
 

 

The Audition of History and the Vocation of Man: Reflections on 

Extinction and Human Destiny 

 

A  swish ing  wind  does  not  out last   the  morn ing ;  pe l t ing   ra in  does  not  

out last   the  day .  What  makes   these   th ings  but  heaven  and  earth?   I f  

heaven  and  earth  cannot  mainta in   them for   long ,  how can  man?  

Lao‐tzu ,  Tao  Te  Ch ing  

 

Humans   l ived  here  once;   i t  became sacred  on ly  when they  went  away.  

Adr ienne  R ich ,  “Shoot ing  Scr ipt”  

 

In  After  Man:  A  Zoo logy  o f   the  Future ,  Douga l  D ixon  presents  a   taxonomy,  

wr i t ten  as   i f  by  a  sc ient i f i c  emissary   to   the   future ,  o f   the   fauna  of  a  "post ‐homic ,"  

abandoned Earth .  The  human spec ies ,  we  d iscover ,   i s  gone,  and  so ,   too ,  are  near ly  a l l  

those  creatures  weakened by  excess ive  contact  w i th  humankind   in   the  present  day .  

The   future  Earth 's  dominant  an imals  have  evo lved  out  o f  what  are  now on ly  

per iphera l  c reatures :   rats ,  bats ,  and  rabb i ts .  Rats ,   for  example ,  have  become f ierce  

predators   the  s i ze  o f   la rge  dogs ;  bats  have   taken  many  new forms,   inc lud ing   the  

book 's  most   fearsome monster ,   the  N ight  S ta lker ,  a   f ive‐ foot ‐ ta l l ,  b l ind ,  extremely  

v ic ious  carn ivore   thath   runs  on   i t s  h ind   feet ;  and  rabb i ts  have  become Rabbucks ,  

deer l ike  creatures  a lmost  seven   feet   ta l l  a t   the  shou lder .  Th is   future  wor ld 's   zoo logy  

shou ld  not  surpr ise  us ,  D ixon  remarks .  A f ter  a l l ,  mammals ,   today 's  dominant  an imals ,  

wa i ted   in   the  wings   for  near ly  one  hundred  mi l l ion  years  before   r i s ing   to  

prominence.  

D ixon 's  v i s ion   i s  no  mere  whimsy;   i t   i s  met icu lous ly   thoughtout  and  based  on  

sc ient i f i c  pro ject ions   f rom current  eco log ica l ,  geo log ica l ,  and  genet ic  knowledge.  Yet  

the   rea l   future  wi l l  no  doubt  prove   far   s t ranger ,  as  D ixon  read i ly  admits ,   for  he  has  

not  at tempted   to  create  anyth ing   rad ica l ly  new,  nor  cou ld  he .   In  h is  c rysta l  ba l l  h i s  

fancy  has  mere ly  seen   the   t remendous  var iety  o f  present   l i fe   forms,   invent ions ,  and  

adaptat ions   rad ica l ly   rearranged;   the   rea l   future ,  o f  course ,  w i l l  have  no  such  

l im itat ion .   (Truth ,  as  Mark  Twain ,  once  qu ipped,   i s  a lways  s t ranger   than   f i c t ion ,   for  

f i c t ion   i s  ob l iged   to  s t ick   to  poss ib i l i t ies ,  whi le   t ruth   i s  not . )  

In terest ing ly ,  D ixon 's  best iary   for  an  Earth   f i f ty  mi l l ion  years   f rom now does  

not   rea l ly  exp la in   the  d isappearance  of   the  wor ld 's  present  dominant  spec ies .  

Humankind 's  ext inct ion   i s   taken   for  granted  by  D ixon  and  at t r ibuted   to  our  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overdeve lopment ,   the  exhaust ion  of  natura l   resources ,  and  a   re luctance   to  s tay  

w ith in   the  bounds  of  natura l  evo lut ion—for  example ,  our  extended,  unnatura l   l i fe  

expectancy .  But  D ixon  does  not  even  bother   to  prov ide  an  ob i tuary ,   le t  a lone  a  

eu logy ,   for  h is  own k ind .  There   i s  noth ing   rea l ly  uncanny  about  h is  vers ion  of  an  

abandoned Earth .  

Read ing  After  Man ,  however ,   I   cou ld  not  he lp   th ink ing  about   the  pecu l iar  

c reatures  we are :  be ings  capab le  o f   imag in ing ,  as  an   inte l lectua l  exerc ise ,  a   thought  

exper iment ,  a  wor ld   that  has  passed  us  by ;  ab le   to  dream of  our  own ext inct ion  and  

then   to  communicate   th is  dream with  supreme ob ject iv i ty   in  a  beaut i fu l ly   i l lust rated  

$14.95  cof fee‐tab le  vo lume!  Perhaps ,   I   thought ,  After  Man   represents   the  

appearance  of  a  new eschato log ica l  genre   for   the  human  imag inat ion .  Have  we not  

a l ready   imag ined,  or  endeavored   to   imag ine ,   the  wor ld  before  we emerged?   I t   seems 

on ly  natura l ,   then,   that   the  human mind  has  begun  to  co lon ize—in   the   imag inat ion—

a post ‐homic  Earth .  

But  D ixon’s   insouc iance  about  our   fate ,  we  must   remind  ourse lves ,  actua l ly  

represents  a  newly  acqu ired ,  contemporary  capac i ty  o f   the  spec ies  mind.  To   t race  

the  deve lopment  o f   that  ab i l i ty ,   to  show how we have   learned   to   l ive  w ith  ext inct ion ,  

i s  one  of   the  goa ls  o f   the  present   re f lect ions .  To  understand   i t s  meaning ,   to  o f fer  an  

evo lut ionary  psycho logy ,   i f  you  wi l l ,  o f   the  confrontat ion  of  man,  “ that  qu intessence  

of  dust ,”  w i th  h is  own poss ib le  demise ,   i s  another .  

 

I  

 

Nor  sha l l  you  scare  us  w ith   ta lk  o f   the  death  of   the   race .  

How should  we dream of   th is  p lace  without  us?  

The  sun  mere   f i re ,   the   leaves  untroub led  about  us ,  

A  s tone   look  on   the  s tone’s   face?  

R ichard  Wi lbur ,   “Adv ice   to  a  Prophet”  

 

ac ing   the  poss ib i l i ty  o f  death ,   the   ind iv idua l  goes   through   f ive  d is t inct   s tages—as  

E l i zabeth  Kub ler ‐Ross  has   taught  us—from  in i t ia l  den ia l  o f   the  poss ib i l i ty  o f   such  a  

fate ,   to  eventua l  acceptance  of   the   inev i tab le .  What   i s   t rue   for   the  person  would  

seem to  be   t rue   for   the  spec ies  as  wel l .  Once  we cou ld  not  admit   that  we would  ever  

d ie ;  but  now we have  begun to  accept   the  unavo idab le ;  we  contemplate  w ith   rea l  

ser iousness  an  Earth  abandoned through  erad icat ion  of   the  human.  

F  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Before   the  d iscovery  o f  evo lut ion ,  humankind 's   r ight   to  "mult ip ly  and  subdue 

the  Earth"  was   large ly  unquest ioned  and  uncontested—at   least   in   the  modern  per iod .  

Mytho log ica l  and  re l ig ious  concept ions  o f  eschato logy ,   i t   i s   t rue ,  had  once   reminded 

us   there  might  be  an  end   to   t ime  ( the  Norse  myth  of  Ragnarok ,   for  example ,   in  which  

the  death  of   the  gods  br ings  about   the  end  of  a l l   l i fe  on  Midgard  as  wel l—though   i t   i s  

eventua l ly   reborn   into  a  go lden  age) .  But  a f ter   the  Rena issance  our  preeminence  

over  nature  hardened  into  a  conservat ive  and  se l f ‐congratu latory  anthropocentr ic i sm 

that  occ luded  any   rea l  g l impse  of   the  end.  

As  a   recent ,   cop ious ly  documented  s tudy ,  Ke i th  Thomas 's  Man and   the  Natura l  

Wor ld :  H is tory  o f   the  Modern  Sens ib i l i ty ,    demonstrates ,   "Man's  ascendancy  over   the  

an imal  and  vegetab le  wor ld   .   .   .  has  been  a  bas ic  precondit ion  of  human h is tory ,  

f i rmly  grounded,   theo log ica l ly  and  soc io log ica l ly ."   In   the  s ix teenth  and  seventeenth  

centur ies ,  however ,   such  an  at t i tude  had  v i r tua l ly  become a  dogma,  as  Thomas,  

c i t ing  contemporary  author i t ies :  

 

Man was   the  end  of  a l l  God 's  works ,  dec lared   Jeremiah  Burroughes   in  1657;  

'He  made others   for  man,  and  man  for  h imse l f . '   'A l l   th ings , '  agreed  R ichard  

Bent ley   in  1692,  were  created   'pr inc ipa l ly   for   the  benef i t  and  p leasure  of  

man. '   'Man,   i f  we   look   to   f ina l  causes ,  may  be   regarded  as   the  centre  o f   the  

wor ld , '  mused  Franc is  Bacon,   ' in   so  much   that   i f  man were   taken  away   f rom 

the  wor ld ,   the   rest  would  seem to  be  a l l  as t ray ,  w i thout  a im or  purpose . '  

Some d iv ines   thought   that  a f ter   the  Day  of   Judgment   the  wor ld  would  be  

ann ih i la ted;   i t  had  been  made on ly   to  accommodate  humanity  and  would  have  

no   further  use"   (18) .  

 

The  poss ib i l i ty   that  we might  become ext inct  was  v i r tua l ly  unth inkab le   through   the  

e ighteenth  century .   In   fact ,   in   the  pre‐Darwin ian  scheme of   th ings—Lovejoy 's   "great  

cha in  o f  be ing"—no  ind iv idua l  be ing ,   le t  a lone  human be ings ,  cou ld  d isappear   f rom 

the  sca la  naturae .  S ince  each  was  be l ieved   to  be  a  mani festat ion ,  an  overf low,  an  

aspect  o f  God 's  per fect ion  governed  by   the  "pr inc ip le  o f  p len i tude,"   the   idea  of  

ext inct ion  was   tantamount   to  b lasphemy:  how cou ld  a  per fect  de i ty  c reate  a  

t rans ient ,   fa i led   form of   l i fe?  Under   th is  parad igm,   i t   s imply  made no  sense   to  speak  

of  ext inct ion .  

