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Abstract

This practice-in-research dissertation combines creative writing and literary criticism to
explore the farm narratives that arose in Ireland due to expansionist agricultural ideologies, and
by extension considers what is at stake both economically and culturally when farmers are
forced to participate in productivist agriculture. In particular, the academic research
investigates the extent to which the Irish writer John McGahern’s That They May Face the
Rising Sun (2002) and Icelander Halldor Laxness’ Independent People (1934) can be read as
responses to specific agricultural policies practiced at the time of their publications. Iceland
provides an intuitive counterpoint in considering Irish agriculture as both nations once shared
similar farming systems, but have seen the lived experiences of farmers—and subsequent
narratives regarding them—diverge dramatically at key points in their policymaking histories.
When presented as an act of political intent, McGahern’s Rising Sun becomes the first of a new
kind of Irish farm narrative, one that is often marked by the economic conditions of agriculture.

To add to current Irish farm narratives and further examine the circumstances of small
agriculture, | completed the novel draft The Beasts They Turned Away. The lyrical gothic novel
presents an aging Irish farmer who stubbornly refuses to give up farming until death takes him,
despite losing a grip on his senility and physical health. In addition, he cares for a small boy
who is mute and burdened with a curse that turns the natural world against him, including the
landscape and the wildlife on it. He must protect the boy from the ire of the local town, all the
while struggling to keep his small dairy farm. Ultimately, The Beasts They Turned Away and
my academic research are unified by their fundamental objective: to suggest that the transition
from small to large agriculture was not inevitable as a symptom of advancing technology or
growing populations, but rather the result of specific policy decisions that had momentous
consequences.
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Introduction

Thesis Introduction

Naming Fields: The Loss of Narrative in Farming

Each field had a name. My great grandfather once had horses on The Corral Piece. The old Bee
Man used to keep a few colonies on The Beehive Field when he was alive. We have a plot
called The Lime Pile Field because the county stored road supplies on its headlands in the
sixties. | had never seen the lime pile, because it was gone long before | was born. Still, | know

it as The Lime Pile Field.

When my grandfather retired in 2008 half of our land was sold to one of the large farms
nearby. Later, when my father could no longer make a living dairy farming, he rented his
remaining land to them. Now, every month or two a parade of large equipment rolls into our
valley in New York State. They seed, cut, or chop in a single afternoon what would take us
weeks to do ourselves. Heavy trucks race down our dirt roads all day, back and forth to the
centre of their operation miles away, silage flying out and settling on the shoulder. Then they
are gone again. | doubt they are there long enough to make any memories or have any stories

to tell. I don’t know what they call the fields that used to be ours.

I had never heard the term “factory farm” used until I attended university in Iowa in
2004. In the Midwest, the size of crop and hog farms had been growing quickly by then; many
of them were already owned by corporations. The land is hilly in Western New York and
generally parcelled into 20-acre fields. It is not suited for largescale agriculture, particularly in

dairy farming. However, when my parents quit farming in 2014 the average dairy herd size in
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the Northeast was 348 cows (Farm Credit East). Several years later, many of the farms around

us milking over 500 cows went out of business.

It is tempting to consider the rise of largescale agriculture to be a recent phenomenon.
Nonetheless, literature tells us otherwise. Jan Wojcik traces the debate back to Varro’s De Re
Rustica at approximately 40 BC in the Roman Empire. In writing a discourse for his wife on
the best farming practices, Varro begins with a fabricated drama between fictional farmers. On
a festival day, several farmers stand outside the Temple of Tellus, debating the nature of
agriculture. Gaius Fundanius, whose name, Wojcik tells us, translates as “Down to Earth” (27),
insinuates that while it is important to be able to make a profit farming and support yourself, it
is more imperative that the land be “healthful” (Book I, ii, 8). It becomes apparent in the text
that Fundanius is not just referring to the quality of the land, but its effect on the farmer himself.
Gnaeus Tremelus (“Genuine Quivering Swine”), however, states: “the farmer should aim at
two goals, profit and pleasure; the object of the first is material return” (I, iv,1). Varro pairs the
advantages of both agricultural ideologies: social capital vs. economic capital, initiating a

dualism that persists in agricultural policy discussions today.

Two millennia after Varro this dichotomy in defining agriculture still exists. Most
recently and most famously, the roles of Fundanius and Tremelus were taken up by author
Wendell Berry and Former Secretary of Agriculture Earl Butz at a 1977 debate at Manchester
College, Indiana. Butz, in this case the Genuine Quivering Swine (and Jane Smiley did name
a fat pig after him in her 1995 novel Moo), was an outspoken proponent of agribusiness and
pushed such policies when he served in office. Speaking in a decade when many small
American farms were going out of business, he refused to deem the situation a crisis. Instead,
he insisted that change comes at a cost. “Butz’s Law of Economics—it’s a very simple one—
Adapt or Die. It’s a harsh one. But those who cling to the moldering past are the ones to die”
(“Earl Butz versus Wendell Berry”, 53). Although much of Wendell Berry’s ideas and work
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may now appear mainstream, in the 70s he was writing during a time when promoting small
agriculture and environmental awareness would have found a more marginal audience. The
first line of his speech best sums up any rebuttal to capitalistic farming: “My basic assumption
in talking about agriculture is that there’s more to it than just agriculture” (53). Berry suggests
that humanity loses a part of itself when measuring the act of farming in quantities instead of
ideals. He tells the story of his young neighbour, the son of a tenant farmer with the passionate
desire to fix up a depreciating marginal farm. Even though the young man had the drive and
character to serve the land well, he ultimately found that he could not afford to purchase it. As
a result, the land lost a good steward, and his neighbour did not have the opportunity to
participate in the “healthful” lifestyle he pursued. Berry says, “As I see it, the farmer standing
in his field is not simply a component of a production machine. He stands where a lot of cultural
lines meet” (55). It is important to Berry that fields have names, for the sake of the farm, the
farmer, and the community they are vested in. To him, the past is not mouldering, but a critical

part of deciding who we are.

The debate over agriculture, in its simplest terms, is a dispute between numbers and
values. Unfortunately for family farming (the term applied with its colloquial indication of
small-scale farming), it is easier to make policy based on numbers. For this reason, agricultural
policy has become increasingly governed by neo-liberal and productivist ideology across the
Western World. In 1992 the EU began moving away from the concept of multifunctionalism
that recognized the non-commaodity benefits that farmers supply to society and commenced to
liberalise their markets, following suit with the gradual removal of milk quotas by 2015. In
2000, Australia became the first wholly deregulated dairy industry in the world, after which
some regions lost almost 60% of their farms. The United States continues to remove safety nets
and supports like the Milk Income Loss Contracts (MILC) that helped bolster family farms.

Against the empirical logic of economies of scale and “free market economy”, proponents of
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small agriculture champion the intimate relationship the family farm has with its surroundings,
demonstrating its greater tendency towards stewardship, environmental responsibility, and
rural community development. The obvious problem, of course, is that citing “ties to the land”
feels like a timid argument against the figures linked with productivity. It feels old-fashioned.
It comes across as nostalgia: and nostalgia, as Butz himself pointed out, makes for poor science.
In borrowing sociological considerations to understand the sense of belonging a small
farmer has to his holdings that go beyond capitalistic imperatives, the concept of place
attachment has been applied by researchers (see Cheshire et al.). According to Low, “place
attachment is the symbolic relationship formed by people giving culturally shared
emotional/affective meanings to a particular space or piece of land that provides the basis for
the individual’s and group’s understanding of and relationship to the environment” (165). It
acknowledges that the link between people and place is a complex, multivariate phenomenon
that can be both experiential and cultural in origin. A space becomes embedded with meaning,
transforming it into a symbol for an individual or group of people. Low creates a typology of
six non-mutually exclusive categories of place attachment, most of which can be applied to
farming in one context or another:
(1) genealogical linkage to the land through history or family lineage; (2) linkage
through loss of land or destruction of community; (3) economic linkage through land
ownership, inheritance, and politics; (4) cosmological linkage through religious,
spiritual, or mythological relationship; (5) linkage through both religious and secular
pilgrimage and celebratory, cultural events; and (6) narrative linkage through
storytelling and place naming (166).
A connection to a farm through generational inheritance is common and oft-cited, even among
female Irish farm labourers, who are not natural inheritors to agricultural holdings according

to traditional Irish succession practices. The bond to a property through ownership is also easily
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apparent, coupled with economic consequences. Nonetheless, it is the relationship to the
narrative of both the farm as a place and the acts of farming inherent to small agriculture that
is often overlooked in empirical research, ignored in agricultural policy, and not recognized in

literary narratives about farming.

My father asked for help in cleaning out my grandfather’s shed after my grandfather
quit farming. It was just the two of us and we mostly worked in silence, dumping tools into
five-gallon buckets and carrying away old compressors and barn fans. He would look a PTO
shaft or plough coulter over, turning it in his hands before throwing it into the back of the
trailer. He had worked with my grandfather all his life, each having separate herds but sharing
the land and machinery. Because of that, | knew that he saw things in the dusty artefacts that I
did not. Before the day was over he would say that cleaning out that shed was hard, and that

was a type of admission that he seldom made.

