to see what a “selfie” looked like through 

the lens of this research. I had also encountered the centuries old—millennia-old—debate about 

atomism versus holism (Smuts, 1926) and, I wanted to know what the farmers saw when they 

thought of the word “whole.” My PDPE method evolved from asking a question and awaiting 

answers to a game of word association with thirteen words taken from or inspired by literature in 

the periphery of the phenomenon with which I was becoming slowly obsessed.  

In the interest of candor, I tend towards the holism end of the aforementioned 

atomism/holism debate. I feared any fragmentation of the phenomenon of being-in-community 

by the research methods. I did not want to shatter a picture as I was taking it. I worried this idea 

for some time. Ecological farming is exactly that: farming in accordance and conversation with 

ecological principles—farming as applied ecology. Ecology, of course, is derived etymologically 

from the Greek “-ology” meaning study of and “oikos” which means home. My investigation 

was one of home. The farmers’ homes, the wasps that lived there…their homes, too. The plants, 

the trees, the bees, bears and snakes, their homes. My worry subsided as I began to see my 

words, in my mind, become different windows providing different perspectives into one house—

one home.  
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Despite its foreboding walls, the ivory tower places great stock in power balances. In 

fact, over the past couple of decades, the vehemence of critique against the power imbalances 

inherent in research has become, well, harder to ignore (Ceglowski, 2002; Richardson, 2000; St. 

Pierre, 2018; St. Pierre, 2019a, 2019b). Research over time has evolved away from the 

researcher, as expert, holding the power in the investigative relationship. PDPE flips the 

relationship completely on its head, placing the participant in the role of authority and the 

researcher in the role of student (Harper, 2002). The participant changes from a subject (read 

object) being studied to one contributing to the overarching body of knowledge. In this, the 

participant and researcher are not only dispensing with conflict prevalent in more traditional 

research methods thanks to the conversational nature of PDPE, they are working together to 

create the research itself (Harper, 2002; Van Auken et al., 2010). 

As it is my intention to examine the collaboration between ecological farmer and their 

ecological farm, it is only fitting that my research method be a collaboration between myself and 

the participants in the research. I would even posit that to do it any other way would be, at the 

very least, inauthentic. Besides, it has a nice harmony to it. I wanted my research into the farm to 

mimic the collaborative nature of what was taking place, “Thus, it is not the ‘sum of its parts’ but 

a membership of parts inextricably joined to each other, indebted to each other, receiving 

significance from each other and from the whole” (Berry, 1987, p.72-73). And, as it is one goal 

of my research to communicate the outcomes to worlds beyond the walls of the ivory tower, it is 

a poignant advantage that PDPE lends itself to palatable, colloquial communication: easy reading 

for the layperson (Van Auken et al., 2010).  

As I stated at the outset, this is a story, a story of my journey in search of an ontological 

map to where humans and Nature coincide as one, where Nature is included in the human 
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community, cherished, as a member, instead of treated as a vessel, a stage on which the human 

drama plays out. Besides, not only do we love a good story, humans are “narrative beings” 

(Fisher, 1985, emphasis added), stories are the medium by which the outer worlds are united 

with the inner. In order to yank my research endeavor from the tyrannical clutches of an 

academia rife with positivistic science and hurl it over the ivory walls to those who might benefit 

most, accessible to all those who choose to read it. I had to find a sheep in wolf’s clothing, a 

Rosetta Stone: a research method acceptable to the academy, but that also serves as a personal 

story of exploration. The academic tool for doing so is called, fancifully, “autoethnography.”  

It is inevitable that any researcher stands between any thing studied and those who 

encounter the result thereof; inevitable that the storyteller stands between the story and the 

reader. Instead of trying to march through town in some imperial new digs, I chose to accept that 

my exploration of the phenomenon of the ecological farm as allegory for community cannot 

correspond to any rational objective truth because I am an irrational subjective human lens 

through which this phenomenon is being filtered (Barrett, 1958; Berlin, 2013; Lather, 1993; 

Richardson, 2000; Rorty, 1980). Autoethnography places me as the instrument and asks of the 

instrument that it be itself, er, himself, um, well—me (Richardson and St. Pierre, 2005). As a 

result, autoethnography manifests before the reader much as a memoir does, allowing for the 

literary license intrinsic to expression of an experience as filtered through an idiosyncratic 

researcher (Ellis, 2008). However, I am trying to steer clear of calling this work that: memoir. It 

is my sole desire to share with you what I saw and how I saw it because I think it’s worth 

sharing, to speak truth through self. It is my hope to do so in a disciplined enough manner that 

the academy doesn’t reach for a book of matches and not so disciplined that the everyday reader 

doesn’t, well, reach for a book of matches, either. 



FINDING ARCADIA 50 

Moreover, it is not my goal to imitate reality, but to affect “[…] rather by sympathy than 

imitation; to display rather the effect of things on the mind of the speaker, or of others, than to 

present a clear idea of the things themselves” (Burke, 1990, p. 157) What’s more, I am using 

words! Words! We have for millions of years used words as a conveyance by which we bring 

others into our inner worlds. It is not my goal to imitate, but to impart; not to represent, but to 

convey through the stained-glass window of my psyche this phenomenon experienced. “The 

truth is, all verbal description, merely as naked description […], conveys so poor and insufficient 

an idea of the thing described, that it could scarcely have the smallest effect, if the speaker did 

not call in to his aid those modes of speech that mark a strong and lively feeling in himself” 

(Burke, 1990, p. 160). Truth magnified through subjective augmentation! In short, a story is 

made all the better through tellers imbuing the story with bits of themselves in the recounting. 

The actual writing of words, too, serves a purpose: as analysis. Using writing as a form of 

analysis is, yes, more poetic, more creative, than scientific, but using writing as a form of 

analysis takes us to places other means of analysis cannot (Richardson and St. Pierre, 2005). 

This, “writing-as-inquiry” (Richardson, 2000), is an appropriate mechanism for the analysis of 

my experience. In this, I become the method of distillation, a sieve, “the instrument” 

(Richardson, 2000, p. 925) for collection. What follows is creation, not repeating or rehashing; 

this process takes the researcher into the unknown, striding boldly from the edges of the 

academic map into the intellectual hinterlands of the new. Of course, new places are deficient in 

cartographical resources. There are no maps, no rules, no comforting tomes from which to draw 

fill-in-the-blank formulae for this process (St. Pierre, 2018) and this is where I wish to go: 

through the looking glass, using language as a creative force, not as a mirror, but as a “spade” 
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(Marshall, 2020, p. 41) to take me ever deeper down the rabbit hole. Fires and crucibles and 

whatnot but the skeptical reader may ask, “By Jove! How can this be valid?!” 

Frankly, it doesn’t matter. Validity is irrelevant in inquiry-based research. Applying it to 

the social sciences is like asking a fish to climb a tree; failure is inevitable (Mischler, 1990). 

Kvale (1995) excoriates the notion of validity, arguing that it stymies the “[…] generation of new 

knowledge” (p. 36). In the instance that an inquiry is constructed with a mind towards 

diminishing power imbalances, such efforts are undermined by an authoritarian claim to power 

by any institution deeming itself a bestower of validity (Kvale, 1995). Such an institution, should 

it engender its researchers to diminish power imbalances, then becomes duplicitous in its efforts. 

Bottom-line: validity is a moot point.  
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“[B]ut you are also the expression of something infinitely bigger.  

You can, if you wish, say that you are thinking or that you are moving,  

but could you not also say that it is Nature that is thinking your thoughts,  

or that it is Nature that is moving through you?” (Gardner, 2007, p. 248) 
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As I write these words, the world remains held tight in the feverish grip of a global 

pandemic. The novel coronavirus SARS-19, otherwise known as Covid-19, “the cove,” “rona,” 

or, my personal favorite, “roni” matured to pandemic status just shy of a year ago, around the 

time I was to begin searching for participant farms for my research. I will not take the time to 

dive into how it affected my life or that of my family, as, when surveying the lives of others 

around the world, my family and I have been very fortunate, all obstacles surmountable. For that 

I am grateful. I will not spend much more time discussing the pandemic for the simple reason, 

dear reader, that if you are reading this, chances are you are more than aware of the conundrums 

presented by the rona and people’s reactions to it. Nevertheless, how was I to go to markets, 

many of which were closed? If I could not get to the markets, I would be unable to approach 

farmers with my usual tie-dyed gregariousness. If they could not meet me, look me in the eye, 

face-to-face, why in tarnation would they be remotely interested in participating in my research?! 

I was also not ignorant of the irony inherent in conducting research about the intricate 

relationships intrinsic to community in a world divided by communicable disease, I had to come 

up with something…I dove into the World Wide Web, searching social media, market websites, 

peering around HTML’s at sustainable agriculture organizations, reaching out to whoever I could 

think of to find farms. When prospects emerged, I sent a speculative email (perish the thought! 

Ned Ludd rolls in his grave!), the twenty-first century version of cold calling. Here is what it 

said: 

          My name is Walter Cheatham and I am a graduate student at Royal Roads 

University. I am currently engaged in research seeking insight into the nature of 

being-in-community through interviews with ecological agriculture practitioners. 

I find myself at home in Southwest Florida following digital trails through 
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cyberspace and sending cold, pixelated electronic mail to people who don’t know 

me from Adam’s Cat. In a more typical world, you would have encountered my 

mildly absent-minded mania in a more traditional, corporeal way. Call me old 

fashioned, but I feel that face-to-face is still the best way to make a first 

impression. 

Did I mention the absent-mindedness? I am emailing you to see if you 

would be interested in participating in my research. Participation requires some, 

but little, time for the participant to take digital photographs and then two blocks 

of one to two hours for in-person interviews. My research is based on the premise 

that ecological agriculture may provide an allegory for healthy community. 

I did not count how many emails I sent or phone calls I made, but they were legion. In the course 

of shotgunning emails across the United States, a friend from my university cohort, coming to 

my rescue, volunteered as a participant. I was also incredibly fortunate for the connection to 

some farms through my fourth-grade math and science teacher. I am thankful to say that, because 

of her, I was able to garner another participant farm. In the end, retina cauterized by blue-light 

and fingers bleeding, I had five farms as participants all of which fit the bill of ecological 

agriculture as defined above. Three in North Carolina, one in Pemberton, British Columbia, and 

one, the original who had patiently and graciously stuck with my erratic madness over the 

preceding eighteen months, on San Juan Island in Washington State. 

 Now, how on earth did I get to British Columbia if the Canadian border was closed due to 

the pandemic? How did I get to San Juan Island, across snow-topped mountains? The truth of the 

matter is that I did not. The interviews with these farmers took place over the internet, our faces 

converted to binary code and sent hurtling across the Aether to be manifested in pixels on each 
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other’s computer screens. The phenomenon I experienced I experienced on the farm. I wanted to 

meet the farm, the whole thing. We don’t always get what we want, do we? I have known Kristi 

in Pemberton for some time now. Our Master’s degree is one in which openness and 

vulnerability are included in the grading rubric so, I felt that I knew her well enough and that our 

rapport was such that the vast distance and my inability to visit the farm would be compensated 

for. The farm on San Juan Island kick started this whole madcap endeavor in the first place. I had 

been there. I was, am, desperate to return, but, for the purposes of this research, it was not 

necessary.  

 What about those in North Carolina? There are eight hundred interstate miles between 

there and Sanibel Island all strewn with potentially Covid-infested bathrooms and hotel rooms 

where turndown service includes a chocolate on your pillow and the rona in your sheets. What 

my family needed was a hotel and bathroom on wheels. My wife, in her generosity and support 

of my cockamamie existential journey, dug (and, man, did she dig), found, and purchased for our 

little quartet a 32-foot recreational vehicle since dubbed “The Mothership.” Were it not for her, 

my investigation would have been solely relegated to the digital realm. The insights I have 

garnered from seeing, hearing, smelling, and feeling the farms I visited would have been wholly 

absent. For my wife’s generosity and support, I am filled with a gratitude that cannot be 

expressed in words even by one who has so many at his disposal.  

 With that, we outfitted The Mothership with food, gear, toilet paper, and toys. We 

pointed her north, North Carolina in our sights.  

Before we left for the Carolinas, however, I interviewed Kristi over Zoom. It was solely 

serendipity that my first interview was with a participant who was also my friend and fellow 

graduate student. I was able to relax a little. Make some errors. She was, for lack of a better term, 
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acting as my guinea pig, a wise and patient guinea pig, at that. What I would come to find out 

was the pattern for the research: each farmer, participant, contributed to an overall exploration of 

humans in community with Nature, but they punctuated the conversation in idiosyncratic ways. 

