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Human invention and growth have fundamentally changed the role of the human species 

on Earth. From the proliferation of nuclear weapons to the insidious effects of chemicals on bird 

eggs and human bodies to the now-immediate threat of global climate change, the list of 

calamities seems never-ending, a Pandora's Box of disasters-to-be appearing one after the other. 

Each of these looming crises presents a new kind of question about human identity. Before the 

late-19th, 20th and 21st centuries, writers did not have to contend with physical changes to the 

very nature of the planet. In post-industrial revolution, post-nuclear, and post-climate change 

literature, the realization that the human brain "seems capable of destroying most of what it has 

created and much that it has not" (Meeker 5) impacts our most fundamental understanding of 

ourselves. Furthermore, this fact begs the question: what is the place of humans in the world 

when relatively short-term actions can have long-term, potentially catastrophic impacts on the 

biosphere as we have known it for millennia? 

As the implications of human action have grown in scale, so too has the way in which 

writers discuss those implications. Change on a global scale requires examination at a variety of 

levels, or as critic Lawrence Buell says, a "combination of broad sweep and cranky hyperfocus" 

(7). Focusing on both individual communities and the entire biosphere within a single work can 

be difficult, and as a result many authors tend to focus more on the one or the other. In order to 

examine more fully the literary response to climate change and globalization, trends that are 

closely intertwined, I have chosen two works that each focus on different scales. Bill McKibben, 

in his nonfiction book The End of Nature, and Wendell Berry, in his novel Remembering, each 

address the spiritual ramifications of these overwhelming problems, although through different 

literary means. McKibben explores the science behind global climate change and the challenge 

the climate crisis poses to the fundamental framework ofhuman civilization. Through these 



'; • ,. ·.· ,:.·· . • ; •.; · ~· - ~ •I,. l .!> ~. > 

. ~; . 

issues he finds a need for the salvific qualities of "nature" as inherent to our humanity. Although 

McKibben writes as a journalist, his work is effective because its use of artistic rhetoric. Literary 

invocations characterize the book, elevating The End of Nature beyond journalistic discussion. 

Berry, meanwhile, describes the plight of the small farmer in the age of agribusiness and 

globalization, technical terms that belie the heart-wrenching disconnect of farmer and land, 

human and community, and past and present under the industrial farming system. Remembering 

describes the journey of the maimed Andy Catlett from Kentucky farm community to alienated 

isolation and back again. 

As McKibben uses his personal narrative to d~scribe the cause and effect of global 

climate change, and as Berry describes Andy Catlett's journey of redemption, they inherently 

invoke the image of the "lone environmentalist," the trope of the lone man setting out into 

"nature" to discover himself. This Emersonian ideal of self-reliance has been a cornerstone of the 

American literary imagination, and the genre of nature writing has been no exception. From 

Thoreau to Muir to Abbey to Dillard, the image of a lone individual braving the elements and the 

wild to attain true sublimity has characterized environmental literature. Cities become the places 

where people- dirty, ignorant, destructive humanity- reside, and nature is an "out there," a 

place where the dignity of the individual becomes restored and true knowledge comes from 

solitude and isolation. 

Globalization and climate change, the proliferation of human influence onto every part of 

the Earth, challenge that reigning paradigm of self-sufficiency as freeing. The expansion of 

international trade into everyday life, the fossil fuel emissions that support global human 

mobility, and a variety of other pollutants make the barrier between "human" and "nature" 

suddenly very penetrable. With essays such as William Cronan's "The Trouble with Wilderness: 
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Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature," popular understanding has begun to shift from a 

separatist paradigm, in which humans need to venture alone into nature to understand it and 

themselves fully, to a an integrative and communitarian paradigm. This latter emphasis grapples 

with the fact that, through means tangible and intangible, much of the world is now dominated 

by a single species of primate, making the act of protecting or restoring nature a radical departure 

from the norm. As activists and authors have sought to understand the overwhelmingly dominant 

human role in the world, some voices have begun to reconstruct the ideology of individualism in 

favor of a new kind of human community. 

In this paper, I discuss the idea of community as it appears in Berry's Remembering and 

McKibben's The End of Nature, works which discuss similar issues but at different scales. Berry 

focuses on the impacts of spiritual disconnection (and connection) on the communal level, 

conjuring ancestors and ancestral land as he describes Andy's journey towards reconciliation 

with his own loss of a hand to farm machinery. McKibben takes those same concerns and 

manifests them quite literally in the sky as he ponders the ramifications of climate change. As 

McKibben moves from the science of climate change to its impacts on the forests around his 

horne to his own role in the climate crisis, he recalls past human life and wonders about the 

future of human nature itself. Through narratives layered in science, politics, and spirituality, 

Berry and McKibben deconstruct the American ideal of individualistic materialism in favor of 

the power of community. With a focus on the holistic power of connection at local and global 

scales, they both articulate the spiritual deprivation that comes from interactions based on 

material gain. 

Many environmental writers discuss the dangers of material ownership and exploitation, 

preceding the work of McKibben and Berry by focusing on a specific ecosystem or place. Critic 
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Don Scheese points out: "The ultimate concern of both nature writers is the preservation of land, 

its harmony, and the equilibrium,ofnatural relationships in a particular environment" (308). 

Though he referred specifically to the work of Edward Abbey and Aldo Leopold, his observation 

characterizes a dynamic that applies to many works concerned with the environment. By 

definition, the preservation of the natural environment is incompatible with the unlimited 

acquisition of material goods and wealth on the part of humans. If one of the goals of 

environmental literature is to articulate a need for the most minimal human degradation possible 

on the environment, then the needless accumulation of goods inevitably serve to damage that 

landscape with a growing human presence. The inherent logic of economic growth, the idea that 

ever-rising growth is both inherently good and necessary, conflicts with the inherent logic of 

writers seeking a new, harmonious or symbiotic way of living in the world. 

In the face of increasing environmental degradation and growing human population over 

the past two centuries, environmental writers have written with growing alarm about the need to 

decrease material exploitation and degradation of nature. "In the face of profound threats to our 

biological survival, we continue ... to celebrate the self-aggrandizing ego and to place self-interest 

above public interest, even irrationally enough, in matters of common survival" (226), remarks 

Glen Love in an impassioned essay about the importance of environmental awareness in literary 

study. As the age of climate change, also called the "Anthropocene" for the geological-scale 

impact of Homo sapiens on the planet (Angus and Foster), has progressed, so has anti

materialistic rhetoric. Naomi Klein's This Changes Everything: Capitalism Versus the Climate 

exemplifies this concern; the work ultimately discusses a need for the reconstruction of an entire 

global economic system in order to adequately deal with climate change. Excess material 
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acquisition and the growth of wealth appear, over and over, as obstacles to true environmental 

progress. 

Berry and McKibben take care to discuss the dangers of unfettered growth and a 

worldview based on materialism in their books. One of Berry's overarching themes, in fact, 

involves the idea that "the popular materialisms of our day place us in a reduced, impoverished 

reality" (Bilbro 146). This idea plays out throughout Remembering as Andy Catlett moves 

towards a realization of the inherent spiritual beauty of the earth. While Berry weaves his 

concern through strands of narrative, McKibben is more blunt. He says, "We, all ofus in the 

First World, have participated in something of a binge, a half century of unbelievable prosperity 

and ease" (86), including not only himself but his entire upbringing and livelihood as a "First 

World" citizen in this accusation. This conflict between a prosperous lifestyle and the future of 

"nature" has profound implications for ideas of human progress. 

The very title of McKibben's work, The End of Nature, encapsulates those concerns in a 

literary context. One of the biggest challenges McKibben faces involves defining "nature"; to say 

what humanity risks losing, he must first explain what we have. The title's reference to Ralph 

Waldo Emerson's essay, ''Nature," provides a critical insight to this definition. In the opening of 

the essay, Emerson says, "Let us inquire, to what end is nature?" (Emerson 2), referring to the 

"perfection of the creation" (1) and its divine purpose. Emerson gives an explicit definition of 

"nature" before launching himself into further discussion, saying, "Nature, in the common sense, 

refers to essences unchanged by man" (2) . Along with Emerson's statement of inquiry, this 

definition establishes that nature has a purpose which humans must attempt to understand, and 

second, that "Nature" exists beyond and without humanity. In the context of The End of Nature, 
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the natural world ceases to exist when human activity ceases to be "insignificant" (Emerson 2). 

From the title alone, McKibben emphasizes a connection between "nature" and the divine. 

As McKibben establishes the connection between the nonhuman environment and a 

divine creation, he also establishes that the end of nature refers to either a loss or violation of a 

divine purpose. McKibben holds the natural world as inherently connected to God, and the 

connection of humans to landscape forms an essential part of the human connection to the divine. 

