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When civilisations falter, the peasant rejoices. It’s a recurring human story. Societies built on the back of agrarian labour foster an ever-growing ‘elite’ of non-producers, who increasingly absorb the agrarian product. When this numerator sufficiently exceeds the denominator, the top-heavy edifice begins to teeter. The narratives that have come down to us of this – of Rome, most notably, whose fall is still folded into the consciousness of contemporary Europe – were voiced by that elite, and so they speak of catastrophe and barbarism. But what do the ordinary cultivators need to sustain life? Only water, soil, seed, and some semblance of stability or the rule of law. They can take care of everything else themselves. For them, Rome’s barbarian successor states furnished their needs at lower cost than Rome. When civilisations falter, the peasant rejoices.
That’s as maybe. But in Somerset, where I live and farm today, there are no peasants any more. Somerset was once the ‘country of the summer’, Gwlad Yr Haf in Welsh. The term speaks of a transhumant pastoralism, in which livestock were driven down from the limestone spine of the Mendips in the warmer months to graze on the winter-nourished pastures of the Somerset Levels. But when the great winter floods came in 2013/14, the Levels were home to permanently resident commercial farmers – arable, dairy, beef and sheep – and they suffered. The prime minister and the Prince of Wales visited in their Wellington boots, and for a few weeks the Levels were national news. Many locals blamed the government and its offshoots for their lack of foresight. Others blamed the farmers themselves for planting too much maize silage and not enough trees. The waters threatened slurry lagoons, and whatever course of action farmers took they risked breaking environmental ordinances – either allowing inundation, or preventing it by releasing slurry into the fields and watercourses. The margins in modern farming, and not just the financial ones, are paper thin. 
Whatever the rights and wrongs of it all, it was clear enough that the Levels farmers were enmeshed in a complex chain of interdependence with the governing organs of society, involving flows not only of water but also of energy, nutrients, cash and regulations quite beyond the imagining of a pre-industrial peasantry. If civilisation faltered, these modern dwellers of the summer country wouldn’t be doing much rejoicing.

But imagine that it faltered anyway. I won’t dwell on possible causes: global climate change and water shortage; fuel price shocks and resource wars; the collapse of cereal export agricultures from the arid continental grasslands or the collapse of ecosystems; the atrophy of liberal democracy and its growth doctrines as the dance of surplus capital and surplus labour judders to a final exhausted halt. All of these are surely plausible future scenarios, which already shadow our contemporary politics. In such times of crisis, people start to remember that we are not, after all, an ‘industrial’, ‘post-industrial’, ‘affluent’ or ‘information’ society: at root, we are an agricultural civilisation, like all our predecessors.  For that reason farmers and foresters, long relegated to the role of either groundsmen for the aristocratic estate or else voiceless and obstinately self-impoverishing freeholders, can start to assume a decisive importance for the future course of events. 
If that were to happen, past and present history point to several obvious outcomes. When trouble appears on the horizon, civilisations engage in ‘scanning behaviour’, attempting to gauge the scale of the threat and the implications for familiar lifeways. A common response is to decide that there’s nothing to worry about. The threat is manageable with existing technologies and social institutions. The Jeremiahs who predict a coming crisis are scorned. 
This Panglossian tendency is apparent today in the writings of the self-styled ‘eco-pragmatists’, and implicitly in the more technical writings of agricultural experts, who propose that the world can meet a growing demand for food without increasing agriculture’s global land take in the coming years by developing an ever-more technologically sophisticated agriculture. They may turn out to be right. Historically, the failure of civilisations occurs far less often than its prediction. Still, civilisations do fail, often when they consider themselves to be at the height of their powers. Given the evidence now before us, the main criterion for joining the eco-panglossian club is a thorough insouciance.
Two other predictable possibilities are populist demagoguery or landlordism. As the capacity of sovereign states to deliver their side of the liberal economic bargain weakens, charismatic strongmen arise with befuddling threats and promises, demanding that the ordinary folk of the country make sacrifices for the good of the nation and to root out enemies within. Or else the grip of landed power retightens after its industrial hiatus, and something like the traditional order of agrarian society is restored, in which a small class of warrior aristocrats lords it over the workers of the soil. Either way, the promise of white-collar meritocracy that has long sustained the present political order is over.
