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JASON ROZUMALSKI

ENGLISH AGRICULTURE
AND ENLIGHTENMENT

Wherein Lies an Argument Contending that the Changing Views of
Husbandry in  Sixteenth and Seventeenth-Century England

Preceded and Founded The Political and Social Changes
known collectively as the ENGLISH ENLIGHTENMENT

I n history, the term Enlightenment refers specifi-
cally to the social and political processes under-
way in the western world that reached their 
climax in the middle and late eighteenth century 

instigating the Age of Revolution.  The Enlightenment 
embodied belief in human benevolence and acuity of 
mind.  It also advanced the conviction that human 
wisdom could and should search beyond received knowl-
edge (received knowledge being the culturally inherited 
structures that stressed strict hierarchical authorities 
such as the divine right of monarchs and personal 
punishment by God).  Central to the ideals of Enlighten-
ment philosophy lays reason.  To an enormous extent 
the English speaking world accredits John Locke (1632 – 
1704) with epitomizing the spirit and authoring the 
mechanisms of the Enlightenment.  Though Locke 
indeed reasoned creatively and penned many original 
concepts, it would be misleading to believe that he 
operated free from cultural inspiration.  Whereas politi-
cal and intellectual elites arouse changes in their societ-
ies, the cultural tides of everyday citizens likewise shape 
the perceptions and environment of “Great Men.”  Imag-
ine these two forces, common culture and the elite, as 
individual cultural powers that interact with one another 

but are not the same.  These movements may contradict 
each other and often have delayed reactions.  In this 
sense the Enlightenment, as represented by elites includ-
ing Locke, was not an epiphany, but a result of contem-
porary trends, specifically, agricultural.
 In 1790, near the end of the Enlightenment, a 
Scotsman named John Naismith authored a treatise 
expounding possible improvements to the terrain of 
Scotland in order to make the fields yield superior crops 
and livestock.1   In his conclusion, Naismith wrote that in 
order “to remove encumbering stones, to carry off offen-
sive water, to give rugged land an advantageous form, 
without burying the productive upper soil . . . requires a 
course of unremitting labour and care, to which efforts 
of a divided attention is altogether unequal.”2   In 
addition to spreading manure and plowing-over previ-
ously fallow lands, Naismith called for intensive effort to 
recreate the physical landscape itself.  Enlightenment 
ideals of government demanded the same “unremitting 
labour and care”.  The preservation of an enlightened 
society requires the full attention of all citizens to the 
politics and social attitudes of their community.  Every 
person must be educated, attentive, and participating.3   
The expectation of that much effort on the part of the 

The heaven, even the heavens, are the LORD’S: but the earth hath he given to the children of men.
             -     Psal. CXV. 16 
 
The most distinguishing feature in the national character of the people of Britain seems to be excessive impatience under
the pressure of that lot, which, they apprehend, their destiny has imposed upon them, ever impelling them to remove the
cause of complaint by their own efforts.
        -     John Naismith, 1790
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citizenry is not a mere usage of the people as in feudal 
societies, but a cultural reshaping of the role individuals 
play in their society and politics.  It is in the spirit of 
restructuring these hierarchical systems of authority 
and labor since the middle of the sixteenth century that 
the Enlightenment movement mirrors systemic changes 
in agriculture.  The connection between agricultural 
change and Enlightenment is neither obvious nor inher-
ent (in light that the first Agricultural Revolution in 
England came coupled with monasticism and “Christian 
corporatism.”)4  Furthermore the correlation of agrarian 
and socio-political change is interesting only if the 
former preceded the latter, as, in fact, it did.
 The mid-sixteenth century saw a new form of 
agricultural literature in which one can trace the evolu-
tion of ideal agrarian practices in the English speaking 
world.  These writings took the form of husbandry 
manuals meant to school landowners in the proper 
employment of their property.  The fact that these 
volumes were rare and expensive reiterates the point 
that those individuals who had the power to dictate the 
usages of land were wealthy feudal lords who them-
selves toiled not in the soil but rather managed a popula-
tion of laboring tenants.  Indeed, this specific genre of 

