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Preface

I am a white male, the descendant of settlers living on Indigenous 
lands. It took me many years to understand what these aspects of 

my identity mean to myself, to the people around me and to the work 
that I do as a scientist and sustainability advocate. This book tells part 
of the story of how I have come to understand my role, and my future, 
as a settler in this place, a story that is still unfolding.

Parts of the book were written while living in what is now called 
southern Ontario — the ancestral lands of the Attawandaron people 
and the treaty lands and territory of the Mississauga of the Credit First 
Nation — and parts in Saskatchewan — Treaty Six territory and home-
land of the Métis. I pay my respect to this history and the Indigenous 
people who call these places home; with this work, I hope to honour 
the special relationship that these and other Indigenous peoples have 
with their traditional homelands on Turtle Island1 and around the 
world. I hope that this book will be received in the spirit of truth and 
reconciliation2 for the centuries of harm done to Indigenous peoples 
and to the planet itself in the name of progress. I have no doubt that 
many of the ideas I write about here are already well understood by 
Indigenous peoples, and I thank the many Indigenous individuals who, 
over the years, have called me friend and colleague and who have freely 
offered me an opportunity to experience their wisdom, kindness and 
acceptance. Patrick and Carla Smith, Colin Laroque, Oscar Kawagley, 
Theresa John, Craig Fleener and Skye Augustine have all been extremely 
generous in this regard.

In Canada, it is often said that all Canadians are “treaty people.” 
Now, not all First Nations in Canada have treaties with the Canadian 
Government, and where treaties do exist, they are often far from perfect 
and have failed to stem colonial violence and the continued dispos-
session of native land by the state. Still, I think there is an important 
sentiment in this common turn of phrase: that all settlers have important 
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2 Finding Our Niche

responsibilities to our Indigenous neighbours. In my mind, two of these 
responsibilities are decolonization and reconciliation. The first means 
looking to all aspects of our lives, our science, our art and our politics 
for evidence of the colonial logic of supremacy and replacing it with 
an ethos of pluralism, diversity, acceptance and humility. The second, 
reconciliation, is a term that refers to the difficult social process of learn-
ing, healing and coming to terms with the great harms that Indigenous 
peoples around the world have experienced at the hands of settlers. 
Reconciliation takes hard work at all levels, from federal governments 
to within individuals’ hearts and minds. It requires that we dismantle 
our existing, imbalanced systems of power and privilege, give the land 
back to Indigenous peoples and then trust, rather than fear, what these 
actions will mean for us settlers. Above all, though, I think we need 
to learn to listen better, to let people tell their stories. This is what I’ve 
tried to do in the pages that follow. This book is very much a part of my 
own ongoing story of decolonization and reconciliation. Turtle Island 
is the only home I have ever known yet I barely know it in comparison 
to the Cree, Métis, Athabascan, Iñupiaq and Coast Salish individuals 
that I call and have called friends. I am a settler, one trying to learn 
how to better live and belong in this amazing land.

Author and agriculturalist Wes Jackson has said and written many 
times that we need to learn how to be “native to this place.” I imagine 
this sentiment, coming from a white man, may frustrate or even anger 
many Indigenous peoples. One cannot simply learn to be Indigenous. 
Yet I believe that we must learn something like it — belonging, perhaps. 
Indigenous author Robin Wall Kimmerer calls it “being naturalized” 
in her beautiful book, Braiding Sweetgrass,

Being naturalized to place means to live as if this is the land 
that feeds you, as if these are the streams from which you drink, 
that build your body and fill your spirit. To become naturalized 
is to know that your ancestors lie in this ground. Here you 
will give your gifts and meet your responsibilities. To become 
naturalized is to live as if your children’s future matters, to take 
care of the land as if our lives and the lives of all our relatives 
depend on it. Because they do.3

We need to learn to walk and act in the spirit of kinship with the 
natural world if we want the next seven generations of children who will 
live here, Indigenous and settler alike, to know a Turtle Island anything 
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Preface 3 

like the home we cherish today. This journey of personal exploration 
and reinvention must happen in conversation with First Peoples, and 
it needs to be a frequent and intimate conversation initiated in the 
spirit of pimatisiwin — “in a good way,” as the Cree say. We need to 
emphasize healing, modesty, apology, sharing, learning and respect. It 
will not be easy or comfortable. It will involve anger, fear, mistakes 
and many false starts.

As such, this book is the start of a journey, not the end. Like some 
others before it, this book argues that paradigm change is necessary for 
pursuing sustainability, and I’ve tried in particular to uncover building 
blocks on which an alternative way of thinking and living can be built. 
When an individual person is moving from one paradigm to another, 
they experience what anthropologists call a “liminal” stage. Most 
books on topics like sustainability move the reader into this liminal, 
or transitional, space by showing contradictions or problems in the 
world around them. Too often, however, these books conclude while 
the reader is still in this ambiguous, liminal space. The result is that the 
reader feels moved and inspired, but impotent — unsure what to do 
next. I felt this way when I first read Ishmael, by Daniel Quinn, a book 
that has inspired my career and many of the ideas in this book. I still 
felt this way after rereading the books in his Ishmael trilogy, and when 
I had the chance to ask Daniel what he thought was next, he said only, 
“I thought that was obvious.” It took years of field experience before I 
realized what was missing from Ishmael and books like it. This book 
is my attempt at filling that gap.

