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Mass Extinctions
and

Dying Dreams
•

W i l d e r n e s s of
Human Mind

on the

Knots
•

To look on a single fallen cedar tree rotting by a river is to look on a structure of
exquisite beauty and structural intricacy—the wood hued deep red and brown
in the cloud-muted spring light, the
blanket of bright green moss that clung
flat to it all winter now sending the tiny
stalks of sexually reproductive organs
into the air, the hemlock seedling that
sprouted on its rotting wood growing
where no direct sunlight falls, the river
shaded by the tree, providing water cool
enough for the spring chinook to spawn.

with w e ap on s for tongue s we
c u t our s e lv e s from our s k i n s ,

and remake ourselves in the
i m ag e of the sun .

The tree has boundaries, to be certain.
There is an internally cohesive, spatially
discrete entity that is the tree, a collection of cells that each contain its unique
DNA and not that of moss, hemlock,
or salmon. But the dead cedar also is
integrated into its surroundings, providing a structure for new life, feeding
soil, providing cover for animals who

the

will range through the mountains far
beyond, providing habitat for salmon
who will journey into the sea. All these
things to which the tree is connected
are in turn connected to myriad other
entities occupying other echelons of
time and space.
In this sense, the tree is boundless.
If one looks at any complex structure,
like a dead western red cedar lying on
the banks of the Salmon River, or the
wild valley in which it lived and died,
one finds that it is a component of
ever-larger complex structures which
eventually comprise the entire world;
every web consists of interconnected
nodes which in turn consist of webs.
Such is the elaborate, seamlessly integrated, all-encompassing complexity
which civilization destroys.
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characterization of civilization as a
diminishing of the world’s complexity. It could perhaps be roughly characterized as a predator of a complex
system—life on Earth—whose predation allows it to fuel the development of its own complex dynamics.
Ivory-billed woodpeckers, boreal forests, and gray whales are obliterated.
In their place come prisons, styrofoam, and Stockton, California—or,
depending on the polemic one wishes
to write, Kafka’s The Castle, Chopin’s
Nocturnes, and the scientific knowledge
that informs the first paragraph of this
text about the ecology of a dead tree.

Unraveling
•

To know this requires no metaphor
or capacity for reckoning that which
is beyond the immediately sensate, no
uncanny insight, no sense of the inscrutable. Machines come, they crush the
blossoming coltsfoot and salmonberry,
they cut down the trees. Explosives
are detonated, the mountain is leveled, coal removed. Oil is burned, the
world warms, corals lose their color
and crumble to the ocean floor. These
things are true. They are simple and
palpable. No one possessed of their
senses can fail to perceive them.
But in terms of the the significance
one attributes to this destruction,
one must acknowledge that there
are factors which confound a simple
4

And so we could, operating within the
parameters of a purely logical inquiry,
be permitted to ask, looking on a web
of forest life negated by feller bunchers, or a mountain denuded of its top,
or an ocean made dead by greenhouse
gases: Is this wrong? We could ask if
one form of complexity is indeed superior to another; if civilization, with all
its functionally interrelated subcomponents and emergent properties, is
not unlike an organism or an ecosystem; if in broad, conceptual terms its
emergence, and the destruction of the
substrate of the living world it was
formed from, is not a continuance of an
evolutionary trend present throughout
the Earth’s and indeed the universe’s
history, not a trend in the evolution of
organisms per se, but of complex systems in general . . .
It’s an interesting avenue of inquiry,
but, imagining its application to the
real world, one progresses down it
with a growing uneasiness. One gets
the sense that they are venturing down
ever-multiplying corridors, bound-

ed by walls of torturously strict logic,
corridors which always promise to
lead to insight while they obscure an
immediately apparent truth. What is
most intuitive, most manifest, is frequently the most difficult to define
in rigorous terms.
Euclid’s postulate that any two points
can be joined by a line can not be proven
in the same explicit terms as a geometric theorem. One must simply accept
it based on the evidence provided by
one’s senses. In many domains of existence, the provable is built on a foundation of the simply known. Biology can
specify the complex sequence of events
involved in cellular respiration, but
has a far less strict definition, despite
that we can all readily recognize it,
of life itself.
The wrongness of destroying the living
world is a fundamental truth, one too
simple and too clear to be readily
proven. But if this truth is intuitive,
then by what means do we account
for the fact that our global society
fails to grasp it?
At which point we may ask another,
related question. In the external,
physical world, industrial civilization
destroys rainforests, fills wetlands,
kills frogs. Are its effects on our
internal, subjective world similar? Is
the human mind like a wilderness, and
is the psychosocial environment we
occupy akin to a bulldozer? In which
case, do we possess the perceptual
capacity to understand our own
actions? Our journey down this path
may be self-reinforcing, a feedback
loop, in which the more we destroy
the more we lose our senses. I imagine

us operating a machine that negates
the existence of the world around us
and, as that operation progresses,
our awareness of it becomes dimmer
and dimmer, our eyes growing ever
duller, until eventually the features of
our own faces begin to deteriorate, the
contours of our hands become indistinguishable, formless from too many
repetitions of killing.
And those who resist, however nobly or
feebly, are we not, in our own manner,
also poisoned? In attempting to confront the machine—a machine we must
acknowledge we reside in, however fervently we criticize it—do we
not gaze the longest on the horrors it commits? While we attempt to
diminish the pace of its physical destruction, is something in our
own minds accordingly degraded, diminished, perhaps ultimately
destroyed? Some manifestation of
the human psyche that withers when
one can not take their eyes from their
enemy, when one is wholly occupied
by oil infrastructure statistics, by
accounts of open pit mines, by political
meetings, by filing lawsuits or locking
oneself to trucks?
In committing oneself to struggle,
does one forget the songs of their
ancestors, the lighting of fires, the
howling at the wild infinitude of the
unconquerable sky? And if we are
speaking of what is forgotten by minds
shaped, whether through acquiescence
or resistance, by the machine, would
gods and monsters not be among the
entities that occupy places of great
prominence in the wild psyche, places
of prominence from which they are
being thoroughly banished?
5

Dreams
•

We may speak of the wild as a totality, the sum of the mountains, rivers,
deserts, and oceans that comprise wilderness physically and the perceptions,
dreams, emotions, and cogitations
that comprise wilderness mentally.
If a wilderness is occupied by a bear,
that wilderness does not stop at her
fur, nor does it stop at her skin; it consists also of the representation of that
place that exists within her, of the
infinite tangle of bear dreams, fears,
and memories—dreams experienced
beneath the ground during long winters, memories of ancient springs and
the awakenings they engender—that
her ancestors bequeathed to her. The
wilderness is not only the savannah,
fires, or large predators that shaped
human evolution, it is also the spirits we imagined to inhabit those large
predators, the stories we told about
them in hushed voices around fires, the
deities who occupied forbidden mountains, their peaks obscured by clouds,
upon which we gazed for millennia
in fearful reverence.
As the physical wild dies, jaguars, sage
grouse, and green sturgeon lose their
habitat and thus die; as the mental
wild dies, the habitat of the Trickster,
the axis mundi, and the Sky Father are
accordingly destroyed.
It is perfectly reasonable to ask—more
pointedly, it would be radically amiss
not to—if these perceptions are indeed
useful to us. The question is not necessarily a proxy for whether any of the
gods and monsters we have forgotten
6