At one point we had to lift an old tractor door together. “You probably don’t remember
the John Deere this belonged to, do you?” he said. He then told about a day he disked The
Beehive Field as a young teenager while my grandfather started planting it. After a few hours
my grandfather eased his tractor to a halt and stopped to piss next to the front tyre. My father
also pulled his parking brake and, looking to surprise him, threw a small flat stone towards my
grandfather’s feet. The stone curved through the air, hit my grandfather on the back of the head,
and dropped him to his knees. As the story goes, my grandfather recollected himself and pulled
up his pants. He immediately remarked, “I think I got some on my hands”. In truth, I had heard
that anecdote a few times, but always enjoyed watching my father tell it. Although he never
said this to me, | believe my grandfather taking the moment with humour instead of anger made

my father feel like an adult at that age.
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My father would persist in dairy farming for six more years after he loaded up the
trailer, even as low milk prices and unforeseen setbacks pushed him exponentially into debt. |

suspect it was the things in that shed that made him hang on for so long.

Ultimately, it is the story that holds the farmer to the family farm. He places himself
inside a larger narrative every time he puts his boots on, and the way he negotiates this story is
likely the way he understands himself. When a struggling farmer is asked why he continues on,
the answer is fairly universal: he doesn’t know how to be anything else. His identity is rooted
in the iterative performance of feeding and milking and ploughing in a specific place, and when
he is decoupled from that certain piece of ground he loses access to his personal saga and often
familial past. As Berry states of his own farm, “the place and the history, for me, have been
inseparable, and there is the sense that my own life is inseparable from the history and the
place” (2002, 4). This may not be true for an industrial farmer and land he has not grown up
with or does not live on. He’s a businessman. He will buy or sell land according to profit

decisions. For him it’s crop yield, herd average, and the futures market.

It is the narrative, in the end, that is lost in the transition from small to large farming.
On the scale of the individual farm, as Low suggests, it is “identified through place naming and
language” (174). A farm in the hands of the same family collects stories of roll-away wagons,
memories of the wet spots in each paddock, and field names that are not apparent to those
outside their experience. The challenges inherent to the act of farming intrinsically produce
tragedies and comedies, morality tales and jokes inside the farming family that are embedded
in their understanding of the space around them. It is hard to put a quantitative assessment on
such stories, and that is probably why they are seldom considered in agricultural policy.
Perhaps the only statistics that reflect the value currently attributed to the family farming
narrative are the record-breaking farmer suicides across the globe. Every week a British farmer
kills himself; it is every four days for an Australian farmer, and two days for a farmer in France

9
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(Weingarten). In Ireland, farmers are three times more likely to die by suicide than accountants,
engineers, and those in the legal profession (MacConnell). Although conclusive figures have
yet to be established, I suspect it isn’t simply the loss of income that leads to these events. As

Berry said, agriculture is “more than just agriculture”.

The work of Riley and Harvey using oral histories to analyse changing landscape
practices illustrates just how closely intertwined storytelling and small farming remain. In
interviewing farmers in Devon and the Peak District in the UK they noted the importance of
conducting the research in the field—the farmer’s actual field. The surrounding landscape
created not only a “topographical starting point” to the conversations, but also served as
“markers” in that a topic could more easily be re-engaged in when returning to the physical
space in which it originated (409). In addition, being in the presence of the farmland and the
accompanying artefacts allowed the farmer’s narrative to be embellished further. In walking
around the farm, participants pointed to various spots on their holdings and described numerous
events or procedures associated with them. One respondent showed them a defunct tractor at
the edge of the field and told how it was paid for by government funds during the Second World
War, leading to examples of how both the tractor and the war changed his family’s life, as well
as how they farmed. For Riley and Harvey, the understanding of each farmer’s practices was

grounded in storytelling, and the farm and the story fed off each other.

Not only is a private narrative erased when a family farm is bought out by a corporate-
style operation, but it adds to the loss of the cultural narrative of family farming. Small
agriculture may not have the political capital to attain agency in the marketplace or policy
making, but it does have the public’s sympathy. The idea that family farming exists, whether
locally or in a nation, is something to which many citizens assign value. It is the type of farming
they may have been more familiar with in their youth, whether at an uncle’s farm or a
neighbour’s pasture, and it is the type of agriculture they would prefer as the face of food

10
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production. In the case of Ireland and the United States, the independent family farm is at the
heart of the national myths on which the countries were founded. De Valera, according to Barry
Whelan, “identified the humble, small-scale farmer in the fields around Bruree [his home] as
the ideal embodiment of Irish society” (73). He sought to make the new sovereign Ireland as
autonomous and self-sufficient as possible and considered agriculture to be a key component
in achieving this, placing high tariffs on incoming goods to promote native products and
encouraging an increase in tillage farming. Unlike Britain, the fledging American republic did
not have the cultural centre of London or other metropolitan cities across Europe—they only
had farmers. Like de Valera, Thomas Jefferson put the family farm at the heart of the American
ideal, famously stating “Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he
had a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine
virtue” (qt. in Temple, 581). As exampled by de Valera’s thinking, this Jeffersonian ideology
persisted through the centuries, and can still be found today in explanations about agriculture.
Whether it is a realistic assessment of farming or not, it is part of a collective understanding

that further thins with the loss of each small holding.

Part of our family land includes a dirt trail that is mostly washed into a gulley through
the valley. It used to be a road called The Turkey Path. My grandfather had told me over and
over again about the old stagecoach that went down The Turkey Path, styled with trimmings
and carrying riders in elegant period dress, although it is hard to imagine it now after the locust
trees and rainwater have overtaken the road. My grandfather also recounted when he worked
The Turkey Path Fields with horses at the age of ten. He turned too sharply at the end of a
furrow and tipped the drag over. The harness broke and the draft horses sprinted into the next
town. He walked the mile home, crying, the distance overwhelming to a young, upset child.
My grandfather was the second Dennis to work The Turkey Path Fields. I was the last. I don’t

have any particular memories of my own associated with them—perhaps if |1 had more time
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than just my youth. The only stories of The Turkey Path that | can offer future generations are

those of my grandfather, so | try to remember them faithfully.

As | got older, | recognized that my grandfather was giving me the farm in a way that
was more important than ownership or economy. Knowing the family’s stories of the land
united me with the ground in a way that couldn’t be achieved otherwise, and being the keeper
of such stories prepared me to be a better keeper of the land, if | was to be given the chance.
Berry has long warned that the safeguarding of our environment depends on such stories: “For
the small farmers who lived on their farms cared about their land [...] The corporations and
machines that replace them will never be bound to the land by a sense of birthright and
continuity, or by the love that enforces care” (1970, 79). As soon as my grandfather’s farm was
sold the large farm that bought it hired a bulldozer. They removed the diversion ditches and
hedgerows that have been part of the fields for generations in order to eke out a few more acres
for planting. I can only imagine the topsoil that has already been lost in runoff, and the slow
decline in productivity that will accumulate. 1 wonder for the birds and wildlife that needed
those hedgerows as their habitats. Soon, | suspect, the unquantifiable idea of having ties to the

land will produce some very tangible statistics of what is being lost.

Each of the few scholars that have surveyed the field of American farm-life fiction have
started with Hamlin Garland’s Main-Travelled Roads in 1891 and noted the relative absence
of novels based on agriculture until Willa Cather began publishing in 1915. By the 1920s,
however, the farm novel was ubiquitous, entertaining a boom that would last throughout the
next decade. The reasons for the sudden interest in writing about agriculture were varied. At
that time, increased mechanization of farming had given farmers more leisure time to read, as
well as reduced the number of farms, sending some who were formerly involved in agriculture
into the city. Many of the displaced farmers and farmworkers, having a background in
agriculture, still read about it. Caroline Sherman, writing amidst the farm-fiction boom, echoes

12
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the Jeffersonian ideals that “they fitted even more exactly the requirements brought about by
that rather definite trend toward nationalism, or the embodiment of the national spirit” (1931,
474). Centuries after the founding fathers, America still sought to lift the pioneer/farmer as an
icon. Sherman also cites the influence of the Pulitzer Prize in the legitimization of the farm
genre, as its wording once stated that the award should go to the novels “that shall best present
the wholesome atmosphere of American life and the highest standards of American manners
and manhood” (qt. in Sherman 1938, 72). This resulted in the committee selecting an inordinate
amount of rural fiction. In more literary terms, Roy Meyer links the rise of the farm novel in
America to the championing of regionalism in literature and arts at the same time: “Novels
dealing with farm life might reflect regional peculiarities more effectively than novels treating
of city and small-town life” (179). The concept of regionalism was meant, in part, to wrench
autonomy away from the growing urban presence in the country, and the field stood as the

antithesis to the city street.

The era of the farm novel, however, has come and gone. By the time Roy Meyer
completed his 1965 survey of the Midwest farm novel, the presence of farm-life fiction had
sharply declined. When William Conlogue (2001) and Florian Freitag (2013) published their
respective analyses on farm fiction, they had relatively few additional examples to consider.
The swell of American farm narratives published in the twenties and thirties that had attracted
both skilled and hack writers into the genre had dwindled. The general decline in the number
of farmers reduced the scope of people who would have an interest in reading about farming,
as well as the intimate knowledge to write about it. Meyer also suggests that the rise of the
farm novel in the second and third decade of the twentieth century can be tied to economic
distress experienced by American farmers at that time, and the genre’s overall concern with
social reform. This reasoning can later be applied to the surge of farm movies in America

during the 1980s farm crisis, 1984 alone including the release of The River (dir. Mark Rydell),
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Places in the Heart (dir. Robert Benton) and Country (dir. Richard Pearce). It can be argued
that today the struggles of family farms do not receive sufficient media attention to encourage

fiction readership on the subject.

