
wendell berry the unsettling of
america
wendell berry the unsettling of america is a seminal work that critiques
modern agricultural practices and their broader social, economic, and
environmental impacts. Written by Wendell Berry, an influential farmer,
writer, and environmental activist, this book challenges industrialized
agriculture and advocates for a return to sustainable, community-based
farming. The unsettling of America explores themes such as the disconnection
from the land, the degradation of rural communities, and the loss of
traditional farming knowledge. This article delves into the key ideas
presented by Berry, the historical context of his arguments, and the lasting
influence of his work on environmental thought and sustainable agriculture.
Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of why Wendell Berry’s
perspective remains critical in contemporary discussions about food systems
and ecological responsibility. Below is an outline of the main topics
covered.

Background and Context of Wendell Berry’s Work

Core Themes in The Unsettling of America

Critique of Industrial Agriculture

Advocacy for Sustainable Farming Practices

Impact and Legacy of The Unsettling of America

Background and Context of Wendell Berry’s Work
Wendell Berry, born in 1934, is a prominent American writer, poet, farmer,
and environmental activist whose work has deeply influenced the fields of
agriculture, ecology, and cultural criticism. The Unsettling of America:
Culture & Agriculture, published in 1977, emerged during a time of
significant change in American farming, marked by rapid industrialization and
consolidation of agricultural production. Berry’s experiences as a farmer in
Kentucky and his keen observations of rural decline shaped his critical
stance toward the prevailing agricultural paradigm. This section explores the
historical and cultural context that shaped Berry’s arguments and the
motivations behind his critique of modern farming.



Historical Agricultural Trends in the 20th Century
The 20th century witnessed a dramatic transformation in agriculture,
characterized by the adoption of mechanization, synthetic fertilizers,
pesticides, and large-scale monoculture farming. These changes led to
increased productivity but also caused environmental harm and social
disruption. Small family farms struggled to compete with large agribusiness
operations, resulting in rural depopulation and cultural loss. Berry’s
writing emerged as a response to these trends, emphasizing the consequences
of prioritizing efficiency and profit over ecological balance and community
welfare.

Wendell Berry’s Personal and Professional Background
Berry’s dual identity as a farmer and intellectual grants him a unique
perspective. Raised in rural Kentucky, he has maintained a lifelong
commitment to sustainable agriculture and rural life. His academic background
in literature and philosophy enriches his critique, blending poetic
sensibility with rigorous ethical reflection. This fusion of practical
experience and philosophical inquiry informs the core messages of The
Unsettling of America.

Core Themes in The Unsettling of America
Wendell Berry the unsettling of america revolves around several
interconnected themes that challenge the assumptions of industrialized
agriculture and promote a holistic approach to farming and community. This
section outlines the principal motifs that run through Berry’s work.

Disconnection from the Land
Berry argues that modern agricultural practices have alienated people from
the land they depend on, breaking the intimate relationship that traditional
farmers maintained with their environment. This disconnect not only
undermines the health of the soil and ecosystems but also erodes cultural and
spiritual values tied to farming.

The Loss of Local Knowledge and Community
The book highlights how industrial agriculture marginalizes local knowledge,
replacing it with standardized techniques that disregard specific ecological
and cultural contexts. This shift contributes to the decline of rural
communities as economic and social life centers move away from farms.



Ethical and Environmental Concerns
Berry emphasizes the moral responsibility humans have toward the land,
advocating for stewardship rather than exploitation. He critiques the
environmental degradation caused by chemical-intensive farming and calls for
agricultural practices that sustain biodiversity and ecological health.

Critique of Industrial Agriculture
One of the central aspects of The Unsettling of America is its thorough
critique of industrial agriculture. Berry identifies the systemic problems
inherent in large-scale, mechanized farming and its consequences for society
and the environment.

Monoculture and Soil Depletion
Berry condemns monoculture farming for depleting soil nutrients, increasing
vulnerability to pests, and reducing biodiversity. He argues that such
practices prioritize short-term yields over long-term soil health, ultimately
undermining agricultural sustainability.