The  unth inkab leness  o f  ext inct ion  was  governed  by  psycho log ica l   factors  as  

wel l  as   theo log ica l  ones .  On ly  a  century  and  a  ha l f  ago ,  as  Loren  E ise ley  exp la ins   in  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"How Death  Became Natura l"   in  The  F i rmament  o f  T ime ,   "The  h int  o f  ext inct ion   in   the  

geo log ica l  past  was   l ike  a  co ld  w ind  out  o f  a  dark  ce l la r .   I t   ch i l led  men's   sou ls ."   I t  

was  humi l ia t ing .   " I t  brought  w ith   i t  doubts  o f   the   rat iona l  wor ld  men had  env isaged  

on   the  bas is  o f   the i r  own mind.   I t  brought  susp ic ions  as   to   the  nature  of   the  cozy  

best ‐of ‐a l l ‐poss ib le  wor lds  which  had  been  created  espec ia l ly   for  men"   (37) .  

A f ter  a  per iod  of   in te l lectua l   s t rugg le ,   the   rea l i zat ion   that   spec ies  d id   in   fact  

become ext inct ,  as   the   foss i l   record  conf i rmed,   f ina l ly  ga ined  credence.  Even  a f ter  

th is   rea l i zat ion ,   some th inkers ,  anx ious   to  mainta in  our  preeminence,   resorted   to  a  

las t   form of   rat iona l i zat ion ,  argu ing   that   t ime's  arrow st i l l  po inted   toward  humankind  

as   i t s   log ica l   cu lminat ion ,  even   i f   the   f ie ld  was   l i t tered  with   the  bod ies  o f   the  

unsuccess fu l  dead.  However ,  aga inst   the  pu lver iz ing  assau l t  o f   the  a l l ‐consuming  

modern  quest   for  ob ject iv i ty—even about  our  own  ins ign i f i cance—this   form of  

cogn i t ive  d issonance  cou ld  not  and  d id  not   long  endure ,   though  contemporary  

creat ion is ts  have  aga in  sought   to   rev ive   i t .  

D isp laced,  dethroned,  d imin ished,   i t   i s  not  surpr is ing   that   the  human mind,  

desp i te  our   fa i th   in  sc ience ,  now f inds   l i t t le  comfort   in   the  new wor ldv iew that  

French  Nobel   laureate   Jacques  Monod of fers   in  h is  Chance  and  Necess i ty  as  both   the  

log ica l   conc lus ion   to  be  drawn  f rom the  s tudy  of  evo lut ion  and  as   the  prerequ is i te   to  

a l l   fu ture  sc ient i f i c  progress   (which  he   takes   to  be  equa l   to  human progress ) .  

 

Man must  at   las t  wake  out  o f  h is  mi l lenary  dream;1 and   in  do ing  so ,  wake   to  

h is   tota l   so l i tude,  h is   fundamenta l   i so lat ion .  Now does  he  at   las t   rea l i ze   that ,  

l i ke  a  gypsy ,  he   l ives  on   the  boundary  o f  an  a l ien  wor ld .  A  wor ld   that   i s  deaf  

to  h is  mus ic ,   just  as   ind i f ferent   to  h is  hopes  as   i t   i s   to  h is   suf fer ing  or  h is  

c r imes .  

The  anc ient  covenant   i s   in  p ieces ;  man knows at   las t   that  he   i s  a lone   in  

the  un iverse 's  unfee l ing   immens i ty ,  out  o f  which  he  emerged  on ly  by  chance.  

(172‐73 ,  180)  

 

                                            
1 The "mi l lenary dream," Monod expla ins, is  essent ia l ly the hope of 

l iv ing in a world of meaning. It  is ,  according to Monod's reduct ionist ic  
th inking, the result  of  an innate tendency toward animism: our "project ion 
into inanimate nature of man's awareness of the intensely te leonomic 
funct ioning of h is own central  nervous system. It  is ,  in other words, the 
hypothesis that natural  phenomena can and must be expla ined in the same 
manner, by the same ' laws, '  as subject ive human act iv i ty,  conscious and   
purposive" (170). 
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A d is t inct ly  contemporary  vo ice ,  Monod  i s  ask ing  us   to  be   rea l i s t ic  about  our  

meaning lessness—a s imple   request!   Jean‐Pau l  Sart re ,  Monod's  contemporary   Jean‐

Pau l  Sart re  conc ludes  h is  Be ing  and  Noth ingness  w ith   the   rea l i zat ion   that  "man  i s  a  

use less  pass ion"   (784) ,  and  Monod agrees ,   lend ing  sc ient i f i c  c red ib i l i ty   to   the  

ph i losopher 's  con jecture .  And   i f  Homo sap iens  happened on   the  scene  by  chance,  we  

may  very  wel l  pass  away  with  no  great  consternat ion  and  without  any   just  cause—

except  evo lut ion 's  necess i ty .  A f ter  a l l ,  no  "anc ient  covenant"  can  protect  us .  

Actua l ly ,  evo lut ion ,  and   the  d iminut ion  of  man  f rom the  "centre ,  o f   the  

wor ld"   to  a  "gypsy"   l i v ing  on  " the  boundary  o f  an  a l ien  wor ld"  which   fo l lowed  in   i t s  

wake,  were  a  natura l  outgrowth  of ‐an  o lder  and  more  un iversa l  human  inte l lectua l  

quest ,  born   in   the  Copern ican  Revo lut ion ,  which  Hannah  Arendt  descr ibed  as   the  

search   for   the  Arch imedean  po int :  

 

Without  as  yet  actua l ly  occupy ing   the  po int  where  Arch imedes  had  wished   to  

s tand,  we have   found a  way   to  act  on   the  earth  as   though  we d isposed  of  

terrestr ia l  nature   f rom outs ide ,   f rom the  po int  o f  E inste in 's   "observer   f ree ly  

po ised   in  space ."   I f  we   look  down  f rom th is  po int  a t  what   i s  go ing  on  on  earth  

and  upon the  var ious  act iv i t ies  o f  men,   that   i s ,   i f  we  app ly   the  Arch imedean  

po int   to  ourse lves ,   then   these  act iv i t ies  w i l l   indeed  appear   to  ourse lves  as  no  

more   than  "overt  behav ior ,"  which  we can  s tudy  with   the  same methods  we 

use   to  s tudy   the  behav ior  o f   rats .  

 

On ly   f rom such  a  perspect ive ,  outs ide   the  "booming,  buzz ing  confus ion"  o f  

earth ly   l i fe ,  beyond the  present ly  human‐dominated  p lanet ,  do  our  evo lut ionary  

ach ievements  become a  matter  o f   re lat iv i ty .  The  Psa lmist  might  ask  o f  God,  "When  I  

cons ider   thy  heavens ,   the  work  o f   thy   f ingers ,   the  moon and   the  s tars ,  which   thou  

hast  orda ined;/What   i s  man,   that   thou  art  mindfu l  o f  h im?"  and  s t i l l   fee l   rea l  wonder  

at   the  phenomenon of  mank ind .  The  chorus   in  Ant igone   cou ld  exc la im  in  awe:  "Many  

are   the  marve lous   th ings ;  but  none   that  can  be/More  of  a  marve l   than  man!"  But  

hav ing  h imse l f  a t ta ined  an  Arch imedean,   semi‐d iv ine  po int  o f  v iew s ince   the  

Copern ican   revo lut ion  and   the   r i se  o f  modern  sc ience ,  God  becomes  not  so  mindfu l  

o f  us ,  not  so   fu l l  o f  wonder  or  admirat ion .  

Instead,  as  Arendt  has  shown,  man,   indeed  everyth ing  human,  comes   to  seem 

mere ly  “natura l” :  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Seen   f rom a  suf f ic ient  d is tance   the  cars   in  which  we t rave l  and  which  we know 

we bu i l t  ourse lves   .   .   .   look  as   though   they  were ,  as  He isenberg  once  put   i t ,  

'as   inescapab le  a  part  o f  ourse lves  as   the  sna i l ' s   she l l   i s   to   i t s  occupant . ' "  

Consequent ly ,  Arendt   ins i s ts ,   " the  overv iew ef fect"  decreases  human stature :  

"A l l  our  pr ide   in  what  we can  do   .   .   .  d i sappears   in to  some k ind  of  mutat ion  of  

the  human race ;   the  whole  o f   technology ,   seen   f rom th is  po int ,   in   fact  no  

longer  appears  as   the   resu l t  o f  a  consc ious  human ef fort   to  extend  man's  

mater ia l  power ,  but   rather  as  a   la rge‐sca le  b io log ica l  process .   ( "Man's  

Conquest"  540)  

 

Subsumed by   th is  process ,   the  mind  not  on ly  comes   to  accept  man’s  ext inct ion  but  

even   to  env is ion  va lue=free  accounts  o f  a  post ‐homic  Earth .  After  Man  i s  a  message  

f rom the  Arch imedean  Po int .  

The  evo lut ionary  Weltanschauung   thus  awoke  mank ind   f rom what  Miche l  

Foucau l t  ca l l s   the  "anthropolog ica l   s leep"  o f  Western  cu l ture ,  open ing  our  eyes   to  

our  own cont ingency .  Humankind  cou ld  no   longer   take   i t s  ex is tence   for  granted;  our  

dest iny  cou ld  no   longer  be  assumed to  be  equa l   to   the  wor ld 's .  By  1873,  N ietzsche  

(by  h is  own admiss ion  a  "posthumous  man"  but  a l so  a  "post ‐homic"  one) ,  wr i t ing  "On 

Truth  and  L ie   in  an  Extra ‐Mora l  Sense ,"   fe l t   certa in  enough  about   the  nature  and  

dest iny  o f   the  human to  conc lude,  w i th  def in i t ive  Arch imedean  rea l i sm,   that  we have  

great ly  exaggerated  our  own  importance:  

 

In   some remote  corner  o f   the  un iverse ,  poured  out  and  g l i t ter ing   in  

innumerab le  so lar   systems  there  was  a  s tar  on  which  c lever  an imals   invented  

knowledge.  That  was   the  haught iest  and  most  mendac ious  minute  of   "wor ld  

h is tory"—yet  on ly  a  minute .  Af ter  nature  had  drawn a   few breaths   the  s tar  

grew co ld ,  and   the  c lever  an imals  had   to  d ie .  