The twenty-first century finds the farm novel practically extinct in the English
language. More people are writing than ever before, but few are writing about agriculture. In
Ireland, where the tendency towards larger agriculture is more recent and somewhat less
dramatic, a few sparse examples have appeared in fiction and film, as | discuss in my critical
section. In regards to the United Kingdom, examples beyond Ross Raisin’s God’s Own Country
(2008) are difficult to find. In America, expansion in the farming sector has been more
pronounced, especially since the eighties. Those still writing fiction based on American
agriculture, namely Wendell Berry and Jane Smiley, are elder practitioners, having been
recognized in the discipline decades ago. It is no coincidence that all of their works published
after the new millennium, as well as John Grisham’s A Painted House (2001), call back to
earlier periods of agricultural history. No one, to my knowledge, has set a novel on a modern
largescale commercial farm. With the transition from small to large agriculture comes another

type of loss in the narrative of farming.

The motivation of my creative work for this PhD project is to add a contemporary farm
narrative to a subject that has gone quiet, and in doing so, help give voice to a group of people
whose selfhood is increasingly less recognized. My novel, The Beasts They Turned Away, seeks
to re-spark and contribute to the dialogue started with Varro and echoed in Butz vs. Berry by
accurately portraying the experience of the contemporary Irish small farmer, and by extension,
family farmers in the Western World. With, arguably, the exception of Belinda McKeon’s
Solace (2011), one has to go back to Sam Hanna Bell’s December Bride in 1951 to find an
Irish novel that presents ubiquitous and genuine acts of farming—and the farming experience
has changed considerably since then. The Beasts They Turned Away also intends to deliver a

14
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political response to current EU agricultural policy, much like, as | argue in my critical section,

the work of John McGahern and Halldor Laxness.

Although not always true in the Irish context, the farm novel—especially in America—
has seldom been able to free itself from the conventions of the pastoral. Much of the earlier
American farm fiction during its boom, particularly that written by opportunists without
agricultural knowledge, yielded to the urban conception of a green and wholesome place to
escape the city, or upheld the Jeffersonian notion of a noble farmer attaining God’s affinity by
working the soil. Conlogue suggests that “critics sometimes too easily leap from farmer to
shepherd, from farm to garden” (7). Presently, some of the most noted American contemporary
farm novels, from Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres (1992) to Jane Hamilton’s A Map of the
World (1994), generally avoid actual farming. I would argue that the tangential existence of
the farm within the narrative itself, as well as agriculture’s pastoral illustration, do not
satisfactorily serve the farm novel. For this reason my work takes a different approach. Given
the current economic conditions of dairy industries around the world and the social conditions
that result from them, | believe the gothic becomes the most accurate and honest vehicle with
which to tell the story of the modern family farm. With the exception of Darling (1991) by
William Tester, the gothic has not been attempted on the topic for which it is so wholly suited.
The form’s grandiose and dark manners become useful in reflecting upon an experience marked

by isolation, desperate acts, and personal and economic depression.

It can be argued that, to date, there has not been a farm novel written in an experimental
or unconventional prose style. Perhaps because the act of farming has historically been
assigned to the traditional, so has it always been assumed that the act of writing about it must
follow suit. Nonetheless, The Beasts They Turned Away is written in a condensed, lyrical and
discordant style not just to confront this trend, but more importantly tell the story of the
protagonist losac Mulgannon in the most appropriate and fitting way. The old man is fighting
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to maintain his grasp on his lucidity in a world that he feels opposes him. Because of this, |
have chosen to present Mulgannon’s experience in partially non-chronologic prose that is

delivered in an off-kilter voice and maintains a jarring tone.

The reader of The Beasts They Turned Away will also note a purposeful generic-ness in
regards to the naming of places and people. The town in which a significant part of the novel
is set is never identified, and all foil characters only appear in one scene. Much like in
McGahern’s That They May Face the Rising Sun (hereafter referred to as Rising Sun), the time
period can only be estimated by several markers—in my case, the mention of the internet and
the size of Young John Allen’s machinery. Thematically, the intention of these decisions is to
indicate a universality to the story being told, suggesting that it can occur in any part of Ireland,
and that it is indeed occurring repeatedly. All over the country, as well as the Western World,
small farms and rural towns face extinction. In addition, my intention in the one-time
appearance of foils is to pursue the stylistic result of bringing a hyper-focus onto Mulgannon
and his story by, in effect, blurring those in the background of scenes. Because the figure of

the farmer is being forgotten in literature, I want him to stand clearly in this novel.

The critical component of this thesis seeks to complement my novel draft by identifying
political intent in farm novels that has been overlooked thus far in their registration as world
literature. John McGahern’s Rising Sun has been viewed from its appearance as a eulogy to an
existence in rural Ireland that was in its terminal stages, but nowhere has it been considered
that McGahern’s concerns, in writing about characters that farm and being a farmer himself,
were also agricultural in nature and written during a time in which farmers were being affected
by specific EU agricultural policy. | argue that in Rising Sun McGahern presents an acute
awareness of productivist agriculture and the loss of culture associated with it, and in turn
imbues his characters with a similar understanding. In this way, the intention of Rising Sun is
to both critique the expansionist farming brought about by EU policy, and offer a still-life of
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the social capital of small farming that is being forfeited. In following the assertion of Frederick
Jameson in his essay “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” that
novels are more appropriately compared based on the circumstances from which they arise
rather than geography or time, | pair Rising Sun with Halldor Laxness’ Independent People
(1934). This Icelandic novel is forth-forward about the loss of a certain culture due to
productivist agriculture and published during a time in which Iceland had an important decision
to make regarding agricultural policy. Independent People chronicles the consequences of
Iceland promoting expansionist agriculture and attempting to participate in the European
markets, most notable of which is the disappearance of the crofter lifestyle. | believe that in
coupling these novels and presenting the decisions made within them, McGahern’s

condemnation of EU policy can be better brought to light and investigated.

In highlighting McGahern’s awareness of the consequences of productivist agriculture
for traditional small-scale farms in Ireland, Rising Sun becomes the first example of a new type
of Irish farm narrative that follows after it and reflects the difficulties experienced by actual
Irish farmers. My research considers the examples of Billy O’Brien’s 2005 horror film
Isolation, Belinda McKeon’s novel Solace (2011) and Gerard Barrett’s social realist film
Pilgrim Hill (2013) as representative of a new self-awareness of the economics of farming that
narratives tend to contain after Rising Sun. These stories, | contend, also illustrate a shift in the
central conflict in regards to writing about agriculture in a post-McGahern era. Whereas Irish
farm narratives were most commonly based on a character’s relationship to a farm, as found in
McGahern’s earlier novels The Dark (1965) and Amongst Women (1990), more recent Irish
farm narratives contend with someone or something trying to take the farm away from the
characters. This is considerably different to the experience of Icelandic farmers, both in real
life and in literature. In the same year the first volume of Independent People was published,

the Icelandic government adopted a “protectionist” agriculture policy that focused on ensuring
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a fair income for farmers at the expense of participating in external markets. It is still in place
today, and as a result, Iceland is perhaps the only Western nation in which a small farm can
financially support a large family. It is nearly impossible to remove the Icelandic farmer from
his farm, as seen in Bergsveinn Birgisson’s novel Reply to a Letter from Helga (2013), the
Academy Award-nominated short film Sidasti barinn [The Last Farm] (2010) by Rdnar
Runarsson, and Grimur Héakonarson’s 2015 film Hratar (Rams). Virtually absent in these
narratives are the economics of farming. Instead, each story explores the autonomy granted by

the act of farming itself.

Ultimately, The Beasts They Turned Away and my academic research are unified by
their fundamental objective: to suggest that the transition from small to large agriculture was
not inevitable as a symptom of advancing technology or growing populations, but rather the
result of specific policy decisions that had momentous consequences. Wojcik echoes a common
sentimentality that is typically taken for granted in the debate between family farming and
commercial agriculture, which is that “this tragic turn of events is nobody’s fault. It is simple
economic reality” (30). When a small farm goes out of business because it cannot compete
with the economies of scale, the lament is often coupled with a shoulder shrug and the aphorism
“Well, that’s just how the world works”. I, however, fundamentally disagree. Instead, | would
suggest that nature is how the world works; economies are manmade. Farmgate pricing is the
sum of specific policy decisions that reflect the values of those who make them. In productivist
policies like those in the United States, Australia, and largely the European Union, a
government has chosen cheap food over social capital, rural development, and the environment.
The Beasts They Turned Away seeks to add to the debate by pointing this out in allegorical
terms, while my critical section supports the argument by exampling specific cases already
present in both literature and policy. | want to suggest that the destruction of family agriculture

IS not inevitable: that it is certainly someone’s fault.
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“Working his fields, a farmer comes to know them”, says William Conlogue, who was
a farmer’s son before he was a scholar (25). “A picture of each in his mind, he can recite their
soils, drainage and crop histories [...] The most insidious irony of industrial agriculture is that
it removes a farmer from his farm; animals, plants, soils and people are less living things than
they are plotted pieces of information.” Quantitative figures have been the justification for the
rise of productivist farming, and for its prevalence in agricultural policy. Inversely, it is the
narrative of farming—between the farm and the farmer, and what farming means to a
community—that opposes it. A belief in this narrative suggests that if a farmer has memories
of the fields he works, even if given to him by other generations, it means something. These
memories change the way he looks after the land, the type of citizen he is, and what we as a

people are able to think of the food that we eat.

