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Dr. Dale Jamieson: 00:26 So, Ethics For the Anthropocene, is our title. Now, this term 
Anthropocene is... First of all, how many people here have 
heard of this term before? Right. Okay. So it's a pretty familiar 
term. It's being used in a lot of different contexts. It's being used 
in scientific context. It's also increasingly being used in the 
humanities and social sciences as well. And the technical 
definition of the Anthropocene, or the proposed idea of the 
Anthropocene, is that it's an epic in Earth's history in which 
humanity is a geological force. Now, this idea that humans have 
not only historically changed the planet, transformed the planet 
on which we live, but are now doing it on a scale that is 
unprecedented. It's an idea that's been bouncing around the 
scientific community for quite some time. In fact, we can really 
go back to the 19th century and we can see precursors of the 
idea of the Anthropocene. But the notion I think really started 
to get traction in the scientific community. (01:43) Although, 
the term hadn't yet become popular, in a paper by Peter 
Vitousek in Colleagues In Science in 1997. Where their 
conclusion was that it is clear that we live on a human 
dominated planet. And in that paper, they pointed out that one-
third to one-half of earth's land surface had been transformed 
by human action. That there had been a 30% at that time 
greater subsequently build up of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere. Rather stunningly, more nitrogen is fixed by 
humanity than all other terrestrial organisms combined. And so 
on. (02:20) Now, this tracks with other things we know about 
the trajectory of human life on earth. We see that there've been 
essentially massive increases in population over the last 
millennium. And that this reflects forms of social organization. It 
also tracks with different systems and energy provision. And 
supply that make population density and particular forms of 
social organization possible. (02:48) And there've been a list of 
things that people sometimes call Anthropocene indicators. So 
this is one of those slides that... I always hate it when people 
say this, but then I do it myself. This is, you're not really meant 
to read this slide. I always just say, "Here. See. Everything's 
going up. See." But the point of all these different graphs, and 
we really could go through them one-by-one, is that there are 
many different indicators. And by all of these indicators, human 
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impact on the earth is increasing. And not just increasing, but is 
increasing exponentially. And these increases have mostly been 
relatively recent. (03:29) Now, if you just want a picture 
of what the Anthropocene looks like, I tried my hometown on 
for size. The picture on the right is essentially what Manhattan 
island looked like when Henry Hudson sailed up the Hudson 
River. It was essentially an ecological paradise, full of species, 
diversity, babbling Brooks, lots of fresh water supply, oysters 
the size of dinner plates in the Hudson River. And so on. What 
we have on the left is Manhattan as it looks today. Now, one 
thing about the ethics of the Anthropocene that I want to get on 
the table right away, because it complicates the discussion. Is 
that if you think about... So if you think about the people who 
lived on Manahatta, on Manhattan island, at the time that 
Henry Hudson came up the Hudson River, they were essentially 
Native Americans. The Lenape people. (04:35) I have little 
doubt that they would be horrified to see Manhattan as it is 
today. Absolutely horrified. They would have thought that this 
was a terrible transformation of nature. I also think it's probably 
equally the case that if you went to Lincoln Center and you 
threatened to take the people who are going to the opera and 
the symphony and tell them they have to live in this ecological 
paradise, that was Manhattan in the 16th century, they would 
be equally horrified. Right? (05:10) One of the things that 
happens with environmental change is that humans are 
extremely adaptable. And we essentially accept the world we're 
born into as a kind of baseline. And then we tend to evaluate 
change relative to that baseline. So when we think about 
environmental change and about the future, when we project 
ourselves into that future, there's a judgment to be made. It's 
an important judgment. But the real question is what will that 
future be like for the people who are going to live in that 
future? And not, what would it be like for us if we were 
magically transported into that future? Now in 2016, the 
International Commission on Stratigraphy is going to make a 
decision about whether in fact, we are living in this geological 
period of the Anthropocene. And there are questions about 
what they'll decide. There are problems of when the 
Anthropocene started, if it exists, and what its relation is to 
other epics. (06:13) The standard view is that we're now in the 
Holocene. If we decide that we're in the Anthropocene, then 
the Holocene will seem to have been a really, really, really short 
period relative to other geological periods. Or maybe we'll 
decide that it was a big mistake. That this idea of the Holocene 
really wasn't such a good idea after all. So there are issues 
about dating and its relation to other epics. But also geologists 
write earth's history on the basis of what's found in layers of the 
earth's crust. And there really isn't any guarantee that a record 
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of who we are, how we lived, and how we found meaning in our 
lives will be encoded in the earth's crust. Maybe it will be, 
maybe it won't be. And I actually think that there is a kind of 
moral notion, a kind of cultural notion of the Anthropocene. 
