Question:  What are the environmental implications of the devaluation that physical labor/work has and is continuing to experience in our society today?  [Good question, but not clear how it relates to your own experience – include something about Oberlin College as an example]
“What can be the status of the working small farmer in a 

nation whose motto is a sigh of relief: “Thank God it’s Friday?” 

-Wendell Berry, Home Economics

In 1833, the Oberlin Collegiate Institute that has now become Oberlin College was founded.  The institute was structured in two departments; the College Department and the Manual Labor Department, the balance of studies between which was to “provide for the body and heart as well as the intellect; for it aims at the best education of the whole man.”
  The first students of Oberlin College were expected to perform a variety of agricultural, mechanical, and domestic labors to the benefit of their own health, growth, and support of the institution at which they studied, and it was out of this structure that the motto “Learning and Labor” was born.   Today at Oberlin the motto remains, though the structure of education and work to which it once referred is largely obsolete.   The worth of real physical labor that contributes to the building and sustaining of one’s community is something that is becoming increasing misunderstood and even ignored, here at Oberlin as well as across the nation.  Does this philosophical trend [how is this trend philosophical?] in turn have an effect upon the sustainability of our society?  Most certainly it does. Sustainability has been defined in a variety of ways.  For the purposes of this essay it is important to emphasize the role of human behavior and philosophy in efforts toward achieving sustainability, and so with that in mind I put forth the following definition:  The efforts and success of a society in teaching, encouraging, and maintaining a philosophy of individual, community, and national behavior that maintains the health of the current and future individuals, populations, economic structures, ecosystems, and biosphere.   Oberlin is currently taking concrete steps toward achieving sustainability, through the purchasing of green energy, controlling emissions, and exploring green architecture.  While this is happening, it is important also to remember that our philosophy and behavior are inextricably linked to our impact on the ecosphere, and that we as individuals and communities continue to devalue physical labor, to the detriment of the sustainability of our society at local and national levels.  [Very nice intro.  However, I think you need to define precisely what you mean by philosophy though as the term has several distinct meanings.  Here are the first definitions in my dictionary: 

1. Love and pursuit of wisdom by intellectual means and moral self-discipline. 

2. Investigation of the nature, causes, or principles of reality, knowledge, or values, based on logical reasoning rather than empirical methods. 

3. A system of thought based on or involving such inquiry: the philosophy of Hume. 

4. The critical analysis of fundamental assumptions or beliefs.

I think what you are really getting at is a mindset that devalues labor – there is probably a way of wording this that makes your intent less ambiguous]
[This paragraph needs a clear topic sentence, something like, “Although there are still tangible vestiges of the ethic embodied in ‘learning and labor’ at Oberlin College, the contemporary alienation between people and physical labor is equally evident”] “These mugs are 4" tall with rubber stoppers. They are from "Oberlin College, Learning and Labor." They are a nicely glazed white with bright gold trim. Never used and in good condition. Will combine shipping on multiple orders.”
  This quote, a consumer-catching statement from a yahoo advertisement for a pair of old fashioned college mugs, is an ironic demonstration of physical labor’s fall from grace of late [neat anecdote, but not clear precisely how it relates to your argument].  The last remnants of Oberlin’s original “Learning and Labor” philosophy in action are to be found in OSCA, the Oberlin Student Cooperative Association.  Completely student-run, OSCA rents space from the college and provides dining and/or housing to an average of 630 students per year.  The individual co-ops run themselves democratically through elected leadership positions, group discussions, and a labor system in which every member performs a certain set of duties for the co-op, including a regular hand in the daily cooking and cleaning.  Another example of the contradictory place physical labor holds in our society to which a greater percentage of this campus and community can relate is the nonsensical but common scene of an individual hopping into the car to traverse campus on the way to Oberlin’s Athletic Facilities.  That the completely non-productive activity of indoor working-out is considered the mark of a driven, disciplined, and healthy human being, while it is considered miserable to have to break a sweat during the process of arriving at said work-out facilities and miserable to get up one’s elbows in hot soapy water scrubbing pots as part of one’s financial aid package, indicates that something in our philosophy is seriously out of whack.  