Another problem I’ve observed with much writing on sustainability 
is that it can become burdened by bad news. I have an entire shelf in my 
office, I realized recently, of books that tell us how bad things are. And 
no doubt, the problems we face as a society are immense, immediate 
and in full-blown crisis. But good stories are also out there — “bright 
spots” in this age that some now call the Anthropocene. The volume 
of problems that we hear about on the news every day make it easy 
to feel fatalistic about our future. I believe that people are hungry for 
good news and optimism to fuel their own actions and ambitions. With 
this book, my focus is on stories of healing, growth and transforma-
tion — stories that make real and durable change seem both tangible 
and achievable.

Much in this book is deeply personal, though that was not my intent 
when I began writing. Stories are funny that way; Traditional Chief 
Clarence Alexander of the Gwich’in of Fort Yukon once told me that 
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4 Finding Our Niche

stories, not storytellers, lead. That stories are revealed, not told. We 
should never ask questions of a storyteller, he felt, because only the story 
knows the correct order, knows the right questions and knows when 
you are ready for the answers. For Clarence and for the many other 
people in these stories, whose lives, minds and hearts have intersected 
with mine over the years, I’ve done my best to stitch this narrative 
together in a way that reflects the lessons that I believe the world has 
been telling me. I’m also mindful of the fine line between telling my 
own story as a settler, a story that involves and owes much to many 
Indigenous people, and co-opting their stories, even if inadvertently. 
I have done my best to stay on the proper side of that line. If I have 
strayed, then I pray that these friends, both living and deceased, will 
understand, forgive, and that with their continued guidance I can do 
better as I proceed to share these stories in the future.

Likewise, I’ve tried in the pages that follow to amplify a diversity of 
voices. As a settler scholar trained largely in the texts of other settler 
scholars, this has been a noteworthy challenge, not because such works 
don’t exist but because of what the works with which I am familiar 
have come to mean to me personally. This means, to some extent, who 
I choose to quote or cite reflects who I am and the path I’ve taken. 
There are parts of this book that simply would not be authentic if I 
left out the words of Daniel Quinn, Gregory Bateson, Gary Snyder, 
G.E. Hutchinson and others whose writings have influenced me so. At 
the same time, being actively anticolonial means seeking out alterna-
tive voices and amplifying them. I have done my best, and perhaps my 
inability to let go of some of these attachments to the words of white 
settler men is simply unfinished business in my own personal journey 
of decolonization.

I have many more people to thank for helping to make this book 
possible. Thanks to Mom for teaching me self-confidence. To Esther 
for packing the Nissan until it nearly burst. And to both of them for 
never wavering in their support as I set off from Florida to Alaska. 
Thanks to Juan for giving me his copy of Ishmael. Thanks to Ralph 
for setting a good example. Thanks to Josh for always having time. 
Thanks to Craig for pushing me and trusting me. To Pat for teaching 
me how to deal with loss. Thanks to Oscar for helping me believe that 
I’m not an impostor. To Ray for giving a self-exiled anthropologist a 
home. Thanks to Alysa for saying “absolutely,” for believing in me and 
for being an amazing editor. And finally, thanks to Cordelia for giving 
me renewed purpose.
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Preface 5 

I ought also to acknowledge the numerous organizations that sup-
ported my education and research over the years. The US National 
Science Foundation, US Department of Agriculture and National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Association funded much of my time in 
rural Alaska. The Centre for Cross-Cultural Studies at the University 
of Alaska Fairbanks (uaf) was a wonderful home for an emerging 
scholar. The Resilience and Adaptation Program at uaf and the Sonoran 
Institute in Tucson made my time in Mexico possible. The International 
Comparative Rural Policy Studies Program helped introduce me to the 
Burren and the Priorat. The Social Science and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada and the Arrell Family Foundation made my research 
in Canada possible and supported the preparation of this manuscript.

In solidarity,
Philip A. Loring
2020, Guelph, Ontario, Turtle Island

Notes
1. Throughout this book I will refer to North America as “Turtle Island” 

— the name given to the continent by many Indigenous cultures long 
before colonizers decided that they would call it something else. I do this 
to represent the fact that my stories are settler stories, stories that unfold 
on stolen land. Using the continent’s proper given name helps to shift our 
understanding from seeing it as a place that was discovered to one that 
was invaded.

2. As a matter of style, I will use “we” and “our” in this book to refer 
to the dominant Western culture that has derived from the European 
Enlightenment and that now provides cultural building blocks for many 
of the world’s so-called civilized societies. In using this blanket term, I do 
not mean to gloss over the tremendous amount of cultural diversity that 
there is in the world. I see and honour that diversity but can only speak to 
the parts of it I know, as a Westerner and a settler, and that I recognize in 
myself and others.