Sure, there was the required interview protocol…I needed to have that so the academic overlords 

would loose me upon the ontological realm, but it was not a rigid structure, not even a skeleton, 

just the tissue, really. This was a journey, one emulating that of the ecological farmer, I was 

careful not to lay my hands on the interviews too heavily before the conversation with the farmer 

allowed the form to emerge. So it was that the interview structure evolved with each interview. 

Nutrients from one interview fertilizing the next. Also, while there was a proscribed set of words, 

other concepts oozed from between them, drawn by my own curiosity and, in some cases, 

oversight on my part. I had our conversations fresh in my mind as I drove north on the interstate, 

The Mothership on point with our mini-van, the “Baby Carriage” driven by my wife and carrying 

my kids all guided by communication on a handheld, two-way radio. I am without smartphone 

and my wife hates driving first, so our navigator was behind the lead vehicle for the entirety of 

our trip. In hindsight, a manifestation of the metaphor of Dewey’s looking back in order go 

forward (Dewey, 2015).  

Kristi lives and works at an environmental education institution named, appropriately, 

Nurture in Nature. It is nestled cozily in the mountainous area near Pemberton, British Columbia, 

a stone’s throw from access to the backcountry adventure Kristi dedicated herself to for the 

twelve years preceding her arrival in Pemberton. As a backcountry guide, Kristi was both teacher 

and athlete on more than one continent from sea level on up.  Suffice it so say, these years would 

certainly garner a nod of appreciation from Yvon Chouinard. The pursuit of a Master’s degree 

funneled her trajectory towards the land on which she now cultivates her home—the first time 



FINDING ARCADIA 57 

she has been in a single place for this long since she left her native California. I have been 

privileged to share in this latter part of her journey, experiencing it second-hand through 

conversations and online interactions. However, as participant, Kristi afforded me much deeper 

access to the phenomenon I was chasing and the light she shed through the windows of the 

words illuminated so much more than I expected.  

As I guided our 32-foot soap-box along the interstate, I could hear Kristi’s voice in my 

head, 

“My parents’ house in California was the only place that I had called home until I moved 

to Pemberton. I left home when I was 18 years old. And I’m now 32 and I’ve been here for two 

years, so there were 12 years of my life in which I had a great time and every time someone 

asked where’s home, no matter where I was living, I would still say California. I spent a year 

and a half in Utah and still, when someone asked where’s home, I would say California.” 

But now Kristi, if you will pardon the pun, was putting down roots, 

“I definitely think the garden is a big aspect of that. It makes this place feel like home. 

The fact that I have a relationship with the land and relationship with other people with the land 

too. It’s a much more active relationship and it’s reciprocal. I feel like a lot of the other 

relationships I had with land, I would go and I would enjoy it, but I would never give anything 

back. Here, I love giving back.” 

My mother’s house is located about two thirds of the way between Sanibel and Concord, 

North Carolina. We chose to pull in because we had taken our time on the road and were ready 

for real toilets, real showers and the kids were hankering for a dose of Gran-time. During our 

brief stay at my mother’s I conducted the first interview with my next participant, Gena, over the 

internet. Her days at work were limited due to Covid restrictions for both her and for her kids. By 
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conducting the interview over the internet the first day, she would not have to go to work an 

extra day that week. All of my participants are working farmers with full days and weeks, I am 

beyond fortunate to have been afforded the time with them that I have. In Gena’s case, I was 

more than happy to do one of our interviews over the internet. Our second interview took place 

on the research farm Gena manages. Gena is unique among my participants in that she runs a 

farm, has a farm, was raised by farmers and is married to someone who works in agriculture. 

However, her path to where she is now, as an organic farmer and strong proponent of organic 

farming in her region, was not agriculture all the way.  

“I grew up on a farm in Union County, North Carolina. My mom ran an equestrian 

facility. My father did commercial farming with his extended family…so, real crops, they grew 

chickens and turkeys for commercial growers, things like that. I was always drawn to more of 

environmental stewardship than agriculture and went to North Carolina State University in 

Raleigh and got a bachelor’s in natural resources with a concentration in ecosystems 

assessment. After that I took a break, got married, had kids. My husband was working at North 

Carolina, A&T University in Greensboro [NC] and, there they had a master’s program in 

agriculture education. During that time, my husband was always in sustainable agriculture, his 

family were homesteaders. And so, I became more interested in that type of agriculture because 

it really melded together my experiences in growing up in agriculture and how I felt about, you 

know, taking care of the environment through what we do.”  

Her journey was more nuanced than that, however, as, when she first went to college, she 

wanted nothing to with agriculture, instead turning towards her passion for environmental 

stewardship. It was not long, one semester, actually, before she was drawn back towards 

agriculture as if she had never left it, 
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“I haven’t. Even when I went off to NC State to get away from things and live in Raleigh 

for a little while. I went one semester in a dorm and couldn’t take it. And so, the very next 

semester I started volunteering on the research units out in Raleigh. So, if there was any time, it 

was just the first semester of college, and I couldn’t take it. So, yeah, I’ve been involved in 

agriculture pretty much my whole life.” 

I began most of my interviews with lead-in questions about the farmers’ farm names and 

their daily lives. I have worked in the periphery of agriculture but have always wandered off 

towards the realm of less arduous callings like education and academics. While I am not 

unfamiliar with the dawn-to-dusk workday of the kind all of my participants alluded to, I am still 

taken aback by the sheer capacity, the sheer energy of my participants. Take for example Gena’s 

day: 

“Yeah. So a typical day, um, you know, we get up either me or my husband will go out to 

our farm and check the animals, feed, water, do any type of feeding that we need to, that work 

varies depending on what type of animals we have because the chickens and the pigs kinda come 

in and out. Um, they’re a little, little more labor intensive. After that we will go off to, to our 

jobs. For me, when I get to Lomax in the morning, I usually find the farm coordinator that I work 

with and check in with him, see what’s going on. I do a check on any of the research projects 

that I have going on the fields I’m over both the high tunnels at the facility. So, I check the high 

tunnels just to make sure that everything’s working properly, the irrigation lines haven’t busted, 

or there’s a new infestation of something. Or if I’ve noticed, you know, something needs to be 

weeded or taken care of, then I will take a break when I need to, and I will go outside and take 

care of that. And then come back in. I usually leave work around four o’clock, get home at five. 

Yesterday I gave a riding lesson, so I instruct horseback riding lessons. Did that, then we have 
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do all of the hay feeding, watering that didn’t get done that morning at the farm, watched the 

kids dig in the dirt and catch bugs a little while, you know, collect eggs, things like that. And then 

we usually pack up and come home. We have to fit in eating, you know, breakfast and dinner and 

lunch somewhere in there. And that changes every single day. We’re typically are outside before 

the sun comes up and we come home right as the sun’s going down. So just outside getting stuff 

done, the kids just pile on with us and go along. They went to work with me on Monday because I 

had stuff to do and they weren’t in school. So, you know, they’re usually a part of everything 

that’s going on too, but that, that would be a general day for me” 

Gena does have moments of peace in this circadian melee,  

“I figured out a couple of years ago, my favorite thing is when I get up really early, hit 

the field to do harvesting and you hear that swish of irrigation, whenever it turns on and you 

know, there’s a mist in the air and it’s just quiet and…it’s calm and that’s the way I like to start 

off my mornings. It’s a little hectic at home getting the kids ready and everything. But once I get 

to work, it’s very easy going and laid back. And so, when I walk around in the morning, I mean, I 

am thinking about the plots and what I have to do and everything, but to be honest, like that’s 

probably the time of my day where my mind is the most empty…just because my, my body is 

moving, I’m walking around, I’m in a place that I really like…that I appreciate. And I’m just 

looking at the things that I’ve done, you know, and being proud of myself for accomplishing 

these things, even if stuff is going awry, I’ve still gotten to the point where things could go awry. 

So, you know…it’s a very nice way to start my day.” 

The Mothership and the Baby Carriage left Gran’s house for a brief stop in Concord to 

have a second conversation with Gena before putting Winston-Salem, the location of the next 

farm, in our sights. We arrived with only moments to spare before the family and I switched 
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places, only long enough for me to change from road clothes to research clothes, I heard requests 

for snacks directed towards my wife as I popped out the door and headed to meet Susan.  

 Susan’s story is not unlike Kristi’s: she traveled the world and worked in 

agriculture in many capacities before ultimately settling home again and starting her farm in 

Winston-Salem in 2014. She has a degree in anthropology, but her reasoning behind exploring 

agriculture really struck me,  

“I didn’t want to go back to more school or anything like that. I just remember 

academically thinking through all the different professions and growing food just makes so much 

more sense than repairing people over and over and over again…I was like, ‘I can find no wrong 

in this.’” 

“I’ve never been in one place in one business for this long, because usually it was 

seasonal, seasonal, seasonal, a three-year chunk and Peace Corps was a two-year chunk. So, 

this is kind of like putting roots down and being able to grow trees and the difference between 

owning versus renting is…it’s more meaningful. And my parents volunteer and help an awful lot. 

My dad loves to dig trenches and weed, the big weeds, and my mom likes to deliver. They are 

wonderful. And my brother was living here before he moved out to California. He was helping 

with the farmer’s market. It kind of ended up being a family business.” 

As I reviewed Susan’s interview, I realized that her journey to having her own farm was a 

path of being open to and learning from different experiences. Again, tone underscored some of 

her experiences, belying a delight in learning itself.  

“I ended up interning or volunteering at Willing Workers Organic Farms in Burnsville, 

North Carolina, outside of Asheville. And they were doing honeybees and blueberries. And there 

was an advertisement about the Rodale Institute and how they took interns. And so, I ended up 
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staying at the main researcher’s house in Pennsylvania. They were doing research trials, 

organic versus conventional, a good amount of acreage.” 

When Susan was in the Peace Corps, she learned an entirely new language and then 

applied that learning to helping people and communities, but the love of learning shone through, 

“I felt like I was somewhat useful, but mostly I just learned a bunch. 

Susan worked in agriculture in Pennsylvania, Georgia, and North Carolina after returning 

from the Peace Corps before she started her farm. It started on a rented piece of property before 

she made the jump to purchasing her own land. This opened for her the ability to, again forgive 

the pun, put down roots; to truly invest in place and the land. It opened avenues of possibility for 

her visions of what the future looked like. As she mentioned above, she was able to grow trees. 

A simple thought at first glance, but the opportunity to remain in one place long enough to allow 

for the time needed between the planting a tree and it bearing fruit was a stark contrast to the 

wandering which preceded it.  

“Just settling into something and then once I feel comfortable, then my mind can wander 

again or like just kind of explore what’s under my own two feet. It’s like, you kind of travel and 

you see all this different stuff and then, (I get that travel itch sometimes) but then there’s so much 

to learn right here.” 

Our next stop was outside the small town of Celo, North Carolina. Celo is a small, quaint 

community at the base of Mt. Mitchell. I first heard about Gretchen’s farm because of the 

wonder of social media. I noticed, as I was trudging through page after page in search of 

participants, that my fourth-grade teacher was a fan of a couple of farms in the Western North 

Carolina region. I sent her a message, asking for recommendations and Gretchen was on that list. 

One email led to another and the pictures flowed in.  
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Gretchen and her family have settled in the region, but the path to get there, like other 

participants, was a meandering one ranging from her hometown of Jacksonville, Florida to the 

west coast of the United States and down into Costa Rica.  

“I had said for most of my adult life that I would never be an annual vegetable farmer 

because I ran farmer’s markets and I, they were my friends and they worked so hard and they 

were always exhausted and I’m like, why would anyone do that? When I was practicing 

permaculture in Costa Rica, we still weren’t really producing that much food that we needed to 

fill our plates. There were tree crops, but really, we were still buying in a lot of veggies. And so, 

figuring out how permaculture meshed with production agriculture was a learning curve. I 

wasn’t finding a lot of information or models out there. So, once we figured that out, then it felt 

like something I really felt more passionate about. It wasn’t just growing food. It was like,’ Oh! 

