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The Prophetic Merton – Once Again

By Monica Weis, SSJ

	 Once again, a hitherto virtually unknown statement by Thomas Merton, this time on the dangers 
of factory farming, has appeared. Shortly after arriving at the Thomas Merton Center at Bellarmine 
University last fall, prepared to give the first talk of a day-long conference on Merton and ecology,1 
I was attracted to a display in the reading room of the Center. Here were some selected passages by 
Merton on nature, such as his letter to Rachel Carson complimenting her on diagnosing one of the 
ills of our civilization.2 Featured in the middle of the display was a letter from a British gentlemen 
requesting from Merton a brief statement on factory farming. Where did this come from? How had 
it happened that I had not included it in my new book that traces Merton’s growing awareness of 
ecological responsibility?3 
	 According to Paul Pearson, archivist and director of the Center, the statement, which was 
listed in former director Robert Daggy’s original catalogue of Center holdings but had never been 
published, or even referred to, in scholarship related to Merton, just seemed to “emerge” when 
materials for the display were being prepared.  Since I had arrived a few hours before the other 
speakers, I asked to see whatever files the Center had in order to sleuth out the context for this newly 
uncovered piece.
The Situation 
	 On April 12, 1965, Roger Moody,4 from Edinburgh, Scotland, wrote a 2+-page letter to Merton, 
acknowledging admiration for his writing and his “reverence towards all life,” and requesting from 
Merton a statement on factory farming to be included the following summer in a “manifesto” against 
the practice. Included in the letter is a brief overview of the industrialization of animal husbandry, 
viewed as “gross perversions and totally unforeseen developments of free-range farming.” According 
to Moody, many well-known writers, academics, and politicians had already agreed to contribute to 
the Manifesto.5 The immediate goal of the “West of England Campaign Against Factory Farming” 
was to raise awareness of the injustice and unethical practices of factory farming, with an ultimate 
goal of eradicating the practice altogether. 
	 In his one-page reply, dated April 26, Merton admits his ignorance of the “extent and real 
character” of the practice but includes a brief statement to be used in the Manifesto. Merton also 
offers to write “something longer” because the issue of factory farming is one more example of the 
“very significant and rather disquieting picture of modern man.” (Just two years before, Merton had 
written to Rachel Carson that the inappropriate and widespread use of DDT, 
which was Carson’s target in her seminal Silent Spring, was in truth a “diagnosis 
of the ills of our civilization” – a pattern in our culture Merton chose to label 
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as a veritable “dreadful hatred of life” [WF 70, 71].) Merton requests copies of the Manifesto when 
it is published6 and suggests that Moody might well contact W. H. (Ping) Ferry at the Center for the 
Study of Democratic Institutions in Santa Barbara because of his involvement with the American 
publication of Jacques Ellul’s critique of technology – another lens through which to examine the 
dangers of factory farming. 
	 Here, published for the first time in America, is Merton’s initial response to Moody’s request:7 

A STATEMENT ON FACTORY FARMING:
Since factory farming exerts a violent and unnatural force upon the living 
organisms of animals and birds, in order to increase production and profits, and 
since it involves callous and cruel exploitation of life, with implicit contempt 
for nature and for life, I must join the protest which is being uttered against it. 
It does not seem that these methods have any really justifiable purpose except 
to increase the quantity of production at the expense of quality: if that can be 
called a justifiable purpose. However, this is only one aspect of a more general 
phenomenon: the increasingly destructive and irrational behaviour of technological 
man. Our society seems to be more and more oriented to overproduction, to 
waste, and finally to production for destruction. Its orientation to global war is 
the culminating absurdity of its inner logic, or lack of logic. The mistreatment of 
animals in “intensive husbandry” is the part of this larger picture of insensitivity 
to genuine values and indeed to humanity and to life itself – a picture which more 
and more comes to display the ugly lineaments of what can only be called by its 
right name: barbarism.8

Commentary 
	 Notice that Merton’s “attack” makes the larger point 
that the practices of factory farming are violent, used 
primarily for monetary gain, and, sadly, exploit natural 
resources. Moreover, the practice underscores humankind’s 
propensity for “destructive and irrational behaviour” that 
is “oriented to overproduction, waste” and “production for 
destruction.” Merton’s connection of factory farming to 
the illogic of war is similar to his observation to Rachel 
Carson that once we identify a Japanese beetle or the Viet 
Cong as “the other,” our “logic” (or more accurately our 
illogic) supports the eradication of the pest by any means 
whatsoever, regardless of the consequences to human 
life (WF 72). Indeed, in the case of factory farming, our 
misplaced values make us guilty of barbarism.
	 In the file at the Merton Center, this brief paragraph 
(hereafter referred to as version A) is accompanied by an 
expanded one-page, three-paragraph statement (hereafter 
referred to as version B) typed on yellow paper (plus one Cover of the Manifesto Pamphlet
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carbon copy) that is apparently the first draft of Merton’s promised longer protest against factory 
farming.9 This expanded version has many typewriter and ink strikeouts as well as additions 
handwritten in red ink – including a long handwritten sentence on the back of the page. The file 
contains also a page-and-a-quarter, three-paragraph revised statement (hereafter referred to as version 
C) substantially the same as version B except for three handwritten alterations: two additional words 
and a one-sentence strikeout. 
	 In comparing versions A and B, it is clear that Merton made his point clearly and forcefully 
in the one-paragraph statement – strong, emotive indignation at the practice he was just becoming 
aware of. The amplified version B includes detail that makes his argument more convincing. His 
argument is tighter and more measured.10 The opening sentence of version B, for example, adds to 
the implied definition of factory farming rhetorical enargeia (vivid diction). Factory farming is now 
identified as “a systematic, violent, cruel and ultimately purposeless use of force . . .” that operates 
“with calculated neglect of real needs and natures of these creatures” (animals and birds). Subsequent 
sentences in paragraph one are expanded with subordinate clauses to reveal more specifically 
Merton’s objection to the practice. Paragraphs two and three of version B are expansions of Merton’s 
position. Only the original phrases of “the mistreatment of animals in ‘intensive husbandry’” and 
“barbarism” are retained from the original version A. In the expanded version B, Merton connects the 
mistreatment of animals to humankind’s contempt for “man, for nature and for God” – a deplorable 
and unfortunate outcome of our increasingly materialistic society, in which a human being is “a 
‘thing’ to be manipulated and exploited for the sake of gain or for calculated political advantage.” 
Our deliberate “cruelty and callousness toward animals” is akin to industry’s “implicit contempt for 
the consumer” who is sold an “inferior product” not only tainted with chemicals, but also drastically 
diminished in taste and food value. This is the “barbarism of man” that Merton protests against, one 
manifestation of a larger evil, namely, the “deep-seated spiritual and psychological corruption of a 
materialistic society in serious danger of self-destruction” (version B). 
	 Such damning comments resonate with Merton’s position on other aspects of social justice. 
Disdain for the black community and indigenous people, irrational commitment to nuclear 
proliferation, and inappropriate reliance on technology for its own sake are just a few of the social 
ills that garner Merton’s discerning and sharp critique as he became more aware in the late 1950s 
and 1960s of his responsibility to speak out on injustices within the human community. Now in 
1965, two years after his wake-up call from Rachel Carson to our responsibility for the health of the 
environment, Merton is again seeing the big picture and identifying its essential barbarism. 

