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Guide to Responding 

Reading Quiz for Resource Donald Worster’s “Agrarianism and Nature” 

 

Please note that the answer guide below includes some thoughts on ways of 
responding to the quiz questions.  

Directions: Award yourself the number of points beside each suggested answer.  
There are more points available than what the question is worth, so your final 
score might reflect extra credit.  If you mention an idea that is not in this list, give 
yourself points based on how important you think it is.  Write out why you think it 
is important.  Point values are assessed based on whether the keyword or 
concept is central to understanding the author’s main point as stated in the 
summary below or is a supporting detail.  Supporting details and examples are 
worth fewer points each.  Also, the overall value of each question is assessed 
based on its centrality to author’s thesis and its overall importance in the essay.  
In self-grading, if you list a detail not included here, follow the scoring key for the 
relevant question: details for 5- or 10-point questions are worth 1 point and are 
worth 2 points for weightier questions.  Main ideas or complex thoughts are worth 
2 and 4 points, respectively.  When self-grading factor in whether you took the 
test in open-book or closed-book format.  Add 10 percent to your total score if 
you completed the quiz in closed-book format.  Example: if you scored 75 
and took the quiz without the text in front of you, add 7.5 points to your total 
score for a total of 82.5. 

Scoring: Your score will be out of 100, so it should be expressed as a 
percentage: if you get 85 points, your grade is 85 percent.  You must score at 
least 65 percent to pass.  The grading scale is as follows: 

A 90 percent+ 

B 80–89 percent 

C 70–79 percent 

D 65–69 percent 

F <64 percent 

 

Main Point Summary: Donald Worster writes here about the tension between 
agrarian and conservationist views of nature.  Worster first explains the debate 
and then attempts to find a rapprochement between the two sides, saying that 
agrarian thinking has had a substantial impact on the evolution of the 
conservation movement.  He poses and answers four questions related to 
agrarianism using historical texts and the writings of a present-day (1996) 
conservationist who is profoundly influenced by agrarian ideas.  As with much of 
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Worster’s writing, ideas and culture are at the core of conservation.  In this 
article, he discusses a “land ethic,” “biocentric” thinking, and interaction with 
nature in “kindly use,” with an emphasis on farming and rural people as having 
the most invested in the land and the greatest sense of place.  Note that Worster 
is writing for a University of Kansas audience, probably full of people who grew 
up in Kansas, close to farming or some farm related industry. 

Related Readings: Worster’s article in subunit 2.1.3.1, “Attitudes towards Water” 
is related to this reading.  Worster’s argument is based on the idea that culture 
and ideas themselves can injure, and true change in conservation habits must be 
predicated on changing ideas and accepting cultural change.  Also, the following 
reading in subunit 5.3.4, Kate Sampsell-Willmann’s “Dust Bowl as Moral Failure,” 
is a review of Brad Lookingbill’s book Dust Bowl U.S.A. as an entry into the same 
type of intellectual environmental history, addressing the fundamental human 
relationship with nature. 

1.  Your answer should include the following concepts and key words: 
 

Many assume that romantic national park “jewels” are to be protected 
while “flatland” is for farming. (2 points) 

Specific places named by the author when discussing the above (0.5 
points each) 

Environmentalists believe agriculture is a threat to nature. (2 points) 

Soil erosion (0.5 points) 

Pesticides, other chemicals (0.5 points each) 

Fertilizer runoff (1 point) 

Habitat loss (1 point) 

Book of Genesis (2 points) 

Specific details mentioned by the author when discussing the Book of 
Genesis (0.5 points each) 

According to Christianity, farming is the result of original sin. (3 points) 

Most people in the farming belt, despite belief in the Bible, see farming as 
a natural virtue, not a sin. (3 points) 

 

 Your answer should include the following concepts and key words: 
 

•    Farming is not evidence of corruption and disobedience. (2 points) 
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•    Agrarians believe that farming people are more honest and 
virtuous. (2 points) 

•    Agriculture is God’s plan for the Earth; failing to farm arable land is 
pagan. (3 points) 

•    European origin of moral “agrarianism” (2 points) 

• The poet Virgil: countryside is peaceful in contrast to corrupt Rome. 
(2 points) 

• Evolution of the idea into the 18th and 19th centuries (1 point) 

• Specific details mentioned by the author about Virgil, Rome, and 
the evolution of the idea (0.5  points each) 

• European idealism about farms grew in the face of urbanization and 
industrialization. (2 points) 

• Thomas Jefferson and the ideal of virtuous farmers (2 points) 

• Abundance of land would mean a virtuous nation. (3 points) 

• Define “agrarianism” as Worster uses it: “It tells us that nature is 
essentially good, and that those who live close to nature are 
essentially good too.” (2 points) 

3. Your answer should include the following concepts and key words: 

• The author is examining “white” farmers.  Inferred knowledge: the 
experience of African American farmers was historically different. (3 
points)   

[Note (not part of the answer): African Americans after slavery were 
mostly either tied to the land through debt peonage or forced off of 
it by violence or intimidation.]  