We’re doing something positive here.’ And I’m growing and learning and not just doing. It’s 

really been these last two growing seasons where 

it’s shifted for me. I had a day job and I decided to 

quit that, to see if my husband and I gave everything 

we could to the farm, if we could make it work 

financially. So that was also a learning process of a 

couple of years of us figuring out how to do that 

together. But then there started to be a movement 

and no-till agriculture there’s books and podcasts 

about it. Now, there’s actually a large network of 

people doing it. And so, plugging into that was when everything changed for me.” 
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Their farm is nestled in a small scoop out of Pisgah National Forest. Their neighbors 

range across the demographic board with at least one having family ties to the region for the past 

seven generations. Gretchen and her husband have their own ties. Hers go back to childhood 

summers whereas her husband’s are from a childhood living in North Carolina. It was the Celo 

Community itself which drew Gretchen and her family to their chosen place.  

“We ended up here because of Celo community ultimately because we were living in 

community in Costa Rica. Well, first we tried to start a community, which was several years of 

ultimate disaster and then we actually were part of starting a community, which we still are a 

part of and have built a cabin on this land down there. Our neighbors’ friends are living in there 

now, but we knew that we didn’t want to live in the middle of nowhere and just have each other 

to rely on for everything we needed and we knew having an only child, which is what we thought 

was going to be the case, that we wanted her to have people. We wanted people that shared our 

interests and values that we could spend time with, you know. So, I had been coming here since I 

was a teenager, but had no idea about Celo community. And then my mom’s like, you know, 

there’s a community right here. I was like, ‘No!’ And so, we met someone. Actually, ended up 

being Cedar who’s the farmer and she has Goldfinch gardens, which is a CSA. Yeah. And so, she 

invited us over just to get to know what it was like. And ultimately, we didn’t want to be a part of 

the community, still had kind of like, ‘I don’t want to sit in another meeting ever again.’ We’re 

kind of on the outskirts, which a lot of people are. And there’s a long waiting list to get into Celo 

community, anyway, because there’s just not infinite land. And so that’s why we’re here: there’s 

a preschool, there’s a food co-op, there’s a health center. We don’t have to rely on Burnsville. 

You know, we have it right here. Being just outside of Celo community, we have relationships 

with all of our direct neighbors who are amazing.” 
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After we left Gretchen’s farm, my family and I headed south to our little island in 

Florida. I had one more interview left: Amanda, the farmer from San Juan Island whose home 

inspired the trajectory of this journey. We were to meet online. I have to admit to a level of 

excitement. I had stayed as a guest on her farm. I had conversed with her at length about 

sustainable farming, her past as an outdoor educator and even enjoyed a meal with her family at 

a local restaurant: a slice of life on another island, one we have come to love. However, this 

conversation would be different. I would be wearing my researcher’s hat to learn from Amanda, 

a voice of the experience of being-in-community.  

As it turns out, Amanda had worked only about an hour south of where I live in Florida. 

Like the other farmers, Amanda took a circuitous route through life before becoming a famer. 

Even once she had made the transition to farming, it was a few years before she considered 

herself to be fully fledged as a “farmer.” 

“I suppose after the three years we finally filed as a business and, you know, our income 

was still really small but, again, having a certain level of commitment to it. We did a farm plan 

with the County, I think at that point it did feel more official. And I suppose at that point I felt 

like I was a very green farmer, not really knowing what I was doing, but committed to being a 

farmer. At that point, I do remember the adjustment of what I had been doing before I had a kid, 

doing a lot of the outdoor education, And I think also with entering into parenthood probably 

and where a lot of my peers hadn’t. I think again with going to farming conferences and things 

like that as well and just being part of that farming community, and people regarded me as a 

farmer. I don’t remember one specific moment, but it was probably around in that time period.” 



FINDING ARCADIA 66 

When I think of farming, I think of many successive repetitive days, but it seems that, 

even after more than a decade has passed, Amanda’s life as a farmer lacks what one might call 

“an average day.” 

Every day is definitely different in terms of task lists and again, and of differences in the 

seasons. I’d say in the summertime is when my routine is the most scheduled in terms of certain 

days: I have to be harvesting certain things and delivering certain things versus the rest of the 

year where, somewhat depending on what the weather’s doing of what task I can complete. 

There’s always the random things that pop up: a pig escapes or a tree falls, you know. 

Surprising how often things like that pop up. 

In the interim since my family’s visit, Amanda transitioned the farm away from 

participating in the local farmers’ market to a subscription-style CSA. In the conventional CSA, 

community members pay for a share of the harvest. 

When harvests occur, typically weekly, the 

community shareholders receive a share of the food. 

This transition was instigated primarily by the shut-

downs associated with the Covid-19 Pandemic. 

Isolating as it was, there were still moments in 

which Amanda felt the immense gratitude from the community not just for the food, but 

something more during the time of isolation and confusion and fear.  

“A lot of them [CSA members] were pretty regular farmer’s market customers. A handful 

of them were some of my friends and then some people are people that I had never met. But even 

just through email exchanges…I think one lady who I had never met, I did see her one day 

picking up: she was just so grateful getting the produce and food and just said that it was one of 
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the few things that she was excited about every week. So just in terms of packing each individual 

box of having some relationship and connection with the people, I was packing it for whether I 

knew them personally or not…whether it had just been through email exchanges…that, yeah, I 

mean, I definitely was thinking about each individual as I was packing their boxes. Sending 

people who really liked certain things and giving them a little bit extra of this or that, or some 

people who I knew didn’t like some things.” 

The gratitude she describes is something to which I can easily relate. During the early 

onset of the pandemic, our family hunkered down. This meant that our normal sources of fresh 

food were severed. Thanks to my wife, we found Twelve Seasons Farm in Ft. Myers. Our 

family’s gratitude for their willingness to deliver to our little island is inestimable. It seems the 

residents of San Juan Island echoed our own sentiments.  

“People were always appreciative, but not in the same way. I did hear from more than 

one person where they did say that that was one of the few things they were looking forward to 

each week that was helping them along, which I don’t think was the case before. So, I think it did 

mean something different to people this year than it has other years, although there’s still that 

general sentiment of…I do feel a huge amount of community support and appreciation in 

general.”  

-o- 
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Bearing Witness 

 

-o- 

 
“Reach out and beyond 

wake up, remember 

we are born of one breath, one word 

we are all one spark, eyes full of wonder” 

(Keenan, 2019, 10:04) 

 

 

 

-o- 
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And with that, my interviews were complete. All I had left before me was to assimilate 

what I heard into a cohesive academic unit. I watched the interviews. Listened to the words. 

Looked at my notes. I wrote impressions, comments, whole paragraphs trying to draw cohesion 

from the swirling maelstrom of patterned connections, searching for lines connecting the dots in 

my cognitive aether. Keeping in the “writing-as-analysis” vein, I began to write little 

conversations with myself. Notebook pages filled. Scribbles blossomed in page margins. I began 

this inquiry looking for an ideal for community, but my expeditions into the interviews with the 

farmers were yielding something different, something deeper…just out of reach.  

And then it struck me: what I was seeing was not a community ideal but insight into how 

to be human. Now, we have spent the better part of a millennium seeking a map for human 

existence…a fool’s errand, for the map, if it exists at all, changes; is in constant flux. The 

knowledge of our world, the scientific definition of humans, has left us atomized and 

ontologically emaciated. As I waded into the interviews, what I discovered was not a map, but a 

way of navigation. These farmers were giving me the wisdom of existential wayfinding, teaching 

one to fish, rather than just providing just an evening’s meal. Yet, I was not mining these farmers 

for wisdom, but engaging with them in order to assemble an ontological navigation from their 

daily lives in community with nature and each other. This was an anthropological experience, a 

philosophical experience but, no: philo, love of, sophy, wisdom. No, this was not love of wisdom, 

but the creation of wisdom: poiesis. A participatory anthropology…a sophipoetic 

anthropology…devoid of scientific experts, collaborative, anarchic, grounded in nature (quite 

literally actually) and resulting in an articulation of a way of being in community with, well, 

Being. What resulted was not a description, but a co-creation of a vision of humanity reunited 

with the rest of Being in harmonious, consensual conversation. 
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What has matriculated out of this experience is a series of individual reflections, isolated 

only in the sense that each is itself. Each is a view into the undulating matrix of constituent parts 

of community made visible by these farmers. They may be read in any order, encountered from 

any direction. My experience of this research has taken me across literary continents, across 

time, and into my deepest self. It has been both an inquiry and a journey. I offer these reflections 

to you, dear reader, not as some thing for reading, but as a place in which to wander. 

 

-o- 
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“We found that guy yesterday and, um, I guess I was thinking like self-less as in self-contained 

self. I was kind of looking for things that have come the complete cycle almost. It’s got a lot of 

potential. I think it’s really neat when things are so like, ‘There’s a mission there that that thing 

has yet to complete,’ and it has what it needs. It’s kind of like what I heard about seeds: a seed 

has everything it needs and it’s like a plant with its lunch box waiting to happen. And there’s a 

lot of life in there. You can feel it! Like there’s…it’s not squishy, it’s firm and steady and I hope 

it made it. I mean, we’ve put it back. I put it back in the soil and buried it again. And it’s so 

fragile, too. Like, it’s kind of like it’s meant to be there. It’s hanging on there by…just 

happenstance. I mean, I didn’t see any others like it in the area, so it was just kind of doing its 

own thing. Yeah. I kind of wonder what’s, you know, what its next step is or what…what it 

fears…where its friends are or what it can find allies with. Anyhow, there’s a lot to be 

discovered there,” Susan. 

The self! What a delightfully nebulous concept and, as a self, I happen to find it deeply 

engaging. It was my desire to ask of the farmers, whose lives are integrated with the community 

of Nature, how they conceived of self. Initially, I saw this as a way to get the inside scoop on 

how one saw themselves when in ontological conversation with Nature, but as I delved deeper, 

as the breadth of my investigations grew, I realized that the human self is the Archimedean point 

to which I can tether my exploration of being-in-community: a point of entry, so to speak; and, 

advantageously, a point with whom I am capable of conversing in my native tongue. 

 In all actuality, I find myself with no firm convictions about the nature of the self. “Of 

course, from the perspective of modern social sciences, identity is a very complex notion, 

referring to all the different ways people combine themselves in social relationships as 
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manifested in personality, values, actions, and sense of self” (Thomashow, 2002, p.3): a singular 

point in a maelstrom of interactions. But Identity. Self. Slippery synonymity for grounding an 

academic quest. It gets worse. “We cannot accurately set borders to human identity since it trails 

off from the light of focused awareness into the shadows of dreams, spotty memories, intuitions, 

and spontaneous eruptions whose point of origin is indefinite” (Hillman, 1995, p. xviii). Ok, so 

perhaps I might have to rethink the idea of a “singular point.” 

 Fortunately, it seems that the self is a bit of a quandary for the Academy, as well. There 

appear to be countless inquiries asking the question, “What is the self?” (Hunt, 2014). An answer 

to which is elusive and unresolved (Bergner, 2017). “Philosophers, psychologists, and other 

scientists [have] wrestled with this issue for many years” (Leary, 2004, p. 1), and yet, the self 

remains “psychology’s most puzzling puzzle” (James, 1890, p. 330); science’s greatest riddle 

(Ramachandron as cited in Robins et al., 2008).  

Nevertheless, the self has received plenty of academic attention (e.g., Alicke et al, 2013; 

Baumeister, 2008; Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Heidegger, 2010; Harré, 1998; Jung & Campbell, 

1976; Maslow, 1982; McGinn, 2004; Mead, 1934; Merleau-Ponty, 2013; Vandenbos, 2007; 

Watts, 2011). The Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess (1985) sums it up best, “Several thousand 

years of philosophical, psychological, and social-psychological thinking has not brought us to 

any adequate conception of the ‘I’, the ‘ego’, or the ‘self’” (p. 227). Leary (2004) contends that 

the self is the “processes involved in reflexive cognition, the ability to focus one’s attention on 

and think about oneself” (p.2). Bergner (2017), on the other hand, posits that the self has been 

alluded to as an “’inner entity,’ one that is deep, mysterious, ineffable, and perhaps ineluctably 

hidden from view” (p. 84), “a certain embodied, conscious, deliberate actor of whom both the 

mental […] and physical […] actions are aptly predicated” (p. 85). Ineffable and elusive: can’t 
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find it and wouldn’t know it if you did. Perhaps the self is a collision of the past and future 

manifested as an embodied perception of the now, “the indivisible sector of Being which forms 

the anchorage of my present” (Merleau-Ponty, 1978, p. xvi). Thus, my body, a skin-sack full of 

organs and bones stands between me and the world. But, conversely, is also the sensory medium 

by which I garner my perception of it (Seamon, 2000).  What’s more “an individual’s harmony 

with [their] ‘own deep self’ requires not merely a journey to the interior, but a harmonizing with 

the environmental world,” for “the cut between self and natural world is arbitrary” (Hillman, 

1995, p. xix). “We may be said to be in, and of, Nature from the very beginning of ourselves” 

(Naess, 1985, p. 226). “And if the limits of this subject cannot be set, then psychology merges 

willy-nilly with ecology” (Hillman, 1995, p.xx).  

