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Introduction: On Death
 
If we care about anyone it is usually ourselves first of all. As Aristotle somewhere put it: luck is when the guy next to you gets hit with the arrow - Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death
 
It was a busy afternoon on the streets of Kathmandu, Nepal; hundreds to thousands of people were scurrying away in organized chaos. To the surprise of many outsiders, the streets of Kathmandu are somehow fully operational without streetlights or clear lines. Amidst this chaos, a small scooter turns the corner out of a narrow alley full of street vendors. The scooter carried four people, two adults and two children, closely huddled together and barely fitting into the seat made for two. As the family merged onto a larger street, a tuk-tuk (a three-wheeled motor taxi) swerved into the path of the scooter. Startled and losing control of the vehicle, the family of four were flung off of the narrow seat and into the tumultuous streets of the night. The youngest boy – who was seated at the front of the scooter – rolled into the path of a large 18-wheeler truck. Quickly, the scattered attention of the city brought its focus to the boy, as the driver stomped on the brake.
In a matter of seconds, the streets came to a halt and thousands of people huddled around the accident. The mother and the older child were safe, just some scratches and bruises. The father had been lightly hit by the truck, as he ran towards the monstrous vehicle in an attempt to stop it. But the youngest was still beneath the truck. Slowly, the more daring onlookers lowered their heads under the vehicle, to find the young boy startled in terror. His small body had fit perfectly between the tires, and only the tip of his fingers had been crushed under the weight. Everyone survived.
 
The young boy in this story was me, and I distinctly remember marveling at the nails slowly growing back on my naked fingers. Everyone had thought that I was dead, and I am sure my body was preparing for it too as I barely remember anything between seeing the tuk-tuk to being carried off to the nearest hospital. In the face of death, I blacked out. 
I must admit, however, regardless of this “near-death experience,” I am still terrified at the thought of my own death. Even though I understand that I will die, that simple certainty does not comfort me very much. This is because death is quite mysterious: we all know it’ll happen but we can’t know exactly when. It may not even come when we get thrown into the path of an 18-wheeler. 
 
What’s even more marveling is that even with this anxiety-inducing, terrible, and possibly all-consuming thought of our own death, we seem to manage our lives quite well. Many people comfortably get into deadly machines we call cars and ingest things we know keeps the grim reaper busy. In fact, my family returned right back onto the road after the incident that almost got me killed. 
But this isn’t all that rare in the animal kingdom: a moth will fly straight into burning fires, a young doe will stare into the headlights of an impeding car, and a fish will jump straight out of your childhood fish-tank only to be found dead when you return home from school. What seems to be uniquely human is not that we will die or do things that hasten our already-short lives; it is the fact that we can imagine, think about, and conceptualize our own end. 
 
This is precisely what cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker dedicated his life to understanding. In his Pulitzer Prize winning book, Denial of Death, Becker proposes a tantalizing argument regarding our ability to imagine our death. He writes:
 
The idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human animal like nothing else; it is a mainspring of human activity – activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, to overcome it by denying in some way that it is the final destiny for men (Becker 1973:Preface).
 
What he means here is that all human activity – religion, politics, art, etc – root from and are designed to obscure, deny, and overcome death itself. Becker observed that without this denial of death, humans would be engulfed in fear and anxiety, immobilizing us from doing anything beyond tremble. 
Moreover as Becker shows, our cognitive abilities allow us not to only deny death, but to make humans “seem important, vital to the universe, [and] immortal in some way” (ibid:133). We accomplish this by creating stories about ourselves, the origins of the universe, and the imagined future or transcendent world that we can be a part of. 
This incredible ability to imagine and share such stories about the world has allowed for incredible human success. If we look into the history of humankind, there are hundreds of thousands of these stories. They all tell their own tale of the origin of humanity and the world, while also imagining a future that humans should strive for. And when these different stories collide, it has causes confusion, panic, and fear. More consequentially, the stories that were created to help humans thrive in the face of existential dread seems to have led us to kill and annihilate more than any other animal on earth. 
 
This book will explore this very phenomenon: to understand the role of fear, terror, and insecurity in the history of conquest, forced assimilation, and genocide. 
We will explore these questions through the examples of Napoleon Bonaparte, Japan’s short-lived empire in the late 19th to 20th century, the issue of slavery and race within the United States, our disregard for the natural environment, and much more. Moreover, we will bring the conversation back to our modern day to explore how we manage our fear of death today, and the consequences this fear seems to have on life itself. 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
Yali’s Unanswered Question and on the Roots of Conquest and Colonialism
 
The irony of man's condition is that the deepest need is to be free of the anxiety of death and annihilation; but it is life itself which awakens it, and so we must shrink from being fully alive. – Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death
 
In 1999, renowned scholar Jared Diamond published the book Guns, Germs, and Steel. In this book, Diamond attempts to answer a question he received from a New Guinean politician named Yali. Yali asked Diamond the ever-daunting question: Why did white people come to conquer the world instead of black-skinned people?
Diamond’s answer – in the form of the book that we are unsure if Yali ever read – was widely praised and accepted, even earning him the Pulitzer Prize. His basic argument is as follows:
 
White people came to conquer the world because they settled in areas with an abundance of natural resources (which gave them good guns and steel) and also formed highly concentrated settlements around agriculture. This gave them immunity to many of the germs that killed off the others, alongside the power of their guns and steel. 
 
This is an insightful argument and allows for a rare holistic assessment of human history. 
However, as admired as his writing was, it seemed as if Jared Diamond missed a crucial side of the question: Why did self-sufficient people — like the Europeans, Japanese, or Romans — feel the need to go out of their way to conquer, kill, rape, assimilate, and extinguish other people and lands? Furthermore, and even more disturbingly, why do we feel that the civilizations and nation-states that emerged out of such colonial powers gave us so much good? Such sentiments can be seen through the works of other renowned scholars like Steven Pinker or Rutger Bregman who see our modern world as infinitely better-off than our “primitive,” “uncivilized,” or “unenlightened” past.
A variety of answers can be inferred. Humans may have conquered others solely for economic and political gain or escaping persecution themselves. We also may see cases where people were motivated by religious dogma to spread across the world and convert those who are ‘living in the dark’. 
Furthermore, we may think that even if through our recent history of colonial movements, constant war, and the near destruction of the globe through nuclear powers, much good has come out of it. Humans have extended their life-expectancy incredibly and have reduced child mortality rates just as much. We live in a world far more technologically advanced than science fiction novelists may have imagined, in which more and more people are living lives we consider “good.” Many of us can simply order a delicious meal on our phone and communicate with loved ones across the globe. 
 