in our march toward some terminally
civilized mind (which, at least according to civilization’s current trajectory,
would correspond to some some hypothetical state of a terminally destroyed
Earth, an Earth no longer possessing
a single unpaved surface or a single
undomesticated species). To my mind,
an argument that any of the river spirits, half-women half-swans, or horses
pulling the sun across the sky that
populate humanity’s mythical heritage
actually, physically exist would be too
agonizingly convoluted, too hopelessly quixotic, to even warrant dismantling. The question is not whether the
spirits of winter are real, but whether,
as spring approaches, it helps us to
be human to put on a mask and bang
furiously on a drum in order to scare
those spirits away.
In some regards, gods and monsters are undoubtedly a detriment to human wellbeing, in that
a belief in them may compete with
another explanatory framework which
has the appealing quality of actually
being true. (I will not, for purposes
of this writing, attempt to refute any
of the academic narratives that there
is no objective truth and all narratives are equally valid—such discussions are, to my mind, so manifestly
absurd as to be completely uninteresting). But the mythical world can have
this adverse potential while still having
a crucial place in the human psyche
which we would do ourselves great
harm by denying.
For instance, as is the case with Old
World primates in general, humans
have an evolutionarily inherited fear
of snakes. It is valuable that we know

that this fear relates to ancestral environments and is disproportionate to
the threat of snake mortality we face
today. This knowledge, however, does
not entirely negate a visceral response
many people have to snakes. Simply
pretending that this dimension of the
human psyche does not exist would
have a significant traumatic potential.
Likewise, in common with much of
the animal kingdom, humans have a
cross-cultural aversion to sexual contact with close relatives. This aversion—called the Westermarck Effect
after the Finnish anthropologist who
first described it—has a very legitimate biological basis, in that reproduction with close kin has negative
consequences for offspring. Of course,
in many modern sexual scenarios, one
is hardly intending to reproduce—
indeed, one may be doing everything
possible to avoid it—and thus one must
acknowledge that there are no tangible, physical impediments to having
sex with close relatives. This acknowledgment does nothing, however, to
negate our psychobiological predisposition to avoid such contact. We could
choose to ignore it because it does not
refer to any external exigency, but the
result would doubtlessly be a great
deal of psychological turmoil for those
who did so.

fashion or another, form part of the
world it perceives.
Dismantling a literal belief in dominant
mythical conceptions of the world, such
as Christianity, is crucial to humanity’s wellbeing. Such literal beliefs,
with which we are so easily enamored,
have done nothing throughout history
but tether the human genius—a genius
born to ascend into the sky and encompass the wild and boundless complexity of the universe—to ignoble rocks of
absurd conviction. They have chained
minds capable of knowing infinity to a
flat Earth orbited by the sun, an Earth
crafted through no particular mechanism by a stupid, petty, vengeful god,
a god who, if he existed, would be
humanity’s paramount duty to destroy
rather than to worship, to rid the world
of a cruel and capricious oppressor.
As these systems of belief are abandoned, however, the tendency has been
to replace them with absolutely nothing. This impulse is understandable,
but a fair amount of evidence indicates
it works poorly for the human psyche.
Many sophisticated minds, born into
modern environments and apprised
of and convinced by scientific ways of
accounting for reality, still find themselves orienting toward mythical modes
of perception.

The question is not, therefore, whether
it is a tragedy we have forgotten ancestral mythical narratives—narratives
which comprised a good deal of the
environment in which the human mind
functioned throughout deep time—
because they are true. The question is
simply whether the human mind works
better when these narratives, in some
7

Extinction
•

One can walk in landscapes and feel a
palpable presence of the ghosts of what
used to live there. One can walk in
mountains and feel the aching absence
of wolves, grizzlies, and—accounting
for losses further back in time—sabertoothed salmon, mastodons.
Just like the ghosts that haunt a forest
denuded of its large predators by civilization, the vestiges of similarly potent,
mysterious forms populate the damaged wilderness of the human mind—
women who can become birds, demonic
elk, gods dying on trees.
Of course, the Earth is far from static.
It is relentlessly dynamic. The mountains I walk in have been changing
ever since they were born, and the species that occupy them have come and
gone with those changes, and, over
time, some of them have disappeared
altogether.
The mythical world is likewise dynamic. The gods and stories that have occupied a given people’s mind in a given
time and place have constantly shifted,
changed in subtle ways through permutation after permutation, story after
story, until, in a process very similar to
biological evolution, they have taken
on new forms altogether; and, in some
cases, just like species throughout deep
time, disappeared altogether.
For the most part, a dynamic equilibrium has prevailed. Species inhabit and
disperse from landscapes, gods likewise
rise and decline in minds, new forms
8

emerge and old ones die, but their
diversity, the complexity of interrelations between them, remains.
Now gods, like biological species, are
going extinct at an unprecedented
rate, a rate which threatens to undermine the very fabric from which they
are formed, extinguishing the capacity
of the mythical proto-material to generate new entities. In the great extinction at the end of the Permian, it was
not one, or even many, sea scorpions
that went extinct. It was the entire class
Eurypterida, eliminating the genetic pool from which new species could
emerge. It is likewise not just Odin
or Inanna dying; it is the very dream
world in which they took shape, the
equivalent of their DNA that is dying,
or their habitat, or both.

Resurgence
•

What was the first word ever spoken?
The question is simultaneously potent
and futile. It is doubtful that such a
moment in prehistory clearly exists,
but it is a useful moment to speculate
about nonetheless. The same is true
if one asks what the first myth was, or
who the first god.
If it may be assumed, just as the words
of every living language have been
produced from gradual, largely inadvertent modifications of a primordial
lexicon, and just as these first words are
unknown to us, that all deities which
exist today are evolved from mysterious and forgotten ur-gods. Did these
initial, primordial manifestations of
the divine impetus suit the needs of
their creators better than those that
exist, products of a prolonged series of
haphazard modifications, presently?
For as much ink has been spilled on the
nature of the religious psyche—and by
extension, the deities it creates—the
pervasive sense remains that something
is right there, staring us in the face,
that is being overlooked. If one were to
seek out first gods, one would of necessity journey deep into the mental wild,
a journey as far from human habitation, and perhaps as perilous, as those
that took humanity out of Africa to the
far corners of the Earth.
A tension exists. The narrative may
be compelling in and of itself, but
does it have any real purpose, or is it
merely a literary conceit? Would such a
venture, were it indeed possible to

travel so far into our collective internal space, to negotiate an inner wild
populated with bird-headed men and
talking serpents—forms faded from
the contemporary mental landscape, if
not entirely forgotten, like wolves and
grizzly bears have faded from, but are
not entirely forgotten by, the physical landscape—actually be useful? Are
these deities so much more potent
than modern ones that they will, unlike
those to which so many of us uselessly
pray with such heartfelt fervor, break
down the walls of prisons, or stop tar
sands machines in their tracks?
It is doubtful. But in making such
journeys, in connecting with those vestigal, primordial forms that haunt the
far horizons of human memory, one is
also, hopefully, freeing oneself from
the constraints placed on the human
mind by civilization. One should recall
that aphorism of Nietzsche’s about
taking care when fighting monsters,
lest one thereby becomes a monster.
The nature of civilization dictates, to a
large extent, the methods used in, and
the logistical parameters of, the fight
against it. This is an inexorable truth.
One can not simply pray to forgotten
gods and hope that, contrary to all the
evidence the world presents one with,
it will suffice to halt the machine. An
equal danger, however, lies in becoming lost in the small-minded and deadeyed quasi-logic of the world killers.
It is necessary to fight on the terms
dictated by the present moment, but
a fatal mistake to acquiesce to those
9

terms on any deeper level, particularly to make the final and most terrible mistake of confusing those terms
with reality itself. One can easily be
consumed by the logic of politics, of
economics, of conflicts with police,
corporations, and governments. These
things are ugly. These things are not
the wild beauty that resides, the product of millennia of evolution, in the
human psyche. A resistance that only
dreams is futile, but a resistance that
has stared for too long at the vulgar
and petty horrors of international
summits, trade agreements, and pending legislation, never remembering the
totality of being on which resistance is
predicated, until finally its own thinking comes to emulate the vulgarity and
pettiness of the very horrors on which
it gazes, is likewise doomed.