Discussing the Book of Job, McKibben later says, "In what other sphere [than nature] could a 

deity operate freely?" (77). Daily interactions with that "other sphere" reinforce the place of 

humanity as lesser than "a deity," something that ensures human humbleness and active 

participation in the community of life. Referring to the lifestyle of early agriculture with an 

agrarian outlook not unlike Berry's, McKibben conjures a connection with the land as part of 

spiritual fulfillment. He says, "Sheep and harvests and other common motifs of the bible are not 

just metaphors; they are also the old reality of the earth, a place where people depended for both 

life and meaning on the nature they found around them" (77). These images of the pastoral, set in 

Biblical context, illustrate an Edenic past which the "end of nature" makes even more distant. 

This threat of spiritual disconnect adds another layer to the phrase "the end of nature": 

the loss of the natural world also yields a profound change in human nature. The existence of 

God and the existence of human power, rather than human powerlessness in the face of nature, 

do not necessarily exist together. Furthermore, if the course of human action (the manifestation 

of human nature) leads inevitably to the destruction of beauty and sublimity in the natural world, 

the image of "nature" as a divine will manifested on Earth suggests a loss of inherent spirituality. 

McKibben states, "By the end of nature I do not mean the end of the world ... When I say 

"nature" I mean a certain set of human ideas about the world and our place in it" (8). Reworking 
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Emerson's definition of"Nature" and also refraining from overtly apocalyptic imagery, 

McKibben makes the term ""natur-e" a human construction applied to preexisting creation. When 

the human label overwhelms the preexisting "perfection of the creation" (Emerson 1 ), then that 

anthropogenic definition yields another "end" to "nature." The human mind comes to encompass 

the entire globe, destroying what we define in the very act of defining it. 

These images and themes are religious, and unabashedly so; such a focus places 

McKibben even more strongly in the realm of literature as opposed to journalism. The End of 

Nature does not just seek to explain climate science to a popular audience. For McKibben, 

Christian religion provides an important framework for ways in which to think about the world. 
. . 

His "look at the religious character of American environmentalism" (Bilbro 15-16) unites 

scientific and spiritual concerns to address climate change. When terms such as "carbon 

dioxide," "the greenhouse effect," and statistics such as "360 parts per million" (12) become a 

necessary part of the book's makeup, abstract science becomes a concrete part of daily life. 

McKibben brings abstraction to earth with his dual focus on scientific and theological topics. As 

a result, "The End of Nature" brings recent science into discussion with more longstanding 

themes of religion. With his title, McKibben places himself in conversation with the study of 

"nature"- in terms of theology, literature, and science- over the course ofhuman history. 

McKibben's use of personal voice gives The End of Nature an autobiographical element; 

McKibben himself is both everyman and prophet, someone who understands his own fault and 

seeks to correct that fault in both himself and others. Accordingly, he spares himself little when 

describing the problems of Western overconsumption. McKibben says: 

Of course, the person I was fleeing most fearfully was myself, for I drive (I drove 

forty thousand miles in one year), and I'm burning a collapsed bam behind the 
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house next week because it is much the cheapest way to deal with it, and I live on 

about a hundred times what Thoreau conclusively proved was enough, so I've 

done my share to take this independent, eternal world and tum it into a science

fair project (and not even a good science-fair project but a cloddish one, like 

pumping poison into an ant farm and "observing the effects") (90). 

In this deceptively simple passage, McKibben links his own habits with bone-rattling loss of 

innocence. In the simple act of living as he always has, McKibben realizes, he has taken part in a 

great destruction of the earth he loves. Knowing that the "catalogue of actual and potential 

· . horrors is by now familia,r to us all" (Love 225), he translates horrors of grea,t magnitude -

climate change and the fundamental restructuring of Earth's atmosphere- into immediate, 

mundane actions, emphasizing the danger of the mundane by illustrating it within himself. 

McKibben's description of the science-fair experiment ofhuman activity encompasses 

the existential terror that lies at the heart of The End of Nature. The danger he describes lacks the 

immediate catastrophe of nuclear war the obvious human cost ofholocaust, and it does not have 

a single point source, such as DDT, to attack. Instead a list of chores and habits appears: driving, 

removing a dilapidated outbuilding, and living comfortably. In replacing the litany of catastrophe 

with a litany of regularity, McKibben makes the act of turning an "independent, eternal world" 

into a "science fair project" immediate and ubiquitous. His use of personal voice in this passage 

brings home that almost inescapable quality of our nature-ending habits. When he speaks as an 

everyman, McKibben argues that what we consider "normal" must remain so no longer. 

The description of a "science fair project" adds another layer of complexity to the human 

relationship with the planet. The word "science" holds connotations of human advancement, 

progress, and prosperity; science, along with engineering, has provided technological 
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advancements throughout human existence. As scientists at the American Society ofNaturalists 

remarked during World War Two, "A complacent view of our species history might be that 

having thus far managed ... to gain dominion over the earth, the sea and the sky, we may be 

assured that nothing can ever finally prevent man's further progress" (Taylor 14). Environmental 

writing has often gone against such an idea of "progress," and McKibben's description of a 

"science-fair project" criticizes the idea that human invention inherently solves all problems. The 

science-fair project is both trivial and positive, a source of youthful wonder (usually) with little 

further consequence. But McKibben ends with ominous imagery: this project is a "cloddish one, 

like pumping poison into an ant farm and 'observing the effects.'" Not only does the mundane 

beneficence of human progress become damaging in and of itself, it also becomes senseless. 

There is no true point in poisoning an ant farm. 

Alongside his earlier statement, "the person I was fleeing most fearfully was myself," 

McKibben inverts ideas of innocence to cast a shadow on human nature. Images of youthful 

discovery, as well as the mundane tasks of day-to-day life, become akin to the slow trickling of 

poison into an anthill. Furthermore, McKibben's description of running from himself makes him 

both poisoner and ant, much in the way the climate crisis hurts humans and originates from 

human activity. This cyclical poisoner-and-ant relationship also eliminates an all-powerful 

theological figure from the picture and reinforces a meaningless outcome to human action. 

Instead of a god figure to ensure justice and a harmonious future, McKibben portrays us humans 

as a child or adolescent poisoning their own anthill. 

The last line of The End of Nature, "The comfort we need is inhuman" (217), harkens 

back to this dynamic. McKibben's complicity in an economic system of material consumption, 

set up as the most readily available course of action, expands outwards into social and 
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environmental crises and even a crisis of faith. Personal materialism becomes part of a massive 

patchwork of calamity. McK1"bben....,s science-experiment passage is similar to a story from 

Berry's Remembering, when the farmer Dorie Catlett, on the brink of losing her entire 

livelihood, writes: "'Oh lord, whatever is to become ofus?' and then beneath, as it to correct 

what she had written already, she wrote: 'Out of the depths have I cried unto thee, 0 Lord"' 

(20)1
. Whether a personal, even autobiographical statement of simultaneous complacency and 

terror on the part of McKibben or the raw plea for salvation on the part of Dorie Catlett, these 

passages articulate a moment of epiphany. For both, a senseless system of consumption and 

forces beyond their control rais~ questions about the very existence of a beneficent higher power. 

Finally, McKibben's statement that "the person [he] was fleeing most fearfully was 

[him]self' (90) goes in the face of the individualism that has characterized many previous works 

of environmental, and more generally American, writing. Instead of the individual entering 

wilderness to fulfill a sort of divine purpose or to achieve a state of transcendent human 

experience, McKibben enters wilderness to escape that idea of the individual. Instead ofbeing 

self-reliant, he views his individual self as all too reliant on a variety of conveniences. He says, 

"I drive ... and I'm burning a collapsed bam behind the house next week because it is much the 

cheapest way to deal with it, and I live on about a hundred times what Thoreau conclusively 

proved was enough" (90). Suddenly images of self-sufficiency become symbols of excess. 

Instead of the car acting as a freeing agent to take McKibben out of society, it acts as another sort 

of dependence. Removing a "collapsed bam," something that might in other works be described 

with almost macho idealization in the name of independence, becomes an image of complicity 

and laziness. Finally, he culminates this list by describing the needlessness of his own lifestyle. 

1 "Out of the depths I have cried unto thee" is a quote from Psalm 130. 
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McKibben involves no other individual in this description, nor does he enlist the forces of an 

external "society" as opponents. Instead, inaction in the name of self-reliant freedom manifests a 

real danger to the planet and himself. 

Where McKibben describes his own internalization of a materialistic lifestyle, Berry 

narrates the story of a headlong confrontation with the forces of material greed and spiritual 

death in his story of Andy Catlett. Repeatedly, Berry emphasizes the value of people and place 

over personal ambition. This theme manifests in two separate narrative arcs: first, through the 

recounting of the history of Andy's family, and second, through the Dantean experience of the 

agricultural conference and Andy's subsequent revitalization through acts of remembrance. 