But attempting to rationalize such pasts and see the silver-lining in it obscures the reality of today and the coming future. Rising mental illness, suicide, political turmoil, growing inequality, human induced climate catastrophes, growing divisions and violence within social groups — the list can go on. As such, the question of progress can still be debated; however, I do not highlight these issues to merely be an alarmist, but to try and tap into one of the greatest skills of humankind: solving problems. 
When we encounter a problem — from figuring out how to move boulders, providing food for an entire village, or creating vaccines that can save millions of lives — our species have been able to cooperate extensively to rise up to the issue. But what always predates these incredible actions is to recognize the problem first. 
That is what I will be attempting to do through this book: introduce a problem, illustrate how it has been affecting us in the past and present, and bring to light what it can mean for our future. 

THE PROBLEM OF DEATH AND INTRODUCING THE IDEAS OF ERNEST BECKER
 
The problem we are dealing with in this book is one that has been with us before the emergence of consciousness, and is one we share with every other living thing on earth.
It is the problem that we are all dying. Through the thermodynamic laws of entropy, everything is slowly (or often abruptly) entering into a state of chaos and disorder. For creatures — such as white birch, salamanders, gorillas, and more — this is bad news. Throughout the vast history of this cosmos, the very instincts of all these living beings is to resist this process as best as possible. We all avoid harmful things, try to take in more energy to maintain homeostasis, and have developed incredibly diverse ways to pass on our genes. 
Humans also deal with this problem, albeit with a unique twist. About 200,000 years ago, our brain developed and gained the capacity to use language and symbols to string together incredible stories. We can tell stories of horses with wings, horses that are human from the torso up, horses with horns, and more things beyond just horses. As beautifully written by globally admired scholar Yuval Noah Harari:
 
Fiction has enabled us not merely to imagine things, but to do so collectively. We can weave common myths such as the biblical creation story, the Dreamtime myths of the Aboriginal Australians, and the nationalist myths of modern states. Such myths give Sapiens the unprecedented ability to cooperate flexibly in large numbers (Harari 2014:27).
 
These stories have allowed us to travel across oceans, mountains, rivers, and even into the solar system. We create incredible stories to teach our young children about morality and taboos. These stories have also given birth to incredible global systems that can cooperate and create this computer I am typing on. But this new ability is a double-edged sword. 
Alongside the magical stories and fictions of our world, we are also able to conjure up some nasty images. A car accident, hurricanes decimating villages, or even hurricanes with sharks in them — it seems our imaginative capacities are truly outstanding. But most consequentially, we are able to imagine our own death.
This is the problem: the fact that we are all dying and doing our best to avoid it, but have the mental capacity to imagine our own death and continuous decay. 
 
20th century anthropologist, Ernest Becker, put this human problem at the center of his thinking. How, he asked, did humans manage this paradoxical nature? On one hand, we are animals who have instincts for preserving our lives. When a threat approaches us, we want to mitigate that threat as best as possible (i.e. fight or flight). However, to the contrary of this, we are able to imagine our own death and understand that our presence on the world is no more significant than the ant crawling by. 
Becker’s answer was that humans do anything we can to quell this fear by an array of strategies that deny, ignore, or transcend the idea and reality of death. In fact, Becker goes as far to argue that controlling this fear of death is the fundamental motivation for all human activity. 
 
Becker argued that all humans attempt to deny or manage death by doing two things: first, we create stories or fictions that give meaning to our existence; second, stories also provide narrations and ways in which humans can either literally or symbolically transcend death itself. We tell stories about going to heaven or achieving immortality through robotic body parts. Symbolically, we strive to leave legacies through artwork, statues, names, or even our own children serve as a justification for our existence on earth. 
This — as we will see in the next chapter — is sometimes achieved on an individual basis. When the world is too chaotic and hostile, we personally try to rationalize the world into a place for us to belong. However, this process is most effective on an inter-relational and societal basis. We create cultures, languages, and shared values to capitalize on our ability to share stories. In this sense, we not only manage our death anxiety together, but gain a sense of purpose, belonging, and put order into the world that is spiraling into disorder. Becker called this “self-esteem,” in which we find meaning in our mortal lives. 
As seen through the quote from Harari earlier, this ability to collectively imagine a world beyond death has allowed for incredible feats for our species on earth. 
However, the problem remains with us today: we are still dying and it still scares us. We have been dealing with this problem for the past 200,000 years, and yet it continues to loom large within our minds. Before we answer this question, we must add another crucial dimension to this uniquely human problem: the “other.” 
 
MANAGING THE TERRIFYING OTHER: DEROGATE, ASSIMILATE, ANNIHILATE
 
By incorporating a new dimension to this idea — the “other” — we are able to expand beyond Becker’s idea into empirical studies of our modern day. As if Becker’s formulation remained just as his own observation, it may not give any credence to explain human behavior beyond a subjective philosophical perspective. However, in the 1980s, a group of social psychologists took Becker’s ideas further and systematically studied human behavior through the lens of death. The authors – Jeff Greenberg, Solomon Sheldon, and Tom Pyszczynski – coined the name “Terror Management Theory” (TMT from here on out), and looked to study how our existential anxiety is managed through various hero systems, worldviews, or cultural stories. Most important to the discussion of this book, they were able to show how we react when our worldview is challenged or put into question by another worldview. Scholars of TMT have formulated these defensive responses into three categories: derogation, assimilation/accommodation, and annihilation.
 
Derogation refers to how we belittle or trivialize the “other” and their worldview. For example, if you yourself are religious, you may scoff away all other beliefs except your own as a “fiction” or “illusion”. As we will see in chapter 3, this derogation of the other plays a huge role in our history of conquest and domination. However, this is often not quite enough “in diffusing the threat” (Hayes et al 2008:502), so we move on to a new strategy to maintain our worldview. 
Assimilation/accommodation occurs when we either attempt to convert the other’s belief system to our own or to alter our own ideas to match the other. Again, this type of behavior is seen in every story of colonization, where groups look to assimilate the other to their own theory of the world. However, this process is never easy, as we can see in political debates where both parties are hopelessly attempting to convince the other. As such, when these two earlier ideals fail, TMT theorists have shown that humans often move onto the final response: annihilation. 
Annihilation is even more self-evident than the earlier two ideas. When another person or group threatens our own immortality – and derogation or assimilation is not enough – humans have resorted to extinguishing the “other” entirely. Countless examples are imaginable: Nazi Germany, the Cold War, the ruthless massacre of Indigenous peoples, and more. There are two reasons that can be inferred as to why annihilation is so effective in managing our death:
 
First, if numerous individuals on the opposing side of the conflict are killed while one’s own group continues to exist, then by inference the beliefs of one’s own group must be correct. Massive casualties for the opposition imply that their beliefs were insufficient to protect them from the ultimate threat of death. Second, annihilation reduces the threat by effectively eliminating the opposing worldview altogether. Worldviews are symbolic meaning systems that must be enacted by people in order to exist. If those who would enact a worldview are dead, then that worldview literally ceases to exist. Thus, wars and violent intergroup conflicts can be understood as a means of reducing thoughts and concerns about one’s own vulnerability and mortality by bringing death to those people who threaten one’s anxiety-buffering conception of reality (Hayes et al. 2008:502).
 
