
I find it ironic to be weathering out Covid-19 
in Brooklyn given that I’m a biologist who thinks of 
rainforest as my native habitat. Still, I feel fortunate 
to be a witness to what appears to be a global sea 
change: The air has grown clearer until the sky can 
turn a crystalline blue typical of mountain vistas. 
The squirrels and now superabundant birds—even 
one fearless raccoon—have stared at us through our 
4th floor balcony window as if we were zoo ani-
mals. Already the stories are legend. Coyotes prowl 
San Francisco and mountain lions relax in down-
town Boulder as if cities were their native habitat. 
Those who deny humanity’s footprint on nature 
point to the fact we can’t prove that people are the 
culprit behind climate change or species loss, but 
now it seems we’re actually doing the experiment. 
Can we turn our perceptions of nature around for 
good, and put an end to the environmental crisis?  

One way forward will be to recognize a fact of 
human psychology: Our abuse of nature is linked to 
the equally pressing concern of our age, social disin-
tegration as a result of war, terrorism, and inequality. 
All are manifestations of a basic human drive to dis-
tinguish ingroup from outgroups. In this connection 
lies the key to deactivating the effects of both.

Kimberly Costello and Gordon Hodson, psycholo-
gists at Brock University, had research participants read 
essays enumerating the human-like traits of animals. 
Mere exposure to this perspective led even their sub-
jects with the most entrenched prejudices to think more 
kindly not only of other species, but of immigrants—to 
regard them more as equals—despite the fact that the 
essays had mentioned nothing about humans.1

I registered what appeared to be such a link my-
self when I traveled to Socotra, remote chunks of 
land, 50 miles across, 500 miles off Yemen’s shore. 
Whereas the only other archipelagos with compara-
ble biological diversity, the Galapagos and Hawaii, 
have experienced terrible species loss since human

contact, there’s no sign that Socotra’s goat herders
have driven species extinct despite occupying those
islands since the time of Christ.2 Socotra has re-
mained ecologically intact because of how tribal eld-
ers orchestrated the movements of people and goats
to reduce habitat destruction. In Socotra, I was
struck, always, by the spiritual connection between
herder and goat. Herders would cradle the animal to
be slaughtered, which they knew well. They would
caress it, sing to it. The goat’s sacrifice wasn’t taken
lightly. To eat isn’t to be superior. As remarkable as
the Socotran respect for animals and nature was
their nonviolent behavior toward each other. While
war devastat es Yemen’s mainland, until very recently
no weapons were permitted on the archipelago. 

From an evolutionary standpoint, the link in atti-
tudes toward animals and treatment of other people
makes sense. In an age when both saber-toothed tiger
and foreign clans represented constant threats, people
responded by differentiating without hesitation be-
tween us and other. While that ingrained tendency to
register a gulf from perceived outsiders was a survival
tactic in their dangerous and little-understood world,
it lies at the heart of dehumanization, and is the
source of clashes, racial, ethnic, and nationalistic. The
root of the dilemma is how the mind insidiously ranks
people, with our own group at the top while others fall
in a hierarchy that extends down to the abysmal strata
where we position the most despised vermin.

By placing human groups and animals in one hi-
erarchy, in essence we treat foreigners as if they were
also different species: just as elephants have trunks
and tusks, an ethnic or national group dresses and
acts a certain way, and we expect their offspring to
do the same (in a word, we see those groups as natu-
ral). Thus, our preconceptions about nature and prej-
udices about people turn out to be part and parcel of
the same cognitive system, an equi val ence that may
have been useful to our ancestors.
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Costello and Hodson’s studies indicate that when
our innate assumption of superiority is counteracted,
the possibility for more humane treatment of fellow
humans and nature increases. Mind you, our hierarchi-
cal mode of thinking is an anachronism we won’t be
able to expunge; the perspective seems built into us, in-
nate. Tests show that even young children equate
members of outside groups with other species, and that
they also see people generally as above animals. Still, in
the connection between human prejudice and
speciesism lies the key to deactivate the effects of both.

Comparisons that Denigrate
How can we overcome our denigration of certain
peoples, and animals? We can start by imagining
ourselves in the other’s place, to open our minds to
other points of view and to respect the other’s iden-
tity.3 A commonsensical goal might seem to be to
dissuade people from dwelling on their differences,
which highlight inequities, to focus instead on simi-
larities with disliked others. We assume clashes will
fade if a conflict negotiator can prove to both par-
ties that you are like them. But such attempts can
backfire for a simple reason: both sides feel their
uniqueness, a source of pride and self-worth, is
being questioned. Finding their cherished identities
under attack, each group typically grows more en-
trenched. Relations may get worse, not better.4

Even more so when people are asked to recog-

nize similarities between themselves and an animal:
this resemblance can’t apply to us: only they—the
members of some inferior society or ethnic group—
can possibly be like an animal.  

