October 14, 2012

I'm a philosophy professor at Green Mountain College who regularly teaches courses in Animal Ethics and Environmental Ethics.  When the issue of Lou’s injury arose this summer, my philosophy colleague Provost Bill Throop and I argued that a decision should wait until fall so we could engage in classroom and campus-wide dialogue about the thicket of ethical issues involved.  In early October, I moderated an “open class” campus dialogue of around 80 students (including a class in Environmental Ethics and a class in Sustainable Farming Systems), joined by our Farm managers and Provost, which focused in part on the issue of whether to pursue a sanctuary option.  As we made clear at the forum, the Farm’s decision was not at that time a “done deal.”  Support from the College’s administration would depend upon dialogue with stakeholders beyond the farm.   

In order to offer insight into the decision making process regarding Bill and Lou, let me share some personal ethical reflections, then explain why I support our Farm in making this decision.  In lieu of recounting the rationale for the decision, I’ll paste the college’s public statement below.

Like my colleagues who are affiliated with GMC's Farm, I’ve yet to see a compelling ethical defense of large-scale concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs).  My wife is also a professional ethicist, and we raise our child to be sensitive to, rather than callously indifferent to, animal suffering.  Although there are many diets that aim to minimize one’s support for industrially-farmed animal products, my own family’s default diet is vegetarian.  As part of the overall deliberative process at GMC, I presented a rationale for sanctuary.  

On complex ethical matters, thoughtful and well-informed people may reasonably disagree.  For me, the idea of sending Bill and Lou to a farm sanctuary has an immediate, intuitive "pull.”  Unfortunately, VINE has not been honest in presenting GMC's farm in the past.  This doesn’t on its own rule out an alternative sanctuary.  I've conducted (optional) field trips with students to observe the slaughtering process first-hand many times at a small-scale, family-owned facility.  So I have no difficulty imagining what will happen to Bill and Lou in their final moments at a similar facility.  Like my colleagues over at the GMC Farm, I'm dismayed with large-scale U.S. facilities that handle tens of millions of cattle annually.  However, for reasons explained in my published work on ethics, I believe small-scale processing of cattle is neither inherently ethical nor unethical.  Small-scale facilities range from the clear track-record of the local facility selected for Bill and Lou, to the infamous violations of the Humane Slaughter Act at the Grand Isle facility shut down by the USDA in 2009.  (I was a guest on Vermont Public Radio’s "Vermont Edition" discussing that shutdown.)  But neither do I think an aversion to the killing is necessarily a throwback to innocence, an escape from the circle of life (to the maudlin tune of Disney's "The Lion King"), a mark of moral immaturity (as in Vermont's "coming of age" classic The Day No Pigs Would Die), or any other related stereotype of vegetarianism.  One can have a mature understanding of agriculture and farming systems, coupled with wide experience, while taking several steps back from our purported dietary and economic need for meat.         

Now here's the most important thing I can offer in an era of "fight club" political polarization:  We readily assume everyone with an alternative ethical perspective is trying to set himself or herself up as a little enlightened czar for whom inclusive deliberation inconveniently gets in the way of getting "the right thing" (whatever I believe) done.  Note the fishy, unexamined assumption here about ethics:  we figure out the right thing to do by applying the right abstract principle.  Then, having completed this armchair deliberative process, we're all set to put it into action.  The title alone of Peter Singer’s book Ethics into Action sums it up.  No wonder our country is politically gridlocked and mired in propaganda!  Ethicists haven’t done enough to help us steer between such extremes of absolutism, on the one hand, and moral arbitrariness, on the other hand.   Like Burlington's own native philosopher John Dewey (1859-1952), I believe democracy requires inclusive deliberation with a keen ear to other voices, not only in institutional decision making but also ideally as a way of life.  

A decision making process gains legitimacy and direction by openness and inclusion.  In this respect, the democratic decision making process at GMC regarding Bill and Lou has been a model.  Consequently, I stand by the decision that has been reached.  Democracy is widely yet poorly understood as “majority rule,” as though it means no more than “one person, one vote” with all duties exhausted at the polling booth.  In The Republic Plato criticized this as “mob rule” and advocated the rule of philosophers.  He was fundamentally mistaken, though Madison and Hamilton were right in The Federalist Papers to pick up on the need for protection from majority and minority tyrannies.  Democracy gains traction as an ideal when we realize that less inclusive approaches (in which "the decider" ignores stakeholders) understandably raise suspicions about aims, interests, and background assumptions.  Less inclusive approaches also frequently lead to myopic and hence unworkable decisions and policies.  In addition to glaring inaccuracies, VINE and other well-intentioned groups petitioning sanctuary for Bill and Lou suppose, wrongly, that there's a single right way (theirs) to reason about this vexing ethical matter, that they (and not the teamsters who have worked with Bill and Lou for a decade) are clearly the best-positioned proxies to speak for the interests of Bill and Lou, and that inclusive deliberative processes are irrelevant to determining what, all things considered, we ought to do.  
Green Mountain College is home to students, alumni, faculty, staff, and administrators whose value orientations on animal ethics are as different as Wes Jackson’s neo-agrarianism is from Peter Singer’s animal liberationism.  (Singer argues that egalitarian regard for animal interests morally requires us to phase out small-scale animal husbandry along with CAFOs).  Far from shying away from these complex tensions and divergences, we seek them out and welcome them.  We strive to be a community that listens to, responds to, and thoughtfully incorporates different voices.  Yes, Bill and Lou’s voices too, so long as we acknowledge that their interests are not obviously best respected by transporting them to a sanctuary—remember that I’m drawn to that option, and I think a coherent argument can be made in favor of it, but on-the-ground familiarity with the situation assures me that VINE has been taken in by its own pristine, tangle-free moral clarity.  