The devaluing of physical labor ranges beyond the local atmosphere as well [OK, good, but this seems a bit out of place in that your essay up till this point appeared to be about Oberlin (or at least was using Oberlin as a case study for examining the larger issue].  In his essay A Defense of the Family Farm, Wendell Berry astutely points out that there is a discrepancy between theory and practice in the fact that a professor of medicine who could not work as a doctor would be unacceptable, as would be a law professor who couldn’t try a case and a professor of architecture who couldn’t design a building, but that it is perfectly acceptable for a professor of agriculture to never have proven his hand at farming.
  I venture to say that this discrepancy exists because practicing medicine, trying a case, and designing a building are all respected academic activities, but the physical labor required to draw a successful yield from a farm is not considered compatible with the realm of academia.  In line with this discrepancy is the fact that a significant portion of the technology that has come out of the research institutions in this country is designed with the express purpose of replacing human hand labor.  It is miserable to harvest produce by hand under the hot sun, but it is not miserable to sit in the hot sun while the machine beneath you harvests the produce for you.  [Not completely clear what you are getting at with this last comment – are you suggesting that physical labor is a good thing or a bad thing?  How, why?]
On a global scale, we regularly compel developing countries to adopt our labor-replacing industrial, agricultural, and domestic technology.  Furthermore, consider them poor, ignorant, and antiquated if they either attempt to refuse it or do not yet possess it.  These assumptions are arrived at often without understanding of (or even an attempt to understand) how other cultures are disrupted by our systems and philosophy.  According to humane moralists, pain is the universal evil[citation?].  Perhaps according to American society, gaining one’s living by the sweat of one’s brow is the national injustice.  
This philosophical devaluation and technological replacement of physical labor counters our efforts toward sustainability in a number of ways.  A sustainable society is one that has achieved economic stability and supports the livelihoods of its community members, but the increasing mechanization of human labor has had the frequent effect of displacing jobs, disrupting small-scale economics that once allowed for individual livelihoods and self-sufficient communities, and lower product quality to boot.  A fine example of this is the development and application of a mechanical tomato harvester in California in the 1940’s.  The direct effects of the labor-replacing technology, which was extremely expensive and required massive, concentrated fields in order to function properly, included the eventual displacement of approximately 32,000 jobs in the tomato industry, as well as the development and cultivation of hardier and less flavorful tomato strains in order to accommodate the technology’s rough nature.
  Thus the net result was a loss of jobs, a loss of quality, and an increase in the need for fossil fuels in the tomato-harvesting process.  Think about the wisdom in the following statement, almost comical in its simplicity:  “In a time when hog farmers often spend many thousands of dollars on highly specialized housing and equipment, Lancie’s “hog operation” consisted almost entirely of hogs.”
 [I know what you are getting at here, but you need to explain how this quote supports your contention].
Locally, increasing apathy toward the worth of physical labor is taking an extremely negative toll on the sustainability of OSCA as a continuing food service operation of Oberlin students.   As a student-run association, it is up to the efforts of individual members to see that the daily tasks necessary to the operation of the coops are completed, and completed well.  As the spring 2004 Cleanliness Coordinator of Fairchild co-op, I in direct contact every day with a large body of young people who are unaccustomed to working hard, being personally accountable for the thoroughness of their work, and taking pride in having done their work well.  We are in the middle of a series of emergency inspections by the county health department, the results of which will determine whether or not our license to operate is reissued for the coming school year.  On a global scale, the fact that earth’s stocks of fossil fuels are rapidly disappearing is no longer deniable; nor is the reality that our excessive exploitation of them thus far is having a major effect upon the present and future of the biosphere.  Human laziness in this day and age is connected in every way to fossil fuel use.  Mechanized labor depends upon it.  Transportation depends upon it.  Most ludicrous of all, we spend precious energy every day on machines to sweat the excess fat of humans who have eaten too much! [It is pretty ludicrous]
Is there anything to be done about this morally and environmentally discouraging trend in American behavior?  Wendell Berry once wrote, “Judging from our epidemic of obesity and other diseases of sedentary life and from the popularity of the various strenuous employments of the “physical fitness movement,” the greatest untapped source of useable energy may now be in human bodies.  It may become the task of a future economy to give worthy employment to this energy and to reward its use.”
 For the young and creative university student, it is tempting to use Berry’s observation as launch pad toward harnessing the energy produced by the human body and using it as a renewable (and free, for we will feed ourselves regardless of how we employ the energy produced with the food we consume) source of power.  In the past, human and animal energy did power society, and there are uses for that power that quickly come to mind in the context of today’s society as well.  During this past winter term students built a biodiesel converter that operates through human energy.  One could imagine similar machines or converters replacing the work-out machines in athletics facilities and storing the energy put out by above-mentioned fat people for later use.  There could be a niche for harnessed human labor in Robert Costanza’s pay-back systems,