The death of others can offer us peace, a sense of safety, and in an odd way, a place to belong within our own idealized worlds. Put simply, if the other is dead, it proves that our idea, god, or hero system was correct and superior. However, annihilation often serves to brew more violence and killing. So although annihilation can be an immediate response to maintain internal peace, it often accomplishes the opposite effect in the long term.
	
These responses are corroborated through empirical studies in a controlled environment. Most TMT studies are structured in a very simple manner. The scientists split a group into two, then designate one group to a death reminding task and the other to a different task. The death reminding task can be anything from completing a questionnaire about death or conducting an interview near a cemetery. What’s notable here is that the results are always the same; regardless of how explicitly one group was made to think of their own death. 
A fascinating study found that Iranians were more willing to become suicide bombers themselves when confronted with the thought of death, while citizens of the United States were more supportive of using weapons of mass destruction (nuclear, chemical, biological, etc) to others that did not directly threaten the country (Pyszczynski et al. 2006). The same can be seen across the globe where such studies were implemented, where we all become more tolerant of derogating, assimilating, or annihilating the “other” when we are reminded of our mortality. 
What’s even more telling is that the opposite has also been shown to be true. What I mean by this, is when our worldviews are challenged, we implicitly or explicitly think of death more clearly. In 2007, Mike Friedman and Steven Rholes conducted a study with a group of 235 students who identified as Christians. Unlike other TMT studies, the two scholars first made a group read an essay that logically challenged the Christian faith and dogma. This passage pointed out an array of contradictions and inconsistencies within the Bible. Soon after, the group was asked to complete a word-stem completion task, in which they must complete arrays of letters such as C O F F _ _ or D E _ _ into a word. The study showed that when our beliefs of the world – such as Christianity – are challenged, we are more likely to think of the words like COFFIN or DEATH rather than COFFEE or DEER. 
All in all, these studies point to the observations of Ernest Becker. From how our culturally constructed stories obscure the reality of death and how we become aggressive or hostile towards those who implicitly or explicitly challenge these ideas.
 
THE ROOTS OF CONQUEST AND COLONIALISM
 
With the theoretical premise of this book established, it is time to begin and explore the core thesis of this book: What role does our terror of death play in the history of conquest and colonialism? And more importantly, how is it affecting us today?
To begin to answer this question, it is necessary to discuss the possibility that conquest and colonial activity is just part of human nature. If we only look at the past few thousands years, this may seem like a plausible explanation as to why we derogate, assimilation, and/or annihilate. It simply seems as if when provided with the means to conquer — such as superior guns/steel and immunity to certain pathogens — humans have done so. Moreover, humans have justified such activities under the name of certain gods or a benevolent intent. People also justify these pasts from the “positive” outcome of economic and technological progress we have achieved. 
However, growing evidence from the fields of anthropology and archaeology suggests otherwise. Humans seem to have adapted to changing conditions of the environment, which created circumstances that made war and conquest a viable option to mitigate our death anxiety. 
 
The Dawn of Agriculture: Choosing the Least of Evils
 
The importance of the development of agricultural  and sedentary societies in the history of humankind has gained widespread attention through the works of Yuval Noah Harari, Jared Diamond, or even as far back as Jean-Jaques Rousseau. 
Often dubbed the “Agricultural Revolution” (or Neolithic Revolution), the story goes as such: humans initially lived in small bands who hunted/gathered (this is often a pejorative description) and only occasionally conducted small scale, temporary agricultural or sedentary lifestyles.  However, around 12,000 years ago, as the Ice Age gave way to a more stable geological epoch we call the “Holocene,” agricultural practices began to be seen across the globe. But here is where things get odd. 
We often assume that people should “rationally” want to adopt agriculture for all of its presumed benefits. So when the climate shifted to a more agriculturally favorable circumstance, we assume people should happily do away with hunter/gathering. Yet that is a ridiculous idea, which is a deeply ingrained part of our modern cultural systems based on eternal growth. The reality is that most people — and that includes you — would most likely choose the practice of hunting/gathering (‘foraging’ here on out) as the rationale choice. Let me spell it out so you can make the decision yourself. 
 
One lifestyle is full of diverse array of food options: meat, fruits, nuts, honey, mushrooms and more. Work only consists of an average of about 15~40 hours a week, and most of this “work” is hanging out with your pals and figuring out what’s for dinner. 
The other lifestyle consists of 2 or 3 different types of food, often bland and hard to digest grains. You often can’t afford to eat meat because the meat comes from valuable labor power or you’re too busy cooped up at your job. Your “work” requires your constant attention
Which would you choose? If you go for the latter lifestyle, I have a few telemarketing jobs I could recommend. 
 
To make it explicitly clear, the former option is what many forager societies look like, with a richer diet and more leisure time. The latter lifestyle is what agricultural societies looked like — especially in the beginning of the “Agricultural Revolution.” Making matters worse for agriculture, agricultural practices were extremely unstable. A drought could decimate the crops, excess food makes them vulnerable targets for raids, and strict hierarchies emerge within these societies, leaving generations of people bound to the fields all day.  
So then, why did people choose agriculture? And moreover, why do we think it is somehow “better” than foraging? To answer this, we need to return to the problem of death. 
Human culture — the mechanism in which we collectively tell stories on how to manage death anxiety and achieve immortality — is a symbolic reflection of our physical/material needs based on our surrounding. And if we do not meet these needs, we will die (surprise!). Now, what does this mean? Let’s look at it through an example.
Throughout many cultures, water is often incorporated and symbolized into a very important place within the imagined cosmology of the world. Water is depicted as a life giver, the nourisher, or a pure being. Conversely, water often takes form of powerful and destructive deities. Do we expect this because some people were just lying around one day and dreaming about a fierce water god? No! It’s because water gives life, nourishes our thirsts, and can clean us. Furthermore, water can also destroy in forms of flooding or tsunamis.
In these ways, our cultures are a reflection of our physical needs. And if we look at it through TMT, it only makes sense for us to do that. If our collective values didn’t reflect the base physical needs and environment to stay alive, that culture would quickly disappear. Now, what does this have to do with agriculture? 
 
