
Ethics in the Anthropocene

a talk given by Rev. Dr. David Breeden

25 September 2016

at First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis


I’ve spoken to some hostile crowds in my time. I’ve been a “public” person for many 
years, and I’ve been a Leftist for a long time. But of all the hostile crowds I’ve spoken 
to—and I’ve talked with hostile crowds about war and capitalism and gay rights and 
gun control and doctor-assisted dying—of all those crowds, the only time I’ve ever 
been hissed and booed was at a Unitarian Universalist General Assembly. And the 
subject wasn’t war or Palestine or gender equality or death with dignity—my subject 
was ethical eating. 


What I had just reported is the statistical fact that on any given day on our shared 
planet, most human beings get most of their protein not from meat but from lentils.


This all occurred because I was on the team that wrote the Statement of Conscience 
on Ethical Eating which was eventually voted on and passed by the General Assembly. 
For about a decade now I’ve been on a committee called the UUA President’s Advisory 
Council on Ethical Eating. 


Lest you think that sounds prestigious, I should mention that the UUA president, Peter 
Morales, has NEVER asked for advice on eating from the UUA President’s Advisory 
Council on Ethical Eating, though one morning at a UUA Board meeting I was behind 
President Morales in the buffet line and opined that the less bacon he took, the more 
for me . . .


The concept that what we eat has consequences has been a tough sell, even among 
Unitarian Universalists. All protests to the contrary, many have remained convinced that 
we are trying to force vegetarianism or veganism on the innocent. We’re not. The point 
has always been to help people think about what eating means to the planet and its 
living things. 


ONE


Why did I ever spend my time on such an unpopular subject? Well, I’m a family farmer, 
and I know first-hand the destruction wrought by our current model of food production. 


Both of my parents grew up on subsistence farms. A trip to the grocery store meant 
buying coffee, sugar, and salt. 




We were buying considerably more than that when I was a kid, but we still did lots of 
things as European peasants had long done them. (Some of you remember those days 
as well.)


When I think back to growing up on the farm, one of my most vivid memories is 
delivering baby pigs in the early spring. Steam rises off a newborn in the chilly air.


Another thing I remember is the “slaughter pig” The slaughter pig was the runt of the 
litter—the one that wasn’t all that likely to survive and probably wouldn’t sell for much 
money anyway. You always knew which one he was from birth. It was usually a “he.” 
We gave him a name. He was, as too many movies say, “The One.” 


The slaughter pig got all our garbage. Every meal, we carried all the scraps out to the 
slaughter pig. And he ate. And ate. Until the autumn. When . . . he lived up to his name 
and . . . got slaughtered. 


And when I feel the chill in the air this time of year, I always think of dragging out the 
big scalding kettle. And I always remember having to hit the slaughter pig between the 
eyes with an ax.


As I said, European peasants had been doing that for a long time. In graduate school I 
translated a poem from Thirteenth Century England called “Occupations of the 
Months.” It goes like this:


January: By this fire I warm my hands;

February: with my spade I dig my lands.

March: Here I plant my seeds for spring;

April: and here I hear the sweet birds sing.

May: I am as light as bird on bough;

June: and I weed my corn now.

July: With my scythe my field I mow;

August: and here I cut my corn down low.

September: With my flail I earn by bread;

October: and here I sow my wheat so red.

November: Here with my ax I kill my swine;

December: and at Christmas I drink red wine.


But without considering for the moment the the ethics of eating meat—the slaughter 
pig served some valuable functions: it created a use for a pig that wasn’t going to be 
worth much money. We recycled all of our food scraps. A runt pig that otherwise would 
have been killed at birth had a fairly fat and happy, though short, life. And we ate meat 
with only the investment of our time. 


Besides the meat, the pig supplied lard, which was our only cooking oil. And, before 
my time, made all the ointments and candles that poor farmers used. 




Besides all of that, the slaughter pig taught young farmers like me valuable lessons: if 
we’re going to eat, something has to die. And, the lesson my grandfather taught me: if 
you have to kill something, don’t shake and don’t hesitate—do it fast and do it clean.  


These are lessons we don’t learn by going to the supermarket.  


Years later, when my third child was born, the doctor didn’t make it in time, so I had to 
do the delivery. “Just like pigs.”


TWO


The impact of farming on the earth is one reason I’m interested in the topic of ethical 
eating. And I know several of you are as well . . . keeping chickens and turkeys . . . 
community supported agriculture (CSAs). Farmers markets . . . Knowing where your 
food comes from . . . who raised it and how.


Here, Dave Leussler and our fine volunteer cooks serve mini-meals that demonstrate 
what vegetarian and vegan food can taste like. 


Those seem like small things. But they add up. 


Back when I was a professor, I used to take college students to Central Mexico for a 
class on the effects of globalization.


You can study about the affects of deforestation all you want, but it’s not likely to scare 
you until you actually see it. It’s a cascade effect: An area loses population quickly for 
some reason—drug violence; jobs in another town. So, the infrastructure begins to 
decay. People keep leaving. Then, systems begin to fail. Eventually, the electrical grid 
goes. 


How do you light your home; heat your home; and cook? Electricity doesn’t exist for 
hundreds of millions of people on our planet. So, where does that fuel come from? 


In many places in our world, you’ve got to cut a tree. 