One  might   invent  such  a   fab le  and  s t i l l  not  have   i l lust rated  suf f ic ient ly  

how wretched,  how shadowy and   f l ighty ,  how a imless  and  arb i t rary ,   the  

human  inte l lect  appears   in  nature .  There  have  been  etern i t ies  when  i t  d id  not  

ex is t ;  and  when  i t   i s  done   for  aga in ,  noth ing  wi l l  have  happened.  For   th is  

in te l lect  has  no   further  miss ion   that  would   lead  beyond human  l i fe .   I t   i s  

human rather ,  and  on ly   i t s  owner  and  producer  g ives   i t   such   importance ,  as   i f  

the  wor ld  p ivoted  around  i t .   (42 ;  my emphas is )  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By  the  20th  Century   i t  had  become even  more   rout ine   to   th ink   the  prev ious ly  

unth inkab le .   In  George  Bernard  Shaw's  Back   to  Methuse lah ,   for  example ,  we   f ind  a  

s tatement   l ike   the   fo l lowing   f rom  i ts  Lamarck ian  author :   "The  power   that  produced  

Man when the  monkey  was  not  up   to   the  mark ,  can  produce  a  h igher  c reature   than  

Man  i f  Man  i s  not  up   to   the  mark"   (xv i i ) .  The  s to ic  acceptance  of  evo lut ionary   log ic   in  

Shaw's  "Metab io log ica l  Pentateuch"   ident i f ies  h im as  d is t inct ly  contemporary ,  

though  born   in   the  midd le  o f   the  V ic tor ian  era .  

Yet  even  N ietzsche 's  and  Shaw's   re fusa l   to  accept   the  "descent  o f  man"  as  

evo lut ion 's   te los  seems pos i t ive ,  even  opt imist ic ,   compared  with   the  meditat ions  o f  

younger  contemporar ies   l i ke   the  poets  Sara  Teasda le  and  Rob inson   Je f fers ,  who  in  

the i r   " inhumanist"  verse  p ic tured   the  end  of  humankind  and  wel l ‐n igh  ce lebrated   the  

resumpt ion  of   the  Earth 's  natura l  evo lut ionary  order  w ithout   the  human.  

 

Teasdale ’s  “There  wi l l  Come Soft  Ra ins ,”   for  example ,  descr ibes  w ith  great  beauty  a  

“s i lent   spr ing”—si lent  because  mern  and  not   the  b i rds  have  d isappeared—after  an  

u l t imate  war .   ( I  qu i te   the  1920  poem  in   i t s  ent i rety . )  

 

There  wi l l   come soft   ra ins  and   the  smel l  o f   the  ground,  

And  swal lows  c i rc l ing  w ith   the i r   sh immer ing  sound;  

 

And   f rogs   in   the  poo ls   s ing ing  at  n ight ,  

And  wi ld  p lum trees   in   t remulous  white ;  

 

Rob ins  w i l l  wear   the i r   feathery   f i re ,  

Whist l ing   the i r  whims  on  a   low  fence‐wire ;  

 

And  not  one  wi l l   know of   the  war ,  not  one  

Wi l l   care  at   las t  when  i t   i s  done.  

 

Not  one  would  mind,  ne i ther  b i rd  nor   t ree ,  

I f  mank ind  per ished  utter ly ;  

 

And  Spr ing  herse l f ,  when she  woke  at  dawn 

Would  scarce ly  know that  we were  gone.  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Teasda le ’s  v i s ion   i s   remarkab le   in   i t s  peacefu lness :  a  k ind  of  w ishfu l   th ink ing ,   the  

poem seems not  at  a l l  bothered  by   those   rhetor ica l   (and  so l ips i s t ic )  quest ions  

R ichard  Wi lbur   i ron ica l ly  proposes   in   the   l ines  quoted  as  ep igraph   to   th is   sect ion .  To  

Teasda le ,   i t   seems on ly  natura l   to  “dream of   th is  p lace  without  us ,”   to  a l low Earth   in  

i t s  noumenal   sp lendor   to  endure  “untroub led  about  us .”  

 

And the   iconoc last  and  rad ica l  misanthrope   Jef fers—who cast igated  h is   spec ies   f rom 

h is   s tone   tower  at  B ig  Sur ,  who thought  o f  us  as  " the  contag ion  of  consc iousness   that  

in fects   th is  corner  o f   space"  and  pred icted   that  "a  day  wi l l   come when the  Earth  wi l l  

sc ratch  herse l f  and  smi le  and  rub  of f  humanity"—imagined   ( in  poems  l ike  "The  Truce  

and   the  Peace"   [1918] )   the  Earth  without  us  at ta in ing  a   t ranqui l i ty   that   i s  hers  by  

r ight ,   though  our  presence  has   temporar i ly  b l ighted  and  obscured   i t .  

 

How can  she  d ie ,   she   i s   the  b lood  unborn ,  

The  energy   in  earth 's  ar ter ies  beat ing   red ,  

The  wor ld  w i l l   f lame with  her   in  some great  morn ,  

 

The  whole  great  wor ld   f lame with  her ,  and  we be  dead.  

 

Here   in   the  west   i t  g rows  by  gr im degrees ,  

In   the  east   f lashed  and  wi l l   f lame terror  and   l ight .  

Peace  now poor  earth ,  peace   to   that  ho l ier  peace .  

Deep   in   the  sou l  he ld  secret   f rom a l l   s ight  

That  c rysta l ,   the  pure  home,   the  ho l ier  peace ,  

F i res   f law not ,   scars   the  crudest  cannot  crease .  

 

Shaw's ,  Teasda le 's ,  and   Je f fers ' s   imag in ings  o f  a  post ‐homic  Earth  were  a l l  a f fected ,  

d i rect ly  or   ind i rect ly ,  by   the  same post  Wor ld  War   I   loss  o f   fa i th   in  a  human  future  

that  produced   the  Lost  Generat ion  and  Dada ism,  but   the  subsequent  h is tory  o f   th is  

century ,   terror ized  by  yet  another  wor ld  war  and   the  contemporary   tw in   threats  o f  

nuc lear  ho locaust  and  eco log ica l   catastrophe,  has  guaranteed  successors   to   th is  

essent ia l ly   inhumanist   t rad i t ion  and   to   fu l ler  Space  Age   imag in ing  of ,  even   theor iz ing  

about ,   the  erad icat ion  of  humankind .  

Kurt  Vonnegut ,   J r .  has  suggested   that  wr i ters  are  "spec ia l i zed  ce l l s   in   the  

soc ia l  organ ism,"  "evo lut ionary  ce l l s"   that   funct ion  as  a larm systems,  as  a  k ind  of  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dis tant  ear ly  warn ing  system a lert ing  us   to  per i l s  which   l ie  ahead   (238) .   In   the  

meditat ions  o f   la ter   twent ieth‐century   th inkers  and  wr i ters ,   i t  would  seem,   the  

spec ies  has  now begun  fu l ly   to   imag ine—in  a   t ime when the  quest ion  of  ext inct ion  

has  become exponent ia l ly  more   rea l   to  us—its  own end,  as   i f   i t s   susta in ing   fa i th   lay  

in   the   reso lut ion   (espoused  by  Thomas  Hardy)   that  " i f  a  way   to   the  better   there  be ,   i t  

l ies   in   tak ing  a   fu l l   look  at   the  worst ."   In   these   imag inat ions  o f  d isaster ,  mank ind  

contemplates—with  great   ser iousness  and,   s t range ly ,   rea l  ob ject iv i ty—an abandoned 

Earth ,  abandoned because  of   i t s  own demise ,  and   imag ines   i t   so   fu l ly ,   in   fact ,   that  

the  o ld  chestnut  once  pondered  by  ph i losophica l   idea l i sm—"If  a   t ree   fa l l s   in   the  

forest  and  no  one   i s   there   to  hear   i t ,  w i l l   i t  make  a  no ise?"—has  become  instead   the  

humi l ia t ing  quest ion:   " I f  we   fa l l ,  w i l l   the  Earth  hear  us?"  The   fo l lowing  sect ion  wi l l  

p resent  a  sampl ing  o f   these  d iverse  prophec ies .  

 

I I  

 

Mankind,  which   in  Homer 's   t ime was  an  ob ject  o f  contemplat ion   for  

the  O lympian  gods ,  now  is  one   for   i t se l f .   I t s   se l f ‐a l ienat ion  has  

reached  such  a  degree   that   i t   can  exper ience   i t s  own destruct ion  as  an  

aesthet ic  p leasure  of   the   f i r s t  order .   .   .   .  

Walter  Ben jamin ,   "The  Work  of  Art   in   the  Age  

 o f  Mechan ica l  Reproduct ion"  

 

In  a  modern‐day  creat ion  myth ,   "A  Woman as  Great  as   the  Wor ld ,"  

anthropolog is t   Jacquetta  Hawkes  of fers  a   reverse‐ang le  vers ion  of  Watson 's   "Letter  

f rom God"   that  at tempts   to  account   fu l ly   for   the  evo lut ion  of   the  Earth  and  

humanity 's  p lace  with in   i t—but   th is   t ime  f rom from the  Earth 's  po int  o f  v iew.  For   the  

woman as  great  as   the  wor ld   in  Hawkes 's  modern  myth   i s   the  wor ld ;   she   i s   the  

Earth—what   the  anc ient  Greeks  once  ca l led  Gaea.  

Hawkes   te l l s  how  in   the  beg inn ing   th is  woman was  "of  p lac id  d ispos i t ion ,  and,  

knowing  everyth ing ,  had  no  cares ."  Complete   in  herse l f ,  unconsc ious  o f  her  meaning ,  

she   i s ,   l i ke  Watson 's  god,  unaware  of  her  own  f inest  qua l i t ies ,  unt i l  d i s turbed  by   the  

mascu l ine  Wind   (a  k ind  of  Hege l ian  Sp i r i t ,   consc iousness )   that  beg ins   to  v i s i t  her ,  

eventua l ly   insp i r ing  her  own evo lut ion .  The  presence  of   the  Wind  causes   the  mind  of  

the  woman to  "be   f i l led   .   .   .  w i th   images  o f  herse l f  which  hung  before  her  and  

seemed by   the i r  presence   to  demand an  exp lanat ion ."  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Somet imes ,   the   fab le  exp la ins ,   the  wind  demands   that   the  woman y ie ld   to  h is  

sexua l  des i re   for  her .   Impregnated  by  h im,  she  br ings   forth  a  p lethora  of  c reatures  

which ,   though   they   revea l   " in  every  part   the  end less   invent iveness ,   the   immeasurab ly  

powerfu l   imag inat ion  of   the  generat ing  Wind,"  neverthe less  a l so   fu l f i l l   the  woman,  

" increas ing  her  beauty   l ike  a   f ine  garment ."  But   then  one  day   the  Wind,  a f ter  hav ing  

been  away   for  a   long   t ime,   returns  and,  w i thout  her   inv i tat ion ,  assau l ts   the  woman.  