All indications declare that it is not going to get any easier for the small farmer to
survive. Writing fiction will probably not change that. Still, in believing that there is meaning
in naming fields | seek to participate in that resistance, in fiction and in real life, and much like

Berry, serve as a dissenting voice.
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Out of Proportion to the Small Loss: Productivist Agriculture in Irish and
Icelandic Farm Narratives

1. Introduction

The number of family farms in the western world is rapidly decreasing. As a result of
productivst agricultural policies, the remaining holdings are being forcibly absorbed by
exponentially larger industrial farms.! Lost in discussions of the tangible reality of this situation
is the social capital and cultural value small-scale farming adds to local communities, as well
as nations as a whole. Ireland and Iceland, both (semi)-periphery islands in relation to Europe’s
core hegemonic capitalism, once shared similar farming systems based on small holdings and
rotational grazing. Today, however, agriculture is looking increasingly different in each of
these two countries, for at critical junctures of agriculture policy decisions they took radically
divergent paths. Irish writer John McGahern’s That They May Face the Rising Sun (2002)
(hereafter Rising Sun) and the Icelandic novel Independent People (1934) by Halldor Laxness
are farming novels—even though they are seldom critically addressed as such—that ultimately
stand in response to these agricultural policies during the periods they were applied, although
written more than six decades apart. Each novel illustrates their respective country’s transition

to capitalistic agriculture as the result of specific policy ideology, and presents the sacrifice of

! Productivist agriculture focuses on maximizing product output, often through intensive practices and the
expansion of operations. In simple terms, it is generally seen as the antipode to protectionist or post-productivist
policies, which tend to evade market tendencies in order to champion a healthy lifestyle and liveable income for
the producer (Wilson).
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cultural value that results from these decisions, albeit by using different aesthetic forms and
approaches. By connecting these works together, and respectively to the specific national
agricultural policies enacted and practiced at the time of their writing, |1 want to suggest here
that both McGahern and Laxness composed their respective novels in protest of expansionist
agriculture. Thereby, a form of resistance can be brought to light that has been overlooked thus
far in registration of these novels as world literature. As | contend, Independent People was
written as a warning to the Icelandic people regarding the consequences of participating in the
European markets. In many ways, McGahern continues the work that Laxness had started.
More importantly, in considering the experience of farming in the novels themselves, a literary
retort to capitalist farming can be formulated to add to current dialogues pertaining to farming

policy, in particular the debate regarding EU accession by Iceland.

When read as a novel written by an author invested with agricultural knowledge and
published at a time when the state of agriculture in Ireland was shifting, Rising Sun becomes
the first example of a new Irish farm narrative that follows after McGahern—one in which the
central conflict is not grounded on the farmer’s relationship to the farm, but instead on forces
trying to take the farm away from him.? The present economic difficulties of Irish agriculture
invariably colour, if not drive, narrative plots, as seen in the examples of the 2005 horror film

Isolation by Billy O’Brien and Belinda McKeon’s novel Solace (2011). As discussed below,

2 In analysing the intersection of literature and agriculture it becomes necessary to define what constitutes a “farm
narrative”. Some, like Caroline Sherman and Roy W. Meyer, set their classifications largely based on the qualities
of the farming characters themselves, Sherman suggesting that they should have “an affinity for the soil” and a
vocabulary and value system that matches the lifestyle (“Our Farm Life Fiction”, 1931, 333), and with Meyer
adding that this worldview must include “beliefs or habits of mind often associated with farm people, of which
the most important are conservatism, individualism, anti-intellectualism, hostility to the town, and a type of
primitivism” (7). Others, like William Conlogue, focus on the relationships featured in the narrative, including
between humans, nature, community, family and technology (20). For the purpose of this thesis, | am adapting
Florian Freitag’s meditative approach in suggesting that a farm narrative is one that is “set on a farm, [and] features
farmers as its main protagonists” (2). To add to this and exclude novels such as Rupture (2012) by Ragnar
Jonasson in which only a brief part of the story is set on a farm and largely leaves the plot unaffected, | would
assert that in nearly all farming narratives the presence of a farm affects at least one character’s autonomy, whether
in a restrictive (such as in Independent People) or fortifying manner (Rising Sun). The characters must, in one
way or another, contend with the consequences of being involved in agriculture. In suggesting this, | mean to
further distinguish the farm narrative from the broader category of rural literature.
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Irish farm narratives sometimes include “irrealist” narrative devices in their storytelling as a
reaction to the EU’s hegemonic influence on them. Such storytelling techniques are absent in
contemporary Icelandic farm narratives, which adhere to more traditional storytelling
approaches. Like the Bergsveinn Birgisson novel Reply to a Letter from Helga (2013) and the
Academy Award-nominated short film Sidasti barinn [The Last Farm] (2010) by Rdnar
Ranarsson, present Icelandic farm narratives celebrate the cultural identity associated with
family farming, as explored and promoted most notably by Wendell Berry, a farmer, author
and critic well known as an opposition figure to industrial agriculture. In examining the farm
narratives that follow after McGahern and Laxness, and more importantly, the specific
agricultural policies enacted during the time these authors were writing, the effect of each
nation’s shift in political ideology on the lived experience of its farmers can be qualitatively
considered in the fiction and film produced on each island. In contextually re-joining these
policies with McGahern and Laxness, it becomes apparent that Ireland and Iceland have

swapped roles in regards to their agricultural experience.

The story of modern agriculture in the western world, largely regardless of geography
or time, has been fairly consistent. Driven by an understanding of agriculture that privileges
greater commodification at the expense of the producers, it has been characterized by
dispossession from the land and a fabricated class structure. The crisis may now have reached
a peak with current technology and the championing of neoliberal ideas among the
policymakers of the most affluent agricultural nations. Still, it is seldom critically addressed by
literature scholars. As William Conlogue points out: “Strangely, no one has ever fully explored
the literary response, an odd circumstance since literature is the place where the debate is most
fully alive and the arguments most clearly framed (4)”. McGahern and Laxness both write from
farming backgrounds, but the understanding of agriculture from which their work originates

has never been recognized in the related criticism.
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Rising Sun follows Kate and Joe Ruttledge’s unobtrusive existence inside a farming
community as they operate a small beef and sheep herd. With the exception of the death of a
largely absent character, the Ruttledges are little disturbed as they entertain neighbours and
carry out acts of small farming under idyllic, communal conditions. Farming is much more
difficult and isolating in Independent People, however, as Bjartur of Summerhouse struggles
to maintain a small croft and save enough to purchase it outright from the landlord. Believing
his farm to be the only embodiment of independence, he deprives himself and his family of
comfort and nourishment for the sake of the farm, eventually finding himself alone and
destitute. Rising Sun and Independent People are published 67 years apart, and arise from
different cultures and historical circumstances. While the agricultural systems in both novels
are based on rotational grazing, the machinery and farming technology available to the
characters in Rising Sun would be somewhat more advanced than that in Independent People.
What is the same, however, is their relationship to the type of changes in agriculture that are
encroaching in each diegetic world. Both the Ruttledges and Bjartur are presented as
individuals with a simple understanding of economics in a considerably pre-capitalistic
environment that must face the coming productivist understanding of agriculture. In a footnote
to his essay “Third-World Literature in an Era of Multinational Capitalism”, Frederic Jameson
contends that a new type of comparison of literature is necessary, one less concerned with the
geography and time period texts were written, but based on the “concrete situations from which
the texts spring and to which they constitute direction responses” (1986, 86-87). Although
written in different decades and originating from diverse cultures, the specific concerns from
which these authors write make for a useful analysis in critiquing productivist agricultural

policy and considering the lived experience of farmers affected by it.

Rising Sun and Independent People, particularly in suggesting their political intent, are

in large part novels about small islands on the periphery of Europe being subjected to the
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capitalism of the mainland. Franco Moretti, in thinking through the constructs of a world
literature system, borrows a supposition from the school of economics in suggesting that such
a framework should recognize a relationship that is “one, and unequal: with a core, and a
periphery (and a semiperiphery) that are bound together in a relationship of growing inequality”
(56). His proposition is both simple and provocative: as one culture coexists with others in an
intersection of power-balance, so does its literature. Laxness lays bare the consequences of
Iceland being brought into the volatile markets of Europe during World War |, something the
island had avoided until that point. Although more subtle and thus far unrecognized in this
aspect, Rising Sun mirrors the Icelandic farmer’s experience in Independent People, as it
highlights the productivist agriculture that results from Ireland’s membership in the European

Union (the core) and being subjected to its policies.

