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ON THE RADIO THE OTHER DAY I HEARD 
an oldie called “The Boys of Summer” by Don 
Henley and got to thinking about nostalgia and 
obsession, two of my favorite subjects. This is an 
intriguing song that mixes them in equal measure 
as the singer considers his lost love. It contains 
the following lyric: “Out on the road today I saw 
a Deadhead sticker on a Cadillac/ A little voice in-
side my head said/ ‘Don’t look back you can never 
look back’/…Those days are gone forever, I should 
just let them go but/ I can see you, your brown 
skin shinin’ in the sun…”

Henley remembers when followers of the 
Grateful Dead hitchhiked from concert to concert 
rather than driving anything much, let alone a Ca-
dillac. I can remember that too, and I can also feel 
the bite of time and change, acquisition and aging. 
I am grateful for my maturity and success, such as 
they are, yet I regret that my entire generation, in-
cluding myself, has not done better than we have. 
Done better by others, better by the earth, better 
by the future. Can we find a means of redemption 
through rectification, restoration, or restitution, I 
wonder? Is our chance gone, and should we just 
let it go? But. That is the sting in Henley’s lyric.

Something pulls us—a remembered image of 
beauty, a longing, a predatory impulse directed at 
the past. Alongside the voice that says don’t look 
back, there is another that says it’s never too late. 
A site where this ambivalence is currently mani-
fest is the conversation about bringing back lost 
species, now referred to as “de-extinction.”

We live amidst the Sixth Great Extinction of 
life on earth, and we live under the sign of molecu-
lar biology and biotechnology. The first should re-
mind us that we are creatures, like the other inhab-
itants of the web of life, plain members of biotic 
communities. The second impresses upon us the 
idea that we are creators, with the power to engi-
neer, redesign, and restore life. Creature and cre-
ator come together in the de-extinction question. 
The Center for Humans and Nature, in collabora-
tion with The Hastings Center, a leader in studying 
the ethics of biomedical research and technology, 

and the American Museum 
of Natural History will be ad-
dressing it on October 14 at a 
conference in New York City. 
(For more details see the last 
page/back cover of this issue.) 
Following that conference, the 
Center for Humans and Nature 
and The Hastings Center plan 
to undertake a project aimed at 
developing ethical guidelines 
in this area.

For several years scientists 
have had the ability to recon-
struct the genomes of many ex-
tinct species from their DNA in 
well-preserved museum speci-
mens and some fossils. And the 
sub-field called synthetic biol-
ogy has edited living genomes, 
but so far only for small sets 
of genes in micro-organisms. 
But since 2005 the tools and 
techniques of synthetic biol-
ogy have been becoming less 
expensive and more sophisti-
cated. So the next step beyond 
the synthetic manipulation of 
small genomes in micro-or-
ganisms is in the offing today.

“De-extinction” typically 
refers to the capability to use 
the reconstituted genome of an 
extinct animal and convert it 
into viable DNA using the DNA 
of the closest living relative of 
the extinct species as a kind of 
a biological platform. Nuclear 
transfer would then produce a 
modified embryo for host ges-
tation and birth. (There are 
also a number of other tech-
niques that might be used to 
achieve the live birth of a crea-

CREATURES WHO CREATETHINK HERE
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controversy as well as collabo-
ration. The sensational, if not 
bizarre, cultural imagery of de-
extinction (shades of “Jurassic 
Park”) is sure to produce de-
bate and mixed feelings within 
the general public. What psy-
choanalyst Willard Gaylin once 
called “the Frankenstein fac-
tor” is still present in the worry 
that the creatures we create 
always seem to manage to get 
out from under our control.1 It 
is essential that ethical ques-
tions about the implications 
of this new human power be 
addressed carefully. Both sci-
entific decision-making and 
public judgment need to be in-
formed by a thoughtful consid-
eration of moral values.

In fact, over the past couple 
of years the ethical dialogue 
has increased. In late 2012 a 
meeting of notable molecular 
biologists and conservation bi-
ologists was held at the Nation-
al Geographic Society, and in 
early 2013 a public discussion 
was provided by the “TEDxDe-
Extinction” forum. De-extinc-
tion fits with a broader issue 
that conservation biology has 
been concerned with for many 
years, namely, the reintroduc-
tion of existing species back 
into an area they had previ-
ously inhabited. The Interna-
tional Union for Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) has been a 
leader in thinking through the 
biological and social implica-
tions of moving species around 
on the ecological chess board, 

ture with DNA that has not walked the earth for a 
long time.)

Possible applications include the following. 
The passenger pigeon (extinct since 1914) might 
return via its relative, the band-tailed pigeon; the 
penguin-like great auk (extinct since 1852) may be 
restored on the basis of the closely related razor-
bill; or the woolly mammoth (extinct since about 
2000 BCE) theoretically could be restored using 
living Asian elephants as DNA proxies and surro-
gate parents.

The uncertainty today is whether—and how 
soon—it will become practical to edit whole arrays 
of vertebrate genes, and to know exactly which 
genes are the ones to edit. Complete de-extinction 
techniques do not yet exist, but work being done 
at places like Harvard University and the Roslin 
Institute in Scotland suggest that the power to re-
verse extinction may be within our grasp before 
2020.

The advent of de-extinction via synthetic bio-
logical techniques takes us to a new point of con-
tact and convergence for molecular biology and 
conservation biology. Important new scientific 
research, environmental conservation and resto-
ration interventions, and the clarification of key 
ethical issues can emerge from this historic con-
vergence. It is important to seize this moment and 
to begin ethical dialogue early, as the science and 
technology themselves are emerging, rather than 
wait until after the fact and then comment on eth-
ics from the grandstands.

Until now, it is fair to say that molecular biolo-
gy (especially synthetic biology) and conservation 
biology have gone their separate ways and had lit-
tle mutual dialogue. The prospect of de-extinction 
has now launched a new conversation between 
them. Scientifically these fields work on different 
scales: the evolutionary and ecological perspec-
tives of conservation biology are quite distinct 
from the biochemical and DNA-based orientation 
of synthetic biology.

The new dialogue emerging within the biologi-
cal sciences will likely produce disagreement and 

THINK HERE
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ruptive species of plants and 
animals into ecosystems that 
have not co-evolved with them: 
kudzu vines in the southeast-
ern United States; wild rabbits 
in Australia.

This could be an argument 
against de-extinction, but it 
could also be an argument in 
favor of it. The hope of some 
proponents of de-extinction is 
that newly re-introduced ani-
mals may have a restorative 
influence on currently degrad-
ed and unhealthy ecosystems. 
An example of this restorative 
ecosystemic effect is the re-
introduction of wolves into 
Yellowstone National Park in 
1995. This reduced the impact 
of grazing animals, such as elk, 
which allowed Aspen trees to 
grow back, in turn attracting 
beaver, whose dams created 
new ponds soon teeming with 
aquatic life.

The complex conversation 
continues with questions about 
the allocation of scarce conser-
vation and restoration resourc-
es. Will allocation be biased 
in favor of high media profile 
and extremely expensive de-
extinction projects? Will such 
projects gobble up funds that 
might do more good if they 
were used to protect currently 
endangered species and pro-
tect diverse habitats?

Asking about the potential 
effects of de-extinction on eco-
systems is one thing, but envi-
ronmental ethicist Ben Mint-
eer broadens the discussion by 

and it revisited the issue in 2013 when it issued 
new Guidelines on Reintroductions and Other 
Conservation Translocations.2

This de-extinction discussion is taking place 
against a background of increasing concern over 
many years about massive species extinction and 
loss of biodiversity on a global scale. In some ar-
eas, such as agricultural applications of biotech-
nology and genetic engineering, the conservation 
perspective has been opposed to the agenda of 
molecular biology. But while these applications 
of molecular engineering may undermine genetic 
and biodiversity in some cases, the means to use 
biotechnology to enhance or restore biodiversity 
and ecosystem resilience may also be possible. 
This would form the basis for a new consensus in 
the life sciences and among science policymakers.

Conservation biologists are facing the ques-
tion whether humankind should really want to 
bring extinct species back, and if so, which ones? 
(Strictly speaking, de-extinction via synthetic biol-
ogy does not quite bring the original species back; 
instead it introduces some of the genomic traits of 
an extinct species into a contemporary one, creat-
ing a genetically new animal.) In order to answer 
this question, conservation biologists are already 
using the 2013 IUCN guidelines as a template for 
the process of determining which species will be 
good candidates for de-extinction.

Another question involves the ecosystem ef-
fects of reintroducing animals from an extinct spe-
cies. If we bring them back, what are we bringing 
them back to? Virtually all scientists now agree 
that the interaction between genomes and envi-
ronments is key to the evolution and function-
ing of all life, and certainly all vertebrate life. The 
ecosystems that extinct animals once dwelt within 
are themselves greatly changed. Could the re-in-
troduced animals survive and flourish, and what 
effects would they have on other inhabitants of a 
contemporary ecosystem? Over the years, much of 
the restoration work of conservation biology has 
been to counter the damage done by the careless 
or inadvertent introduction of non-native and dis-

THINK HERE
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ing technical aspects. 
. . . Some view DeEx-
tinction as a “quest for 
redemption,” a “moral 
imperative” to right 
past wrongs, to reverse 
species extinctions 
caused by humans. . 
. . The goal of DeEx-
tinction should be . . 
. the restoration and 
enhanced resilience 
of ecosystems in the 
face of changing envi-
ronmental conditions. 
Extinction of large 
consumers can have 
significant impacts on 
ecosystem function-
ing. Thus, restoration 
of ecosystems will re-
quire the restoration of 
species able to perform 
those vital ecological 
functions.5

In closing, I want to re-
turn to the insight expressed 
by Minteer and consider one 
of the ways it might be devel-
oped further. He points out 
that we need to be reminded 
of our fragility and vulnerabil-
ity. The celebration of human 
power and creativity through 
the use of biotechnology, even 
when it has good environmen-
tal results, tends to make us 
forget our natural limits. I try 
to put this important, if sub-
tle, kind of moral blindness in 
sharp relief by distinguishing 
between the stance of creator 
and the stance of creature—the 
human drive to reshape and 

asking about the potential effects of using de-ex-
tinction biotechnology on human ethical attitudes. 
Doing so, he suggests, is yet another expression of 
human arrogance and the will to power, and it will 
reinforce that attitude just at a time when we need 
instead to cultivate a sense of limits and humil-
ity. “Attempting to revive lost species,” Minteer 
writes, “is in many ways a refusal to accept our 
moral and technological limits in nature. . . . That 
is why there is great virtue in keeping extinct spe-
cies extinct. Meditation on their loss reminds us of 
our fallibility and our finitude. We are a wickedly 
smart species, and occasionally a heroic and even 
exceptional one. But we are a species that often 
becomes mesmerized by its own power.”3

Another aspect of the situation from the point 
of view of the conservation movement has to do 
with the relative effectiveness of public messages 
of caution and of hope and improvement. Conser-
vation leaders such as Kent Redford of the Wildlife 
Conservation Society believe that de-extinction 
can convey what he calls a “lesson of hope.”

On the other hand, conservation biologists 
understand the importance of precaution with en-
dangered species, and the notion that “extinction 
is forever” has been an important tenet of their 
work. The possibility of undermining this sense 
of precaution and loss concerns conservationists, 
and even de-extinction proponent Stewart Brand 
acknowledges the question whether de-extinction 
as an option might pose a kind of moral hazard, 
providing an excuse for practices that endanger a 
species because if they do disappear, “we can al-
ways bring them back later.”4

An emerging perspective that may form the 
basis for ethical guidelines on de-extinction has 
been summarized recently by Philip J. Seddon, 
Axel Moehrenschlager, and John Ewen:

Restoration of an extinct species is not a 
trivial matter to be focused on single char-
ismatic species while extant species are at 
risk of extinction. To have any credibility, 
the business of DeExtinction must have 
loftier goals than mastery of the daunt-

THINK HERE
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from it by creating an artificial 
world and a technological sim-
ulacrum of natural life. Here-
tofore in history manifested 
only in limited ways and on lo-
cal scales, this human power to 
manipulate the natural and to 
create the artificial has reached 
the threshold of world-trans-
forming potential on a global 
scale.

The predicament of being 
human is to be inclined one 
way by the exercise of power 
over being and another way 
by the patience to let being be. 
That is an essential tension in 
human history. Ecological gov-
ernance is the fashioning of a 
social and institutional hous-
ing within which this tension 
can live and be kept in some 
kind of equipoise. The fabri-
cating power of the human as 
creator must be bridled, lest its 
obsession destroy us. The pa-
tience and accommodation of 
the human as creature must be 
made active in support of the 
human and natural good, rath-
er than being passive, reaction-
ary, or merely nostalgic.

The articles in this issue of 
Minding Nature are thought-
ful considerations of hunting 
as a sport and a pastime, the 
meaning and experience of it, 
the relationship between hu-
manness and predation. Many 
of them explore the connection 
between hunting as a pastime 
and past time (or lost time): 
hunting and humanness are 

improve nature, and the human need to accom-
modate our existence to natural limits and givens. 
These are two fundamental human orientations 
toward both the social and the natural world. The 
creator perfects and redefines necessity; the crea-
ture creatively adapts to necessity and achieves 
a modus vivendi with it. We clearly do have the 
ability and the drive to refabricate (remake, cor-
rect) the world. For its part, the creaturely mode 
of being human grows out of our capacity to re-
pair (re-mend, heal) it. As creatures, our power to 
materialize our desire and imagination is tenuous, 
even when that desire is a worthy one, like the awe 
stirred by image of restored passenger pigeons 
once more darkening the sky in their multitudes.

We should look askance, as Minteer suggests, 
at anything that undermines the patience and hu-
mility fitting for a created being, or that under-
mines our willingness (and the intelligence) to set 
limits on our own behavior. We should beware the 
temptation to take such pride in our creative pow-
er that we come to value it for its own sake. The 
interplay of perfecting and accommodating is not 
unique to human beings—perhaps it characterizes 
all forms of life on earth—but with humans these 
modes of being are distinctive, and our technology 
greatly expands their scale and effects. 

Many of the contending positions in the de-
bate over de-extinction—and over synthetic biol-
ogy and biotechnology more generally—identify 
moral responsibility exclusively with one or the 
other of these two modes of being human. Some 
maintain that the human ethical vocation is to su-
perintend life; others say that our ethical vocation 
is to abide life. My own view is that we are both 
creators and creatures and that each of these two 
aspects of the ontological situation of humankind 
is necessary and vital. Neither should be (or could 
be) eliminated, but the essential tension between 
them must be maintained.

Consequently, being human involves a para-
dox and a predicament. The paradox resides in the 
fact that we are at once dependent on the world 
of natural life yet powerful enough to break away 

THINK HERE
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Closely related to the dis-
cussions by Stange and Dizard 
is Malcolm Brooks’s review of 
A Sportsman’s Library by Ste-
phen J. Bodio. This book is a 
wonderfully eclectic set of re-
flections on life and books in 
the outdoors and in the wild. 
According to Brooks, reading 
Bodio is like having E.B. White 
meet Aldo Leopold, with Hunt-
er S. Thompson looking on.

In their respective contri-
butions, Andrew Weber and 
Florian Asche explore the 
meanings and importance of 
the wild in our humanness and 
in our creative minds. In his 
brief essay, Asche argues that 
modern times have divested 
the wild from this wellspring 
of humanity, have taken the 
hunter out of hunting, as he 
puts it, and greatly diminished 
us in the process. Weber, for 
his part, draws deeply upon 
Thoreau and many more re-
cent thinkers as diverse as 
Buckminster Fuller and Loren 
Eiseley. His wide-ranging dis-
cussion eloquently announces 
the urgent need for a reorienta-
tion in our thinking about the 
planet and about ourselves.

Rounding out the issue is 
Jeffrey Grygny’s review of En-
vironmental Philosophy in 
Asian Traditions of Thought, a 
new collection of essays edited 
by J. Baird Callicott and James 
McRae. Grygny brings his own 
expertise in Asian thought and 
religion to bear in making the 
diverse contributions in this 

coeval. The narratives of human life contain sto-
ries of many forms of predation. Like sexual ob-
session in “The Boys of Summer,” hunting is a rich 
arena of experience in which to explore the am-
bivalence of our humanness: the wild and the do-
mesticated, the raw and the cooked, the creaturely 
giving of life and the taking of it. 