agrarian manuals is collectively known as hausväterlit-
eratur, or “house father literature,” because it instructed 
the lord of the manor in how to care paternally for his 
tenants.5   The manorial lord controlled and cared for all 
aspects of his home and lands and in this realm was 
absolute.
 From the manor house a long jump need not be 
taken to arrive at the doorstep of monarchy.  Perhaps an 
argument could be made that agricultural systems begat 
monarchy, but that is not the contention here.  Signifi-
cant to this paper’s assertion is that in the mid-
seventeenth century, when civil war terrorized England, 
the great thinker Thomas Hobbes seized upon reaction-
ary manorial roots in his Leviathan as the mechanism to 
end England’s troubles.   “But it is an easy thing,” wrote 
Hobbes, “for men to be deceived, by the specious name 
of Libertie; and for want of Judgement to distinguish, 
mistake that for their Private Inheritance, and Birth 
right, which is the right of the Publique only.”6   For 
Hobbes, liberty did exist but not necessarily for the 
individual.  Instead, an overseer took liberty to direct the 
affairs of those hierarchically below him.  In govern-
ment, this power belonged to the king; in agriculture, 
liberty was a possession of the manorial lords.  In return, 

Katie Day, Untitled, watercolor, acrylic, and charcoal on paper, 2004
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Hobbes carefully argued that subjects of the king ideally 
should be treated kindly and have security as long as 
they respected monarchial law.  Likewise, in feudalism, 
tenants were directed by lords but had the security of 
land to labor on as long as they remained diligent.  In 
this way, government and agrarian practices employed 
the same hierarchy of power and liberty.
 The parallelism of feudal authority in politics 
and in the fields during the late sixteenth century as 
expressed in hausväterliteratur and the Leviathan need 
not surprise anyone.  The next step in agrarian literature 
is, however, remarkable.  In 1598, an Englishman named 
James Roberts significantly edited and reprinted 
Fitcherbert’s patriarchal Boke of Husbandrye first 
printed in 1528.  In his reworking of Fitcherbert’s text, 
Roberts, for the first time in English literature, changed 
the verb “to thrive” into the noun “thrift” and employed 
it to argue a new ideal in agriculture.7   Ingenuity became 
important as more people had to find new ways to 
support themselves and their families as English farm-
land became increasingly enclosed.  Late sixteenth-
century husbandry manuals thus took on the language 
of improvement and profit.  In Five Hundred Points of 
Good Husbandry, Thomas Tussler told his readers “To 
take thy calling thankfully, / and shun the path to 
beggary. . . . / To folow profit earnestlie / but medle not 
with pilferie. / To get by honest practisie, / and keepe 
thy gettings covertlie.”8   In Shakespeare’s chef d’oeuvre 
Hamlet, Polonius’ advice even carries an agricultural 
tone:

 Neither a borrower, nor a lender be,
 For loan oft loses both itself and friend,
 And borrowing dulls the edge of husbandry.9

 
These quotations reveal the forces of common culture 
pulling away from feudal subservience and emphasizing 
the possibility for individuals to make an improved 
living through work and thrift.  The movement to thrift 
is so extraordinary because it fundamentally reshaped 
for whom husbandry manuals were written and who had 
the freedom to execute their suggestions.  Lords would 
not be as interested in making profit off of the land 
because they could secure income through taxes.  By 
emphasizing thrift, agrarian literature strengthened the 
possibility for less wealthy landowners to operate 
independent of manorial patriarchs and thereby gain 
some of the liberty denied them by hausväterliteratur 
and Hobbes.
 Though Hobbes did not expressly write on the 