Pregnant  aga in  w ith  new  l i fe   f rom th is   rape,   the  woman  fee ls   s t i r r ing  w ith in  her  a  

new k ind  of  awareness ;   she   f inds  herse l f   c loser   than  ever  before   to  comprehending  

her  own secret   l i fe ,  her  own s ign i f i cance .  Her  progeny,  however ,  which  she  had  

expected   to  be   the  most  sp lend id  creatures  yet  born   f rom her  womb,  d isappoint  her :  

for   the  product  o f   the  Wind 's   rape  of  Earth   i s  our  spec ies .  

And  yet   the  "ug ly   l i t t le  mommets  who walk  c lumsi ly  on   two  legs"  surpr ise   the  

woman at   f i r s t .  Humans ,   she   f inds ,  are   the  Wind   in  min iature ;  as   they  move  about  

her  sur face  she   fee ls   through   them a  "new d is turb ing   th ing ,  a  pers i s tent  se l f ‐

consc iousness  as   though   the  Wind  were  a lways  w ith  her ,  as   though  he  were  present  

among  the   t i ssues  o f  her  body."   (We are   reminded of   the  newfound egot is t ica l  

awareness  o f  god   in  Watson 's   "Letter ." )  Th ink ing  with  a  new c lar i ty ,  Earth  even  

dreams of   r iva l ing   the  Wind   in  c leverness  and   imag inat ion .  She  beg ins   to  cha l lenge  

the  Wind 's  author i ty ,   combat ing  h im with   log ic .  

The  woman becomes   jea lous ,  however ,  when she  d iscovers   that   the  Wind  

speaks  pr ivate ly  w ith   the  new creatures  beh ind  her  back  and   t reats   them as  spec ia l  

ch i ldren .  The  mommets  beg in   to   t roub le  her ,   to   i r r i ta te  her  phys ica l  be ing :   "They  

tormented  her  sk in  and   f lesh   in  a  hundred  ways  by   the i r   rest less  act iv i ty ;   they  were  

spo i l ing  her  phys ica l  beauty  even  whi le   they  were  destroy ing  her  age‐ long  peace  of  

mind."  Dec id ing  with   femin is t  conv ic t ion   that  "her  body  was  her  own and  hers   the  

completeness  o f  be ing ,"   she  expunges   the  mommets   f rom her  and  returns   to  a  s tate  

o f  qu iescence;   "knowing  everyth ing  and  car ing  not  at  a l l , "   she   rests  content ,  

sat i s f ied  even   i f   the  Wind  shou ld  never   return ,  even   i f   she  shou ld  never  aga in  be  

se l f ‐consc ious .  

Hawkes 's   fab le   i s  o f  course  a  wonderfu l  capsu le  h is tory  o f  human/Earth  

coevo lut ion;  but   i t   i s  a l so  a  pred ict ion .  Humankind  br ings   to   the  woman,   to  Earth ,  a  

mascu l ine ,  yang‐ l ike  completeness   in  which  she  somehow  incorporates   the  ear l ier  

processes  o f  her  own becoming  and   the   f ru i ts  o f   the  awareness   the  Wind  and   the  

mommets  have  g iven  her   in to  a  h igher  unconsc iousness  and  se l f ‐ suf f ic ient  be ing .  Her  

v i s i tants ,   th is   fab le 's  harsh   t ruth   i s   te l l ing  us ,  a re   instrumenta l   to  her  se l f ‐per fect ion .  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Yet   they  are  at   the  same t ime a  pest ,  an   in festat ion ,  and  once  her  metamorphos is   i s  

complete ,   she  s imply  does  not  need   them.  

Hawkes 's  v i s ion   i s  not ,  o f  course ,  un ique.  Such  a  concept ion  of  our  p lace  on  

Earth  was ,   in   fact ,   someth ing  of  a   romant ic  commonplace ,  as  can  be  seen   in   the  

German poet  Nova l i s ' s  vat ic  pronouncement ,   "Man  i s   the  mess iah  of  nature ."  And   i t  

owes  much  as  wel l   to  Te i lhard  de  Chard in 's   idea  of   the  "homin izat ion"  o f  Earth .  But  

whi le  acknowledg ing   that  humankind  may  be   for  a   t ime the  p lanet 's  means  of   see ing  

i t se l f ,  o f   ra i s ing   i t s  consc iousness ,  Hawkes  does  not  agree   that   the  Woman as  Great  

as   the  Wor ld  w i l l  a lways  need  her  eyes .  Nor  does  Hawkes  see   the  mommets  escap ing  

the i r  earth ly  doom through   the  escape  hatch  of  outer  space .  To  accept  Hawkes 's  

message   requ ires  us   to  v iew the  destruct ion  of   the  spec ies  as  mere ly  a  phase   in  an  

evo lut ion  vaster   than  we can  comprehend,   in  which  we may  wel l  be  den ied  actua l  

part ic ipat ion .  And  her  vo ice   i s  on ly  one   in  a  swel l ing  contemporary  chorus .  

" I t ' s  on ly  us   that  wants  us   to  surv ive ,"   the   la te  Gregory  Bateson  remarked   in  a  

1978   interv iew.  "No doubt   the   rest  o f   the  wor ld  would  g ive  a  s igh  of   re l ie f   to  see  us  

go .  A   few tapeworms might  say ,   'Oh,  my God,  what  w i l l  we  do  now?'  But   the   rest  o f  

the  wor ld  would  sett le   in to  a  new equ i l ibr ium"  ("Break ing  Out"  47) .  Accord ing   to  

Bateson 's  understand ing  of   the  "eco logy  of  mind,"   the  Earth ,  and  Earth 's  natura l  

"mind"   (which  Bateson  ca l l s   "Creatura") ,  may   requ ire  such  a  peace  as  a   s tage   in  a  

natura l ,  an  eco log ica l  process .   L ike  Freud   in  h is  concept ion  of   the  "death   inst inct"   in  

Beyond the  P leasure  Pr inc ip le ,  Bateson,  perhaps   the   f i r s t   fu l l ‐ f ledged   theoret ic ian  of  

human ext inct ion ,   sees   l i fe ,  and   the  consc iousness   that  per iod ica l ly  emerges   f rom  i t ,  

forever  pu l led  back   toward   the  "qu iescence  of   the   inorgan ic  wor ld"  as  part  o f   the  

housekeep ing  of   the  Woman as  Great  as   the  Wor ld  housekeep ing ,   the  eco log ica l ly  

governed  "se l f ‐hea l ing"  dr i f t   toward  s tab i l i ty   (or  " tauto logy ,"  as  Bateson  ca l l s   i t  

[Mind  and  Nature  208] ) ,   in  which  "ug ly   l i t t le  mommets"  w i l l  be  erased  and   the  Earth  

can  aga in   repose   in  a l l   the  "completeness  o f  be ing ,"  w i th   t rue  peace  of  mind.  

And  certa in ly   i f  humankind  d ies ,  Bateson   ins is ts ,  we  cannot  say   that  we have  

not  asked   for   i t ,   that  we have  not  brought   i t  on  ourse lves .  The  at t i tudes  and  

assumpt ions   that  w i l l  b r ing  about  our  doom,  as  Steps   to  an  Eco logy  o f  Mind   shows,  

have  been  with  us  at   least   s ince   the  beg inn ing  of  Western  h is tory :  

 

I f  you  put  God outs ide  and  and  set  h im v is ‐a ‐v is  h is  c reat ion  and   i f  you  have  

the   idea   that  you  are  created   in  h is   image,  you  wi l l   log ica l ly  and  natura l ly   see  

yourse l f  as  outs ide  and  aga inst   the   th ings  around you.  And  as  you  arrogate  a l l  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mind to  yourse l f ,  you  wi l l   see   the  wor ld  around you  as  mind less  and   therefore  

not  ent i t led   to  mora l  or  eth ica l   cons iderat ion .  The  env i ronment  w i l l   seem to  

be  yours   to  exp lo i t .  Your  surv iva l  un i t  w i l l  be  you  and  your  conspec i f i cs  

aga inst   the  env i ronment  o f  other  soc ia l  un i ts ,  o ther   races  and   the  brutes  and  

vegetab les .  

I f   th is   i s  your  est imate  of  your   re lat ion   to  nature  and  you  have  an  

advanced   technology ,  your   l ike l ihood  of   surv iva l  w i l l  be   that  o f  a   snowbal l   in  

he l l .  You  wi l l  d ie  e i ther  o f   the   tox ic  by‐products  o f  your  own own hate ,  or ,  

s imply ,  o f  overpopulat ion  and  overgraz ing .  The   raw mater ia l s  o f   the  wor ld  are  

f in i te .   (462)  

 

In  Bateson 's  vo ice  we hear   the  k ind  of  acceptance  Kub ler ‐Ross  counse ls  us   to  seek  as  

we come to  see  death  as  " the   f ina l   s tage  of  growth."  And   i t   i s   in terest ing   to  note  

that   in   the   interv iew  f rom which   I  have  quoted,  which  was  conducted  soon  before  

Bateson 's  own death   f rom cancer ,  he  express ly  draws  ana log ies  between persona l  

death   (which  he  compares   to  eras ing  an  overf i l led  b lackboard)  and   the  eco log ica l ly  

natura l  w ip ing  out  o f   the  human.  

In   the  c los ing   l ines  o f  The  Order  o f  Th ings ,  Miche l  Foucau l t  o f fers  a  

s t ructura l i s t  v i s ion  of   the  erasure  of  mank ind .  

 

I f   those  arrangements   [which  a l lowed the   f igure  of   "man"   to  emerge   in   the  

modern  age]  were   to  d isappear  as   they  appeared,   i f   some vent  which  we can  

at   the  moment  do  no  more   than  sense   the  poss ib i l i ty—without  knowing  e i ther  

what   i t s   form wi l l  be  or  what   i t  promises—were   to  cause   them to  crumble ,  as  

the  ground of  C lass ica l   thought  d id ,  a t   the  end  of   the  e ighteenth  century ,  

then  one  can  certa in ly  wager   that  man would  be  erased,   l i ke  a   face  drawn  in  

sand  at   the  edge  of   the  sea .   (387)  

 

By  erasure—this  passage  makes  c lear—the French  archaeo log is t  o f  knowledge  

does  not  have   in  mind  phys ica l  ext inct ion ,   though  he  does  not   ru le  out   the  

poss ib i l i ty .  H is   sober ing   re f lect ions  on   the   fate  o f   the  human stem,   rather ,   f rom a  

growing  conv ic t ion ,  he ld  by  other  s ignf icant  modern   th inkers   ( inc lud ing  He idegger  

and  Lev i ‐S t rauss ) ,   that   the   t rad i t ion  of   thought  known as  humanism  is  a  h is tor ica l  

aberrat ion  and  overva luat ion   that  has  served  as   the  wel l spr ing  o f  much  of   the  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madness  o f   the  modern  age ,  and   that  w ith   i t s  now  l ike ly  ex i t   f rom the  s tage  of  

h is tory ,  humankind  as  we know  i t  w i l l  be  erased.  

