


Chapter One:
On Regionalism

In the end,...everything found at the end of
one's senses -- the high note of the wren, the
thick perfume of propolis that drifts
downwind from spring willows, the
brightness of wood chips scattered by beaver
--...all this fits together. The indestructibility
of these associations conveys a sense of
permanence that nurtures the heart, that
cripples one of the most insidious of human
anxieties, the one that says, you do not belong
here, you are unnecessary (p.149-50).

One of the great dreams of man® must be to
find some place between the extremes of

nature and civilization where it is possible to
live without regret (p.178).

-- Barry Lopez, Crossing Open Ground.

One of the major issues raised by the emergence of
environmentalism in the past three decades is the definition of a
"proper” or "natural” human relationship to the rest of the natural
world. The argument is polarized between extreme
environmentalists who would like to make the human impact on the
earth's environment as minimal as possible, and industrialists, who
see the earth as a mass of raw materials, existing principally for
human exploitation. In other words, humans are either an
aberration whose effect on the planet cannot be justified, or they are
the masters of the earth with the ability to control and effect
whatever changes on the earth they see fit. The polarity of views on

the human role in the world is perhaps best represented by Earth

* Although I will not emend any quotations I take from sources, I will make a
concerted effort to use non-sexist, non-exclusionary language throughout my

discussion.
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on the principles of endless expansion and ever-climbing profit
curves. Because humans possess the faculties of reasoning and
consciousness, we have been able to bypass natural population
controls such as disease and over-used habitat that govern other
organisms. Even further, we have gone on to develop technology
beyond the demands of necessity and into the realm of superfluity.
Our ability to desire more than we need for survival has resulted in
the neglect of the needs of the rest of the biotic community. This in
turn leads to an imbalance in nature which is ultimately harmful to
all living creatures. The obvious implication here is that human
existence has gone beyond its natural limits. Nonetheless, to regard
human consciousness simply as an incongruous and destructive
element in the world, even in light of the destruction we have
caused, is simple-minded nihilism. Perhaps the earth could get
along without the human race, but what is the point of that if we are
capable of living within the balance of nature?

Although human culture is responsible for the long list of
environmental crises that threaten the natural world, Berry argues
that there can and must be a continuity between the "natural”
economy and the "human"” economy. This continuity depends upon
the ability of humans to take the greater natural world as an
instructor, and not to force an inappropriate human ideal into a place
where it is incongruous with what already exists. In an essay
entitled "Preserving Wildness,” Berry formulates three questions

which he says "must be asked, with respect to human economy in

any given place:

1. What is here?
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larger patterns of nature. The first step in this process is paying
attention to the land around us, to all the things that make up the
various regions where we live. Certainly, with global population
what it is now, not all families can have farms. But we could all
stand to become knowledgeable about the various regions where we
live -- how they work and where we fit into them -- and then use
this knowledge to guide our decisions as a society.

The concept of "region" is very important, and deserves
clarification. Derived from the Latin regere , meaning, "to rule,"
"region” originally meant a geographical region ruled by a particular
political power, then gradually came to mean any distinct area. A
definition given by the Oxford English Dictionary is helpful here: A
region is "a more or less defined portion of the earth's surface...esp.
as distinguished by certain natural features, climatic conditions, a
special flora or fauna or the like." To be more concise, our
understanding of a region must mean the inclusive recognition of all
the various elements existing there and of their relationships to and
influences upon each other. This inclusiveness distinguishes "region”
from other synonyms like "area" and "place." The concepts of rule
and order from regere are still here if we understand that the
natural elements within a region tend towards a state of equilibrium,
of balance, resulting in the self-defining totality of a region.

If my definition of "region"” sounds suspiciously like Wendell
Berry's definition of nature, it is because nature occurs in regions.
The equilibrium that occurs in the Mojave desert is not the same as
the equilibrium in the Olympic Peninsula. This is because the

various elements within those regions have different relationships













































































































