DO

NOT

BE

YOUR

ARE

ARE

WIELDED

NOT

WILD
THE

S E L F.

ALL

ENEMY.

WEAPONS

USELESS
BY

LOOK

FARTHEST

THAT
YOUR

UPON,

REACHES

IN
OF

YOUR MEMORY, IN THOSE SAME
DISTANT
F E LT
OR

LANDS

THE

WRAPPED

ANOTHER
THIS

YOU

WA R M T H

FIRST

OF

FIRE

YOURSELF

CREATURE’S

FACE:

IT

IS

IN

SKIN,

HORNED,

COARSE-HAIRED, WILD, SHRIEKING. GAZE UPON IT UNTIL ITS
FURY
OF

SHAPES

YOUR

THE

OWN

FEATURES

FACE

AND

YOU

RETURN TO THIS PLACE WHICH
HAS

GROWN

PALE

GETFULNESS

AND

WITH

FOR-

FAT

WITH

THE THE BLOOD OF FACELESS,
MECHANIZED

SLAUGHTER;

RETURN

WITH

YOUR

RAISED,

RETURN

RETURN

RETURN

RAVENOUS;

HOWLING

FIST

MONSTROUS,

WITH

THE

VOICE

OF THE FIRST GOD WHO EVER
STALKED
RACED

THE

ACROSS

FOREST
THE

OR

STORMY

SKY AND BROUGHT TERROR TO
OUR

KIND

AS

WE

TOOK

SHEL-

TER FROM THE HOWLING WIND
AND THE KNIVES OF LIGHT IT
THREW
THIS

DOWN;

VISAGE

REVENGE

10

RETURN

AND

ON

TAKE

THE

TION

THAT

YOUR

PRIMORDIAL

WITH
YOUR

CIVILIZA-

ROBBED

YOU

OF

STRENGTH.

Perseverance
•

KEEPING
IN

A

YOURSELF

WORLD

THAT

SANE

IS

BEING

HURT ONLY AS MUCH AS IS NECESSARY

TO

GUIDE

YOU.

HURT

D E S T ROY E D I S , I N A N D O F I T S E L F,

N O M O R E . D O N O T F E E L G U I LT Y

AN ACT OF BOLD DEFIANCE OF

FOR DOING WHAT IS NECESSARY

THE FORCES OF DESTRUCTION.

TO

ALONG

REEFS,

B E C AU S E YO U A R E S AV I N G A PA RT

RED-LEGGED

OF THE LIVING WORLD YOU WISH

WITH

CORAL

POLAR

BEARS,

FROGS,

AND

TROPICAL

RAIN

SO

FEEL

WELL;

FEEL

F E RV E N T LY

TO

PROUD,

DEFEND.

FORESTS, THE CRAZED JUGGER-

T H E N, W H E N YO U H AV E H A LT E D

NAU T O F M O D E R N I T Y WA N T S T O

THE

K I L L YOU R H E A RT. D O NO T L E T

THEY TORE INTO YOUR FLESH,

I T. D O NO T L E T T H E PA I N OF

WHEN

KNOWING

POISON

THE

WORLD’S

INJU-

BULLDOZERS

YOU

H AV E

BEFORE

BEFORE

H A LT E D
IT

THE

ENTERED

RIES BREAK YOU: IN DOING SO

YO U R B L O O D, W H E N YO U H AV E

YOU

KEPT

ARE

ONLY

MONSTROUS

GIVING

THAT

DEVOURER

ONE

WELL

YOURSELF
IN

THE

WHOLE
FACE

OF

AND
THE

MORE VICTIM. DO NOT EXPECT

ON S L AUG H T, YOU W I L L P O S S E S S

THE COLLECTIVE TO EMBRACE

THE

A

WORLD

BEAUTY

WHERE

LIFE

AND

YOU

IN

ALL

TO

FLOURISH

UNFETTERED
SEEK:
FEND

THEIR ABUNDANCE IF YOU CAN

WOUNDS

NOT

INTO

EMBRACE

SUCH

A

STATE

IN YOUR OWN BODY. THINK OF

THE

OFF

STRENGTH

THOSE

BEING

THAT

STRENGTH

OTHER

INFLICTED

GREATER

BODY

OF W H IC H W E A R E A L L A PA RT.

YOURSELF AS A FOREST AND DO
NOT LET THEM CUT YOU DOWN.

13

Why are the most appalling heights of
destruction and utter disregard for life
one could conceive of the status quo?
Why do we live in a world where people
who wish to blow up mountains in
order to extract coal, or murder rivers
with giant dams, or lock animals up in
row after row of tiny cages, are not only
not treated as spectacularly insane, are
not only taken seriously, but are in
fact the people who exercise the most
power in our societies?

Civilization as
Trauma
•

on the

Denial
of

Human Developmental
Needs
and the

Behavior
of

Mass Society

Most explanations of this deeply peculiar state of affairs make recourse to
some systems-level construct—capitalism, authoritarianism, or perhaps “a
culture that does not respect life.” Such
explanations may very well be true so
far as they go, but they suffer from the
significant deficit of not actually being
explanations at all. What is capitalism?
Is it a communicable disease that can
be eradicated from our bodies? What
does it mean to say that we live in a
culture that values profit over life? Is
this culture an external thing shaping
our thoughts and behaviors, and where
did it live before it invaded our minds?
Can we see it, or if not, can we somehow detect it, can its physical parameters be mapped, using some of the
same advanced instruments with which
we measure dark matter?
Generally, the response to these questions would be that a culture is an
entity that emerges from the interactions of countless individuals as more
than the sum of its parts. Cultures are
not made by any one person: They
reciprocally shape and are shaped by
everyone who participates in them,
and this group-level process can not
be reduced to its components. Again,