To  Foucau l t ,  human e levat ion   to   the   rank  of   " tyrant  o f  Be ing"   ( the  phrase   i s  

He idegger 's ) ,  our  se l f ‐proc la imed omnipotency  over   the  "d iscourse"  o f   the  wor ld   (or ,  

as  Bateson  would  say ,  our  arrogat ion  of  a l l  m ind   to  ourse lves) ,  ushered   in  an  age  not  

just  o f   the  death  of  God—as  N ietzsche  announced—but  an  age   that"hera lds   .   .   .   the  

end  of  h is  murderer" :   " the  exp los ion  of  man's   face   in   laughter ,  and   the   return  of  

masks ;   .   .   .   the  scatter ing  o f   the  profound s t ream of   t ime by  which  he   fe l t  h imse l f  

carr ied  a long  and  whose  presence  he  suspected   in   the  very  be ing  of   th ings   .   .   .   the  

ident i ty  o f   the  Return  of   the  Same with   the  abso lute  d ispers ion  of  man"   (385;  my 

emphas is ) .  

Though  Foucau l t  arr ives  at   the  "Return  of   the  Same"  v ia   typ ica l ly  F rench,  

turg id ,  a lmost   tortured   thought ,  a f ter  profound and  yet   recondi te  excurs ions   in to   the  

or ig in  o f   the  modern  "ep is teme"   in  ph i losophy,   soc io logy ,   l ingu is t ics ,  and   indeed   the  

whole  "archeo logy  of   the  human sc iences ,"   in   the  end  we are  de l ivered  over   to   the  

same wor ld   the  v i s ions  o f  D ixon,  Teasda le ,  Hawkes ,  and  Bateson  of fer  us :  a  wor ld  

w ithout  us ,  devo id  any   longer  o f  our   ident i ty ,  a  wor ld  we cannot  know,  except   in  

zoo log ies  o f   the   future ,  except   through   the   imag inat ion .  

Eschato log ica l  prophec ies  now appear   in  qu i te  unexpected  s i tuat ions .   In  Lou is  

Mal le 's   f i lm  My Dinner  w ith  Andre   (1981) ,   for  example ,  a  p laywr ight   (Wal lace  Shawn)  

and  an  exper imenta l   theater  d i rector   (Andre '  Gregory)   speak  of   the  end  of  

humankind  dur ing  an  even ing  of   fabu lous  conversat ion   in  an  e legant  New York  

restaurant .  Over  a f ter ‐d inner  dr inks ,  Gregory ,  whose   ta lk  has  b lended tota l  despa i r  

w i th   the  search   for  a  v i s ionary  new order ,  g ives  vo ice   to  h is  darkest   fear .  

 

I t   seems  to  me qu i te  poss ib le   that   the  n ineteen‐s ix t ies   represented   the   last  

burst  o f   the  human be ing  before  he  was  ext ingu ished.  And   that   th is   i s   the  

beg inn ing  of   the   rest  o f   the   future ,  now,  and   that   f rom now on   there  wi l l  

s imply  be  a l l   these   robots   runn ing  around,   fee l ing  noth ing ,   th ink ing  noth ing .  

And   there  wi l l  be  noth ing   le f t  a lmost   to   remind   them there  was  a  spec ies  

ca l led  a  human be ing ,  w i th   fee l ings  and   thoughts .  And   that  h is tory  and  

memory  are   r ight  now be ing  erased,  and  soon  no  one  wi l l   remember   that   l i fe  

ex is ted  on   the  p lanet .   (Shawn and  Gregory  93‐94)  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Wal ly ,  Sancho  Panza   to  Andre 's  apoca lypt ic  Don  Quixote ,   rep l ies   to   th is  not ‐very‐

conduc ive‐to‐ the‐d igest ion  monologue  with  a  dumb‐founded "Uh‐huh."  Later  he  

confesses   that  he  doesn ' t   rea l ly  know what  h is   f r iend   i s   ta lk ing  about .  Tak ing   re fuge  

in  s imple  p leasures—his   read ing  of  Char l ton  Heston 's  autob iography,  a  cup  of  co ld  

cof fee  wai t ing   for  h im  in   the  morn ing  with  no  cockroach   in   i t—Wal ly  has  no  des i re   to  

learn   to   l ive  w ith  ext inct ion ,  whi le  Andre 's  more  encompass ing  mind,   tak ing  a  " fu l l  

look  at   the  worst ,"   in   some st range   fash ion  draws   insp i rat ion   f rom  i t .  

We can   today  even  hear  New Wave rock  and  ro l l  vers ions  o f  our  doom.   In  a  

song  ca l led  "Walk ing   in  Your  Footsteps"  by   the  Po l ice ,   in   the  ear ly  1980s  one  of   the  

wor ld 's  most  popular  groups ,  we   f ind  a  paean   to   the  d inosaur—in  part icu lar   the  

Brontosaurus   ("bu i l t   three  s tor ies  h igh/They  say  you  would  not  hurt  a   f ly" )—in  which  

the   lead  s inger ,  S t ing ,   speak ing   in  d i rect  address   to  another   former   ru l ing  an imal ,  

ident i f ies  w i th   i t s   ro le :  

 

F i f ty  mi l l ion  years  ago  

You  walked  upon the  p lanet  so ,  

Lord  of  a l l   that  you  cou ld  see  

just  a   l i t t le  b i t   l i ke  me.  

Walk ing   in  your   footsteps .  

 

Thus  he   f inds   i t s   i ron ic  end   instruct ive ,  conta in ing  a  " lesson   for  us" :   "You  were  God's  

favor i te  c reature/But  you  d idn ' t  have  a   future ."  Who,   the  song  asks ,  w i l l  be  seen  as  

the  s tup ider  be ing ,   the  d inosaur  or   the  human,   shou ld   the   la t ter  destroy   i t se l f   in  a  

nuc lear  war?  At  a  Po l ice  concert ,   thousands  of   fans  might  be  seen  enthra l led  by  such  

a  song,  mesmer ized  by   the  mus ic ,  perhaps  s ing ing   the  words  a long  with  sex‐symbol  

S t ing—sing ing  of  our  ext inct ion!   Imag ine ,   i f  you  wi l l ,  p re‐Darwin ians  brought   in  a  

t ime mach ine   to  at tend  such  a  per formance.  What  would   theh  make  of   the  prospect ,  

i f   indeed   they  cou ld  comprehend  i t  a t  a l l?  

We a lso   f ind  angry  and  e loquent  minor i ty  vo ices  contemplat ing ,  w i th  a  certa in  

r ighteousness ,  humankind 's  erad icat ion—or  at   least   the  erad icat ion  of  Western ,  

white ,  male  c iv i l i zat ion .   I  w i l l   c i te  but   two examples .  

In  "Nuc lear  Exorc ism:  Beyond Curs ing   the  Day  We Were  Born ,"  A l i ce  Walker  

expresses  shame  for  her  spec ies  w ith  unequa led  v i tuperat ion  and  pass ion .   In   the  

context  o f  a  cons iderat ion  of  a   terr ib le  "curse‐prayer"  co l lected  by  Zora  Nea le  

Hurston   in   the  1920s ,  a  p lea   to  " the  Man God"   to  br ing   to   the  speaker 's  enemies  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abso lute  havoc—bl indness ,  barrenness ,  d isease ,  poverty ,   c rop   fa i lure ,   s tarvat ion ,  

exposure   to   the  e lements ,   fa i lure  o f   the i r   language,  pest i lence ,  death ,  and  more—

Walker ,   certa in   that   the  curse 's   speaker   i s  a  woman and   inc l ined   to   imag ine  her   to  be  

a  co lored  woman,   th inks  "with  aston ishment ,   that   the  curse‐prayer  o f   th is  co lored  

woman—starved,  ens laved,  humi l ia ted ,  and  care less ly   t rampled   to  death  over  

centur ies ,   i s   coming   to  pass .   Indeed,   l i ke  anc ient  peoples  o f  co lor   the  wor ld  over ,  

who have   t r ied   to   te l l   the  white  man of   the  destruct ion   that  would   inev i tab ly   fo l low 

f rom the  uran ium min ing  p lunder  o f   the i r   sacred   lands ,   th is  woman—along  with  

mi l l ions  and  b i l l ions  o f  ob l i terated  s i s ters ,  brothers ,  and  ch i ldren—seems to  have  put  

such  enormous  energy   into  her  hope   for   revenge,   that  her  curse  seems c lose   to  

br ing ing   i t  about .  Br ing ing   i t  about ,   that   i s ,  not   for  her  spec i f i c  enemies ,  but   for   the  

human spec ies ."  

And  Walker   f inds  herse l f   sore ly   tempted   to  shout   the  curse  with  her  

predecessor ,   to  pray   i t   in  un ison:  

 

When  I  have  cons idered   the  enormity  o f   the  white  man's  c r imes  aga inst  

humanity .  Aga inst  women.  Aga inst  every   l i v ing  person  of  co lor .  Aga inst   the  

poor .  Aga inst  my mother  and  my  father .  Aga inst  me.   .   .   .  When  I   cons ider   that  

he   i s ,   they  are ,  a   rea l  and  present   threat   to  my  l i fe  and   the   l i fe  o f  my 

daughter ,  my  people ,   I   th ink—in  perfect  harmony with  my s i s ter  o f   long  ago:  

Let   the  Earth  mar inate   in  po isons .  Let   the  bombs  cover   the  ground  l ike   ra in .  

For  noth ing  short  o f   tota l  destruct ion  wi l l  ever   teach   them anyth ing .   (341)  

 

She  contemplates  as  wel l   the  poss ib i l i ty   that  " i t  would  be  good,  perhaps ,   to  put  an  

end   to   the  spec ies   in  any  case ,   rather   than   let  white  men cont inue   to  sub jugate   i t  

and  cont inue   the i r   lust   to  dominate ,  exp lo i t  and  despo i l  not   just  our  p lanet  but   the  

rest  o f   the  un iverse ."  And  she  of fers ,  as  a  propos i t ion   that  " requ ires  ser ious   thought  

f rom every  one  of  us ,"   the  d i re  prospect   that  " fata l ly   i r rad iat ing  ourse lves  may   in  

fact  be   the  on ly  way   to  save  others   f rom what  Earth  has  a l ready  become."  