Which is one, which is really more central to questions about 
how we should live and organize our societies. (07:08) And this 
notion was anticipated by the early 20th century, French 
philosopher, Henri Bergson. And he wrote, "In thousands of 
years, our wars and revolutions will count for little. But the 
steam engine and the procession of inventions of every kind 
that accompanied it will perhaps be spoken of as we speak of 
the bronze or the chip stone of prehistoric times. It will serve to 
define an age." What I think is interesting about this quotation 
from Bergson is the steam engine may or may not be recorded 
in the history of the earth's crust, and the way that bronze and 
chip stone have been. That's kind of an open question. But 
Bergson is saying, "Nevertheless, this is as important as any 
marker of geological change." And moreover, what Bergson is 
pointing to is the importance of technology in defining this age 
in which the human transformation is so thorough going. 
(08:08) What I want to say is that whatever the International 
Commission on Stratigraphy decides about technically whether 
we're in the Anthropocene or not, the notion of the 
Anthropocene is an important cultural category. And it's really 
characterized by two things. One is the collective human 
domination of nature. Going back to the paper by Peter 
Vitousek. That's characterized by very, very large populations 
relative to what human populations have been. Characterized 
also by very high levels of consumption. (08:51) Secondly, and 
indeed what makes these things possible, is the power of, and 
reliance on technology. Which makes action at spacial and 
temporal distances possible that would have been unthinkable 
even relatively recently. Climate change is of course the central 
example. And it's the one that I'll mainly be focusing on in the 
rest of my remarks. But if you think about it, this is also true of 
famine relief or disaster relief. In the sense that in the 19th 
century, if you were living in London, you might read a 
newspaper from Calcutta about some terrible famine that was 
occurring in India. And the newspaper might've taken a couple 
of weeks to get to you via ship. And how you could respond to 
that would be in a way that was very indirect and very 
inadequate, simply because India was very, very far away at 
that time. (09:49) Now, we can see in our television screens that 
someone is dying of Ebola, or someone is suffering for lack of 
hydration or nutrition, and it's actually possible to transfer at 
least immediate humanitarian aid, very, very quickly. Another 
feature of the Anthropocene. And also the whole idea of drone 
strikes. The idea that somebody can be sitting in Las Vegas, 
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Nevada, for example, and actually kill someone in a 
mountainous region of Pakistan, is something which was really 
unthinkable in the past. So if we think of the Anthropocene as a 
kind of cultural notion that as a set of moral dimensions, then 
we might... Another kind of picture in addition to the 
Manhattan/Manahatta picture of the Anthropocene, we might 
also consider this picture of Western Eurasian networks. Which 
essentially just shows you the interconnections of cities, roads, 
railways, transmission lines, submarine cables, and so on and so 
forth, that bind Eurasia together in a way that makes this action 
at a distance possible, in a way that it hadn't been done 
previously. (10:57) Again, this may or may not be recorded in 
the earth's crust. Whether or not it is, this is what conditions, 
the kinds of lives that we live today. Okay. Now, what I want to 
do then is collect some of these observations into six 
differences that matter in terms of creating the sort of moral 
universe in which we're increasingly living. The first, which I've 
already referred to, has to do with the magnifying power of 
technology. Simple acts. So think, for example, about 
transportation and thermo regulation. All right. In the past, 
walking was a form of transportation. And fire building was a 
form of thermo regulation. (11:44) Now, these have impacts. 
These are humans having some impact on the planet. But think 
of how thin and small those impacts are compared to what 
happens when you start a car or adjust the thermostat. Which 
implies huge causal chains, bringing funerals from different 
parts of the world. So that takes us to the second different, 
spatial reach. Climate change in particular is a global 
phenomenon that has local effects. It doesn't matter where CO2 
emissions occur. The CO2 gets globally mixed and affects 
climate all over the world. There's a temporal reach to climate 
change. The CO2 that we've concentrated in the atmosphere, 
unless we figure out some way to remove it, is going to affect 
global climate for at least the next 1,000 years and probably 
longer. Now, there's also a systematicity of the forces that give 
rise to climate change. That is characteristic of the 
Anthropocene. And this is why it's so difficult, I think, to 
attribute responsibility for this issue. (12:46) So let me give 
you just a very simple example. Australia digs up their country, 
gets the coal, ships it to China. China burns the coal to generate 
electricity to power factories that produce widgets that are then 
sold in the United States in Europe and consumed by consumers 
there. Who's responsible for the greenhouse gas emissions? 
Well, if you're the United States, you say it's China, because 
that's where the factories are. That's where the electrical grid is. 
That's where the emissions are. Of course, before we de-
industrialized Buffalo, and, Cleveland and so on, those 
submissions probably would have occurred in North America. 
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But now we say they occur in China. But the Chinese can say. 