Economic and Social Impacts
Industrial agriculture, according to Berry, favors corporate interests and
contributes to the decline of small farms and rural economies. This
concentration of power leads to economic instability for farmers and weakens
social ties within rural communities.

Dependence on Chemicals and Fossil Fuels
The reliance on synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, and fossil-fueled
machinery is criticized for causing pollution, health risks, and contributing
to climate change. Berry calls for farming systems that minimize external
inputs and work harmoniously with natural processes.

Advocacy for Sustainable Farming Practices
In response to the problems posed by industrial agriculture, Wendell Berry
champions sustainable, community-focused farming methods that prioritize
ecological balance and cultural continuity.



Small-Scale, Diverse Farming
Berry advocates for farming that is small in scale but rich in diversity,
combining multiple crops and livestock to maintain soil fertility and
ecological resilience. This approach also strengthens local food systems and
economies.

Soil Stewardship and Organic Methods
Central to Berry’s vision is the practice of caring for the soil as a living
system. He promotes organic farming techniques that avoid synthetic chemicals
and enhance soil health through crop rotation, composting, and other
regenerative practices.

Community Engagement and Local Economies
Berry stresses the importance of reconnecting farmers with their communities,
encouraging direct relationships between producers and consumers. This local
focus supports economic sustainability and fosters a sense of place and
shared responsibility.

Key Principles of Sustainable Agriculture According
to Wendell Berry

Respect for the land as a living entity

Preservation of local knowledge and traditions

Promotion of biodiversity and ecological balance

Support for small-scale family farms

Reduction of dependence on external chemical inputs

Strengthening of rural communities through local economies

Impact and Legacy of The Unsettling of America
Since its publication, The Unsettling of America has become a foundational
text in environmental literature and sustainable agriculture discourse.
Wendell Berry’s critique continues to resonate with activists, scholars, and
farmers concerned about food justice, ecological stewardship, and rural
revitalization.



Influence on Environmental and Agricultural
Movements
Berry’s work has inspired various movements advocating for organic farming,
local food systems, and agroecology. His emphasis on ethical land use and
community-centered agriculture shapes contemporary debates about food
sovereignty and environmental sustainability.

Academic and Cultural Recognition
Academic institutions have incorporated Berry’s ideas into curricula on
environmental studies, literature, and ethics. His writings also contribute
to cultural conversations about the meaning of place, tradition, and
responsibility in a rapidly changing world.

Continuing Relevance in Contemporary Issues
In the face of climate change, biodiversity loss, and global food system
challenges, the principles articulated in The Unsettling of America remain
pertinent. Berry’s call for a thoughtful, place-based approach to agriculture
offers critical insights for addressing modern ecological crises.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Wendell Berry's 'The
Unsettling of America'?
The main theme of Wendell Berry's 'The Unsettling of America' is the critique
of industrial agriculture and the loss of connection between people and the
land, emphasizing the need for sustainable, community-based farming
practices.

How does Wendell Berry define 'agrarianism' in 'The
Unsettling of America'?
In 'The Unsettling of America,' Wendell Berry defines agrarianism as a
philosophy that values the relationship between people and the land,
promoting stewardship, sustainability, and a rural way of life rooted in
farming and community.

What are some of the consequences of industrial



agriculture according to Berry in 'The Unsettling of
America'?
Berry argues that industrial agriculture leads to environmental degradation,
loss of biodiversity, economic harm to small farmers, and a disconnection of
people from the natural world.

Why does Wendell Berry criticize modern technology
in agriculture in 'The Unsettling of America'?
Berry criticizes modern technology in agriculture because it often
prioritizes efficiency and profit over ecological health and community well-
being, leading to unsustainable farming practices.

How does 'The Unsettling of America' address the
relationship between culture and agriculture?
Berry emphasizes that agriculture shapes culture and that the health of a
community depends on the health of its land and farming practices, warning
that industrial agriculture disrupts this vital relationship.