It’s also possible that an unpredictable alliance of these three predictable tendencies will occur. Biotechnology races ahead, but never seems able to catch up with the demands placed on it. An authoritarian politics sorts the good people from the bad, cajoling the former with threats to work harder and promises of the better life to come. Meanwhile, an ever-diminishing class of land and property owners contains the only people enjoying a good life in the here and now. 
Come to think of it, that’s pretty much where British politics is right now. 
But suppose in time those politics fade too, unable to conceal the fact that neither state nor landlord has anything of value to offer the people in their daily struggles, and that the people face no ‘enemies within’ except themselves. Suppose the grip of London on the country of the summer begins to weaken, as the grip of previous centralised civilisations on their hinterlands weakened in their time. Suppose food markets begin to relocalise, and the input costs of commercial export agriculture begin to soar. What then of farming in the Levels and the Mendips, and of all those other country places so determinedly orientated nowadays towards distant urban markets? Could such places ride out the shocks of the future better on their own than as dependent satellites of urban capitalism (but also, it must be admitted, currently also as beneficiaries of metropolitan largesse at the expense of other still more marginalised parts of the world)? And if so, what political narratives could people use to explain and justify their mode of life?
Speculation has its value, but the future is always opaque. An alternative is to exhume alternative histories from the might-have-beens of the past. And here there is another kind of populism to reckon with – the agrarian populism of small-farm societies from those times, not so long ago, when ‘the people of the country’ were indeed country people, farmers, tillers of the land. This kind of populism has come in many colours, but two past forms that speak strongly to our civilisation’s faltering future are Russia’s autarkic peasant populism and the commercial populism of the USA’s small farm sector. Many other starting points are possible, but there’s a pleasing sense of historical irony, of circles turning, in attempting to extract a usable agrarian populism for the future from the wreckage of the twentieth century’s greatest failed projects: communism and capitalism; Russia and America,.
Among the pre-revolutionary Russian peasantry, both money and hired wage labour were scarce. The family was the indivisible unit of production, adjusting its hours of work and its productivity levels to its own changing subsistence needs as children grew and seasons varied, rather than to any external metrics of profit or loss. Such peasantries therefore had an enormous resilience in the face of economic and environmental shocks which has never been well understood by cheerleaders of civilisational advance, technological progress and agricultural ‘improvement’. 
These peasantries endured, and did what they had to do to endure, in circumstances where commercial farmers would go to the wall. At their best, they did so not only by ‘exploiting’ their own labour, as alleged by the wage-and-time obsessed ideologues of agricultural improvement, but also by exploiting a finer-grained appreciation of how to produce a sustainable livelihood from the land than industrial civilisation has managed. This is one reason why, globally, the disappearance of peasantries in the face of supposedly more efficient commercial farming has long been heralded, but hasn’t in fact happened – to the evident irritation of critics who lambast their backwardness, the misery of their self-imposed labour, and the romanticism of intellectuals who vaunt their earthy values.
The peasantry did, however, disappear in Russia thanks to the savagery of the Bolsheviks, whose preconceived historical order decomposed it into a rich class of proto-capitalist kulaks to be liquidated, and a poor class of proto-proletarian and land-hungry peasants destined to become the new serfs of communist agrarian industrialism. What remains is a conflicted memory – conflicted because no amount of pro-peasant romanticism should whitewash the conformism, conservatism and patriarchy rife in such societies. But it’s as well not to scorn the skills they possessed in creating a subsistence in the full sense of the term with little help from the state – their ease with an economy not grounded in restless aggrandisement, and the everyday pleasures they cultivated beyond the metropolitan disdain for the rustic. 
Since Adam Smith published The Wealth of Nations in 1776 it’s been customary to decry autarky and champion gains from trade and specialisation, even though Smith himself professed more ambivalence about the process than most of his latter-day admirers. But a dissident tradition of determined peasant autarky and satisfied subsistence remains, pointing the way to a different economic future for those who will listen.