this may very well be true so far as it
goes, but is hardly a logical terminus of
inquiry. Organisms also have emergent
properties that can not be reduced to
their constituent parts—a ghost flower
or a bighorn sheep is far more than the
molecules that comprise it. But biology hardly finds this truth a deterrent
to studying the materials and processes that underly the emergent entity; a
bighorn sheep certainly would not be a
bighorn sheep were it made of something other than its particular proteins, lipids, carbohydrates.
THEREFORE,
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Of course, one readily apparent
answer to this question would be that
our cruelty and destructiveness are
simply human nature; industrial civilization in this case would be unique
only as a result of its greater technological capacity for death and enslavement. This answer is concise but hardly
simple. It implicitly acknowledges that
human nature (unless one is prone to
spurious explanations, such as god)
is a product of biological evolution,
and therefore begets further questions about the environments, ecological and social, in which our nature
evolved. The logical consequence of
this is the acknowledgment that technological society represents a massive
deviation from our ancestral conditions. Without rigorous inquiry into
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the implications of this fact, blanket
statements about “human nature” are
no more meaningful an explanation of
the modern condition than saying rain
is caused by falling water—true in a
sense, but woefully inadequate.
To be certain, much of the worst horrors of human societies have very conspicuous analogues in the behavior
of many other animals. The borders
of nations resemble the boundaries
of wolf territories, conflicts between
nations resemble conflicts between
chimpanzee groups, the internal
structure of nations resembles the
dominance hierarchies of dwarf mongooses. These similarities seem most
commonly to result in either a fatalistic resignation—to a sense that prisons, clearcuts, and depleted uranium
shells are inevitabilities, often coupled
with condescension or mockery toward
any struggle for a better world—or
to result in outright denial that these
similarities exist, presumably born out
of fear that fatalistic resignation is the
only other option.
However, acknowledging a biological dimension to behavior is not the
same, contra years of pointless, dualistic debate about nature vs. nurture,
as saying a behavior is inevitable.
Nationalism, xenophobia, the obsessive accumulation of unnecessary
wealth—these and all other prevailing
evils simply could not be as widespread
as they are if they did not functionally
interact with some element of human
behavioral biology. However, neither
could love or altruism. So which is it?
Is it human nature to build Auschwitz
or to build a soup kitchen? We may
as well ask whether it is the nature of
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carbon to form molecules of sugar or
methamphetamine. Integral structural
features allow it to do both. We could
say, in the parlance of human behavior,
that it has an “innate predisposition”
to do both—the path it takes depends
on the conditions to which it is subject.
The question then becomes: What elements of modern life represent a significant deviation from the conditions
to which we are adapted by evolution?
Or, to elaborate a great deal: What
about the modern world might be in
conflict with human nature, what psychosocial effects do such conflicts have,
and what relationship might these psychosocial effects have to the destruction and brutality that so thoroughly
pervades every aspect of modern economies and societies?
Across many species and throughout
a wide variety of contexts, the early,
developmental phases of life are crucial to species-typical functioning
later in life, and perturbations in the
environment of development can have
profound and permanent effects. For
instance, there is an appallingly extensive literature on the developmental
effects of social isolation and barren
environments on many different animals. The effects vary, but, to indulge
in wanton understatement, they are
never good: carnivores relentlessly
pace and engage in repetitive, rigidly
stereotyped head shaking motions,
rodents ceaselessly turn summersaults
and chew off their own fur, ungulates spend vast portions of their days
chewing the air or non-food objects,
primates cling to themselves, bang
their heads against walls, and poke at
their own eyes.1

The conditions that produce such
behavioral anomalies may be thought
of, quite simply, in terms of the deviation from the environment of evolutionary adaptedness (EEA) they
represent. Just as a bear’s body is
adapted to ranging long distances,
detecting the scent of wet huckleberries in the distance, and digging itself
into the ground when the days shorten and grow cold, so too is its mind a
product of the forests and meadows its
ancestors haunted. Isolated from that
context—placed, for instance, in a cage
in a zoo—unmoored from the sensory
and mental complexity of the wilderness of which its mind and senses are a
part, its rich behavioral repertoire will
deteriorate into an obsessive singularity of pacing.2
A particularly notorious example of
the developmental effects of evolutionarily deviant conditions is the
research on social isolation conducted by University of Wisconsin psychologist Harry Harlow. A paragon
of an era in experimental psychology of bold inquiries creating decisive, paradigmatic results, Harlow
posed the groundbreaking question: if you torture rhesus monkeys
throughout infancy and childhood,
will it effect their behavior as adults?
The answer—rather unsurprisingly for anyone who has not become so
mired in the bafflingly complex minutiae of science that they have lost any
sense of the immediately, intuitively
apparent—is yes.
Harlow and his colleagues removed
infant rhesus monkeys from their
mothers a few hours after birth and
placed them in a stainless steel cham-

ber where they had no contact whatsoever with any other animal, humans
included. In these conditions, the animals experienced total social isolation for the first three, six, or twelve
months of life. Upon release from their
enclosures, the monkeys were in a state
of emotional shock characterized by
“autistic self-clutching and rocking.”
Two refused to eat; one died, one was
force fed. Three months of social isolation did not produce measurable, longterm changes in monkeys’ behavior.
Six to twelve months of social isolation, however, produced catastrophic,
irreversible changes. Upon release and
exposure to other rhesus macaques,
these animals engaged in virtually no
play involving physical contact with
others, exhibited almost no sexual
behavior, and were extremely fearful
of other monkeys, including infants.
Some displayed “suicidal” aggression
toward older animals; some displayed
aggression toward infants, a behavior “essentially nonexistent in normal
monkeys.” The researchers summarized their work thus:
THE FINDINGS OF THE VARIOUS TOTALISOLATION AND SEMI-ISOLATION STUDIES
OF THE MONKEYS SUGGEST THAT

SUFFI-

CIENTLY SEVERE AND ENDURING EARLY
ISOLATION REDUCES THESE ANIMALS TO
A SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL

LEVEL IN WHICH

THE PRIMARY SOCIAL RESPONSIVENESS IS
FEAR. 3

Horrifyingly, comparable results
have been obtained in humans raised
in extreme, if not total, social isolation in Communist-era Romanian
“orphanages.” Confined to separate
cribs in barren rooms for twenty hours
a day, socially, nutritionally, and sen17

sorily deprived, the children developed repetitive and self-injurious
behaviors—rocking back and forth,
eye poking, head banging—strikingly similar to those exhibited by other
primates in social isolation. Children
commonly had reduced cranial size,
altered forebrain activity, and elevated
evening cortisol levels.4
If barren environments lacking in
social contact are clearly deviant from
our evolutionary status quo, what is
characteristic of it? If contemporary
hunter-gatherer societies are more
characteristic of the conditions in
which we evolved than modern society—a modest proposal to say the
least—than their childrearing practices indicate that complex societies fall,
on a continuum of developmental environments with ancestral conditions on
one end and a Romanian orphanage on
the other, somewhere in the middle.
Humans are catarrhines, a subset
of the primates characterized, with
respect to infancy, by the birth of a
single offspring, constant maternal
contact in the first weeks of life, constant maternal proximity until weaning, nursing more than three times an
hour while awake, and night nursing.
These precise traits or highly comparable ones are also cross-culturally present among foraging societies,
where infancy is characterized by prolonged close physical contact with the
mother, a high level of indulgence of
the infant’s needs, high responsiveness to infant crying, frequent nursing
(four times per hour) during waking,
mothers and infants sleeping together, and night nursing. There are also
cross-culturally consistent features
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of hunter-gatherer childhood postweaning, such as immersion in a multi-aged, mixed gender play group and
minimal restrictions on child or adolescent explorations of sex.5
These are not the prevailing conditions within industrial societies; on
the contrary, a pattern of decreasing
indulgence of infants and children with
increasing political complexity emerges from assessing a range of societies.
A comparison conducted in the 1960s
of foraging societies with other nonindustrial societies (i.e. subsistence
agriculturists) found foragers inflicted
less pain on infants, were more indulgent of infants generally, and that forager infants experienced a greater ease
and lateness of toilet training. Forager
children experienced less anxiety over
“responsible,” “obedient,” or “selfreliant” behavior. A similar comparison
of 10 foraging societies with 176 other
nonindustrial societies conducted in
the 1970s found foragers maintained
closer contact with their infants and
were more indulgent in their responses to infant crying than non-foragers.
The pattern continues as societies progress into highly technological states:
Measured in terms of physical contact,
sleeping distance, weaning age, and
responsiveness to crying, mothers in
the United States were less indulgent
than mothers in the 176 nonindustrial
societies studied.6
Constant maternal contact and proximity during infancy addresses the
deep evolutionary imperative for parents to protect their offspring from
predators and other sources of harm.
It is therefore rather unsurprising that
separation results in visible distress in