2. Irish Agriculture: Coming into Productivism

John McGahern’s Rising Sun presents a rural society in which farming is central and
ubiquitous, not unlike his own experience with agriculture during his later life. Kate and Joe
Ruttledge return from London to a small farm similar to the one Joe had left years ago and
decide to remain despite the surprise of neighbours and an offer of a better job in England.
While published in 2002, the novel is elusive regarding the time in which it is set. Characters
tend to hay with mowers and tedders, but remember using scythes and mules. They have a
television to watch Blind Date (airing from 1985 to 2003), but it is only at the end of the novel
that telephone lines are laid down. As Eamon Maher suggests, McGahern “succeeds in
conveying a strong sense of place and of a culture that transcends time” (289). It appears that

McGahern meant to register a period in Irish history defined by lifestyle rather than an
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empirical date. What is perhaps more important, however, is that there are indications that this

lifestyle is on the verge of change.

The laying down of telephone poles around the lake at the end of the novel suggests
that a version of modernity will be forced upon the characters. Comments such as Patrick
Ryan’s worry that “after us there will be nothing left but the water hen and the swan” (45) keep
us reminded that the quiet regime of their existence may be under threat. The unfinished shed
stands on the Ruttledges’ property, and while progress is made on it over the course of the
novel, they are in no hurry to insist on its completion. It is as if the characters themselves are
aware of the metaphoric value it may hold, suggesting that with the completion of the building

will also come the conclusion of a way of life.

Perhaps such concerns are best emblemized by a late-born black lamb that, as Kate
believed, was “a picture of happiness” (264). Joe, however, was careless in running the sheep
into the shed for an overdue dosing, causing the lamb to be trampled to death. Much more than
a commonly expected livestock fatality, “it was as if the black lamb reached back to other
feelings of loss and disappointment and gathered them into an ache that was out of all
proportion to the small loss” (265). Such heavy language sets the tone of a parable, in which

biblically the slaying of a lamb has already stood in place of forfeiting innocence.

With no small irony, it was an Irish man from Fianna Fail, a political party that built its
reputation on being on the side of the small farmer, who would lend his name to a bill that
began the shift in EU policy in a direction ultimately detrimental to family farming. Ray
MacSharry, looking to reduce the level of government involvement in farmgate pricing and
allow EU products to better compete on the international market, introduced the “MacSharry
Reforms” in the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) in 1992. “For more than twenty years,

starting in 1992, the CAP has been through successive reforms which have increased market
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orientation for agriculture” (“Overview of CAP”’). While some measures, such as shifting from
product payments to producer payments and rewarding farmers for the public capital they
provide were useful measures in supporting family agriculture, the additional focus on
increasing production was not. The result was overproduction and ultimately lower farmgate
prices (Bjarnason 51). The EU agricultural trade markets were further liberalized during the
2004-2009 term of Mariann Fischer Boel, one result being the abolition of milk quotas
(“Agriculture and Rural Policy”). This drove down milk prices in the EU, ultimately leading
to expansion in the dairy sector and the decline of the family dairy farm. It should be noted that
the EU does partially invest in the concept of a multifunctional agriculture, which includes
financial incentives that recognize how farmers serve the general population in ways other than
producing a commodity, such as the environmental protection of land or sustaining rural
communities. Its policies include programs meant to benefit small farmers, ultimately
supporting its producers more than some other major agricultural nations, such as the United
States or Australia. However, the EU is still intent on driving expansion and a productivist
mindset, which becomes even clearer when comparing it to the agricultural ideology of Iceland.
In an overview of the CAP’s latest reform, it is stated: “In short, EU agriculture needs to attain
higher levels of production of safe and quality food [...] This can only be achieved by a
competitive and viable agricultural sector operating within a properly functioning supply chain
and which contributes to the maintenance of a thriving rural economy” (“Overview of CAP”).
Nonetheless, the cost of higher production is demonstrated in the present difficulties of family

farms making a profit in Ireland.

McGahern was writing Rising Sun during the time when the small Irish farmer was
beginning to feel the effects of the 1992 MacSharry reforms and the general paradigm shift in
EU agricultural policy towards productivism that started to manifest itself in tangible changes

to the Irish agricultural system. McGahern provided evidence that he was aware that the future
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of Irish agriculture was indeed in peril. In his essay “Rural Ireland’s Passing”, originally

published at the turn of the millennium, he addresses the state of farming:

Since then [the heyday of small agriculture] everything has changed. Like fishing, it
has become an industry. The machines have taken away the hardship and the
uncertainty, but larger farms and fewer people are needed to justify their cost and
efficiency. Nobody can make a living from the small farms anymore unless they have

a job, or the wife has, or both have jobs (170).

McGahern explicitly names productivist agriculture and the drive towards the expansion of

holdings as the reason for the difficulties faced by farms such as those in Rising Sun.

McGahern’s characters in Rising Sun must frequently confront productivist and
expansionist ideology. “It’s a sight how the world is going”, Jamesie remarks, observing how
quickly the lambs Ruttledge raised are turned into a commodity (149). It leaves both characters
with a sense of unease, of the same type of discomfort that subtly yet frequently surfaces in
this pastoral novel replete with idyllic images of the countryside. Ruttledge is wary of using
the mower, despite the fact that it will allow him and Jamesie to complete the hay-making
process with a fraction of the effort. Instead of celebrating the technology that allows them to
produce more fodder at an expedited rate, he “felt some apprehension but no excitement. He
[...] got none of the pleasure he saw young men take in their power” (110). The next day, when
Ruttledge arrives at Jamesie’s with the tedder (an implement that spreads the cut grass for better
drying), he finds Jamesie and his wife manually scattering the windrows with pitchforks,
despite this being a futile act in wake of the tedder’s use. “Those pitchforks aren’t a great sign
of faith in the machines”, Ruttledge remarks (118). It can be easy to read such exchanges as
nostalgia or a resistance to change by the characters, particularly in light of the awareness that

change is indeed upon them. What shouldn’t be overlooked, however, is the risk Jamesie is
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taking when he allows all of his hay to be cut at once with the machinery. If a significant rain
fell during one of the three days which it takes to cut, ted and bale the hay, the entirety of his
fodder would be lost. Previously Jamesie cut the hay on his holdings in thirds, as that was all
that was achievable at once by former practices. As a result, however, he would be guaranteed
to save at least some of his hay, regardless of any unforeseen weather conditions. Such a
conundrum embodies the risks of expansionist agriculture in which one is forced to participate
in higher stakes in order to attain a profit and keep pace with the growing technology and
commaodity sizes necessarily produced by farmers. Jamesie is lucky to exist in a diegetic world
in which something bad seldom happens to characters. Nonetheless, when the hay is baled and
Kate suggests that “It’s safe now”, she does so with a hint of irony in light of McGahern’s

awareness of the agricultural changes ahead (119).

Sometimes the warnings of productivist economics are expressed more directly in the
novel. Frank Dolan, having worked for Joe Ruttledge’s uncle, the Shah, desires to purchase the
Shah’s business. Ruttledge negotiates with the bank himself on Frank’s behalf to secure
funding, and establishes a wink-and-nod agreement with the bank manager that all Frank has
to do to receive the loan is tell them that he plans on growing the business: “He’ll have to say
he intends to expand the business and employ more people. That’s bank policy: it looks better
for the bank when they have to face the politicians...” (167). Even though it is made clear that
Frank is not actually bound to do so, he panics during the meeting and instead “vowed to do
less” (187). He loses the loan and becomes the laughing stock of the area financial sector. More
than showing a character of local colour or provincial innocence, McGahern may be sending a
warning of the forces that will eventually encroach on his pastoral vision. The novel was written
at a time when farmers were becoming conscious of the fact that they would have to begin to
increase their holdings to remain viable. Although this fear of entrepreneurial expansion is

delivered by one of the few characters who do not farm, it is no less consequential for the world
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of the novel. In his ecocritical reading of Rising Sun, Lynch states: “The joke expresses, of
course, Sun’s fit with an ecological consciousness respecting sustainability, such as is
represented in the Ruttledges’ and others’ small-scale farming” (171). In the end, Frank is able
to bypass the banks and receive the loan from the Shah himself, being able to successfully
avoid the pretense of expansion. Such a disconnect between characters’ understanding of
economy and the productivism being impressed upon them is not surprising in a diegetic world
that is still trying to subsist as largely pre-capitalistic, where instead of hired help farmers

exchange labour among themselves, and no one is comfortable handling money.