 where energy used from a nonrenewable resource must be balanced by personal physical work.  We have continually discussed how the current economic structure by which we evaluate things like price and GNP do not take into account environmental consequences.  Perhaps instead of paying for power services with money, which fails to reflect the true cost of the power, we might pay with labor using our own free energy.  There are plans to install the biodiesel bike permanently at the Jones farm, where it will be used to produce biodiesel to power the farm’s few fuel-burning machines.  Obviously, someone will have to regularly provide the human energy to work the converter and produce the biodiesel.  I imagine that the work of powering the bike and producing the diesel will be incorporated into the regular work of the farm, shared in shifts, or taken on by volunteer individuals who benefit from the services of the farm, like Oberlin citizens, Oberlin college students, and OSCA members.  This scenario is an example of a trade-off:  human-produced energy in the form of manual labor, exchanged for services.  I could go further to imagine that citizens with the highest meter readings would clock in the most hours pedaling the metaphorical biodiesel bike.  [Interesting ideas, and I think psychologically important to breaking down alienation between people and work.  But the fat in people’s bodies is not renewable in the sense that each calorie of food that they eat requires 10 calories of fossil fuel energy to deliver, not to mention the fossil fuels necessary to transport obese people]
These ideas are charming, but unrealistic.  At its worst, using human energy to satisfy the power needs of our society conjures the phrase "slave labor" and the chilling scenes in the rapidly-becoming-cult film The Matrix of fields of wired, energy-producing human embryos.  At the very least, the majority of society would refuse to contribute energy through their own physical labor without adequate incentive or compulsion.  Winner would likely argue that the harnessing and usage of human-produced energy as a technology would necessitate a totalitarian political structure.
  It certainly would require a complete overhaul of our current technological and mechanical infrastructure.  If the only way to heat one’s house was by creating the heat oneself, one would create it.  If the only way to feed oneself was to tend one’s garden by hand, one would tend it.  If the only way to get from one place to the next was to walk or push the pedals of a bicycle, one would, after much grumbling, start to pedal.  In our part of the world at least, these circumstances largely do not exist.
Finally, the quantity of energy dormant in the human body is insignificant in quantity in comparison energy in the form of fossil fuels stocks in the world, despite the rate at which those stocks continue to diminish.  The act of pedaling a bike to produce fuel or power a light bulb has its greatest value in demonstrating, in a way more direct than words (i.e. sweat and the burn in your muscles,) the energy required to power that light bulb, in the hope of heightening general awareness of the cost of flipping the switch [Yes!].  However, the fact that our current societal structure demands far more energy than we can produce ourselves suggests that there is something very wrong; something that needs to be corrected if we hope to attain sustainability.  Reflecting upon the value of physical labor and our society’s philosophy toward it is worthwhile above all because the idea of a return to human hand labor, while it may not be a feasible solution for sustainably maintaining the current structure of American society (something that is likely not possible at all,) embodies a non-technical solution to the some of the major obstacles between humans and sustainability: namely that of changing self-destructive human behavior to sustainable human behavior.  It is only through striving for a fundamental change in behavior and philosophy in the individual that we can hope as a society to build and maintain a sustainable way of life.
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Grading criteria for question:
1.  Is of appropriate breadth for a 3-4 page essay -- question must be narrow enough in scope to be answerable within limitations. [Broad as written, but ff focused squarely on Oberlin as a case study, yes]
2.  Focuses on one particular issue related to your own experience (e.g. land use, power generation, human relationships, the economics of small businesses, etc.) [Again, make focus on instance of Oberlin clearer]
3.  Addresses issues of sustainability at multiple scales, including the local scale.  [Yes]
Grading criteria for answer:
1. Provides a thoughtful and tailored definition of sustainability for the particular issue addressed. (Be sure that you define exactly what you mean by "sustainability"). [Yes, although see comments about ambiguity of “philosophy”]
2. Draws extensively (and correctly cites) readings used in class. [Yes, but given your thesis about the importance of human labor, I am very surprised that you did not cite schumacker’s work on Buddhist economics!]
3. Considers aspects of both scientific and human dimensions of sustainability. [Yes]
4. Writing is of high quality: well organized, clear topic sentences and flow of ideas, assertions and opinions are supported with evidence, well thought out conclusion, correct use of grammar, references are appropriately cited, minimal spelling and typographical errors.  [See comments in text and below]
Your essay is rife with interesting observations and thoughtful ideas!  In general you write very well.  However, your essay meanders.  For example, the first paragraph implies that your intent is to explore the problem of human alienation from physical labor using Oberlin as a case study.  The transition to a discussion of agriculture is awkward.  The focus on harnessing humans as machines is very interesting, but needs to be more clearly related to the theme established in the introduction.  The essay would have also been strengthened by a clearer discussion of precisely why you believe that physical labor is necessary to achieving sustainability.  If physical labor breaks down alienation and reconnects people with the constraints imposed by renewable natural resources, clearly indicate this and explain how/why you see it this way.  Again, excellent thinking here, but organization needs to be tightened!
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