catarrhines, and that prolonged rearing in isolation, ala Harry Harlow,
results in lifelong dysfunctional behavior. When the evidence is assessed in
the aggregate, it is clear that the prolonged periods of mother-infant separation, relatively infrequent nursing
or lack of breastfeeding altogether,
and early weaning characteristic of
industrial civilization are evolutionarily deviant conditions that likely have
fundamental and permanent behavioral consequences.

HADZA CHILDREN ARE ALLOWED TO DO
AS THEY LIKE MOST OF THE TIME. BY
AMERICAN STANDARDS, HADZA ADULTS
DO VERY LITTLE DISCIPLINING OR TRAINING OF CHILDREN . . . WHEN CHILDREN
ARE ONE TO THREE YEARS OF AGE, THEY
OFTEN

THROW

TANTRUMS,

DURING

WHICH THEY MAY PICK UP A BRANCH
AND

REPEATEDLY

OVER

THE

OTHER
THE
HEADS,

HEAD.

ADULTS
BLOWS

WHACK
THE

MERELY

BY

LAUGHING

FEND

COVERING
ALL

PEOPLE

PARENTS

THE

AND
OFF

THEIR
TIME.

THEY DO NOT EVEN TAKE THE STICK AWAY. 7

After weaning, humans have an unusually long period of dependency on parents and other caregivers with respect to
other closely related animals; thus the
cross-species comparisons so illustrative of evolved human needs in infancy
become less useful. Nonetheless, the
cross-culturally consistent elements of
hunter-gatherer childhoods are a powerful source of evidence that modern
society has far transgressed the boundaries in which healthy human development can occur.
Perhaps the most striking single disparity between industrial and huntergatherer childhood is the simple lack of
authority exercised over children in the
latter milieu. The fundamental assumption of technologically complex societies that childhood is a precarious time,
in which values and behaviors must be
deliberately instilled and rigorously
enforced (whether through punitive or
non-punitive means), lest the child fail
to develop into a functional adult who
has assimilated a culture’s basic precepts and meets its essential obligations,
is consistently violated by foraging cultures. Of Tanzanian hunter-gatherers
anthropologist Frank Marlowe says:

His ethnography also includes a photo
of a father watching with amusement
as his two year old son squats on the
ground, attempting to smoke a cigarette which appears absurdly, disproportionately large to the child’s small
body. The conspicuous result of this
lack of discipline in Hadza childhood
appears to be, ironically, an earlier, less
tumultuous, less conflict-prone assimilation into adulthood than is characteristic of our own discipline-oriented
civilization. Marlowe describes children as “eager little helpers” by the
age of five, fetching objects for adults,
helping with various tasks, and learning the skills of adulthood.
This early assumption of adult tasks
and behaviors is by no means unique
to the Hadza. Hunting behavior in the
Martu, foragers in Australia’s Western
Desert, is recorded for children as
young as three years old. Martu adults
will often spend the day hunting and
gathering away from camp; nursing
infants are carried by their mothers,
while weaned children are left behind.
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Bird and Bird report:
AN ETHOS OF SELF-SUFFICIENCY SURROUNDS MARTU CHILDREN. DESERT-BORN
ADULTS RECALL A CHILDHOOD SPENT FORAGING WITH OTHER CHILDREN TO KEEP
THEMSELVES FED . . .

GENERALLY ALL CHILDREN IN CAMP, BOYS
AND GIRLS, WILL FORAGE TOGETHER IN
THE SAME GROUP. THEIR

EFFORTS ARE

HIGHLY PRAISED BY YOUNG AND OLD
ALIKE,

BUT

THEIR

DECISIONS

ABOUT

WHETHER OR NOT TO FORAGE AND WHAT

Just as children acquire, in multi-aged,
mixed-gender groups, the skills necessary to forage (and to navigate the
complex social terrain of cooperation,
sharing, and reciprocity that surround
foraging), they also “play,” in a manner
sometimes difficult to distinguish from
the fully developed behavior, at other
adult activities. This includes sex. This
is illustrated by a woman’s account of
childhood among the !Kung, a foraging people in Africa’s Kalahari Desert,
which describes the development of
children’s sexuality:

TO LOOK FOR ARE NOT DIRECTLY INFLUENCED BY ADULTS. 8

WHEN

A

CHILD

SLEEPS

BESIDE

HIS

MOTHER, IN FRONT, AND HIS FATHER

Nor, at the risk of belaboring the point,
are the Martu unique. Childhood
assumption of hunting and gathering
tasks is a common feature of foraging societies, also recorded among, to
name a few, the Baka, the Yora, the
Mikea, and the Aka.

SLEEPS BEHIND AND MAKES LOVE TO HER,
THE CHILD WATCHES. PERHAPS THIS IS THE
WAY THE CHILD LEARNS . . . THEN, WHEN
HE AND THE OTHER CHILDREN ARE PLAYING, IF HE IS A LITTLE BOY, HE TAKES HIS
YOUNGER SISTER AND PRETENDS TO HAVE
SEX

WITH HER. AND AS HE GROWS, HE

LIVES IN THE BUSH AND CONTINUES TO

The relative ease with which forager
children acquire the skills and behavioral standards of their societies, coupled
with the extraordinary lack of discipline
or even, quite often, any form of overt
direction or instruction on the part of
adults, indicates that humans may closely resemble other species in their developmental capacities. That is, it appears
that human children do not require the
strict regimes of instruction, coercion,
supervision, scolding and violence they
receive in technologically complex societies in order to be molded into functional, independent entities; rather, in
common with other behaviorally complex animals, they possess an innate
capacity to learn survival skills and
socially appropriate behaviors simply by
immersion in their social milieu.
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PLAY, NOW WITH OTHER CHILDREN, AND

the unfulfilled sexual desires and adultchild violence of this world has faded—
to the somewhat less extreme—for
instance, simply restricting children’s
sexual activity, enforcing a precept that
it is exclusively an adult undertaking.
While the less strict end of this continuum—acknowledging
childhood
sexuality as “natural” but still something not to be indulged—would seem
to have far less potential for long-term
psychological harm than the more
severe end of this continuum, it is
crucial to acknowledge that it is still
considerably less permissive than the
typical hunter-gatherer milieu. This
restrictiveness would do a great deal
to explain the chronic anxiety and discord around sexuality characteristic
of our society. This emotional tumult
surrounding sex could, in turn, perhaps contribute some understanding
to the general dysfunction and malaise
so often perceived as ubiquitous in the
modern psyche.