That focus on hunting also moves us into 
broader reflections on human being and the place 
of humans in nature. In one way or another, each 
of the authors are saying that the relationship be-
tween human beings and the wild (more than only 
wildlife and more than wilderness areas) is fun-
damental. If we forget or deny our own wildness, 
we thereby forget or deny our own indebtedness 
to the world.

William Blake asked what immortal hand or 
eye could frame the fearful symmetry of the tiger, 
and in her article Mary Stange inquires about the 
meaning of this symmetry. She stresses the ways 
in which hunting throughout human history has 
shaped culture, art, and religion. Hunting is a con-
necting link between ourselves and our ancestral 
past. She also reflects on some interesting clashes 
of perspective between the hunting community 
and the environmental community over the years. 
Finally, she notes the marked increase in the num-
ber of women who hunt during the past twenty 
years or so. They have an interestingly different 
take on the relationship between hunting and vio-
lence than do male hunters.

Jan Dizard weaves the ethics of hunting in and 
through personal, cultural, and historical consid-
erations. He singles out several important reasons 
to hunt beyond the practical and utilitarian needs 
it has served throughout much of human history. 
These include a participatory experience of nature, 
a “sensuous connection to place,” and a responsi-
bility for and kinship with wildlife. Like Stange, he 
notes the primal origins of our predatory inclina-
tions. He also traces the history of the notion that 
wildlife is to be treated as a public trust, not as a 
commercial enterprise for private exploitation. He 
believes that this ethic is now eroding, however.

THINK HERE
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book on Indian, Chinese, and Japanese thought 
accessible to a general audience. 

Anja Claus has the Last Word, bringing us 
back full circle to the connection between our ex-
perience of the wild and our experience of place.

There is one overriding theme in this issue of 
Minding Nature: Following the classical injunc-
tion, Know Thyself, cannot be done abstractly. It 
must be done, like the hunt, concretely and sensu-
ally. Self-knowledge is knowledge in-placed and in 
time, embodied and indwelling. We are creatures 
who create, but creatures all the same.

NOTES

1. W. Gaylin, “The Frankenstein Factor,” New England Journal of Medicine 297 
(1977): 665-67.
2. “New Guidelines on Conservation Translocations Published by IUCN,” August 12, 
2013, available at https://www.iucn.org/news_homepage/news_by_date/?13377/
New-Guidelines-on-conservation-translocations-published-by-IUCN.
3. B. Minteer, “Is It Right to Reverse Extinction?” Nature 509 (2014): 261.
4. S. Brand, “The Conservation Perspective on De-exinction,” Huffington Post, The 
Green Blog, March, 25, 2013, available at www.huffingtonpost.com/stewart-brand/
de-extinction-conservation-_b_2948007.html?view=screen.
5. P.J. Seddon, A. Moehrenschlager, and J. Ewen, “Reintroducing Resurrected Spe-
cies: Selecting DeExtinction Candidates,” Trends in Ecological Evolution 29, no. 3 
(March 2014): 140-47, doi: 10.1016/j.tree.2014.01.007, epub February 8, 2014.
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responses about the accelerating pace of species ex-
tinction, the global issue of human overpopulation, 
the hideous consequences of human fantasies about 
“mastery” over nature. Rather, I ask it for two interre-
lated reasons that are, for me, at once theoretical and 
deeply personal.

The first is that I need the tiger to keep me in my 
place. As the late environmental philosopher Paul 
Shepard wrote, shortly before his death:

Large dangerous animals remind us that we 
are small in the order of things. It is still pos-
sible, Aldous Huxley once rejoiced, to get your-
self eaten by a tiger. Without tigers, we become 
the big animal, subject only to larger, mindless 
forces—storms, floods, volcanoes, and the ti-
tanic insanity of atomic events, random and 
unselective. The celestial and mineral process-
es that contain us, unlike elephants, bison, elk, 
and tigers, are without living purpose. Without 
animals more powerful than ourselves, there 
are no intermediaries.1

So, I need the tiger on the off chance that one just 
might decide to eat me sometime. A world without ti-
gers would be one in which I might find myself too pre-
cariously perched atop my personal food chain, with 

no recourse but to imagine the cosmic forces ranged 
to do me in as impersonal, irrational, meaningless. My 
meaning, then, in some senses derives from the tiger’s 
deliberateness, her stealth, her intentionality. Should 
I become her prey—even if only in dream or fantasy—
it would not be a random or senseless occurrence. The 
kill effected by such a predator never is: it is always 

The paradoxical relationship between flowered, repro-
ductive, social sex and the animalized, thoughtful hunt 
is an idea conveyed by primate omnivores who are 
themselves male and female, prey and predator, think-
ers on plants and animals. The convergence of love and 
death produces, not a love of killing, but their shared 
identity in the cycle of transformation. 
—Paul Shepard 

I am a tiger. I was born in 1950, a Tiger Year accord-
ing to the Chinese astrological calendar. In the 
past couple of twelve-year cycles, environmen-
tal organizations like the World Wildlife Fund 

and the Environmental Defense Fund have marked 
the occasion by using Tiger Years to focus public at-
tention on the ever-more-dire plight of tigers in the 
wild, mounting ambitious educational and fundrais-
ing programs to save these endangered big cats, whose  
numbers in the wild total roughly three thousand.  

THE EYE OF THE TIGER
An interesting twist, this: birth signs in the cause 

of conservation. Not that I belittle such efforts; in-
deed, I support them. I do not like to imagine living in 
a world without tigers. The idea of tigers going extinct 
in the wild—as they very well might; it may be too late 
to save them—I find profoundly unsettling.

But why? What has the tiger’s fate to do with my 
own? I ask this question not to evoke the standard 

Humans have been hunting as 
long as humans have been humans

Hunting/Human/Nature

By MARY ZEISS STANGE
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speak so powerfully to us because we know the people 
who did them; they are us.”2 

And these people were hunters. As Jared Diamond 
has pointed out, the images are drawn with a meticu-
lous knowledge of animal behavior and anatomy: some 
of the bison at Lascaux are so finely detailed as to have 
tear ducts. The reason for this pre-historic naturalism 
is simple, as any serious contemporary hunter could 
tell you. One cannot successfully hunt an animal one 
does not know, and know intimately.3 And, as Jan Diz-
ard outlines in his essay accompanying this one and as 
several of the contributors to our series surrounding 
the question of hunting also have emphasized, while 
the ritual dimension of hunting gets played out in dif-
ferent ways in varying contexts, it is a crucial element 
of the hunting experience: to mark in some ceremo-
nial fashion this taking of life, toward the end of our 
own animal sustenance and survival.4

Whatever role it may or may not have played in our 
biological, and even our social, evolution, then, hunt-
ing indisputably both spurred and shaped our cultural 
evolution. It inspired image and invocation, song and 
story, ritual and dance, as humanity discerned its 
place in the larger scheme of things both mortal and 
immortal. And that place was on the side of culture, 
over against nature.

Far closer to us in time (and temperament) than 
those painters of the Old Stone Age, the myth and ritu-
al of ancient Greece portray the central role that hunt-
er-awareness played in the understanding of culture, 
at large and in relationship to nature. The historian 
Xenophon (fifth to fourth century BCE) maintained a 

accomplished with care, forethought, precision, pur-
pose.

The fact that I am myself a hunter is, then, the sec-
ond reason I feel my fate to be bound up with that of 
the tiger. As predators, we are kindred spirits, she and 
I. And as hunters, we have both in recent decades been 
endangered species. There is, then, a fearful symme-
try to this relationship. It strikes at the heart of who, 
and what, I am. To say this symmetry is the subject of 
this essay is not, however, to suggest that I’m engag-
ing in autobiography or mere solipsism. This essay is 
not just about me. It is about being a human animal. 
I—or you—might just as readily imagine the possibil-
ity of being eaten by a grizzly or a lion, a polar bear or 
a crocodile. But it is the tiger that sparks my inquiry. 
Because I am a tiger. And because we are endangered. 

“TO WHOM THE GODDESS…”

Humans have been hunting as long as humans 
have been humans. But did hunting make us human? 
Back in the Cold War heyday of the “Hunting Hypoth-
esis of Human Origins,” this question was readily an-
swered in the affirmative. Subsequent research and 
counter-theorizing, however, rendered highly porous 
the argument that it was the complex of behaviors as-
sociated with hunting—more specifically, male hunt-
ing—that set the course of human evolution in the di-
rection of Homo sapiens sapiens roughly two hundred 
thousand years ago. 

We do know, for a certainty, that for most of its time 
on earth up until about ten thousand years ago, hu-
manity lived as hunter-foragers. We know that the two 
oldest continuous human cultures on the planet—the 
Australian Aborigines, and the peoples of the southern 
African desert, variously known as Khoi-San, Damara, 

and Bushmen—are 
historically hunter-
foragers. And we 
know that, while 
we may not be able 
to decipher all of its 
symbolism, the first 

great art our species produced, the cave art of the Up-
per Paleolithic, represents a recognizably–indeed, a 
startlingly familiar—artistic sensibility. As the late pa-
leontologist Stephen Jay Gould remarked about sites 
like Lascaux and Altamira, we are far closer in time to 
these Pleistocene painters than they were to those first 
Homo sapiens sapiens who evolved on the African sa-
vanna two hundred millennia ago. “These paintings 

One cannot successfully 
hunt an animal one does 
not know, and know 
intimately

Prehistoric painting of a bison in the cave of Altamira
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nerable life. This Maiden of the Crescent Moon, who 
cheerily danced a celestial round-dance with her com-
panion nymphs, was at the same time She Who Slays, 
a dark goddess who demanded animal and human sac-
rifice. As any of the guests at Xenophon’s big backyard 
barbecue would have been the first to acknowledge, 
you wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of her!

Artemis was wildness, wilderness, itself: but wild-
ness of a particular sort. One of her primary titles was 
Agrotera, meaning not simply the “outside world” as 
“outdoors,” but more specifically the “world outside 
the city walls.” That is to say, hers is the kind of wild-
ness that exists in necessary tension with civilization. 
She is always just outside the boundary, across the 
border, over the edge.

Of course, hunters understand that intrinsic to 
the idea of boundaries is their permeability. They ex-
ist to be inhabited, crossed over. Dawn and dusk, the 
boundary-times between night and day, are the best 
times for hunting. The best places are those edges 
or “ecotones” where one kind of habitat gives way to 
another, where differences and distinctions inevita-
bly blur. Hunting those edges, one discerns that in its 
workings the world is far more complex and subtle 
than the (Apollonian) intellect’s too-facile distinctions 
seek to make it: domestic/wild, human/animal, cul-
ture/nature, rationality/instinct, male/female . . . life/
death. Ultimately, what one learns “by one’s own na-
ture” is the lesson not simply of one’s own mortality, 
but more importantly of one’s participation in the life/
death/life cycle of the natural world.

In an early essay titled “A Theory of the Value of 
Hunting,” Paul Shepard suggested the importance of 
this lesson of Artemis. He asked:

What does the hunt actually do for the hunter? 
It confirms his continuity with the dynamic life 
of animal populations, his role in the compli-
cated cycle of elements… and in the patterns of 
the flow of energy…Regardless of technological 
advance, man remains part of and dependent 
on nature. The necessity of signifying and rec-
ognizing this relationship remains. The hunter 
is our agent of awareness.7

There and elsewhere in his writings, Shepard em-
phasized that hunting is not for everyone, at one point 
observing (with an unconscious nod to Artemis?) that 
hunting is like childbirth: a little of it can go a long 
way.

And so it appears incumbent upon those of us to 
whom, as Xenophon put it, the goddess has given this 

hunting ground on his estate near Sparta, complete 
with a temple to Artemis. There he held an annual fes-
tival in honor of the goddess of the hunt:

All citizens and neighbors, both men and wom-
en, took part in the festival. The goddess pro-
vided barley, wheat bread, wine, dried fruits, 
and a portion of the sacrifices from the holy 
pasture, and from the hunted animals too. For 
a hunt was held at the festival by Xenophon’s 
sons and those of the other citizens, and any of 
the grown men who wished to also took part. 
They took game, some from the holy ground it-
self and some from Pholoe, boars and roe deer 
and fallow deer.5

This festival was a community celebration of 
shared values that went beyond mere recreation, or 
nourishment, or thanksgiving. Like many of his con-
temporaries, Xenophon believed that hunting was 
both an inducement to and a mark of moral rectitude. 
In his Cynegeticus (usually translated “On Hunting” 
or “Hunting with Dogs”), he argued that “to be taught 
what is good by one’s own nature is best of all,” and 
that natural lesson is nowhere better to be observed 
than in various forms of hunting. Significantly, in an 
age where women’s social sphere was sharply segregat-
ed from the world of men, Xenophon objected, “What 
has sex to do with it? It is not only men enamoured of 
the chase that have become heroes, but among women 
there are also to whom our lady Artemis has granted 
a like boon—Atalanta, and Procris, and many another 
huntress fair.”6

“To be taught what is good by one’s own nature 
is best of all.” But unlike the rarefied “Know Thyself” 

of her twin broth-
er Apollo, the les-
sons imparted by 
the shaft-shower-
ing goddess were 
bought at the ex-
pense of getting dirt, 
and blood, under 
one’s fingernails. 
Artemis—the Lady 
of Wild Things—was 
simultaneously the 
goddess of hunting 
and of childbirth, 
both protector and 
slayer of young, vul-

Leochares, The Diana of Versailles
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have. Perhaps that is why, today, among American 
hunters the only constituency that appears to be grow-
ing is female. The research I’ve done on women hunt-
ers suggests that, for them, hunting has everything to 
do with female strength, and perhaps with something 
you could call—although many of them would not—
real “power feminism.” Surely, being a hunter means 
living in the world honestly and without any illusions 
about our incapacity for doing harm. It also means let-
ting much more wildness back into our lives.

In other words, women’s hunting recalls everything 
that women conventionally are not supposed to do or to 
be. Reconnecting with our predator roots means break-
ing the gender rules that cast Man in the role of Hunt-
er—the active, culture-creating force in the world—and 
Woman in the role of passive, nurturing Nature Girl. 
So powerful has the cultural script been in this regard 
that even the framers of Second Wave feminism tend-
ed to buy into it—as, for example, when anthropolo-
gist Sherry Ortner posed the question, “Are Women to 

Men as Na-
ture is to Cul-
ture?” and 
e s s e n t i a l l y 
answered it 
in the affir-
mative.8

Of course 
such thinking reflected less the biological or anthropo-
logical evidence, than the late twentieth century Amer-
ican cultural mindset that assumed—against the his-
torical evidence, some of it indeed quite recent—that 
hunting was appropriately a male preoccupation, and 
that it related to a whole slew of other appropriately 
male activities. Men were questers, women nesters. 
Man the Hunter still ventured forth into the asphalt 
jungle, to bring home the bacon to his faithful mate, 
who—even if she was now humming “I am Woman, 
Hear Me Roar” as she did it—would lovingly prepare it 
with a nice side salad of greens from her garden.

Then, for a variety of social and economic rea-
sons, American women began to hunt in significant 
numbers—a trend which commenced in the 1990s and 
continues today. These women clearly derive as much 
satisfaction from hunting as men, and hunt for many 
of the same reasons. However, I have found that they 
differ from male hunters in one perhaps surprising—
and, I suspect, quite significant—way. It has to do with 
how women approach their capacity for violence. 

Over the course of several years, whenever the op-

gift of the love of hunting, to assume our role as “agents 
of awareness” for culture at large. How better to ad-
dress the question, “Does hunting make us human?” 
than to live the hunting life fully, conscientiously, ethi-
cally, and unapologetically? To teach by lived example, 
with humility and without regret, that all life feeds on 
death, including—eventually—our own.

ARE WOMEN TO NATURE AS MEN ARE TO CULTURE?

Of course, the idea of learning from one’s own na-
ture—dare we call it “human nature”?—is rather more 
complicated for women than for men in Western soci-
eties, and has been for a few thousand years now. This 
may be especially true when it comes to the female ca-
pacity for the kind of violence that is inherent in the 
act of hunting.

Up until fairly recently, women were largely ex-
cluded from the environmental conversation. That 
has changed, and women—particularly women who 
hunt—may have a special, indeed a crucial, role to play 
in advancing the environmental dialogue. Years of re-
searching the ideas and motivations of female hunt-
ers have convinced me that as a group women think 
through the meaning of their outdoor life in ways that 
help lend deeper and more coherent meaning to the 
phrase, “hunter-environmentalist.”  These women 
are, intentionally or not, rewriting the story we as a 
culture tell about ourselves.