Conveniently, Arne Naess blended psychology and ecology when he introduced the 

concept of the ecological self (Naess, 1985; Naess, 2009). The ecological self is a “sense of self 

that extends beyond one’s egoic, biographic, or personal self” (Maslow, 1982, p. iv). In short, 

“the boundaries between self and other are dissolved” (Bragg, 1996, p.96). And thus, the 

ecological self is an interdependent self. In other words, “experiencing ecological self involves 

seeing oneself as part of an encompassing biophysical/spiritual relationship and one’s behavior is 

contingent on the state-of-being of others […] in this relationship” (Bragg, 1996, p. 100).  

Nebulous, and varied, indeed is a definition of the self. Fortunately, I sought not a 

definition, but an articulation, specific articulations from those experiencing selfness as they 

experienced it in community with Nature. Bear in mind, also, that I am not a philosopher, a 

psychologist, nor am I a scientist (despite what my undergraduate diploma may say) and I am not 

privileging any one definition over another (of interest: Naess never explicitly defines ecological 



FINDING ARCADIA 75 

self (Bragg, 1996)), but I am instead sharing those conceptions I brought along with me onto the 

farm and into the exploration of being-in-community.  

I have great respect for Naess’s idea of an ecological self, and it has colored my thinking 

for years. As has his philosophy which is predicated upon teleological self-realization (Naess, 

2009). More simply, everything has an indwelling self, a “what they’re supposed to be,” “inside” 

of them and that, through a reciprocal, conversational relationship with other beings and the 

environment, this indwelling self can manifest, realize…come to be (Sehmsdorff, personal 

communication, 2019).  In this case, I cannot help but see a home for Susan’s words about the 

little creature above which has a “mission to complete” akin to “a plant with its lunchbox waiting 

to happen.”: the indwelling self, the telos, made visible. 

I like that. I like, too, that my indwelling self is human, as is yours, dear reader. It is our 

own taste of the human condition. Each self is its own deviant from the norm, making it unique 

in this inescapably interrelational existence. These deviations add flavor to the species, spice to 

life: not the samenesses, the differences. And yet, it is this very sameness, this shared experience 

of the human condition that forms the medium in which the granular particulate of deviant selves 

congeals into one humanity in the community of Nature. “But enough of this wild fox barking” 

(Snyder, 1969, p. 134) 

-o- 

 The premise of photo-elicitation is that the participants are the experts on themselves and 

I take this literally. As Gena was my first stop on the trip, I’d like to start with her. I am also 

starting with her because her articulation of the self is of a constellation nature, reminiscent of 

the interdependent self alluded to above. It goes without saying that a picture is worth a thousand 

words and it is clear at first blush that Gena’s concept of herself does not include, well, just her.   
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“Taking some time for yourself is important and I've always been a big proponent of that. 

Especially being a mother of three, you have to kind of grab onto those things that you really 

enjoy doing. So, a couple of weekends ago, we took a trip up to the mountains and we camped 

for a night and I made sure to book a hotel for this second night, because I'm not much of a 

camper. And it was raining and messy, but we were all having a really good time. And…that was 

the best weekend I've had in a long time.” 

Not being a stranger to the accidental joys of unexpected calamity, I completely related, 

but what struck me was the manner which Gena described the trip, as if she was extracting her 

core self from the peripheral constellation of responsibilities and identities.  

 “You can see my boys are a little less enthused than I am. They're a little cold and a little 

wet, but, you know, that whole weekend was really nice. It was good to remove myself from 

everything else that was going on. It was nice to get away from the farm for a couple of days and 

not have that constant need to take care of everything and that constant responsibility to keep 

everything alive. We were able to step away and do this for a weekend and had a wonderful time. 

We could take a break and I could just take a mental break. I did not take my laptop with me. I 

left it at home. I think I let my phone run out of battery at one point and the weekend was kind of 

a cluster because it started raining and our tent started leaking and we all ended up sleeping in 

the car the first night but it was fun because we weren’t having to worry about, you know, ‘Gosh, 

it's raining. Did I bring the horses in or not? Do I need to go turn the irrigation off in the 

morning?’ You know it was nice to just focus on being family and being together and not being 

together on a farm and having to do all these other things.”   

Gena began her response with “taking time for yourself” and ended with “being a family 

and being together.” Her words, her tone, allude to a self that is not just Gena, but her family as 
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well. In the context above, Gena uses “myself” when discussing an experiential unit comprised 

of Gena, her husband, and her sons. A self, comprised of not just the embodied self one defines 

as “me,” but radiating outward to encompass others, as well, as if the self radiates outwards in a 

penumbra of others…almost as if it is stretchy.  

 Stretchy is not a very academic word. It seems to lack the requisite syllabic fortitude, but 

stretchy is what comes to mind when I think of the self as viewed through the Gena window of 

this inquiry. Gena’s self stretches to encompass others in her conception of self. Those closer to 

her adhere more strongly than those entities and responsibilities closer to the periphery.  

 Great, one of my graduate school conclusions is that the self is stretchy. But I cannot help 

but think of the self in this way, and not in just a social, interrelational context as with Gena, but 

in Kristi’s case, the self stretches across time, as well.  

Kristi, “This is me trying so hard to do the right thing, work on the thesis and all I can do 

is, ‘Oh, I need to go pick up some flowers for the table because we're going to have this retreat 

later’. And then I come to the thesis and five minutes later, it's like, ‘Oh, but they're going to 

need some fresh cucumber water, obviously.’ So, I needed to go pick some cucumbers and make 

this thing of water for them. And then I'm sitting there working on my thesis and I'm like, ‘All the 

chickens definitely need to be checked on,’ and, ‘Make sure that they have enough water.’ So, I 

walk away from the thesis again and I go check on the chickens. Then I come back and I look at 

the, and I'm like, you know, what else needs to be done is I need to think of Walter and his words. 

And that I will do anything that I possibly can to not work on the thing that I've decided I needed 

to do for my own personal self-improvement: which is work on the thesis.” 
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Me, “I'm struck by the fact that, and I don't know if it's you, if it's the land, if it's the 

component of you in the land. Um, but the fact that the plastic digital pixelated thing, I mean in 

this picture, it’s almost, you know, from an Instagram, pop-culture perspective: the computer 

with the flowers and the cucumber water. It looks very, ‘Oh, like how bucolic,’ but then when 

you describe it, all of a sudden the computer 

becomes almost an intrusion. Like it, it doesn't 

belong there anymore.” 

Kristi, “I think it's so interesting when 

people post that, that picture. I'm doing my 

work here today and all I can think is that 

means you're actually not there. ‘Cause that's 

how it is for me. So, what I want to do is be 

present and be alive and be moving and be 

working with people and be working with 

plants. And in order to do that, in order to be good at doing that, I also need to allow this plastic 

thing to help guide research and give me knowledge.” 

The conversation continues, but, dear reader, I want to draw your attention to something 

in particular, “So, what I want to do is be present.” This is where I first noticed the chronological 

attenuation to which Kristi was alluding.  

Kristi: “I don't want to say writing a thesis is a bad thing or an impediment to my life. 

Yeah. This is, it's a work of art and it's really awesome to be able to engage in it, especially 

through this, this digital means and learning so much. I'm learning so much doing it, how to—

how to evaluate a program and how to make meaning out of data, how to add to the body of 
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knowledge, instead of just consume how to critique things that people are saying. In order to do 

that, it takes time. I'm very grateful that I get to take that time in a beautiful place like this.” 

 I interjected, “So this may be way off base, but I've gotten, and I'm very grateful for, this 

kind of snapshot of this experience, through which you're going [the masters program at Royal 

Roads University and the development of Nurture in Nature] and it's a transformative experience 

by definition: you couldn't have known what it was going to look like before you undertook it. 

Listening to your tone and the way that you structured what you just said, it sounds like…it's 

almost like what you just said wasn't for me; that you're justifying the completion of your thesis 

process. Because it's seeming like it's an impediment to you becoming this transformed self. That 

it's almost like you have to…it's like a last bit of dry skin that you have to scrape off. That's just 

kind of the vibe I was getting.” 

Kristi responded, “The thesis, the dry skin that I have to scrape off. Yeah. I've had this 

conversation with a lot of the women in our cohort [at Royal Roads]. A lot of the women in our 

cohort decided we needed to go get a master's degree because we needed the letters by our name 

in order to be considered valid at what we do. I don't know that I feel that anymore, but that's the 

reason I got a master's degree, one of the main reasons that I came to school, I felt that men in 

similar positions to me were given more opportunity than I was. To be worth or worthy of the 

same amount of opportunity, I needed more education. So, that's me two years ago. Now I see 

the computer in this as the fact that I've decided to do it and I'm going to see it through, even 

though there's so many other things that I would rather be doing than paying attention to the 

computer, going off, getting flowers and caring for people and getting cucumber water is how I 

would prefer to spend my time. But I need to finish this because I said I was going to do it.” 
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Look at the picture again. The present self, partially barricaded behind computer and 

table, spans outward into the garden, the farm, moored by the implements of her previous self. 

The pervasive, constant self, determined to finish what one has started despite the draw towards 

the realization of the new, closing off the former before fully embodying the now. Kristi touches 

on many paths a self can take, but as one considers the breadth of her experience in the context 

of the picture, the stretching of the self across time (“That was me two years ago.”).  Kristi: 

outdoor educator, graduate student, farmer. A seed. A sapling. A tree. What are these but 

instantiated perspectives, chronological snapshots of one self in the process of becoming?  

 What’s more, the stretchiness, it’s not just chronological, it is, for lack of a better term, 

spatially ontological…physical? Intersubjective! The self encompasses more than just a ghost-

like psyche imprisoned behind the bones of the skull, the self radiates across living landscapes, 

penumbra merging with 

penumbra, not finite, but 

incorporating of the “out” by 

the “in” and vice versa.  

Gretchen, “I didn't 

always plant flowers in our 

garden. And so. each year I 

plant more flowers. I love what 

I do, but it's also really tiring. 

It's all day every day and it's all you think about. Cause it's the garden, the garden work is great, 

but also you're out there, no matter what the weather is like, you know, and the business piece 

never ends. You're running your own business. So, ultimately, it bleeds into every other aspect of 
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your life and often when you should be sleeping. But the flowers are just…every single time I 

walk—which is many times a day—I feel this lift from them, you know, they just bring this…this 

joy. It's just so beautiful. And um, I think that, this is how it was feeding me in different ways. It's 

interesting because the more I get into just having flowers around and [with] more learning 

about soil and diversity in general, I realized like they actually play super important roles on the 

soil level, as well as pollinators. And, you know, they have an important place there, which 

makes sense. You know, nature works really in perfect ways, beautiful ways.  

“No matter what you're doing in your job, how do you find beauty in each day? And that 

has been kind of my mantra during the COVID year and crazy politics and so much going on. 

That's just really hard to process on a daily basis. And I've just been trying focus on each day, 

like, how do you find beauty in this day? You know? And, for me, I admit it must be a lot easier 

given what I do to find beauty. You know, I realized that, like a lot of people don't have that, but 

there must be something if you really focus in and try, you know, the flowers are kind of an 

obvious thing…but there's so many little moments where you can find beauty, if that's your 

intention—to find it or make a moment, you know. Like, ‘Nothing's lifted me up today. I better be 

sure to take a moment and do something that's not just logistically needing to get done. 

“And slowly they've [the flowers] been allowed to have more real estate in the garden. At 

first I kind of had to be like, ‘Jonah, I'm planting some flowers at the end of this bed’ And he's, 

because of our small amount of space, he's trying to maximize efficiency, which I get. We can fit 

more plants in this bed that we're going to sell if the flowers aren't there. But that has shifted. 

