



[image: ]






CAN I RECYCLE MY GRANNY?


Ethan Greenhart







HODDER & STOUGHTON




ABOUT THE AUTHOR





Ethan Greenhart is the satirical creation of the journalist Brendan O’Neill. ‘One of this country’s sharpest social commentators’ (Daily Telegraph), O’Neill is editor of the online magazine Spiked, and also publishes widely, in the Guardian, New Statesman, Spectator, The Sunday Times, BBC News Online, Salon, Slate, and many more.




CAN I RECYCLE MY GRANNY?


Ethan Greenhart







HODDER & STOUGHTON




First Published in Great Britain in 2008 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette Livre UK company


Copyright © Spiked Limited 2008


The right of Spiked Limited to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978 1 84456 918 2
Book ISBN 978 0340 95565 9


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




I dedicate this book, in no particular hierarchical order, to Gaia, my lentil plants, my children, the insects that labour under the tyranny of mankind, Sheba, and Al Gore.




INTRODUCTION


Let me introduce myself. My name is Ethan Greenhart. I write a weekly ethical lifestyle column for the online magazine Spiked. Most ethical lifestylists use the term ‘carbon footprint’ to describe humanity’s impact on the planet, and there are a host of books – or what I prefer to call a ‘holocaust of books’, considering the number of trees that have been pulped to produce them – offering advice on how to reduce one’s ‘carbon footprint’.


That phrase doesn’t cut it for me. Footprints are dainty little things that we leave in the sand or the snow. I prefer to write about the ‘carbon skidmark’ on the planet – the long, streaky, stinking stain that we have left on Gaia’s pretty face. This book will help you to calculate the length of your own skidmark, and offer you advice on how to wipe it clean. Consider its pages a sort of eco-detergent (but with no nasty toxins) with which you can make your life dazzlingly white once more.


Modern life is an ethical minefield. Every week my mailbox bulges with emails begging for advice. People ask me about the ethics of everything from having children (unethical) to eating chocolate (extremely unethical) to hosting dinner parties (ethical only if the food is locally sourced and slowly cooked; if the napkins are made from undyed, recycled sackcloth; if the wine has a label guaranteeing that ‘No grapes were harmed in the production of this beverage’; and if the guests are willing to recycle the food they have eaten as ‘humanure’ through a process known as thermophilic decomposition).


Having been a dispenser of ethical wisdom for nearly five years now, I’ve come to a startling realisation: everything we do is unethical! It is unethical to start a family because the planet is already dangerously overcrowded – but it is unethical to prevent the pitter-patter of tiny carbon footprints by taking the Pill (which was tested on animals!) or wearing a condom (which is made from the milky tears wept by the rubber tree!).


It is, of course, unethical to fly or to drive a car; that goes without saying. But it is also unethical to ride a bike, since the inner tube of a bike’s tyres is made from butyl, which is a petroleum derivative. A recent study suggests it is even unethical to walk . . . a three-mile journey by ‘Shanks’s pony’ uses up 180 calories; it takes lOOg of beef to replace these calories; and in producing this amount of beef, the meat-murder industry (otherwise known as ‘factory farming’) will emit 3.6 kg of CO2. So, your Sunday wander through a wood is energised by nearly four kilos of CO2 – and CO2, sticking with the skidmark theme, is easily the most disgusting ‘number two’ of all. What is an ethical person to do faced with these disturbing facts? Stay still forever? Is immobility the highest form of ethical existence?


When all is said and done, it is unethical to be alive. As we walk, work, eat, play and defecate, we’re continually spreading our carbon skidmark. But then, it’s also unethical to die. If you are cremated, your vaporised fillings will emit toxic fumes into the environment, and if you are embalmed the chemicals injected into your body and spread on to your skin will harm the soil and the various creepy-crawlies that live within it. And tell me this: what gives humankind the right to deny famished maggots access to their rotting flesh by surrounding themselves with a protective embalming fluid? Even after death, our arrogance lives on.