And then another. And another, in widening circles. And in many places on our planet 
you can drive for miles and miles and never see a tree in places that once were forest. 
And, when you cut the trees, erosion starts. And, especially in semi-arid climates where 
there isn’t much top soil anyway, the effects are devastating. 


So, what do you do when you’ve cut all the trees and the topsoil has washed away? 
You pack up and head to the city. And, consequently, at any given time something 



between a quarter of a million and half a million people live in the garbage dumps that 
surround Mexico City.


Now, many North Americans think of Mexico as a so-called Third World or Developing 
nation. It isn’t—Mexico is about half-way UP the list of nations for social and economic 
well-being. 


Whether or not capitalist liberal democracy creates the best of all possible worlds, the 
concept of growth forever isn’t sustainable on a planet where arable land—our earth 
has 57 million square miles of dry land. Fifty-seven million. But only 12 million square 
miles of earth that can grow crops. And that’s shrinking. 


My ethics in terms of economics comes from the first of the Humanist Manifestos: I 
said it this morning in my welcome: “Humanists demand a shared life in a shared 
world.” That’s foundational for me. I know that it’s idealistic, but that’s what ethical 
stances are for, idealism. 


This idealistic stance becomes more and more important to say out loud as we realize 
how damaged our planet is. The Anthropocene is what many are calling our new 
geological age—“antropos” meaning “people”—an age in which human meddling 
dominates the environmental conditions of our shared planet. 


The animals are dying. The seas are rising. CO2 in the atmosphere is rising at the 
fastest rate in sixty-six million years. Sixty-six million years ago . . . is when the 
dinosaurs went extinct, along with three-quarters of all living things on the planet.


We’ve had a good look at life in the Anthropocene in the last few weeks. As coastal 
regions flooded out east, American Indians united around the Dakota Access Pipeline 
controversy. Hint: bulldozing the graveyards of others is not sharing our planet.


This is an unprecedented gathering of the tribes. The protestors have been threatened 
with lawsuits; pepper-sprayed; and attacked by dogs. 


Many people don’t know how reservations actually work. The US Congress has power 
over both the people and the land. Indian land is legally federal land held in trust.


There’s a lot of talk about “white allies” these days. The thing for white allies to 
remember is that the pipeline isn’t just about this one project. It’s not even about 
environmentalism. It’s about the continuing oppression of indigenous people. 


While indigenous peoples call themselves “nations,” the US government does not treat 
them as nations. They are subject peoples, and as such can be easily exploited in ways 
that don’t always make it into the headlines. For example, when the subject of fracking 
comes up, what leaps first to mind for an Indian-rights activist is not environmental 
degradation but the sex-trafficking of Indian girls to the various drilling camps. 




In terms of global climate change, the fact is, some people are going to suffer the 
effects of climate change more than others.  


For indigenous peoples inside the borders of the United States, climate change is 
affecting fish—most vitally salmon—and animal migration patterns. To put in simply: 
animals can move but Indians can’t—Indians are confined to reservations. 


And let’s face facts: the US government isn’t going to give any stolen land back; but 
we could change the laws so that Indians have more sovereignty over the places they 
were long ago forced to live. 


 


THREE


The coast of the Northeastern US has been sinking due to subsidence for some time. 
There are already feasibility studies for building a wall around Lower Manhattan to keep 
the rising water out. And as we’ve seen recently, it isn’t merely adapting to the rising 
sea levels, but knowing where the flood plain is—and counting on those “hundred year 
flood events” to happen more often than every hundred years.  


I suspect that if humanity is to survive in the Anthropocene, we will have to become 
adults and drop much of our mythical thinking. 


We need some adults in government. Human governments were not instituted to deal 
with the kind of threat that global climate change presents. Governments enforce 
order; they guarantee trade; they protect against enemies, domestic and foreign. In 
times of crises, the functional ones operate to focus efforts to combat the crisis. But 
governments also over-represent the interests of the people who are in power. They 
perpetuate systems of oppression. 


Do a web search on the term “post-truth.” You’ll find a Wikipedia article named “post-
truth politics,” the first two sentences of which say, 


Post-truth politics is a political culture in which debate is framed largely by appeals 
to emotion disconnected from the details of policy, and by the repeated assertion of 
talking points to which factual rebuttals are ignored. Post-truth differs from 
traditional contesting and falsifying of truth by rendering it of "secondary" 
importance.


And, if you’re not sufficiently scared by that, look up “feelings-first voters.” (No 
explanation necessary!)


Now, add “post-truth” politics with “feelings first voters,” and you have an equation 
that leads to insanity.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_culture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Appeal_to_emotion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_policy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talking_point


 


CONCLUSION


For good or ill, the way of life I was born into—the way of life where we took an ax and 
killed our swine—is gone. It won’t be coming back.


It matters what you eat and how you eat.


It matters that we realize that we are living in the Anthropocene. If there is to be ANY 
hope, we must have some grownups who refuse to live post-truth and feelings-first. 
Grownups who understand that it’s just not likely that there’s a god in the machine 
that’s going to leap out and save us at the last moment. 


Grownups who realized that we are merely another species on this planet, and 99% of 
all the species that have ever existed here . . . are extinct. We do not live in a warm, 
fuzzy cosmos that loves us. It’s dark and cold out there.


Humanism is about being grownups; about taking responsibility—for your own actions; 
and as much as possible taking responsibility for each other, other living things, and 
our planet, knowing all the while that we can’t do everything, but we can do something.   