It begins with the fact that we humans are a pred-
ator species. The mirror tells us so. We have canine 
teeth designed for tearing into meat. We have eyes in 
the front of our heads, well-developed distance vision 
and excellent depth perception—all crucial for stalk-
ing and capturing prey. We see a rainbow of colors. 
We have hands designed to grasp, and while our fin-
gernails are poor excuses for claws, these same hands 
can make tools—from slingshots to bows and arrows 
to semi-automatic rifles—that more than compensate 
for our lack of talons.

Yet being a predator means far more than any-
thing a mirror shows. It means always being open to 
possibility, being fully attuned to your surroundings, 
paying attention with all five senses. It means being 
keen-eyed and quick-witted, stealthy and smart, con-
fident and capable and courageous. It means knowing 
how to be patient and when to pounce. It means in-
habiting the moment and trusting your own instinct.

What might it mean, more especially, for a woman? 
Despite millennia of patriarchal conditioning, women 
still know what it takes to be a predator. We always 

being a predator means…al-
ways being open to possibil-
ity, being fully attuned to your 
surroundings, paying attention 
with all five senses.
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ing is lethal to animals and their habitat, and a farmer 
harvesting a field of soybeans wreaks more carnage 
in a single sunny afternoon than your average hunter 
could accomplish in an entire lifetime.

This, of course, is where hunting and environmen-
talism intersect: in a concern for the impact of our 

actions, indeed of our 
very existence, on the 
world around us. And 
this, I think, is where 
women’s hunting be-
comes especially sig-
nificant. Women, after 
all, know about blood, 
and about the tissue-
thin boundary be-
tween life and death. 
Hence Artemis as god-
dess of hunting and 

childbirth, embodying what every hunter, and more 
especially every woman, knows instinctively: that life 
and death literally feed off one another, and that a 
thread of violence is deeply interwoven in the fabric of 
our green world.

What hunting—by men and women—brings to the 
environmental equation is a sense of realism all too 
frequently lacking in what might be called American 
popular environmentalism—that tendency to want to 
preserve nature “untrammeled by man” as a wonder-
ful place to visit, but one wouldn’t really want to live 
there. Canadian First Peoples rights activist Marie 
Wilson has termed this the “ship in a bottle” approach 
to wilderness and wildness, and has remarked: “I have 
this awful feeling that when we are finished dealing 
with the courts and our land claims, we will then have 
to battle the environmentalists and they will not un-
derstand why.”10 The “why,” of course, is that Wilson 
speaks for a culture deeply rooted in a hunting sensi-
bility—that is, in a world in which we are all implicated 
in every death that serves to keep us alive.

What women’s hunting more especially offers here 
is an opportunity to explore different, more complex, 
and more constructive ways of talking about how we 
relate to the non-human environment. Up until fairly 
recently, like the hunting “fraternity,” the environ-
mental movement in this country was pretty thor-
oughly male-dominated, in terms of its leading po-
litical activists and more especially its main theorists. 
That has changed over the past generation or so, and 
quite literally this change has been from the ground 

portunity arose, I have asked hunters I know (some 
very well, others only slightly) whether they consider 
hunting to involve violence or aggression. Men invari-
ably have danced around the implications of the ques-
tion: No, they have in one way or another contended, 
hunting only looks like violence to people who do not 
understand it. True, it involves killing (and nine out of 
ten men will quote Ortega y Gasset on “killing in or-
der to have hunted” at this point in the conversation). 
But the hunter does not intend harm to the animal, 
and intention is what counts. If one doesn’t intend vio-
lence, then one’s actions aren’t really violent, even if 
they look that way. When I have responded, “Tell that 
to the last deer you knocked down with a Nosler Parti-
tion to the heart,” they have generally looked like they 
were the ones caught in the headlights.

Women have just as invariably approached my 
question differently. Yes, they have immediately re-
sponded, of course hunting involves an act of violence: 

How else can 
one charac-
terize what it 
means to be on 
the receiving 
end of an arrow 
or a bullet? My 

informed hunch is that because women in our soci-
ety are not supposed to be truly capable of violence, 
they are more willing—even in some ways more able—
than men to confront their responsibility for it when 
it comes to an activity like hunting. Largely unencum-
bered by the violence-related baggage every American 
male cannot help but carry around, women can more 
openly confront the violent implications of “killing for 
sport.” This places female hunters in a unique posi-
tion, when it comes to communicating about values 
and ethics and exploring common ground with non-
hunting environmentalists.

Hunting, after all, is a necessarily bloody busi-
ness. It reminds us that we kill in order to live; we live 
by virtue of the deaths of other beings, sentient and 
non-sentient. As the poet and environmental activist 
Gary Snyder has remarked, even a parsnip is a miracle 
of creation, and, “If we do eat meat, it is the life, the 
bounce, the swish, of a great alert being with keen ears 
and lovely eyes, with foursquare feet and a huge beat-
ing heart that we eat, let us not deceive ourselves.”9 
And, let’s also not deceive ourselves that by opting out 
of meat-eating we can ignore the blood that is still, 
inevitably, on our collective hands. Mechanized farm-

…among American hunters
the only constituency that 
appears to be growing is 
female

The Death Flower
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I realize I’ll have to fend for myself now. No keep-
er will come by with a nice slab of meat anymore. 
And if one were to, now that I am out of my cage, I 
might just have to eat him instead, lest he try to lure 
me back in there. 

I give my cage one last backward glance. Shrug-
ging my shoulders, I indulge in a long, slow, big-cat 
stretch. I discover the pleasure of unfettered move-
ment. My pace quickens, my stride lengthens. It’s 
time to depart from the man-made path I’ve been 
treading. I pounce onto the grass and sprint toward 
the trees and the rising full moon.

Not long after having this dream, I started hunt-
ing. 

I think the tigers are going to make it.

Mary Zeiss Stange is Professor and Director of Religious Studies at 

Skidmore College and is a Senior Scholar at the Center for Humans 
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up. At the grassroots level of activism stretching from 
Love Canal in New York to the Greenbelt movement in 
sub-Saharan Africa, women have—for a variety of very 
good reasons, many of them having to do with prac-
tical issues of hearth and home—become major lead-
ers in environmental activism worldwide. At the same 
time, across an array of academic disciplines, “eco-
feminism” has established itself as the cutting edge of 
environmental theory and practice.

Female hunters and environmental activists—and 
there are many women who are both—have a key role 
to play in the dialogue we as a society desperately need 
to advance about what it means to live, in this ever-
more-imperiled natural world, as very human animals. 
The simple fact that the hand that rocks the cradle can 
also wield a .30/06 should tell us something, and not 
just about the shifting demographics of hunting or 
about the changing circumstances of women’s lives. 
Women’s hunting forces us—men and women, hunters 
and non-hunters alike—to rethink our relationship to, 
and responsibility for, the non-human world in some 
fresh, provocative, and constructive ways. And we do 
not have a minute to lose. We are all in this together.

“Tyger, Tyger, burning bright . . .”
I had this dream, some years ago. 
I am a tiger. A big, beautiful, female Bengal ti-

ger, luxuriating in the setting sun on a late summer 
day, lazily sweeping flies away with my long pow-
erful tail, idly contemplating the glint of sunlight on 
the creamy fur of my big, brawny paws, which I gave 
an occasional lick. I am alone, and in a cage, the old 
fashioned sort of zoo cage, like they used to have in 
the Bronx Zoo.

The deep green world beyond the bars is desert-
ed—the zoo has closed for the day—and utterly still, 
but for the hint of a breeze now and then. But some-
thing in my world has changed. I notice that the door 
to my cage is open. Wide open. I have no idea who 
opened it, or when. I stand up, and take a few tenta-
tive steps toward the open door.

Poised at the edge of the concrete platform, I poke 
my head out the door and, gazing left and right, see 
that beyond the few trees and other cages that have 
always constituted the entirety of my world, there is 
a vast park, with a forest beyond, and tall buildings 
beyond that. I gather my strength, leap through the 
door and, in the next bound, over the wrought iron 
fence. A refreshing breeze caresses my fur and brings 
my nose a lusciously enticing commingling of unfa-
miliar fragrances.
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that beneath the veneer of honoring our soldiers for 
their sacrifice, there is more than a lingering worry 
that what they saw and did might have lasting effects 
that make a smooth return to civilian life problematic.

Acknowledging this courts being unpatriotic, and 
so this particular anxiety goes largely unsaid. But 
suspicions about the moral character of hunters are 
not silenced by any worry of being thought disloyal 
or ungrateful. Thus critics of hunting and hunters feel 
free to draw analogies between hunting and rape and 
various anti-social behaviors with vanishingly little 
regard for empirical evidence justifying such claims.

More than rituals have emerged from the anxieties 
aroused by war and hunting. The anxieties also have 
given rise to the 
c o d i f i c a t i o n 
of ethics and, 
in the case of 
war, theories 
of just war and rules of engagement. As for hunting, 
the ethic of “fair chase,” about which more later, 
emerged in parallel to just war theories and rules of 
engagement: regulations governing the taking of game 
(closed seasons, bag limits, and limits on weapons and 
ammunition) were promulgated in North America in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These 
early game laws and the ethic of fair chase arguably 
were the first expression of an ethical relationship 
between humans and nature. In their day, just war 
theory and fair chase made ethical sense of war and 
hunting, justifying both under specific conditions.

Leaving the analogy to war aside, the game laws 
were enacted a hundred plus years ago—most notably 
the Lacey Act (1900), which forbade interstate 
commerce in wildlife. The Act spelled the death knell 
for market hunting and, with bag limits and closed 
seasons, the recovery of both game and non-game 

Before I try to answer the question, Why 
hunt?, there’s a prior question that needs to 
be dealt with: Should anyone hunt? Hunting 
has aroused ambivalence and outright op-

position for a very long time. Indeed, anthropologists 
are right to assert that wherever rituals arise there is 
bound to be anxiety and ambivalence. Certainly the 
rich tapestry of rituals surrounding the hunt in hunt-
ing-gathering cultures suggests that even then, when 
hunting was a necessity, there were qualms. It’s im-
possible to say if the anxiety was over regard for the 
animals whose lives were taken or over worries lest 
the passion of the hunt and the killing would somehow 
make the hunter prone to violence, a less reliable and 
safe member of the village or band. The rituals, while 
varied from one culture to another, shared certain fea-
tures—fasting, refraining from intercourse, decorative 
body painting that served to vividly mark the transi-
tion from quotidian village life to the hunt. And upon 
return, there were rituals that marked the reverse—
the transition from blood lust and the excitement of 
the hunt to the daily routines of village life.

Violence is unnerving. It is no accident that 
hunting and war are frequently conjoined and, as with 
hunting, there are rituals separating the soldier from 
the norms and values of civilian life in order to make it 
honorable to kill a fellow human. And there are rituals 
welcoming the returning soldier back to civilian life—
parades and the like. That said, we also have to admit 

even hunting dogs…know 
the difference between a walk 
in the woods and hunting

Why Hunt?
By JAN DIZARD



WHY HUNT?  19

MINDING NATURE 7.3

JAN DIZARD

signal the cautious approach of a deer? Whether or 
not, on a given outing, a hunter kills a deer or rabbit 
or pheasant, going afield prepared to kill changes—
intensifies—everything.

Interestingly, even hunting dogs, especially bird 
dogs, know the difference between a walk in the woods 
and hunting. Dogs are close students of the behavior 
of their human companions. When my German 
shorthaired pointer and I go out for exercise, she runs 
not quite aimlessly but for the pure joy of unconfined 
running. But when I put my shotgun in the car, she 
knows that she’s not going to be running for the hell of 
it. Right out of the car her movements are purposeful. 
Instead of running in straight lines, she quarters back 
and forth ahead of me, head up to catch the slightest 
whiff of a game bird. A gun makes a difference.

Closely related to the desire to be immersed in nature 
is the pleasure of getting to know places intimately. It’s 
not NATURE in the abstract that draws hunters afield 

so much as it 
is the nature 
of particular 
places that 
hunters return 
to year after 
year. These 

places are given names that evoke a memorable hunt or 
a memorable folly (“Remember the time when George 
lost his boot and kept hunting with a bare foot?”) The 
topography, the forest cover, the smells of decaying 
leaves—a stand of beech smells different than a stand 
of aspen—and, of course the memories of the spot 
where three grouse flushed with their heart-stopping, 
thunderous take-off and all three were missed (or, more 
memorably, felled): all this and more gets embedded 
in what can only be described as rootedness. Hunters 
will return to a hallowed place even when it has 
gone past its prime as habitat for game. The decline, 
though never welcomed, is nevertheless accepted as 
an inescapable feature of nature—everything, even 
the rocks, is cyclical (though with our short life spans, 
rocks seem permanent features). Becoming intimately 
familiar with places, from first discovery to decline, is 
an essential feature of being immersed in nature and a 
reminder of our own temporality.

The decline of a favorite cover is one thing. It’s 
quite another to witness the loss of a favorite hunting 
ground to surveyor flags that do not mark the end of 
a cycle but THE END. Witnessing the steady march of 
suburban sprawl and the “ma(u)lling” of the American 

species began. Although many hunters initially resisted 
these constraints on their hunting, the results—the 
recovery of game—were clear and welcomed. Along 
with recovering game populations, added emphasis 
on hunter safety and, ultimately, formal training in 
hunter safety as a condition for being issued a hunting 
license dramatically reduced hunting accidents and 
increased public acceptance of hunting.

The American response to the prospects of a sharp 
decline in game, and thus, of hunting, contrasted to 
the European response to the same challenge. Europe 
responded to the pressures on game by arrogating to 
the landed aristocracy exclusive rights to hunt and 
exporting that regime to their colonies. In recent 
decades, Western European countries have opened 
access but with licensing restrictions that are daunting, 
to say the least, to all but the most determined and 
affluent. Neither the European nor the American 
“models” have quelled critiques of hunting but each 
has, for now, answered the deep fears that hunting 
breeds violence and anti-social behavior in civil 
society. While participation in hunting hovers around 
historic lows, a majority of Americans (more men than 
women) approve of hunting.

Admittedly, this doesn’t fully answer the question, 
“Should anyone hunt?” But it does allow us to consider 
why some 10 percent of adults in the United States (a 
much lower percentage in Europe because of the much 
higher bar to licensing) choose to hunt. I will return to 
the “Should anyone hunt?” question at the conclusion 
of this essay.

WHY HUNT?

There are probably as many reasons to hunt as 
there are hunters, but the core reasons can be reduced 
to four: to experience nature as a participant; to feel 
an intimate, sensuous connection to place; to take 
responsibility for one’s food; and to acknowledge our 
kinship with wildlife. It should not be surprising that 
these four themes echo through the extensive literature 
of the hunt. Let’s look briefly at these four themes—the 
personal reasons people are drawn to the hunt.

Almost all hunters say, in one way or another, that 
they hunt in order to experience nature directly as a 
participant, not simply a spectator. To be sure, hunters 
are spectators, but the fact that they are carrying a gun 
or a bow gives an edge, no pun intended, to hunters’ 
observations. It is a cliché among hunters to tell of how 
the scurrying of a chipmunk on autumn leaves brings 
the hunter to full alert: does the rustling of leaves 

Closely related to the desire 
to be immersed in nature 
is the pleasure of getting to 
know places intimately.
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deer, bear, turkeys, and geese, not to mention moose 
and mountain lions, than at any other time in history 
(not least because there are many more of us, but also 
because there are lots more wild animals, and we are 
sharing steadily shrinking lebensraum).

The problem is that wild animals can quickly 
become habituated to living in close proximity to 
humans—and some humans encourage habituation 
by feeding wildlife deliberately or inadvertently 
(improperly contained household waste, pet food left 
on the deck, etc.). The result in recent decades has been 
the semi-domestication of suburban deer, coyotes, 
geese, turkeys, and black bears. Some (especially the 
active enablers of habituation) find this charming, 
an Edenic lions lying with lambs, but in fact it is not 
good for either the animals or people. Living in close 
proximity to humans exposes animals to all sorts of 
risks, the worst of which is the automobile. Deer and 
geese also wreak havoc on the heavily modified habitat 
of suburban back yards, parks, and natural or man-
made ponds.