Layered definitions of "remembering" resonate throughout the book. Like The End of 

Nature, the title itself provides a critical entryway into the broader topics of Remembering, 

bringing together the issues Berry seeks to address in a single word. The first meaning of 

"remembering" involves the act of memory, and this literal action forms the road on which Andy 

travels to his own healing. Throughout the work, Berry breaks up present-day narrative with 

descriptions .ofthe past as Andy recalls various parts of his and his ancestors' lives. Narrative 

disjointed in time (first in the present, then the past, then even farther in the past, then back to the 

present and so on) serves to move beyond a single, linear timeline. In this work, "remembering" 

is an essential part ofliving. Andy's memories pay homage to his ancestors and friends, the 

people who made him the person he is. Remembering emphasizes that the present cannot be 

understood or appreciated without full recognition of the past. 

As Andy recalls "the web of his making" (44), he re-enters that community of life. 

Following the loss of his hand, he becomes isolated, bitter, and angry, unable to reconcile his 

changed body as part of the same living community. Reviewing his memories and even the 
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memories of others, received by Andy through the long chain of ancestry, makes Andy again a 

member of the Port William,:community. Through remembering events, he re-members himself 

into the lives of those he loves, participating once again in the reciprocal and life-giving 

connections between people. 

The last connotation of "remembering" refers to a physical member, the human hand and 

the human phallus. Just as Andy's physical dismemberment temporarily removed him from 

membership in community, recalling ancestry lets Andy come to terms with his physical loss and 

to a state of spiritual renewal. The book ends with a sight of visionary healing above Port 

William, from which Andy receives "the restored right hand of his joy" (103). The phallic 

connotation of"member," normally associated with sexual appetite and masculine bravado, 

becomes positive here, representing the restoration of fertility and love in Andy's spirit. As Andy 

remembers his family, he re-members himself, restoring his connection to fertile and life-giving 

land. Healed and whole, Andy can now give back to his land and people some of what he has 

taken from them. 

While it relies heavily on stories from the past, Remembering takes care to avoid a 

maudlin nostalgia for "the good old days." In the very beginning of the book, Andy, still 

unreconciled with the loss of his hand, dreams of a causeway built over a creek valley. However, 

in Andy's miserable state at the book's beginning, "he realized that even as he mourned it [the 

creek valley] he could not remember it as it was; he could find in his spirit no vision of anything 

it ever was that it ever might be again" (4). In this opening, remembering is not an act of 

affirmation or triumph; the act of remembering a ruined place only reinforces Andy's spiritual 

defeat. Instead of embracing a holistic involvement in things beyond himself, Andy's initial acts 

of remembrance place his ownership of something in the past, such as the former creek valley, at 
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odds with its current existence. Instead of the act of remembering giving power to Andy's 

convictions, it initially represents a fallacy. He attempts to own the past by recalling it as 

separate from the present. 

However, remembering the people and places that, intact, have led to his own existence 

ultimately brings Andy Catlett to a state of rejuvenation. The act of remembering is different 

than the act of mourning or a sort of psychological ownership. In separating memory from 

nostalgia, Berry paints Andy's efforts to hold the past up as a talisman, however well

intentioned, as ineffectual. Mechanisms of domination and control, even when applied to support 

an agrarian ethic, reinforce Andy's spiritual crisis instead of resolving it. 

For this reason, Andy renders his invocation of personal history ineffectual when he 

presents to the "agricultural conference held that day at a great university in the Midwest" (5). 

The conference begins with a "high agricultural official" (8) who states that "Millions of people 

have been released from farmwork to make automobiles and TV sets and plumbing fixtures" 

(10). This assumption represents not only an economic beliefbut a religious one. The good life 

involves not "groveling in the earth" but a separation from the body and the land to make more 

objects of consumption and waste. As the official speaks, he reveals a distaste for physical nature 

itself. Human elevation, here, involves moving as far as possible from the dirt. 

The official continues the celebration of industrialism over agriculture and the continuing 

separation ofhumanity from the land by saying, "Millions of people have been freed from 

groveling in the earth so they can pursue the finer things in life" (10). This statement embodies 

myriad assumptions about nature and the earth, about the progress of humanity, and about the 

positivity of accumulating material wealth. Much like Berry's description of the earth as human 

science fair project, forces of material acquisition appear as the default setting. The agricultural 



official assumes that working with the land, or "groveling in the earth," is inherently bad, and a 

state of inert consumption inherently good. 1ri his praise of the mundane, even plumbing fixtures 

become a symbol of the new era of progress, as though even making one of the more painfully 

boring commodities in history is better than farmwork. Embracing materialism and an industrial 

society seems akin to embracing spiritual salvation in the worldview of the high agricultural 

official. The inevitable fate of humanity involves rising above mere physicality to "pursue the 

finer things in life," or in other words, to consume more automobiles, TV sets, and plumbing 

fixtures. The agricultural official's anonymity- he never receives more of an appellation than 

"high agricultural official"- speaks to the ubiq~ity of his worldview. When Andy speaks, he 

speaks against an entire weight of a society's assumption. 

Foil owing a day of similar presentations, grossly quantitative discussions of topics 

relating to the "Future of the American Food System" (8), Andy's presentation attempts to strike 

back at a system of agriculture which holds little fondness for the act of farming. For him, the 

activity offarmwork is a physical necessity; losing his hand endows Andy with an ongoing 

feeling of hopelessness. When speaking to the conference, he becomes paralyzed by his own 

need and the isolation that need brings. In the conference room, "a room without windows, filled 

with artificial light and artificial air" (19), Andy becomes as disconnected from the farm as the 

rest of the presenters. Only his awareness of his isolation separates Andy from the broader swath 

of "professional careerists of agriculture" (19). This understanding of personal disconnect 

doubles Andy's sense of isolation: he is, at this point, neither part of the farm nor willing to 

become part of the "academic careerism and the politics and the business of agriculture" (19). 

Berry uses this purgatorial, if not infernal, experience to illustrate the difference between an act 

of memory and an act of nostalgia. 
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When Andy leaves his home in Port William, Kentucky to speak at the agricultural 

conference, he does so in a state of inconsolable bitterness. Following the loss of his hand, Andy 

Catlett falls into a habit of wishing for the hand back instead of accepting changes to his way of 

life. He becomes obsessed "with the comparison of times, as if he were condemned forever to 

measure the difference between his life when he was whole and his life now" (6). This constant 

comparison, inescapable and internalized, only serves to reinforce his brokenness. The 

dismemberment leads Andy to see himself as "no account to anybody" (7), as though the act of 

change renders any past connections null and void. 

Andy's dream about the creek valley in the book's beginning translates to how he views 

himself. In the dream, he realizes "that even as he mourned it, he could not remember it as it 

was; he could find in his spirit no vision of anything it ever was that it ever might be again" ( 4). 

As he invests greater energy into a focus of what he cannot do, Andy loses sight of the person he 

used to be. He even says to his wife, "Flora, you don't love me. You never have" (4). Although 

blatantly untrue, Andy believes what he says. He behaves as though the act of change makes him 

worthless. Because he cannot be exactly as he was, what used to be becomes both precious and 

impossible, an Edenic past from which he has fallen. 

For this reason, Andy's conjuring of his ancestors and family at the agricultural 

conference results in his speech dissolving into sweaty nervousness. Following the story of his 

grandmother, writing psalms in hope of salvation, Andy's voice appears at first to grow in 

power. He says, "I say damn your systems and your numbers and your ideas. I speak for Dorie 

Catlett and Marce Catlett. I speak for Mat and Margaret Feltner, for Jack Beechum ... " (21). In 

the process of invoking relatives and neighbors and long-dead farmers, though, Andy's voice 

loses its conviction. Instead of speaking some final damning prayer into the gaping maw of the 
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Future of the American Food System, Andy only comes off as a country boy unwilling to accept 

the realities of modernity. For Andy, "As he named them, the dead and the living, they departed 

from him, leaving him empty, shaking, wet with sweat" (21). And the intangible passion for not 

just his ancestors but an entire way of life dwindles away again. As critic Phillip J. Donnelly 

says, "Their presence leaves him because, despite the fact that he is at that moment protesting the 

effects of industrial farming upon local communities, Andy has already withdrawn his trust in 

and fidelity to his own community" (282). Without a wholehearted connection with the land and 

his family, Andy's speech instead becomes a sort of false talisman, a trinket he does not fully 

believe in. Nostalgia, the process ofwishing for a time when he himself was mor~ whole, renders 

his own understanding of personal history ineffective. 