3. The Productivism Iceland Left Behind

While the threat to small, idyllically portrayed farming is subtle in Rising Sun, the costs of
expansionist agriculture in a modernizing Iceland took centre stage in the latter portion of
Halldor Laxness’ Independent People. In Laxness’ most recognized work, Bjartur of
Summerhouse stubbornly insists that farming is an act of an independent man, and always puts
the farm first—even as it leads to the eventual destruction of his entire family. Following the
market boom of World War | politicians encourage farmers to expand and purchase more
advanced machinery. This high-production agriculture is hard for Bjartur to resolve with his
understanding that a farm is a venture restricted to what he and his family can manage with
their own hands. Nonetheless, much to his detriment, Bjartur is convinced to increase his
holdings, with larger equipment and a modern-style house. When the war ends, however, the
prices drop out of sheep farming. Bjartur loses his farm, the sole thing he has slaved for his

entire life, and from which he ascertains his autonomy.
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The first volume of Independent People was published in 1934, the same year the
Icelandic government introduced price supports for its farmers. By following Bjartur’s struggle
to maintain a small sheep farm, the novel chronicles the conditions that ultimately led the
Icelandic government (in real life) to adopt a policy ideology that sought to support farmers
instead of the free market. Iceland has kept, and built on, its protectionist ideology in agriculture
ever since. Imports of many products were prohibited, and price subsidies were introduced less
than ten years later (Bjarnason 157). In 1985, milk quotas were established based on domestic
demand. While, like the EU, Iceland employs direct payments to farmers, it has also kept its
quota system. The result is a stable farmgate price that allows a small mixed farm to support a
large family while readily investing in technology and infrastructure. While there is a small
shift towards consolidation in agriculture and a minor decline in the number of farms, this is
partly due to the introduction of the milking robot, for which a herd size of sixty cattle
maximizes productivity. While the EU reserves a significant portion of its focus for greater
production, Icelandic agricultural policy champions the provision of a quality lifestyle for
farmers. The Icelandic Agricultural Information Services listed the following as one of
Icelandic agriculture’s objectives: “The earnings and social conditions of the agricultural
community shall be attractive enough to make farming a worthwhile profession” (“From the
Booklet ‘Icelandic Agriculture’”). The continuation of subsidies and quotas has allowed family

agriculture in Iceland not only to still persist, but thrive.

Just as the MacSharry reforms were presented as based on the “principles” of
competitive agriculture and market-based farmgate pricing, so are the expansionist post-World
War | economics in Independent People delivered in the idealism of the politician Ingolfur
Arnarson. In approaching this “new era of rural colonization and development™ brought about
by the war (406), Arnarson encourages farmers to cultivate larger tracts of land and purchase

expensive machinery previously unused on the island. The temporary boom in agricultural
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prices helps fuel the fever of expansion, and lending institutions are giddy to offer funding.
The end of the boom, however, finds the nation in decimating overproduction with many
farmers left destitute. In a chapter titled “Ideals Fulfilled”, the narrator lists the fates of Bjartur’s
fellow farmers—most of them forced off their farms—and suggests that only those who
profited are those already wealthy like the Bailiff. Laxness, as if heralding the words of Frank
Dolan, states that “People take more upon themselves than they can manage if they aim higher”
(436-437). While it is not the expansion of his farm that causes Bjartur to go bankrupt but rather
the decision to build a new modern house, it is the failure to pay for the house after the drop in
farmgate prices that is his downfall. In the end, this is Bjartur’s punishment for attempting to
participate in the new modernity of Iceland. Similar to the Ruttledges’ shed, the house stands
unfinished for several seasons. Much like the idealism of Arnarson’s productivist agriculture
(Arnarson personally convincing Bjartur to build the house), it has a “peculiar facade” (432).
Nothing from the old croft is compatible in the new house, the building being unbearably cold
and damp. The characters in Rising Sun may have been wise not to finish the shed and face
whatever metaphorical consequence its completion may have endowed, as not long after
Bjartur’s house is fully built he loses the entirety of his farm. In a final rebuke against free-
market productivism, Bjartur concludes that “the fulfilment of important people’s ideals have
proved to be nothing more than a cloud of dust that has swirled up to obscure the lone worker’s

vision” (451).

Currently, the country of Iceland is once again facing an important decision regarding
the type of agricultural policies under which its farming will occur. In 2009, Iceland formally
submitted a bid to join the European Union (Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs). Though
already a member of the European Economic Area (EEA), the agreements do not include
negotiations regarding agriculture and fisheries. While Iceland’s fishing industry took centre

stage during the subsequent political debate, many, especially farmers themselves, were
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concerned at having to farm under EU policy and forfeit the measures that have kept family
agriculture profitable. The proposition was eventually taken off the table by a newly elected
government in 2013, and as of today a slim majority of Icelanders remain against it
(Gudmundsson). Agricultural organizations in Iceland such as Landsamband kuabzanda remain
active in opposing Icelandic accession into the EU. Independent People is still considered
Iceland’s national novel and can be found on many Icelanders’ bookshelves. As Jon Yngvi
Johannsson states, “Bjartur has become a stock character, a proverbial reference, in everyday
life as well as in various discourses, to the perceived nature of Icelandic nationality and
individuality (385). Ultimately, however, it remains to be seen whether Laxness’ warning

regarding productivist agriculture will once again find an audience and influence national

policy.

4. Farming as a Cultural Act

Wendell Berry, standing at the crossroads of literature, farming, and economic concerns, called
a good farmer “a cultural product” (1977, 45). He associates much of the world’s ecological
and societal malaise with the loss of the agrarian voice as represented by the family farm, and
suggests that the social capital provided by such farmers is more significant than the goods they
produce. Much of Berry’s writing asserts that the lifestyle produced by small-scale agriculture
maintains the health of the individual, rural community and the environment. When trying to
find a non-quantitative and sociologically useful definition of family farming, researchers
internationally have long drawn on the non-production aspects of the occupation. Convey et al.
define family farming as being part of a “lifescape” with an interconnected emotional

geography (99), while John Gray speaks of the “consubstantiality” that exists between the
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farming family and their holdings, asserting that “family farming is more of a way of being in

the world” (355).

It is indeed that “way of being in the world” that is at stake for the characters of
McGahern and Laxness. Small farming in Rising Sun is both the defining factor of a lifestyle
and the principal way in which the community negotiates itself. When Joe Ruttledge inquires
why a mutual neighbour, Patrick Ryan, keeps cattle, he is told it is “for the name. The name of
cattle and land. Without the cattle and the land he’d just be another wandering tradesman” (15).
Farming is the anchor that validates the characters in local society, and the quality of their
farming is often the principal manner in which we are to understand the characters themselves.
Jamesie, the Ruttledges’ closest neighbour, is nervous for the cattle mart on Monaghan Day,
as the price he receives for his livestock will be an evaluation of his own value. “A hopeless
man”, he condemns Patrick Ryan, as he “gloated over the sleekness of his own cattle set beside
Patrick’s rough beasts” (229-230). It is little surprising that John Quinn, who rapes his bride at
the wedding in front of her parents, also never “put a spade in the vegetable garden” and allows
his newly acquired holdings to go to ruin (32). It is remarked several times that the Ruttledges
spoil their animals and treat them more like pets, suggesting both the couple’s good nature and,
according to Patrick Ryan, their naiveté (80). Not only does a character’s relationship with
farming determine how other characters view him, but it also tends to stand in the place of
absent characters as well. Patrick Ryan’s mother loses an eye tying up a cow (67), while
Jamesie tells how his father died worrying over how the hayrick was being built (120) and later
how a protestant neighbour was shot while milking cows during the border violence (256).
Rising Sun’s characters are imbued with Gray’s “consubstantiality” that makes what they do
more than producing a commodity, and often a character and that character’s relationship to

farming start to merge entirely.
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Agriculture, too, is the way in which characters in Independent People mediate their
surroundings and manage important events in their lives. Bjartur discusses how to keep the
sheep free of maggots at the wedding of his first marriage, and similarly at that wife’s funeral
converses with the other farmers on how to prevent the sheep from contracting diseases during
the winter. The narrator suggests that such discourse is expected, as these themes are “fixed
and immutable”, occurring at all major occasions (17). At his first wedding Bjartur tells the
other farmers to “pile into the fodder”, using the fact that hay was hard to come by that winter
to emphasize his generosity at the wedding feast (21). The visiting teacher that seduces Asta
exercises poetry that compares her to a golden calf. After Asta becomes subsequently pregnant,
Bjartur exclaims “You bring shame to my land”, as if familial relations are better represented
and more integrated into the farm than the household. He chooses to tend to the sheep during
the opportunities he has to face the difficulties brought about by his daughter’s unwanted
pregnancy, nursing a young lamb as her symbolic replacement once she leaves. Also, like in
Rising Sun, a character’s relationship to animals is synonymous with their standing as an
individual. Ragnar, the husband of Bjartur’s second wife Finna, was considered a “genius”
because of his ability to treat infected sheep (119). Nonni’s grandmother makes a simple
request to Nonni before he leaves for America: “I want to ask you to never be insolent to those
who hold a lowly position in the world. And never to ill-treat any animal” (351). In both Rising
Sun and Independent People, the “lifescape” marked by farming subsumes everything around
it.

It is apparent that for both the characters of Rising Sun and Independent People the act
of farming is not defined by the commodity it produces, but the cultural identity it offers. In
both novels farming is so central to the lives of characters that it stands in replacement of
religion (which is no small claim for either island, especially Ireland). Kiberd points out that

McGahern himself distinguished between a “moral imagination” that is dependent on the
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ethical relationships between characters, and a religious imagination that is attuned to the
mystical and supernatural, McGahern confessing to being more interested in what drives people
to seek something to behold as sacred (Maher and Kiberd, 95). In Rising Sun the characters’
understanding of themselves and each other is so heavily dependent on agriculture, it appears
to be the spiritual element they hold in veneration. Not only do the priest’s cattle graze around
the old abbey, but Ruttledge and the priest often converse about farming instead of religion
when they meet. The priest attends the mart on Monaghan Day in the clerical outfit, as if there
is no clear line between religion and farming. “If his black gear hasn’t a place in the cattle mart,
it hasn’t a place anywhere else either”, Ruttledge exclaims (237). Throughout the novel Patrick
Ryan vows to finish the Ruttledges’ shed, but makes little progress. The novel ends with a
similar promise, Ryan stating “Tomorrow we’ll make a start, in the name of the Lord, and we’ll
not quit until the whole cathedral of a shed is finished” (313-314). Given the prominence of
farming for characters in Rising Sun and the importance for their own redemption—if only in

the community—it may be said that in the novel they all worship at the cathedral of the shed.