• Long term agriculture as closeness to nature is not the factual 
history of farming in America. (2 points) 

• Farming in America was a rapid, aggressive, ruthless, and transient 
process. (2 points) 

• 70 to 75 percent of residents of farming areas turned over every ten 
years.  Inferred knowledge: Some land has been farmed for 400 
years but not by the same families. (2 points) 
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• The huge turnover made it impossible for people to get to know and 
love their land. (2 points) 

• This process has caused land depletion and abandonment. (2 
points) 

• The Ise family homesteaded in Kansas in the 1870s and fell in love 
with their land. (2 points) 

• The Ise family kept a journal/memoir (0.5 points) 

• Walking versus driving across the land (2 points) 

• Specific details of why the Ise family loved their land (0.5 points 
each) 

• The Ise family also found threats (2 points) 

• Specific details of the threats to the Ise family (0.5 points each) 

• The Ise family eventually left the homestead, turning everything into 
mobile capital (2 points) 

• Specific details of the Ise family’s conversion of the homestead into 
mobile capital (0.5 points each) 

• In no simplistic sense does nature make people good or 
benevolent. (2 points) 

• The purpose of agriculture for many in the U.S. has been a means 
to an end, and the end is social mobility. (2 points) 

• An example of one family’s experience is an incomplete survey for 
historical methodology. (1 point) 

4. Your answer should include the following concepts and key words: 
 

• Agriculture in America has not often lived up to the Jeffersonian 
ideal, but the ideal has still had an impact. (2 points) 

• Conservation has been influenced by agrarianism. (2 points) 

• The conservation movement defined: paraphrase “a political effort 
to enlarge the role of the federal government, making it much more 
responsible for safeguarding the nation’s natural resources and 
using them more efficiently.” (3 points) 

• Specific details of the conservation movement defined (0.5 points 
each) 
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• “Biocentric” thinking toward nature: paraphrase “a sense of 
brotherhood between humans and the rest of nature.”  All life is at 
the center of one’s world view. (2 points) 

• Aldo Leopold and the “land ethic”: paraphrase “a new sense of 
ecological community.  Agrarianism put a special value on rural life 
and its preservation and applied it to conservation instead of 
farming.  Out of that grew a more spiritual and moral approach to 
land use.” (5 points) 

• Aldo Leopold: one of the first Forest Service employees; known 
today for “land ethic” and work in wildlife conservation (2 points) 

• Leopold’s conservation: applying responsible agricultural 
techniques to wild animal populations, essentially farming different 
crops (2 points) 

• Leopold realized that all ecological systems were very complex. (1 
point) 

• According to Leopold, farmers have a moral responsibility to make 
money in an ecologically harmonious way, to be both practical and 
ethical. (2 points) 

• Leopold addressed his conservationist ideas to farmers as private 
landowners in agricultural areas not the romantic wilderness. (3 
points) 

• Specific details about John Ise and Aldo Leopold (0.5 points each) 

• Similarities between Ise and Leopold indicate the importance of 
agrarianism, farmers, and the Midwest in the conservation 
movement. (2 points) 

  
5. Your answer should include the following concepts and key words: 

 

• Bringing the historical linkage between agrarianism and nature into 
present day (1996) (1 point) 

• Berry grew up on a family farm in Kentucky, moved to New York 
City. Tired of city life, he moved back to Kentucky, where they 
farmed and taught.  Life a “recovery of a relationship with nature, 
and a restoration of land and agriculture to a place where both had 
eroded away.”  Moving back to the land he loved as a child is 
important. (2 points) 

• Specific details of the upbringing of Berry in Kentucky (0.5 points 
each) 
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• Books published by the Sierra Club, an organization that had a 
different philosophy from his: outdoor recreation in pristine 
wilderness (1 point) 

• Typical middle class “environmentalist” sees two worlds, wilderness 
and land to be used, and used land is disparaged. (3 points) 

• Wilderness areas should be conserved. (1 point) 

• Specific details of the argument that wilderness areas should be 
conserved (0.5 points each) 

• However, most of the Earth [Note: land mass] is used to support 
human life, mostly through agriculture.  Must think about active, 
daily life in nature: “kindly use” (3 points) 

• “Kindly use” is like “land ethic” and “biocentric” (2 points) 

• Nature is comprised of complex cyclical processes.  Humans must 
find a way to fit into them. (2 points) 

• Topsoil erosion, abandoned housing projects, and sheep grazing 
are not “kindly use.” (1 point) 

• Nature is not an abstraction.  Complicated forces are specific to 
place.  Knowledge of nature means knowledge of place. (5 points) 

• Specific details of the argument regarding knowledge of place (0.5 
points each) 

• Another “kindly use” is knowing nature’s limits, which is the 
opposite of confrontation and conquest. (3 points) 

• Specific examples of the argument about kind use and knowing 
nature’s limits (1 point each) 

• Berry and the environmental movement do not believe American 
society can be in harmony with nature in its present condition. (3 
points) 

• Industrialism is opposite of kindly use. (2 points) 

• Specific historical details regarding industrialism as the opposite of 
kind use (1 point each) 

• Knowledge used in dealing with nature comes from people with 
little direct experience with nature in specific places. (3 points) 

• Specific details of the argument that knowledge used in dealing 
with nature comes from people with little direct experience with 
nature in specific places (0.5 points each) 
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• Radical division of labor is harmful. (1 point) 

• Solution is preserve people who already live on the land and work 
it: farmers. (2 points) 

• Specific details of the argument that the solution is to preserve 
people who already live on the land and work it: farmers (0.5 points 
each) 

• Vast cultural changes are necessary (2 points) 

• Specific examples of the argument that vast cultural changes are 
necessary (0.5 points each) 

 

 