And…and some of those flowers that I seed when he's planting a bed, he's been planting them out 

and finishing the bed off with flowers now, too, which made me really happy to see. We didn't, we 

didn't vocalize it, but I imagine he saw the need as well, you know, or how it uplifted him.” 
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The land itself became the format, the context, the medium for a conversation between 

Gretchen and her husband. Gretchen’s self, radiating through flowers, through beauty into the 

landscape in mutual incorporation. It seems, as if we, humans, too, inject ourselves into our 

landscape and parts of ourselves return to us through the senses, the relationship deepens, grows, 

expanding the self to incorporate the land. A union emerges from the confluence: a conversational 

co-creation of self and place reciprocally eliminating the divide between “human” and “nature.” 

 And so it came to pass that I saw that the self was stretchy: socially, chronologically, 

intersubjectively. I read through these stories of self, these stories which convene in a symphonic 

existential narrative, accumulated and incorporated into the self, bolstering the realization, the 

becoming, thereof, and a thought began to make itself heard in my mind. It wasn’t a thought so 

much as a quote by Wei Wu Wei, “98.98 percent of everything that you do and all that you say is 

for yourself-and there isn’t one.” I heard, rather than read, this quote from David Whyte (2011) in 

his Ted Talk on the conversational nature of reality. He says, “There’s no self that will survive a 

real conversation.” In other words, if you are truly, consensually, engaged in an existential 

conversation, as these farmers are, the self then disappears. But the self also realizes through 

conversation with other selves, in conversation with one’s surroundings, doesn’t it? One then finds 

themselves in a Eubulidean heap of a conundrum, “Where does the self end? Where does the self 

begin? I have found that, thanks to the farmers, the self arises out of consensual conversation. The 

self is a conversational being; an emergent quality of physical, social, chronological, 

intersubjective interaction, but, conversely, also like a pearl: the self is that particulate around 

which these interactions coalesce. Still esoteric. Still nebulous. Damn. 

 In exploring the self, physics and reason disintegrate, are tossed to the wind: up becomes 

left, and down becomes out. I become you and you become it (Watts, 2011). You have my 
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assurance I will do my best not to lose you, for that is exactly what I found as my journey 

continued.   

Amanda, “Another 

challenging one for me. Um, so a 

little random, Walter, but, um, this 

is just like…clouds were going by 

really fast. It was windy...and 

partly…I think in feeling attached 

on some level to the farm, but not 

in other ways and just feeling like, 

like I'm a passing breeze in the 

landscape…” 

This one very nearly speaks for itself. As soon as Amanda brought my attention to the 

movement in the picture, a vision of a conversational self exploded into form in my 

consciousness alongside this presence of a contradictory, but complimentary, relationship 

between permanence and impermanence. That her self is fleeting, but she paired it with an 

attachment to the farm; a self tethered to the landscape. You see, around the time this interview 

took place, I was also introduced to a work which described a similar phenomenon. In Gauvin 

(2021), there is an interaction between aspens and the wind. In it, the author brings to light that 

the aspens give voice to the wind and the wind, voice to the aspens. One wonders would the 

wind have a voice were it not for the aspens? Would the aspens were it not for the wind? One 

without the other is silent, imperceptible. 
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Inspired, I saw past the leaves blowing in the breeze travelling through Amanda’s farm 

across San Juan Island from the sea and heard Amanda’s words: feeling attached in some ways, 

but not in others. Would the farm be a farm without Amanda? Would “Amanda” be without the 

farm? The selves, in this picture, emerge in conversation with each other. One gives self-ness to 

the other and the other reciprocates. It was “The visible and invisible working together in 

common cause to create the miraculous” (Whyte, 2012, p. 356)—the conversational nature of the 

self. 

 I used to be a science teacher and, of course, I taught students about the atom. Twenty-

four hundred years ago, Democritus named the atom—existence indivisible: that particle which 

cannot any further be divided. The fundament of material existence. Then along comes Ernest 

Rutherford who stuck his fingers in his ears and his tongue out at Democritus and up and split 

the atom. A maelstrom of quantum bits and pieces came pouring out…and a whole lotta nothing. 

That’s right, in between the bits and pieces is empty space, but here’s to you, Democritus, the 

atom is still the foundational, functional unit of material existence, at least for those of us who 

don’t, on the regular, interact with quarks and bosons.  

Why did I tell you that? Because what I have found in the sylvan darkness of my journey 

into the wilderness of Being-in-Community is that the self is a singular entity in much the same 

way as is the atom: it is the functional unit of community, but when peered into, one sees an 

orchestra of conversational constituent parts. Parts and pieces comprised of raw Nature. The self 

is the ontological event horizon at which humans and Nature collide! The self is where human 

discorporates, literally and figuratively, into Nature and it is where Nature coalesces into human. 

I began writing of the self believing it to be the Acrhimedean point on which I would ground my 
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recounting of Being-in-Community, but I was wrong. The self is that point at which humans and 

Nature become one. 

 Though, upon further consideration, point seems a bit finite, doesn’t it? Harking back to 

Hillman (1995) above who says that drawing the line between ourselves and Nature is arbitrary, 

that the human may, in fact, be “in and of” Nature “from the very beginning of ourselves.” I do 

not think it’s that clear cut. If there is a line, it is akin to a shoreline—at moments ocean floor, at 

others dry land. So, too, is the human self: at moments human and at others Nature and that is 

why I contend that humans and Nature converge as one in the self, because when one really gets 

down to it, the shoreline is both dry land and sea floor: the self is where the fact that human is 

both human and Nature and Nature is both Nature and human is most readily visible, glaringly 

apparent; a both/and which can be seen as an either/or…or the other way ‘round.  

 I wrote this as a journey into somewhere. I didn’t know where. I just knew that I was 

headed somewhere intellectually. As I strode into the topic of the self, I had no idea what I would 

see along the way. I walked further, passing aspects of the self, which I recounted in accordance 

with their occurrence. Each aspect felt integral to the self; a part of the conception, “self.” I 

imagine the journey not ending, but leading inward until it leads outward like the old riddle 

about the dog running into the woods, “How far can a dog run into the woods?” The answer is 

only halfway, for once it reaches that point, the dog is then running out of the woods.  

  “What do we do with this information,” you may ask. The conclusion which stands in 

priority, to me here, is the fact that humans are inextricably tied to Being at the point of the self. 

That the self must face and engage in this connection conversationally, symphonically, in order 

that community in concert with Nature might emerge. This is the point: Humans are inextricably 

Nature. This is evident in a journey into the self. The key is to start acting like it, and stop being 
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in dualistic denial, as these farmers do: acknowledging their membership in the community of 

Being through ontological action grounded in human and Nature being inextricable from each 

other. I’ll stop here, lest I veer into a realm of “should” and “could.” 

 (Of note: While I have privileged a perspective of the “ghost in the machine,” I am not 

discounting the fact that we are also physically inseparable from Nature, as well. We are made of 

atoms and, as mentioned above, a commensurate phenomenon occurs physically as it does 

psychically. This arena of the argument remains outside the scope of this work. I would, 

however, bring the reader’s attention to the observation by Heisenberg that consciousness arises 

from unconscious matter). 

 This section remained persistent in my mind after I thought it was completed, I continued 

to hear Amanda’s voice in my mind alongside the image she took. Amanda, a passing breeze in 

the landscape, but that breeze is what brings all in the picture into coherence, “a lot of it is 

simply about being aware of clouds and wind” (Snyder, 2007, p. 143). The breeze turns image 

into narrative. The breeze is the breath of the many voices here. The self, too, gives voice to all 

constituent members of the farm: a single, choral community.  
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“I just think that with pigs being so much more like us with all the similarities they're 

really easy to empathize with. We can't live without taking other life. I do find it really 

challenging to be in that role: that I'm the taker of life, Walter. I'm growing and cultivating 

life…and then, yeah, there's a fair amount of death and killing going on. Parts of it are just 

like…they just don't really get easier. It's just hard. I still shed tears with the pigs,” Amanda. 

Trickling from the interstices of the conversations between the famers and I was a 

glimpse of just how intimately “agrarian life places people in close contact with the cycles of 

birth and death” (Orr, 2004, p.180). Where life persists in such abundance, death, too, must there 

reside. Those engaged in ecological agriculture, as those with whom I spoke, provide insight 

from within the community of Nature: the community of life and death. Conversely, there seems 

a near abhorrence of death with regards to the daily life of much of Modern Western Society 

(Becker, 1997), “paradoxically we are causing death at the largest scale possible, yet no culture 

has ever taken greater pains to deny mortality or more of its treasure to ward off the mere 

appearance of impending death” (Orr, 2004, p. 181). In Modern Western Society, birth and death 

are bookends of life. One enters the world, one is born, then a veritable race to the finish occurs 

during which they must accumulate as much, produce as much, make as big a mark as possible 

before the scythe descends terminally severing the potential for more.  

And I completely understand that, but my feelings, or anyone’s, for that matter, about it 

do not matter one whit, for there will come a day when the atoms comprising these hands will 

conspire with others to form tree, or river, rodent, or rock. I’m hoping for rodent—a fittingly 

compositional return to my forebears. This is scientific inevitability wrought by the intractable 

laws of physics. While the fate of the consciousness composing these sentences remains in hot 

debate, that which forms my constituent parts has business elsewhere once I’m done with it. 
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By the same token, there is another approach besides simply denying death: cheat it. 

Humans have doggedly pursued immortality through art—sculpture, painting, writing, music—

as well as through conquest and riches. “Mankind has sought eternal life for millennia and 

signally failed to find it”, while in more concerted scientific pursuits “blatant charlatans rub 

shoulders with scholars” (Lane, 2010, p.261-262) in vain, futile attempts to shrug death’s cold 

hand from their shoulder. In essence, modern Western Society sees death as a bad thing: when 

the sands of our own personal hourglasses run out, “it is thought the last and worst evil” (Plato & 

Segal, 1986, p. 26). Ultimately, the only way for us to personally evaluate the consequences, 

good or bad, of death is to experience it—problematic for reporting one’s findings. To my 

knowledge, there can be no autophenomenological study of dying because the inquiry would 

leave the researcher inconveniently out of reach: dust to dust leaves the living in the dark for 

death is that “undiscovered country/ from whose bourne no traveler returns” (Hamlet, Act 3, 

Scene 1, Lines 78-79).  

Be that as it may, there is a difference between our own death and that of another 

(Scolnicov, 2005). We can experience the death of others, human as well as non-human. “The 

death of another is the elimination of an ‘object within the world’” (Scolnicov, 2005, p. 259), 

and, or, a subject (Buber, 1996). Such an event may be typically accompanied by grief and loss 

experienced through emotional, psychological, sometimes even physical pain. It is so painful, in 

fact, that death and its associated experiences have been shunned, isolated, swept into shadowy 

corners of the social, ecological, and agricultural places we inhabit to be ignored, denied 

(Becker,1997; Karnes, 2003). Modern Western Society has endeavored so successfully to 

distance itself from death, its death myths, those stories which aid a society in reconciling and 
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navigating difficult facets of existence, have faded from view and are now absent (Campbell & 

Moyers, 2012). 

Accordingly, to plunge into the world of the farm uninsulated by the narrative 

reconciliations for death from a culture which endeavors at every turn to deny its existence is to 

douse oneself with ice water…naked. And so it was for an intern who joined Gretchen and her 

family on their farm,  

“We had an intern here, like one of the first years we were here and he was a friend of ours 

from Florida. And he was very, like, philosophical, bright guy, never had physically worked before, 

so, he was new to it all and one day…and he would often like stop working and engage in these 

deep conversations with us and were like, ‘Love the conversation, but could you keep, keep 

working while…’ That was like a constant struggle, but, you know, he's working for free, so… One 

day he was turning the compost and a big rat came out at the bottom and he took his shovel and 

he ran after it and he got the rat! And he came to us and he told us what happened. And he just 

felt awful for days. It just like really hurt him and he hated that he had to do it. And he also 

recognized that's what he should've done. It was appreciated by us, you know. Rats make lots of 

babies and I was happy the rat was gone and rats eat in the garden, too, if they're around. But I 

really felt for him because it was a hard thing to do. And it was like his first kind of interaction 

where he had to make that sudden decision. That was the right decision. But it wasn't an easy 

one.” 

It is one thing to read, to know, or perish the thought, to write of life and death in agrarian 

life, but quite another to experience it:  

“The same guy: we had tree swallows nesting in that purple martin house down there. We 

had been watching them like, you know, all season—or not that long—but, however long they were 
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here. We were on the front porch and there was a black tail hanging out of the house and it was a 

huge snake, and he just ran down there and he like took the whole thing off the pole and he's 

grabbed the snake and he pulls the snake out and he chases the snake and I’m like, ‘Go get ‘em!’ 