As Andy thinks about his own disfigurement and the failure of his presentation at the 

agricultural conference, his self-loathing reaches a fever pitch. Sitting alone in his dark hotel 

room at three in the morning, Andy remembers the myriad cruelties he has inflicted on those 

around him since his disfigurement. This series of memories acts not unlike a fever dream, 

moments passing one after another in a haze of pain and delirium. 

As he obsesses over what he lacks (his hand and his dignity both), Andy recalls "with 

longing the events of his body's wholeness, grieving them, as Adam remembered paradise" (24). 

The self-comparison between Andy and Adam is relentlessly self-aggrandizing, but like Adam 

Andy cannot return to a state of spiritual wholeness. Andy's bitterness over physical separation 

with his hand, a tool for creating an earthly Edenic garden in the form of farming, leads to a 

spiritual tearing. Separated from "his body's wholeness," Andy falls further and further from a 

state of healing by refusing the love of the people around him. He becomes empty and aimless: 

"Alone was the way he was, as cast away there in this place as his hand was, wherever it was" 
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(24). These partially incoherent thoughts, tinged with real pain and manufactured justifications 

for cruelty to others, commit Andy to wholeness only when his hand is returned to him, as he 

relies on a now-superficial fetish object for qualities which must be inherent to his nature. He 

creates a self-fulfilling prophecy: if his hand is not part of him, then it is rejected, and if part of 

him is "cast away" then he in his entirety must be as well. In short, Andy Catlett believes that his 

"wound had shown him the world and, at the same time, his estrangement from it" (27). 

Mutilation at the hands of farm machinery combines the isolation of humans from nature 

with the isolation of the lone man from society, a trope of environmental literature. Because he 

lost his hand to machinery, Andy rejects all things human, including respect, love, and even 

familial ties. Although Andy is afraid, even terrified that "catastrophe lived at the end of his arm" 

(26), that initial fear becomes swallowed up in his greater resentment at all things: "once his trust 

had failed there was no limit to his distrust" (28). The accident renders Andy physically 

separated from the world-his dominant hand, his dexter hand, is mutilated and amputated. But 

in his sullen, joyless state afterwards, Andy separates himself from the human community 

essential to life. 

This double-amputation serves as one of the characteristics of a globalized 

environmentalism: human community heals just as much as human materialism hurts. Instead of 

human society being something to avoid, Andy's family and friends act as a tight-knit support 

system for each other; when separated from that community, Andy becomes unstable and 

unfulfilled. The benefit of community also relies heavily on female voices as voices of sanity and 

strength, another departure from the masculine individualism of authors like Thoreau, "who 

could be bluntly misogynistic and whose praise of the 'wild' has inspired writers far more 

masculinist than he, such as Edward Abbey" (Buell26). In fact, Andy's wife, Flora, and mother 
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act as the most direct and unafraid voices of reason. His mother even tells him, bluntly, "you 

must accept this as given to you to learn from, or it will hurt you worse than it already has" (27). 

As Andy systematically isolates himself from the life-giving community of home and humanity, 

Berry deconstructs the myth of the individual as a force of spiritual rejuvenation. Connection to 

human community is an essential, reciprocal part of connection to the land. 

In the face of these layered accusations and self-deceptions, Andy goes to the agricultural 

conference. His experience amongst the wonders of the American Food System serves as a 

double perversion of life. The isolation of humans from the environment leads to an initial, stale 

wrongness, but Berry adds also the i~olation of people from each other to create a hellish 

landscape of boring, inarticulate destruction. 

In the very beginning of the conference, the high agricultural official emphasizes the 

importance of economics, or, in other words, of money, above all else. He lists the problems with 

the industrialization of agriculture, referring to the "breakdown of the old family unit," to 

communities being "not what they were," to "small businesses closing down," and to "problems 

with soil erosion and water shortages and chemical pollution." These images conjure the painful 

cost of such growth, but he follows with a complete invalidation ofhuman need: "But that's the 

price of progress ... This is economics we're talking about. .. Get big or get out" (10). Human pain 

and environmental damage appear, naturally, as secondary to the acquisition of wealth. 

The "high agricultural official" is a hyperbole, and not even an original one, leading some 

critics to dismiss this scene as Berry's "tendency to make the novel a forum for his agricultural 

arguments" (Angyal104). But hyperbole is entirely in keeping with the unusual hellscape that is 

the agricultural conference. In fact, throughout the descriptions of the conference each person 

appears as deliberate caricature. The economists speak only in technical vagaries ("'This model,' 
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he said, 'has pre-input, input and output divisions for each of its fifteen crop submodels" (14)). 

Half-hearted attempts at conveying something significant fall short (a "long-haired man with a 

weary face" reads a paper on "'Suggestible Parameters in the Creation of Agricultural 

Meaning' ... as if aware of the audience's imending boredom or his own" (18)). Other papers and 

characters follow in that "place of eternal hopelessness" (18), each one more of a two-

dimensional image than the last. Andy comes off as a caricature of himself, a figure of anger and 

"unseemly chauvinism" (19), as though he merely clings to the "good old days." Andy's 

nostalgia for his own wholeness paints himself as much of a two-dimensional figure as the rest of 

·them. Berry uses these caricatures to "explore the inextricable connections between corporate 
. . 

and individual sin" (Donnelly 285), manifesting Andy's pain in the emptiness of corporate greed. 

This parade of empty, husk-like figures that precedes Andy's own speech makes his 

attempt at something real or meaningful inherently impossible. Andy himself admits the truth 

when he says that "everything reducible has been reduced to numbers, and the rest ignored" (19), 

a statement that precedes his failed speech. He knows the truth of the agricultural conference, but 

does not admit it to himself, just as he does not take Flora's advice to forgive himself (29). The 

stale, troubling figures in a "room without windows, filled with artificial light and artificial air" 

(19) seem almost conjurations from Andy's own psyche, two-dimensional characters that Andy 

cannot hope to sway. 

Only when Andy deliberately removes himself from the scene does he reenter reality. He 

thinks, standing at the podium, "He had to get down, away, out of that light and that room." 

Shortly following that realization, Andy "hears himself cry out- "Ah!"- and he is standing in 

the dark" (21). By tying together Andy's exit from the agricultural conference and his waking up 

in a hotel in San Francisco, Berry emphasizes the impossibility of fulfillment in the sterile 
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conference setting. When Andy leaves, he does so to reenter the world and to face his own flaws. 

This arc is one from Inferno to Purgatory. 

Following Andy's awakening in the dark and his recollection of the pain he caused to his 

loved ones, Berry narrates a scene almost unprecedented in environmental literature: a 

description of the city as a site of beauty, healing, and life. Once Andy realizes that he "must get 

outside" (34), the sensorial imagery which the book has lacked suddenly enters in a whirlwind. 

Where before Andy's bitterness and isolation from family and agricultural careerists rendered the 

entire world mute, a solipsistic reflection of his own torment, Andy's emergence into the streets 

of San Francisco yields a rediscovery of life .. 

Inanimate objects become personified: "a siren bays," a "taxi eases up to the intersection 

nearby, waits for the light, and eases on," and "a garbage compressor utters a loud yawn 

followed with something like a swallow" (35). This initial animation of mechanistic objects 

seems ominous, a subconscious reminder of the machine that took away Andy's dexterity. A 

machine noise enters underneath the animated sounds of the city at night as well, as "beside or 

within the silence" of the sleeping city there is a "low, mechanical hum" (35). These first images 

begin to represent the city as a living ecosystem, but also engage with the rote descriptions of an 

urban environment. The undercurrent of threat from personified, encroaching machinery 

deliberately reflects the view of the nostalgic farm boy that Andy became in the agricultural 

conference. 

As the book goes on, however, Berry indicates how this initial view of the city is a 

misreading. In fact, as Andy walks through the city, Berry builds Catlett's understanding of the 

city stepwise, beginning with his intimidation at the sounds of machinery to a transcendent 

experience not unlike Andy's final sight of "Port William and its countryside as he never saw or 
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dreamed them" (1 02) at the end of Remembering. The city becomes a place in which Andy, 

someone deeply rooted in his home of rural Kentucky, does not belong, but in which others have 

the same layered remembrance of family, life and connection to place as he does for Port 

William. 

Andy's perspective begins to change towards a new recognition of wholeness as he 

moves away from the hotel, passing other walkers who "are far between, alone" (35). The 

fulcrum of this change occurs when Andy sees "a couple crossing an intersection ahead of him, 

young and beautiful, their arms around each other, going home" (36). The opposite of 

McKibben's litany of mundane activities in the description of the global science fair experiment, 
. . 