THEY HAVE SEX WITH EACH OTHER AND
PLAY AND PLAY AND PLAY. THEY TAKE FOOD
FROM THE VILLAGE AND GO BACK TO THE
BUSH TO CONTINUE THEIR GAMES. THAT’S
THE WAY THEY GROW UP . . . 9

Considering the central place that sex
occupies in the human psyche, it seems
eminently plausible that non-foraging
societies’ far more sexually restrictive
tendencies have very significant developmental implications for the children
in those societies. Childhood sexual
prohibitions in technological societies
range from the extreme—corporeal
punishment for normal sexual behaviors and inclinations, for instance, not
to mention, in a religious context, the
promise of eternal torment when all

A number of other features of childhood consistently found in huntergatherer
societies—mixed-gender,
multi-aged play groups, for instance—
may or may not, of their own accord,
be crucial aspects of the environment
to which the human mind is adapted. They may, however, be necessary for other conditions to flourish
which are indeed crucial in a more
direct sense. For instance, the general lack of adult discipline or restriction found in such societies may be
entirely contingent on the existence
of multi-aged, somewhat autonomous
play groups; they might be logistical
impossibilities without them.

The case that modern developmental
environments differ considerably from
those to which we are adapted by evolution, and that these deviations likely
have significant, long-term implications for the behavior of the adults
that emerge from them, is fairly easy
to make. What exactly the behavioral
implications are is a matter of considerably greater ambiguity.
The modern developmental context
varies profoundly, but in very general
terms it can be characterized as one
where infants spend a good deal of time
crying out for physical contact they do
not receive and children spend a good
deal of time being forced along behavioral pathways inimical to their desires.
In the case of the former, the lack of
caregiver proximity to infants and
indulgence of their basic needs for
nursing, assurance, and physical contact, there are clear parallels with the
rich body of literature on social isolation trauma in closely related species.
However, as much as the developmental needs of other primates directly
mirror our own needs, and as much
as industrial society’s denial of these
needs overtly parallels horrifying
experiments conducted in laboratories (without ever quite achieving the
same level of sheer cruelty), there are
no unequivocal behavioral parallels in
the adults of modern society and the
adult monkeys of social deprivation
rearing scenarios. It is not as if adults
who spent their childhoods in industrial civilization all clutch themselves,
rock back and forth, and poke at their
own eyes constantly.
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Two confounding factors make themselves clear. One is that, thankfully,
the level of deprivation experienced by
an infant in a modern developmental
context is nowhere near as severe as in
an experimental setting. So we should
not expect the same level of sheer
dysfunction in human society. The
second confounding factor is humans’
relatively more complex behavioral
repertoire; it should be expected that
trauma can manifest along a greater
number of behavioral pathways in a
species with a greater number of variables influencing their behavior. It
should be recalled that, even amongst
rhesus monkeys, individual differences modulated infant trauma in
different ways; for instance, some deprivation reared adults attacked infants,
others did not.

evolutionary setting. Without clear
analogies to draw upon, the possibility
must be acknowledged, even if it seems
somewhat counterintuitive, that there
are no behavioral consequences of this
deviation. However, if there are they
could likely be generalized in the same
manner as those involving infancy—
as general disruptions in the systems
that determine and regulate mood,
cognition, and behavior.

If one were to speculate as to what a
world of chronic, ubiquitous trauma
might look like, one could perhaps
imagine that it would be a world rapidly dying as ecological limits are violated, a world where the pursuit of
useless trivialities like profit and power
occurred at the expense of everything
good and beautiful, a world of diamond
mines fought for by child soldiers, of
melting polar ice, of prisons, fur farms,

When these two factors are taken into
account, it seems clear that we should
not look for a simple, single variable
behavioral response to our society’s
failure to accommodate the needs of
infants. Rather, we should probably
expect to find a broad set of psychobiological anomalies with consequences for cognition, affect, emotion,
and behavior.
Humans cross-culturally remain
dependent on adults long after weaning. While many animals have a juvenile stage between dependence and full
adulthood, this level of post-weaning
dependence is novel: “childhood” in
the human sense is unique to our species. As a result, even fewer clear behavioral parallels can be expected between
us and other animals as a consequence
of the ways in which childhood in civilization differs from childhood in our
22

IT IS NOT
IN VAIN W E
PA C E OUR
C AGES .

WITH EACH
DAY WE GROW
STRONGER IN
OUR CHAINS.

tar sands, hydraulic fracturing, ethnic
cleansing. One could, in short, imagine that it would be precisely the world
we live in.
With respect to pathological behaviors that are not condoned by the
mainstream of society—murder, for
instance, or child abuse—it is well
established both in scientific literature
and common knowledge that developmental trauma engenders insidious
acts later in life. If one considers that
the collective behavior of the civilized
is wantonly cruel, destructive, and
ultimately suicidal, and that civilization exists in trauma-producing conflict with human developmental needs,
it seems vanishingly unlikely there is
no relationship between our collective trauma and our collective insanity. Civilization knows that harmful
developmental environments create
deviations later in life from its baseline
of acceptable behavior, but has failed
to grasp that its own baseline—which
includes, after all, nuclear weapons,
world wars, and catastrophic climate
change—may itself be a deviation from
our evolutionary status quo; the levels
of disregard for ourselves and other
forms of life we currently exhibit may
not be species-typical.
Crucially, for this to be true it is not
necessary that life in an environment closer to the ones in which we
evolved—a foraging society—be free
of pain, conflict, or dismay. Nor is it
necessary that collective trauma be the
only explanatory factor in the state of
modern society.
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Many of humanity’s cruelties—
rape, territoriality, and murder, for
instance—have close parallels in the
behavior of other animals. Likewise,
our wanton destruction of the Earth
presents us with an evolutionarily novel
conflict, in which our species is experiencing a horrifying excess of success
in securing resources and reproducing; an excess, in other words, of our
evolutionary imperatives. Many of the
things that make the modern age an
age of overwhelming horror have deep
roots in human behavioral biology. But
this does not negate the relevance of
examining the role of collective trauma
in collective behavior. The question is
not whether civilization invented cruelty and destruction—it most assuredly did not—the question is simply
how civilization influences these
human propensities, whether civilization is a socioecological setting that
amplifies them.

If we consider the purely physical,
rather than the psychosocial, effects
of industrial civilization—as humans
often, ironically, exhibit the greatest
tendency to grasp for simple, unidimensional explanations with respect to our
own behavior and experience, ostensibly
topics that should be most accessible to
us and thus most amenable to thorough
analysis—we can see the intricacies
involved in contrasting ancestral and
modern environments. For instance,
industrial civilization has produced, in
the course of its existence, dioxin and
thalidomide, two substances conspicuously absent from the settings in which
our species evolved, which consequently
have devastating effects on the human
body. Industrial civilization has also,
however, greatly diminished the infant
mortality rate from that experienced by
contemporary foragers and presumably
by our ancestors throughout evolutionary time.

It is not necessary to turn hunter-gatherers into caricatures, free of jealousy,
rage, or sorrow, to acknowledge that
they occupy environments far more similar to the ones in which we evolved than
industrial civilization, and that some of
our evolved needs are met in their societies and not in ours. The human tendency to think in simple binaries often
results in any discussion of this subject
deteriorating into one in which civilized
or uncivilized ways of life are characterized as “good” or “bad,” “peaceful” or
“violent,” “harmonious” or “discordant,” with any evidence examined being
used to support these monolithic characterizations. Life is more complex.