For our part, we have to contend with the risks of 
collision, too. Deer have brought tick-borne diseases 
to even the closely cropped suburban yard. In some 
areas with large deer populations, some residents 
have contracted Lyme disease several times. Parks, 
playgrounds, and golf courses covered in goose 
excrement make it all but impossible to enjoy these 
amenities.

Hunted wildlife is wary of humans–that’s what 
makes it “wild.” The problem, of course, is that once 
deer settle in to a suburb or a city park, it is hard to 
hunt them—safety, of course, is a serious concern, 
but proposals to thin a deer herd or a flock of geese 
invariably become embroiled in controversy. The 
problem is intractable, which is why Allen Rutberg’s 
work on controlling suburban deer with birth control 
is important, even though it does not solve the problem 
of domestication. Indeed, in a sense it advances 
domestication. In the long run, we will have to figure 
out ways of making human settlements less inviting 
to wildlife, and we must do more than we have done 
to date to expand good habitats for wildlife that are a 
reasonable distance from population centers.

Hunters have been a major force in preserving 
and maintaining habitats for wildlife. Organizations 
like Ducks Unlimited have protected thousands of 
acres of breeding habitat for waterfowl (which is also 
important for many non-game species). The purchase 
of hunting (and fishing) licenses has supported the 

countryside is one of the reasons hunters as a group 
have been among the strongest supporters of habitat 
protection, a topic to which I shall return in a moment.

Recent surveys have revealed a slight up-tick in 
the sale of hunting licenses largely attributed to what 
Tovar Cerulli and others have called “adult onset 
hunters.” These hunters, like Tovar himself, are being 
drawn to hunting out of a desire to take charge of their 
food. A number of recent cultural shifts have fueled 

this interest in 
hunting: growing 
d i s c o m f o r t 
with industrial 
farming and food 
safety (growth 

hormones, antibiotics); the locavore and organic 
farm movement; and a desire to take a direct hand in 
putting food on the table. No doubt there are many 
more consumers who recoil at food that does not 
come wrapped in plastic film than there are people 
who prefer to shoot or catch at least a portion of their 
annual consumption of meat and fish. But the latter 
group is not to be ignored, not least because they are 
bolstering the ranks of hunters.

Finally, another personal reason that draws men 
and women to hunting is the need to acknowledge that 
we are, after all, also animals with a long history of 
predation, a history long enough to have been encoded 
in our genes. To be sure, our capacity to create cultures 
with rituals, norms, and ethical restraints makes us 
distinct from the other creatures with whom we share 
the planet, but to deny that part of us that is wild is, as 
Florence Shepard insists, to deny what it is to be fully 
human.

ECOLOGICAL REASONS FOR HUNTING

Just as it is important for us to be reminded of 
the wildness we share with animals, it is also equally 
important to keep the Wild wild. Until recently, the 
challenge was to protect wildlife and the habitats 
it depends upon from unsustainable exploitation. 
Habitat protection turned out to be the more difficult 
challenge. The game laws mentioned above have 
resulted in remarkable recoveries of most game 
species. But we have been steadily encroaching upon 
the habitats of wildlife—converting land to crops and 
pasture and, worse, carving out subdivisions connected 
by spider webs of highways that have brought humans 
and wild animals in close proximity. Jim Sterba 
suggests that more of us live in close proximity to 

to deny that part of us that 
is wild is… to deny what it is 
to be fully human.
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its most rudimentary level, has always rested on the 
distinction between “us” and “them.” To be sure, 
“them” included not only other species but also 
humans who lived across the river or over the hill on 
the horizon. Our species has a long and sorry history 
of treating humans who don’t speak our language, or 
don’t look like us, or don’t believe what we believe, as 
though they were subhuman—i.e., like wild animals. 
But eliding the differences between the wild and the 
civilized as some animal advocates urge will not usher 
in an age of comity between humans any more than 
it will usher in an age of lions and lambs living in 
harmony. That’s not the way things work. The wild—
the other—is necessary for us to understand our place 
in the world and our ethical obligation to preserve 
and protect the wild. This is no doubt at least part of 
what Thoreau meant when he famously claimed “in 
Wildness is the preservation of the World.”

 Hunting, as Florence Shepard reminds us, compels 
us to acknowledge our participation in the food web. 
To think that being a vegetarian or vegan removes us 
from the killing of animals is, as Tovar Cerulli makes 
abundantly clear, an illusion that conveniently avoids 
acknowledging the multiple ways we are locked in a 
struggle with nature, a struggle that has defined and 
continues to 
define who we 
are. We are not 
only shaping 
ourselves, we 
have had—and 
continue to 
have—a huge impact on our environment. Indeed, it 
could be fairly said that we have won countless battles 
against nature but we are losing the war. In our desire 
to dominate and bend nature to our purposes, we have 
forgotten our own wildness and our indebtedness to 
the wild. Interestingly, an advocate for an expansive 
sense of our relationship to our pets, David Grimm, 
concludes his meditation the subject, Citizen Canine: 
Our Evolving Relationship With Cats and Dogs, 
by rejecting the temptation to regard our pets as 
“persons.” Animals, including our pet dogs and cats, 
he writes, “should remind us of who we are and where 
we came from: when we turn cats and dogs into people, 
we lose the animal part of ourselves.” 

Hunting stands as a brake against this. As 
paradoxical as it may seem, over the course of the past 
century, hunters have collectively embraced an ethic 
that decidedly emphasizes sustainability. Hunters 

work of state wildlife and fisheries agencies. Over the 
course of the last one hundred years, these agencies 
have developed scientifically based wildlife and 
habitat management policies that are responsible 
for the quite remarkable recovery of a wide range of 
species, game and non-game. Wild turkeys, absent 
from much of their former range for over a hundred 
years, are now solidly established. In the 1930s, a 
small tax was levied on all guns and ammunition (and 
later expanded to include fishing gear and fishing and 
hunting-related accessories). This revenue enabled the 
U.S Fish and Wildlife Service to augment state wildlife 
agencies’ habitat studies and management programs. 
In addition, at the depths of the Great Depression, a 
wildlife refuge system was initiated, funded by the sale 
of what is commonly referred to as the “Duck Stamp.” 
Each year the stamp features a painting of a migratory 
waterfowl, and artists vie avidly for the honor of 
having their painting chosen for the stamp. The stamp 
is required of all hunters of waterfowl. Finally, many 
states have added a small fee on top of the fishing and 
hunting license fee in order to fund land acquisition to 
enhance conservation and hunting opportunities.

All this is commendable but it has not been 
enough. There are not enough hunters to fund what 
needs to be done to address the looming conflicts 
between humans and at least some species of wildlife. 
A shift in the way we think about wildlife and habitat 
is clearly in order. We need to be prepared to keep wild 
animals wild, and this means hunting them when and 
where it is appropriate. And it means a willingness to 
put resources into land acquisition for the purpose 
of creating ample habitat for wildlife. Collectively, 
hunters have set an example of supporting enlightened 
ecological management, and this example is renewed 
each time a hunter buys a license, purchases a 
gun, or renews membership in one of the many 
organizations that promote conservation. If only 
the general population could begin to appreciate the 
value of investing in habitat and supporting the active 
management of those habitats to keep them capable of 
supporting stable wildlife populations. This brings us 
to the third reason why hunting is important.

THE CULTURAL IMPORTANCE OF HUNTING

Just as it is important to keep wildlife wild for its 
own sake, it is also important to keep it wild for our 
sake. Without a clear distinction between wild and 
tame and between humans and wildlife, we would 
quickly lose our bearings. Human culture, even at 

Hunters have been a 
major force in preserving 
and maintaining habitats 
for wildlife.
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to say the least, problematic). This in turn meant 
that hunting opportunities involved travel, making 
hunters interlopers in countrysides that more and 
more required intermediaries—i.e., hired outfitters 

and guides—who 
were locals and 
could arrange 
for landowner 
permissions (for 
a fee) and provide 

local knowledge that the neo-local hunters could 
not easily acquire themselves. Attachments to place 
inevitably weakened, not least because places to which 
hunters would happily return were themselves being 
steadily transformed by second homes, ranchettes, 
and locals hostile to invading “hordes” of hunters from 
remote urban and suburban areas.

From the hunter’s point of view, this all put an 
increasing price tag on hunting. Those who could not 
afford the price of a trip to pursue deer, elk, geese, 
Dakota pheasants, or upper Midwest grouse, began to 
settle for local commercial hunting “preserves” where 
pheasants were purchased and released while the 
hunters filled out the paperwork. Interest in “canned” 
hunts for exotic animals and white-tailed deer bred 
for heavy racks of antlers increased. Needless to say, 
the doctrine of public trust has been compromised 
and the commercialization of hunting has crept in 
the backdoor, subtly eroding notions of fair chase 
and self-restraint. If you’ve hired a guide, traveled 
a thousand miles, bought out-of-state licenses and 
permits, and booked motels along the way, you and 
your guide expect “results.” I don’t mean to impugn 
the character of either the guide or the hunter, but it 
doesn’t take rocket science to recognize the difference 
between driving an hour or two to a place where you’ve 
been repeatedly over many years and are, however 
casually, acquainted with the locals—enough to know 
the boundaries of the land and acceptable behavior 
and driving (flying) one thousand miles to arrive in 
the hands of an outfitter/guide who is dependent upon 
making your trip a success (and making you a return 
customer). Not to put too fine a point on this, the 
situation presents what can only be called an “ethical 
slippery slope.”

Paying to hunt not only undermines the bedrock 
principle of public trust, it also competes for hunter 
dollars that go to guides and landowners rather than 
to organizations that promote habitat conservation, 
fair chase, and public access. It bears recalling that 

have supported restraints on the taking of game in 
order to insure that healthy game populations will be 
available to generations to come. And as I’ve already 
mentioned, hunters directly (through licenses and 
contributions to Ducks Unlimited, etc.) and indirectly 
(through taxes on guns and ammunition) have made 
clear their commitment to an ethic of sustainability 
that has no equal. Imagine what our environment 
would be if farmers, the forestry industry, commercial 
fisheries, the fossil fuel industry, to name only a 
handful of the “special interests” that have led us 
to the brink of an environmental catastrophe, had 
behaved as hunters have. Critics of hunters have 
often condemned hunters for being “dominionistic.” 
There no doubt are individual hunters who fit this 
bill, but collectively, hunters have been models of self-
restraint seriously invested in passing on to coming 
generations the opportunity to enjoy the thrill—and 
the responsibilities—of the hunt. Aldo Leopold urged 
us to regard ourselves not as conquerors but as “plain 
citizens” in the biotic community. Not accidentally, 
Leopold was an avid hunter.

This said, hunters face challenges not so much 
from the “antis” as from the subtle and not-so-subtle 
influences of the market that may, if not checked, 
weaken their claim to the high ground of sustainability.

THE THREAT TO THE ETHICAL FOUNDATION OF HUNTING

As we’ve seen, the ethical basis of modern hunting 
rested on its removal from commercial (“market”) 
hunting and the establishment of the principle that 
wildlife was held in public trust not to be reduced to 
private property. Requiring licenses, imposing bag 
limits and closed seasons, and, after World War II, 
requiring hunter education courses for new hunters 
firmly established norms of self-restraint. Of course, 
these measures did not end poaching or violations of 
game laws any more than laws against driving under the 
influence ended driving under the influence. But they 
changed the culture of hunting and, by all indications, 
created the framework that directly led to dramatic 
recoveries of many game and non-game populations. 
Hunting participation peaked in the 1950s, largely as a 
result of easy access to good habitat, the beginnings of 
rebounding game, and rising affluence, which meant 
not only higher incomes but also paid vacations.

This “sweet spot,” did not last long. Affluence 
led to suburbanization, which made access to good 
habitat more remote (and, ultimately, unintentionally 
“invited” deer into the suburbs where hunting was, 

the ethical basis of 
modern hunting rested on 
…the principle that wildlife 
was held in public trust…
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human, hunting has its place in teaching us who we 
are.

Jan Dizard is the Charles Hamilton Houston Professor of American 

Culture at Amherst College and a Senior Scholar at the Center for 

Humans and Nature.

public access was one of the key differences between 
Europe and North America.

Many of these organizations have taken the lead 
to caution against another threat to ethical, fair chase 
hunting: technology. It’s a well-established fact that 
the wars of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 
have generated all sorts of scientific, medical, and 
technological breakthroughs—from rocketry to 
nuclear power, from mood altering drugs to amazing 
surgical advances, and, of course, weaponry. If one 
is so inclined, the contemporary hunter can scarcely 
be distinguished from the contemporary soldier in 
Afghanistan: relieved of body armor but equipped with 
night vision scope, GPS, lasers, and a semi-automatic 
rifle, a hunter can choose to radically alter the fair 
chase notion of a 
level playing field. 
And, as even 
casually turning the 
pages in a hunting 
magazine or a 
catalogue catering 
to hunters will 
reveal, manufacturers have become quite adept at 
pedaling these products with appeals like “you only 
get one chance at a trophy: make it count with our 
laser sight or whatever.”

Pressed for free time that makes pre-season 
scouting, even on home turf, hard, hunters increasingly 
rely on field cameras to “scout” the movement of 
game. Unless state agencies take action, there is little 
doubt that drones will be deployed to tell the hunter 
or the hunter’s guide where the trophy animal can be 
found. The “militarization” of big game hunting and 
the associated emphasis on trophies can only erode 
the ethic of fair chase.

SO, WHY HUNT?

Humans have an incredibly broad repertoire, 
cultivated over millennia of evolution and the 
concurrent shaping of culture. I can’t dance or jump 
worth a damn but I can thrill to a ballet performance or 
an NBA basketball game. Before ballet and basketball, 
our ancestors performed all sorts of performances 
that got refined, degree by degree, into our collective 
repertoire. It provides us with an expansive sense 
of what it means to be a human being. Hunting is 
an indelible part of our repertoire and like stunning 
athleticism, astonishing scientific discoveries, and 
sobering ethical reflection on what it means to be 

…the commercialization 
of hunting has crept in the 
backdoor, subtly eroding 
notions of fair chase and 
self-restraint.
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holiday revelers on a beach at night, making noise in 
a big tent, dancing, cranking up the music, and clos-
ing out the dark brooding waves on the beach outside, 
lest at any moment they should look at the night sky 
and the stars and face the solitude and the terrible un-
known. Of humankind, Galsworthy writes:

He walks and talks and laughs around his pa-
vilion by the beach; he casts no glances at the 
pavilion of the night, where Nature is playing 
her wind-music for the stars to dance. Long ago 
he found he could not bear his mother Nature’s 
inscrutable ironic face, bending above him in 
the dark,  and with a moan he drew the clothes 
over his head...Nature! There is no Nature! 
For what I cannot understand I cannot face, 
and what I cannot face, I will not think of...For 
nothing is so dreadful to this man as solitude. 
. . .The show is over. . . and man is left by the 
black beach with nothing to look on but the sky, 
or hear but  the beat of wave-wings flighting 
on the sea. And suddenly in threes and fours he 
scurries home, lest for one second he should 
see Her face whose smile he cannot bear.2

The insight here is powerful. We stolidly refuse to 
look into the face of a universe that nurtures us. We 
clothe ourselves with distractions; we clutch our crea-
ture comforts around us, clinging to social conven-
tions that turn us inward and muffle our sensitivities 
to the natural world. And so we chatter and turn up the 
volume, filling the silences with “noise” to avoid con-
fronting and discovering the very ideas that could en-
gage and elevate our hopes for the future.

It’s notable how this picture of civilization con-
trasts with the Eskimo adage  that “wisdom is found far 
from man, out in the great loneliness.”3 That loneliness 
is not the loneliness of despair but a place of humble 
contemplation where man encounters the greatest of 

In wildness is the preservation of the world. 
	 —Henry David Thoreau1

For most of the world, the future seems fraught 
with dangers and uncertainties. We talk about 
the depletion of natural resources (including 
food and fresh water), the overfishing of the 

seas, the acidification of the oceans, the loss of wilder-
ness and wildlife habitat, deforestation, the extinction 
of species, the devastating impacts of climate change, 
the demands of burgeoning population growth, a di-
minishing job market, the growing gap between rich 
and poor and the ravages of terrorism, war and unrest 
(to name just a few). It’s as if these dilemmas comprise 
an overwhelming tide against which our best stabs at 
global solutions seem worthy but ineffectual in the face 
of the pol i t ics  of fear, apathy and the deep morass of 
materialism and greed.