As seen in the very word, agriculture is a cultural phenomena. We now know why agriculture suddenly became visible across the globe only around 12,000 years ago: because it was practically impossible to create a society around agriculture before that. This is due to two main reasons: unstable climate and lack of necessary chemical elements (like carbon and nitrogen) in the atmosphere. So, just like our cultural and physical relationship with water, it was a bad idea for humans to attempt to make a culture around agricultural practices before the Holocene. If people committed to agriculture, they won’t have enough to eat and would go hungry, making the thought and image of death even more salient in everyones mind. So, although the idea of agriculture seems to have popped up occasionally when food was scarce, our ancestors mostly foraged in the pre-Holocene years. They picked fruit, nuts, and mushrooms, or banded together to catch large game like mammoths. But what is fascinating about simple foraging societies is that they are extremely egalitarian. And I mean, extremely egalitarian. 
 
True Equality and Freedom: Learning from Foragers
 
To begin, let’s learn about societies scholars call “immediate return hunter gatherers.” As inferred from the name, these social groups do not store or process food for the long term, but eat whatever they have within a few days. Our modern-day college students are like this, foraging in the vast university cafeteria and not thinking to store the delivery pizza for tomorrow. But to compare the “immediate returners” with college students is a terrible example, as one of these groups doesn’t entirely know what they are doing, while the other lives in a consciously and carefully constructed social system. Of course, the college students are the dumb ones. 
What we see in these immediate return cultural economies is an egalitarian society on all bases — age, sex, gender, family origin, etc. More importantly, these are conscious choices and values that are meticulously kept in balance and policed. Let’s look at an example.
 
One Christmas day in the mid 20th century, an aspiring Canadian anthropologist sat bewildered at the repetitive mocking he was receiving from the !Kung Bushmen of the Kalahari desert. Richard Lee, the teller of this story, had come to southern Africa to learn about the lives of these people. Knowing that the !Kung celebrated a form of “Christmas” of slaughtering an ox, Lee thought it would be a fantastic idea to gift the people a large ox. He explains:
 
The Christmas ox was to be my way of saying thank you for the cooperation of the past year; and since it was to be our last Christmas in the field, I determined to slaughter the largest, meatiest ox that money could buy, insuring that the feast and trance-dance would be a success (1969:1).
 
Lee had bought an enormous creature he estimates to be 5 feet high, with 12 foot horns, and weighed more than 1,000 pounds. But when he presented this gift, there was no sign of appreciation. 
First, a 60 year old lady came and said, “Do you expect us to eat that bag of bones?” Another man later came and told Lee, “Perhaps you have forgotten that we are not few, but many. Or are you too blind to tell the difference between a proper cow and an old wreck? That ox is thin to the point of death” (ibid) Even when Lee attempted to defend his mighty ox, they all brought him down.
Then came the day of the ceremony. The ox was brought out, killed, and cooked. Everyone ate heaps of the meat while talking about “the thinness and worthlessness of the animal”. 
 
According to Lee, the celebration lasted for two days and nights, and the ox meat never ran out. Lee was right, the ox was massive. Yet the ridicule continued throughout the entire occasion. Deeply bothered, as he expected many thanks and praises, he went out and asked around as to why his ox kept being shot down when clearly everyone enjoyed it. Lee went to a man named Tomazo and asked:
 
[W]hy insult a man after he has gone to all that trouble to track and kill an animal and when he is going to share the meat with you so that your children will have something to eat? (ibid:3)
 
Tomazo simply replies: “Arrogance.” He explained to the confused anthropologist:
 
[W]hen a young man kills much meat he comes to think of himself as a chief or a big man, and he thinks of the rest of us as his servants or inferiors. We can’t accept this. We refuse one who boasts, for someday his pride will make him kill somebody. So we always speak of his meat as worthless. This way we cool his heart and make him gentle (ibid:3).
 
What we see through this story is an active and conscious effort to maintain the current order of egalitarianism. If one person rises above others— even within his own mind — it can compromise the freedom of others. But here you may ask: can’t the strong hunters who are able to kill large oxen use that as leverage to elevate their social status? Maybe even threaten that they won’t share the meat unless they praise the work? To answer this, we again, return to death and our innate need to be alive and find meaning.
 
To spell it out once again: humans die, and we die faster if we do not take care of our physiological needs. Simultaneously, our developed minds push us to imagine a world in which we belong and have a purpose beyond just a blob of breathing meat. So humans have created stories that satisfy both of these needs, which we call culture. And people like the !Kung who live in extremely egalitarian and free societies are no exception — their culture both gives them meaning and the necessary means to survive. 
First, let’s look into how the !Kung people survived. To make matters simple, we’ll assume that we are in a pre-Holocene climate where agriculture isn’t plausible (don’t worry, we’ll get to agriculture). For the majority of foragers, people can all maintain their lives independently or with a small group of other friends or family. If a powerful alpha-male hunter suddenly claims that he is the righteous leader of the group and his meat will only be available to those who follow him, people can simply turn away. They can gather fruits and nuts, and when they want, form a different group together and get some meat. 
Here again, you may counter, “well, the strong hunter can force the others to follow him by threats!” Not really. If a person, let’s say, kills another person and threatens others that he will do the same if they don’t follow his orders, the others will most likely abandon him or kill him. That is the magnificence of the stories humans tell. The others could come together and share stories of how threatening that one arrogant hunter has become. They could decide collectively to do something about it, rather than fear the strong hunter individually. Moreover, arrows, poison darts, or other projectile weapons would simply make the large stature of a hunter obsolete. In short, the powerful hunter has no bargaining power to convince the others to do what he wants them to do. In such ways, equality and freedom are maintained. 
But then, something like the Holocene happens. And years later, a white person who does something wack called “anthropology” comes along with bags of canned beans and new technology. This person may tell them this was possible from the unequal hierarchy that developed from the practice of agriculture. And if people like the !Kung adopt this practice, they won’t have the risk of malnutrition because the culture has been developing for 10,000 years and is incredibly efficient. The !Kung will surely take this offer right? Well, as we can learn from the continued existence of these people and their egalitarian ways, they didn’t. And why didn’t they take this offer? Culture and meaning. 
As seen in the story of Tomazo and other !Kung people, they deeply value this egalitarian lifestyle they have. Moreover, having autonomy over their lives is also a key feature in their culture, which is additionally maintained by keeping everyone equal. Even when presented with a new culture and lifestyle that may offer some benefits, the !Kung have predisposed values, morals, and customs that keep them from doing otherwise. Culture is sticky.
 