Faced with the horrendous truth that it is unethical to be born but also unethical to expire, and that everything we do in the middle is planet-bashingly unethical too, I have developed a new way of living: a zero-carbon, no-driving, faeces-recycling lifestyle which has helped me to reduce my carbon skidmark from 218 miles a year to just 0.8 miles a year! If betting was ethical, I would wager that I have the smallest skidmark in Britain.


And if I can do it, you can do it, currently deluded reader. Leave behind all those fancy modern inventions like DVD players, food blenders (vegetable-torturers, more like), desk fans, iPods, fridges and life-support machines, and take to the tough-but-rewarding Ethical Path.


Unfortunately, by virtue of the fact that you are reading these words, you have failed the very first test. It is not ethical to buy a book, even this one. The content of this book, my weekly columns collected together and expanded, was certainly produced ethically: my home computer gets its electrical current from a treadle pump in the cellar worked by my two children. It’s a win-win situation: they get exercise, and I get to exorcise my ethical demons in a weekly column. But the end product that you hold in your hands, like every other paper-published manuscript, is a horrific mish-mash of wood pulp and chemically enhanced dyes known as ‘ink’.


It could have been so different. I pleaded with Hodder to publish the book on rice paper with soya ink. Then we could have included instructions for readers to eat the book after reading it – thus literally, as well as metaphorically, digesting its message – and let it pass through their systems. The resultant faeces, my pages turned to poo, could have been used to fertilise the soil that is Gaia’s fragile coating. It would have been a ‘toilet book’ with a difference, a purely ethical text that would literally have given something back to the planet. But Hodder rejected my proposal on the health-and-safety basis that encouraging people to eat books is probably a bad idea. Bah. Some people have no eco-cojones.



So, reader, having already added 0.7 miles to your carbon skidmark by buying this book, you have not a moment to waste. Dig in, consume, and recycle my perfectly ethical lifestyle NOW!





Ethan Greenhart,


Kent, England,


Gaia




HOW TO CALCULATE YOUR CARBON SKIDMARK


Have you noticed that every book on green and ethical living comes with a ‘carbon calculator’, an idea explicitly based on manmade battery-powered technology? What message does it send to readers when supposedly ethical authors tell them that the modern world is screwing up the natural world, and then invite them to use a ‘calculator’, an invention of the modern world, to work out how wicked they have been? You’ll find no mention of the word ‘calculator’ in this book. Instead, each chapter comes with its own ‘carbon abacus’. At the end of every section, you will be instructed to add a certain number of beads to your carbon abacus for every eco-sin you have committed against the planet. Make a note of your bead count in the space provided (be honest!) and then turn to the conclusion to tot up your total and discover how long your skidmark is . . . and how much work you have to do to eco-bleach it out of existence.




1


ETHICAL REPRODUCTION


OK, first things first. Is it ethical to reproduce humanity? To spawn or not to spawn? That is the question – and it is one that I am asked all the time.


Every week my mailbox ‘bulges’ with ‘letters’ pleading for advice on whether it is ethical to put ‘a bun in the oven’. Of course, as I pointed out to a reader recently, it is neither ethical to put a bun in the oven for real – ovens use up a great deal of gas and electricity, and buns are made with eggs, which should be anathema to all truly ethical lifers – nor to put a bun in the oven metaphorically speaking. Indeed, adding another bun to a planet that is already overrun by buns is a deeply irresponsible thing to do.


I hate to disappoint the wannabe parents who write to me, but I feel I need to tell them the ethical facts. When you ‘sprog up’, as some insist on calling it, you are not only creating a cute baby with fair hair and a gummy smile, you’re also producing a future Scud missile of carbon use, who will strike at the very heart of Mother Earth.


From all the disposable nappies they use up in the first flush of life to the mercury pollution they will create when they die and are cremated, a new life is a new contributor of pollution to an already coughing and spluttering Gaia. People complain about second-hand smoke. Well, imagine having humanity’s second-hand smog blown into your skies, trees and rivers every sodding minute of every sodding day! Mother Earth is in sore need of a ‘carbon patch’ to help her get over the bad habit that is humanity – she doesn’t need any more habit-formers, thanks very much.