3. Kimmerer, Robin Wall. 2013. Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, 
Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants. Minneapolis: Milkweed 
Editions.
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6

Chapter 1

Alienation

When I started working as an anthropologist, I would sometimes 
daydream about being “adopted” — given honorary status — 

by an Indigenous community. There is much that is unique about the 
multilayered and multigenerational relationship that Indigenous peo-
ples have with their homelands, but as a white man, I felt cut off from 
the possibility of being “native to a place,” to borrow the phrase from 
agrarian philosopher Wes Jackson.1 Even though I care deeply about 
environmental issues, I saw my non-Indigeneity as both a professional 
and personal handicap. I struggled under the weight of a combination 
of envy and impostor syndrome, worrying that anything I might say 
about how we could live more sustainably, including the many impor-
tant things we might learn from Indigenous cultures, would always bear 
the caveat of my non-Indigeneity. My work would always be hearsay. 
But if I were “adopted,” perhaps even given my own “Indian” name, 
this might bring legitimacy to my ideas. It would be an endorsement, 
an acknowledgment that my work matters.

It took me many years to realize how misguided and crass these day-
dreams were. It took even longer to unpack what they told me about 
my own white privilege and about the environmental predicaments in 
which we all find ourselves.

I grew up in Dayton, a small rural town in the boondocks of south-
ern Maine. I lived with my mom in a mobile home — a thinly walled 
relic of the 1960s — on a nameless dirt road that held about twenty 
parcels like ours: half-acre lots cut, temporarily it seemed, into the 
dense, wet woods. Dayton is black fly country, where thick stands of 
birch, spruce and white pine surround patches of coastal sedge bog 
and white cedar bog. Where whitetail deer munch on home gardens in 
the cool mornings and horseflies the size of bumblebees terrorize you 
during the hot, muggy summers. In the summertime, neighbourhood 
kids would ride their bikes up long hills to nearby Hollis, where we’d 
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Alienation 7 

swim in the lake or deep, water-filled quarries to cool off and avoid the 
flies. Incomes were low, values conservative and religion Methodist. It 
was a wonderful home.

I knew these woods, which ran east from Dayton and Hollis to the 
banks of the Saco River, and then down to the marshy transition, and 
on to the Atlantic Ocean, pretty well. I like to think that I could find 
my way around there today, despite it having been decades since I’ve 
seen the many paths and creek beds used by deer and deer hunter alike. 
I was not by any means an experienced outdoorsman. No, I was an 
extremely introverted computer nerd who liked to spend hours in his 
bedroom trying to reach California or Europe (or aliens!) on a ham 
radio. And I was certainly not a trained orienteer. I failed miserably 
when I tried to fit in with the Boy Scouts. Still, I liked being outside. 
I caught salamanders and garter snakes when I was bored. I walked 
much farther than my mom realized. I knew where the deer might be 
on a hot day and where the wintergreen, wild strawberries and poison 
ivy grew. I knew where and when the paths through the woods would 
be wet or dry and where the blackflies wouldn’t be so bad, and I didn’t 
ever lose my way. In Dayton, I felt like I belonged.

Yet despite having what I still think of as a strong connection with 
that place, it is fundamentally not the same as an Indigenous connec-
tion. At the time, the most I knew about Indigenous peoples’ history in 
Maine came from three “tribes” school administrators used to organize 
students: Sokokis, Abenaki and Algonquin. They may as well have 
been sports teams, more about rivalry than anything else. Mocking 
them certainly was not discouraged. (I was a Sokokis, of course. Who 
wanted to be a “Wackenaki” or an “Al-goner?”) We learned next to 
nothing about Native heritage and hardly anything about the horrors 
of the European invasion of Turtle Island.2 I did not know that my 
trailer in Dayton was actually sitting on Sokokis land or that “Saco” 
was just a white man’s lazy way of saying Sokokis. I did not know that 
Route 5, the road my mom and I drove every day to get to school and 
work, was for centuries an important trail for hunting and trading. 
There was not a single Indigenous person in my school. Or perhaps 
there was, and they were really good at hiding it. I had no sense of 
a time before mine, a time immemorial, when people in southern 
Maine hunted deer for subsistence, thanked the deer for this gift and 
respected them as inspirited and intelligent beings. Lots of boys in my 
school hunted deer in the fall. I thought deer hunting was macho and 
barbaric, and I wondered why everyone didn’t just buy their food at 
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8 Finding Our Niche

the store. I certainly had no sense that many Indigenous people across 
Turtle Island continue to practise, teach and adapt such activities, at 
least as best as they are able.

I have since learned that there are many important moral and factual 
reasons to recognize Indigeneity as a unique status in modern society, 
one that cannot merely be learned or acquired. Being Indigenous means 
having heritage and tenure in a place that traces back thousands of 
years, to time immemorial — so long that it stops mattering exactly 
how long. It also means that your people and family have borne, 
and continue to bear, the collective historical traumas of colonialism, 
genocide and structural racism. It means that for no good reason, your 
families and communities contend with unacceptably high rates of 
poverty, alcoholism, suicide and diabetes, and that your more privileged 
white neighbours generally ignore these plights or, worse, they blame 
you for them. It means that if you dare venture into a city square, a 
white passersby will likely assume you are homeless or drunk or both. 
So, I would never purport to know what it means to be an Indigenous 

Sketch of my childhood home in Dayton, Maine
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Alienation 9 

person, and thinking on it now, my daydreams of being “adopted” were 
offensive. Even with an “Indian name” I would still be a white man, 
with all the rights and privileges that are afforded people of my colour 
and gender in our society.