Then, why agriculture?
 
If I have done justice to the appeal of forager groups at all, you may be wondering, “then why the hell would humans ever move to agriculture?” We had equality and freedom, which are things we are fighting for now. Humans had significant amounts of leisure time, another thing modern humans work 60 years of their life to attain for the remaining 20. On top of this, we also had all the necessities of food, water, shelter, etc. 
But the fact is that the possibility for such sustenance practices largely depends on our environment. If there were no fruits, mushrooms, or mammoths running around, we would go hungry and die. And the world began to turn this way around the end of the last Ice Age. 
In short, people in certain areas across the globe, were being pushed into agriculture. Not in the sudden “revolutionary” turn into agriculture, but a gradual and mediated process — in fact, the emergence of “permanent” agricultural societies took close to 6,000 years after the beginning of the Holocene. 
 
Research shows that humans took on agriculture for 3 main reasons. First, it was smart to do so. The ability to cultivate your own food allows for a safety cushion to fall back on when foraging does not go well. Especially at the turn of the Ice Age and into the Holocene, many large animals who had adapted to the cold climate (like Mammoths) began dying off. Most people who cultivated agriculture early on did not seem to fully rely on the food they grew or the animals they domesticated, but instead used them when foraging was not quite enough.
Second, building off of the first reason, is that populations began to grow. Before the Holocene, certain areas could only support a certain amount of people — what scholars call “carrying capacity”. If there was only enough mushrooms, nuts, fruits, and game to feed 300 people, a society that grows beyond this carrying capacity will run into problems. They may split off and go into other areas or disputes may arise as people start to go hungry; making the thought of death even more salient. In a variety of physical and cultural ways, humans maintained a population level that matched the carrying capacity of the place they lived in. However, agriculture changed this. As food began to grow more abundant, the carrying capacity of the land expanded — although often in a less nutrient diverse way. Nonetheless, this allowed for people to grow their population. 
Third, we began to tell stories. As different sustenance practices became necessary to survive with the turn into the Holocene, we also told stories that made sense out of this change. Here’s one famous example.
 
In one imagined paradise world, two people — a man and a woman — were foraging across the land, eating whatever fruit or nuts they want and enjoying their time. But then, an evil serpent came and tempted the couple into doing things that they were not permitted to do. Succumbing to this temptation, they — alongside all of their descendants — were thrown into a life of extensive, backbreaking labor and painful childrearing. 
If you haven’t guessed already, this is the biblical “fall” story of the Judeo-Christian culture. Although this story could be read as to the emergence of mortality and sinful behavior, it can also serve as an allegory to when humans made the transition from foraging to full-fledged agricultural lives. Some evil being tempted originally happy humans by promising great knowledge and power, but the outcome is eternal damnation to slaving away in the fields and pain. This is a very good depiction of agricultural societies, where labor hours grow exponentially and women give birth to more “laborers” — making the experience more notably painful. Did the first tellers of this story know the hardship of agriculture, and needed to rationalize it in some way? We can only guess.
 
The emergence of raiding, conquest, and colonialism
 
One last question remains: how do agricultural practices lead to conquest and colonialism? The simple answer is that when excess food is produced, it makes aggression, raiding, and conquest a viable option for survival and thriving. However, before we explore this logic in agricultural societies, we can first learn about it in other cultures we now call “complex hunter-gatherers”. By looking at these societies and their cultural beliefs/practices, we are better able to understand how agriculture can make human aggression spiral out of control. 
 
Complex hunter-gatherers are sedentary groups whose culture and sustenance practices are centered around one or two main sources. For example, there are the Haida people on the Northwest Coast of the North American continent, whose lives were largely supported by fishing. As fish like salmon travel seasonally — and unlike the ox, it is very difficult and impractical to try and follow these fish around all year — the Haida store the food they caught to make it through the rest of the year. This storage of food brought about two new concepts: wealth and raiding. 
First, people like the Haida who stored food became wealthy. Unlike immediate return hunter gatherers who do not hold on to many possessions or make excess food, when food is stored, people have more things. One group may have an abundant catch one year and store 1,000 fillets of fish, while another group living down river are only able to store 500. As the year goes on, the group with 500 fish may begin running out of food, and they see the other group with twice their “wealth”. This economic inequality in turn gives incentives to act. There are two imaginable responses to this situation. 
One way to act is to ask the group for food. The group with more fish could bargain: “Sure, we’ll give you some food. But in turn, you have to do all the fishing for us in the next year.” This results in social hierarchy based on physical needs. The other possible way to act is raiding the other group, which leads us into our second concept.
The culmination of excess food makes way for the possibility of concerted attacks on the other. To continue the example above, the group who is running out of stored food could gather their most powerful people and share stories on how to attack and steal food from the other. This is the earliest form of conquest, and we have evidence that these activities occurred well before the Holocene. There are examples of these groups even today in the form of pirates who make a living by raiding the excess material of other groups or parasitic publishers who email me every other week. Or even better, the entire Mongolian Empire was reliant on plunging and raiding sedentary groups who held large amounts of wealth to survive. Again, raiding can result in strict hierarchies as they could take the survivors of the attack as slaves.
However, raiding and attacks were very rare in complex hunter-gatherer groups. In some areas — such as Southern Levant near modern-day Israel — these complex societies existed without any trace of war or continuous raiding. Why is this so? 
This is most likely due to the fact that many complex hunter-gatherer groups simply did not need to risk their own lives to raid and create conflict. They knew how to forage, so when food ran low, they could simply eat other foods until their staple returned the following year. There were also other conflict mitigating practices such as intermarrying, which made it undesirable to raid a group your brother or sister lived in. But as the Holocene began to push more and more groups to “fall” into the dreads of agriculture, things became a little more bloody. 
 