And then, and then he realizes…he's just like, whatever babies were in that nest, were not any 

longer. ‘Cause he had just like, you know…it was all such a mess. And, uh, that was another thing 

that like messed him up for a few days. It was pretty sad.” 

As Gretchen’s intern can testify, denying death does not eliminate its existence; after all 

death is “programmed into the very fabric of life” (Lane, 2010, p.261). In fact, the emergence of 

life on Planet Earth is nearly indistinguishable from that of death (Lane, 2010): life and death 

arose simultaneously. Intellectualizing it in this way makes it no easier to bear, however.  

Gretchen, “We are dealing with life and death in our face and we don't even keep animals. 

You know…people, farmers, who keep animals: it's a totally different level. We're just dealing with 

life and death every day around us. It doesn't make us numb to it, you know? I think it's quite the 

opposite because you see the beauty in all of these living creatures.” 

When one’s life is braided into the conversation between humans and Nature, the 

rustlings of death’s robes are heard daily. 

However, were it not for death’s presence in Nature, as difficult as it is to bear, living 

with Nature would be decidedly more difficult, impossible, really, even for the least of creatures: 
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Gretchen, “This is the tomato hornworm and it has been 

parasitized by the [Braconid wasp] it's a little tiny wasp 

and it lays its eggs on the skin of the tomato hornworms 

and then its babies…it basically paralyzes it and its 

babies feed off of it when they're born. So, the tomato 

hornworms, we've never, ever had issues with tomato 

hornworms on our tomatoes more than…like, I'll find 

like two in a season or something have never been a big 

deal. This year they devastated the tomatoes. They were 

everywhere. And usually, well, I guess usually they're not a problem because we also get these 

wasps that show up. And so we haven't worried about them too much. And then this was like the 

very end of the season one tomato horn worm I found that was parasitized and this was the sole 

one. So, this was just recently even. Jonah found it one day we were in there clearing the tomato 

house. He was like, ‘Oh look!’ And then a couple of days later it was still there. They had been 

wreaking havoc on us all season, you know, like definitely…they're destroying the tomatoes. But 

I certainly felt empathy for this little creature. ‘Cause you can still see his face, you know, and 

looks like, ‘Oh, that probably sucks.’” 

It probably does, but the hornworm’s death, agonizing as it must be, is providing life to 

the next generation of wasps. Look to the picture again, dear reader, see past the static image into 

the dynamic process captured here: death becoming life. It’s easy to see why Heraclitus declared 

life and death two constituent parts of the same phenomenon (Heraclitus & Hillman, 2003). 

Identifying the phenomenal singularity of which he spoke is of a metaphysical caliber beyond the 

scope of this work; “the effort to fathom the giant mechanism is itself a move towards the abyss, 
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a beginning of madness” (Novalis, Klee & Manheim, 2005, p. 40). Then again, I won’t let that 

stop me from wondering:  

Death is markedly inherent upon life; for death to occur, life must, too. But some seeds 

must be consumed before they are fertile, a caterpillar must, quite literally, liquefy before 

emerging as a butterfly. Was it not the death of stars which gave Earth its very capacity for life? 

Life, too, it seems, is inherent upon death: an existential reciprocity unified in cyclical perpetuity. 

Why else would we be so enamored with the verdant upspringing of new life after a forest fire 

were our affections not an unacknowledged, perhaps subconscious, gratitude for the flames? 

Gena, “We get in chicks either for growing out as meat chickens, and then we process 

them; or we raise them out as laying 

hens. This particular one is a meat 

chicken. When we produce our poultry or 

really any of our meat, we like to be a 

part of the whole process. And I think 

that that's something that a lot of people 

don't even think about and they take for 

granted that there is a whole cycle there for that steak to end up on your plate or that chicken to, 

you know, to end up on your plate. Whenever we get these, these little baby chicks and, you 

know, everyone's so excited and it's the beginning of, of this whole cycle that we're going to be a 

part of. I'll be honest, if I could not grow my own chicken, I don't know that I would eat it, you 

know, unless it was a Chick-Filet, let me put that caveat there. I'm not giving up Chick-Filet. It's 

just so nice to be able to do this. Because we get these chickens, I'm able to cook supper and 

there are some nights when we sit down to eat and we have produced every single thing on our 
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plate, and we get to talk to our kids about that and they get to know that they're part of this, you 

know, and it really just makes me feel hope to know that not only can I take care of myself, we 

are sufficient, we can do this, but that, it's a good thing that we're doing. a good thing. We're 

doing a good thing for ourselves and so when I thought about this, I just thought about a whole 

cycle. 

My curiosity got the best of me. I asked, “What do you do with the offal?” 

Gena, “There's not a lot of extra. We save all the hearts, gizzards, livers. We have friends 

who come and help us: they save all of the feet. But everything else that we don't use goes into 

our compost pile. And so we compost it and typically reapply it to our pastures once everything's 

broken down. As it breaks down and it composts, it turns into what we reapply back to the 

pastures, which the chickens then, you know, go back on the pasture. Again, like when I had my 

life planned out, I was never going to slaughter again but now it's a part of that cycle that I want 

to be a part of. My kids come out there, they help us and, people think I'm a terrible mother for 

involving my eight and nine-year-olds in this process, but they appreciate it, too. And they 

understand it. And [the chicken’s] not necessarily just dying for nothing, you know: it's taking 

care of me. It's taking care of my children because we're able to nourish ourselves with these 

chickens.” 

Kristi, “It’s hard to look at that individual dying and be like, I'm emotionally attached to 

you. I don't want to pull you out, but it's better for the garden to have that regeneration taking 

place for the whole thing. Did you know: chicken blood is one of the best nitrogen fixers for soil 

that's lacking nutrients. I was like, “Okay, I've got five chickens. It's permaculture-chicken-

processing time.” What do I do with the rest of this chicken? Because I want to use the whole 

thing. Apparently chicken blood is one of the best, highest amounts of nutrition for any additive 
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to the garden that is obviously actually organic and clean and yeah, good. So, chicken blood 

went straight on the flowers, straight on the squash, actually. Base of the squash, straight to the 

roots. The feet and the heads [of the chickens] went in my high heat compost pile and they were 

gone within four days. It was absolutely ridiculous how quickly they went away. I guess the 

essence of it, why it comes to mind when you ask that 

question is that as a first-year garden, I kind of made 

my garden in an area that was not good and, over time, 

I'm hoping to have good soil there, but it's that area 

where those squashes are super tiny. Those plants were 

yellow and withering and not even going to produce tiny 

squash until I gave them the chicken blood. And then 

they started producing flowers and turning green and 

they produce those little, little squash. I'm a hundred 

percent sure it’s a result of chicken blood,”  

Chickens becoming pasture, becoming farmers. A few months after our initial 

conversation, I reached out to Kristi. A comment she made during an online class had been 

nagging at me. Some of the squash from the summer was beginning to get old in their pantry and 

Kristi was thinking out loud to the class about this. “What became of the squash,” I wondered. 

She fed it to the chickens.  

What really is death but a transition, a becoming something else. Death is being 

becoming not-being (Heidegger, 2010). Of which the inverse is, glibly, birth is not-being 

becoming being. Life and death then are the undulating machinations of the holistic constancy of 

Becoming and this becoming we, humans, may be cognizant of, but it is splintered by the limited 
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perception of finite beings—becoming appearing in episodes of being. Perhaps being is our 

fractured perspective of Becoming. Being, then, becomes a part of becoming. May we then 

flicker between these as chronological, ontological, holons? As a result, my whole being is my 

own phenomenological fragment of the entirety of Becoming. In short, before I write myself in 

such a circle that I begin to see the back of my own head, we, humans, are finite beings and we 

share our finitude with other life (Schmidt, 2010). All of life is united by the inevitability of our 

own end—all living things become equal in the shade of death’s persistent shadow.  

Which makes it no easier to be a facilitator of life’s necessary transition to death, a role 

the farmers who contributed to this work play every day.  Take a moment. Seriously. Stare off 

into space and imagine, or remember if you have had the opportunity, holding the life of another 

in your hands—be it plant, insect, or another animal. Allow your imagination to carry you to that 

moment when the life before you ceases and, for that cessation, you are responsible. If you’re 

like me, your psyche recoils, flees, putting as much distance between you and that moment as 

possible. Now imagine you have to do it: to feed yourself, your kids, your family, your 

community. To protect oneself from the searing pain should one shut down, grow callous, cold, 

numb...? 

Amanda, “I think some people in killing and slaughtering…because it is something that 

feels hard…They detach from it and…I think that even if you're not directly part of it, I think 

everybody…I think it's still there for everybody to deal with…cause we're all eating. So, it's 

maybe not to the same degree in level, but I think it's still there, you know? So, whether you face 

the fact that you're eating other forms of life and whether you choose to detach from it or feel 

close and appreciative and feel some of the sadness around it…I don’t know.”   
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Joanna Macy’s work on facing death and the pain of the world teaches us to open 

ourselves to feeling it, allowing for a greater depth of embrace (Macy & Brown, 1998). In doing 

so, we can move through rather than run from the inevitable presence, unavoidable presence of 

death in every aspect of our lives. Ignoring intrinsic aspects of life have left Modern Western 

Society emotionally stunted (Macy & Brown, 2014; Plotkin, 2010). Without accepting death as a 

part of the lives we lead, it remains a hidden variable, an unknown. By incorporating it, 

embracing it, staring it in the face, our eyes become open to all the implications of death’s role in 

our existence, positive as well as negative (Atleo, 2012; Haraway, 2010). 

But I think there is more here. I think that embracing this paradoxical phenomenon of 

intertwined life and death is a pin for deflating the now overinflated balloon of modern Western 

Society’s hubris. Perhaps, in the course of denying death so intensely, we have also become 

inured to it, bolstering the blind, delusional belief in the persistence of our egoistic endeavors to 

solve, to conquer, to culminate: vain desires of the ontologically immature, futile illusions 

stemming from the unquenchable thirst for permanence in the desert of eternity. Instead of 

declaring “we know,” we could accept that we do not know and explore learning from the natural 

world rather than just about it: learning how instead of what, privileging wisdom over data 

towards remembering how to thrive in community with the rest of Nature. In any event, based on 

what I have experienced in this work, acknowledging death’s role in Being-in-Community is an 

integral step towards becoming fully human. 

Earlier in the interview, Amanda mentioned that taking life doesn’t get any easier, 

“Would you want it to?” I asked. 

“I mean…like a teeny part of me is like, ‘Maybe?’ But no, not really. ‘Cause then I'd be 

kind of worried about myself if it got easy to take life. It would be kind of disturbing, Walter. So, 
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that's what my mom has always said,’ Man, if you start having fun slaughtering chickens, that's 

when, you know it's time to call it quits.”  

“…almost like your experience of life and death is a barometer for your humanity.” 

“Yes.” 

-o- 
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Being in Community 

 

 

Gena, 

“We were taking down our garden just a couple of weeks ago, and there was that snake 

up in our loofahs. And he was doing so great. He was doing his job. He was eating all the little 

bugs and everything. He was in his place and he was doing what he was supposed to do.  He 

was, he was in perfect harmony. I had been thinking about it for a while and that I knew as soon 

as it really, as soon as I took the picture and I looked back at my phone, I was like, ‘That's it.’” 
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I am at a loss for how to define community. For how can I explore community without 

defining community? So, dear reader, if you’ll be so kind as to indulge my synaptic sifting, my 

neurological bushwhacking through this amorphous, undulating existential Rubix Cube that is 

community, I’ll start with American sociologist, Amitai Etzioni (1996): 

Community is defined by the two characteristics: first, a web of affect-laden relationships 

that often crisscross and reinforce one another (rather than merely one-on-one or 

chainlike individual relationships), and second, a measure of commitment to a set of 

shared values, norms, and meanings, and a shared history and identity—in short, to a 

particular culture (p. 127). 

 But this seems too anthropocentric, too focused on the human removed from the places 

humans inhabit, separate from those with whom they share those places. I could dust off my own 

conceptions of community from my college days. How individuals fit together in a community is 

“one of the most intriguing problems in ecology” (Smith and Smith, 2001, p. 397), so maybe 

“community is a population of different species living in a particular place and potentially 

interacting with each other” (Miller and Spoolman, 2012, p. 58). Potentially? Comes across as 

noncommittal. “Coexisting groups of species are called communities” (Gill, 2007, p. 603). Dry, 

bordering on the arid. “Plant and animal populations do not live alone as separate entities. They 

share the same environments and habitats and interact with one another in various ways. This 

collection of populations interacting directly or indirectly is referred to as a community” (Smith 

and Smith, 2001, p. 383). Well, humans are animals, but there is still something lacking.  