"But look, a quarter of our emissions are in the export 
industries. Who is consuming this stuff? Europe and the United 
States." And of course, as usual, the Australians like to crawl 
under the radar. (13:48) Another pint of Foster's, mate. So what 
we're really talking about with these kinds of problems and the 
Anthropocene is really not the old pollution paradigm, where 
there's one person sort of dumping something on another 
person. We're really talking about having collectively created a 
global system that is disrupting fundamental earth systems, 
right? And the kind of change that's required, is not one to 
punish the bad guys or to stop the pollution, it's about 
transforming the global system so that it has less impact on the 
fundamental earth systems that gave rise to us and continue to 
sustain us. (14:35) Essentially, climate change and other 
problems of the Anthropocene are the world's largest and most 
complex collective action problems. They will, in fact, constitute 
the world. Someone was born into the Anthropocene 
Manhattan, the one I showed you a picture of, is going to have a 
very different life, very different preferences, very different 
desires, very different opportunities, than somebody who's 
born into Manahatta. (14:59) The choices we make will not just 
determine the nature of the world. It will determine the nature 
of the people who will inhabit that world. Now, as moral 
creatures, we start with an animal body. We start with what 
evolution has given us. And the fact is that evolution built us to 
respond primarily to accessible rapid movements of middle-
sized objects in our visual fields. Evolution did not build us to 
respond to emissions of invisible, odorless, tasteless, gases that 
concentrated in the atmosphere and probably cause harms. 
Now, suppose that carbon dioxide were kind of a disgusting 
yellow color, and suppose it just really, really stank in a really 
nasty way. So that when cars went by, or coal was burned, or 
something like that, you could actually see this gunk going up in 
the atmosphere and you could smell it. There's a pretty good 
chance that we would have been more responsive to this 
problem, right? (16:09) As opposed to a gas that we can't sense 
physically. But it's also true that the ethical systems that most of 
us have internalized are essentially, were essentially descend 
from those that regulated the behavior of small groups, of 
familiar people, living in low technology, low population density 
societies. So the 10 commandments is still a pretty good 
summary of common sense morality. You can argue about some 
commandments. I don't think that one's so important, right? 
This one's more important. You can argue around the fringes, 
but the 10 commandments is a pretty good summary of the 
kind of internalized morality that most of us have. Now, when 
Moses promulgated the 10 commandments, there were fewer 
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than 50 million people living in the world. And the Silicon Valley 
of the time was essentially engaged in iron smelting, right? 
(17:08) I mean, that was advanced technology. And essentially 
we can tell that story through the development of human 
societies and cultures. But today, when I adjust the thermostat 
in my house, or turn the ignition in my car, I produce a ripple 
effect through global systems that would have been 
unimaginable, even to my grandfather. But yet, we still have 
largely the same internalized ethical code that we had for 
governing what were essentially low density, tribal societies 
living under very different conditions. So we need to talk, I 
think, about revising morality. And there's four different kinds 
of... Being an academic, I try to create little categories and 
boxes and make everything fit. If you were an academic 
audience, then in discussion, you would say, "But that doesn't 
fit in that category." And we would play that game. So I was not 
so concerned about that. But what I want to point out is that 
there are different ways that morality historically changes. 
(18:11) And one way it changes sometimes is consistency. So 
take the civil rights movement. People point out that we have 
these laws, we have these moral principles about how to treat 
people. And it's pointed out, but you're being inconsistent. 
These principles are not being applied to African-Americans. Be 
consistent, be true to your principles. So we revise morality 
simply by trying to peel away the inconsistency. Very difficult, 
very demanding, takes time. That's one way morality changes. 
Sometimes it changes by extension. So some people these days 
are arguing that look, we think unnecessary suffering is bad. It's 
bad for you to just go around and cause unnecessary suffering. 
But this is what we do to animals in factory farming. So if this 
principle, don't cause unnecessary suffering is bad with humans, 
why wouldn't it be bad for animals as well? So that's an attempt 
to extend our morality. (19:09) Take a principle that we have 
about unnecessary suffering and expand it to a new population. 
Sometimes we reform our morality. Something like this went on 
around smoking. Back when I was a college student, the view 
was that everyone had a right to do dispose of the waste 
products of their smoking in indoor air. It was my right to put 
smoke into indoor air. If you didn't like it, then you can just 
leave the room. We redistributed those rights. We reformed 
that view about the distribution of rights. And we came to a 
view that said, "No. Everyone has a right to clean indoor air. If 
you want to actually dispose of the waste products of your 
smoking, don't do it in other people's air." That's a kind of 
reformation or redistribution of the way that we were thinking 
of rights. But what I want to say is when it comes to the 
Anthropocene, those kinds of ways of revising morality are not 
enough. (20:10) The kind of moral change that's required is 
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something more like what happened when we moved from 
feudalism to capitalism. Essentially, the prevailing ethic of the 
pre capitalist period was that selfishness was bad. But what we 
learned in the capitalist revolution is actually selfishness is good. 