Walker ,   i t   i s   t rue ,  does  go  on   to  qua l i fy  her  b i t terness  and   to  part ia l ly  annu l  

her  curse  because  of   the   rea l i zat ion   that  "accept ing  our  demise  as  a  p lanet  as  a  

s imple  and   just  preventat ive  medic ine  admin is tered   to   the  un iverse"  would  br ing  

doom to  " the  god ly  and   the  ungodly  a l ike ,"  and  so   the  " thought  o f  ext inct ion  pure ly  

for   the  assumed sat i s fact ion  of—from the  grave—achieved  revenge"  cannot   long  be  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enterta ined.  That  she  contemplates   i t  a t  a l l  must   s tand,  however ,  as  a  d is t inct  

landmark   in   the  deve lop ing   imag inat ion  of  ext inct ion  and   the  abandoned Earth .  

With   the   rage  of   the  oppressed,   the  Nat ive  Amer ican  mi l i tant  Russe l l  Means  

l ikewise  warns  "European  man"   that  "humans  do  not  have   the   r ight   to  degrade  

Mother  Earth ,"  and,   remind ing  us ,   l i ke  Bateson,  o f   the  eco log ica l   t ru ism that  a l l  

c reatures  "must  be   in  harmony with  a l l   re lat ions  or   the   re lat ions  w i l l  eventua l ly  

e l iminate   the  d isharmony,"  he  of fers  a  prophecy  of   the   inev i tab le  destruct ion  of   the  

mommets   (whom he   ident i f ies  as   so le ly   the  product  o f  a  European  c iv i l i zat ion   that ,  

in   i t s  arrogance,  behaves  as   though   i t   "were  beyond the  nature  of  a l l   re lated  

th ings" ) :   "Mother  Earth  has  been  abused,   the  powers  have  been  abused,  and   th is  

cannot  go  on   forever .  The  natura l  order  w i l l  w in  out  and   the  of fenders  w i l l  d ie  back ,  

the  way  deer  d ie  when they  of fend   the  harmony by  overpopulat ing  a  g iven  reg ion .  

There   i s  no  need   for  a   revo lut ionary   theory   to  br ing   th is  about ,   i t ' s  beyond human 

contro l"   (23) .  

Apoca lypt ic   imag in ings  are ,  o f  course ,  a l so  a  s tap le  o f   sc ience   f i c t ion .   In  

"Catac lysms  and  Dooms,"   J .  G .  Ba l lard ,   the  Br i t i sh  master  o f   the  d isaster  nove l ,  has  

even  gone  so   far  as   to  c la im that   the  genre   i s   " i t se l f  no  more   than  a  minor  o f fshoot  

o f   the  catac lysmic   ta le ,"   the  h is tory  o f  which  s t retches  back  as   far  as  G i lgamesh  

(130) .  Though   i t  would  be  poss ib le   to  c i te  hundreds  o f   short   s tor ies  and  nove ls  

( inc lud ing  Ba l lard 's  own)  concerned  with   the  ext inct ion  or  near  ext inct ion  of  mank ind  

in  sc ience   f i c t ion ,   I  w i l l   l im it  myse l f  here   to   two short   s tor ies  by   James  T iptree ,   J r .  

( the  pseudonym of  Dr .  A l i ce  She ldon) .  

In  T iptree ’s   "The  Last  F l ight  o f  Doctor  A in ,"  we   f ind  a  human be ing  seek ing   to  

he lp   the  Earth   rub  of f  humanity .  T iptree   imag ines  a  wor ld ‐renowned sc ient is t  who 

seeks   to  commit  spec iesc ide  by   introduc ing   into   the  b iosphere  a  genet ica l ly  

redes igned,   incred ib ly   le tha l   leukemia  v i rus ,  one   that   i s  unstoppable  because   i t  

u t i l i zes   the  human body 's   immune system as  part  o f   i t s  own  l i fe  cyc le ,  and  a l though  

we are  never  exp l ic i t ly   to ld  what  h is  mot ives  are ,  we  do   learn   than  Doctor  A in  has  

enacted  h is   f iend ish  p lan  on   the  beha l f  o f  a  woman,  a  "wounded,  dy ing  woman,"  w ith  

whom he   i s  obsessed,  even  on  h is  own deathbed.  Af ter  arrest   for  h is  act ,  A in   ta lks   to  

h imse l f  o f  h is   love  and  act ions  on  her  beha l f ,  and  we  f ina l ly  beg in   to  grasp   the  

nature  of  h is   sacr i f i ce .  

 

B lue ,  b lue  green  unt i l  you  see   the  wound.  Oh  my g i r l ,  Oh  beaut i fu l ,  you  won't  

d ie .   I  won 't   le t  you  d ie .   I   te l l   you  g i r l ,   i t ' s  over .   .   .   .   Lustrous  eyes ,   look  at  me,  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le t  me see  you  a l ive!  Great  queen,  my sweet  body,  my g i r l ,  have   I   saved  you?   .  

.   .  Oh   terr ib le   to  know,  and  nob le ,  Chaos '  ch i ld  greenrobed  in  b lue  and  go lden  

l ight   .   .   .   the   thrown and  sp inn ing  ba l l  o f   l i fe  a lone   in  space .   .   .   .  Have   I   saved  

you?   (67)  

 

In  h is   further  mus ing  A in   revea ls  h is  be loved 's  name:  "Gaea  G lor iatr ix   .   .   .  Gaea  g i r l ,  

queen.   .   .   . "  He  asks  quest ions  o f   the  woman as  great  as   the  wor ld ,  part ly  as  a   lover  

might ,  part ly  as  a  cur ious  sc ient i s t ,   "What  d id  you  do  about   the  d inosaurs?   .   .   .  D id  

they  annoy  you?  How d id  you   f ix   them?"  And  with   the  " l ight  c lear  vo ice  o f  a   lover  

p lann ing  a  summer  p icn ic ,"  he  suggests  before  he  h imse l f  d ies   that   in  her  next  

evo lut ionary  exper iment  she  might   t ry  us ing  bears  as  her  veh ic le   for   the   further  

deve lopment  o f  consc iousness   (68) .  

A in 's  ass i s tance   in  h is   spec ies '  erad icat ion   i s ,   to  h is  own eyes  at   least ,  

necessary ,  as   the  s tory  makes  c lear .   Le f t   to  our  own pace ,  our  se l f ‐destruct ion ,  A in  

be l ieves ,  would  have   taken  Gaea  down a long  with   the  human race .   I t   i s   thus  essent ia l  

that  he   inter fere :   "Our  death  would  have  been  your  death   too ,"  he   ins i s ts .   "No  need  

for   that ,  no  need"   (68) .  

In  another  T iptree   ta le ,   "The  Screwf ly  So lut ion ,"   the  human race   i s   l i tera l ly  

exterminated  by  an  a l ien   race   interested   in  acqu ir ing   the  Earth  as  a  new p iece  of   rea l  

estate .  Us ing  a  complex ,   sh i f t ing  po int  o f  v iew and  mak ing  use  of   le t ters  and  reports  

as  part  o f  her  narrat ive ,  T iptree   te l l s  o f  a  wor ldwide  ep idemic  o f   sexua l  v io lence  

aga inst  women that   i s   rap id ly  destroy ing   the   reproduct ive  capab i l i ty  o f  Homo 

sap iens .   "A  potent ia l  d i f f i cu l ty   for  our  spec ies ,"  a   sc ient i s t   in   the  s tory  exp la ins ,   "had  

a lways  been   impl ic i t   in   the  c lose   l inkage  between the  behav iora l  express ions  o f  

aggress ion/predat ion  and  sexua l   reproduct ion   in   the  male"   (69) .  

In  T iptree 's   short   s tory ,   th is  d i f f i cu l ty  becomes   fata l   to  our  ongo ing  ex is tence .  

Male  sexua l  aggress ion   i s   t ransformed  into  homic ide ,   rat iona l i zed  by  a  wor ld   re l ig ion  

that   teaches   that  males  must  g ive  up   the  o ld  way  of  perpetuat ing   the i r  k ind   in  

preparat ion   for  a  new reve lat ion .   "Man must  pur i fy  and  show God a  c lean  wor ld .   .   .   .  

as   long  as  man depends  on   the  o ld   f i l thy  an imal  way  God won't  he lp  h im.  When man 

gets   r id  o f  h is  an imal  part  which   i s  woman,   th is   i s   the  s igna l  God   i s  await ing .  Then  

God wi l l   revea l   the  new true  c lean  way,  maybe  ange ls  w i l l   come br ing ing  new sou ls ,  

or  maybe  we wi l l   l i ve   forever ,  but   i t   i s  not  our  p lace   to  specu late ,  on ly   to  obey"   (59) .  

Ange ls  o f  a   sort  do  arr ive ,  but  on ly  Dr .  Anne  A ls te in ,  poss ib ly   the   last  woman  in   the  

wor ld ,  h id ing  out   in   the  wi lds  o f  Canada  d isgu ised  as  a  boy ,  perce ives   the   i rony  of  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the i r  annunc iat ion .  For   the  "ange l"   she  comes  on   in   the  woods  near  Hudson  Bay   i s ,   in  

fact ,  not  an  ange l  a t  a l l  but  a  " rea l  estate  agent ."  

 

I   th ink   they 've  done  whatever   i t   i s   to  us   [Dr .  A ls te in   rea l i zes ] .  Made us  k i l l  

ourse lves  o f f .  

Why?  Wel l ,   i t   i s  a  n ice  p lace ,   i f   i t  wasn ' t   for   the  people .  How do  you  

get   r id  o f  peop le?  Bombs,  death   rays—al l  very  pr imit ive .  Leave  a  b ig  mess .  

Destroy  everyth ing ,  c raters ,   rad ioact iv i ty ,   ru in   the  p lace .  

Th is  way   there 's  no  muss ,  no   fuss .   Just   l i ke  what  we d id   to   the  

screwf ly .  P inpo int   the  weak   l ink ,  wa i t  a  b i t ,  wh i le  we do   i t   for   them.  Only  a  

few bones  around;  make  good  fert i l i zer .   (75)  

 

As   in   the   f i r s t  o f   the  Star  Trek   f i lms ,   in  which  humankind  appears   to  be  on ly  a  

"carbon‐based   in festat ion"  o f  Earth ,   so  our  spec ies  seems to   th is  h igher   race  not  a  

c reature  made  in   the   image  of  God  but  a  mere  annoy ing  pest ,   capab le  o f ,  and  

deserv ing ,  destruct ion   through  manipu lat ion  of  breed ing  pract ices .   "As   f l ies   to  

wanton  boys  are  we to   the  gods ,"  G loucester   ins i s ts   in  King  Lear .   "They  k i l l  us   for  

the i r   sport ."   In  "The  Screwf ly  So lut ion ,”   such  a  surmise  becomes  qu i te  a  b i t  more  

than  a  s imi le .  