Berry provides a list of mundane things that ultimately conjure images of joy. The couple 

become "resurrected souls" (36), an image oflove that resurrects Andy's own belief in the union 

of humanity. 

After that realization, descriptions of the living city continue to flow into the text, 

transforming the initial image of disparate isolation. Berry describes the city as similar to "the 

forest at night, when most creatures have no need to stay awake, but some do, and that is well, 

for the place itself must never sleep. Some must carry wakefulness through the sleep of others" 

(36). Andy, in this scene, carries wakefulness in the physical sense, but also the activity of the 

city endows wakefulness upon him. An urban community differs substantially from a rural one, 

but the existence of human citizenry remains present in both. As Berry creates this connection, 

he dissolves the sharp dividing line between city and country, natural and built environment. As 

Andy gives a homeless man money in either "Madness or charity," or maybe both, the man 

remarks, "Oh, wow! Far out! Thanks, Tex. You a man of a better time" (39). Instead of 

reinforcing feelings of alienation as Andy walks through the city, Berry reinforces the connection 
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between people, the "unknown world" (35) which Andy could not cross before. Suddenly, San 

Francisco lacks neither life nor community. Through creating a human ecosystem in the fomi of 

the city, Berry emphasizes the unity between city and country, nature and human. Becoming 

whole, for Andy, becomes an act of dissoluti;on into a united creation. 

The description of the living city does not lack the mystery and otherworldly power of 

nature; the natural world still retains those qualities which other environmental writers have so 

celebrated. As Andy wanders, he finds himself at "the outermost arc of the pier," where he 

stands "with the whole continent at his back, nothing between him and Asia but water" ( 42). 

Where before he had starecl into the emptiness of the conference hall, he now stares into the 

strangeness of the ocean, two different kinds of emptiness that challenge his own self-definition. 

As Andy stares into the Bay, he sees a sea lion. At first he "thinks it is the head of a man 

wearing a bathing cap" ( 42), as though its proximity to San Francisco renders all nonhuman 

things mere reflections of human invention. But this reading is erroneous; the sea lion disappears 

with ineffability: "So sudden, brief, and silent was its appearance, so intelligent its glossy eye, so 

perfect its absence, that when it rises again, Andy thinks, it may rise into a day two hundred 

years ago" ( 42). While human development characterizes the landscape of San Francisco, this 

image of free movement in time, something Andy can only do by remembering, re-endows the 

natural world with greater mystery than the human one. Nature remains something above and 

beyond humanity, something that makes humanity itself ultimately small. The sea lion 

remystifies the world of Remembering. Even in a place as constructed as San Francisco, nature 

ultimately supersedes human construction. Andy's memories of family, history and self perform 

a similar role: his own, immediate existence is a small, insignificant part of the mystery of time. 

In just a few lines, the sea lion prevents the city from overwhelming nature, instead ensuring 



Loehle 23 

divine, and not human, creation as the ultimate, inherent source of the world's beauty. 

Following this interaction with the mystery of the natural world, Andy approaches a hill 

above the city to witness a scene of absolute beauty. As he walks, he remembers his great

grandparents, thinking about the moment when the shuttle was flung "for the first time in Andy's 

knowledge, through the web of his making" (44). Memory of his father, and his father's father, 

and his father's father's father in turn remind Andy of the beauty of his own existence. He recalls 

his grandfather, Mat Catlett, giving advice: "all the time I'd worked in that [corn] field, hurrying 

to get through, to get to a better place, and it had been there all the time" ( 49). That advice, 

reflecting on the beauty of a "little flowing stream" on a sweltering hot day, applies to the city as 

well. Suddenly, for the first time in the book, an image of absolute, untarnished beauty appears: 

All the Marin peninsula is in sunlight. So far away, so bright, it might be the shining land, 

the land beyond, which many travelers have seen, but never reached. 

But the whole bay is shining now, the islands, the city on its hills, the wooden houses and 

the towers, the green treetops, the flashing waves and wings, the glory that moves all 

. things resplendent everywhere ( 49). 

Just as Andy's memory of his family brings him out of a single place in time, the view of San 

Francisco brings Andy beyond the pain and bitterness of his own breaking and into the literal 

light of a new day. Few, if any, other works in environmental writing provide such an unabashed 

love for a city landscape. Though Andy may be alone, his heart still in Port William, Kentucky, 

the place itself becomes a thing of otherworldly beauty, disconnected from the materialism and 

emptiness of the agricultural conference. Berry deconstructs connotations of ownership, of 

ugliness, and of disconnect that have attached themselves to cities in some environmental 

literature. Andy's viewing of the city becomes akin to Muir's viewing of the Sierras: it makes 
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him small and brings him closer to God. 

This passage ends with a direct translation from Dante: "the glory that moves all things 

resplendent everywhere." The first line of the Paradiso, this phrase appears on a church that 

Andy sees in his early-morning wanderings. Still alone in the darkness, "he stands in front of the 

church and reads the legend engraved across its face: LA GLORIA DI COLUI CHE TUTTO 

MUOVE PER L'UNIVERSO PENETRA E RISPLENDE" (39). Andy reads this engraving just 

as the sunlight breaks into the square, overcoming the rooftops to lighten the day. Sunlight, a 

recurring symbol for God's love throughout the Divine Comedy, provides life and love to the 

people ofthe city. Andy, however, gives no indication that])e understands Dante's words carved 

on the church. Only after reaching a point of absolute solitude at the edge of the pier, facing the 

unknowable fathoms of the ocean, and then climbing above that solitude to witness "All the 

Marin peninsula" does Andy become knowing witness to the universal, heavenly glory that 

Dante praises. Andy does not belong to the city, but the inherent beauty of glorious creation 

manifests itself in this brilliant image. Humans become part of the divine, not separated from it. 

The sublimity of San Francisco in the morning does not overpower Andy's eventual 

return home and the even greater joy of the agrarian scene at the book's end. Berry takes care to 

condense the Divine Comedic arc of the first half of the book - from the infernal experience of 

the agricultural conference to the purgatorial experience of Andy reviewing his own isolation to 

the paradisiacal experience in San Francisco - into the last few pages of Remembering. Upon his 

return to Port William, Kentucky, Andy enters a visionary state that directly adapts Dante's 

journey through the dark wood in the Inferno. 

Although Andy has seen multiple emotional and spiritual trials and triumphs over the 

course of the book, his arrival home seems initially anticlimactic. His wife, Flora, has gone 
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berry-picking with the children, leaving a matter-of-fact note behind: "You're back?" (98). After 

this humanless re-entry into the life he has remembered and idealized since he left the hotel in 

San Francisco, Andy walks along an "almost disappearing road" (99) towards a hill overlooking 

Port William. In this setting, Berry dissolves the barrier between dream and reality. As Andy lies 

down "at the foot of a large oak," he falls into a liminal space between sleep and waking: "For a 

long time he has not slept a restful sleep, and he has journeyed a long way ... But the sleep that 

comes to him now is not restful" (100). The ambiguity of this sleep only grows, as the narrator 

says, "If it is a sleep that he is in, he cannot awaken himself' (100). The experience of sleep 

descends upon him as a vision, personified almost as a living thing: the sleep "comes to him" to 

deliver a state of unrest. Andy's physical return home has not yet yielded a great healing in his 

body and soul. 

In the beginning of the Inferno, the character of Dante awakens to find that in his sleep he 

has strayed from the "true" path of life. He says, "In the middle of the journey of our life I came 

to myself within a dark wood where the straight way was lost," and continues with "I cannot 

rightly tell how I entered there, I was so full of sleep at that moment when I left the true way" 

(Inferno 23 ). Like Andy, Dante the Pilgrim entered a dark wood and became consumed with 

sleep. In Andy's case, though, the sleep of redemption only descends upon him at the moment of 

his rejuvenation: returning to Port William has brought him to the brink of being restored. 

However, where Dante fell into sleep and awoke in a dark wood of foreboding, Andy 

falls asleep and awakens in a life-giving place. Dante describes the forest as "savage and harsh 

and dense" (23), but Andy's succumbing to the land provides the last essential step of his 

remaking. Upon his reawakening, "the place is changed. It is almost morning and a gray light has 

made its way among the trees ... The freshness of dew is on everything. And it is ..springtime" 
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(Berry 1 00). Wildness and the embrace of landscape represent not the absence of a divine order 

but its presence. Andy awakens in a springtime world that his healing psyche reflects. 

However, Andy Catlett up until this point has remained alone, and his salvation 

ultimately cannot come from individualism at the cost of community. Throughout the book, 

Berry emphasizes the essential nature of belonging to history, neighborhood, land and family, 

and the dangers that appear as Andy separates himself from all four. The final stage of 

reconnection comes in the form of a ghost or apparition of the human collective of Port William. 