But then there’s another problem: is it ethical to prevent the reproduction of humanity? You might think the answer is logically yes. But think about all the condoms, Pills and various other modern, resource-sucking devices that will have to be created to keep overpopulation at bay.


A condom is packed with chemicals, and the Pill, like every other medical ‘miracle’ (well, it’s a miracle humankind has got away with it for so long), is made by torturing monkeys and dogs imprisoned without trial in laboratories. If you’re serious about the ethical life, you should be seriously wary about slipping on the sheath or popping a pill.


So what is humankind to do? Fear not, this chapter reveals everything you need to know about unethical reproduction and ethical non-reproduction.


Is it ethical to start a family?


Dear Ethan,


My best friend is generally a very ethical person. She cycles to work, recycles her rubbish, eats only organic fruit and veg, and she has NEVER taken a cheap flight anywhere. Now, however, she tells me she wants to start a family with her new man! Ethan, how can I dissuade her from this clearly unethical course of action?


Suze McEntaggart, London





Dear Suze,


If there is one thing Mother Earth hates more than the sound of 4x4 wheels rumbling over her face as some big-haired Chelsea mum married to an overpaid footballer goes to collect her kids (probably called ‘Kylie’ and ‘Dave’) from school, it is the sound of the pitter-patter of tiny carbon footprints.


In the old days – the dark days before ethical lifestyle advice existed, before we knew what the long-term consequences of taking cheap flights, shopping in supermarkets and wearing Brut would be for the planet – people naively referred to new-born babies as ‘bundles of joy’. ‘Ah, bless his cotton socks!’ they’d say. Well, Suze, it’s time to face the reality: a new-born is not a bundle of joy; he is a carry-cot of carbon, a manger of mayhem, and having one is without doubt the most eco-irresponsible thing a grown man or woman could ever do.


And while we’re at it, what gives any human being, new-born or not, the right to wear cotton socks? Aren’t they aware that ‘the huge amounts of chemicals needed to grow cotton seriously affect human health and the world’s fragile eco-systems’? The little monsters.


Some people say that another baby is ‘another mouth to feed’. True. But it is also another bottom to wipe, another body to clothe, another brain to stimulate. And doing all of these things uses up Gaia’s precious resources. How do we wipe a baby’s bottom these days? Well, apparently the ‘old-fashioned way’ – using a leaf or a washable/reuseable rag – is not to our liking, so we use toxic, perfumed baby wipes instead, which, I’d like to inform you, do NOT biodegrade. How do we clothe a baby’s body? Again, our more enlightened ancestors’ approach to baby fashion, where littl’uns were swaddled in the fur of animals that had first been ethically killed for their meat, is looked upon as outdated, as ‘sooo 50,000 years ago’. So instead we dress them head to toe in NON-organic cotton and NON-organic denim and stick little leather sneakers on their feet even before they can walk. How do we stimulate a baby’s brain? Apparently it’s no longer good enough to leave them in the great outdoors to crawl among the grass, flowers and nettles, as our forebears did. No, we have to buy them electrified mobiles that sing them to sleep with mechanical voices and various other battery-powered flashy and noisy devices that will inevitably end up in a landfill where their detachable parts pose a choking risk to rats and seagulls.


So, Suze, you can inform your friend that having a baby is screamingly unethical. I know what some people will be thinking: ‘But, Ethan, YOU have two children, so does that make YOU unethical?’ I do love my kids, but I can honestly say that I hate having had them. And not a day passes when I don’t tell them what a burden they are to the planet. The reason it is OK for me to have kids, Suze, is that I have spent virtually every waking hour of the past ten years of their existence trying to limit their carbon skidmark on the planet. And I can safely say that my children are 100 per cent Fairtrade, carbon-neutral, sustainable and recyclable.