Yet, what should I make today of my relationship with the woods in 
Maine or, years later, with Interior Alaska, where I lived for a decade 
and realized that many of the things I learned from walking the woods 
in Maine were useful there, too? For all the privilege of being white, the 
one thing I could never claim to be, or purport to understand being, is 
Native, except perhaps in Scotland or Ireland, the places my ancestors 
are from but that I had not visited until becoming an adult. On Turtle 
Island, I am a colonizer. An invasive species. An alien.

I don’t contest this. I own that I am the descendant of invaders. It’s 
essential that I and every other settler on Turtle Island learn to confront 
this difficult history, so that we might transition toward a future where 
we have reconciled ourselves and our presence on this continent with 
our Indigenous neighbours. But there’s something else going on, too: a 
deeper form of alienation, something buried deep within our Western 
culture. It is keeping us from learning how to live sustainably, whether 
on this continent or any other. In our culture, we are taught from very 
early on that humans are fundamentally different from the rest of the 
natural world — whether because we are so exceptional that we ought 
not sully ourselves with the crass primitiveness of the wild or because 
our human nature is inherently flawed, so the best thing we can learn 
to do for natural spaces is to leave them alone.

It’s a difficult thing, being isolated, believing that you are anathema, 
that you do nothing but bring ruin to the world you inhabit. It hurts, 
but you don’t quite know the reason. The only person you have been 
told to blame is yourself. It feels something like what I imagine a tiger 
or gorilla born in captivity feels, staring past the bars of the zoo into 
an open world, knowing that something isn’t right, that things should 
be different, should be better. But, what “better” actually entails is just 
past the boundaries of the captive animal’s experience. It is a feeling 
like guilt, that you said or did something terrible but cannot put your 
finger on just what it might have been. Like betrayal, but in reverse. 
Betrayer’s guilt. The mark of Cain.

That so many of us feel inherently separated from the world around 
us is problematic. In fact, it is one of the biggest barriers that modern 
society faces to realizing a sustainable future. To be clear, when I say 
“our” and “we,” I am speaking broadly of people of European descent 
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10 Finding Our Niche

who identify as members of modern, Western civilization. We think 
of our species as being fundamentally dangerous to the rest of the 
natural world. We disparage our footprints as destined to stomp out 
biodiversity. We argue with great passion and moral sanctity that we 
should learn to limit our footprint — to leave no trace — if we wish 
to save the world.

The so-called eco-modernist movement today takes this philosophy 
of alienation to the extreme. Eco-modernists argue that if we can learn 
how to live densely in cities, with extremely efficient, industrial-scale 
food systems and nuclear energy, then we can finally leave nature alone, 
to be enjoyed for all its pristine beauty through the glass windows of 
our offices and apartment buildings and from the safety of our safari 
vehicles and cruise ships. Whether they are simply naïve or covert boost-
ers for the nuclear and agri-food industries that they argue will save 
us all, there is nothing ecological about their apartheid vision for the 
future of humanity. Ecosystems are integrated by nature, not separated, 
and the idea that a single species ought to seek to fully decouple itself 
from the rest of the biosphere runs counter to everything we know 
about natural laws and processes. Indeed, a clear majority of the envi-
ronmental problems we face today have come to pass precisely because 
we have acted as if we can be separate from nature.

Further distancing ourselves from the natural world by walling 
ourselves inside mega-cities and relying on computers and robots to 
produce our food is merely doubling down on the philosophy that got us 
into the many troubles we currently face. Self-imposed quarantine will 
only make it harder to see the pollution, the suffering, the degradation 
of the ecosystems and the violence against Indigenous peoples that will 
no doubt accelerate as we drain the planet of life to support ourselves. 
If we are not walking through the woods to teach our children, to fish 
for food or to gather berries, if we are not lingering at places where 
our grandparents and their grandparents stopped, places with names 
that mean something special only to the few people who really know 
them, how are we supposed to respect all that those places give to us? 
If we don’t learn to give back to those places, to give them our care and 
our respect and our thanks, why should we assume they will continue 
to provide for us the things we need to live? In the words of Richard 
Louv, “We cannot protect something we do not love, we cannot love 
what we do not know, and we cannot know what we do not see. Or 
touch. Or hear.”3

Nevertheless, the eco-modernist message is compelling to many 
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Alienation 11 

people who have all but lost hope in human nature. “We can’t live 
with nature,” we are taught to tell ourselves, “so we need to learn to 
live without it.” Something like abstinence for the alcoholic, perhaps. 
But alcoholics can live without alcohol. We cannot live without the 
rest of the natural world.