A "man, dark as shadow" (Berry 1 00) guides Andy through the woods, a place which, 

"though familia,r, has changed" (101). This nameless forefather of Andy's- "Andy knows tha,t, 

once, this man leaned and looked at him face-to-face and touched him"- appears as part of the 

land. This Virgil-figure condenses all of Andy's ancestors into one, a nameless, almost faceless 

vision of being, so deeply rooted in the land and history of a single place that history and present 

become one all at once. Berry takes the cascade of memories that Andy experiences on the hill 

above San Francisco and makes them material. In the Inferno, Dante says to Virgil: "Thou art my 

master and my author" (27). In Remembering, Andy's ancestry acts as his physical author, the 

source of his own creation, and his master, representing a spirit of land which Andy must 

become a part of. The shadow-man is not a figure of temptation in the dark wood. Instead, Berry 

creates a character to physically manifest the memories of life which Andy has recalled over the 

course of the book. 

The trek up the hill in Remembering echoes Dante the Pilgrim's sight of a similar 

heavenly slope in the Inferno. Realizing his predicament and seeking a way out of the forest of 

sin, Dante says that he "reached the foot of a hill at the end of that valley which had pierced my 

heart with fear," and as he stared at the hill he "saw its shoulders already clothed with the beams 
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of the planet that leads men straight on every road" (Inferno 23). Dante the Pilgrim must go 

through ninety-nine more Cantos before reaching the full idealization of this hill - he stops 

"almost at the beginning of the steep" (Inferno 25) -but Berry puts Andy through no such trials. 

As Andy ascends the slope, he instead hears "singing ... He Understands presently that he is 

hearing the light; he is hearing the sun, which now has risen, though from the valley it is not yet 

visible" (Berry 101). Through an earthly path, he enters heaven itself. 

In Dante's Divine Comedy, the last level of heavenly paradise is a place of saints singing 

amidst a celestial rose: "On all sides the blessed court sang responses to the divine canticle, so 

that every face turned brighter for it" (Paradiso 467). Dante the poet never suggests the presence 

of heavenly music on earth as he describes the heavenly hill in the first Canto of the Inferno, in 

part because the pilgrim never succeeds in ascending that initial hill. 

In the last part of Remembering, Berry combines the ascent of the earthly hill from the 

beginning of the Inferno with the experience of celestial unity at the end of the Paradiso. 

Through this combination, he creates an experience of heaven on earth. The song coming from 

the sun, the "light's music [which] resounds and shines in the air and over the countryside, 

drawing everything into the infinite" (Berry 101), makes heaven an earthly experience instead of 

an extraplanetary one. Instead of inhabiting a fallen world, Andy inhabits a new Eden. Each part 

of the environmentgains a joyous significance: "From every tree and leaf, grass blade, stone, 

bird, and beast, it [the light's music] is answered and again answers ... The world sings" (101). As 

Andy ascends the hill, following the spirit of both his past and his future, he joins this holy union 

of earth, spirit and time. He sees what Dante the Pilgrim would have had he been strong enough 

to reach the top of the "desert slope" (Inferno 25) in the dark wood. 

Instead of looking upwards, towards the sun and the sky, Andy looks dewn into the 
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valley. This look downward as the ultimate sight of transcendence, instead of upwards, 

represents a deliberate break from the tradition of Dante. Dante the Pilgrim often repeats 

variations ofthe phrase, "I lifted up my eyes" (Paradiso 453) throughout the Paradiso. The 

higher Dante the Pilgrim looks, the more he sees of Heaven and the greater the powers of 

holiness. Proximity to God becomes a process of separation from the body as well as a literal 

expulsion from the planet to become a creature of light and air. Just as Andy's former friend and 

boss Tommy Netherbough removes himself as far as possible from the "dungship of his 

servitude" (Berry 60) on the farm, Dante's heavenly paradise separates the elevated spirit from 

the messiness of physical earth. 

Instead of looking up, towards a higher state of divinity, Berry directs Andy's attention 

earthwards. Andy sees "Port William and its countryside as he never saw or dreamed them, the 

signs everywhere upon them of the care of a greater love than any one who have lived there have 

ever imagined" (Berry 102). In Andy's final, brilliant moment of transcendence, Berry does not 

take him away from an earthly, grounded existence; to do so would only revert to the snobbish 

remove ofthe "high agricultural official" (8) from the book's beginning. Andy's salvation comes 

from his own belonging to the countryside of Port William and to his neighbors and family, 

people who appear with "such beauty that he weeps to see them" (1 02). Berry re-creates the 

Garden of Eden to emphasize transcendence coming from an earthbound existence instead of a 

dephysicalized one. Heaven, for Andy, lies in the history and present of Port William. 

This passage climbs to a point where Berry effectively recenters the theological cosmos. 

In emphasizing a spiritual vision which revolves around a single place, a rural Kentucky 

community, he makes Andy's heaven a personal one. The heaven of Dante is all-encompassing, 

and holds room and category for each individual. The paradise Andy experiences does glorify 
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rural communities, but it also does so with an emphasis on Andy himself as central to this vision. 

When Andy experiences his vision of "Port William and its countryside as he never saw or 

dreamed them" (Berry 102), his own personal history defines his experience of paradise. Berry 

provides no cookie-cutter heaven; to do so would mimic the assumption that people want to be 

"freed from groveling in the earth so they can ... pursue the finer things in life" (10). Instead, the 

agrarian lifestyle provides Andy with a heaven unique to his own desires and needs, one entirely 

founded in the earth and yet visionary and transcendent. 

While the physical earth is one key part of Andy's paradisiacal experience, community 

also makes him whole. His vision contains images of a timeless group of people, friends and 

family and ancestors, alive and dead, all present at once: 

he sees men and women he remembers, and men and women in memories he 

remembers, and they do not look as he ever saw or imagined them. The young are 

no longer young, nor the old old. They appear as children corrected and clarified; 

they have the luminous vividness of new grass after fire (1 02). 

The timelessness of the place appears here in the reference to a state of Edenic innocence with 

the references to the young appearing "no longer young, nor the old old" and their appearance as 

"children corrected and clarified." Berry also makes that innocence eternal, as though 

communing with the land endows upon the farming community a timeless purity, and Andy's 

membership in that community by extension the source of his salvation. The book could almost 

be called "Belonging" instead of "Remembering" because of this focus. Seeing the community of 

people which has led to his own life manifested gives Andy's spiritual landscape new life. The 

people of Port William gain "the luminous vividness of new grass after fire," appearing on the 

newly-fertile earth of Andy's scorched psyche. Much like the character of Dante, who had to go 
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through Hell and Purgatory before reaching the enlightenment of Heaven, Andy's process of 

removal and remembering gives him the ability to start anew. 

Just as the community to which Andy belongs appears as fresh new growth in a 

landscape made fertile by disruption, Andy's own spirit becomes rejuvenated. This rejuvenation 

occurs in an almost literal, physical manner; again, Berry blurs the lines between vision and 

reality. With the names of the community in the valley "singing in his mind," Andy "lifts toward 

them the restored right hand of his joy" (103). With the return of Andy's right, or dexter, hand, 

the process of remembering completes a circle. Andy Catlett experiences heaven on earth 

through a process of remembering and re-membering. As he again becomes part Of a community 

of life, both human and natural, his connection to that world returns in the form of his hand. 

With the emphasis on the physical as a key part of paradise, Berry gives the earth, and its 

preservation, a significance not uncommon in environmentally-themed writing. However, his 

emphasis on the human involvement in that paradise make the book stand apart from a more 

traditional environmental understanding. He presents a spirituality that is unabashed in its 

reliance on humans to give the lives of other humans meaning. Without the community of Port 

William, Andy stands at risk of being nothing. In fact, he comes incredibly close to never 

becoming cognizant of his nothingness, and never becoming whole. When he awakens in the 

dark wood of Kentucky, he thinks that once "he was nothing, and did not know it; and then, for a 

little while, it seems, he was something, to the sole effect that now he knows that he is nothing" 

(100). In Berry's radical reconception ofthe enlightened spirit, transcendence is a continual 

process of dissolution. Andy does not achieve enlightenment as a lone traveler in a foreign land, 

as he is in San Francisco, and he does not achieve enlightenment in the absence of the people he 

loves. Instead he only ascends to wholeness and beauty when he becomes a positive "nothing," 
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or when he realizes that his own existence is tied so closely to the existence of Port William and 

the people there that separation yields no great triumph of human individualism. Indeed, Andy's 

isolation results from his unwillingness to accept that his changed body can be part of the 

landscape he has known. Individualism, self-reliance, becomes nonexistent or irrelevant in this 

book. The interaction of close-knit community with landscape presents the greatest hope for 

human salvation, with the "individual" becoming a part of a broader whole. 