What solutions does Wendell Berry propose in 'The
Unsettling of America' for the problems in
agriculture?
Berry advocates for a return to small-scale, diverse, and sustainable
farming, greater local control over food production, and a cultural shift
towards valuing land stewardship.

How does Wendell Berry view the role of farmers in
society according to 'The Unsettling of America'?
Berry sees farmers as essential caretakers of the land whose labor sustains
communities and ecosystems, deserving respect and support rather than
marginalization.

What impact has 'The Unsettling of America' had on
environmental and agricultural discourse?
The book has been influential in raising awareness about the problems of
industrial agriculture, inspiring movements toward sustainable farming, local
food systems, and environmental stewardship.

How does Wendell Berry link economic issues to



agricultural practices in 'The Unsettling of
America'?
Berry links the decline of small farms and rural communities to industrial
agriculture’s economic model, which favors large-scale monocultures and
corporate control over food production.

In what ways does 'The Unsettling of America' remain
relevant today?
The book remains relevant as it addresses ongoing concerns about food
security, environmental sustainability, rural community vitality, and the
need to rethink agricultural practices in the face of climate change and
ecological crisis.

Additional Resources
1. The Unsettling of America: Culture & Agriculture by Wendell Berry
This foundational work by Wendell Berry critiques industrial agriculture and
its impact on rural communities and the environment. Berry argues for a
return to sustainable farming practices rooted in local knowledge and care
for the land. The book challenges readers to reconsider their relationship
with food, agriculture, and community.

2. What Are People For? by Wendell Berry
In this collection of essays, Berry explores the purpose of human life in
relation to community, culture, and the environment. He emphasizes the
importance of stewardship and the moral responsibility humans have toward the
land. The book complements the themes in "The Unsettling of America" by
focusing on ethical living and sustainability.

3. Sex, Economy, Freedom & Community by Wendell Berry
Berry examines the interconnectedness of economic practices, community
values, and environmental health. He critiques modern economic systems that
prioritize profit over ecological balance and social well-being. This book
provides a philosophical framework supporting the ideas presented in "The
Unsettling of America."

4. The Art of the Commonplace: The Agrarian Essays of Wendell Berry edited by
Norman Wirzba
A comprehensive collection of Berry’s essays that delve into agrarian
philosophy, the importance of place, and the role of farming in a healthy
society. This volume offers insights into Berry’s views on agriculture and
culture, expanding on themes from "The Unsettling of America." It is an
essential read for understanding his agrarian worldview.

5. Bringing It to the Table: On Farming and Food by Wendell Berry
This book compiles Berry’s writings on food, farming, and the environment,



highlighting the ethical dimensions of agriculture. Berry advocates for local
food systems and sustainable practices that honor the land and community. The
essays serve as a practical guide for readers interested in the implications
of Berry’s philosophies.

6. Jayber Crow by Wendell Berry
A novel that explores community life, memory, and the deep connection between
people and place in a small rural town. Through the story of Jayber Crow,
Berry illustrates the values and challenges of agrarian living. The book
provides a narrative complement to the essays in "The Unsettling of America."

7. Home Economics: Fourteen Essays by Wendell Berry
This collection addresses the economic and ecological crises facing rural
America and the planet. Berry argues for a local, place-based economy that
supports sustainable agriculture and community resilience. The essays deepen
the critique of industrial agriculture found in "The Unsettling of America."

8. Faith and the Life of the Earth by Norman Wirzba
A theological and philosophical exploration of humanity’s relationship with
the earth, drawing on the work of Wendell Berry and others. Wirzba discusses
how faith traditions can inform environmental ethics and sustainable living.
This book provides a spiritual dimension to the concerns raised in Berry's
writings.

9. The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals by Michael Pollan
Pollan investigates the origins of the modern food system and its
environmental, ethical, and health consequences. The book echoes Berry’s
critique of industrial agriculture and emphasizes the importance of
sustainable, locally sourced food. It serves as a contemporary companion to
the themes explored in "The Unsettling of America."
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