There were no autarkic peasants in the USA as it began its late nineteenth century rise to dominance, but there were small-scale commercial farmers in abundance – and often they were resentful of the merchants, buyers, wholesalers, elevator men, railroad companies, and consumers in the burgeoning cities who they saw as parasites on the body of rural farmers, the real producers of wealth. Organisations like the Farmers’ Alliance and the People’s Party, who represented this view, had serious political clout in the 1890s, but faded thereafter into a legacy that has been picked over by generations of American historians. 
Deluded and provincial farm romantics to some, plucky anti-capitalists to others, in modern scholarship the populists tend to emerge as completely on-message with the major trends in American society – favouring science and technological progress on the farm, modern education in the schools, corporate organisation in business. Their main divergence with the actual course that history took was that they wanted all this in small-scale rural communities, bringing city sophistication into the countryside. Instead, the countryside emptied into the city, and it was from places such as Chicago that a labour-light and capital-heavy agriculture began to spread its tentacles around the world.
What these small farmers from both countries shared by default was typically a resourceful independence, a practical knowhow and a frugality of spirit. I call this style ‘vaishya consumerism’ – named after the word for ‘farmers’ or ‘common people’ in the ancient Indian varna categories: minimal transactors in the complex exchange relationships of Indian caste relations, who neither gave nor accepted anything willingly from others. The typical suite of vaishya skills and orientations that are found in small farm societies the world over – skilful domestic productivity, making do and mending, speaking plainly, disdain for wealth and show, lack of ambition for formal learning – are currently in global retreat, but no doubt their time will come again.
An important difference between these Russian and American versions of vaishya consumerism, however, is their orientation to the state. In Russia, later the home of statist collectivism, peasant farming was intensely private. Land was abundant and contacts with agents of the state usually turned out badly for the farmer – the dream of the Russian peasant was to be left alone. But in America, the land of private property and the independent frontiersman, the small farm populists felt left out of the deals being struck between organised capital and municipal governments, and hankered after living more civilised lives at the forefront of national affairs in the manner of their urban counterparts. They looked to forms of collective organisation, including state and federal governments as well as their own self-organised institutions, to deliver it. It proved a Faustian pact: the small farms disappeared, the country urbanised, and ‘civilised life’ remained the preserve of the civitas, the town.
Projecting these differing populisms into a troubled industrial civilisation of the future, I find myself drawn to the Russian model – its realism about the true nature of the central state, its commendably unsympathetic take on the restless urge towards agricultural ‘improvement’, the sheer otherness of its worldviews in such purifying peasant religious sects as the Doukhobors. But I recognise the dangers of romanticism. As a child of the west’s technological age, and of its egalitarian radicalisms which take a political rather than religious form, I can’t entirely shake free of the American populists’ urge towards a ‘scientific’ agriculture and civic institutions in support of it. Besides, for anything like the Russian model to develop would require an abundance of land relative to people and an abundance of time for a peasantry authentically rooted in the land to emerge. Neither seems likely to be available.
So let’s take a different tack, and try to bring the two populisms into relation with each other. A future conditioned by ecological shocks and civilisational decline will have a peopled countryside interspersed by small towns, with today’s cities and megacities in decline. This is a reversal of present trends, in which urbanisation is proceeding at breakneck pace in most of the not-yet-urbanised world. But the prospect of future deurbanisation is surely not so fanciful. New migrants to the city in the so-called ‘developing’ countries are mostly pursuing economic opportunities while retaining a foot in their rural places of origin. Yet this urban promise to create an end to rural farm poverty is serially broken in the slums of the world’s cities. It wouldn’t take much to reverse the present flow of people from country to city in these places. 