Thanks to my and Sheba’s eco-parenting skills, our kids were worrying about their carbon footprint even before they could walk. Even as babies they were eco-friendly, self-sustaining entities. For example, we didn’t use disposable nappies OR reuseable nappies on our kids; instead we let them do their business wherever they pleased and used their ‘output’ as fertiliser in the allotment at the back of our eco-cottage in Kent. Their nutrient-rich and juicy baby poo sank into the soil and enriched our lentil plants, beetroot and turnips, and then Sheba and I harvested these vegetables to make slow-cooked organic baby food for the children. Now tell me, Suze, how many babies do you know who fertilise their own grub? In effect, our children ate, recycled and then re-ate the same meal – Lentil, Beetroot and Turnip Surprise – for the first three years of their lives!


Also, where most parents set up a ‘college fund’ or ‘trust fund’ for their children, Sheba and I have drawn up an ‘eco-debt sheet’ for our kids. From the minute they were born we have logged every transgression they have made against the planet, whether by using carbon-emitting products or getting into petrol-powered motorised vehicles. (Sheba thinks I went over the top with the eco-debt recording at the birth of our first child. Thirty seconds after his arrival I noticed that the nurses put a plastic tube into his mouth. I whispered to a quite exhausted Sheba, ‘I’m just going to nip to the waiting room and get the eco-debt sheet so that I can record his contact with a probably non-sustainable form of plastic’ ‘Give it a rest for God’s sake!’ she shouted, though I’m sure it was just the epidural – which she took AGAINST my better ethical advice – talking.) Where ‘college funds’ are designed to assist children when they leave home, our eco-debt sheet forbids either of our children from leaving home UNTIL they have offset all the carbon they may have accidentally or purposely emitted in the first flush of life. Our older kid, who loves surfing despite my warnings to him that surfboards are made from a nasty cocktail of synthetics and glass fibres that might potentially harm sea beasts, has a lot of work to do if he has a hope in manmade hell of leaving home when he reaches eighteen.


Suze, I have neutralised my children’s existences – and unless your friend is willing to do the same with her future kids, then she is committing an unethical crime of the highest order by sprogging up.


Is it ethical to adopt an African child?


Dear Ethan,


As a fully eco-aware woman, I have no intention of giving birth. I know very well that there is nothing worse for the planet than creating another resource-nipper. So I am considering adopting a child from Africa instead. I figure that if Madonna can do it, so can I – plus I will be RECYCLING a baby rather than creating a new life. I have been sponsoring an African girl for the past six years, and wonder if I should now adopt her. I’m sure her parents wouldn’t mind. What do you think, Ethan?


Poppy Makepeace, London





Dear Poppy,


Just the other day, Sheba and I hosted a lentil loaf get-together in our eco-cottage (lentils, organic and grown with humanure; loaf cooked in a slow-heating stone slab oven rather than by gas or electricity), when there was an almighty bust-up. Margo and Zac, who have adopted two beautiful Chinese children, clashed with Emine and Rafe, who think that transporting children from the developing world is unethical.


Why? Because a) it involves flying children thousands of miles around the globe (apparently transporting them in the cargo holds of freight ships is not a good idea, or at least that’s what the adoption agency told Margo and Zac when they asked if Zi and Lei could be brought to Britain in such an eco-friendly fashion); b) the children will become bigger emitters of carbon – or ‘toxic toddlers’, as Emine rather unthinkingly called them – in our fake-tanned, consumption-crazed, plastic-wrapped society than they ever would have in their more humble, and thus more ethical, homelands; and c) the children will live for longer thanks to the West’s ‘miracle’ of modern medicine (miracle?! tell that to the monkeys imprisoned in torture labs) and as a result will plod their carbon footprint on Gaia’s face for about thirty years more than their peers in their land of origin.


Boy, did things get heated! Voices were raised in anger. Unbleached natural brown napkins made from recycled sackcloth were thrown down in frustration. And Margo and Zac left BEFORE the cheese-and-biscuits course – which would have been highly unusual behaviour at the best of times, never mind on a night when we served Taleggio cheese (we occasionally treat ourselves to dairy products) and crackers made with Fairtrade, rainforest-friendly, Soil Association-approved ingredients by disadvantaged youth in a young offenders’ institution in Kent. I haven’t seen such heated antics at a dinner party since I lost the plot at Rafe’s in 2006, after discovering that the beetroot in his beetroot-and-turnip flan was not organic.