This note of hope at the end, mixed with the emphasis on Andy's need to return to the 

living Port William and provide solutions ("He must go back with his help, such as it is, and 

offer it" (1 02)), adapts the jeremiad structure common to environmental literature. A Puritan 

rhetorical genre, the jeremiad allowed the New Englanders a way to understand the misfortune 

that continued to befall themselves, "god's chosen people," in Europe and the New World. The 

jeremiad structure follows a pattern of lament, with vivid descriptions of the failure of humanity, 

before offering a glimmer ofhope, either the form of human repentance or divine salvation. For 

the Puritans, the jeremiad provided "an interpretation that embodied a failed design and so 

preserved and, in one sense, realized and perfected it" (Minter 54). In other words, the jeremiad 

seeks for a solution by exploring, deeply and unsparingly, the depth of human fault. 

Although Berry stages Remembering for the most part as a response to, or reworking of, 

the Divine Comedy, the jeremiad structure common to environmental literature remains relevant, 

although less overtly so than in The End of Nature. In works such as Silent Spring by Rachel 

Carson, one of the classic examples ofthe jeremiad in environmental writing, the form serves as 

a call to action in the political sense. In using a structure reliant on the deep exploration of 

problems before offering a tangible solution, environmental writers bring to an often secular 

discussion the same hope for a better future that appears in the Puritan works. Repentance, of one 
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kind or another, appears as an important part of this theme, whether that repentance refer to 

giving up sin and avoiding God~ s wrath, or from stopping the use of harmful chemicals on 

farmlands . Just as the original Puritan writers saw their jeremiads "not as mere lament but rather 

as a mode of constructive activity, a mode of creative endeavor" (Meeker 53), the jeremiad form 

allows writers to explore despair and pain while also moving beyond abject tragedy. In the 

context of Remembering, the tragedy is twofold: Andy's own physical and psychological damage 

manifests the damage to American farming communities by the agro-industrial machine. Andy's 

experience of transcendence at the end, accompanied by a joyous music of a world in 

harmonious order, offers the note of hope that the jeremiad requires, as well as the emphasis that 

more work remains for Andy, and for the audience, to do. 

In The End of Nature, McKibben utilizes the more traditional jeremiad structure. 

Although he makes sure to include classic literary images of salvation and dystopia, even 

invoking Aldous Huxley, John Milton, and Dante Alighieri all in the last two pages, his book 

focuses much more directly on the scientific aspects of climate change. Like Carson, the founder 

of modern environmental-politicalliterature, McKibben spends much of his book making sure 

his audience understands the complex scientific dialogue about climate change. In fact, he takes 

much of the first half to break the idea that nature has ended, or is about to, and that humans have 

negated its existence, or will soon do so. This part of his argument requires a mix of chemical 

and atmospheric data, such as reports of"the depletion of the ozone layer" (38) and the 

"predictions of the greenhouse models" (22); relevant historical information, as he discusses 

similarities to implications of"the invention of nuclear weapons" (66); and limited discussion of 

future possibilities, including "the potential release of methane trapped in the tundra" (31) and 

even "the emergence of a warmer Canada as the globe's great power" (21). A mix of conjecture 
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and pure scientific fact lays an essential foundation to his argument. To make people aware of 

something that occurs without direct line between cause (atmospheric release of carbon from 

fossil fuels) and effect (the end of nature), McKibben weaves these varied strands together to 

make the science come alive. In the context of the jeremiad structure, his conjuring images of 

global climate change makes the far-off danger immediate and personal. By describing the 

danger in which humans put themselves, he sets the stage in which to explore the depth and 

quality ofhuman fault; inherently, The End of Nature is a book tinged with anxiety about the 

future. 

However, McKibben's work does not restrict itself to a lament for the lost purity of the 

past, avoiding nostalgia in a manner similar to Berry, and moving beyond pure scientific writing. 

Critic David Minter emphasizes, in his description of the Puritan jeremiad form, that the 

jeremiad acts as a "mode of creative endeavor" (53), not just one to list danger and loss. For 

McKibben, the act of cataloguing climate science in the form of popular writing, or translating 

the "accepted scientific wisdom" (McKibben 29), does not address the full dimensions of 

humanity's ability to warm the earth. At the. end of the first chapter, "A New Atmosphere," he 

steps away from detailing the current and future effects of climate change: "For the moment, 

however, forget about the effects" ( 44). In keeping with the jeremiad literary structure, 

McKibben does not just write about the literal possibilities of a changed world. He takes his 

audience beyond questions of scientific fact and raises much more troublesome questions about 

the place of humans in a globalized, hyper-connected society and planet. 

At the very end of"A New Atmosphere," he says, 

Man's efforts, even at their mightiest, were tiny compared with the size of the 

planet- the Roman Empire meant nothing to the arctic or the Amazon. But now, 
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the way of life of one part of the world in one half-century is altering every inch 

and every houiof~ globe (46). 

Just as when he describes the "science fair project" of human activity on the planet as an act of 

"pumping poison into an ant farm" (90), McKibben struggles with ideas of human 

aggrandizement and irrelevance. He does not allow humans to become elevated above other 

species, even while human activity impacts the biosphere in an unprecedented manner. By taking 

the Roman Empire, not just one of the largest empires in human history, but also an image of 

human progress, ingenuity, might, and power, McKibben emphasizes insignificance as salvific. 

An untouched Arctic and pristine Amazon attain an almost holy significapce: not only did the 

Roman Empire not impact them, but it "meant nothing," as though the height of human endeavor 

may have never existed. The highest achievements of the human species suddenly become a sort 

. of bathos, an ultimately irrelevant side note to the more important goings-on of the world. 

McKibben follows with an image of power on a global scale, "the way of one part of the 

world in one half-century." Within two lines, he provides images of humans as tiny and 

insignificant on the face of the earth, then emphasizes the scale ofhuman impact. This whiplash 

effect indicates an internal turmoil akin to Andy Catlett's as he recovers from the loss of his 

hand, describing what author David Haskell would later call "the motion sickness of climate 

change." The physical nature of the world has irrevocably changed because of a single species' 

activity, and both McKibben and Berry seek ways to understand that change. 

Berry ultimately articulates hope through Andy's return to the agricultural community of 

Port William, Kentucky. That return, through its reworking of Dante, describes a divine presence 

pushing Andy towards wholesome salvation in the form of land and neighborhood. McKibben, 

on the other hand, worries about the ability for God to exist if "nature" disappears. He even asks 
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outright: "So what will the end of nature as we have known it mean to our understanding of God 

and of man?" (77). 

McKibben does not provide a hopeful answer. One of his first responses to that question 

is frank in its grimness. He says, "We as a race turn out to be stronger than we suspected - much 

stronger. In a sense we turn out to be God's equal- or, at least, his rival, able to destroy 

creation" (78). The end of nature does not represent a changed human relationship with 

nonhumans; as McKibben explains in this quote, the loss of a truly "natural" world turns the 

entire human system of theology on its head. Instead of greater connectedness with all of 

Creation, one possibility of a world altered by human action and a possibility which McKibben 

takes time to consider, he finds only human hubris. Like the prideful Lucifer, the angel who 

challenged God and fell from Grace, human equivalence with a divine authority results from 

pride and ends in tragedy. With world-shaping power in human hands, "We can no longer 

imagine that we are part of something larger than ourselves" (83). In effect, McKibben describes 

a world in which the loss of powerlessness accompanies a final and irrevocable fall from Eden. 

He sums up this quandary when he concludes, "We have built a greenhouse, a human 

creation, where once there bloomed a sweet and wild garden" (91). This argument underlies all 

of McKibben's refutations of the viability ofhuman action to save the world from unalterable 

change. The act of "saving the world" becomes a parodic form of Genesis . In altering the climate 

and disrupting global ecosystems, humans have already begun to spawn a new sort of global 

creation; the spawning of a new creation will only continue unless humans become, again, 

powerless. The idea of "human creation" seems idolatrous, flying in the face of millennia of 

religious thought. Humanity cannot become the source of all life; such an existence would, 

"since it worships man," be "idolatry" (153). A "managed world" (156) becomes not something 
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hopeful but instead a shoddy imitation of the transcendent qualities of the wild. 

In McKibben's description of the "greenhouse" of"human creation," he harkens back to 

Dante, an almost inevitable act when describing divine creation in a western literary context. At 

the highest point in Dante's heavenly paradise sits an "eternal rose, which expands and rises in 

ranks and exhales odours of praise to the Sun that makes perpetual spring" (Paradiso 437). Such 

a rose, McKibben implies, is another instance of "human creation," and by extension human 

hubris, instead of the divine. Roses grow in greenhouses while wildflowers bloom outdoors. 