Context 
	 Although Merton does not refer in his journals to this contact with Roger Moody and the West 
Campaigners Against Factory Farming (WCAFF), it is clear that social justice and environmental 
issues are important to his thinking and reading. After a bout with the flu and some time in the 
monastery infirmary, Merton writes on April 15, 1965, Holy Thursday, that part of our failure to 
imitate Christ’s obedience to death is “our power to frustrate God’s designs” and to “destroy natural 
goods by misuse.”11 When healthy, Merton had been spending extended time in the hermitage, 
reading K. V. Truckler (a disciple of Karl Rahner) on the Christian duty to transcend the assumption 
that technology can help us “lead the world of nature to its natural perfection” (DWL 228). Merton 
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is also impatient with the “stupidity and barbarism of those who are despoiling His creation” (there’s 
that word again: “barbarism”) and prefers to live his “hermit life in simple direct contact with 
nature” (DWL 228, 229).
	 Presuming that Merton received and read Moody’s letter shortly after Easter,12 it is interesting 
to note that Merton is also reading Lord Northbourne’s Religion in the Modern World at this time,13 
and agreeing with Northbourne that humankind is on a “path to destruction.” In subsequent days, 
Merton’s journal entries celebrate the beauty of reciting lauds out of doors, the woods silent in the 
moonlight. He mentions his fascination with Flannery O’Connor’s novels that reveal “American 
meanness” and the “dark face of God,” as well as his reading of Tertullian, the notebooks of Jacques 
Maritain, and the recent news about the horrors of Vietnam and the struggle for civil rights in the 
South – the “moral landscape of damnation” (DWL 229-35). Against this backdrop of seemingly 
universal dis-ease, Merton receives Roger Moody’s request for a statement on the dangers of factory 
farming. Despite his rudimentary knowledge of the topic, Merton is primed to respond. 

Significance 
	 While all this data may seem interesting only to Merton aficionados, I believe there is a deeper 
meaning we can gain from Merton’s prompt response to Roger Moody. First, I think we have to 
acknowledge Merton’s intellectual acuity that is able to grasp not only the broad details of factory 
farming, but also the negative implications of it for the health and dignity of both animals and 
humans. Second, and almost as important, Merton shows compassion for the “little people.” He 
could easily have ignored this unsolicited letter from a stranger or left it in a “to do” pile to gather 
dust, but no: fourteen days after the letter from the UK was written, Merton constructs his strong 
paragraph of protest and by the end of the month, has a fleshed out a statement that reveals careful 
reflection, pointed analysis, and integration of his objection to this crime against nature into the 
macro picture of our misuse of all of creation. Merton’s statement gives witness once again to his 
ability to connect the dots and challenge us to higher levels of ethical behavior. Moreover, Merton 
is willing to take a public and prophetic stand on yet another social justice issue – and this is 
indeed a prophetic stand. Although in England the Harrison Group and the Brambell Committee 
were actively campaigning against factory farming (1964, 1965) and the agricultural correspondent 
for The Guardian was supporting the practice,14 it is really only within the last two decades that 
Americans have become sensitized to problems with feeding hormones to farm animals, the fallout 
of mad cow disease, and the cruelty of restraining animals’ movements and access to fresh water. A 
quick web search of the dangers of factory farming reveals that most of these studies, with Britain 
taking the lead, have been published since 1990.15 
	 Here once again, Thomas Merton is in the forefront of eco-justice, encouraging us to develop 
an ecological consciousness. How is it that Merton, with his propensity for contemplation and the 
hermit life, can envision the negative ramifications of apparently salvific and cutting-edge human 
activity? If ever we doubted that Merton was ahead of his time or supposed that he was prophetic 
only on the dangers of nuclear war, this issue of factory farming should dispel any doubt.
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2.	 Thomas Merton, Witness to Freedom: Letters in Times of Crisis, ed. William H. Shannon (New York: Farrar, Straus, 



15

Giroux, 1994) 70-72; subsequent references will be cited as “WF” parenthetically in the text.
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representing the arts and sciences, farm researchers and managers, and media specialists. Their statements are organized 
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