These challenges are not the inevitable outcomes 
of advancing civilization, but are the products of hu-
man thought. There needs to be a fundamental change 
in the bedrock of our thinking, in the way we see our 
planet, in our relationship to the life around us, and, 
just as importantly, the ways we view the universe at 
large.

Back in high school we were assigned an essay to 
read by Nobel laureate John Galsworthy called “Holi-
day” whose metaphorical message still rings insistently 
and hauntingly in my ears decades later. It  depicted 
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vision for mankind in The Descent of Man, one in 
which he sees us as imbued with moral sensitivity and 
caring.4 Thus Darwin’s work, properly understood, 
takes our thinking beyond the “selfish gene” to an ap-
preciation of who we really are as beings “driven by 
love to transcend selfishness.” Loye spent years delv-
ing into Darwin’s private notes, reconstructing a theory 
that actually provides “a carefully reasoned, empiri-
cally grounded scientific expression of the supremacy 
of love and moral sensitivity...” 

Bemoaning how modern education has focused 
almost exclusively on Darwin’s earlier volume, Loye 
writes:

The old theory of Origin, misapplied, tells us 
that we are inherently, predominantly, and in-
deed overwhelmingly selfish and aggressive. 
But the new theory emergent in Descent  tells 
us that unless we have been unnaturally and di-
sastrously warped, both over the short term 
and the long term we can be—and generally 
are—more powerfully driven by the concern for 
and the regard of others and by love…The old 
theory tells us we are overwhelmingly driven 
by the need to perpetuate our own genes or the 
genes of our kin. The new theory tells us that we 
are also driven by the need to transcend our-
selves, resonating to the whole of humanity and 
to the whole of life…The old theory tells us that 
we are alone in the universe…, the new theory 
tells us  that we are “at home in the universe.” 
The new theory and the new story tells us that 
the message is open-ended and eternal, stretch-
ing out of the dim past into the mists of the fu-
ture for our species. It tells us that we have a 
voice in the shaping of the message–but that 
this message needs a great deal more nurturing 
and understanding...Much more importantly—
standing with the best of minds and hearts over 
the ages—we are what we refuse to adapt to.5

These insights begin to characterize the mindset 
and inclination that should guide our relationship to 
the planet, to our fellow man, and to all life. Just as the 
tyranny of the belief in a flat earth once stifled explo-
ration and discovery, so the tyranny of fear and self-
ish thinking lock us into constructs that limit what we 
can see. Our awareness of the richness and diversity of 
the biosphere, and our openness to learning that the 
universe holds ideas that go beyond what we see with 
our eyes—these are things that can change the way we 
view the planet and interact with it, and they provide a 

all possible adventures–a glimpse into the depths of an 
infinitely vast universe. Such glimpses come when we 
find ourselves suddenly outside the cocoon of insular 
thinking, when we let the sense of wonder take us be-
yond ourselves to see something new.

The rarified impact of a wilderness experience can-
not be communicated well in words. And many who 
traipse through the wild with the thought that they 
must conquer it or plunder it never really feel it or un-
derstand it. To truly grasp the opportunity we must 
meet wilderness, and the life it contains, on its own 
terms and we must listen with our deepest intuitions. 
Only as we do this can we really learn and discover our 
part in this planet’s future and the promise of our abil-
ity to make the world better.

What wilderness patiently teaches is that we are 
part of something much bigger than ourselves, and that 
there is far more to grasp than what we can see on the 
surface. Just as all the matter in the known universe 

barely weighs against 
the mass of the so-
called “dark matter” 
that we cannot see, 
so the value of wil-
derness as a corridor 
for thought reaches 

far beyond the material sum of the life it harbors or the 
natural history it envelops. That is why the ideas and 
precepts it holds for our future need to be cherished 
and made a part of our everyday lives, even when those 
lives are lived—as most now are in cities—in places far 
removed from wilderness. We need to reacquaint our-
selves with the awe and wonder and curiosity that are 
inherent in our kinship with all life.

Why is that important? Because it allows us to see 
beyond ourselves and, as a result, to see ourselves bet-
ter. So much in our lives prompt us to turn inward, 
leading to a kind of blindness, a fearful, self-indulgent 
drift of thought that encourages us to build fences, to 
withhold, and to pull the covers over our heads. Yet, 
to those attuned to it, wilderness unfolds the munifi-
cence and grandeur of the universe, a sense that we 
belong in it and that it will provide the means for us to 
prosper.

David Loye is a systems scientist, futurist, evolu-
tion theorist and founder of the Darwin Project and 
a co-founder of the multinational General Evolution 
Research Group. In his book Darwin’s Lost Theory, he 
maintains that Darwin’s “survival of the fittest” theory 
in Origin of Species was but the prelude to a higher 
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oceans; the “immortal” jellyfish-like hydrozoan (Tur-
rotopsis nutricul) can reverse its life cycle and be re-
born, apparently indefinitely; the salamander can gen-
erate new limbs, the crayfish new claws, and the conch 
new eyes. These and untold other discoveries show us 
that life is bristling with infinite potential and that the 
universe is nurturing and caring for us with ideas that 
we need to pay attention to.

I use the term wilderness to encompass two ideas: 
(1) The idea of wilderness evokes what we do not yet 
know about the life on our planet and life in general. 
(2) Wilderness is the best corridor to wonder that we 
have. In a sense, these can be characterized as states 
of thought: a state of becoming keenly aware of life ex-
pressing itself without human intervention and a state 
of humility that rec-
ognizes our igno-
rance in the face of 
an overwhelmingly 
awesome and infi-
nitely vast universe. 
These states of 
thought can be kindled not only in tracts of unspoiled 
and pristine places, but in solitary walks along deso-
late beaches where waves swell under the tug of our 
distant moon or, perhaps, from rarified mountaintop 
observatories that break through the planet’s urban 
light pollution to expose dazzling arrays of stars. It is in 
these and all the places that telescope thought beyond 
ourselves, where we feel part of a larger universe.

Now, more than ever, we need to evoke the wonder 
that primitive man must have felt when he looked up 
at the stars with awe—the wonder we have lost in the 
noise of increasingly self-centered lives. This wonder 
will inspire what the architect, inventor and visionary 
Buckminster Fuller called “an entirely new relation-
ship with the universe.” Fuller entertains the idea of 
that new relationship in the context of dwindling tra-
ditional resources. In his book, Operating Manual for 
Spaceship Earth, he notes we need to acknowledge 
that the abundance of immediately consumable and 
essential resources on our planet has “been sufficient 
until now to allow us to carry on despite our ignorance” 
but “only up to this critical moment.” He continues:

This cushion-for-error of humanity’s survival 
and growth up to now was apparently provid-
ed just as a  bird inside of the egg is provided 
with liquid nutriment to develop it to a certain 
point. But then by design the nutriment is ex-
hausted at just the time when the chick is large 

fulcrum for reaching beyond our preconceived notions 
about how we fit into the world around us.

We are starting to see a universe that is continu-
ally unfolding new aspects of itself. That is crucial to 
how we approach the many crises that face our planet. 
And that is why wilderness is so important: it is the only 
untrammeled universe we have close at hand, that has 
not been decimated by human intervention. Again, we 
need to cherish it and preserve it and make it part of 
our everyday lives, wherever we live, especially in cit-
ies.

Henry Thoreau said in Walden, that “man can-
not afford to be a naturalist, to look at nature directly, 
but  only with the side of his eye. He must see through 
and beyond her.”6 And this thought is echoed by Lo-
ren Eiseley when he said in his book, The Unexpected 
Universe, that “each man deciphers from the ancient 
alphabets of nature only those secrets his own deeps 
possess the power to endow with meaning.”7

Wilderness may do more than just enrich our un-
derstanding of how other life forms express themselves 
and live. In fact, what we discover in the natural world 
may be as much about the thinking and the intelligence 
that we ourselves bring to it as about physical evidence. 
Our thoughtful interactions with the wild can illumine 
our appreciation for all life and our potential for discov-
ery and success.

To this end, the life forms we see around us are not 
just fixtures in our landscape, not merely less evolved 
expressions of life that share this earth with us. They 
are bound to us in ways that transcend the thoughts 
we give to them. What they continually show us is that 
life finds solutions at the most humble and seemingly 
insignificant levels (even without our help) and that, 
despite what we may learn by looking at nature’s forms 
and processes, whether live or fossilized, we cannot 
take the measure of life by merely analyzing parts in 
a process of physical reductionism. 

Moreover, to characterize other life forms merely as 
less evolved (from our often egoistic human perspec-
tive) may be a misapprehension that ignores the fact 
that they are perfectly evolved to fill the niches that 
support the vitality of the biosphere. And as they do, 
they subtly but significantly enlarge our mental hori-
zons. Understanding life points to the promise of seeing 
beyond present limits. The cecropia moth, releasing 
only a single molecule of pheromone, can be detected 
by the antennae of a potential mate from as far away as 
11 kilometers; whales, using deep underwater channels 
as acoustic lenses can communicate across whole 

the greatest good and 
the largest opportunities 
are not behind us but 
ahead of us
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and birds, but we are far from the kinship that early 
man felt when he named (and thus embraced) the liv-
ing features of his world. And so, by and large, we see 
nature as a backdrop—as always there, as intellectually 
and physically necessary, even joyfully existential, but 
denying it any proper centrality in our everyday think-
ing and often forgetting what it is we are a part of.

In short, we live far from the wonder and awe 
which make us ponder our connection to the universe. 
We live inside the wadding of social and economic con-
structs that often consume and overwhelm our lives—
the video games and consumer malls, the personal 
technologies and market-driven obsessions that tend 
to blot out the quiet revelatory potential of the universe 
around us. In the frenzied concourse of human affairs, 
we often lose the sense that we are connected to a larg-
er universe. Loren Eiseley put it well when he said that 
“as adults we are preoccupied with living; as a conse-
quence, we see little.”

Returning to Galsworthy, he repeatedly and justifi-
ably scorns our reluctance to look into the face of the 
cosmos:

Towns! more towns! There you can talk and listen 
to your fellows’ talk! Crowd into the towns; the 
eyes in your whitened faces need never see Her 
there! Fill every cranny of your houses so that 
no moment of silence or of solitude can come 
to any one of you. And if, by unhappy chance, 
in their parks you find yourself alone, lie nei-
ther on your back, for then you will see the 
quiet sunlight on the leaves, the quiet clouds, 
and birds with solitude within their wings; nor 
on your face, or you will catch the savor of the 
earth, and a faint hum, and for a minute live the 
life of tiny things that straddle in the trodden 
grasses. . . . This, then is the medicine you have 
mixed, my little man, to cure the pain of your 
fevered souls. Well done! But if you had not left 
me you would have had no fever! There is none 
in the wind and the stars and the rhythm of 
the sea; there is none in green growth or fallen 
leaves; in my million courses it is not found. Fe-
ver is fear—to you alone, my restless mannikin, 
has fever come, and this is why, even in your 
holiday, you stand in your sick crowds gulping 
down your little homeopathic  draughts!9

In recent decades, science has been looking to the 
natural world for answers that might have some bear-
ing on solving human problems; and places like the 
Amazon forests and the world’s great wilderness 

enough to be able to locomote on its own legs. 
And so as the chick pecks at the shell seeking 
more nutriment it inadvertently breaks open 
the shell. Stepping forth from its initial sanctu-
ary, the young bird must now forage on its own 
legs and wings to discover the next phase of its 
regenerative sustenance. . . .Our innocent, trial-
and-error-sustaining nutriment is exhausted. 
We are faced with an entirely new relation-
ship to the universe. We are going to have to 
spread our wings of intellect and fly or perish; 
that is, we must dare immediately to fly by the 
generalized principles governing universe and 
not by the ground rules of yesterday’s supersti-
tious and erroneously conditioned reflexes.8

Thus, it is highly important that we move beyond 
a selfish, plundering mentality to one where we recog-
nize that the greatest good and the largest opportuni-
ties are not behind us but ahead of us—opportunities 
that are rooted in new ways of thinking. In an age when 
we have unprecedented power to impact our environ-
ment (as we stand on the verge of planetary and cli-
mate engineering) we need, perhaps more than ever, 

to stand back and feel 
all of life embrac-
ing us and inspiring 
our actions. And in 
a world hurtling to-
wards the agglom-
eration of cities and 
towns into continu-

ous semi-urban environments (compactly known as 
conurbation), the last fragile remnants of wilderness 
hold enormous meaning for our civilization, not only as 
reservoirs of habitat and diversity, but also as touch-
stones of insight and discovery. Places that have been 
relatively untouched by human endeavors—where 
natural ecosystems have been allowed to flourish in all 
their magnificent diversity and genius—can, in many 
ways, illumine our understanding of the universe and 
our place in it in ways we can’t fully imagine right now.

A good many of us who are living in cities (and 
many who don’t) have a sketchy, storybook view of na-
ture.  We know the importance of agriculture, without 
knowing where most of our food comes from or how 
it looks when it grows. We embrace charismatic mega- 
fauna without a deep appreciation for the subtle and 
often profound revelations that come with immersing 
ourselves in their worlds. We love to breathe and cavort 
in parks and know the names of a few trees and flowers 

we live far from 
the wonder and awe 
which make us ponder 
our connection to the 
universe.



WILDNESS AND WONDER: ON SAVING THE PLANET  28

MINDING NATURE 7.3

ANDREW HENRY WEBER

true and often hidden munificence of the universe we 
find ourselves in.

The French writer Guy de Maupassant once said 
that we tend to view the world through the memories 
of those that have gone before us. Granted, it isn’t easy 
to break free of those thought conventions. But in prin-
ciple, the ideas behind all our technology and engineer-
ing and architecture, and all the things we produce, 
have always existed. They simply come into our lives 
when they become tangent with our beliefs about what 
we think is possible.

That is why we need the distance of wilderness and 
the circumspection of a more cosmic view. While na-
ture gives to us abundantly, it’s also a kind of mirror 
that reflects our love or neglect and thus our thought. 
Are not humans who do violence to animals and to 
nature also doing violence to themselves? Poachers 
in Africa kill more than thirty thousand elephants per 
year for their ivory. According to conservationist Be-
linda Wright, “wildlife crime is the 4th largest illegal 
occupation in the world and it’s a trade that’s worth 
19-20 billion dollars.”10

The chilling indifference of poachers to the sanctity 
of life belies not only an ignorance of what all of l i fe  has 
to teach us, but also the desperate, rudderless condi-

tions many poach-
ers find themselves 
in, abandoned by 
society and without 
opportunities for 
education. It raises 
the question wheth-

er governments and local leaders, like the poachers, are 
also doing violence to their own natures by neglecting 
segments of their populations through their own self-
aggrandizement, corruption and misrule. Man’s inhu-
manity to man and the growing gap between the rich 
and poor, unnecessarily fueled by greed and the pre-
conditioned fear that there is not enough to go around, 
is as much a factor in gauging how to protect the wild 
as any poacher’s lack of moral compass.

That is why the efforts to protect these wild popula-
tions with fences, flyovers, or electronic surveillance 
alone will never be enough until we deal with the un-
derlying thoughts and motivations. The uniqueness of 
an African lion, a peregrine falcon, a dung beetle, or a 
humpback whale goes far beyond their forms and their 
senses. If we observe them closely, in their natural hab-
itats, they tell us something about life that cannot be 
preserved in a zoo or some future genome bank the way 

preserves have become prime prospecting sites. Bio-
mimetics has become big business and biologists and 
technologists have been scouring the natural world to 
discover solutions that we have overlooked to problems 
that nature has long since quietly solved.

Adhesive solutions have been inspired by the 
gecko’s setae (micro-hairs) or the chemistry of the 
mussel’s byssus (the tufts of filaments that attach it 
to hard surfaces). Nanotech self-cleaning solutions 
have been inspired by the superhydrophobic lotus leaf. 
Lens advances have been inspired by the brittlestar 
(similar to a starfish) whose entire skeleton comprises 
a micro lens array system that surpasses our current 
lens-making technology. The micro cones on a moth’s 
eyeball have inspired anti-reflective and anti-glare 
solutions for solar panels and other materials. The tiny 
stenocara beetle, a denizen of one of the driest des-
erts in the world, has shown us (with the hydrophobic 
bumps and hydrophilic depressions on its back) how 
we can make materials that will precipitate moisture 
from  the air. Scientists are looking at how microstruc-
tures in the ant’s neck allow it to lift at least 350 times 
its weight and how that might be applied to robotics. 
And the list goes on, and on, and on.