There is no inherent reason these
truths—that the human body sometimes fares better in hunter-gatherer
environments and sometimes fares
better in modern environments—can
not simply coexist. Likewise, there is no
need for a discussion about systematic
trauma within industrial civilization to
deteriorate into a conversation about
whether civilization is ubiquitously
evil or benevolent. The crucial argument is powerful and meaningful on its
own, potentially containing real-world
implications for how we may better go
about our lives.
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The argument may be summarized a
final time: Industrial civilization presents a developmental environment
where evolved human needs for contact
and affection in infancy are not met, and
where far greater restrictions are placed
on individuals’ behavior throughout
childhood. Cross-species comparison,
particularly in the case of infancy, indicates that this developmental environment significantly influences behavior
throughout life. Resultant behavioral tendencies likely contribute to an
understanding of the destructive nature
of modern societies.
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Vengeance
•
ONLY CAPITALISTS CAN TRULY STARVE.

Only

cops can truly be beaten.

•

You, the earth’s oppressors, devour
mountains, suck the breath from the
mouths of children, choke the sky with
black poison. Unthinking, unknowing of anything other than constant,
wanton sensory gratification, you revel
in the narcotic pleasure of the destruction of the living world, your insipid
black eyes shining with idiot joy. Your
trembling lips glisten with the milky
venom your mouths exude as you chew
on vanishing species and dying stars.
The bones of screaming birds shatter
between your teeth, the blood of frogs
swells your tongues.
YOUR GLUTTONY IS EXCEEDED
ONLY BY YOUR BLIND IDIOCY.
YOU
YOUR
YOUR
THE
MARK
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DO

NOT

EVEN

R AVA G E S
OWN
WOUNDS
YOUR

SEE

EXTEND
BODIES,
YOU
OWN

THAT
INTO
THAT

INFLICT
SKINS.

We die every time you kill something.
We fall with forests. Our blood turns
to poison with the ocean. We grieve at
everything you destroy in your senseless rapture of satiation. Our suffering
is the world’s suffering. It is boundless
and all-encompassing. And yet, for this
very reason, we are free from the bonds
of agony—our capacity to endure the
pain of mountains liberates us from the
confines of our own skins.

We are hungry fires whispering lovers’
secrets to the wood they devour in the
dark of night. Even when our bodies
die, we can not be killed.

Know this: as you inflict your brutalities upon us, as our broken bodies
bleed before you, it is you who are
truly dying. You who do not feel the
anguish of others are trapped in your
skins, trapped in your sensations.
We are everywhere and in all things.
We are all the creatures for which we
fight. We are the first light of morning waking a cold mountain. We are
serpents embracing roots that extend
deep into the soil in an infinite tangle.

When you fall and die, you will die in
the same stupid and hungry state you
were born in. Your agony will be true
agony. Though you touched the ocean,
you did not become it. When you die
you will die absolutely, since you will be
nothing but your extinguished desires.

YOU WILL FALL INTO OUR ARMS
AND
YOU

WE

WILL

H AV E

RECLAIM

TAKEN

WHAT

FROM

US.

Though we weep as you tear at the
fabric of life into which we are woven,
though we weep as your weapons pierce
us, we are dancing above you in the sky.
WE

ARE

THE

S TA R S .

WE
by

are the

SOIL

WHICH
WILL

you

be

DEVOURED.

You never will have known the world
you poisoned. You never will have seen
the beauty of the creatures on whose
flesh you choked.
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The Wounds of
Elephants and the
Path to Liberation
Looking at images of Paleolithic cave
paintings—at Lascaux, perhaps, or
Alta Mira—who can fail to be struck
by an uncanny sense that the undulating and potent forms of rhinoceroses,
mammoths, horses, and bison they
depict are both eminently mysterious
and intimately familiar? They present
scenes that feel exotic, remote, almost
inconceivable; but they are simultaneously more intuitively comprehensible than the technologically-intensive
environments we occupy today.
Such familiarity is come by honestly.
The human mind evolved in Africa, a
land of breathtakingly large animals,
and humans came into existence in a
28

•

world where megafaunal assemblages
like Africa’s existed everywhere. As we
emigrated from our ancestral homelands to extend our range throughout
Australia, Eurasia, and the Americas,
large animals—giant ground sloths,
camels, dire wolves, mastodons—simultaneously disappeared. The timing is
certainly not a matter of sheer chance.
Only on the continent where humanity evolved, and large animals thus had
an extended period of time to adapt
to increasingly sophisticated hunting
techniques, did a reasonable semblance
of the faunal diversity of the pre-Homo
sapiens landscape persist (Barnosky
2009; Martin 2007). One can feel their
absence in places like North America.

Prolonged exposure to humans may
have allowed elephants, giraffes, and
gorillas to evade extinction wrought
by the advent of the spear thrower or
a more refined stone point, but it has
done nothing to prepare them for the
effects of habitat fragmentation and
high-powered rifles. Human pressure
on populations of African megafauna
takes its most immediate and obvious
toll in their simple decline, in their
absence from places they formerly
occurred or reduced numbers where
they still exist. But the same forces
that have diminished the presence of
the continent’s large animals have also
radically altered life for the survivors.
Social animals are not simply “social”
in the sense that they prefer to be
around others of their kind. They are
embedded in a matrix of social interactions like a cell is embedded in a
body—outside of the context of the
group, any one individual who comprises it can not function. African
elephants (Loxodonta africana) live in
matriarchal groups where young elephants are nurtured throughout their
prolonged developmental stages by
both their mothers and a network
of other older females. In adolescence, males leave their natal groups
to live for a period of time in all-male
groups, where they undergo a second
major stage of brain reorganization
(Bradshaw et al. 2005).
Social connections beget neural connections. This is a truth with numerous and multifarious manifestations,
documented throughout a wide range
of animals. In our own species, maltreated children develop into adolescents with lowered connectivity in

brain regions such as the amygdala
and the hippocampus, resulting in
a lowered capacity to regulate fear
(Herringa et al. 2013). Isolation from
the mother and siblings of infant degu,
a close relative of guinea pigs, results
in a significant change in the quantity
and character of synapses in the anterior cingulate cortex (Helmeke et al.
2001). These examples are chosen more
or less at random. Other cases of early
trauma and resulting neurobiological
impairment, which in turn results in
behavioral disturbances later in life,
thus illustrating a common, evolutionarily inherited set of responses to
trauma across a broad array of species,
are too numerous and too depressing
to enumerate.
Humans’ war against elephants has not
just taken its toll in the wounds inflicted in the bodies of those who are shot
and subsequently mutilated. By leaving juveniles motherless, by leaving
mothers without the extended groups
of experienced females who assist with
raising young, by leaving males without groups of older males to assimilate into, it is also leaving scars in the
minds of those who evade the bullets. It
is depriving surviving elephants of the
social connections which are necessary
for neural connections to form, of the
socioecological context which allows
elephants to develop into elephants.
The result has been numerous behavioral anomalies becoming widespread
in elephant populations. From the
vestiges of habitat, physical and social,
that humans have spared, elephants
are reciprocating the injuries that
have been inflicted in them. Attacks
on humans, once relatively rare, have
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become a common phenomenon: 300
people died from elephant attacks in
the Indian state of Jharkhand between
2000 and 2004, and 605 in Assam in
a 12 year period; in Africa, reports of
human-elephant conflicts are a near
daily occurrence, with 300 people evacuated from villages to evade their rampages in 2005 (Siebert 2006).
Lacking older adult males to guide
their development, young males are
entering musth, a state of heightened hormonal activity, aggressiveness, and sexual activity much earlier
than normal, resulting in their attacking and killing white and black rhinoceroses: 58 in Hluhluwe-Umfolozi
Park, South Africa between 1999 and
2001, 50 in Pilanesberg National Park,
South Africa between 1992 and 1997
(Slotow et al. 2001). In numerous
cases, the elephants forcibly copulated
with the rhinoceroses, or attempted to
do so, before killing them. Heightened
aggression is also directed at other
elephants. While elephants killing
one another has historically been an
uncommon cause of death (accounting for 6.1% of adult male deaths in
one estimate), in some protected areas,
lacking species-typical social structures
and occupied by individuals who have
witnessed the death of family members,
the shock of early weaning, and other
developmental traumas, elephant-elephant killing has become the source
of 70-90% of adult male mortality
(Bradshaw and Schore 2007).
Elephants’ aggression toward humans
is certainly justified. Far less behaviorally complex creatures are perfectly
aware of what species pose a threat
to them, and not infrequently—as
30