Emine and Rafe were being a little unfair. Margo and Zac have taken precautions to ensure that Zi and Lei leave the same-sized carbon footprint in Britain as they would have done in China. They are great believers in preserving the children’s cultural heritage rather than turning them into ‘little Brits’. So they have installed a paddy field in their back garden in Gillingham where the children spend between six and eight hours a day at work on rice crops; this is their staple food, just as it would have been if they had stayed in that orphanage in Xinjang. The children are not allowed to vote at family meetings because Margo and Zac feel it is unfair to introduce them to the alien Western concept of democracy. And they are forbidden from using Google and certain other websites: a rule which both respects their Chinese roots and helps Margo and Zac save on electricity use.


However, Poppy, despite the loveliness of Margo and Zac’s kids – and the tonnes of lovely rice they have harvested for our eco-dinner parties in recent years – I must say I side with Emine and Rafe on this issue. It is definitely eco-irresponsible to uproot children who live supremely ethical lives in the Third World – where they build their own homes from mud, grow their own food from scratch, and draw their own water from wells – and bring them to a country where everyone insists on living in concrete houses, buying their food in supermarkets (eeeurgh), and getting their water from taps. Yes you would be recycling a Brownfield baby (so to speak!) rather than creating a new Greenfield life, but you would also be disturbing Gaia’s ethical balance.


Consider Madonna and her adopted baby David from Malawi. Using my carbon abacus (made from sustainable wood and brazil nuts) I’ve worked out that Madonna’s flights to and from Malawi, the car journeys from Heathrow airport to her home, the paparazzi’s use of digital cameras to snap adoptive mother and child, and the rainforest’s worth of paper used by the media to tell David’s story have all contributed to the emission of 11,436.222222 (recurring) tonnes of carbon – which is about the same amount produced by 100,000 African children in a year! In short, Poppy, Madonna has increased by 100,000 the amount of carbon getting in Gaia’s eyes. Pop goes the planet.


Poppy, if you’re still really determined to adopt from Africa, then make sure your adopted child lives a carbon-lite, sustainable and culturally appropriate existence. Take a leaf from my and Sheba’s (recycled) book. Like you, we used to sponsor a child in Africa. Her name was Chloe. Well, we called her Chloe. Her birth name – Abeiuwa Bombata Obakhavbaye – would not fit on the non-chemical-based plastic wristbands we had made to raise awareness about our kindness in sponsoring a poverty-stricken African. We sent Chloe £5 a month, which helped to sustain both her and her donkey. Some of the money was spent on schoolbooks made from recycled paper, non-lead-based pencils and a uniform made from organic cotton, so that Chloe could finish her secondary education in an ethical fashion. Every year we were sent a photo of her grinning like a sunbeam at the front of her classroom! In 2005, we brought Chloe over to Kent for a two-week visit, but we were adamant that she would not feel like a fish out of water, and more importantly that she would not emit over and above her usual quota of CO2 while she was here. So we built a mud hut for her in our back garden. We hid all our children’s sustainable-wood toys so that she would not be tempted by Western luxury. We provided her with scythes and hoes so that she could harvest lentils from our allotment in a sustainable, NGO-approved fashion, and only allowed her to cook her meals and eat outside. She defecated in a nearby river rather than into our thermophilic compost toilet. When she said to me, ‘I never knew England was so similar to Africa . . . I was expecting more bright lights and fun,’ I knew I had successfully prevented her from becoming culturally disorientated during her visit.


Poppy, are you ready to make a mini-Africa for your African child? If not, then please leave those kids to their Gaia-friendly, eco-equilibrated, mud-cherishing lives on the glorious green continent, and buy yourself a pup instead.


Is it ethical to use a condom?


Dear Ethan,


I recently started Uni, where I’ve been seeing a beautiful girl for the past two weeks. I think I’m finally going to get lucky with her soon! Of course, as observant eco-warriors, we have no desire whatsoever to start a family, and my lady friend does not take the Pill because of its origins in animal testing. So, this is just a quick note to check with you that it’s OK for me to use a condom. Cheers, dude.