The world should be more broadly aware of these 
sorts of discoveries, but just being aware of them is no 
substitute for the idea of making wilderness more rel-
evant in our lives. For if we look at the incredible rich-
ness of the natural world as merely a repository of solu-
tions that we can mine to aid technology and medicine 
and invention, we have missed the point. The real value 
of the natural world is not about the solutions that we 
can extract from it, but in how it can inspire us to see 
our connections to all life and our own fathomless po-
tential. If we relegate the search for answers to the so-
called experts, wilderness and protected ecosystems 
will become nothing more than research labs.

In fact, we have become too accustomed to the idea 
that we can pawn off the heavy lifting to scientists 
and that they will save us. We expect somehow that spe-
cialists who are probing the natural world to uncover 
innovative designs will somehow magically ameliorate 
and reverse the damage caused by our runaway indif-
ference and neglect and greed. Perhaps we even expect 
they will mop up after us so we can continue to be apa-
thetic and detached.

Science and curiosity will certainly help us, but it is 
only a sea change in thinking that will save the planet—
one that centers around a greater respect for the envi-
ronment, and all life, together with a recognition of the 

we need the distance 
of wilderness and the 
circumspection of a more 
cosmic view.
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ing F. Scott Fitzgerald, as “something commensurate 
with man’s capacity for wonder.” Payne once said, 
“I don’t care to survive if whales don’t survive. I’m not 
interested in a life without whales. I don’t wish to live 
in a world from which whales have been removed. It 
seems to me that that would be the sort of final symbol 
of madness in people if we were forced to live in sort of 
the unspeakably boring world of our own creation . . . 
and that’s something I don’t care to do.”12

	 What he understood was that the life around us 
represents something that is far greater than the range 
of our personal imaginations, and that rejoicing in the 
wonder of its expression is enriching beyond our own 
power to create. Payne’s love for the whale invites us 
to see the things that only humility and gratitude 
and wonder can bring to light. And these revelations 
should temper our relationships with each other and 
the whole planet. Henry David Thoreau made a similar 
point when he wrote: “I love Nature partly because she 
is not man, but a retreat from him. None of his institu-
tions control or pervade her. There a different kind of 
right prevails. In her midst I can be glad with an en-
t ire  gladness. If this world were all man, I could not 
stretch myself, I should lose all hope.”13

This reminds us of yet another aspect of the impor-
tance of wilderness in a world that is completely fab-
ricated and artificial, and “all man” urban world. The 
2012 New Cities Summit in Paris noted that we have 
become “a world of cities” and that “by the middle of 
this century, the world’s urban population will l ike-
ly  have doubled to reach 7 billion people.”14 Thomas 
Friedman, commenting on a visit to Dohar and Dalian, 
was struck by how they both had grown at astounding 
rates. He hardly recognized their new skylines:

Doha is the capital of Qatar, a tiny state east of 
Saudi Arabia. Dalian is in northeast China and 
is one of China’s Silicon Valleys . . . In Doha, 
since I was last there, a skyline that looks like 
a mini- Manhattan has sprouted from the 
desert…Dalian, with six million people, already 
had a mini- Manhattan when I was last here. It 
seems to have grown two more since…  Can you 
imagine how much energy all these new sky-
scrapers in just two cities you’ve never heard 
of are going to consume and how much CO2 
they are going to emit?…That’s why we’re fool-
ing ourselves. There is no green revolution, or, 
if there is, the counter-revolution is trumping 
it at every turn. Without a transformation-

grains are stored for posterity in repositories like the 
Svalbard Global Seed Vault. Nor should we expect that 
DNA cloning will circumvent our mismanagement and 
neglect, for such extreme measures overlook the holis-
tic, symbiotic and caring contexts in which life exists.

Some time ago a group of forty young male ele-
phants were relocated to start another herd. A few years 
later a disaster ensued when these elephants began 
overturning tourist cars, killing rhinos, and generally 
running amuck. When a small group of elders were in-
troduced to the herd, the killing of rhinos stopped and 
things returned to normal. Renowned zoologist Anne 
Innis Dagg has observed: 

...in our hunt for ivory, for whale oil, for fish 
protein, for trophy lions and tigers, we have 
eliminated so many older animals in so many 
species, that we have reshaped the natural 
world. Today, when biologists go into the 
field to look at elephants or fish, what they are 
seeing is not the natural behavior of animal so-
ciety, but the warped behavior of animals who 
have lost their elders, and who are now flail-
ing in a diminished, disarranged world. Those 
missing grandmas and grandpas, far from be-
ing a luxury, are essential if we want to keep the 
world in balance.11

The protection of wildlife preserves and fragile 
ecosystems in their natural states will only be accom-
plished as a result of education on a colossal scale. 
But part of this education is the mitigation of fear and 
greed based on old models of limited resources, as 
Bucky Fuller pointed out. And this is why the gestalt of 
wilderness is so important to our future and why we 
need to re-embrace the wild. While educational efforts 
are ongoing in many regions tangential to wildlife 
sanctuaries, they will never really be effective until the 
world has internalized the idea that the more we give 
to our environment, the more it will give back to us. 
Not knowing what is hidden beneath the surface of so 
many ecosystems, we are ravaging habitat and species 
before we understand what they represent to our fu-
ture and where they can take us. And while the physi-
cal manifestations of life are just the packaging, (albeit 
wonderfully expressive) they will not tell us the really 
important things we need to learn about life and its 
possibilities.

Roger Payne, who made some of the best and earli-
est recordings of humpback whale songs, and analyzed 
them for clues to whale language and intelligence, talk-
ed of whales as “gentle, cloud-like beings” and, quot-
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to the generally grim monotony of today’s cities,  the 
panoply of nature’s designs are staggeringly wondrous 
and thought expanding. We need to surround our-
selves with reminders of nature’s ingenuity and infinite 
potential.

Certainly there’s no dearth of imaginative design-
ers, artists, architects and engineers to fuel the re-
thinking of our cities and help bring the promise of 
wilderness to our everyday lives. A passing example is 
Vincent Callebaut’s lily pad designs for floating cities 
(which would be solar powered, and self- suf f ic ient 
and would produce zero emissions); or the soaring, na-
ture-inspired bridges and terminals and public works 
of the architect Santiago Calatrava.

People are impelled by visions, not by monotonous 
and blighted surroundings. Holding up visions of na-
ture’s robust ingenuity might help us take our heads 
out of our personal electronic devices and show us 
that video games and social memes can’t hold a candle 
to the excitement and challenge of solving earth’s prob-
lems, of engaging with the ideas that can provide em-
ployment for the whole planet.

Despite what I have said here, I don’t mean to 
suggest the immediate rebuilding of our cities. Such 
things happen gradually and follow the drift of popu-
lar thought and changing values. But there is plenty of 
room for leaps of insight and the creation of local en-
vironments that might influence the way we live and 
think, particularly in so many of our drab inner cities. 
Because the world not only needs physical tracts of wil-
derness but also the “idea” of wilderness—that is, the 
perception of a universe that sets no limits on life’s re-
sources and its ability to succeed.

That perception emanates from a different place 
than the notion of what we too often think of as 
wealth—the mere accumulation of things as the 
symbols of personal power and privilege. The key word 
here is accumulation. I’m not even remotely saying that 
people should become ascetics or forgo the right to use 
acquired resources to create or express their visions in 
any way they please. But I am saying that we are liv-
ing in a world that, more than ever, needs our love and 
care, and not our privileged indifference.

There are lessons in the trees that share their water 
with surrounding vegetation (even with their competi-
tors) for mutual benefit—for example, the micorrhi-
zal (fungal) networks by which trees and plants share 
surplus nutrients, carbon and water. The beauty of 
this sharing shows the simple sufficiencies in nature’s 
economy that might inspire our own use of resources. 

al technological breakthrough in the energy 
space, all of the incremental gains we’re mak-
ing will be devoured by the exponential growth 
of all the new and old ‘Americans’ [his name for 
Manhattan-like cities].15

The way I see it, the trouble with cities is not the 
density of people but the way cities tend to wall out the 
natural world and our sense of wonder. All the more 
reason to radically rethink what our cities express in 
their structures and how they interface and integrate 
with the natural world. I  say this knowing how wil-
derness and cities seem to be diametrically opposed 
on every level. Yet could we transform our cities into 
spaces that reflect the limitless imagination of the wild 
and also inspire a genuine sense of wonder?

I’m not just talking about more parks. The truth is, 
we have been absolutely timid about bringing the spec-
tacular design elements and ideas inherent in the natu-
ral world to the fore-
front of our lives and 
to the way we live.

Is it possible to 
imagine the gradual 
transformation of 
our cities, where 
their structures and pathways and surfaces all reflect 
the understated harmony and economy of the natu-
ral world? Can we imagine living and working spaces 
that mirror natural biotic structures and pleasing land-
forms, rolling, waving and soaring into grand, ever-var-
iegated vistas - where all architecture is a celebration of 
the natural world, capturing something of our delight 
in the magnificent diversity and wonder of the planet’s 
botanic and zoologic designs?

The architect, Michael Pawlyn, gave a TED Talk 
called “Using Nature’s Genius in Architecture” in which 
he posited a future of sustainable architectural envi-
ronments using what he calls nature’s catalog of 3.8 
billion year R&D products. Using closed-loop biomi-
metic systems to cycle energy, food, water and waste, 
he foresees huge advances in energy-efficient architec-
tural ecosystems that use light, flexible materials that 
could mimic the beauty of nature’s forms. He said: “If 
we could learn to make things and do things the way 
nature does, we could achieve factor 10, factor 100, 
maybe even factor 1,000 savings in resource and en-
ergy use.”16

Beyond such efficiencies, the challenge is to use 
nature-inspired design to teach and to make the natu-
ral world a continual presence in our lives. Compared 

rejoicing in the wonder 
of [life’s] expression is 
enriching beyond our 
own power to create.
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knowledge once regarded as absolute often emerges 
as transparent. It melts, disintegrates, and transforms 
again in our very hands, even as we try to focus in upon 
it to illuminate the unknown.”19

Nature has taught us that there are many ways of 
seeing. A s  we push beyond our dim physical capaci-
ties, we learn of realities beyond the limits of our sens-
es. As a result, we can p r o b e  the structures of the 
cosmos; we look for interference patterns that mark the 
space-time fluctuations of passing gravity waves; we 
peer through gravitational lenses at faint blue galax-
ies a billion light years away; we scan the spectrums of 
stars, listen to their echoes with million-channel ana-
lyzers, push the powers of our telescopes with adaptive 
optics, and stretch their baselines with interferometry.

Such sense extensions are leading us to new van-
tage points. We are learning to look in more intuitive 
ways, not just through our eyes or through other peo-
ples’ memories. We are reaching f o r  deeper defini-
tions of reality. The continual displacement of scien-
tific theories from age to age suggests that the universe 
will always be more than our theories can predict and 
that new answers will always be accessible to those who 
are willing to look deeper. Are there ultimate physical 
limits? Or do the natural laws we experience some-
how just reflect the limits of our thinking? Will the laws 
of the universe change as our perceptions change?

Chances are that we will not cross the seemingly 
unbridgeable gulfs that separate us from the stars un-
til we learn to communicate with the other life on our 
own planet—and, with our fellow man. Then—perhaps 
sooner than we think—we’ll know with collective cer-
tainty that intelligence outspans the frozen silences of 
space. That moment of “first contact” with extrater-
restrial intelligent beings may raise intense hopes and 
fears. But, deep down, I think we’ll find that the most 
far-reaching surprises won’t derive from what is alien—
from the strange morphologies such life may possess—
but, rather, from what is profoundly familiar, some-
thing we’ll recognize even though we’ve never seen it, 
something closer to home. That is the promise of listen-
ing to the wilderness with our intuitions—to see beyond 
the overt forms that life takes.

The work of Glen Schaefer, who was a world author-
ity on animal  migration and the first person to track 
individual desert locusts across the Sahara desert by 
radar, is instructive in this regard. He showed how our 
efforts to strong arm nature (for example, to eliminate 
crop pests by spraying)  could actually make things 
worse in the long run. “The flowers which we love,” he 

“Superfluous wealth can buy superfluities only,” Thore-
au observes in the concluding chapter of Walden. “Mon-
ey is not required to buy one necessary of the soul.”17

That is to say that the altruistic thinking and atti-
tudes we bring to looking at world resources and needs 
is everything, because given benevolent individuals, 
corporations, governments and the political will to suc-
ceed, the energy, environmental, economic and pollu-

tion problems that we face are all  eminently solvable.
In a recent column, Paul Krugman maintains that 

“there’s no necessary one-to-one re lat ionship  be-
tween growth and pollution.... On the left, you some-
times find environmentalists asserting that to save the 
planet we must give up on the idea of an ever-growing 
economy; on the right, you often find assertions that 
any attempt to limit pollution will have devastating im-
pacts on growth. But there’s no reason we can’t become 
richer while reducing our impact on the environment.” 
He goes on to say that the advances in renewable en-
ergy technologies—like decarbonizing electricity gen-
eration, and radical cost reductions (such as the 75 
percent drop in the cost of solar panels)—have changed 
the picture. “All that stands in the way of saving the 
planet,” Krugman concludes, “is a combination of 
ignorance, prejudice and vested interests.”18 In my view 
the biggest hurdle, irrespective of any technological 
advances, is entrenched thinking—ignorance, preju-
dice and the often blind resistance of vested interests. 
I say “blind” because building political fences around, 
for example, the profitability of fossil fuels at all costs 
could be counterintuitive and short-sighted. After all, 
as Michael Pawlyn has noted, “we receive 10,000 times 
as much energy from the sun every year as we use in 
energy from all forms—10,000 times. So our energy 
problems are not intractable. It’s a challenge to our in-
genuity.”

In our present global predicament, we don’t want 
to be like dogs fighting over scraps under the table, 
when there is a banquet just out of sight. Now is the 
time, in Bucky Fuller’s words, “to spread our wings of 
intellect and fly.” We’ve been learning that what we’re 
able to see depends on the kind of thoughts we bring 
into focus. Anthony Aveni reminds us that “[i]f twen-
tieth- century science has revealed anything, it is that 

…rethink what our cities express in their 
structures and how they interface and 
integrate with the natural world.
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plete, gifted with extensions of the senses we have lost 
or never attained, living by voices we shall never hear. 
They are not underlings; they are not brethren; they 
are other nations caught with ourselves in the net of life 
and time, fellow prisoners of the splendor and travail of 
the earth.”23

We must learn to make what nature teaches us 
more integral to our everyday lives. As we emerge from 
our planetary cocoon, “space” is quickly b e c o m -
i n g  the new wilderness. But I think we won’t reap the 
greatest benefits of space until we grasp the lessons im-
plicit in our own backyard. Solving the planetary prob-
lems we are now faced with hinges on expanding our 
thinking in order to better understand our relationship 
to all life. We need to live beyond ourselves. That is the 
challenge for all of us. We cannot just drift, put on our 
headphones and turn the volume up. A s  Loren Eise-
ley said, “the venture into space is meaningless unless 
it coincides with a certain interior expansion, an ever-
growing universe within.”24

Such is the promise of those pristine places and 
thought corridors that invite us to see with new eyes. 
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observed, “were evolved for insects, or to put it more 
correctly, express the intelligence which allows in-
sects to find them for their benefit. That’s another view 
of a flower—an insect view.”20

That insect view (put aside for a moment the 
thought that it attributes a kind of anthropomorphism 
to the relationships of non-human forms of life) has 
implications for how we might reset our view of the 
natural world to accommodate a more participatory 
relationship rather than one in which we stand out-
side of it. Schaefer argues that “...we are being forced 
for many reasons to reconsider our attitudes towards 
everything within the universe. To me nature is a kind 
of mirror. When we observe nature with the least bias, 
we are seeing more and more clearly the nature of our 
own minds, our own assumptions.”21

Certainly, we have far more to learn about the life 
we share this planet with (and consequently about 
ourselves).  But that relationship is calibrated to our 
own thinking and is likely to change with our percep-
tions. For example, it’s interesting to see how we are 
increasingly seeing evidence of more intell igence in 
other species due to new expectations and shifts in our 
own thinking about them.