In Remembering, Berry emphasizes the idea of dissolution into the whole of creation, a 

variation on the idea that "iii His will is our peace" (Paradiso 53). McKibben, iii condemning 

humanity's destruction of nature as really an instance of immense hubris, seeks to reclaim the 

sublime. Without the unknowable, even terrifying, qualities oflandscapes uncontrolled by 

humans, the qualities of transcendence that earlier environmental writers sought become another 

commodity. For McKibben, the unexplained becomes all too explainable. The End of Nature 

seeks an ineffability topos but has trouble finding one. With nature "already ending, its passing 

quiet and accidental" (McKibben 205), he finds himself making an argument after the fact 

instead of predictions about future events. As a result, the unknowable becomes known, and The 

End of Nature becomes a book about why nature has already ended instead of a warning 

predicting its future demise. Berry's union of all of divine Creation appears joyful, the product of 

personal growth as well as inherently divine qualities in a place and people. For McKibben, the 

process ofbelonging to the world is also a process of nonhuman forces enforcing human 

smallness. 

As a result, the final section of The End of Nature appears almost as a prayer, a defiant 

rejection of defeat. After all of the anxieties and concerns that McKibben has voiced throughout 
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the work, his genuine anxiety about the future of the human soul remains: "The momentum 

behind our impulse to control nature may be too strong to stop" (215). McKibben does not shy 

away from that fact so as to urge a fundamental reworking of the way human society functions in 

relationship to the rest of the world, one that results in "ten thousand years of humble civilization 

when we choose to pay more for the benefits of nature" (215). This vision reaches utopian 

heights, urging the recreation of Eden on Earth, or of Earth as Eden. In keeping with the Puritan 

jeremiad structure, McKibben brings forth a note of hope at the end, one that makes "the 

jeremiad a work of celebration" (Minter 52). He pushes back against his earlier assertion that 

"we tum out to be God's equal" (78), pondering, "if there was or is any such thing as God 

[another possibility] is that he has granted us free will and now looks on, with great concern and 

love, to see how we exercise it" (216). Instead of obstacles in the face of this almost-utopian 

ambition, McKibben sees hope. The existence of free will implies the continuing existence of the 

unknowable in the world. By exercising free will, he asserts, humans retain some of the inherent 

wildness of nature, and some hope of nature's restoration. 

McKibben's final hope in the human race comes from an experience of smallness. He 

describes the act of looking at the stars on a cool summer night as a reminder that "this vast 

nature above our atmosphere still holds mystery and wonder" (217). Just as Dante placed his 

Paradiso in an extraterrestrial setting, McKibben finds solace in the eternal celestial reminder of 

human insignificance. He sends his final prayer, "The comfort we need is inhuman" (217), into 

this void. 

Although McKibben states in his stark final sentence that the overwhelming power of the 

nonhuman environment provides the ultimate balm to the human soul, he directs this prayer 

towards and beyond humanity. With his last paragraph, McKibben captures the paralyzing 
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implications of global climate change. He says, 

As I lay on the mountaintop that August night I tried to pick out the few 

constellations I could identify- Orion's Belt, the Dippers. The ancients, 

surrounded by wild and even hostile nature, took comfort in seeing the familiar 

above them- spoons and swords and nets. But we will need to train ourselves not 

to see those patterns. The comfort we need is inhuman (217). 

In his description of the night sky, McKibben still focuses first and foremost on anthropogenic 

images cast upon a natural canvas. He has articulated a need for metahuman "mystery and 

wonder" (217) throughout The End of Nature, but here he tunis to an earthly, rather than. divine, 

being to access those qualities. One of the difficulties of global climate change lies in the 

collective source of the problem: humans across the world acting in unknowing unison to warm 

the planet. Such a source by necessity requires a collective solution. The phrase, "The comfort 

we need is inhuman," then, becomes a prayer addressing not a remote, ancient and alien God but 

instead the entire spirit of humanity. Through addressing human connectivity, McKibben 

subverts the isolating helplessness which he feels at various points throughout the book, such as 

when he bemoans the fact the he lives on "about a hundred times what Thoreau conclusively 

proved was enough" (90). Individual action no longer appears significant, and isolation from 

human society no longer truly sufficient to achieve transcendence. McKibben knows that to 

expand outward, nibbling away at the edges of wild places for the chance to escape from a 

collective human "self," leads only further towards the destruction of nature. His final prayer 

attempts to pull humanity closer together into a single ecological unit acting for planetary good. 

The "comfort" of which he speaks is the comfort of being small, made again insignificant in the 

overarching web of the whole of the human species. Through a sense of universal human action, 
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he seeks to address the potential - good and bad - of humanity all at once, with the unseen 

connections between all peoples forming the basis of the only real method of addressing the 

climate crisis. 

Universal connectivity forms a central part of Remembering and The End of Nature, 

whether in Berry's agrarian utopia or McKibben's search for hope in a (potentially) godless 

world. Whether addressing the globalization of agriculture or the phenomenon of climate change, 

these works capture the sense of environmental problems as global problems, not restricted to a 

single people or location on Earth. In fact, they blur the formerly sharp dividing line between 

· environmental and social ills. Berry's book addresses the breakdown of rural communities as it 

does the ecological problems caused by industrial farming, and McKibben takes care to discuss 

the social and political power structures present behind climate change. McKibben also discusses 

human nature with frank awareness of its power: "our desires count. Nothing is necessarily going 

to force us to live humbly" (193), he says. Both authors realize that, in a world dominated by 

human activity, humans cannot detach themselves from the natural environment. These books 

encapsulate the concerns and hopes of writers discussing the environment in the time of 

anthropogenic climate change; no longer does the self-reliant individual entering nature stand a 

chance at true enlightenment. Nature becomes a part- a key part, but a part nonetheless- of the 

human psyche, an external force that complements the need for involvement in human 

community. 

The expanding scope of environmentalism, and by extension environmental writing, 

unifies these disparate themes of human and natural, wild and tame. Lawrence Buell remarks 

that, "If such a thing as global culture ever comes into being, environmentalism will surely be 

one of the catalysts" (3), and these works reveal the potential for finding comm<m cause in 
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environmental writing. Environmental issues no longer can appear just as environmentalissues, 

and individual humans become.;'mcreaslng1y~ members of networks oflife that span the globe. 

The significance of global-scale environmental changes signifies an equivalent need for change 

in human lifestyles, and understanding of these trends and processes requires Buell's idea of a 

"combination of broad sweep and cranky hyperfocus" (Buell 7). Remembering and The End of 

Nature provide the micro- and macro-scales that modem environmental comprehension requires, 

mixing personal with impersonal and fictional with scientific to address a new kind of 

environmentalism. Addressing both of these works together in this thesis has allowed me to 

delve further into the reciprocal relationship between works of environmental fiction and those · 

of environmental nonfiction, each no less literary than the other. Like the liberal arts, science and 

the humanities become reciprocal parts of a single whole, each required just as much as the other 

to fully comprehend, as McKibben puts it, a "brave new ethos" (216) of existence. 

McKibben especially, in his movement from describing personal failures to climate 

trends taking place across the atmosphere, embodies Buell's "combination." He moves from the 

minute to the celestial, creating a single, dynamic picture of the state of nature and its spiritual 

connection to human existence. Just as Andy ultimately becomes a walking embodiment of 

contradictions at the end of Remembering ("He is full of joy and he is afraid. He expects to die, 

and yet he lives" (Berry 102)), McKibben articulates his only hope as an impossible belief in the 

possibility and danger of human free will. Paradox becomes the only way to understand an 

illogical world, as though by expressing objective impossibilities the authors can better express 

the presence of the divine. 

Unification becomes the end and means of salvation, whether in a secular context or a 

religious one. If McKibben is wrong in his belief in a higher power, then his hope in the triumph 
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of free will and the ability of collective human action remains. Even if no God deliberately 

brings Andy Catlett to the path of restoration, he still inhabits an inherently beautiful place in the 

cosmos: "The world sings. The sky sings back. It is one song, the song of the many members of 

one love, the whole song sung and to be sung, resounding, in each of its moments. And it is 

light" (101). To identify a anthropocentric "God" as the source of all meaning and significance 

only becomes another source of hubris. The post-Edenic planet on which these authors stand 

provides the ultimate inspiration for their theological discussions. Although each refers to a long 

history ofhuman belief in a higher power, and religious rhetoric abounds in their books, the 

Earth itselfbecomes the source and terminus of life, with humans clinging to its surface by 

improbable chance. Cyclical and holistic, their earth-grounded spirituality validates the 

physicality of a fallen world. 
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