Much like in McGahern’s Ireland, farming has usurped religion in Laxness’ Iceland.
Not only does an Icelandic reverend have to contend with ghosts and folklore portents that
appear to be real in the novel, but also with the sheep that “seduce the hearts of men from God”
(16). Reverend Gudmunder is respected more for the breed of sheep he created (named after
him) than for his theology. The new minister who replaces him remains in the shadow of his
predecessor’s agricultural knowledge. To assert himself the new cleric is “always eager to talk
sheep”, being more inclined to give theories from Agricultural Journal than quotes from the
bible (238). Finna, Bjartur’s first wife, “knew God in her own way and found Him in a cow”,
an animal which Bjartur eventually slaughters out of spite (173). Much like in Rising Sun,
agriculture is the source or limitation of all autonomy, replacing other mores such as those

provided by religion.
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In Independent People, not only is the selfhood and autonomy granted by small-scale
farming exalted by Bjartur, but by his country as well. At the time the first volume of
Independent People was published, the Danish-Icelandic Act of Union was nearing expiration,
after which Icelanders would vote overwhelmingly for sovereignty. It is not hard to imagine
the allure of the novel’s title, Sjalfstett folk, which is more literally translated as “Self-Standing
People”. In attempting to build on the national myth that would lead Iceland to statehood
Laxness did not have a great booming cultural centre in Reykjavik to draw on as other countries
had, but the island did have farmers. In the same scene in which Laxness commits an authorial
intrusion by referring to Iceland as “our country” in narration discussing the effects of World
War | (364), he juxtaposes Iceland’s farming ethos against the cosmopolitan hubs of Europe.

When asked what would happen if all of Europe perished in the war, Bjartur suggests:

It would be a first-rate chance of discovering whether there are any prospects of good
farming down there. It would half be a joke if Thorir of Gilteig’s grandchildren should
end up making dandelion chains on the ruins of London city, after all their damned
China rubbish has been smashed to fragments; yes, and their statues. And | might even
set to and dig myself a vegetable garden on the plain where Paris had been razed to the

ground hahaha (368).

Laxness suggests that farming is an act that the nation can gather around because it has and
will endure, much like Iceland itself in the context of the novel’s present global conflict. As
Astradur Eysteinsson contends, the Icelandic farm and surrounding countryside was viewed as
“instrumental in preserving the Icelandic language and ‘authentic way’ of life, as opposed to
towns and trade centres, which were ‘contaminated’ by a Danish presence” (408). Many
characters echo the sentiments of the Bailiff’s wife when she states that “On the farmer in his
valley rests the increase and advancement of the Icelandic nation in the past, present and the
future” (76) and that “the dale-farmer’s dogged perseverance is a lever with which to lift the

36



Critical Section

nation to higher things” (356). Many young Icelandic intellectuals at the time of the first World
War, perhaps most famously Sigurdur Nordal, did not believe the types of cultural and political
modernity evolving in other European nations at that time were appropriate for Iceland, which
considered its cultural golden age to date back to the sagas of the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. Instead, they supported a form of nationalism that was highly linked to the past and
a “new modern Icelandic culture [built] on the values and customs of the old agricultural

society” (Johannsson 365).

Ultimately, and each in its own way, Rising Sun and Independent People are novels
meant to highlight the cultural destruction that results from the transition from small to large
agriculture. When Laxness states that Bjartur couldn’t get his head around capitalistic
agriculture because he was the type of person who “fought nature and the country’s monsters
with his bare hands, and his higher culture was derived all from ballads and old sagas” (421),
he is aligning his character with the history and ethos of the island itself, and, in total, not being
ironic with the term “higher culture”. When wealthy farmers walked through Bjartur’s farm as
they would a museum or curiosity shop, not only is Bjartur’s recognition as Berry’s “cultural
product” further emphasized, but so is the fact that he is a cultural entity that is disappearing—
or worse, has already been passed by. Perhaps such loss is best embodied by returning to the
large, modern, yet nearly unliveable house that Bjartur builds and which ultimately leads to the
loss of his farm. “A most depressing object on the eye” (426), it blocks the small turf cottage
that they had dwelled in before. They miss the “little cottage of Summerhouse with its rounded
lines and agreeable proportions” (468), when in fact if Bjartur had been content with “agreeable

proportions” he would still have his farm.

So, too, is the agricultural existence in Rising Sun cast as something imbued with
cultural import, while at the same time found to be transient. When Jamesie’s granddaughter
Margaret is asked to choose between Italy and the meadows in regards to where she would
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rather spend her time, she chooses the meadows. Much like Bjartur imagining farming on the
ruins of London and Paris, the farm here is emblematically transposed against, and elevated
above, a country commonly recognized as a cultural epicentre containing many of the world’s
historic treasures, such as the Colosseum and the Pantheon. To accentuate this idea further,
McGahern notes that the stacked hay that results from that day’s work “stood like abstract
sculptures in swept empty space” (119). Nonetheless, as frequently happens in Rising Sun, a
dark shadow behinds to creep into the celebration of the idyllic life experienced in the novel.
As the characters rest after their pleasant labour Mary notes that it was on a similar day of
haymaking that Jamesie’s father died, causing Kate to conclude that “We’re no more than a
puff of wind out on the lake” (121). Once again, the individuals in the novel express a self-
recognition that their lifestyle and value system-—specifically in regards to agriculture—is

ephemeral.

5. Decisions on Form

While both Laxness and McGahern were writing in protest against the current agricultural
policy of their respective islands, each writer made use of different literary forms in doing so.
In addressing Irish farming during the beginning of its economic turbulence McGahern chose
to compose a pastoral in Rising Sun, despite the fact that much other Irish writing in regards to
agriculture is grounded in social realism and frequent anti-pastoralism. Patrick Kavanagh, the
most notable farmer-writer in Ireland before McGahern, celebrates the beauty and poeticism
that can be found in the act of farming in his novel Tarry Flynn (1948) and autobiography The
Green Fool (1938), but not at the expense of failing to illustrate the difficulties and sacrifices

inherent to the occupation. Kavanagh’s canonized poem, The Great Hunger (1942), challenges
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the idyllic view of rural Irish life and presents the agrarian existence as one of loneliness,
poverty and sexual frustration. In Sam Hanna Bell’s novel December Bride (1951), an explicit
love triangle develops between frequent and detailed farm chores—unlike in Rising Sun, in
which characters seldom carry out work. More recently, Monaghan author and dairy farmer
Eugene McCabe’s historical novel Death and Nightingales (1992) includes treating a bloated
cow, retrieving a Friesian that got stuck and died in the bog, and an absent mother that was
killed by a bull. These are all visceral images that demonstrate the actualities of farming, and
the type of elements that are notably missing in Rising Sun’s bucolic rendering of the

countryside.

While there are signs that the farming systems in Rising Sun have grown somewhat
larger and more advanced in technology use than in the previous generation, it still remains
chiefly a romantic and community-based activity. “There’s nothing worse than seeing a lone
man in a meadow”, Jamesie remarks, before the Ruttledges help him and his wife stack the
bales of hay from the fields (134). The neighbours may be meddlesome in each other’s
business, but they are just as quick to give a hand. As Kiberd contends, “the overall focus of
That They May Face the Rising Sun is not on this or that individual, so much as on the
community as a whole [...] it insists on the community as the key to identity” (165). Joe
Ruttledge does little farming alone, hauling the lambs and cattle to the mart with the help of
Jamesie and Patrick Ryan, and caring for Jamesie’s animals when he is away. Gathering hay
off the meadows takes on ceremonial importance for the locals as they work together to cut,
bale and collect it before the rain. When Joe Ruttledge goes to help his oldest shorthorn deliver
a calf he finds Jamesie already there with ropes in his pocket, having watched the cow through
the evening on his own volition. Just as farming is central to a character’s identity in the
community, a sense of community is inherent in the farming itself. This is not surprising in the

idyllic version of rural Ireland in which men fish from the transport boxes of their tractors and
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receive prices at the mart that send them to the pub to celebrate, even if such a portrayal does
not accurately reflect the lived experiences of most actual farmers at the time of Rising Sun’s

publication.

McGahern, like Kavangah and McCabe, was a farmer himself and would have been
acutely aware of the occupation’s less romantic side—and indeed wrote about the harsh
circumstances it often occurs under in his previous work. Absent in Rising Sun is the irascible
father-figure from The Dark (1965) who forces his children to pick potatoes in the rain at night
with “wind numbing their faces”(27), or the “voluntary slavery” in the fields that Moran’s
children experience in Amongst Women (65). The vital question, then, is why would McGahern
participate in what Shirley Wong describes as the “aestheticization of the brutal realities of

agricultural labor” (155)?