In the rich industrialised countries, urban habits may die harder, but even here in Britain a shadow rural infrastructure exists in its remaining farmland, market towns and villages which could be retooled for future use. And despite lazy talk that ‘nobody wants to farm any more’, in fact a shadow rural workforce also exists, of mostly young and landless people who certainly do want to farm, given the chance. Perhaps they share more than might be supposed with those wealthy retirees whose first instinct when they stop money work is to buy a smallholding. Instead of dismissing such urges to farm as ‘romantic’ mythology, what world might emerge if they were taken seriously as a way of being, as seriously as our present society’s romance with the myth of capital increase? Probably a world of what in the US is called truck farming – small scale, labour intensive and diverse, orientated towards local food demands, with a greater emphasis on fruit and vegetables and agroforestry to protect and diversify the farm from natural shocks, and less emphasis on fuel and infrastructure-intensive cereals, soya and intensive meat. 
This kind of farming produces food that’s nutritionally healthier, environmentally healthier and probably sociologically healthier too. A de-urbanised world based around an agriculture of resilient truck farming can’t produce money in the quantities to which the wealthy consumers of countries like Britain are now accustomed on the basis of today’s interlinked and urbanised world of commodity export farming. But nor would it produce the kind of poverty, labour exploitation and ecological mayhem which is the underside of that moneyed consumerism. And it might help to provide a spiritual focus around community resilience and self-provisioning which is lacking in the anomic individualism of today. Still, we shouldn’t underestimate the scale of the adjustments that would be required.
Rather than attempting to predict exactly what form such a resilient and sustainable small farming society of the future could take, I prefer to outline the problems it will have to solve and the tensions it will have to mediate. Four, I think, will be key.
The first will be to solve problems of production to secure the long-term provision of food, fibre, fuel, shelter and clean water. In a climate and energy troubled world, this will likely involve a far greater proportion of the population than today busying themselves with basic productive activities grounded in local biotic resources. Social arrangements will have to adjust to what works in practical terms within the locality with the people and resources to hand, rather than by articulating a priori ideologies that can be made to work locally only by applying surplus money, coercion or other external resources to it (here I’m thinking both of current right wing orthodoxies about the ‘efficiency’ of private property rights, and also of over-generalised and over-optimistic leftist ideologies of common property or the ‘global commons’). Perhaps one measure of local success would be figuring out a workable transhumance across the Levels and the Mendips again, in adjustment with the seasons. What kind of social relationships would that involve?
The second challenge will be to balance the urge towards technological innovation in order to generate more output for less input (the instinct of American populism), with the recognition that the ultimate goal is sufficiency, not increased productivity (the instinct of its Russian counterpart). Pursuing sufficiency without technological innovation risks stagnation and unadaptability. Pursuing technological innovation and productivity without the goal of sufficiency risks a return to the insatiable furies of capitalist globalisation. The pursuit of technological innovation seems an inherent human trait, ineradicable and not in any case without its merits. We are omnivores, after all, with the typically crafty and opportunistic bent of others of our kind such as crows and rats, and it’s too easy to forget that even the most apparently rudimentary forms of human livelihood involve complex technological manipulation. But without an ennobling grasp of our place in the world to encompass it, the technological urge becomes destructive.
The third challenge is to honour and celebrate the spiritual sufficiency of individual women and men pursuing a practical livelihood – not easy when confronting the historical example of a recent civilisation that achieved vast, if ultimately self-defeating, technological marvels that are quite unattainable in small-scale, self-reliant farming societies. There is no harm in honouring the intellectual achievements of industrial civilisation too, so long as honour does not fall prey to envy and open the way to technological boosterism and revitalisation movements which don’t give due weight to the lessons of why that civilisation failed. Humans seem apt to fancy the greatness of their species and the distinctiveness of its destiny from the common run of nature. It will be necessary to channel that self-evaluation into a sense of personal spiritual completeness and practical accomplishment, moving within nature’s world of powers, which doesn’t belittle itself before the example of our present civilisation’s corporate achievements. Those achievements may in time appear to have been greater in the aggregate than those attainable by our descendents, but to have made less of us as individuals.