To put it plainly, agriculture is complex hunting-gathering on steroids. The inequality that emerges among those with better land, plants, or animals gives rise to greater and greater gaps between what people “have.” As populations grow and there is a greater need to produce food to sustain their lives, they expand their agricultural ways into other neighboring lands. In particularly harsh winters or climates, those with more wealth can bargain unequal deals with those who have less: “I’ll give you this food for you to live, but then you have to work on my field.” In other instances, agricultural groups could take over land the foragers lived on, by promising things like the serpent did in the Bible. This expands the social group not only horizontally, but creates even more complex vertical hierarchies. On the contrary, raiding becomes significantly more attractive as the other has more food and items that are worth taking. 
Again, we return to our innate need to find meaning, coherence, and a sense of belonging in the world. What meaning would you have if you were to just work in the fields and slave away? If left to be meaningless slaves, people will revolt — as they have throughout history. However, we have also told stories that give meaning to these hierarchies, such as, “God told me that if you work hard for 12 years, you can get a really hot spouse and go to heaven.” Or we could tell stories that all humans are evil and need to work hard and be nice to our bosses to achieve immortality. Humans have coupled these stories with terrifying ones like “hell” or “punishment,” making the thought and idea of death more real. We can make drawings, stage killings, or make documentaries that instill the cultural ideal of life and death in peoples minds. 
As seen in the case of the !Kung, these cultural stories can stick even as circumstances change. People who were once succumb to those with more could have left that group as the climate became more favorable to forage. And in many cases, they did. There are groups who practiced seasonal shifts from hierarchical agricultural lives and egalitarian foraging. Or as in the case of many North American groups, they actively refrained from constructing communities based solely on agriculture, understanding the dangers of aggression it can bring. 
 
However as we know today, agricultural societies have taken over the world. This is because agricultural societies develop hierarchies and attack/defense mechanisms to protect their excess food. In addition, agriculture grows the population, making the need for more food. So they expand out into neighboring lands, and conquer other groups with less people or food. Soon they tell stories that make this “normal” or divinely ordained; making war, hierarchy, and conquest part of their culture. These stories also give a purpose and place to belong, making it less favorable for people to simply turn their backs and return to their previous way of life. 
This is what colonialism is: spreading agriculture based stories. The root word for colonialism is “colonia,” which translates to “a place for agriculture”. To colonize or practice colonialism is to create and make places for agriculture. But as physical and symbolic creatures, colonialism wasn’t just about the spreading of long labor hours on the field, but the stories that made sense out of them as well. They told stories about how to live, how to manage your dying body, and how to achieve immortality. And as these stories spread, the “preconditions of war became more common…with violent peoples replacing less violent ones” (Ferguson 2018). 
So to return to our question: is conquering and colonial activity just part of our genes? The answer is yes and no. It is not that humans are either selfish (only self-serving) or altruistic (looking to create meaning collectively), but through looking at our long history, we can understand that humans are both. However, some environments emphasize one side of these human characters for our survival, which is then translated into various cultural practices (such as agriculture vs foraging). 
 
TO CONCLUDE
 
It is with this setting that we begin the book. For 200,000 years, humans managed their mortal bodies and imagined terrors by telling stories that make sense out of it. Around 12,000 years ago, the climate began to shift, forcing some people to adapt to these new changes. From this change, new stories needed to be told about how and why to live. But these realities made raiding, conquest, and colonial activity a viable option for survival and terror management. Because of the aggressive character of some of these cultures and stories, they began to expand and replace less aggressive groups. This culture stuck, perpetuating more and more violence. New stories emerged that justified these activities, even making them preconditions for immortality. 
But we never solved the core problem. We are all still dying. And when our stories tell us that in order to protect ourselves from the fear of death, we need to conquer and colonize, we have done so. We conquered because we are terrified, insecure, and dying.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
Napoleon’s Failed Hero System
 
“You may be taller, but I am greater” - Napoleon Bonaparte
 
The cold wind cut right through the soldiers skin. It’s been days since they’ve felt their toes, and thousands of their comrades lay lifeless on foreign ground. But they continued to walk, following the steps of the man they looked up to as a god. They bought into his dream, his aspirations, and his commands. With every extra step they took, the impenetrable illusion of their leader’s glory began to crumble. The longer they marched on freezing Russian soil, the less they felt immortal.
Napoleon Bonaparte, the magnificent emperor of France, had conquered almost all of Europe by the time his troops entered into conflict with the Russians. Yet this proved to be one of the key events that led to his downfall. Napoleon’s mighty army began with an incredible 600,000, while the opposing Russians barely half this size. Yet the Russians had a plan: to continuously retreat. 
Every step forward Napoleon’s army made, the Russian troops retreated further into their homeland. They not only retreated, but burnt down and deserted entire villages and cities as they did. Of course, this was costly for the Russians too, but it proved fatal for Napoleon. His army relied on the extra resources and food gained through the raiding of foreign land, and did not regularly carry around food that could sustain the large army. But every place they would arrive at would be left barren, further discouraging the already hungry soldiers. For 5 long months, Napoleon’s army endlessly pursued the troops into the cold winters of the north, while his magical leadership began to wane in the face of death.
By the time of Napoleon’s concession in December of 1812, less than 100,000 soldiers remained. Moreover, valuable resources such as weapons and horses had been eradicated due to the harsh climate and battles they had to endure. But most consequentially, Napoleon’s invisible status came into question. His powerful empire that swept across Europe was falling. 
 
Why did Napoleon continue to pursue the Russians as his soldiers dropped left and right? What was there more to prove? He was the most powerful man on the continent, and had cut out a large piece of cake on the globe for his empire. Wasn’t that enough? To understand this, we need to go back in time, to see how young Napoleon came to understand his place in the world. 
 
Born into chaos
 
In the late summer of 1769, Napoleon was born on the Mediterranean island of Corsica. The island is located south of Italy and France, who had just claimed independence from the Republic of Genoa in 1755 (the former Italian state). As any other state that had just gained independence, their spirits were high with pride after overthrowing the regime they had been pushed into. 
But when Napoleon’s mother was still pregnant with him, the Republic of Genoa “ceded” the island of Corsica to the French. As the new “owners” of the island began to press into their land, the Corsicans strongly resisted; they were not going to let their independence disappear so quickly. Both Napoleon’s parents joined the resistance, his father even becoming the personal assistant to the leader of the movement. However, the French quickly overpowered the small island and in the midst of such change and chaos, the future emperor of France was born. 
 
Friends, School, and Identity
 
Like many other influential, sexist men of the world, Napoleon grew up under a strong influence from his mother. Yet it was the status of his father that granted him the experience to become a powerful figure in European politics.
Shortly after the Corsican resistance was defeated (although many Corsican’s continued to aspire for independence), Napoleon’s father openly embraced the new French administration. This gave him many privileges other Corsican’s did not receive that extended down to his young son Napoleon. The main “luxury” Napoleon received was an education in the mainland of France. 
 