Because when people seek their own interests, it produces 
benefits for everyone. So there were debates in the 17th and 
early 18th century about the morality of capitalism. And it took 
a moral transformation to come to this idea that it's okay for 
people to seek their interests because private benefits produce 
public goods. So however we feel about that, it really was a 
radical revision, a revolutionary revision in moral outlook that 
marked the transition to capitalism. And that's the order of 
change that would be required, that will be required for the 
Anthropocene. But there's another thing that morality does for 
us. (21:11) So far, I've been talking about ethics essentially 
as a way of thinking about very, very deep problems that we 
face. But ethics is also connected to the source of meaning in 
our lives. It has a very private meaning that is hugely important 
as well. And in this emerging period of the Anthropocene, I 
think we face challenges in two dimensions. One is a challenge 
of agency. Together, we are creating these problems, such as 
climate change. But yet, no one feels responsible for them. So 
weirdly in this period, when we have incredible access to 
technology, we are richer than people have ever been, we feel 
powerless in the face of these problems. (22:03) The second 
crisis, I think, is a crisis of love. Love requires a shared history 
and a shared background. Love of nature, love of animals, love 
of partners, love of parents, love of others, and so on. What 
climate change and the rapidity of change in the Anthropocene 
does is it ruptures our connections to nature. It ruptures our 
connections to history. And it severs the bonds of affection and 
love that have been characteristic of human history. So as we 
get close to the conclusion here, I just want to suggest that one 
place to begin thinking about the kind of ethics that the 
Anthropocene will require, is to focus on what I call The Green 
Virtues. Now, we have traditional notions of the virtues. We 
inherit them from classical Greek philosophy. We inherit them 
from various religious traditions. And some of these virtues can 
be what I call preserved. They're quite appropriate virtues for 
this period that we find ourselves in. One of those is humility. 
Essentially, to have the virtue of humility is to live a kind of low 
impact life. (23:27) I mean, somebody, for example, who comes 
in to... Buys a piece of land, that has a bunch of beautiful trees 
on it. And the first thing it does is cut them all down. Is someone 
who doesn't have the virtue of humility. That's a sign of human 
arrogance. It's a violation of this traditional virtue. Other 
traditional virtues I think can be rehabilitated. We can think of 
them as having new content or different content for the 
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Anthropocene. So take temperance. A lot of us have thought of 
temperance historically as being about something like 
moderation in drink, in eating, right? So a temperate person is 
somebody who isn't seen doing tequila shots at the local bar. 
But temperance can be thought of as being about moderation in 
all things, including embracing a simplicity of lifestyle. That also 
can be thought of, of what it is to live a temperate life in the 
Anthropocene. (24:25) But then we're also going to need some 
new virtues. Some virtues that have not been much discussed in 
our traditions. One of those, which is discussed to some extent 
in the Buddhist tradition, is the virtue of mindfulness. To 
essentially try to recognize that source and end point of things 
that we take into our lives. So when I choose to have this plastic 
cup in my life, to approach this mindfully is to be aware of the 
origin of this cup. Where did it come from? What was its history 
to this point? And where will it go after it leaves my life? And 
when I make choices about what to bring in my life from this 
perspective, then I should do it with a sensitivity to their entire 
history. That's the virtue of mindfulness. (25:13) Now, a bit 
weirdly, cooperativeness has not been on the traditional catalog 
of virtues. But since many of the most serious environmental 
problems that we face, like climate change, essentially involve 
failures in cooperation. Certainly being cooperative with others 
has got to be thought of as a virtue for the Anthropocene. And 
then finally we need the virtue of respect for nature. Now, 
respect for nature means involving nature in our lives as 
partners. But it also means respecting nature as having its own 
autonomy and its own inner logic that doesn't depend on 
humanity. One of the criticisms that some humanists have made 
of the concept of the Anthropocene is they see all of the 
hullabaloo around talk of the Anthropocene as kind of an 
endorsement of the idea that humanity is dominating the 
planet. (26:16) But that's not the only possible lesson to take 
from the story that I've told you. Once we see we're living in the 
Anthropocene, another lesson we could draw instead is that we 
need to actually back down. Instead of dominating nature, we 
ought to respect nature and its own intrinsic autonomy. So in 
conclusion then. First, welcome to the Anthropocene. It's here. 
Second, the Anthropocene presents us with a cultural crisis, as 
well as an opportunity for change. So if the geologists decide 
this isn't a geological epic, don't think that we're not in a 
qualitatively different world than the world of our 
grandparents. We are. Even if there isn't yet evidence that this 
will be taken up in the earth's crust. And finally, new ethical 
concepts are needed I believe for humanity to flourish in the 
Anthropocene. And I believe that will be the topic of most of 
the rest of our discussion today. So thank you very much for 
your attention. 
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