There’s Wendell Berry (2018), “By community, I mean the commonwealth and common 

interests, commonly understood, of people living in a place and wishing to continue to do so. To 
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put it another way, community is a locally understood interdependence of local people, local 

culture, local economy, and local nature.” (Berry, 2015, pp. 119-120).  

Now we’re getting somewhere! Community is, after all, “a direct product of our biology” 

(Jackson, 1996, p.53). But there is more to it than that. Humans, as organisms, are not just 

embedded, humans and their associated “ecosystems mutually influence and constitute one 

another” (Zimmerman, 2004, p.11): sympoietically (Haraway, 2016), ontopoietically (Mathews, 

2009), physiologically, convivially (Illich, 1973). As a result, communities emerge along the 

ontological edge between humans and nature; from their fellowship (Jackson, 1996). “For it is 

impossible to achieve a harmonization of man (sic) and nature without creating a community that 

lives in a living balance with its natural environment” (Herber, 1970, p. 3) such that the land, 

community, and people are one (Jackson & Piper, 1989): a “communion of subjects” (Kelly, 

2018) of “the same living continuum” (Jung & Sabini, 2002, p. 207).  

 Frankly, a definition of community is elusive (Cohen in Christensen and Levinson, 

2003). After all, community is transcendental. It is interbeing. It is in the space between spaces 

seemingly accessible only by the heart: non-linear—circular— reciprocal, integrated, corporeal. 

It is a conversational coherence of the in-dwelling self-actualization of constituent parts. It seems 

a collection of individuals with their own teleologies can only interact within a given space in a 

given way: through constant agonistically cohesive dialectic with other constituent parts which 

are also simultaneously engaged dialectically with multiple others. Dialectic, referring to but a 

binary interaction, then, seems inadequate. Dialectic is dualist by definition, bifurcating 

existence and denying its symphonic simultaneity. Now “poly,” on the other hand, meaning 

multiple or many, is more appropriate here: polylectic. Comprehensively, this polylectically 

conversational relationship between and among constituent parts suggests a holistic in-dwelling 
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self—a teleology of teleologies. Through this lens, community can be defined as a 

kaleidoscopically convergent unity, a conversationally emergent constellation incorporating 

place and inhabitants changing in self-reflective, polylectic realization towards its own distinct 

physiological identity. There, now that seems like the semblance of a definition. 

[w]hen we define, we seem in danger of circumscribing Nature within the bounds of our 

own notions, which we often take up by hazard, or embrace, or trust, or form out of a 

limited and partial consideration of the object before us, instead of extending our ideas to 

take in all that Nature comprehends, according to her manner of combining (Burke, 1990, 

p. 12).  

 This work is grounded, purportedly, in phenomenology. My “meddling intellect/misshapes the 

beauteous forms of things” (Wordsworth, 1995, pp.34-35). My hunger for an answer to being-in-

community eclipsed my “thirsting for the lived-experience of being, […] the very sources in 

which the contents of the world reveal themselves” (Sheler as quoted in Engelland, p.17). If I 

approach what the farmers had to say with definitions in mind, I’ve already answered the 

interview questions for them. I must look to what the farmers, themselves, had to say. I must 

look at what community is from within not from without; allow the farmers’ input to provide the 

insight into the reality of how humans and Nature exist in community. In my hurried ambition, I 

failed to allow the phenomenon to show itself through the farmers’ eyes. I was standing in the 

way of wisdom standing forth. 

 

And so, I step aside…  
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Harmony arises, 

nestled within the unity of diversity, 

in a polyphony of perspectives. 

Abandon knowing. 

Open  

to the spontaneous, 

the unpredictable, the inevitable. 

Embrace wonder,  

paradox. 

Listen. 

Learn. 

Welcome chaos… 

 …in the interstices. 

 

 

 

-o- 
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Epilogue 

 

-o- 

 
“And if you want to strike out in any new direction— 

you go alone. With a machete in your hand and the fear 

of God in your heart.” 

(Le Guin, 1979, p. 187) 

 

 

 

 

 

-o- 
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For what is an epilogue, but words which manifest on others…a verdant springing forth 

of thought…So, where does this work take me? What is to come of this inquiry? What are the 

consequences of this journey, what have I brought from there now that I am back again? A 

manifesto, born of a deep yearning to answer the deeper questions which have grown as a result 

of the preceding. A pull towards a new journey, a new quest, but, like the paradox of life and 

death, divisions exist not between this work and those to come, for they all emerge together in 

the search for how to be human. 

-o- 

 

An Arcadian Manifesto 

 

Wittgenstein said, “The way to solve a problem you see in life is to live in a way that will 

make that problem disappear” (Wittegenstein as quoted in Plant, 2006, p. 31) And so here we are 

where “the need is not really for more brains, the need is now for a gentler, more tolerant people 

than those who won for us against the ice, the tiger, and the bear” (Eiseley, 1957, p. 140). The 

way I see it, this points towards a more Arcadian Ecology, realigning the human condition 

towards greater coherence with the rest of existence. Truth be told, this is a mild bastardization 

of the Arcadian Ecology defined in Oelschlaeger (1991) and Worster (1994) who define it as 

studying and understanding Nature so that humans may better live with it. The contrast is the 

Imperial Ecology of which we, 21st Century Westerns, are more familiar.  

This more Nature-oriented route is one of the infinite others Western Society could have 

taken. No reference needed. In retrospect any number of possibilities could have taken place, but 

there exists in the historical evolution of dominant Western Thought an underlying implication 
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that this dominant path is the only path, the right path, eschewing all others as impertinent, 

uncivilized, or just plain wrong. With each age, this stream of Western Thought has grown more 

refined, culminating, ultimately, in what is deemed, by this very same paradigm of thought, to be 

the light of truth. Instead, it blinds the inhabitants of Modern Western Society to other 

intellectual currents which flow under, alongside this dominating one. One historical trickle 

quietly running parallel and counter to this dominant Western historical path, patiently awaiting a 

flood of enthusiasm for Humanity’s membership in the Community of Being, is the Arcadian 

Sentiment: born by Heraclitus, Antisthenes, Diogenes (the Mad Socrates), Zeno of Citium, 

rejuvenated by Virgil, and carried by the European Romantics, Goethe, the American 

Transcendentalists, Whitman, Thoreau, Steiner, Jung, even Nietzsche (a little bit), Mumford, and 

the 1960’s American Counter-Cultural movement, buried in literature, poetry, and philosophy 

easily dismissed by the hegemonic torrent of Imperialist Science and Reason raging in the 

mainstream of burgeoning Western Society. Through the ages, Arcadia diffused from its 

geographical origins into the backwater of the mind, bubbling out every few decades, a reminder 

that there are alternatives to Western Humanity’s chosen path: neither the abject submission of 

humans to Nature as in the Middle Ages, nor their tyrannical domination of it exemplified by the 

Industrial Revolution and its subsequent ages. This Arcadian Ideal was a steady constant, a 

persistence of human nature in the anthropological interstices, waiting patiently for prodigal 

ontologies to play themselves out.  

Shouldering the domineering imperatives of Modern Western Thought, Humanity has for 

centuries labored towards the perfection of itself, but humanity doesn’t need to be perfected. 

That is as an illusory a goal as the deified “more.” Instead, humans must function in their 

existential community in such a manner conducive to their continued presence on Earth; 



FINDING ARCADIA 107 

embracing change, death, hardship, Paradox, and emotion as well as Reason towards the 

realization of self in conversation with place and others.  

So, here we are: in need of novel academic avenues and ontological thoroughfares. Of 

course, this requires the manufacture of annoying neologisms. Here’s mine: Arcadics: the praxis 

of investigating, manifesting, and realizing an Arcadian Ontology requiring a deep, critical 

examination of the fundament of human existence; wholly, interdisciplinarily exploring the 

middle ground between the rational and the emotional, the primal and the modern, between 

atomism and holism, human and Nature: a conduit into that space between shared by both human 

and non-human; poetically generating the wisdom of home-making towards a reunion of 

humanity with Being. “It thus aims to provide the master key for the understanding of 

[humanity’s] place in the world” (Pappe, 1961, p. 47).  It is philosophical discourse about 

ontological practice, “a radical answer to the question ‘what went wrong’” (Ward, 2004, p.1). 

Arcadics is irreverent, blasphemous, heretical: incorporating of but ultimately beyond 

Deep Ecology, beyond Social Ecology. The Arcadians view the conversation of Being from 

within and endeavor to unearth the firmament of our place in it, acknowledging those actions 

humans undertake to examine existence also contribute to it. They are incorporating of where we 

are and who is there with us, autopoietically a whole and a facilitating part, inextricably 

participating as creator and created. Arcadians see what awesome potential exists in the home we 

can make together: “a world where many worlds fit” (Zapatistas, 2021). 

 There are (currently) no academic departments, no tenure track positions, no USDA funded 

grants. It has, in fact, been suggested that Arcadics is a philosophy for a later time, a time after 

all problems have been solved. There will be no such time. Such notions are illusions, for each 

solution to each “next problem” serves primarily to proliferate, to perpetuate, to exacerbate 
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existing existential kerfuffles. Our solutions are the manna of our current modus operandi in low-

cost-labor-produced sheep’s clothing. Arcadics extends behind, beyond, outside existing 

paradigms to wrest a world anew from the Ashes of the one smoldering around us. Arcadics is 

not a solution, but a way. A different path. Certainly not the only one—or the best—but one 

“both old and new in the moment” (Leighton, 2014, p. 41), distinct from the slag heap of “next 

solutions” into which we continually reach, only burying ourselves further under our own 

consequences. Or worse, further enabling the great, grinding political apparatus to chew more 

species to bits, more humans into dust, whole cultures into history while it makes up its mind to, 

maybe, form a committee. To wait for these bureaucratic apparatuses on which we have been 

conditioned to depend is foolhardy, and, at this point, deadly. To fight, protest, vote, to civilly 

disobey approaches futility, the onus on us now is to untether ourselves from the Machine and 

turn back towards relearning the art of being human. 

-o- 
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That you’re still here, dear reader, is a testament to your endurance. You may regard the 

preceding pages as the idealism of a “social outcast filled with nostalgia for the peasant village or 

the medieval commune.” (Bookchin,1986, p. 90) Maybe my “yearnings for a decentralized 

society and for a humanistic community at one with nature and the needs of the individual—the 

spontaneous individual, unfettered by authority” will be seen as those of “a romantic, a declassed 

craftsman, or an intellectual misfit” (Bookchin,1986, p. 90), though I hope they won’t be. Well, 

maybe the intellectual misfit part, though I prefer “existential instigator.” Anyway, it is merely 

my hope that I might contribute to “the irreverent and radical thinking that is desperately needed 

if we are to escape from the dismal reality that threatens to overwhelm us” (Chomsky, 2003, p. 

315). Now that the end of my journey has begun, as I return from my trip to the intellectual 

hinterlands, elation recedes reminding me once again of that dismal reality.  

 I take stock: western humanity remains shackled within a culture which subjugates it, 

violent protests against pervasive narratives which thrive on violence flood the streets, marching 

to the percussive tune of incessant bleating by media megalopolies broadcasting contradictory, 

cacophonous declarations of “I know, they don’t!” While wildfires compete with torrential 

floods for carbon-choked airtime and rising seawaters turn to acid, a dualistic environmentalist 

body bids humans to live less, do less, be less (Gauvin, 2021) from behind ramparts of delusional 

do-gooding perched atop shaky higher ground (Short, 2021) all the while complicit in a 

pandemic of paradigmatic contagion consuming the globe.  

Even as I write these words, the darkness ascends, cynicism festers, and nihilism gains its 

foothold, but I remember the ecological farmers quietly stitching humanity back into the fabric 

of life, reminding me their stories are of our salvation from ourselves, stories of being-in-

community… 



FINDING ARCADIA 127 

…but I needed to finish this to know what “this” was…is. As I look back, I see that what 

began as an inquiry into the nature of the relationship between ecological farmers and their 

farms, emerged as not so much the product of inquiry, it certainly could not be called “data” 

(Denzin, 2013), but wisdom shared with me by five generous farmers making their living in the 

community of life. This wisdom was something more, a blending of theory and practice and 

intention: an art. Yes, what they shared was the art of being-in-community, and it is an art, a 

“praxis of life” (Burger in Hopkins, 2004, p. 2). Erich Fromm (1956) describes an art as theory 

undertaken with such dedicated attention theory and practice become one, intuitive. That just “to 

know” is not enough, one must do and do with attention. Yes, an art: where logic, feeling, and 

intuition collide.   