At age 9, Napoleon began attending school in central France and soon after transferred to a military academy. The Corsican boy endured much isolation and bullying during this time. His foreign heritage, rugged French1, and his short-stature became targets for ridicule. In response, Napoleon did not accommodate for the French way, but as historian Adam Zamoyski put it, isolated himself “with a prickly defensive arrogance”. He openly spoke out for the independence of his mother island and eventually penned a book on the history of Corsica. Napoleon also became obsessed with proving his superiority over others, by pursuing excellence in all avenues of his life. 
But this continuous isolation from peers, family, and home took a toll on young Napoleon. When he was 16, Napoleon wrote an essay where he struggles with the very thing Ernest Becker wrote about: death and purpose in life. The young officer wrote:
 
Always alone in the midst of men, I come back to my rooms to dream with myself, and to surrender myself to all the vivacity of my melancholy. Towards which side is it turned today? To the side of death… What is there to do in this world? Since I must die, is it not just as well that I should kill myself? If I had already passed my sixtieth year, I should respect the prejudices of my contemporaries, and wait patiently till nature had finished me in its course; but since I begin to experience misfortune, and since nothing is a pleasure to me, why should I support a life in which nothing prospers for me? (Browning 2017:283)
 
Here, we clearly see that Napoleon is struggling with the paradoxical nature of his creaturely being. He knows he will die, but he also sees his life as meaningless. And, are you surprised? Napoleon’s life seems horrible! To make matters even worse, around the time of this writing, Napoleon’s father passes away. What devastates the Bonaparte’s isn’t this death, but the incredible debt his father had left his family to deal with. 
 
The future emperor was born into a world that brewed identity crises and shuns out people like Napoleon as a function of its culture. His mother land of Corsica was annexed by the French, his very own father who had strongly opposed the French now flipped his opinion and became part of their regime (who also left the family overwhelmed with debt), and he had to endure much bullying during his years in school. Things may have been better if he had grown up in Corsica, learning the ways of life there. Unfortunately, he was sent to France when he was 9.  In a world continuously spiraling down into chaos, what cultural story of life and death could he adhere to? None. 
However, the tides of history began to blow Napoleon’s way a few years later with the French Revolution. 
 
Finding Purpose in War: Napoleon’s Hero System
 
Ernest Becker wrote that “[s]ociety itself is a codified hero system, which means that society everywhere is a living myth of the significance of human life, a defiant creation of meaning” (1973:7). This “codified hero system” is what I have previously described as “culture” or “religion”, but now focused onto individual people. These hero systems are stories that people can follow to become a “hero” themselves, much like the system we call “the meritocracy” today. However in a place like 18th century France, these hero systems were not as glamorous as it may seem today. Even worse, the hero system of France created existential crises for outsiders like Napoleon who had no rightful place to thrive or belong. We can see how Napoleon struggled with this, as he desperately wanted to prove his significance through one-upmanship’s in school and politics. Regardless, Napoleon continued to feel isolated from the world. 
But things began to change in the late 18th century, where the oppressed class of people were growingly frustrated with the incompetent nobility. This, as you may know from the famous musical Les Miserables, grew into the famous French Revolution of 1789. It was through this time that Napoleon found a place to belong and created a way for him to become a hero. 
 
With the eruption of the French Revolution, revolutionary forces in Corsica also began to seek independence. Quickly noticing this, the still Corsican nationalist Napoleon returned home to put the military skills he had learned at school to good use. However, from the perspective of the Corsicans, Napoleon was just the son of a traitor. This, I imagine, would have been another blow to Napoleon’s self-esteem. The one group he had idealized throughout his entire childhood in France was not accepting of him as he fought for their cause. Following this, Napoleon’s loyalty began to move towards the French revolutionists, eventually parting ways with the Corsicans in 1793. 
Napoleon quickly rose up the ranks within the revolutionary group, as he wrote pamphlets and newsletters to spread pro-republican ideas across the nation. Soon, Napoleon carved out a place for himself in the chaotic world. 
In the spring of 1796, Napoleon is given charge of a poorly armed and hungry army to take to battle. Not much was expected out of them, but Napoleon had different plans. He masterfully organizes his soldiers and immediately goes out on the offense, knocking down enemy after enemy. But his brilliance isn’t just on the attack. During this entire campaign, Napoleon is selling himself to his soldiers, supporting government, and the citizens back in France. This was nothing new for him; in fact as we saw during his school days, this is essentially what Napoleon did all the time. The only difference was that now people were listening. 
 
It is relatively common knowledge that people look to powerful, charismatic, “supernatural” individuals when their world is in turmoil. Just look at the recent rise of powerful individual leaders who exude a seeming “magic” and claim that they can fix all of societies problems. A great example of this is President George Bush’s incredible growth in approval rates after 9/11. 
Before the attack on the Pentagon and Twin Towers, the President’s approval rate was extremely low, even among his own Republican supporters. But after 9/11, George Bush saw one of the most drastic rises in approval rates across the board. Why was this so? When the American people needed a charismatic hero in the midst of such confusion and turmoil, President Bush did just that. A week after the attack the president claimed: “We will rid the world of the evildoers.” 
Finding this curious, Terror Management scholars conducted an experiment the following 2 years. The results were very simple. When American’s were not reminded of their death, they approved of Bush’s counterpart John Kerry. However, when they were reminded of their death, their approval rate of George Bush came on top (Landau et al. 2004). This goes to show — quite alarmingly— that our political ideals can quickly switch in the face of danger and death anxiety. 
Similar things were happening in France as Napoleon swiftly rose through the ranks. Continuous war, a massive revolution, and a power vacuum that caused more turmoil left the French public in confusion and chaos. In other words, people were most likely thinking of death-related thoughts much more than usual. And then along comes Napoleon Bonaparte, a young, intelligent leader who had just successfully defeated enemies with a deprived army. Moreover, Napoleon sold himself as the brave leader who could save them all. Or as written by Madame de Rémusat, a close attendant to Napoleon’s first wife:
 
People believed quite sincerely that Bonaparte, whether as consul or emperor, would exert his authority and save [them] from the perils of anarchy (de Rémusat 2012:542). 
 
Just as the citizens of the United States would be swept up by George Bush’s charisma, or how the Germans would admire Hitler’s magnetism, Napoleon was able to capitalize on the needs of the French people. But remember, Napoleon was also desperately looking for a place to belong. The two — the French public and Napoleon himself — were managing each other’s terror. One took on this role by becoming the invisible and all powerful leader the people so wanted. And the other provided the young leader with foreign origin and unresolved insecurities which provided the approval he sought after. 
Napoleon, for possibly the first time in his life, found a place to belong, meaning in his life, and purpose in this mortal world. But this hero system was not sustainable, eventually driving Napoleon towards his downfall. 
 