Perhaps VINE and other groups, who on many issues I might regard as allies, believe themselves to be in possession of a universal moral compass, and that my colleagues over at the Farm have thrown theirs overboard.  On the contrary, the Farm's decision reflects a well-articulated position on the vital role of grass-fed animal husbandry in ecologically sustainable food production.  Food writers like Michael Pollan have given popular voice to the view—another competing certitude?--that such an approach mimics perennial natural cycles better than exclusively vegetable-based agriculture.  Incorporation of grass-fed animals requires less tilling (hence less soil depletion) and may be better adapted to cold climates like our own.  Adherents of this view sometimes let their confidence outstrip their evidence so that it comes across as a new party line.  Personally, I find that it’s a worldview best swallowed in selected parts, not whole.  But as an agricultural worldview it’s coherent, defensible, and to a great many people deeply inspiring.  It's at any rate an ethos that aspires to responsibility for the systemic impact of our behaviors, and it's light years away from the inhumane treatment of animals that now dominates global agriculture.  


Warm regards,

Steven Fesmire

Professor of Philosophy and Environmental Studies

Green Mountain College

Public College Statement regarding Bill and Lou:

At Cerridwen Farm, Green Mountain College’s working farm operation, we seek to teach and model small-scale farm production that is ecologically, economically and socially sustainable. We work to maintain high ethical standards for treatment of the land, people and animals. We have draft animals on the farm because they do important work which would otherwise be performed by equipment that consumes diesel fuel. We are currently engaged in many promising projects to demonstrate how small family farms, managed sustainably, can survive and thrive in an agricultural landscape dominated by industrial farms.

Bill and Lou came to us nearly ten years ago as malnourished and neglected animals. At GMC they received considerate and humane care.

This was a decision many months in the making, with members of our community carefully weighing alternatives. On complex ethical matters, thoughtful and well-informed people may reasonably disagree. Here is a bit of background on the complexities and the decision-making process:

• This past year, Lou sustained a recurring injury to his left rear hock that made it difficult for him to work. After attempting several remedies and giving him a prolonged rest without any improvement, it was the professional opinion of the farm staff and consulting veterinarians that he was no longer capable of working. Farm staff searched for a replacement animal to pair with Bill, but single oxen are difficult to find and it is uncertain that Bill would accept a new teammate.

• Our Farm Crew works with the farm managers to implement plans for overall livestock management, including sale and slaughter decisions. In particularly complex situations, College faculty experts in philosophy, policy, ethics and animal husbandry are consulted, and students from a variety of disciplines are often involved in these discussions. Many of the decisions about livestock on the college farm are rooted in classroom and campus-wide dialogue, representing a variety of perspectives.

• Our process was open and transparent. We delayed making any decision over the summer and held an open community forum on October 4 to discuss the ethics of sending draft animals to slaughter, and Bill and Lou’s case specifically. Our commitment to providing these challenging discussions within the college community is all too rare in higher education.

• While many of our students are vegan or vegetarian, many also eat meat, and we strive to meet the dietary preferences of all students. Bill and Lou, when processed for meat, will yield over one ton of beef. If this meat doesn’t come from our animals, it likely will come from a factory farm setting which carries with it a significant amount of ecological impact. For example, the American agricultural system uses approximately 5 million gallons of water to produce the same amount of beef (not to mention greenhouse gas production, soil erosion, and water pollution).

Those who know Lou and Bill best—our farm staff and students—are uncomfortable with the potential ramifications of sending the animals to a sanctuary. Bill and Lou are large animals, weighing over a ton. A transition to a new setting will be difficult for them, and only postpones the fact that someone else, in the not-too-distant future, will need to decide that it is kinder to kill them than to have them continue in increasing discomfort. If sent to a sanctuary, Bill and Lou would continue to consume resources at a significant rate. As a sustainable farm, we can’t just consider the responsible stewardship of the resources within our boundaries, but of all the earth's resources.
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