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... A curious
brown bird abt. the size of a Landrail in England walking totally

There was, wrote a member of the ship’s party,

fearless & unconcern’d n all part around us, so we had nothing
more to do than to stand sull a minute or two & knock as many
as we pleased wt. a short stick — if you throwed at them and missed
them, or even hit them with out killing them, they never made the

least attempt to Hy away ... The Pidgeons were also as tame as
those already described & wd. sit upon the branches of trees till you
might go and take them off with your hand . . " Imagine a whole
continent full of large mammals like that.

Yet our ancestors did not domesticate or manage the tame mam-
moths of North America or the rtrusting giant sloths of South
America. They butchered them into oblivion. At Olsen-Chubbock,
the site of ancient bison massacres in Colorado, where people regu-
larly stompeded herds over a cliff, the animals lay in such heaps
after a successful stampede that only the ones on top were butchered,
and only the best joints were taken from them. Some conser-
vationists!™

Like a wolf on the fold

s ecological short-sightedness was not confined to hunters. In
many parts of the world, ancient and simple-tooled people had asron-
ishingly large effects on forests. In 1,000 years the Polynesians con-
verted Easter Island, in the eastern Pacific, from a lush forest that
provided wood for fishing canoes, food for many land birds and
breeding sites for thirty kinds of seabirds, into a treeless, infertile
and largely birdless grassland where famine, warfare and cannibalism
thrived, and where vast stone statues lay abandoned in their quarries
for want of logs to roll them into place. Petra, in Jordan, was once
a thriving city in a thickly forested arca, until the pressure of people
turned 1t into a desere. The Mayan empire reduced the Yucaran
peninsula to scrub and so fatally wounded itself. Chaco Canyon in
New Mexico is the site of the largest building in North America

before skyscrapers: it contained 650 rooms and 200,000 huge pine
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beams. Yet it was abandoned before the Spaniards arrived and its
position is baffling. It is in a warerless desert with no pine trees for
fifty miles or more. Archacology has revealed thar the Anasazi who
built it had to go progressively farther for wood, eventually building
a fifty-mile road specially to drag pine logs to the increasingly eroded
and desiccated site. Finally they ran out of umber and their civiliz-
ation fell. The forest has never recovered."

History abounds with evidence that the limitarions of technology
or demand, rather than a culture of self-restraint, is what has kept
tribal people from overexploiting their environment. Nor are the
environmental practices of modern indigenous people as pretty a
sight as romanuc propaganda would have us believe. It is still rou-
tinely asserted that tribal people are careful to husband resources,
careful to respect limits and careful to practise restraint, mediating
these goals through religious and ritual observance. ‘In my opinion,’
writes Richard Nelson, ‘the ethnographic record supports the exist-
ence of a widespread and well-developed tradition of conservation,
land stewardship, and religiously based environmental ethics among
Native Americans ... we need to rediscover a deep, perhaps spir-
itually based, affiliation with life."™

Practically every television programme about the tribal inhabitants
of the rain forest repeats this assertion and its corollary that only
recently and only in the West have people veered away from the
tradition of living in spiricual harmony with nature. To take just
one example, while writing this chapter | saw a programme about
the Hoarzin bird in Ecuador, and heard the voice-over announce:
‘Conserving a species for future use is a practical philosophy that
all hunting peoples understand.’

Mysticism undoubtedly plays a large part in the life of tribal
people. Some animals are thought to bring good luck; others bad
luck. Complicated ceremonies may be performed before or after a
hunt. Mountains are assumed to have feelings. Certain creatures are
taboo, even if they appear to be edible. Sexual abstinence or fasting
may precede an important hunt. True enough, all this, but does any
of it work? As Hotspur remarks when the vainglorious Glendower
claims that he can call spirits from the vasty deep: *Why, so can I,
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or so can any man; Bur will they come when you do call for them?’
Even if the religious ethic is towards conservation, people do not
always hive up to their 1deals. Christianity preaches virtue, but few
Christians are without sin. And even where the rituals do seem to
favour conservation, coincidence, not intent, seems a better expla-
nation.

For example, the Cree of Quebec rotate their hunting areas accord-
ing to scapulimancy, the reading of runes on burnt caribou shoulder-
blades. The shaman who reads the bones, remarkably, tells the
hunters to avoid areas where game has been depleted by overhunung.
Restraint is exercised and the game recovers. But a second’s thought
shows how flawed such an example 1s. Avoiding depleted areas makes
sense anyway for the most selfish and straightforward of reasons —
there is less to hunt. All the shaman does is pass on the information
that he gathers from the hunters about which areas are depleted.
The bones are irrelevant; they just add ro the aura of professional
indispensability, like the pompous language of a lawyer.

There have now been four studies of Amazon Indians that have
directly tested their conservation ethic, by trving to find evidence
that they pracuse systemate restraint in their hunting partterns to
prevent the overexploitation of game. All four rejected the hypoth-

v esis. Ray Hames found that Yanomamo and Ye'kwana hunters spend

more time in arcas where there 1s more game. Since these areas are
generally farther from the village, the hunters usually have to pass
through depleted arcas to reach these hunting grounds. If they were
practising conservation, they would 1gnore any game they encoun-
tered on the way through the depleted area. But they do not. They
always — without exception — pursue an ammal they happen upon
when in the depleted area, so long as it is big enough to be worth
wasting cffort and ammumton on.*!