in the case of birds mobbing the owls
that prey on them when they encounter owls in daylight—will endeavor to
take some form of revenge. Certainly,
elephants know that humans are systematically eradicating them. Their
attacks on members of our species
are arguably resistance to their own
extinction—elephants destroying, as
the phrasing goes, what destroys them.

YOU
we

CANNOT
are

In the case of elephants’ hypersexuality and aggression toward one another
and towards rhinoceroses, however, it
is unequivocally clear we are witnessing behavioral pathologies engendered by an environment that does not
accommodate the animals’ development along a species-typical trajectory. In such cases, does their behavior,
while not a direct resistance to humans’
indiscriminate aggression toward the
living world, nonetheless illustrate

KILL
already

US.
dead.

a great deal about the nature of this
aggression? In suffering the chronic
trauma of life in a socioecological setting for which they are not adapted,
in suffering the thwarted developmental trajectory such a setting creates, in lashing out in a pathological
frenzy at the surrounding world, are
such creatures not an enraged, indiscriminately violent, rhinoceros raping
mirror of the human violence from
which they suffer?
I am writing this on Saturday,
November 23rd. Tomorrow, a massive
piece of equipment intended for use
in the extraction and/or refinement of
bitumen—tar sands, as it is frequently
known—will begin a prolonged and
convoluted journey by road from the
Port of Umatilla in Oregon, stopping
traffic in both directions as its obscene
bulk occupies entire state highways,
to a surreal wasteland in Alberta,
Canada. The tar sands mines are of
such a vast extent that there is nothing recognizable as intact earth, nothing living, with which to contrast it. As
such, seen in photographs it can lose
any connotation of destruction and
take on a strange and alien beauty—
an exotic and convoluted topography
one might associate with the moon
of a distant planet or an insect’s eye
magnified hundreds of times by a
microscope. Certainly, it is not a
beauty one associates with the living
world we occupy. It is the antithesis of
life. Boreal forests are decimated; the
ground beneath them is torn to shreds
in turn as the bitumen is extracted;
the surrounding watercourses turn to
poison; the bitumen itself is burned to
choke the sky with carbon dioxide.
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While egregious, this particular shipment of tar sands machinery is by
no means remarkable. It is a more or
less random example, chosen simply
because I live in a community that is
mobilizing against it. Still, a question
as profoundly simple as it is salient
could be asked of this situation: what
sort of person would do such a thing?
In one sense, of course, there are any
number of fairly simple answers that
could be given. One might say, for
instance, a person involved in the fossil
fuel industry would do such a thing, or
a person who is alienated from nature,
a product of a culture that does not
respect life. One might say a capitalist. One could simply say—quite correctly—that the people at Omega
Morgan, at 23810 NW Huffman
St., Hillsboro, Oregon, would do
such a thing.
If we think of ourselves in terms of
elephants, we might ask: what sort of
elephant would be more likely, were
they capable, to do such a thing? One
that developed in an intact, complex
group structure for which evolution
has adapted it? Or one whose developmental trajectory has run awry? Is killing everything—including, ultimately,
ourselves—simply human nature? Or
is it a product of a human nature misshapen by an environment for which it
is not adapted—civilization, or in any
case, aspects thereof?
Certainly, researchers such as Gay
Bradshaw and Eve Abe have noted the
similarities between the deterioration
of elephant society and the psychosocial dysfunction of humans who, in
the same African countries, have suffered the effects of chronic warfare,
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displacement, and social disruption.
These are certainly legitimate and
important similarities to note, but
the point remains the same—with far
broader applications—in the global
context of colonialism, Cold War
proxy conflicts, and neoliberal economic policies in which armed conflict in Africa ultimately occurs. No
war orphan hastily recruited into an
armed conflict could ever hope to equal
for violence and cruelty people who
have always lived amidst unparalleled
prosperity and privilege.
As such, if we are to seek after root
causes, we must acknowledge that civilization as it has thus far manifested,
even when—or perhaps especially
when—it affords individuals tremendous wealth and physical security, is
psychosocially traumatic in such a way
as to beget hyperaggression and a lack
of empathy uncharacteristic of our
species in more natural settings.
As late Pleistocene extinctions demonstrate, it has certainly always been
the case that humans, even in minimally technological cultural milieus,
are perfectly capable of eradicating
other species, and indeed, of doing
so on heartbreaking scales. But at a
certain point, a distinction of quantity becomes a distinction of quality.
Moreover, it is difficult to discern to
what extent a hunting society could
really know it was causing an extinction.
Would a foraging people be willing to knowingly cause the planet’s
sixth mass extinction for the sake of
accumulating a few more trinkets?

Human nature before civilization can
be a murky subject of inquiry, with
characterizations ranging from the
wantonly brutal to the inveterately
beneficent and peaceable. No doubt,
the lives of modern hunter-gatherers
are instructive, but they, while not
living in civilization, strictly speaking, are certainly affected by it—after
all, they occupy the fragments of the
world civilization has not destroyed.
Much ambiguity can be attributed to
the fact that the modern condition and
its destructive impulse developed over
the course of millennia; elephant society, in contrast, remained stable until
recent times, and thus the changes in
elephant nature we are now observing are unequivocally attributable to
changes in the mental and physical
environments elephants occupy.
As such, elephants, and their increasingly destructive tendencies, provide
an accelerated view of what happens
when fundamental social—and thus
neural—connections are severed, and
thereby do much to illuminate the radical disconnect humans must feel from
one another and the world around
them to build megadams, clearcut forests, and put others in cages.
Interconnectivity is self-perpetuating;
likewise, disjunctions create further
disjunctions. The psychosocial damage
we have suffered as our lives are lived in
a context increasingly remote from the
one in which we evolved is mirrored in
the damage other creatures suffer at
our hands. Injuries beget injuries. By
examining the wounds of elephants, we
can better see our own scars, and therein discern the path to liberation—elephants’ liberation and our own.
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Blood

flows through us, through

skin and stone, an unending tangle
o f r o o t s t h a t w e n d s i t s wa y t h r o u g h
this mountain and into our hearts,
connecting us.
root, stone, skin, bone

all of us bound, burdened, beaten.
ROOT, STONE, SKIN, BONE
all of us striving, writhing, rising.

Trees will draw their swords.
Stones will make their fists.
Tongues will find their words.
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