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The One-Straw Revolution 
Call it “Zen and the Art of Farming” or a “Little Green Book,” Masanobu 
Fukuoka’s manifesto about farming, eating, and the limits of human 
knowledge presents a radical challenge to the global systems we rely 
on for our food. At the same time, it is a spiritual memoir of a man 
whose innovative system of cultivating the earth reflects a deep faith in 
the wholeness and balance of the natural world. As Wendell Berry 
writes in his preface, the book “is valuable to us because it is at once 
practical and philosophical. It is an inspiring, necessary book about 
agriculture because it is not just about agriculture.” 
 
Trained as a scientist, Fukuoka rejected both modern agribusiness 
and centuries of agricultural practice, deciding instead that the best 
forms of cultivation mirror nature’s own laws. Over the next three 
decades he perfected his so-called “do-nothing” technique: 
commonsense, sustainable practices that all but eliminate the use of 
pesticides, fertilizer, tillage, and perhaps most significantly, wasteful 
effort. 

 
Whether you’re a guerrilla gardener or a kitchen gardener, dedicated to slow food or simply looking to live 
a healthier life, you will find something here—you may even be moved to start a revolution of your own 
 
Masanobu Fukuoka (1913–2008) was born in present-day Iyo City. After graduating from the 
Applied Biology Department of present-day Gifu University, he worked in the Plant Inspection Division of 
the Yokohama Customs Bureau and devoted himself to research. However, as a result of being brought 
to the brink of death by acute pneumonia, he experienced an epiphany that “there is nothing in this world.” 
He returned to his home prefecture of Ehime and began to shape the Masanobu Fukuoka method of 
natural farming, which is characterized by “no tilling, no use of compost, and no weeding,” while 
embracing nature through agriculture. In addition, he received global praise for his method of preventing 
desertification by placing plant seeds in mud and creating seed balls during his many travels to various 
places around the world. He was an agricultural philosopher who exerted himself to preaching the state of 
“nothing” through many publications, song-verses, and drawings. 
 
Discussion Questions 

1. Fukuoka writes, “The way of viewing nature changes from age to age.” The One-Straw 
Revolution was originally published in 1975. How has humanity’s view of nature changed 
since then? How have global food growth and consumption habits changed, for better or 
worse?  

2. Fukuoka explains that his farming methods began with an epiphany: “Humanity knows 
nothing at all. There is no intrinsic value in anything, and every action is a futile, 

 
*Book and author description from Penguin Random House and Masanobu Fukuoka Natural Farm 

https://f-masanobu.jp/en/


 
meaningless effort.” How has that realization--that humans are not the center of 
everything--shaped Fukuoka’s life and work? 

3. Fukuoka writes, “Science has served to prove only how small human knowledge is.” Do 
you agree with that statement? Why or why not?  

4. Fukuoka discusses four principles of natural farming. What are they? Do these principles 
seem applicable to all farming, in all countries? 

5. The One-Straw Revolution discusses the Japanese farming and food industry. How is it 
similar to the American farming industry? How is it different? 

6. Fukuoka refers to his method as “do-nothing” farming because it requires less labor, no 
machines, and no chemicals: “there was no need to plow, no need to apply fertilizer, no 
need to make compost, no need to use insecticide.” Instead, the method interferes as 
little as possible with the natural patterns and intelligence of the land. Why do you think 
this intuitive approach to farming is not more common? 

7. Why does Fukuoka focus on one straw for the title of his book? 

8. How might Fukuoka’s philosophy, rooted in the limits of human knowledge, be applied to 
other aspects of life, beyond farming? 

9. In his preface to this book, Wendell Berry writes, “Mr. Fukuoka has understood that we 
cannot isolate one aspect of life from another. When we change the way we grow our 
food, we change our food, we change society, we change our values.” Over time, how 
has our society changed based on what we eat, and how our food is grown?  

10. How might we eat differently as the climate crisis disrupts global food systems? How 
might our society and values change? 

11. As climate change continues to disrupt agricultural practices around the world, some 
farmers are radically rethinking how they grow food. How might Fukuoka’s philosophy 
impact new farming methods that incorporate today’s technology? 

What to Read, Watch, and Try Next 
● Bringing it to the Table: On Farming and Food, nonfiction by Wendell Berry 
● The Fate of Food: What We’ll Eat in a Bigger, Hotter, Smarter World by Amanda Little 
● Simply in Season, cookbook by Mary Beth Lind and Cathleen Hockman-Wert 
● How to Do Nothing: Resisting the Attention Economy, nonfiction by Jenny Odell 
● The Dust Bowl, documentary by Ken Burns, www.pbs.org/kenburns/dustbowl  
● King Corn, documentary by Aaron Woolf, www.kingcorn.net  
● “Climate Change is Becoming a Problem You Can Taste,” TED Talk by Amanda Little 
● Farmers Market Coalition, try their resource guide and click on your state for programs 

and markets in your area: farmersmarketcoalition.org 
● Follow Buddhist nun and chef Jeong Kwan, known as the Philosopher Chef by The New 

York Times, or try watching her episode on Chef’s Table 

 
Follow @xrrebelnyc on Twitter and Instagram 
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