Indeed, our tendency to compare outsiders to
animals truly shows our contempt for both. Examples
exist for any culture, as when Muslim prisoners at
Abu Ghraib were posed for photographs as if they
were beasts.5 In World War II, Americans crammed
their fellow ci tizens of Japanese ancestry into stock-
yards, horse stalls, and pigpens.6 As the sociologist
Theodor Adorno is said to have declared, “Auschwitz
begins wherever someone looks at a slaughterhouse
and thinks: they’re only animals.” 7

Comparisons that Elevate
What’s gone so horribly wrong? After all, likening
people to animals can be apt. Biology teaches us
that people are animals, plain and simple. 

In fact, equating people to beasts can be trans-
formed into a positive tool simply by turning the
comparison on its head—which is what Costello and
Hodson did. Rather than thinking about you and me
as animals, try this: animals are like us. Instead of in-
sulting us by knocking us down to an animal’s level,
such a vantage point raises animals up to ours. 

With this twist in how we perceive the hierar-
chy of species, other animals now rank next to us
rather than as our distinct inferiors. That makes all
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the difference: those adopting this outlook see
themselves as part of nature and are open to re-
specting wildlife generally. Still more remarkable,
their empathy toward foreign species slashes preju-
dice toward even the most marginalized foreign
people. When animals are seen as deserving our
good graces, the comparison to people loses its
damaging power.8

Of course, training people to change their point
of view won’t be easy. When it comes to identifying
with other beings, human or animal, we are fickle.
Both love and fear of nature are necessary for sur-
vival: some hunter-gatherers labeled the members of
foreign societies as animals, in that same pattern of
ranking both outsiders and other species as beneath
them. Bigotry escalated once people domesticated
livestock and began accumulating goods. Conceiving
of natural things as items to be owned made it sim-
ple to place ourselves above nature, and above other
peoples, too. Indeed, rampant enslavement followed
on the heels of agriculture. As historian Karl Jacoby
noted, slavery is “little more than the extension of
domestication to humans.”9

Yet the perspective that animals (or foreigners)
are like us can be cultivated: even Romans, not
known for compassion in a fighting arena, took pity
on elephants after the beasts cried out rather than
defend themselves from gladiators. There arose in
the crowd “a feeling that these huge animals have

something in common with humankind.” 10

Such a burst of empathy, however, wears off—
the brutal Roman spectator sports went on. An en-
during shift in perspective would require that
similarities of animals to people enter the popular
consciousness. And evidence of such similarities is
multiplying: biologists have shown that other species
experience empathy, have personalities and emo-
tions, feel pain, and are self-aware—traits that bigots
imagine to be lacking in allegedly inferior people. 

Despite what science brings to bear, another
problem is that conceiving of animals or foreigners
as like us isn’t a perspective coming readily to
everyone. People with the most pow er belong to
nations that achieved success much as Columbus
did, by subjugating even those who treated him
with generosity. The challenge is especially acute
for those with socially dominating dispositions, a
description fitting Columbus to a tee: for them,
conquering animals and outsiders is a birthright.
Quick to reject similarities between themselves and
other species, they have a correspondingly adverse
reaction to people they dehumanize.

There will be other, more general, hurdles. The
perception that a creature is similar to us can be sabo-
taged if we picture it as food. With a steak in front of
them, meat eaters have trouble thinking about the
emotional life of a cow. They ward off any sense of cul-
pability by imagining cattle as dumb and insensible to
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pain. (That’s true also should we cause other people to
suffer: visualizing them in diminished ways similarly
alleviates our guilt.) The result is the meat paradox:
people care for animals yet love eating them.

Fortunately, an accurate understanding of ecol-
ogy recognizes people and animals as integrated
parts of the world. Being a hunter or consuming
flesh doesn’t mandate a loss of respect for nature, or
the creatures we eat—as I saw in Socotra. The an-
thropologist Louis Liebenberg has written about
Bushman hunters’ humane approach toward their
quarry. One !Xõ tracker described how he could feel
empathy for the antelopes he killed while simultane-
ously seeing them as food; his emotion tipped into
sadness when a juvenile antelope, too young to
watch out for itself, was trapped in his snare.

Psychological studies suggest reverence for na-
ture accords animals a moral status that transcends
whatever purpose they serve us.11 Here is where
conservation arguments backfire when they assume
the existence of each species must be justified.
Judging a being by how we can exploit it firmly po-

sitions it as our inferior. The words of my mentor,
E.O. Wilson, ring true: “Humanity is exalted not
because we are so far above other living creatures,
but because knowing them well elevates the very
concept of life.” 12 Regarded with a similar basic es-
teem, all people, too, achieve a value not just on
paper but in practice.

Not to say that we’ll ever be comfortable with
pumas wandering our streets, as they have done in
some US cities under quarantine. We will always set
boundaries with the natural world. But just as there’s
no true wilderness without allowing for diversity of
species, some of which may clash with our interests,
or sometimes even threaten our safety, sustaining
human diversity requires us to make compromises
and accept risks. National, ethnic, and racial differ-
ences aren’t going away, as we’ve seen recently in viral
videos of cops killing civilians and the corresponding
protests and Black Lives Matter movement. The pay-
off for exulting in both the variety of nature and the
diversity of human beings will be a more vibrant Earth
and a richer future for all lives.
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