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The dirty secret of this volume, titled Literature and Sustainability, is that 
there is no such thing as sustainability. Extinction happens, sooner or later. 
And the pathos of that foreknowledge is what we call literature (among 
other names). A literary text is not self-aware, but it does have survival 
for its object: the words, in their making, intuit the chanciness of their 
conception, the horizon of their extinction, and seek out a niche of difference 
(not originality, which is why good books most resemble other good books). 
Literature is not death-driven, but rather auto-poetic, or ecological. The 
literary, though not itself living, enacts life, its own coming-into-being, 
together with the sense of an ending. Unlike other verbal artefacts then 
– memos, menus or internet ramblings – literature, in this self-sustaining 
sense, neither represents nor expresses. It is language itself hell-bent on 
survival; it rages against the dying of the light. A successful poem is no 
ordinary text; it is more akin to what ecologists call an ‘idea model’: a 
playful, data-light adumbration that captures essential features of a complex, 
real-world system, be it the psychology of love, a field of daffodils, or the 
death of kings (note to creative writing majors: if your poem doesn’t have 
this capturing quality, it’s unlikely to survive its first reading).

What does it mean to say literature is ecological? Mere words in a 
group do not become art – a thing we feel under a compulsion to revisit 
– unless they play with chaos, with the happenstance of their own being. 
Literary fictions, poems or prose, mimic the contingency and chaos of the 
bio-physical world, like Keats’s ‘salt sand wave’ crashing, one time only, 
on the beach. Our own biophilia – one true gift of consciousness – is the 
source of our fascination with literature, including that which makes no 
reference to ‘nature’. The literary, like organic forms in a complex system, is 
neither inevitable nor predictable. You read the poem over and it is never 
the same. You read it over and over because it is like falling in love with 
the true, contingent world, not some ideologised plastic replica you’ve 
been sold as happiness.

Complexity, for the ecologist, describes a self-organising system, based 
on simple rules and prone to chaotic behaviour. Such is literariness, that 
pleasure in texts late twentieth-century scholars were so eager to deny 
themselves. But the years of plenty are behind us. Scarcity looms. It’s time 
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to shore up the fragments of our ruins, to reconsider why literature, in 
the age of Twitter and downsized Humanities, might yet be indispensable 
to the Long Emergency of the twenty-first century. Complexity – which 
I am calling literariness – is not a first principle, but a material happen-
ing. It can happen in a frog pond; it can happen in the act of reading. 
Complexity derives from plectere, to weave. Penelope is the first and 
emblematic narrator of The Odyssey; she undoes and begins again on 
the same story with an ending she cannot fill in or foretell because she is 
living it. Complexity is a measure not of words or things but the amount 
of information a system stores. An Elizabethan sonnet is fourteen lines, 
but its commentary fills volumes. Complexity is an ecological measure, 
and the measure of literariness in a text. Far from being a disposable 
luxury item, literature – its body and being – is indispensable to sustain-
ability as a concept because it’s among the few examples we have of true  
resilience.

Sustainability, like survival, is a positive concept. It happens. It’s ongoing. 
It takes work. Sustainability is thus best written in the imperative mood. 
In a 1923 poem, Robert Frost called it ‘The Need of Being Versed in 
Country Things’:

The house had gone to bring again
To the midnight sky a sunset glow.
Now the chimney was all of the house that stood,
Like a pistil after the petals go. (Frost 1995: l.1–4)

A farmhouse has burned down. Only the barn opposite remains. Over 
time, birdlife and plantlife reclaim the evacuated space. ‘The birds that 
came to it through the air / At broken windows flew out and in’ (13–14). 
Frost’s poem is a parody of pastoral elegy, à la Gray’s ‘Churchyard’. In this 
world without us, neither the unsentimental farm folk who have abandoned 
their New Hampshire property, presumably for economic reasons, nor 
the poet-elegist sighing over ‘what has been’, are validated. The poem’s 
third way is ecological – an opening for the reader to see the complex 
intersection of human and natural systems by this ‘stony road’ that once 
belonged to the Great American Granary but no longer does, now 
repurposed for other species’ flourishing: ‘for them the lilac renewed its 
leaf ’ (17).