 In the interest of complete candor, I have grown quite weary writing the phrase, eco-

centric, autopoietic community, over and over again. My lazy, Southern tongue tires at the 

superfluity of syllables. Thankfully, fortuitously, I stumbled upon a much shorter, richer, and far 

more appropriate name for my little Walter-topian ideal: Arcadia.  

 I happened upon it in Max Oelschlager’s 1991 work The Idea of Wilderness during my 

searches. On the 104th page of the book, he introduced me to a concept which would alter my 

intellectual ontology forever: Arcadian ecology, “a longing to reestablish and make sense of 

harmony between [humans] and nature through an outer reconciliation.” Arcadian ecology tries 

to “recreate or rediscover and maintain a primal bond with the natural world.”  

 Oelschlager was referencing work by Dr. Donald Worster who describes Arcadian 

ecology as “a simple, humble life for [humans] with the aim of restoring [them] to a peaceful 

coexistence with other organisms.” (Worster, 1994, p. 2) The Arcadia both authors are referring 

to is a pseudo-mythical region of Greece which accumulated a moderate amount of pastoral fame 
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thanks to the Roman poet, Virgil, whose Eclogues and Georgics were exhumed from antiquity as 

catharsis against the urbanization rampant during the emergence of the Industrial Revolution.  

 Nevertheless, the concept of Arcadian ecology cemented itself in my scintillated psyche: 

understanding nature in order to better live in harmony with it! After landing squarely in my 

mind’s lap, it fomented in my gray matter, flourished in my brain wrinkles, synaptically 

proliferated from left ear to right, from crown to atlas. In my mind, I reconstituted “Arcadia” to 

envelop my personal philosophy, to encompass my Walter-topian ideal so that, in place of 

searching for an eco-centric, autopoietic community, my task became finding Arcadia.  

 And I did, right under my nose: not an antiquated utopian pipe dream, but a 

contemporary reality. The ecological farmers in this work cultivate being-in-community in the 

interstices of our technocratic culture, recreating a residence for humanity in Nature’s 

community. Theirs is a quiet revolution comprised of daily acts of promoting life, of playing in 

the dirt, in concert with the natural world, with family, in fellowship with other humans and the 

rest of existence. 
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Being-in-Community 

in conversation 

“Come forth into the light of things,  

let Nature be your teacher.” 

(Wordsworth, 1995, p. 35) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note:  The following is a glimpse at the section entitled “Being-in-Community” incorporating 

samples of the voices of the farmers without which the lessons would have never been learned. 
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Gena, 

“We were taking down our garden just a couple of weeks ago, and there was that snake 

up in our loofahs. And he was doing so great. He was doing his job. He was eating all the little 

bugs and everything. He was in his place and he was doing what he was supposed to do.  He 

was, he was in perfect harmony. I had been thinking about it for a while and that I knew as soon 

as it really, as soon as I took the picture and I looked back at my phone, I was like, ‘That's it.’” 
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Kristi, 

“So, this is a three sisters plot. 

Basically, all North American 

indigenous tribes with the way that they 

did their agriculture would come 

through one area that they knew had, 

you know, a creek bed, but it was good 

soil for growing things. They'd come 

through early spring, they would plant 

corn seeds, beans, seeds, and squash 

seeds, and then they'd leave and they'd 

come back four months later. The beans 

are nitrogen fixers, so they actually add 

the nutrients to the soil that the squash and the corn need. The squash are, you know, big and 

plentiful so, they shade the soil and keep the moisture in so, it doesn't need as much water and 

corn grows tall, likes the cool feet and supports the beans growing up and getting light above the 

squash. I do like how a Clover head kind of stuffed its head in this picture as well. It's not 

something that I intended to do, but clovers are members of the vetch family and they're nitrogen 

fixers too. So, some farmers will pull any weed because it competes with their plant, but Clover, 

specifically, actually adds nitrogen to the soil. So, I never pick a Clover unless it's actually 

getting in the way of the light of the rest of the plants, other than that, it lives in there. It's part of 

the diversity. The key is the diversity. The key is the diversity that actually works together. You 
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can have the wrong plants that don't work together. But there are also collaborations, there are 

specific cohorts, specific groupings that when put together work way, way better.” 

 

Nestled within the unity of diversity 

 

Amanda, 

“So, this is a mix of cover crop and I'm really excited about adding in diversity on the 

farm and what it does for soil health. Then some of the research that's coming out now. I think 

before it had been like a diverse cover crop mix would maybe have five different species in it. 

And now they're experimenting with 50. Of really adding in a ton of diversity and just, I feel like 

it's magic that happens with more diversity…all the different microbes that are supported by all 

the different plants. And so, I'm excited to be adding in more diversity in all the ways that I can 

and cover crop mixes. Haven't gotten 

to the 50 yet, Walter, working on it. 

And I'm excited to, you know, to 

watch over the years of how the soil 

changes and how the plants hopefully 

get that much healthier and to be able 

to witness that shift. All the bees love 

it. It's just so beautiful. So beautiful.” 

 

 

Exists a polylogue of perspectives 
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Gretchen, 

 “So, this golden 

rod was essentially hanging 

from the asparagus bed 

over into the pepper bed 

that I was harvesting from. 

And so, as I'm harvesting 

the peppers, all of a 

sudden, my face is face to 

face with a yellow jacket. 

And I just kinda, you know, moved around and passed it. And then that occurred to me because I 

was looking for the word harmony that day. That that might be, you know, I think that a lot of 

humans, maybe particularly in our culture, Western cultures in general have an adverse 

relationship with stinging creatures, you know? And we're taught to be very like and scared or 

not. I don't know if it's taught it or it's just natural reaction or what, but I certainly don't flinch 

when I see them because they're around us. It's just a kind of a constant and we also rely on all 

pollinating insects for the farm and for life in general. And our relationship with what might be a 

scary creature to a lot of people is more like we live in harmony with them here at all times…and 

unless they're posing a direct threat, we don't even think, I mean, to take them out, you know? 

Like under the barn roof, there's always like, I mean, there's probably nests all over here too, but 

they're done for this year and we often have big paper wasp nests and hanging off a tree or two 

in the orchard. And instead of trying to get rid of it, we just change our path. All this fun drama 
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that we get to be a part of when we don't see them as our adversaries, you know, And I've 

actually seen yellow jackets eating caterpillars in the garden, too. So yeah, so they don't just 

pollinate, they also are predators. So that's a good thing.” 

 

Abandon knowing 

 

Susan, 

“It's all connected and you can't possibly know all the different ways that things are 

connected.” 

 

Gretchen,  

“The more you know, the more you realize you don't know. That is proven to me over and 

over again in the garden, it happens all the time. You're like, ‘Oh, I finally got this crop down. 

It's great.’ And then next year it's a total flop and you're like, ‘Well, what happened?’ You know? 

There's so many elements that you're working with, seen and unseen all the time. So, you can say 

that you're more comfortable and more used to things, but like the knowing is never like really 

there.” 

 

 

 

 

Open to the spontaneous 

Susan,  
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“So, I feel like this was not 

here one minute and the next minute 

it was ginormous. So, of course, like 

underneath the mushroom are 

networks of mycelia and everything, 

but we don't see that. We turned 

around…it felt spontaneous to me…I 

guess I'm on the surface and not 

seeing all the systems underneath…I 

turned around and then there's this 

mushroom at the base of the 

tomatoes and that I hadn't seen the 

day before. But then also the next 

day I saw even more…so, this was 

the first of many: the next four or five tomato plants after that had a bunch of them popping up. 

So, because that's the one that was the first that I saw, it was spontaneous. It's all a series of 

systems and circles and cycles and everything, but, because I hadn't seen it before, it's just like, 

‘Oh yeah, this is spontaneous.’ I feel like it's a knowing, or just an understanding of…of your 

environment. The more you observe, the more things kind of fall into place and make sense in the 

bigger picture. You kind of have to put aside all your biases and then you actually see what's in 

front of you. And so, then you actually learn more about what's right in front of you. So, if you're 

only going out to look at the things that you've always looked at, then you just miss…you miss so 
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much…just to be able take off the blinders and see things for what they are and to also be open 

to new things…There's a big world out there” 

 

The unpredictable, the inevitable 

 

Gena,  

“When I was younger, I had my whole life planned out, you know? What I was going to 

be, when I was going to do this: everything was planned out. Well, then when I had a baby with 

my husband and he was six months old, we found out I was pregnant with twins. And so, at that 

moment, I realized you can plan all you want to, and you never know what's going to happen. 

And so, there was a moment where I just had to accept the fact that I was having twins and it was 

going to be fine, and we were going to be okay. And I just rolled with it. And to be honest, ever 

since that point, when something happens, I'm just like, ‘Okay, let's just deal with it. You know, 

it's not as bad as having twins,’ so let's just get it taken care of.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Embrace wonder 
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Gretchen,  

“This is really cool. This is a kale leaf and I 

was taking this biomimicry online course last year 

just for fun. And I was trying to figure out why on 

kale, on all brassicas…actually, everything in this 

family, the water beads up. And so, I did some 

research and found that to be pretty functional and 

could be something that we could, you know, make 

something cool out of. Right. Some sort of invention 

should utilize this: like, water doesn't soak in. It sits 

right on top. Right. And what I found out is that the plant has done this so that dust and pollen 

and things from the environment that land on it will get washed off naturally. The beads of water 

then pool up and then drip off and it wipes all that off so that it can maximize its photosynthesis 

ability. Yeah. Or like, you know, make maybe waterproof rain gear could be made out of 

something not plasticky and toxic. I mean, that's what biomimicry is. Like finding the solutions to 

the things we want to create and nature. Yeah. I kind of sat and looked at it for several seconds 

for sure. I love taking pictures, not necessarily with my phone, which is what this is, but I take a 

lot of photos in the garden…to the point where I can get really distracted out there taking photos 

when I should actually be working, because it's just so beautiful all the time. And I do. I take 

pictures all day long. It amazes me every day. It's just so beautiful. Every day there's something 

so beautiful. There's always something.” 

Learn 
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Amanda, 

 “Yeah, uh, I set 

up a tunnel…not very 

well…and I knew I 

didn't set it up very well. 

And the first wind storm 

we had, it collapsed 

and, you know, I felt like 

that was a good 

reflection on learning: 

how to do things 

differently. And, it seems like things like this happen often: learning through the process of, 

‘Wow! That really didn't work,’ so I have to try something different. After I took it apart, I'm 

totally going to be able to salvage it. There was only one part I'll have to replace. So…not too 

bad. I feel like it just kind of goes along with farming being: having to roll with the punches. And 

it feels like there's always something. I think every year I have a crop failure with at least one or 

two things, whether they just get the short end of the stick that I just don't really end up having 

time to do whatever I need to do with them to have a successful craft. So maybe I've gotten good 

with accepting failure. I suppose part of it is the learning that takes place and making mistakes 

and having failures.”  

 

 

Listen 
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Amanda, 

“I've just observing what weeds are 

growing. Really reflecting what's going on 

in the soil and to pay attention to that 

because it's serving a role in that 

succession of whatever the land needs and 

what it's going to support. Dialogue with 

not a lot of talking, paying attention to 

what's going on and listening on a different 

level. 

So, that's the weed, but on one level, I think 

that's what's supposed to be there. When 

you look at plant succession, all those 

plants that come in, they come in for a reason and provide something.  

I see my role is trying to observe and observe and listen as much as I can and work with 

what's presented, I guess. That there are some other that yeah. Of just the facilitator more than 

anything else, so that in some way I'm not the one in charge of it all, but just trying to really 

listen, to work with it all, to make it…to assist that process of a productive landscape that 

supports the community and, you know, includes the soil microbes and the plants and the 

animals and the human community and all of that.” 

 

 

Allow chaos in the interstices 
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Susan, 

“Don't expect perfection because that's never going to happen. You can't control 

everything anyway, but I think rough and woolly is good.”  

Amanda, 

“…on the wild side…” 

A harmony arises 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