There is also great irony in the eco-modernist philosophy — they 
simultaneously lament our inherent failings and boast of our infinite 
capacity to achieve unfettered progress. The world was made for us and 
we were meant to rule it. We can untether ourselves from our reliance on 
natural resources, from the “confines” of this planet. They envision the 
pinnacle of technological achievement — a utopian future imagined in 
the stories of Star Trek. A future where white men save the day, where 
energy is endlessly renewable and where machines convert that energy 
into anything we need: clothes, food, beaches, lovers. I have been a fan 
of Star Trek all of my life, and in my youth, I was among the legions 
of fans who believed that everything I saw there was achievable and 
desirable. I wanted to be an astronaut when I grew up. I believed fully 
that it was a future we were destined to reach. In Gene Roddenberry’s 
imagined future, all of the seemingly intractable social problems of the 
day had been solved. There were no hungry children. There was no 
money. No poverty. No racism. There was war, but only because of the 
“barbaric” aliens whom Kirk and Picard encountered with remarkable 
frequency. In this universe it was always the colonizers who were the 
civilized ones and the colonized who were the barbarians — a narrative 
I only recently recognized as fundamentally problematic.

In recent years, I’ve seen Star Trek in a different light. I’m still a fan, 
but less for the flashy, colonialist future that Roddenberry imagined 
and more for the nuanced critique of colonialism and white supremacy 
that he seeded just beneath the show’s surface. Earth is conspicuously 
absent from the show, except for an occasional view from outer space. 
Rather, when the crew of the USS Enterprise find their boots on solid 
ground, it is always on some barren-looking, Martian landscape. The 
crew may as well be aliens themselves, roaming the universe with 
nothing but their evolutionary history anchoring them to anything 
approaching a natural ecosystem.

This was a common theme for Roddenberry: how a drive for 
expansion and progress alienated people from their humanity and 
environment. Consider the very first episode of Star Trek: The Next 
Generation, “Encounter at Farpoint.” In this pilot, a godlike character 
named Q puts all of humanity on trial for being grievously savage. 
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12 Finding Our Niche

Despite humanity’s advances, despite how far humanity has spread 
throughout the universe, Q argues that humans are irredeemably primi-
tive. He calls them primates, savages, children. He dismisses humanity’s 
technological and military prowess and instead indicts us for lacking 
any moral sophistication. “You slaughtered millions in silly arguments 
about how to divide the resources of your little world,” Q argues at one 
point, “Since, there are no indications that humans will ever change.”4 
Here it is again: humanity’s inherent, bred-in-the-bone failing. We are 
greedy, untrustworthy, unsustainable.

As part of Q’s challenge to the crew to prove him wrong, they visit 
the eponymous Farpoint Station. It is a lush, self-contained biosphere 
on the surface of an otherwise devastated planet — the kind of place 
that I imagine Elon Musk would view as a technological marvel. 
Eventually, the crew uncovers that Farpoint’s primary source of energy 
is a large alien entity who is being held and exploited against its will. 
The outpost is draining the creature’s life, slowly killing it, but the 
residents are aggressively protective of their status quo. To save the 
day, the crew must confront the very same ethical questions that we 
face when we think about how our society is abusing this planet. Are 
there right and wrong ways to take from the world around us, to use 
natural resources, to kill other species? Are the needs and rights of 
sentient life forms greater than those of other, insentient entities? In 
this case, of course, it is an alien society that is committing the atrocity, 
but the metaphors in the episode, of resource use and degradation, of 
slavery and social justice, and of how Western culture has become both 
morally and physically alienated from nature, are too thinly veiled and 
too spot-on to be missed.

---

It is not very surprising that we think about ourselves as destroyers of 
nature — humans have become extremely good at causing environ-
mental problems. The world is a mess, and it’s by our hands. Climate 
change, overfishing and widespread environmental contamination from 
chemical toxicants are just a sample of the problems we have made for 
ourselves. We have found ways to produce massive amounts of food 
at the expense of global biodiversity, disconnecting people around the 
world from their local ecosystems and locking nearly everyone alive 
into dependence on a global, unsustainable and insatiable machinery 
of production. We’ve reached, or are at risk of reaching, overshoot of 
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Alienation 13 

numerous planetary boundaries,5 carbon dioxide being the most obvi-
ous, by building our civilization ever higher with bricks stolen from the 
foundation. Like a great game of Jenga, we are running out of bricks 
to pull before it all comes toppling down.

Is it really the case that people are by nature greedy, self-interested, 
evil even, and destined to cause environmental damage? Do our undeni-
able capacities for self-interest, avarice and ecological short-sightedness 
make us inherently unsustainable as a species? Do they outweigh our 
other capacities for co-operation, care and altruism? Surely there 
is plenty of contemporary evidence that we are flawed, that we are 
inherently greedy and unsustainable. Western religion tells us that we 
have fallen and need to be saved. The great social philosophers of the 
West, tracing back to Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and John Adams, 
tell us that prior to the dawn of civilization and protections of the 
state, life was “nasty, brutish, and short.”6 Our scientists, like Thomas 
Malthus and Garrett Hardin, take these ideas further and posit them as 
explanations for all of humanity’s problems. The “tragedy of the com-
mons,” as Hardin described it, is that despite the immense importance 
of natural resources to all of us, we are destined to destroy them if left 
to our own devices. William Rees, one of the creators of the ecological 
footprint concept, goes so far as to argue that humanity itself is inher-
ently unsustainable:

The failure of the sustainability project to date has much to 
do with the modern world’s failure to face up to basic facts of 
human nature. My working hypothesis is that because of certain 
evolutionary traits … modern [Homo] sapiens is biased against 
sustainability. Moreover, humanity’s technological prowess and 
society’s addiction to continuous material growth reinforce the 
biological drivers, making the problem particularly intractable.7 

But what if we have been brainwashed to come to this conclusion? 
What if there was even more evidence that this is not our inherent 
nature? What if these purportedly inherent human failings are a deeply 
seeded cultural myth?