Irene Pepperberg showed she could teach an ordi-
nary African Grey parrot (the now-famous, Alex) complex 
concepts regarding language, numbers, shapes, colors, 
and more—to the point where his ability to recognize 
and identify objects and extrapolate meaning and syn-
tax in exchanges with people was far beyond anything 
previously understood. It has recently been shown that 
chimpanzees have better short-term memories than 
humans and that elephants have better numerical 
skills than primates or even human children; a paper 
in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Scienc-
es shows that elephants can discern different human 
languages, ethnicity, age and sex “from acoustic cues 
in human voices” and use that to determine threat lev-
els; and a team of researchers from Sussex University 
showed that matriarch elephants can learn to recognize 
at least one hundred other unseen elephants by their 
voices alone from as far away as several kilometers.22

We may never be able fully to assess the animal and 
plant worlds that are tangent to ours, but there are 
overriding reasons for protecting and preserving them. 
They give us joy and a precious window into life’s pos-
sibilities. How should we express our relationship with 
these worlds? It is best neither to be dismissive nor sen-
timental. As Henry Beston wrote, “For the animal shall 
not be measured by man. They move finished and com-
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itself, and thus it might be said that hunting keeps us 
wild.

But as soon as we have uttered the words “hunting” 
and “hunter,” we need to pause. We share much with 
other predators, but we humans are the only beings on 
this planet who can apprehend and review hunting in 
a logical way. As a result of our λόγος (logos)—and by 
this I mean not simply our speech but more generally 
our rational mind—hunting leads us from the mere 
existence of nature to moral and ethical issues in the 
trade-off between bondage and freedom, and in the 
aesthetics and the meaning of becoming and passing.

It is the logos that names the hunter and the hunt-
ing, and therefore names the concept. Hunting would 
not exist without humans, because no one would rec-
ognize it for what it is.

For 3.9 billion years there was no life on earth, and 
thus no idea of the hunt. Over the next 600 million 
years, the hunt was limited to the pure action, without 
having a term for it. Animals who hunt exhaust them-
selves in their existence. They do not name their ac-
tions, and so long as hunting remains nameless it lacks 
a kind of reality, the reality conferred by significance. 
Against this back-
ground, one is in-
clined to write: It 
is not hunting that 
makes us human but 
the naming of it; tak-
ing hunting out of the 
darkness of the nameless confers humanity upon us. 
In other words, it is the cognition of hunting itself, the 
awareness of the hunter in hunting, and the adjust-
ment of conduct accordingly. So it is not hunt that 
makes us human, but our consciousness to hunt. As 
soon as hunting reaches the human consciousness, it 
is completely itself and steps out of the circle of uncon-
scious nature.

Let us look back to our initial example of the two 
groups of hunters. The outward appearance of lion 

It is a day under the African sun. A herd of Thom-
son gazelles browses between Mopane trees. In the 
dry grass of the savannah two lionesses prowl closer 
and closer to the group. Their silhouettes become flat-
ter, and they move more and more slowly. One step 
after another, yard by yard, they are working their way 
toward the herd. In a split second before the leader 
scents the hazard, the attack begins and the wild hunt-
ing starts. For a spell the pack is fleeing, but then it 
runs directly toward a waiting lion that has placed its-
elf along the escape route. A weaker fawn lags behind, 
and the life of the young gazelle ends in a cloud of dust. 
The lion pack shares the kill among themselves, strict-
ly according to the hierarchy. Life and survival are se-
cured for another day.

On a cold morning somewhere in Scotland at the 
same time, some ladies and gentlemen in tweed jackets 
begin the day with hot soup, savory sausages, and a bit 
of gin before they go afield. When they enter the hunt-
ing field, the drivers approach, and as the distance be-
tween the drivers and the shooters shrinks, pheasants 
begin to flush. Shots ring out and some of the birds 
fall into the green grass. In the evening, the shooters 
are sitting together in the lodge eating pheasant breast 
with vegetables and a good glass of wine. Laughing, 
speeches, conversations, and jokes alternate.

The primordial and the contemporary scenes have 
much in common: The game, the hunter, the stalking, 
the flurry, the death, and the ritual consumption of the 
prey. In both examples the million-year-old game of 
pursuit and death is rewarded by death renewing life. 
Based on this, you will hardly be able to say that hunt-
ing makes us human. It is much older than humanity 

REMAKING HUNTING AS HUMAN 
By Florian Asche

…hunting leads us 
from the mere existence 
of nature to moral and 
ethical issues
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and where his roots lie. To defeat the oblivion of na-
ture and to heal the soul of man in all culture—this 
is the modern task of hunting. Humans have brought 
it out of the darkness of the nameless. Now the hunt 
heals the soul of man and leads him back into the arms 
of nature, back to the homeland he originates from. 
Indeed, under this aspect hunting does not make us 
human, but it brings us back to nature and thus knots 
a bond that threatens to be severed in modern society.
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hunting and human hunting is similar, but the hunt-
ers’ understanding of what they are doing is very dif-
ferent. The lion is a being whose existence is exhaust-
ed in the here and now, knowing no yesterday and no 
tomorrow. The human as a cultural being, however, is 
planning his life, giving himself direction and self-re-
flection. brings him, the human hunter, inevitably out 
of unconscious nature and makes him into a “natural-
ly unnatural animal,” as Helmuth Plessner has put it.

This process is expressed, for example, in the va-
riety of tools that humans have developed to facili-
tate hunting over the millennia, from the spear to the 
bow; from the crossbow to the rifle; from the smoke-
less powder to the rifle scope; from the rangefinder 
to the night-vision device. There is a long series of 
inventions that were enabled by the logos of hunting 
man. These inventions made it possible for the hu-
man to hunt down wild animals over increasingly long 
distances. They led him at the same time further and 
further away from the origins of the hunt in nature. 
The technical development makes the humans, even 
as hunters, become more refined cultural beings. In 
the current phase of humanity, in which more than 
80 percent of Europe’s population lives in cities, we 
should not be surprised if the talents of the hunters 
suffer under the cultural pressure. So we observe a 
widespread decline in peoples’ practical understand-
ing of hunting and the behavior of the animals. There 
is also a loss of professionalism or artistry in hunting 
as hunters employ increasingly sophisticated techno-
logical devices. However, in hunting, as in other areas 
of life, technique removes humans further away from 
nature.

The risk of this development is located in a con-
tinuing alienation of the hunter from nature. The lo-
gos—the same human mind and culture—that first 
gave hunting significance and meaning now also 
erases the hunter from hunting and from nature in its 
entirety. For the modern hunter, therefore, the main 
challenge will be to remember where he came from 
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a piece with Harper’s than Outdoor Life. In the post-
Vietnam suburban dark days, the henpecked minor-
ity who still loved both to read real books and chase 
actual wild game undoubtedly found him a godsend, a 
guy who could quote “The Waste Land” while crouch-
ing on a sandbar gunning waterfowl. It was nothing to 
read a critique of a Jim Harrison novel, or an Ed Ab-
bey collection, even a book on catfish, and encounter 
references to Nabokov or Woody Allen or Mission of 
Burma, in twists and turns akin to the mysterious al-
leys of a souk, every corner a wonder.

This book is that and more, covering literally the 
entire historical arc not merely of outdoor writing, but 
of published writing, period. It begins, as they say, at 
the beginning. The two earliest texts, on falconry and 
angling, date to the Medieval. From that point of de-
parture proceeds an eight-century pilgrimage, scat-
tershot-fashion, through the glittering variations of 
humanity’s most basic psychic fixation—the necessity 
to chase and catch and kill something to eat, and the 
evolution of this over time into ritual and ceremony 
and finally, in some cases, outright lunacy.

Dispense with any notion of eye-rolling hook-and-
bullet hokum. Bodio from the introduction: “You may 
well be surprised (but I hope entertained) to see how 
wide a net I cast. My choices include a comic book…
terrifying narratives about man-eating beasts… time-
less advice on how to catch rats, the latest theories on 
Paleolithic cave painting, and a postmodern collection 
of dead elephant photographs first hung in a gallery in 
Manhattan. Fishing poetry by a former poet laureate 
of England…”

Imagine E.B. White and Aldo Leopold conspiring 
on a Norton Guide to Rod-and-Gun Lit, with color 
commentary from Hunter Thompson. You’ll about 
have it.

Like I said, schizoid, but also utterly coherent, and 
pointing at heart to the now-legendary era in which 
Bodio the writer cut his teeth. From his essay on Mc-
Guane’s Ninety-Two in the Shade: “In the early 1970s, 

“Elizabeth Thomas went to live among the Bush-
men of the Kalahari in 1948 when she was still a young 
girl, and lived an enviable double life in two of the best 
human realms: that of the Neolithic hunter-gatherer, 
the Old Way, and that of a civilized Western intellectu-
al. She went on to write a remarkable number of good 
books . . . ”

So begins one of the hundred brilliant little essays 
inside A Sportsman’s Library, Stephen Bodio’s own 
remarkable excursion down the rich Silk Road of out-
door literature. As a tour guide he possesses qualifi-
cations not so unlike those of Elizabeth Thomas—on 
the one hand a lifelong falconer, fly-fisher, bird dog 
man, and game gourmand, on the other a ravenous 
bibliophile who, like his friend Tom McGuane, plows 
through books “like a son-of-a-bitch.”

To the cognoscenti Bodio will always be known as 
the originator of the modern outdoor book review, in 
much the way McGuane “invented” the modern out-
door essay. By his own reckoning, “Bodio’s Review,” 
in the early, pre-corporate Gray’s Sporting Journal, 
still threatens to eclipse his own actual body of work—
books ranging from falcons to Mongolian adventure 
travel to wrenching, elegiac memoir.

It’s understandable, in a way. His schizoid tastes 
elevated those Gray’s musings to something more of 

WILD WORLD OF BLOOD SPORTS 
By Malcolm Brooks

Stephen J. Bodio, A Sportsman’s Library: 100 
Essential, Engaging, Offbeat, and Occasionally 
Odd Fishing and Hunting Books for the Ad-
venturous Reader, Guilford, CT: Globe Pequot 
Press, 2013.
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cast of characters on the road beside him is nothing 
short of staggering: rogues and royals and working-
class stiffs, writers and scholars, cowboys and com-
mies and Comanche Indians. Many of his selected 
writers are women—Dame Juliana Berners angling in 
England in 1486; Karen Blixen hunting Kenya in 1938; 
Rebecca K. O’Connor writing lyrically and brilliantly 
on the art of falconry, which must seem really esoteric 
in her native Southern California. Curious pilgrims 
all, on the same long and winding journey out of and 
simultaneously back toward our own evolutionary ori-
gins.

Not long ago a book-loving, utterly urban female 
friend reflexively termed autumn “the killing season” 
with equal parts poetry and awe. Twenty years ago I 
think a person in her position would likely have viewed 
hunting as a retrograde mix of the gauche and the ob-
scene, but the pendulum has indeed swung. Much of 
it has to do with renewed interest in food and dismay 
with modern commercial agriculture. Considerate, 
hands-on chefs and locavores like Georgia Pellegrini 
and Steven Rinella (discussed by Bodio) are through 
the medium of good writing helping to make wild 
meat and its predator/prey realities if not fashionable, 
then at least palatable, even intriguing, to the other-
wise uninitiated.

True, the cringe-inducing poster children are 
still with us, and yes, they still predominate—chest-
thumpin’, ATV-addled huntin’ shows and tournament 
bass boats with big-block Hemis and more sponsor-
ship decals than a NASCAR pileup. So in the age of 
DTV, the timing of A Sportsman’s Library is all the 
more perfect—Bodio was there before the pendulum 
swung. When much of the culture had three channels 
and rabbit ears, he had his books and his bird dogs, 
and no guilt, shame, or even second thoughts about 
having been crafted, by God or evolution or both, as a 
thinking, feeling predator.

“A library that contains every book suggested in 
this one will afford the dedicated reader a lifetime of 

Thomas McGuane gave me and many other young 
writers the keys to the highway… Instead of being a 
chronicler of suburban angst, suddenly you might cast 
a line, shoot a rifle, train dogs, read European novel-
ists, journey to strange places, and be unabashedly, 
even arrogantly literate.” Bodio, a working-class New 
Englander by birth, evidently took the new rebellion 

to heart—elsewhere in 
the book he admits to 
a booze-fueled piss on 
John Updike’s suburban 
lawn, in reaction to the 
great writer’s lily-livered 
New Yorker review of a 
classic Russian natural-
ist’s log.

The essays become 
in exactly that way un-
avoidably personal be-
cause the author has 
such genuine passion 
for his subjects. Like any 

writer worth his salt, Bodio is himself a citizen of the 
world, cogitating by turns on everything from the class 
warfare surrounding modern British foxhunting (In 
the Pink), to his own unabashed enthusiasm for the 
archetypal, stiff-lipped Brit adventurer Denys Finch 
Hatton (the Robert Redford character in the film Out 
of Africa).

He mulls the downsides of Utopian dreams and 
schemes on the one hand (The Tender Carnivore and 
the Sacred Game), while celebrating on the other the 
social laser beam of surrealist fable (Robert F. Jones’ 
cult-classic Blood Sport).

He caroms from modern Sicily’s last traditional 
Bluefin tuna hunters (Mattanza—Italian, he notes, for 
killing) to Turgenev’s towering, impressionistic de-
piction of nineteenth century Russian peasant life (A 
Sportsman’s Sketches—hear the echo?).

If Bodio himself becomes the unifying figure, the 
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reading pleasure,” he writes. “If you read them all, 
you’ll encounter great novelists and poets, walk in fear 
in dark forests, learn how a Best gun is made, and add 
several good recipes to your collection. I hope I have 
arranged a feast.”

Malcolm Brooks was raised in the rural foothills of the California Sier-
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SHOULD ENVIRONMENTALISTS STUDY ASIAN 
PHILOSOPHY? 
By Jeffrey Grygny

not intended for the casual reader, anyone moderately 
familiar with Asian philosophies can find in this book a 
richly textured mosaic of the ways those philosophies 
might contribute to environmentalism—and these es-
says are indeed stimulating.

The first section treats ecological thinking in India. 
George Alfred James, acknowledging India’s “colossal 
environmental damage,” reviews historical attitudes 
towards nature, both positive (seeing all manifest 
phenomena as sacred, Brahma) and negative (a ten-
dency to treat the material world as illusory). He cites 
traditional rules for the care of trees and animals and 
interprets Mohandas Gandhi’s yoga-based virtues of 
non-violence, self-sufficiency, and simplicity as, if not 
explicitly environmentalist, wholly consonant with 
environmental goals. Bart Gruzalski expands on eco-
logical themes in Gandhi’s work; both he and James 
quote Gandhi’s sober observation that if India should 
ever become industrialized like Britain, “it would strip 

the world bare like locusts.” Gandhi and his followers 
helped inspire the grassroots Chipko Movement: liter-
al tree-huggers who successfully protected Himalayan 
forests from development.2 In a final paper on Hindu 
thought, Christopher Framarin applies rigorous logic 
to ultimately reject the metaphysics of Atman and 
Brahman as a support for environmentalism, but af-
firms “the nearly pan-Indian cardinal virtue of ahim-
sa” (non-harm), as a sound basis for environmental 
ethics.

The three essays on Indian Buddhism hold a very 
lively conversation with each other. Stephanie Kaza’s 
1991 paper delivers a full-throated exposition of Bud-

What used to be called “the wisdom of the East” 
has seen better times. Way back in the twentieth cen-
tury, one gray eminence declared that the encounter 
with Eastern philosophy would be the most momen-
tous event in the history of the West. Now, while Asia 
has been transfigured by Euro-American technolo-
gies and political/economic practices, “The West” 
has yet to exhibit a reciprocal transformation, apart 
from a few pop-cultural tropes and poorly understood 
words like “karma” and “zen.” In academia, compara-
tive philosophy has proven more perilous than it once 
seemed; it is no simple task to lift iron-age texts out of 
their historical and cultural contexts and mine them 
for “conceptual resources.”1 Nevertheless, it seems 
strongly intuitive that the non-dualism, aestheticism, 
and metaphysical interconnectedness of many Asian 
teachings should be a perfect remedy for the men-
talities (dualistic, reductive, and instrumentalist) that 
have contributed to our current environmental prob-
lems; thus, the young discipline of comparative envi-
ronmental philosophy was born.