Paulie Wren, Oxford





Dear Paulie,


Yes, you may use a condom on Saturday night, as you make sweet love to your girlfriend and lose yourself in orgasmic pleasure. Alternatively, you may wish to take a stroll to your local petrol station, pump some of the black stuff into a bucket, and hurl it over nearby autumnal trees and flowers while shouting ‘Global warming is a myth!’ Because, my dear, deluded student, that would be on a par with the eco-crime of wrapping your penis in a piece of rubber that takes years to biodegrade as it floats from our sewage systems into the weeping blue sea.


Paulie, what are you thinking!? A condom?! Condoms are doused in a non-ionic detergent, spermicide, which contains a manmade substance called nonoxynol-9, an alkylphenol ethoxylate that is made in laboratories by attaching a hydrocarbon chain of nine carbon atoms to the phenol ring in either the ortho, meta or para position, and which has been shown, like all other chemicals, to have a potentially detrimental impact on nature.


Well? Not feeling so horny, now, are you? Good.


Of course, maximum respect for the fact that you and your girlfriend have taken the responsible decision to avoid starting a family. But nul points, Paulie, for even thinking about wearing the sinister sheath. Condoms are an affront to the natural world. For a start, they’re made from latex, which comes from the sap of the Para rubber tree, one of the most proud and beautiful members of the Euphorbiaceae family of trees. Man-unkind hacks at the body of the suffering rubber tree with a machete, then collects the milky tears it weeps and turns them into rubber johnnies to wear on his penis for PLEASURE! Can you believe such arrogance? Excuse my French, but anyone who wears a condom is literally fucking with nature. And if that wasn’t bad enough, latex condoms also have manmade stabilisers, preservatives and vulcanising (hardening) agents, which means they are not very biodegradable. Your flushed-away condom ends up as a disgusting blemish on coral reefs or the sea grasses. We destroy trees to make condoms, and pollute the seas when we throw them away. All for three to eight minutes of sticky pleasure.


Of course, it is better not to use contraception at all. Why not have some safe and fun, non-penetrative ‘eco-freaky’ sex instead? Passionate kissing is a very carbon-lite form of human contact. Or you might try blindfolding one another and fondling your bodies in the dark . . . (just make sure the blindfold is not made from silk or any other breed of worm-boiling, planet-abusing material).


Sheba and I tried tantric sex once. I figured that sexual pleasure based on the principle that the universe we experience is nothing more than a concrete manifestation of the divine energy of a Godhead, and which seeks ritually to appropriate and channel that energy within the human microcosm in creative and emancipatory ways, has got to be eco-friendly, right? Yet twelve-and-a-half hours into our tantric session Sheba shouted, ‘Oh, for God’s sake, where’s my vibrator?!!’ and that was the end of that. I have told her so often that vibrators are eco-unfriendly, but does she listen? No. So to teach her a little lesson, I left a copy of the Ecologist on her pillow on the night of our failed tantric encounter. It contained a most informative article arguing that, ‘from a purely ecological standpoint, many vibrators and other sex toys don’t pass muster. They can be made of PVC and contain phthalates . . . The lubricants necessary for the use of many sex toys can contain synthetic substances derived from petrochemicals and are likewise unsound.’ I hope that opened her eyes to the eco-crime that is unethical self-pleasure.


I know what people will say about my anti-condom stance – that I am promoting unsafe sex and the spread of disease. Well, now might be a good time to quote those brave souls in Earth First!, a campaign group I much admire, who said in the early 1990s: ‘If radical environmentalists were to invent a disease to bring human population back to sanity, it would probably be something like AIDS . . . the possible benefits of this to the environment are staggering . . . just as the Plague contributed to the demise of feudalism, AIDS has the potential to end industrialism.’ Now, I’m not saying I agree with that statement, Paulie . . . but it’s quite interesting, don’t you think? I would like to throw a hopefully non-loaded, non-judgemental question into this debate: might humankind’s use of condoms be foiling Mother Nature’s desperate-but-understandable attempts to correct overpopulation through disease . . . ?
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