Myths are not just things of the past — fanciful tales about fictitious 
gods and their sexual and heroic escapades. There is a much more 
powerful kind of myth: the life-motivating and life-directing myth that 
provides people with justification and purpose. Mythologist Joseph 
Campbell wrote about these kinds of myths and argued that they can 
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be so fundamental to people’s worldview that they don’t need to be told 
in the form of a story to be widely known and believed. We don’t learn 
these myths by reading them in school or watching them on the silver 
screen. Rather, they are whispered to us, over and over again, through 
our day-to-day experiences. These myths, like a flawed human nature, 
seem self-evident, undisputable. If we actively probe these myths, chal-
lenge them with the evidence that we now have about human history, 
they shatter like a thin sheet of ice on a sidewalk on a fall morning. Our 
contemporary predicament — this “Anthropocene” we have created of 
a human-dominated biosphere — is not the norm but an outlier. It is 
not the product of who we are as a species, but who we are as a culture.

This is great news, liberating news, once you truly believe it. We 
can’t change our dna, but we can change our behaviour. We have 
alienated ourselves from the rest of the natural world, but the truth of 
the matter is that we belong here, we being humans, and here being 
Planet Earth. We are a species that evolved on this planet in the same 
way as all others. That doesn’t mean we’re perfect, but it does mean 
that we have more going for us than we have going against us. Despite 
our recent (and no doubt enormous) missteps, I am certain that we can 
learn to belong here again.

The Great Forgetting

In 1891, anatomist Eugène Dubois, son of a Dutch apothecary, discov-
ered the fossilized human remains now known as “Java Man.” Dubois 
was a student of Ernst Haeckel, a German biologist who was a fer-
vent booster for Darwin’s then heavily contested theory of evolution. 
Haeckel proposed a continuous line of descent for humans, a “human 
pedigree”8 that started with microbial organisms and progressed in a 
single path through fish, lizards and marsupials to monkeys, apes and 
eventually humans. The theory was controversial, both to the church 
and to other scientists. The church considered it heresy, while other 
scientists argued that it lacked evidence, particularly regarding the last 
step — from apes to humans.

Dubois, whose interest in field-based science grew from having spent 
much of his youth exploring caves and obtaining all manner of plant 
specimens and animal remains in the process, inherited his mentor’s 
singular drive to identify the so-called missing link. He was certain 
that there existed, somewhere, evidence of an intermediary species that 
could definitively show the link between modern man and ancient ape. 
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He made an expedition to the Indonesian tropics, because he felt that 
there was greater likelihood of finding evidence in the warm, productive 
ecosystems where he (and Darwin before him) believed that modern 
humans first evolved. As he had in his youth, he focused on caves, 
which are often productive places for archaeologists because humans 
used them for a variety of reasons — for shelter, storage, to extract rock 
material for tools and also possibly for recreation; caves are also often 
sheltered from the many kinds of weather and other disturbances that 
can eradicate delicate fossils.

After a slow start, Dubois found an ancient molar, a skull cap, and 
a thighbone in an excavation along the bank of the Solo River in East 
Java. In addition to being remarkably similar to human bones, they also 
appeared to be from an ancient primate who could stand fully upright 
(which, to date, had never been discovered). But when he published the 
findings in 1894, there was a firestorm of controversy and skepticism. 
People dismissed Dubois as an odd character, possibly not mentally 
fit, because of both his manner and for the way he had abandoned a 
lucrative career to go on a passion quest for something most thought 
did not exist in the first place. Dubois did not handle the defamation 
well and chose to hide away the specimens for decades, which further 
fuelled speculation that Java Man was a hoax. When he died in 1940, 
bitter and alienated from his peers, his discovery had still not been 
taken seriously. It was not until four years after his death, when noted 
American biologist Ernst Mayr re-examined the remains, that Java Man 
was recognized as a groundbreaking find — the first-known specimen 
of our evolutionary ancestor: Homo erectus. Today, we know that 
Homo erectus walked parts of this planet for nearly two million years.

It has only been a few decades, really, since Western society has come 
to have a sophisticated understanding of our human origins. In the past 
few years alone, archaeologists have made discoveries that upend the 
histories we take for granted — for example, regarding the question 
of how long humans have lived on Turtle Island. Long thought to have 
only been between ten and thirteen thousand years, some researchers 
argue they have evidence showing human habitation of the area for 
twenty thousand years or more. Likewise, scholars of anthropology 
and evolution have dismantled the notion that we are driven primar-
ily by greed and self-interest. Life for humans before “civilization” 
was not one where each person had to look out for constant attack 
and betrayal. Rather, people have co-operated with one another for 
at least 100,000 years, both because it made life better for individuals 
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and because they were genuinely concerned about the well-being of 
their kin and community members. They developed sophisticated 
moral sentiments and enforced them, and as a result, their lives were 
relatively secure.9

By collaborating on research with living Indigenous peoples around 
the world, stories are now being told that change the way we think of 
pre-colonial life. We’re learning that prior to contact and colonialism, 
Indigenous societies on Turtle Island were abundant, complex, and 
skilled in science and conservation. Still, this learning has not been 
easy, and each new finding is met with staunch skepticism, no differ-
ent than that encountered by Dubois himself, from those who ascribe 
to the dogma that anything before the rise of civilization was surely 
backward, primitive and ugly.