Environmental Philosophy in Asian Traditions of 
Thought is a sequel and companion volume to the col-
lection of essays J. Baird Callicott and Roger T. Ames 
edited in 1989 entitled Nature in Asian Traditions of 
Thought. Both collections aim to “stimulate further 
development in the field,” by providing “professional 
and sophisticated explorations” of comparative envi-
ronmental philosophy, with the firm conviction that 
“ideas matter.” In this latest volume, eighteen papers, 
published from 1991 to the present, offer a heteroge-
neous, sometimes contentious collage of views. While 

J. Baird Callicott and James McRae, eds. En-
vironmental Philosophy in Asian Traditions of 
Thought. Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 2014.
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Buddhist logic need look no further than the book’s 
penultimate paper by Hiroshi Abe, which forays into 
Nagarjuna’s famous deconstructive formulas to sug-
gest a “law of the included middle” that reverses the 
abstracting effect of conceptual thought.3

Five papers examine Daoist thought from distinct-
ly different angles, giving the reader a multifaceted 
feeling for such terms as ziran (nature), wei-wu-wei 
or simply wuwei (doing without doing, or sometimes 
translated “effortlessness”), and of course dao and 
de, conventionally translated “way” and “virtue.” R.P. 
Peerenboom wields the contrarian broom here, prob-
lematizing the highly contested term “nature.” He 
deems Daoism’s much vaunted “naturalism” of little 
use for environmental ethics. Humans are either a 
part of nature or they are not: if part, how can they be 
otherwise; if not, what’s the point in trying to be? (One 
can’t avoid feeling that Peerenboom is like someone 
measuring a violin with calipers and announcing that 
there is no music in it.) In the end, he interprets “not-
doing” narrowly, as pragmatically letting go of precon-
ceptions to work creatively with situations prima facie, 
literally “un-principled.” Sandra Wawrytko expresses 
a similar idea in her paper thus: “It’s not what you 
think that matters—but what you unthink.”

Karyn Lai carefully draws out principles of a dao-
based environmental ethic, which she sees as neither 
anthropocentric nor setting up a human/nature dual-
ism. She interprets dao and de in process terms: dao 
is the totality of all processes and relations, and de as 
the unique particularity of each related entity in its 
own context.4 Wuwei, then, is “the methodology of 
dao, which, in respecting the integrity of individuals, 
allows room for their spontaneous development.” The 
highest value of environmental ethics, therefore, is the 
fullest realization of all beings, ecosystems, and per-
sons. 

Alan Fox also confronts the “paradox of wuwei”: 
how can one overcome effort to do without doing? 
He helpfully points out the “gerundical nature” of 

dhist feminist environmentalism. Of all the writers 
in this book, Kaza alone speaks as a practicing Bud-
dhist, and she alone mentions the bodhisattva ideal of 
putting others before oneself, which one would think 
would be a foundation point for any Buddhist environ-
mental ethics. 

The editors juxtapose Kaza’s syncretistic Ameri-
can Buddhism with two polemical essays that take di-
rect aim at the keystone of Buddhist metaphysics: the 
teaching of “dependent origination,” which is often 
expressed through the analogy of Indra’s net, strung 
throughout all of space and hung with jewels, each re-
flecting the whole and reflected in each part. Depen-
dent origination is often cited to support the claim 
that Buddhism holds an ecologically friendly view of 
radical interconnectedness, as opposed to the Western 
assumption of ontologically separate, “atomistic” en-
tities. With tightly constructed logical arguments, Si-
mon P. James casts doubt on the view that Buddhism 
teaches “the oneness of humans and nature.” He ar-
gues that “the teaching of emptiness” (which, extrapo-
lating from dependent origination, states that since all 
entities are mutually caused, they have no internal es-
sence and are hence “empty”) is designed to make us 
let go of all philosophical positions, and therefore by 
definition cannot support an environmentalist posi-
tion. James directs our attention instead to the tradi-
tional Buddhist virtues of humility, mindfulness, and 
kindness to all beings. 

Ian Harris’s paper, on the other hand, takes no 
prisoners: in eight pages of technical argument thick 
with untranslated Sanskrit, he forcefully asserts that 
the texts on dependent origination and emptiness in-
coherently conflate spatial causation with temporal 
causation, and moreover express a radically “dyste-
leological” view of the universe, such that Buddhist 
thought is unsuitable for environmental purposes. I 
suspect that the editors have tactically chosen these 
challenging essays as brooms to sweep away naive 
misconceptions. Those seeking more adventures in 
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ism as a social movement.” Phenomenologists Gas-
ton Bachelard and Maurice Merleau-Ponty show how 
imagination, emotion, and the senses vividly and non-
discursively connect us to the world, from which only 
the illusion of a transcendent self supports us in the 
mistaken view that we could ever have been separate. 
For Daoists, as in much Asian thought, “cultivation” 
is a key notion: philosophy is not discourse alone, but 
practice and theory in concert. By working with the 
body, whether by elaborate internal visualizations, 
quiescent meditation, or Qigong moving meditation, 
Daoist practices “reinscribe the body” to “a psycho-so-
matic sensitivity to the mutual implication of the lived 
body and the lived world.” Without such experiences, 
exhortations to respect, heal, or preserve nature subtly 
reinforce dualism and are bound to fail.

As Buddhism moved through India throughout 
Southeast Asia, it sprouted schools and movements 
of great variety and sophistication, with concomitant 
cultural and artistic expressions. The final section 
on Japanese thought matures and recapitulates this 
volume’s many themes in an almost symphonic con-
clusion. In an elegant, magisterial paper, Steve Odin 
compares traditional Japanese views on nature to the 
land ethic and aesthetics of Aldo Leopold. Odin attri-
butes Japan’s distinctive aesthetic to Buddhist teach-
ings on impermanence, interdependence, emptiness, 
non-duality, and Buddha nature, joined with the na-
tive Shinto reverence for kami, or spiriti loci. Cultural 
expressions such as the tea ceremony, flower arrang-
ing, and poetry were all shugyen (“self-cultivation”) 
and geido (the way of art). Their aesthetic principles of 
close observation, sensitivity, compassion, simplicity, 
and gentleness arise naturally from the non-anthropo-
centric, relational metaphysics shared by the various 
Buddhist schools of Japan.5

Deane Curtin’s treatment of ecological themes in 
the gnomic texts of Zen master Dōgen underscores 
the importance of recognizing “radical ordinariness.” 
Buddhism has often been criticized for rejecting the 

the Chinese language, which predisposes seeing enti-
ties as events rather than as static objects: a table is 
“table-ing going on,” and “has” the book, rather than 
the book “being” on the table. Following the process 
interpretation of Roger Ames and David Hall, Fox en-
visions a universe of daos, each a part of another dao 
and constituted by other daos. Inevitably, some daos 
interfere with other daos, and humans have a marked 
tendency to interfere excessively: instead of building a 
house, we cut down a forest. “Acting without action,” 
consists, then, of allowing each dao its optimum po-
tential unfolding with minimal interference. This orig-
inal interpretation avoids paradox and is pragmatic: 
“the harder we push against the flow of the world, the 
harder the world will push back.”

Both Fox and Wawrytko translate te as “virtuos-
ity,” giving it the aesthetic, performative sense of “ef-
fortless grace.” Wawrytko’s sprightly essay enacts the 
playful spirit of some of the ancient texts. Human 
trouble arises from “the cunning intellect” creating 

superfluous and self-centered 
conceptual schemes; com-
monsense ideas can be woe-
fully deluded; improving on 
nature often leads to catastro-
phe. Hence, the Daoist ecolo-
gist “unthinks.” The ideal is a 
mind as open to experience as 
an infant’s. Wawrytko approv-
ingly quotes David Abram’s 
description of a phenomenal 
experience of being “fully a 

part of this world . . . a potentized field of intelligence 
in which our actions participate.”

How does one realize such an experience? James 
Miller brings a provocative perspective with his fasci-
nating discussion of Daoist body cultivation practices. 
Since Western anthropocentrism is founded on the 
body-mind dualism of the Enlightenment, the body 
“should be the site par excellence for environmental-
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bother studying Asian thought?
In an afterword, Callicott offers three reasons: 

First, it gives intellectual pleasure. Second, contem-
porary Asian nations desperately need environmental 
ethics, and if they can find them in their own heritage 
rather than importing them, so much the better. Fi-
nally, comparative philosophy reveals intellectual 
assumptions and culturally engrained blind spots. A 
model of selfhood is clearly crucial to environmental 
ethics, which is ever grappling with the problems of 
balancing the needs of the whole with the well-being 
of its diverse parts. The self is an overarching theme in 
all these essays. And the monadic individual asserted 
by every major lineage of Western thought contrasts 
with the interconnected, relationship-formed, contex-
tual selves of Asian thought. Callicott concludes that 
we can no longer pay the ecological price extracted by 
the Western concept of self; it is “bankrupt.”

In addition, this book suggests other reasons for 
environmentalists to study Asian thought. Reconfig-
uring the monadic self is a tall order. And we must 
remember that Asian “philosophy” is not made up of 
rarefied concepts. Rather, it is virtually always em-
bodied, in countless practices refined over centuries of 
self-cultivation. James Miller’s paper on Taoist body 
cultivation exhorts us to put our theories on the line 
and train ourselves in the intimate, detailed aesthetic 
appreciation of the natural world. This, too, is philoso-
phy. We don’t need more “conceptual resources”; we 
are already logos-heavy. What ancient thought holds 
out to us is a treasure house of relational thinking in 
praxis, along with cornucopias of potent mythos; po-
etic language and sensuous imagery that stir the imag-
ination and emotions, initiate conversations, join us 
together, and move us to action.

Comparative philosophy may even be able to show 
contemporary philosophy a way out of its analytic cul-
de-sac. Neil deGrasse Tyson notoriously proclaimed 
philosophy to be useless—and so it will be, if it keeps 
on trying to imitate science. When was the last time a 

manifest world as samsara, a cycle of suffering, to be 
abandoned for nirvana as quickly as possible. Dōgen 
firmly rejected the duality of samsara and nirvana. This 
insight is implicit in the foundational Prajnaparamita 
Sutra’s formula: “form is emptiness, emptiness also is 
form.” The “relational self” is radically de-centered, 
neither at one with nor separate from the world, and 
it is able to practice “undivided activity in the present 
moment, a practice that reveals the interpenetration 
of all beings.”6 Such activity manifests in every aspect 
of life, however mundane: “Ordinary coarse tea and 
plain rice are Buddha’s thoughts—ancestor’s words.” 
Ecofeminism particularly resonates with this recogni-
tion of the ordinary, as it values the simple, unexcep-
tional, care-taking actions both women’s traditional 
roles and the ecologist’s work involve.

Modern Japanese philosopher Nishida Kitaro em-
ployed William James’s notion of “pure experience” 
in his early work. David Edward Shaner and R. Shan-
non Duval trace the idea to French-American biolo-
gist Louis Agassiz’s sacral view of nature, which James 
absorbed while a student accompanying Agassiz on an 
Amazon expedition. A sense of intimacy with the en-
vironment, whether developed by biological fieldwork 
or contemplative self-cultivation, can only occur when 
one’s ego loses its privileged central position. This 
kind of selfless, intimate experience can be the basis 
for developing “a deeper and more enduring conserva-
tion ethic.”

In the introduction to this volume, Callicott and 
McRae express doubt that Asian philosophy can ac-
tually help us formulate environmental ethics—and 
with good reason. When Buddha and Lao Tzu walked, 
there was no environmental crisis; their aim was wis-
dom, not ecology. Confucian ethics, with its harmony 
of heaven, earth, and human, seems more promising, 
but in the end, we don’t need ancient religions to un-
derstand our relation to the planet’s ecosystems, nor 
to develop ethical principles that include relationships 
and well-being as well as individual rights. So why 

REVIEWS &

REFLECTIONS



43

MINDING NATURE 7.3

REVIEWS AND REFLECTIONS

work of philosophy inspired a play or moved someone 
to song (and what social movement ever succeeded 
without a song7)? Evolution proceeds by bricolage, al-
ways inventing new uses for old structures, and in this 
global age, the rich heritage of India, China, and Japan 
is available to us all. We don’t have to become Bud-
dhists or Confucians, but the images of Indra’s net, or 
of becoming “one body with the world,” represent hu-
man potentials too great to be neglected. We may yet 
see Asian thought transform the West.
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A LANGUAGE TO EMBODY PLACE:  

DYNAMIC, BRAIDED, WILD

the earth is strictly a human 
endeavor: “We are place-mak-
ers because our lives and the 
projects we undertake require 
geographical structure in the 
form of places and their inter-
connections.”1 His discussion 
in “A Sketch of a Geographic 
Theory of Morality” under-
stands place-making as solely 
a human activity. Sack not only 
omits more-than-human oth-
ers conceptually, but infers 
humans as separate from the 
rest of nature: “Our geographi-
cal selves transform the earth 
and make it into a home by 
making space into place. Ev-
erything occurs in space, in-
cluding our own projects. But 
unlike the rest of nature, hu-
man projects rely on place es-
pecially.”2 Sack’s description 
assumes that only the human 
family transforms earth to cre-
ate places. This leaves no room 
to conceptualize place as some-
thing active and full, not just 
empty space, prior to human 
presence.

In addition, Sack describes 
place as a “bounded and con-
trolled area of space.”3 This is 
an understanding of place that 
has supported the modernist 
colonial agenda. Political lan-
guage’s espousal of terms such 
as “bounding” and “control-
ling” reflect concepts of setting 
limits on, confining, and being 
under obligation to the pow-
ers that set and enforce these 
boundaries. By setting these 

HOW DO WE (ENVIRONMENTALISTS, 
conservationists, nature-lovers) give voice to an 
ecological valuing of place that is so often margin-
alized by top-down modernist ideology? One of 
the key tools lacking for such environmental ex-
pression is an effective ethical linguistics. Stories 
about how lovely and significant natural places 
and those within them are tend to be misinterpret-
ed because the language used to tell these heartfelt 
stories are squeezed into conceptual frameworks 
that can only analyze linguistic meaning according 
to rational principle. The “vagueness” and “inde-
terminacy” of the voices of “nature lovers” do not 
mean that these voices are groundless or unfound-
ed, but rather indicate a struggle to use language 
that is insufficient to formulate the concepts these 
voices are trying to express. The formulation of 
care for nature is molded by a globally dominant 
language of resource economics and management. 
In other words, those caring individuals who are 
on the ground, in place, making environmental 
concerns manifest–those caring individuals with 
all their local knowledge of and intimate relations 
with their places–are powerless to inform and 
make social and political decisions.

The dismissal awaiting such environmental 
discourses is a result of a confinement to the rigid 
vocabulary employed by political and social pow-
er structures that are unwilling to recognize lan-
guage’s use of metaphor. One of the consequences 
is that the language used to describe earth’s places 
focuses on a discourse that breaks down the limit-
less elements of place, merely analyzing and de-
fining these components instead of connecting, 
interweaving, and comprehending the otherness 
and un-knowable aspects of place.

The discipline of geography, fundamentally a 
field based in the study of places, has focused most 
of its efforts on the discourse of human transfor-
mation of earth and on the manipulative trans-
forming of place in practice. For example, geogra-
pher Robert Sack speaks to the boundaries around 
the concept of place-making where transforming 
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rigid limits, place falls victim to being identified 
as an island unto itself, one that is independent 
of and exclusionary to those “outside” of this or 
any place. In addition, those remaining inside the 
bounded place who do not satisfy the requirements 
set by those defining and enforcing the boundaries 
are branded “outsiders” as well.

Locations, according to this understanding, 
are only considered “place” if we as human agents 
have bounded and controlled them, employing 
our understanding of the “rules.” Eliminating 
from the discussion the validity of nature’s exis-
tence outside of ourselves in this way creates a 
misrepresentation of who humans are and how 
we and others exist spatially. Our development of 
the concept of human place cannot be thought of 
as outside nature and the places of natural other. 
We must see them instead as dynamic and inter-
dependent—braided, not bounded; wildly alive, 
not controlled. Place dependence is significant for 
both humans and other-than-human species.

Thus, modernist discourse made up of rational 
and rights-based language is incapable of articu-
lating our powerful feelings for and interconnec-
tions with earth’s places and the environment as 
a whole. As philosopher Mick Smith writes, “The 
feeling of being close to nature simply makes no 
sense in those discourses that would pull apart, 
analyze, define and regulate both the moral field 
and the environment.”4 Perhaps it is essential now 
more than ever to re-imagine language as much 
more fluid, embracing new terms that are able to 
express the interconnected, interdependent situa-
tions we find ourselves in as the highly expressive 
social animal we are.
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