In  c lasses  over   the   last   few years   I  have  asked  s tudents   to  cons ider   these  gr im 

and  depress ing  v i s ions ,  my   intent ions  part ly  exper imenta l ,  and   they  have  most  o f ten  

responded with  someth ing   l ike   revu ls ion .  Many,   I   th ink ,  have   taken  me to  be  a  k ind  

of   spec ies ‐qu is l ing  because  of  my  t ra i torous   fasc inat ion  with  and  admirat ion   for  

them.  But  my s tudents  have  misread   the   intent  o f   these  authors  and  of   the i r   teacher ;  

they  have  misconstrued   the   tone   in  which   these  prophec ies  were  of fered .  They  were  

insp i red ,   I  would   judge,  by  someth ing  more  profound than  misanthropy,  and   they  

represent  more   than  a  s tep  beyond the   requ is i te  acceptance  of  death  as  a   fa te ,  more  

than  a   long ing   ( in  Shakespeare 's  words)   "To   rush   into   the  secret  house  of  death ,/Ere  

death  dare  come to  us ."  They  prove ,   in   fact ,   the  va l id i ty  o f  Santayana 's  perp lex ing  

suggest ion   that  " the  on ly   t rue  d ign i ty  o f  man  i s  h is  capac i ty   to  desp ise  h imse l f . "  Not  

just   ind ignat ion  but  d ign i ty   sh ines   through   them,  a  d ign i ty  no  mere  su ic ide  note  

would  show;  a  d ign i ty  which  accompanies  a l l  unf l inch ing  contemplat ion  of  what   I  

would   l ike   to  ca l l   the  aud i t ion  of  h is tory  and   the  vocat ion  of  man.  

 

I I I  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We stand  at  a  c rossroads   in   the  h is tory  o f  our  spec ies .   In  a   spec ia l  way  

i t   i s   l i ke   that  c rossroads  at  which   the  pr imate  s tood  when he  was  

compel led   to   leave  h is   t ree  ex is tence .  And  yet   i t   i s  a l so  qu i te  un l ike  

any  prev ious  exper ience  of   the  spec ies .  Whi le   the  creature  who had  

been  dr iven   f rom h is  home  in   the   t rees  had  mi l l ions  o f  years   in  which  

to  ad just   to  new and  danger‐ f i l led  surroundings ,  we  have  been   thrown 

by  v io lent ly  acce lerated   technolog ica l  deve lopment   into  a  s i tuat ion   in  

which  we must  make  our  cho ice  with   the  utmost  qu ickness  and  must  

choose  de l iberate ly ,  not  haphazard ly  as  a lways  before .   I t  was  dur ing  

the   last  generat ion   that  our  c iv i l i zat ion   reached   the  cr i t i ca l   thresho ld .  

We may  have  but  a  s ing le  generat ion   in  which   to  ga in  contro l  over  our  

co l lect ive  conduct  and   to  keep  our  wor ld   f rom becoming  one  of   those  

whose  evo lut ion   tested   the  poss ib i l i t ies  o f  mind—and  fa i led .  

Ro l f  Edberg ,  At   the  Foot  o f   the  Tree  

 

hat  humankind  ca l l s  h is tory ,  Edberg  seems to   imply ,   i s   in   fact  our  aud i t ion :   "a  

p lanetary   test"   to  determine  whether  we deserve   to  have   the   lead ing   ro le  on  Earth .  

Once,   there  seemed to  be  no  quest ion  of  our  preeminence,  Had  not  Genes is  

to ld  us   that  " the   fear  o f  you  and   the  dread  of  you  sha l l  be  upon every  beast  o f   the  

Earth ,  and  upon every   fowl  o f   the  a i r ,  upon  a l l   that  moveth  upon the  Earth  and  upon 

a l l   the   f i shes  o f   the  sea :   in to  your  hands  are   they  de l ivered"?  Had  we not   then  gone  

on   to  deve lop   the  k ind  of  psyche   that  would  make   these  words  seem  l ike  a  se l f ‐

fu l f i l l ing  prophecy?  Had  not  our  exa l ted  and  se l f ‐congratu latory  humanism  in   i t s  

obsessed  modern   form come to  conv ince  humankind   into  " th ink ing   that  we are  

actua l ly   learn ing  how to  s teer   the  p lanet   in   i t s  orb i t"   (Ehrenfe ld ,  Arrogance  16)?  

D ixon,  Hawkes ,  Bateson,  Foucau l t ,  and   the   rest   see  humankind  accept ing   the  

fa i lure  o f   i t s  aud i t ion  with  equan imity .  But  we may  not  choose   to  do  so .  Up   to   th is  

po int   in  h is tory  we have  certa in ly  not  behaved  as   though   the  Earth  would  one  day  

not  be  ours .  Rather ,  as  Edgar  Quinet  observes   in  La  Creat ion ,   in   the  course  of   i t s  

evo lut ion  Homo sap iens  has  managed   to  conv ince   i t se l f   that   i t   "had  so   thorough ly  

taken  possess ion  of   the  Earth ,   that   i t   cou ld  now be long  on ly   to  h im."  Thus  we have  

come to  env is ion   the  Earth  without  us  as  meaning less ,  an  "orphaned  .   .   .   sepu lchre   .   .  

.   in  perpetua l  mourn ing   for  van ished  man."  And   th is  conv ic t ion ,  Qu inet  s t resses ,  

cannot  be  eas i ly  erased.  A  creature  with   in f in i te  presumpt ion ,  we  are  not  and  never  

W 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wi l l  be  "one  of   those  k ings  who surv ive   the i r  dethronement" ;  we  wi l l  never  accept  a  

secondary   ro le ,  w i l l  never  accept  a  successor   to   the   throne;  w i l l  not  be  an  

understudy   (quoted   in  Rostand  94‐95) .   L ike   the  " insupportab le   in fante  gate"  we are  

( the  phrase   i s   Lev i ‐S t rauss 's ;   see  Huck le  388) ,  we  may  respond to   the   inab i l i ty   to  

have  our  way  with   the  Earth  by   t ry ing   to  ensure   that   there  wi l l  be  no  p lay  at  a l l   i f  we  

cannot  have   the   lead .   I f  humanity  must  go  down  in  defeat ,  Qu inet   impl ies ,  we  may  

wel l  dec ide   to   take   the  Earth  down with  us .  

In  "The  Sabbath ,"  W.   I I .  Auden of fers  a  v i s ion  of  a   seeming ly   fa i led  aud i t ion  

and  of  nature 's   "new equ i l ibr ium" once  man  i s  gone  which ,  on   the  sur face ,   resembles  

Teasda le 's  but  which  of fers  an   i ron ic   tw is t  a t   the  poem's  end   that  makes  h is  v i s ion  of  

man's  end  consonant  w ith  Quinet 's  grave   reminders  about  man's  obst inacy .   "The  

Sabbath"  Auden descr ibes   i s   the  "Seventh  Day  of  Creat ion"  which   f ina l ly  arr ives  a f ter  

man's  apparent  demise .   In   the  poem's   f i r s t   two s tanzas  Auden te l l s  o f  Earth 's  

c reatures  as   they  d iscover  our  d isappearance:  

 

Wak ing  on   the  Seventh  Day  of  Creat ion ,  

They  caut ious ly   sn i f fed   the  a i r :  

The  most   fast id ious  nostr i l  among  them admitted  

That   fe l low was  no   longer   there .  

 

Scouts  are  sent  out   in  search  of   "h is  presence ,"  but   they   f ind  noth ing  except  what  he  

le f t  beh ind ,  h is  eco log ica l   legacy :   "ho les   in   the  earth ,   /Beaches  covered  with  

tar . /Ru ins  and  meta l l i c   rubb ish   in  p lenty .   .   .   . "  Th ink ing  of   " that   fe l low's"  

d isappearance ,   the  an imal  wor ld  conc ludes ,  as  Auden exp la ins ,  becoming   the i r  

co l lect ive  vo ice ,  he  "had  never   rea l ly   smel led/L ike  a  c reature  who would  surv ive ."  

H is   "b i r th  on   the  S ix th  had  made of   that  day/An unnecessary   in ter im."  But   in  

retrospect   they   rea l i ze   that  h is   tenure  as   ru ler  must  have  been   just  a   temporary ,  

unnatura l  h iatus ,  and   they  are  content   to   return   to  "a  natura l  economy"  at   las t ,  now 

that  "H is   Impudence"   i s  gone.  Fur  now  i t   i s   t ru ly   ' 'The  Sabbath ,"  now,  Auden 

exp la ins ,   "Look ing  exact ly   l i ke  what   i t  was ,/The  Seventh  Day  went  on ,/  Beaut i fu l ,  

happy,  per fect ly  po int less ,"  and   the  earnest  expectat ions  o f   the  creatures  no   longer  

seem  inc l ined   to  wai t   for   the  mani festat ions  o f   the  se l f ‐proc la imed sons  o f  God.  

But   then,  out  o f  nowhere ,  man returns ,  and   in  character i s t ic   fash ion;  as   i f   f rom the  

grave ,   "A   r i f le ' s   r ing ing  crack/Sp l i t   the i r  Arcad ia  w ide  open,  cut/The ir  Sabbath  

nonsense  short ."  Af ter  a l l ,  Auden asks   rhetor ica l ly   in   the  poem's   las t   s tanza ,   "For  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whom d id   they   [ the  wor ld 's  c reatures]   th ink   they  had  been  created?"  Had   they  not  

been  "de l ivered"   into  man's  hands  as  part  o f  an  anc ient  covenant?  And   the  an imals '  

answer   to  Auden 's  query   i s ,  o f  course ,  yes .   "That   fe l low was  back ,/More  b loody  

minded  than   they   remembered,/More  god l ike   than   they   thought ."  Born  aga in   f rom 

out  o f  h is   seeming  ext inct ion ,  man,   in  Auden 's  v i s ion ,   learns  noth ing   f rom h is  c lose  

ca l l  w i th  death .   I t  on ly  makes  h im that  much  more  of  a   fanat ic   ( fanat ics  be ing ,  as  

Santayana  sa id ,   those  who redouble   the i r  e f forts  when they  have   forgotten   the i r  

goa l ) .  

But   i s   i t  not  poss ib le   to   imag ine  man surv iv ing  h is  brush  with  death  as  a  

c reature   less   tyrann ica l ,   less  "b loody  minded"   than  "H is   Impudence"?  Might  not  such  

an  encounter   insp i re  a   re ‐vocat ion   in  which  man's   supremacy   i s   revoked  but  

t ransformed?  