The final challenge encompasses the others – an appreciation of the will to power. The American populists were dazzled by the capacities of urban industrial civilisation to generate money and social power, even as they were acutely aware of the hostile way that such power grew out of and was directed against rural producers. The city has always lived this contradiction – as a beacon of liberty and progress that transcends the conservative countryside, but that also feeds off, and indeed actively foments, the rural injustices beyond its walls. The naivety of populist movements in the past, and of ‘eco-pragmatists’ today, is in supposing that differing power potentials of these kinds can be equalised so that the good life can be shared by all without disturbing the enormous economic flows that inequality generates. Instead, when the power potentials are equalised, the circuit dies. We need to face up to a future which, however spiritually rich, will be materially poorer, albeit perhaps more egalitarian. Only by appreciating its genesis in the human will to power, can the inegalitarian and self-aggrandising tendency of civilisation be tamed.
Tamed, perhaps, but not eliminated. Everything we know about small-scale farm societies – even ones that manage to avoid the predation of ruling elites – suggests that the will to power also manifests in the flow of life in small communities, in relations between men and women, between young and old, between the prudent and the spendthrift, and so on. The patriarchal peasant household described by the Russian populists does not provide an inspiring model for a healthier social order in the twilight of industrial civilisation. Unbound, the will to power exhibits the limitless capacity for both creativity and destruction with which we’re familiar in contemporary industrial civilisation. When constrained, it stultifies and poisons relationships between people, denying their creativity and sufficiency, and making them mere symbols of defined social ‘types’. Without the spiritual sufficiency I’ve mentioned, without that vaishya opposition to the neediness of vapid luxury and showy materialism, but also the neediness of subservience and conventional mores, we unleash the will to power upon ourselves.
Few societies have chained the will to power and steered successfully between this churning destructiveness and this ossification. I’m not optimistic that our post-civilised, post-industrial descendents will succeed either. There are plenty of grounds to foresee a future wracked by war, coercion and enslavement. But maybe there’s room for future hope, as opposed to optimism. Hope, that is, of the unbidden kind I nurture as I sow my seeds in trust that there’ll be some kind of worthwhile harvest at the end of it, despite the unanticipated setbacks that I know will come and that will demand all my diligence to navigate.
So, as people go about solving the practical problems of daily self-provisioning in a post-civilised future, my hope is that there will be some useful legacy from our present industrial civilisation that they can carry forward with ambivalence and not just scorn, perhaps doing a better job than we have done in mediating its contradictions. I’d wish for them the three point linkage but not the dustbowl; the ideal of liberty but not a flight from natural constraint; and a steady vaishya approbation of the virtues of both leisure and work that would deliver them from our present fanaticism over both. 
I’d wish for them, to paraphrase Derek Walcott, that exiled from our Eden, they will find the wonder of another arising from it, which will be their inheritance and our ambiguous gift. Hope, then, and not a blind optimism that everything is bound to turn out well, for there are no sound reasons for blind optimism when the wheat is sown as a presage to winter. But there are reasons to be hopeful that the wheat will grow and some of us will endure another year at least.
Notes
I’ve avoided references in the text in an effort to escape the confines of the academic essay, but a brief bibliographic note on sources may be useful. 
On the collapse of civilisations and ‘scanning behaviour’ see Joseph Tainter, The Collapse of Complex Societies (Cambridge, 1989). 
E.H. Carrier’s The Pastoral Heritage of Britain (London, 1936) is my source for transhumance in Somerset. 
Stewart Brand’s Whole Earth Discipline (London, 2009) is the classic text of ‘eco-pragmatism’, while in the case of Russian populism that accolade goes to A.V. Chayanov’s The Theory of Peasant Economy (Madison, 1986). 
The account of American populism draws from Charles Postel, The Populist Vision (Oxford, 2007) and William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis (London, 1991). 
The Doukhobors are described by George Woodcock and Ivan Avakumovic, The Doukhobors (London, 1968). 
My account of ‘vaishya consumerism’ is in Chris Smaje ‘Kings and commoners: agroecology meets consumer culture’ Journal of Consumer Culture http://joc.sagepub.com/content/early/2013/05/13/1469540513488406.abstract. 
The distinction between optimism and hope is borrowed from Christopher Lasch The True and Only Heaven: Progress and Its Critics (New York, 1994). 
The paraphrase of Derek Walcott is from his essay ‘The muse of history’ in Orde Coombs Is Massa Day Dead? (New York, 1974).
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