As critics have often pointed out, Rising Sun is more about a way of life than actual
characters. While there are indications that small agriculture and its lifestyle in the novel are
on the cusp of changing, McGahern the writer is aware that it has already been lost. It can be
argued that the acknowledgment of this loss is represented in the novel’s language and form.
A passiveness pervades both the exposition and the characters in the novel. Instead of using
active verbs, McGahern writes “Tea was made. Milk and several spoons of sugar were added
to the tea and stirred” (italics added, 8). In the same way, Kate never takes the opportunity to
assert herself in any way, and Ruttledge is less a protagonist than a “conduit through which the
novel is narrated” (Maher 288). There is little overt conflict in the plot, as if the characters are
more concerned with maintaining their static existence than actively moving forward to meet
whatever might lay ahead. A tone of resignation and a general sense of limitedness encapsulates
the storytelling, suggesting that life based on small agriculture in Ireland—and the cultural
value it provides—is not just disappearing, but is already assumed dead at the time of writing.
McGahern knows it is too late to save an older Ireland in which the priest kept cattle and farm
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labour was communal, and therefore has no use for making an exhortatory claim that social
realism may have afforded. Bjartur, on the other hand, is forward and brutish because he still

has something left to fight for, unlike the passive Rutteledge.

Yet, considering his unflinching and unadorned portrayal of rural Ireland in his previous
novels, it is unlikely that Rising Sun is a work of unabashed nostalgia. Instead, it is important
not to consider solely McGahern the writer, but McGahern the farmer-author, and to keep in
mind that his concerns as an individual were likely both literary and agricultural. He would
have been acutely aware of the changes made to farmgate pricing in the EU, as well as the type
of productivist farming it was starting to create. Gerald Lynch suggests that “McGahern in That
They May Face the Rising Sun is set on a simultaneous eulogy and recovery project,
ambitiously colouring his bucolic world in as favourable tints as he ever dared—showing what
remains valuable, what is worth remembering into the precarious future” (162). However,
Lynch, like many other critics, has likely overlooked the vital detail that the farming in this
novel has been written about by someone who has farmed. Considering this fact, it is fair to
suggest that McGahern’s final novel is not just a retrieval of a lost Ireland, but more specifically
serves for him as a still-life of the social capital small agriculture provided, to be used as a
contrast against future farming narratives and the isolationism and economic difficulties that
would be portrayed in them. McGahern wants it to be clear is worth remembering as Irish
agriculture moves to a new age, and that is the sense of identity and community achieved by

family farming.

If McGahern is celebrating the Irish bucolic countryside in its waning hours, Laxness
is proving that it never existed in Iceland before his time, delivering his concerns for both the
nation and its agriculture in an anti-idyll. Independent People starts not at the time of Bjartur,
but at the first settlement of Iceland, in which the Irish sorcerer Kolumkilli puts a curse on the
same valley in which Bjartur will eventually try to raise sheep. At the start of this long epic it
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is made fairly evident that our protagonist will meet his demise, as the curse states that those
in that valley “would never prosper here, and more in the same spirit, much of which has since,
to all appearances, been fulfilled” (3). We are given a brief history of other men who have
failed to establish themselves on that piece of ground throughout the centuries, suggesting that
Bjartur’s fate has long been sealed. Laxness, growing up on a farm himself, wants to make it
evident that the conditions Icelandic farming occurs under doom it from the start, such curses
perhaps being analogous to the political circumstances at the time of its writing. While the
wealthy wife of the Bailiff tries to convince the peasants “of the value of country idyll or of the
delight implicit in living and dying on a farm” (16), the ironic fallacy of this pastoral ideology
is repeatedly rendered hollow by the accounts of the crofters themselves and the harsh realities
they face. Hay-making looks much different in Independent People than in Rising Sun, as
Bjartur’s children vomit from exhaustion before beginning their 16-hour days during which
they often work through heavy rain without adequate clothing (210-211). Even in pleasant
weather the ground beneath them is often soggy and makes for a disagreeable place to toil. The
scene ends with an authorial intrusion stating that “Great is the tyranny of mankind” (211). It
appears that Laxness faults mankind for the difficulties of farming instead of its inherent nature,
especially considering that Bjartur was destined to fail regardless. This tyranny, particularly in
light of Laxness’ socialist activism at the time of writing Independent People, is likely to be

political in nature.

Despite the fact that rural Iceland in the early 20™ century was a much more difficult
place to survive and maintain a livelihood in than late 20™" century Ireland, farming is an act in
Independent People that occurs much more in insolation than with the benefit of the
community. If Summerhouse wasn’t geographically isolated enough from both neighbours and
a town, Bjartur further detaches himself through his drive to be an independent man who never

has to rely on anyone else. When he states that “my farm is the world” he does so not only out
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of admiration for it and placing it at the centre of his existence, but in scorn for everything
outside of his holdings (384). His valuing of such independence from other people, however,
comes at a severe detriment to his family. There is no one at the croft to assist his first wife
when she dies in childbirth, and when his teenage daughter leaves the croft for the first time on
her way to town she is “overwhelmed by the prospect of such infinity. It was as if she had come
to the edge of the world” (191). This seclusion and the naiveté that results from it leaves his
daughter particularly vulnerable, allowing her to be raped and impregnated in the croft by a
visiting teacher. At the end of the novel when Bjartur claims “The strongest man is he who
stands alone”, it is with the blatant irony of having lost two wives and potentially all of his
children due to his insistence on being a self-made man (386). Bjartur is the lone man in the

meadow, and by his own choosing.

Setting aside Bjartur’s blind stubbornness, the other crofters make it clear that small
agriculture is a quarantined existence, in large part on account of its economics. Not only would
a farmer in Independent People typically live far from his nearest neighbour in the sparsely
populated Icelandic countryside, but would find it difficult to afford additional labour or seek
help from other farmers who are struggling themselves. Einar of Undirhlith declares: “Your
landed farmers can say what they like as far as I’'m concerned [...] but it’s a dog’s life without
some lusty lout or other to lend you a hand. And always will be. It’s starvation, physical and
spiritual. And it always will be”” (55-56). Another farmer, Olafur, complains of how difficult it
IS to have meaningful opinions when you’re “completely cut off from all cultural
communications with the outside world” (280). In the face of trying to survive on small
holdings the farmers in Independent People have little opportunity to assist each other or
entertain visits, most of the latter happening only on special events such as weddings and

funerals.
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Independent People is an epic that delivers in painstaking detail the dark realities of
farming that McGahern deliberately ignores. More than simply writing a misery tale, Laxness
wants to make it clear what is at stake for Icelandic agriculture in the thirties and therefore is
motivated to produce a work of social realism. Fredric Jameson suggests that social realism

has often been the vehicle of political intent:

The possibilities of a literature which is at one and the same time a political intervention
have traditionally been predicated on an epistemological dimension: such literature
shows us things we have never seen before, whose existence we have never suspected—
things which have possibly never been expressed or represented before in literature

(2012, 477).

Composing Independent People at a period in Icelandic history in which governmental
intervention was needed to protect Icelandic farmers—themselves the protectors of the island’s
identity—from the volatile markets in which they had no countervailing agency, it was likely
important to Laxness to “show” the lived experience of the farmer with accuracy, particularly
after the World War I boom and bust. There was still time to act influentially on his government
and countrymen, and social realism allowed him the means to provide such a warning.
According to the Arni Magnusson Institute for Icelandic Studies, social realism was the
dominant form of Icelandic fiction from 1930-1950, with Laxness being the foremost
practitioner during that time. Laxness is noted as the paramount influence on the next
generation of writers, who often “dealt with the ‘little people’ of society and their unjust
treatment” (“Literature of the 19. and 20. Century”). The Institute also notes that Independent
People drew significant criticism on the island at the time of its publication for its “harsh”
treatment of the Icelandic farming culture, some believing it portrayed Bjartur’s way of life too
roughly. Nonetheless, if Laxness—who, again, had grown up on a farm himself—did
exaggerate, this can be inferred as, using Jameson’s words, a “political intervention”. Laxness
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sought to present, in no uncertain terms, the dangerous effects of the productivist agriculture

practiced on the island at the time of his writing.

It is also worth suggesting that the geographical, or at least economical-geographical
location of Iceland may have also affected the narrative form of Independent People. The
Warwick Research Collective contends that literature from the periphery and semi-periphery
regions often exhibit “irrealist” tendencies, which they define as irregularities in storytelling
techniques such as anti-linear plot lines or meta-narratorial devices. In Combined and Uneven
Development, they suggest that “these formal features appear in the literary tests we examine
as a result of the author’s self-conscious conversation with, and deployment of, relevant formal
properties of adjacent forms (often non-literary) within their local or regional cultural ecology”
(p.52). Laxness’ “self-conscious” conversation becomes apparent in the previously mentioned
authorial intrusions, calling Iceland “our country” (364) and pondering “Great is the tyranny
of mankind” (211). It is as if Laxness is stopping the narrative to muse to himself, or perhaps
align himself with the reader against the oppressive forces brought about by the European
markets. Such moments create somewhat puzzling deviations from t