The  proverb ia l  w isdom of  Ch inese  Tao ism teaches   that  when an  ord inary  man 

atta ins  se l f ‐knowledge  he  becomes  a  sage ,  but  when a  sage  ach ieves  en l ightenment  

he  becomes  an  ord inary  man.  Can   there  be  an  evo lut ionary  equ iva lent   to   th is  c i rcu lar  

progress ion ,  but   in   the  mind  and  heart  o f  a   spec ies?   I s   i t  poss ib le   that  a  c reature   l ike  

man,  a f ter  hav ing  deve loped   in   the  course  of  h is  emergence   f rom the  natura l  wor ld  a  

powerfu l ,  master fu l ,  a lmost  unnatura l   in te l l igence ,  might  surmount   i t  not   through  

the   further  acce lerat ion  of   in te l l igence ,  but   f rom a  wise  submiss ion   to   the  natura l  

and   the  earth ly?  "Man's   l i fe   i s   thought ,"  Wi l l iam But ler  Yeats  wrote   in  "Meru,"  

prophesy ing  on  our   fate ,   "And  he ,  desp i te   the   terror ,   cannot  cease/  Raven ing  

through  century  a f ter  century ,/Raven ing ,   rag ing ,  and  uproot ing   that  he  may  

come/Into   the  deso lat ion  o f   rea l i ty"   (my emphas is ) .  

In  a t   least  one  contemporary   imag inat ion  of  d isaster ,   the  end  of  man gu ides  

h im toward   th is  deso lat ion ,   toward  a   l i fe ‐ in ‐death   in  which  he  can  endure ,   i ron ica l ly  

succeed ing   in  h is  aud i t ion ,  on ly  as  an  adapted  be ing ,  accommodated  at   las t   to  

c reature l iness ,  vu lnerab i l i ty ,   f in i teness ,   to  h is  p lace  on  earth .  

 

IV 

 

The  day   i s  not   far  d is tant  when humanity  w i l l   rea l i ze   that  b io log ica l ly  

i s   i s   faced  with  a  cho ice  between su ic ide  and  adorat ion .  

P ierre  Te i lhard  de  Chard in ,  The  D iv ine  Mi l ieu  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Faust ian  characters  as  we are ,  we  cannot   imag ine  "rest ,"   "N irvana,"  

"etern i ty ,"  except  as  a  cessat ion  of  a l l  act iv i ty   in  other  words ,  as  

death .  What  our  argument   i s   reach ing   for   i s  not  death   rather   than   l i fe  

but  a   reconc i l ia t ion  of   l i fe  and  death .  We have   therefore   to  susta in   the  

poss ib i l i ty  o f  act iv i ty   ( l i fe )  which   i s  a l so  at   rest .  

Norman O.  Brown,  L i fe  Aga inst  Death  

 

The  very   t i t le  o f  Wendel l  Berry 's   "Song   in  a  Year  o f  Catastrophe"   (Col lected  

Poems  117‐18;  wr i t ten   in  1968)  announces   i t s   re levance   for  any  cons iderat ion  of   the  

aud i t ion  of  mank ind .  But   the   t i t le  a l so   ra ises  an   immediate  quest ion:  how can  a  poet  

make  a  song  out  o f  catastrophe?  He  can  do  so  on ly   i f   the  apoca lypse  he  confronts   i s  

( in   the   root  meaning  of   the  word)  a t   the  same t ime a   reve lat ion  about  h is  own sou l ' s  

path  and   the  human  journey   for  which  he  s tands  as  spokesman.  Berry 's   song   i s  

indeed  such  a   reve lat ion .  

Haunted  by  an  ominous  vo ice ,   the  poet   learns—is   forewarned— that  " I t   can ' t  

las t"  and  s ince  Berry ,  as  we have  seen,  has   long  been  one  of  modern i ty 's  most  

search ing  and  e loquent  cr i t i cs ,  we  have  no  doubt  what  h is   seeming ly  vague  pronoun 

refers   to :  he   i s   th ink ing  of   the   reck less ,   care less ,  Arch imedean,  " let   them eat   the  

future"   (Unsett l ing  59)   s ty le  o f  modern   l i fe  and   the  arrogance  of  a   spec ies   for  which  

shame  i s   " the   respons ib i l i ty  o f  an  honest  person." 2 The  vo ice  warns  Berry   that  he  

must  "harden"  h imse l f  aga inst   the  coming  end,   that  he  must  prepare   to   lose  a l l   that  

he   thought  he   loved,  adv is ing   that  he  must  beg in   to  " l ive  c lose   to   the  ground"  and   to  

" learn   the  darkness ."  For   the   future  of  which   i t  warns  w i l l   requ ire ,   i t   seems,   the  

re f inement  o f  earth iness  and  dark ,   in tu i t ive ,  nonrat iona l ,  y in ‐ l ike  powers ,  not   the  

abstract ion ,   rat iona l i ty ,   luc id i ty ,  and  Faust ian  act iv i ty   so  cher ished  by   the  wor ld  

about   to  d ie ;   i t  w i l l   requ ire   the  powers  o f   the  Woman as  Great  as   the  Wor ld ,  not  

those  of   the  Wind.  

The  poet  obeys ,  and  with  near ly  miracu lous   resu l ts .   Immersed   in   the  Earth  

and   in   the   leaves  which  cover   i t   in   th is   "autumn of  catastrophe,"  he  d iscovers  other  

vo ices ,  not   l i ke   the  portentous  one   that  beg ins  h is   t ransformat ion ,  but  earth ly  

                                            
2 To be ashamed of one's species is  a strange and s ickening emotion,” 

Berry writes in The Unforeseen Wilderness .  “It  goes against inst incts of 
k inship and sel f-regard. And yet i t  is  an emotion that I  and I th ink a great 
many others have to contend with more and more often. .  .  .  I  would try to 
get r id of such emotions i f  I  d id not recognize their  truth. In these t imes they 
are part of  the responsib i l i ty of an honest person. I  bel ieve that I  would be a 
dangerous person i f  I  d id not feel  them.” 
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presences   that ,  he   te l l s  us ,   "had  been  dead/ in  my  tongue  years  before  my b i r th" :  

dead,   that   i s ,   in  h is   language   i t se l f  which ,   in  an  age  of   sc ience  and  ob ject iv i ty ,  

cannot  eas i ly  g ive  express ion   to   the  sense  of  mystery  at   the  heart  o f  our  be ing‐ in ‐

the‐wor ld  and  h is   re lat ion   to   the  wor ld 's   s imple ,    autochthonous   th ings .  These  

vo ices ,  once  heeded  in  our  aud i t ion ,  aga in  have   the i r   say   in   the  poet 's  hear ing .  

But   the  vo ice  o f  warn ing  s t i l l  p lagues  h im,  mocks  h im that  he  has  "not  yet  come c lose  

enough,"  not  yet   t ru ly  accepted   the  Earth   for  which   i t   serves  as   spokesman.   I t  o f fers  

to  h im models   for  behav ior   in   the  woodcock  and   the  qua i l  and   the  mole—creatures  

a lmost   ind is t ingu ishab le   in   the i r   feathers  and  coats   f rom the i r   surroundings .   I t  

suggests   that  he ,   too ,  b lend   in  w ith  h is  wor ld—that  he  no   longer  concern  h imse l f  

w i th  s tand ing  out .   I t   inst ructs  h im to  make  h is  very   l i fe  a  mimicry  o f   the  p lace   in  

which  he   l ives .  

 

For   the   farmer  sha l l  wear  

the  greenery  and   the   furrows  

of  h is   f ie lds ,  and  bear  

the   long  s tand ing  of   the  woods .  

 

Such  a   ro le  has  se ldom appea led   to  us ,  o f  course ;  a tonement  w ith   the  Earth ,  

cessat ion  of  perpetua l  act iv i ty ,  an  end   to  our  perpetua l   long ing ,  have  a lways  seemed 

a  humi l ia t ing  prospect ,  equ iva lent ,   in   fact ,   to  death—as   the  poet   recogn izes :  

 

And   I  asked,   'You  mean death   then? '"  

 

But   i t   i s  a  v ic tor ious  death ,  br ing ing  with   i t   the  promise  of  a   reb i r th ,  as   the  vo ice  

dec lares ,   inst ruct ing   the  poet   to  

 

Die   in to  what   the  Earth   requ i res  o f  you .  

 

Let t ing  "go  a l l  ho lds ,"  h is  be ing  and   the  Earth 's  co inc ide;  h is  w i l l ,   f ina l ly  adapted,  

becomes   i t s  w i l l  as  he  s inks   in to   i t s   she l ter ing  whole  " l ike  a  hope less  swimmer,"   in  

fu l l  possess ion  now,   for   the   f i r s t   t ime,  o f  h is   t rue  humanity ,   fee l ing  h imse l f   come 

 

                          fu l ly   in to   the  ease  

and   the   joy  o f   that  p lace ,  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a l l  my   lost  ones   return ing .  

 

On ly   in  defeat ,  on ly   in  humi l ia t ion ,  Berry 's   "Song"  proc la ims,  does  h is  aud i t ion  

become acute  enough   to  a lert  h im to   the  poss ib i l i ty  o f  a  new vocat ion .  For  w ith   the  

longed‐ for   ro le  as  Earth 's  master   revoked,  man,   i t   seems,  can  perhaps  accept  

revocat ion ,  becoming  a  c reature  who v iews   i t se l f  not  as   lord  of  a l l   i t   surveys  but   ( in  

George  Ste iner 's  words ,  paraphras ing  Mart in  He idegger)  as  "a  pr iv i leged   l i s tener  and  

respondent   to  ex is tence"   in  "a   re lat ion  of  aud i t ion"   to   the  Earth ,   "a   re lat ion  of  

extreme respons ib i l i ty ,   custod iansh ip   to  and   for"   (31‐32) .   I t   remains   to  be  seen   i f  our  

k ind  can   learn  enough  wisdom to  wi l l ing ly  accept  such  a  part .  

We have  met   the  enemy and  he   i s  us ,  not   the  woman as  great  as   the  wor ld ,  

not  T iptree ’s   rea l  estate  agent .   I f  our  chances  o f   surv iva l  a re   to  be  more   than  “a  

snowmal l ’ s   in  he l l , ”   then  our  v iv id   imag in ing  of   the  ext inct ion  of  man must  br ing  with  

i t   such  psycho log ica l   ins ight  but  seen   f rom a  eco log ica l  and  evo lut ionary  perspect ive :  

the   rea l i zat ion   that ,   in   the  words  o f  another  poet ic   l i s tener ,  Robert  F rost .  

 

Someth ing  we were  withho ld ing  made us  weak  

Unt i l  we   found out   that   i t  was  ourse lves  

We were  withho ld ing   f rom our   land  of   l i v ing  

And   forthwith   found sa lvat ion   in  surrender .  

 