topic of thrift in agriculture, the spirit of his arguments 
counter the value of individual profit.  Hobbes argues 
that a king does not deliberately harm his people 
because in so doing he would undercut his own strength.  
A king, in other words, would not starve his people 
because he needs them to support his kingdom in battle 
and through the production of goods.  Likewise, a mano-
rial lord would not harm his tenants, for they support 
him monetarily.  In Hobbesian logic, a king need not be 
perfectly just (in the modern sense of justice), he need 
only to not egregiously harm his subjects.  By extension, 
a manorial lord need not employ land to its utmost 
capabilities or garner maximum harvests as long as he 
provides secure structure for those below him.  This is a 
significant disparity because the idea of individual profit 
is not only contrary to Hobbes’ ideal of strict top-down 
authority but is also the raison d’être of the Enlighten-
ment.  America’s most famous enlightened gentleman, 
Benjamin Franklin, espoused the same industrious 
values innumerable times in Poor Richard’s Almanack, 
his autobiography, and through daily example.10   The 
point is that individualism emerged first in agricultural 
systems and was primarily rejected in elite politics.11 
 However, thrift is not the be all and end all of 
the Enlightenment: values of representational govern-
ment must be accounted for.  Representational govern-
ment is founded in a belief of reason, and the cultural 
emphasis on reason began in reaction to the scrupulous 
use of profit-earnings ideals. Changing agricultural 
practices and corresponding literature illustrate this 
metamorphosis.  In 1641 Gabriel Plattes wrote a utopian 
fiction in which one law maintained that “if any man 
holdeth more land than he is able to improve to the 
utmost, he shall be admonished, first, of the great 
hindrance which it doth to the common wealth.  
Secondly, of the prejudice to himself . . . .”12   This 
fictional statute well represents the moral difficulties 
agrarian culture ran into once thrift and profit became 
emphasized in the first half of the seventeenth century.  
Reality showed that landowners gained to the detriment 
of their workers and the rest of the community because 
they began to plant cash crops, such as woad (a blue 
dye), instead of grains.13   Cash crops generated large 
profits for individuals but significantly decreased 
English food stocks and therefore also increased the 
price of available food.  In the mid- seventeenth century 
the focus of agricultural reformers shifted to correct this 
erratum.
 Late in the sixteenth century, a torrent of publi-
cations began to argue that planters had a moral obliga-
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tion to profit their community, not just themselves.  In 
1652 the agriculturalist Walter Blithe argued that the 
goal was “to make the poor rich and the rich richer, and 
all to live of the labour of their owne hands.”14   Though 
he and most other writers of his time did not interest 
themselves in social and economic leveling, the key word 
of their airs was ‘reason.’  The margins of profit earned 
by individuals had to be reasonable as opposed to exces-
sive, also they could not allow land or food go to waste.  
Meanwhile, the poor could use the powers of reason and 
ingenuity to enrich themselves.15   Private property, if 
employed intelligently, could be good for the goose and 
good for the gander.
 It is into this cultural environment that John 
Locke was born in 1632.  John Locke linked the aforesaid 
agricultural ideals with politics to arrive at what is today 
recognized as formal Enlightenment thought.  Believing 
that private property was fundamentally good for 
society, Locke changed the argument from an economic 
one to one of politics.  In his Second Treatise of Govern-
ment, Locke argues that since individuals have a right to 
possess their own body, they had an equal right to own 
that which nourishes it.16   Thereby nature leaves 

common possession and enters personal property.  
Furthermore, Locke argued that though God gave the 
earth to all of His children “it cannot be supposed he 
meant it should always remain common and unculti-
vated.  He gave it to the use of the industrious and 
rational . . . .”17   It is on this premise, which reflects the 
opinion that private property is indeed just and good for 
the community, that Locke can thereafter build his 
philosophical, enlightened treatise on government.  If it 
is reasonable for an individual to own property, which 
Locke believed it was, then society must figure out a way 
to maintain property in the hands of its owners.  The 
solution is government.  However, in Enlightenment 
theory, since the people had rights (i.e. to property) in 
the State of Nature before the creation of government, 
the people thereby had power over government.  For 
Locke, this reasoning led to representational govern-
ment wherein the people, not the monarch or the lords, 
had absolute authority.  The Enlightenment was born.
 The development of ideas over time is a 
difficult course to retrace.  In order to reach the Enlight-
enment conclusion that common people have power 
over government the philosophical foundation that 
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people had some fundamental inalienable rights had to 
be first established.  The agricultural sphere of society in 
the sixteenth century began that battle and thereby laid 
the foundations for Enlightenment culture in England.  
However, since the agrarians of that day were generally 
manorial lords, they represented neither common nor 
elite culture.  But, they did control liberty and property.  
This norm was reflected both in contemporary political 
treatises and in hausväterliteratur.  Then, in response to 
enclosure of land, agriculturalists began to herald thrift 
and profit.  However, this created its own set of moral 
and hierarchical problems for all English society.  The 
early seventeenth century found solution in the ideals of 
labor, reason, and ingenuity to benefit both individuals 

and the community.  Throughout this evolving process, 
political philosophy was slow to follow.  However, by the 
latter half of the seventeenth century, English social and 
political philosophy, as represented by John Locke, 
embraced personal property and used it to argue for 
governmental reform into a more representational 
system.  Within a century, the western world began to 
adopt this philosophy and began dramatic 
reformations—of which the American and French Revo-
lutions are prominent examples.  Indeed, it appears then 
that the cultural foundations of the Enlightenment 
movement belong not to “Great Men”, but rather to the 
evolving tide of early-modern agrarian culture.
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