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 Walking on Eggshells 
You could say we are living on 
the ‘Planet of the Chickens.’

Geologist Carys Bennett

A     FTER HUMANITY SUCCUMBS TO 
the oblivion that it seems to be determinedly 
rushing headlong into, and all of our great 
landmarks have rusted, crumbled, or 
otherwise vanished into the sands of time 
like the works of Ozymandias, scientists 
offer the consoling prospect that one telltale, 
indisputable sign might remain that a great 
civilization once reigned here on Earth.
   Chicken bones.
   That’s right, chicken bones. The product 
of humanity’s insatiable appetite for the 
winged meat lockers, any future post-human 
archeologists may well discover a thin layer 
of chicken bones peering out at them from 
the geological strata of the Anthropocene.
   Perhaps they’ll call it the KFC boundary.

                                                       Ron Mueck

   Alternately, the dirt detectives might 
reasonably deduce that the dominant life 
form on Earth—at least during the early 
21st century—wasn’t homo sapiens at all, 
but Gallus gallus domesticus, otherwise 
known as the common broiler chicken.
   That conclusion appears a bit less absurd
when when realizes that humans are greatly 
outnumbered by their favorite fast food—in 
fact, by about three-to-one, with roughly 
23 billion chickens being raised for human 
consumption at any given time. (In contrast, 
domesticated cows, pigs, and other live-
stock collectively number just a few billion.)
   Not coincidentally, the rise of the common 
supermarket or ‘fast food’ chicken closely 
mirrors the decline of birds in the wild—
and not just chickens—according to Dr. 
Carys Bennett, a University of Leicester 
geologist, reporting on a study of chicken 
bones dug up at London archaeological sites.



In fact, the mass of chickens awaiting their 
destiny as chicken dinners is believed to be 
greater than that of all wild birds combined.
   Throughout the world, chicken is by far 
the most commonly eaten meat, with a 
staggering 65 billion of the birds consumed 
each year, roughly 8 for every human mouth. 
Along with much of our discarded plastic 
and other detritus, the skeltons of virtually 
all of these chickens end up in landfills, 
where they are mummified, to await 
excavation by future archeologists.
   No sophisticated method will be required 
in order to date these gastronomic artifacts. 
Having been selectively bred by humans for 
over 6, 000 years, it’s no surprise that the 
bird we know today is altered beyond 
recognition from its wild forebears.   
   Chickens raised to provide meat (rather 
than eggs) increased gradually in size until 
the 1950s, when they suddenly began to get 
huge, putting on weight five times faster.
This change was the direct result of an 
aggressive breeding program spun out of a 
program called ‘Chicken of Tomorrow,’ 
sponsored by the U.S. Dept. of Agriculture. 
   In a contest organized to reward the 
farmer who could produce the meatiest 
chicken, the winner was Charles Vantress. 
(Nearly every chicken we eat today is a 
descendant of the ‘Vantress chicken.’)
   Bred for one thing only—rapid weight 
gain—today’s typical broiler chicken is 
more than twice the weight of the Asian red 
junglefowl, the distant ancestor from which 
it evolved. Its bones are also correspondingly 
larger, less dense, and often deformed due 
the excess weight that it is forced to carry. 
   Raised in giant factory farms producing as 
many as 600, 000 birds a year, modern 
chickens are ready for slaughter at just five 
to seven weeks, half the age they once were. 

(This is, incidentally, only about 1% of a 
wild chicken’s normal life of 10-15 years). 
   This unnatural weight gain is achieved 
largely through genetic modification—
specifically, by altering a receptor which 
regulates chicken metabolism, causing the 
birds to grow at 65 times their normal rate. 
(If we humans grew at a similar artificially-
induced rate, we would weigh roughly 350 
pounds by our second birthday.)
   Although the practice is now gradually 
being phased out in the U.S.,  birds that 
would otherwise be crippled by illness as a 
result of crowded, unsanitary conditions 
were for decades also fed huge quantities of 
growth-inducing antibiotics. 
   Ironically, a factory farm chicken’s greatly 
abbreviated lifetime is something of a 
blessing: Kept alive for only a few more 
weeks, many would die from heart or 
respiratory failure, unable to bear the strain 
of their enormously grotesque bodies.
   Factory farming accounts for 99.9% of 
chickens raised for meat in the U.S., but so-
called ‘free range’ or ‘organically grown’ 
chickens fare little better, since birds raised 
for food are not subject even to the grossly 
inadequate regulations applied to livestock.
   Aside from its impact on the birds, there 
are many reasons why consuming chicken is 
also highly damaging to human health and 
the environment, ranging from air and water 
pollution, habitat destruction and species 
loss, to exploitation of industry workers, 
routinely high levels of pathogens like 
salmonella in chicken meat, and increasing 
antibiotic resistance in humans—the 
inevitable result of 70% of our antibiotic 
use going to chickens and other livestock.
   All these dangers to humans themselves add 
up to what is, one is tempted to say, a case 
of the chickens coming home to roost. ◾   
                                                    