How exactly did we come to think about human nature as being so 
separate and uniquely flawed by comparison to the billions of other 
species, past and present, on this planet? How did I, as a boy, not 
know about the rich Indigenous history of southern Maine? In this 
age of written history and modern science, it seems anachronistic that 
so many of us would share both a wholly incomplete understanding 
of our past and a grossly inaccurate understanding of our species. 
The short answer involves the influences of religion and the colonial 
mindset. There was no reason for our ancestors to tell or write down 
other people’s histories, especially not Indigenous histories, because 
they viewed Natives as scarcely human — neither were they children 
of God nor party to the manifest destiny of Europe. When I did “learn” 
about Indigenous peoples in school, they were not presented as actual 
people, but something more primitive — an inconsequential curiosity 
from the past, taught only to provide contrast to the great achievements 
of the agricultural and industrial revolutions.

 A starting point for a more comprehensive answer to how we have 
come to so misunderstand our own human history and nature can be 
found in key works of social philosophy that provide the foundation 
for Western society. Social philosophy describes the philosophies that 
make up how we understand society, social behaviour and people’s 
relationship with the state. Many key tenets in the Western worldview 
derive from the writings of a handful of social philosophers: Thomas 
Hobbes, Adam Smith, John Locke and Thomas Malthus are among the 
primary. Justification for the state, social contract and contemporary 
economic ideas such as the “tragedy of the commons” and the “invis-
ible hand of the market” can all be traced back in some regard to these 
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authors. Thomas Hobbes’s now infamous musings regarding the human 
“state of nature” are perhaps the best example:

In [a state of nature], there is no place for industry; because 
the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no culture of 
the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may 
be imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments 
of moving, and removing, such things as require much force; 
no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; no 
arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual 
fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, 
poor, nasty, brutish, and short.10

In his expansive text Leviathan, Hobbes paints a bleak picture of a 
barbaric time, when nature was fierce and we were unlikely to survive 
its grasp, from which modern, civilized society has saved us all. Unless 
we are controlled by laws or by force, people are destined, Hobbes 
claims, to act in ways that maximize individual self-interest at the 
expense of everything else.

Though Hobbes was accused by his contemporaries (and many 
scholars since) of being an atheist, there are obvious shared roots 
between Hobbes’s ideas about humanity and those found in Christianity. 
Christianity also teaches us that we are flawed beings, creatures in need 
of being saved. God made us in his image, but we failed to live up to it. 
We gave in to greed, were tempted by the devil and, as a consequence, 
God expelled us from his garden. We fell from God’s grace, and humans 
will be born forevermore with this original sin.

The assumption that humanity is fundamentally flawed infiltrates 
many of the big ideas that influence our modern society. Consider 
again the “tragedy of the commons,” which is widely accepted among 
scientists and managers working in natural resource conservation. It 
is a parable of Western secular society, one that derives, more or less 
directly, from Hobbes’s philosophy. Garrett Hardin, author of the idea, 
argued that when left without regulation, users of a shared natural 
resource will escalate their own harvesting practices in order to out-
harvest competitors and maximize their own profit from the resource. 
They do this, Hardin argued, until the resource is fully depleted. Because 
they each recognize that it will eventually be depleted by someone, they 
each try to get the most out of it before their competitors. While there 
are surely examples of this tragedy playing out in recent history, this 
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is only one anomalous pattern of human behaviour among many. In 
fact, scholars such as Elinor Ostrom have shown, through careers of 
research working with people who have successfully and sustainably 
managed local resources, that the tragedy of the commons is an excep-
tion — one created not by a failing of human nature but by failings of 
the state to adequately protect people’s rights.

Another example is Adam Smith’s notion that we need a market’s 
“invisible hand” to keep commerce fair and ensure that greed and ava-
rice do not take over. Many of the world’s fisheries, which are examples 
of common resources, are now governed using a market to manage 
who has the right to fish and how much people can take. The outcome, 
while good for a few, has been devastating for many.11 Concepts in a 
wide range of academic disciplines, including economic theory, criminal 
theory, political theory and even ecological theory are all coloured by 
this inaccurate understanding of human nature.

