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Chapter One

Introduction: Mining and Moral Consciousness

On August 16, 2015, a spill from an abandoned mine in Colorado released into the Animas River about a million gallons of toxic waste. 1 For a few days at least, images of a river turned a bright but poisonous gold captured the attention of many in the United States. Included in the TV reporting was the estimate of as many as 500,000 abandoned mines in the United States alone. In November of the same year, millions of gallons of waste from an iron mine in Brazil burst through a dam and flowed into the Rio Doce River, and eventually the Atlantic Ocean. The effects were judged to be catastrophic and will last for decades. 2 But then the news cycles moved on. Out of sight, out of mind. Until, of course, another mining dam burst in Brazil in early 2019, this time killing hundreds and wreaking environmental damage on an epic scale. 3

This book is about moving mining from the periphery of moral consciousness and closer to its center. In this regard, the book’s title, Mining Morality, is significant as it carries a double-meaning: On the one hand, this is a book about a certain kind of morality: mining morality, or the morality of mining—what’s morally good about digging for copper or coal or rare earth elements, and what’s not so good about it, in view of an overriding moral question, “How ought we to live?” 4Ethics and morality are often used interchangeably, and that will sometimes be the case here. But to the degree that a distinction is maintained, it is a relatively simple one: ethics is understood as reflection, more or less systematic (often less), on the pre-reflective moral life. 5 From this point of view, the ethics of mining has to do with understanding, making judgments about, and then expressing in various ways—regulations and codes, but certainly not only there—the relationship between mining and morality.


This is a relatively neglected subject. After describing human suffering related to artisanal mining in Burkina-Faso, Shefa Siegel laments the “missing ethics of mining.” Siegel explains:


Mining is the material basis for life, making it difficult to exaggerate its significance. George Orwell called it part of the “metabolism” of civilization. Major divisions of history are named in accordance with their dominant mineral products: the Paleolithic and Neolithic Periods; the Copper, Bronze, and Iron Ages. More than ever, humanity relies on minerals to sustain its existence. The growth of population, speed of transportation, proliferation of electronic gadgets and games, and delivery of electricity all depend on the expansion of mining. And yet we are ready to discuss almost any other ethics before the ethics of mining. Some view the concept as a contradiction in terms, others are alarmed that mining continues to exist at all, or simply find the topic supremely boring. We have more faith in our capacity to restrain or end violence and war than to address the ethics of mining. 6



This book is intended, then, as an attempt to hear Siegel’s complaint, echoed by others, possibly to rouse the reader from his or her slumber about this ethical gap, and to pursue more broadly and deeply the “ethics of mining” as Siegel describes it here and as we will explore it below.

But if the book is about the morality of mining, it is also about the mining of morality. At least that is the hope. If subjecting the extraction of minerals and other elements to moral scrutiny helps us to see mining with its sometimes dark corners in a brighter light, the hypothesis is that explorations of mining will also help us to understand better, and possibly in new ways, that broader, more fundamental moral question, “How ought we to live?” even when activities other than mining are on our minds. After all, mining has been around for a very long time, 7 certainly long before Socrates uttered his maxim that “the unexamined life is not worth living.”8 My hope is that thinking about mining can help us—reader and author—better to examine, if not now then later, the many and varied moral dimensions of our lives. Surely, the one examination can teach us something about the other. By descending into the world of mines and mining, 9 we may in the process find ourselves getting a clearer view of a wider, if still very steep, moral path leading out of the cave, into the light, and to more authentic human action and passion in the world we share. 10
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