Michael Alvard found the same pattern in the Piro of Peru. With
their shotguns (provided by the local priest) and bows and arrows,
these Indians kill tapirs, peccaries, deer, capybara, spider monkeys,
howler monkeys, agouus and curassows. They too show a total lack

of any systematic restraint in the depleted areas near the village,
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though they do ignore small game on the way out rather than waste
their precious ammunition.™

William Vickers studied the Siona-Secoya of Ecuador for fifteen
years, collecting records of 1,300 animal kills — the largest database
on Amazon hunters ever collated. He recently reanalysed the data
to look for evidence of a conservation ethic. He-concluded that they
did not practise conservation because they did nor need to. Their
population density was too low and their technology too limited to
cause more than very local extinction. In that sense their practice
was sustainable, but no thanks to their religious and ritual beliefs.
A good shaman is supposed to remedy a shortage of game with
spells, not tell the hunters to kill fewer animals. Only in recent years,
under the pressure of white colonists and development, have they
begun to think abourt the need to conserve the game in their shrinking
forests. Bur they have done so rationally, not religiously. Conser-
vation, says Vickers, is not a state of being but a rational response
to new circumstances.”

Allyn MaclLean Stearman found that the Yuqui of Bolivia are
pure opportunists. They actually prefer to kill pregnant monkeys,
or monkeys carrying young — because they are easier to catch and the
foetus is considered a delicacy. They are casually cruel to wounded or
captured animals. They fish with barbasco poison, which indiscrimi-
nately kills all the fish in a small pond or oxbow lake. And they are
quite prepared to chop down whole trees to get ripe fruit (they used
in days past to employ captured slaves to climb trees) with the result
that fruiting trees are now scarce in some areas."’

The Rousseauian romantics prefer to believe that the Yuqui are
aberrant in some way — bad Indians, rather than good Indians. Burt

this 1s even more dangerous politics, says Stearman. It threatens to

make Indian land rights contingent on their passing some test of
ecological virtue, which is a test none should have to pass. *We aren’t
nature lovers,” says Nicanor Gonzalez, a leader of the indigenous

peoples movement. ‘At no time have indigenous groups included the .

concepts of conservation and ecology in their traditional vocabu-

7

lary.

{1
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The case of the Kavapo Indians is especially poignant. These
inhabitants of cenrral Brazil were mterpreted by Rousseauian roman-
tics as enhightened forest guardians, They were thought not only to
protect, but also to create, patches of forest in the grasslands called
apétes as reserves for pame and other valuable species. On the
strength of this report they were granted a 20,000 square-mile reserve
called Menkragnoti. The pop star Sung gave them $2 million towards

its establishment. Within a few years they had begun an enthusiastic

programme of sclling concessions to gold miners and loggers.

The call to values

This 1s not to castigate Indians. It would be cheap and hypocrirical
of me indeed, sitting in my comfortable house dependent on immense
quantities of tossil fuels and raw materials for my everyday needs,
to be rude about an Indian just because he has found it necessary
to sell some cheap logs for cash with which to buy necessities. He
1s endowed with vast reserves of knowledge about the natural history
of his environment that 1 could never match — ics dangers, its opportu-
nities, 1ts medicinal qualities, irs seasons, its signs. He is a better
conservationist than me in every conceivable way — simply by virtue
ot his material poverty. He leaves a smaller and more natural imprint
on the planer. But this is because of the economic and technological
lhmitations within which he lives, not because of some spiritual,
inherent ecological virtue that he possesses. Give him the means to
destroy the enviromment and he would wield them as unthinkingly
as me — and probably with more efhiciency.

So why do we destroy the environment? The answer is familiar.
Environmental damage is caused by a form of the prisoner’s dilemma,
except thae it is played by many players, not two. The problem in
the prisoner’s dilemma is o get two egoists to cooperate for the
greater good, and 1o eschew the temptation to proft at the other’s
expense. Environmentalism is the same issue — how to prevent egoists
producing pollution, waste and exhausted resources at the expense

of more considerate aiizens. For every time somebody exerts
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restraint, he only plays into the hands of a less considerare fellow
human being. My forbearance is vour opportunity, exactly as it was
in the prisoner’s dilemma, only this time the game 15 even harder to
play because there are many plavers, not rwo.

Lictle wonder that environmentalists repeatedly and reflexively call
for a change in human nature (or human values, as they preter to
call it). Fondlv imagining that our istincove egoism can be waved
aside by persuasive calls to be good — as we saw in Chaprer Seven,
persuasive calls to be good are themselves a powerful human instinet:
obeying them is not — they demand a new set of*better values to live
our lives by. To make this millennial cry more believable they point
to how naturally ecological virtue scemed to come to our “savage’
ancestors. Like Rousseau they imagine that greed was invented just
the other day, along with capitalism and technology. And they call
for it to be disinvented as spiritual harmony with nature is reinvented.

Yet the conclusion thar secems warranted is that there is no instinc-
tive environmental ethic in our species — no innate tendency to

develop and teach restrained practice. Environmental ethics are there-

fore to be taught in spite of human nature, not in concert with it.
They do not come naturally. We all knew that anyway, did we nor?
Yet we persist in hoping that we’ll find an ecological noble savage
somewhere inside our breast to call out with the right chanrs and
incantations. He’s not in there. As Bobbi Low and Joel Heinen
put it, ‘Conservation philosophies relying on generalized and diffuse
group benefits are probably doomed to failure, in the absence of
individual or kinship benehts to conservarion management. We
would be delighted to be wrong, but suspect we are not.™"

Bur rake courage! After all, the prisoner’s dilemma turned out not
to be the archetypal justification of human selfishness, but the reverse.
Played repeatedly and discriminatingly, the game always favours the
good citizen. Nice strategies like Tit-for-tar, Pavlov and Firm-bur-fair
win our over nasty ones. Perhaps game theory, too, can come to the
rescue of the environmentalist’s dilemma. Perhaps it can find a way
for self-interested exploiters of the natural world to stop themselves
killing the geese that lay golden eggs.