The great irony is that Hobbes’s proclamation on human nature 
was entirely speculative. He and others like him had no idea that the 
natural history of humanity spans many hundreds of thousands of 
years. Hobbes published Leviathan in 1651; Darwin’s Origin of Species 
wasn’t published until 1859. Dubois did not discover Java Man until 
1891, and no one took it seriously until 1944. Think about that for a 
moment: Hobbes and Smith, the veritable founders of modern social 
theory, wrote their important works, which were based on assumptions 
about human nature, before people were aware of human evolution. 
They were, to put it plainly, ignorant. They believed that both the world 
and humanity were only a few thousand years old, created in their 
present forms. What little they knew, if anything, about Indigenous 
people was coloured by their vision of manifest destiny — the believed 
inbuilt purpose of enlightened Europeans to remake the world in their 
image (and, hence, in the image of their god). From their worldview, 
Indigenous people were savages — wild animals. It wasn’t until the 
late twentieth century that scholars working with Indigenous cultures 
started to learn that many of these groups practised sophisticated forms 
of ecosystem management and followed a nuanced conservation ethic 
that, in many cases, outperformed contemporary, Western science-based 
approaches to the environment.

This is the what Daniel Quinn first called the “Great Forgetting”:12 
through civilization’s systematic eradication of Indigenous peoples 
around the world, we lost knowledge of our long history on this planet. 
Social philosophers like Hobbes and Smith were privy to none of the 
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modern archaeological and anthropological evidence that numerous 
tribal societies had developed complex and sustainable ways of living 
that were not reliant on invisible hands or governments that controlled 
by force and violence and deprivation. They did not know that Homo 
sapiens and related hominins lived in complex social groups for at least 
500,000 years. Indeed, all the features that Hobbes claims are unique 
to civilization — cultivation, navigation, trade, sophisticated geographi-
cal and ecological knowledge, the arts and rich traditions of complex 
storytelling — have been extensively documented in various parts of 
the world among “uncivilized” peoples. Wade Davis, in The Wayfinders, 
tells stories of Polynesian navigational sciences that date back at least to 
3,000 bce. In his book Stone Age Economics, anthropologist Marshall 
Sahlins reaches back much further, describing so-called prehistoric 
cultures as “the original affluent societies.”13

We know now what Hobbes did not know — that these early gather-
ing and hunting societies, far from being primitive, displayed an elegance 
and efficiency that far outperforms that of many agricultural societies 
and contemporary, industrialized modes of production.

It is not surprising how the Great Forgetting happened. For knowl-
edge of our human “prehistory” to have been preserved it would have 
to have been passed down, first orally and then in the written record, 
for thousands of years, throughout the unfolding of the agricultural 
revolution. These stories would have had to survive the burning of 
the Library of Alexandria, the Middle Ages and the Crusades, and the 
great world wars. What’s more, this history would have to have been 
preserved and retold by the people and scholars of cultures that were 
ideologically hostile to our “primitive” social origins, people whose 
belief in progress taught them that this history was irrelevant. Of course, 
knowledge of this human history was not entirely lost or forgotten. The 
many remaining Indigenous cultures of the world still maintain much 
knowledge of their past. The Great Forgetting is a unique feature of 
Western society, a flaw in the way we see the world that has wreaked 
havoc on our planet and on our fellow humans; with it, we lost an 
understanding of who we might become as a species.

I am not suggesting that every ancient society was moral, equitable 
or sustainable, nor that every Indigenous individual born in the millions 
of years before Western civilization was conservation-minded. People 
indigenous to a place surely made mistakes and, at times, overused 
resources. When our distant human ancestors moved into new territo-
ries, other species were no doubt impacted, in some cases14 to extinction. 
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This should not be taken as a unique human failing, however, but a 
simple ecological reality. Indeed, history also offers many examples 
where people, through their presence and actions, contributed over the 
long term to local and landscape-level biodiversity and sustainability. 
The Great Plains of Turtle Island, the Amazon rainforest of South 
America, and the temperate rainforests of the Pacific Northwest are 
but a few examples of biomes that many people think of as bastions 
of pristine wilderness. Yet, as I will discuss in later chapters, they are in 
fact cultural landscapes, shaped by many millennia of human presence 
and interaction with the land. My point, for the time being, is that we 
are no more predisposed toward being destroyers of nature than we 
are toward being stewards. Importantly, if we are not predisposed, that 
means we have the choice of which path to follow.

As Gene Roddenberry wrote, “We must question the story logic of 
having an all-knowing all-powerful God, who creates faulty Humans, 
and then blames them for his mistakes.”15 He knew that if we recog-
nize that our human nature is not inherently destructive, it opens for 
us entirely new possibilities for how we think about the future. Rather 
than limiting our impacts through measures of austerity, we can think 
about how best to organize our behaviours so that we thrive by ben-
efiting the rest of our natural community. We can belong here and can 
positively impact the environment around us. I’m not saying we should 
try to become Indigenous to Turtle Island, try to claim yet another thing 
that is so clearly not ours for the taking. I’m saying we should learn 
from the examples set by the people who inhabited this place before 
us. Win-win solutions, where human activities promote biodiversity 
and people and ecosystems thrive together, are possible. Humans are 
natural, wild creatures, with strengths to draw on that can enable us 
to live more justly and sustainably. If we want to understand ourselves, 
and the predicaments that we are in, we need to forgive our human 
nature for problems it did not cause and attend to the social problems, 
like racism, violence and inequity, that ultimately drive environmental 
problems. To truly reconfigure our societies in radical ways, we need to 
heal our vision for humanity. We need to allow ourselves the possibility 
that we can belong again.
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