Frost’s poem also usefully enacts our twenty-first-century predicament 
as humanists, and literary critics in particular. The poem is a mental 
struggle, for both poet and reader, a hard-won, incomplete transition 
from the safe haven of Romantic irony (weeping ‘phoebes’) to a post-
humanist, ecological world view in which ‘there was nothing really sad’. 
Frost’s tone is the cue. The disaster that opens the poem is never signalled 
as tragedy, nor is the historical de-population of American rural places 
which is its crucial context. With the physical farmhouse gone, there 
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remains only mindful, imaginative ‘dwelling’. But this risks too much 
morbid brooding – ‘the sigh we sigh / From too much dwelling on what 
has been’ (15–16) – at the expense of observation of the non-human 
world. This the poem acts for us, as a caution against anthropocentrism, 
a lesson in sustainable perspective, a verbal ‘idea model’ – simple in 
design, brief in content – that captures essential characteristics of the 
infinitely complex human–nature dialectic over time. The birds, the flowers, 
the building and the elegiac eye are there, but so are the horse teams, 
farmers and fence-builders of time past:

No more it opened with all one end
For teams that came by the stony road
To drum on the floor with scurrying hoofs
And brush the mow with summer load. (9–12)

For all its impressive romanticisms of memory, the dark thought underlying 
Frost’s poem is that the world does not care for us – a panic-room revelation 
very much of our time. The narcissisms of both reader and poet are rudely 
shattered by the indifferent birds and trees. Frost’s cheerful risk here 
(pushing back against all that weeping and sighing) is also to gesture the 
consignment of his own poem to the scrap heap, like graffiti on an 
abandoned barn wall. But the wisdom of ‘country things’, and the poem 
that promotes them, teach us otherwise. Frost’s 1923 poem survives, 
along with its birds and trees, because it is not the poem it was. It has 
been undone and rewoven, for retelling in a new century. What is left 
for us, the activist-readers of the twenty-first century, is to find a new 
and different niche for the human along the post-human lines the poem 
lays out. A niche, not a grave.

Why the urgent ‘need’ for rural knowledge? Frost’s chaste poem never 
resorts to the tavern ribaldry of Shakespeare’s doomed prince, teasing 
Ophelia about ‘country matters’ (cunt-ry matters). But Frost’s demand 
that we know ‘country things’ has an erotic call all its own. The promised 
knowledge – ‘being versed’ – is itself verse: it must take on a beautiful 
shape to be sustainable. After all, without art and desire, nothing really 
lasts. Ideas are forgotten, feelings die and knowledge is lost. Although 
there is ‘really nothing sad’ in endings, as such, to be a literary survivor 
– to be ‘versed’ – is to understand the always tenuous resilience of natural 
forms, be it birdlife, or poems about birds, or the global human community 
transitioning (too slowly) to a post-carbon age.

The challenge of Frost’s poem is to view his instructional scene – the 
abandoned barn – without irony. As the ‘Foreword’ contributor to this 
terrific volume of essays for our time, I challenge the reader to a thought-
experiment. Sustainability without irony – is it possible? Can we put aside 
for a moment the cool lens of critique, together with the doomsday of 
sighs, weeping, and sadness that is the critical ironist’s lingua franca? 
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Irony and critique – those Soho-style thought lofts of the metropolitan 
late twentieth century – appear to the extreme weather world of the late 
2010s more and more like artefacts of the Anthropocene, like rhetorical 
gated communities for tenured humanists afraid to engage the holy mess 
we call the future. To escape these mind-forged manacles of the Late 
Petroleum Era, perhaps the word sustainability itself must go, to be dissolved 
into its purer form: survival. Survival – the concept – might serve for a 
sustainability freed of the taint of technocracy and corporate appropriation. 
And what better model of survival than literature, which enacts the 
resilience of all life worth the name?

Rising seas; the decimation (literally) of plant and animal life; the drain 
of life-giving aquifers … Irony and critique are not the answer to these 
calamities. Knowledge and work are. (Remember Professor Serebryakov 
in Uncle Vanya: ‘One must work!’). For all of us in the academic humanities, 
the pressing ‘need’ must be to explore well beyond our disciplinary comfort 
zones, to get ourselves ‘versed in country things’, be it the global climate 
system, the life cycle of the gannet or the rice futures market. For all of 
us, the need must be to better educate students who have never properly 
looked at a night sky, who have no idea who made their jeans, or how 
the animal died which fed them today. Knowledge and work: that’s the 
unapologetic positivism of sustainability. For the rest, as for Frost’s poet 
at the abandoned New Hampshire barn, everything not sustainability is 
just elegiac noise.
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