The fragile illusion in the mirror
 
Napoleon’s incredible rise to power was no doubt supported by many, and his continuously successful war campaigns coupled with propaganda kept this optimism high. Yet people grew tired of the constant war and social turmoil. They did not revolt against the French monarch to live in a world of constant war and chaos, but instead to bring a new order into play. To make matters worse, the continuous assertion of Napoleon’s own individual brilliance made him a target for those around him, especially the British who despised Napoleon’s effort to undermine their power. Counter-propaganda from the British grew popular across Europe and assassinations attempts threatened Napoleon’s life. The illusion was slowly cracking. 
Yet Napoleon did not back down, unwilling to let go of the meaning in life he had found through the omnipotent ruler of the people who had once ridiculed him in school. To increase his legitimacy in the eyes of his people and enemies, he set about to crown himself the emperor of France. After 5 months of extensive planning, Napoleon was crowned emperor in December of 1804. At the height of the moment, when the crown was to be placed on Napoleon’s head, people expected the Pope – the religious leader – to enshrine Napoleon with the crown. But to everyone’s surprise, he picked up the crown and symbolically placed it on his own head. The crown never rested on the emperors head as he adamantly wore a laurel wreath that replicated his idolized Roman emperors. To make things even more baffling, just a few months after this event, Napoleon crowned himself again, but this time emphasizing himself as ruler of Italy – including his mother island of Corsica. 
It seems clear that Napoleon understood that his status was a shaky one, built on the foundation of constant war and plunging enemies. As he is recorded to have claimed: 
 
Don’t you see that I was not born on the throne, that I have to maintain myself on it in the same way I ascended it, with glory, that an individual who becomes a sovereign like me cannot stop, that he has to keep climbing, and that he is lost if he stands still (Zamoyski, 2019).
 
If it is not any clearer through this quote, Napoleon’s terror management system was his own conflated image of power and control. He managed his fear, insecurity, and terror through an image of himself as a powerful Roman emperor-like hero. Any threat to this ideal of his, as seen through the studies of terror management, would be an existential threat.
The same can be seen in his reactions to failed personal relationship or public criticism. Every betrayal or ridicule reminded Napoleon that there was only himself to trust, reminiscent of his days in school isolated and alone. And as briefly mentioned earlier, this “individualistic” stance to rule made Napoleon an easy target for those who resented him. 
 
Illusion Shattered: The Betrayal and Invading Russia
 
In summer of 1812, Napoleon had built the largest army Europe had ever seen of 600,000 people, with even more supporting groups providing resources and aid. Utilizing his allies and newly won territories, the army comprised of groups who pledged allegiance to many different rulers — only to be unified under the name of Napoleon. This was to be the largest undertaking of the emperor, but also, the most fatal. 
A conflict arose as the continental blockade Napoleon instilled to stop trading supplies entering his nemesis Britain began to cripple the Russians. Although Russia had joined hands with Napoleon just 5 years earlier, the increasing debt and social unrest within Russia pushed Emperor Alexander to resume trade with Britain.
This action enraged the insecure and fragile Napoleon, as it undermined his legitimacy as the ruler of Europe and his wish to eventually conquer Britain. Quickly, Napoleon prepared for war to teach Alexander a lesson. 
But war was not practical for Napoleon at this time. Invading Russia required all the power Napoleon’s empire could conjure up and exhausted the limited supplies. Moreover, Napoleon was already warring on the west side of the continent in Spain. These conditions made many of his advisors urge Napoleon to ignore the Russian betrayal and refrain from embarking on this consequential battle. But of course, Napoleon could not let his power be thwarted. To use his own words:
 
An individual who becomes a sovereign like me cannot stop, that he has to keep climbing, and that he is lost if he stands still (Zamoyski, 2019).
 
By using every ounce of his political influence across the continent, Napoleon created an army of 600,000 and began marching into the vast land of Russia. 
 
Napoleon had planned to force a surrender from the Russian army in 5 weeks, but by July, his army had chased down the Russian army 400 kilometers into foreign land without any success. The Russian marshals understood that their smaller forces would stand no chance against the might of the French Empire, and continuously retreated while scorching any available crops or villages that could be used to benefit Napoleon’s army far from home. 
The unstable roads of Russia caused the supplemental food and to aid arrive slowly to Napoleon’s people, making their endeavor even harder. Moreover, smaller Russian groups conducted “hit and run” attacks on the French army and supply carriages, cutting off valuable resources to the main army. By this time, even without engaging in any large scale clash with the Russians, 20% of Napoleon’s army had died away from illness or fatigue. But Napoleon continued to chase, eager to catch up and force the Russians into a battle. 
 
The continuous retreat of the Russians had a heavy toll on them. The strategy of burning down their own villages and cities ate at the morale of the Russian soldiers. So on September 7th — long beyond the intended times frame of Napoleon — the two armies finally clashed near Moscow, more than 750 kilometers away from allied ground. 
This battle — to be known as the Battle of Borodino — was the deadliest battle in history at that time, with over 80,000 casualties all together. The French were just a few days march away from Moscow, the holy city of the Russians, and Napoleon believed that if they captured this city the Russians would finally surrender. Napoleon pushed hard, eventually granting him a costly win and seeing the Russian army retreat once again. 
However, when Napoleon and his army finally arrived at the great city of Moscow, he again found the city barren and destroyed. No sign of surrender was heard and the days passed as his army slowly starved in Moscow. With only a troop of 100,000 left, he became outnumbered by the Russian forces for the first time — only to find his people hungry, irritated, and thousands of kilometers away from home. To makes matters worse for the self-appointed emperor; more social unrest was brewing up back near his home and most consequentially, the dreaded Russian winter was approaching. 
With no sign of surrender from the Russians, Napoleon reluctantly began to retreat to safer grounds in October. At the same time, Emperor Alexander of Russia proclaimed famously: “Now is the moment my campaign begins”. The tides reversed, and now Napoleon was running away from the Russians. 
In the end, the invasion of Russia was the beginning of, and the largest contributor to Napoleon’s downfall. Many leaders and even his own marshals turned against him, eventually exiling the emperor to the island of Elba in 1815. Although he did attempt to recover his broken image, he never was able to become the hero he imagined himself to be. 
 
TO CONCLUDE
 
Napoleon’s life is like a comedic tragedy, with humorous episodes of him struggling with women to the brutal wars and internal struggles he endured. But in the end, he returned to the place of his childhood: without a place to belong, meaning in life, and death looming large on his mind. 
He was forbidden to meet his son and wife when exiled to the island of Saint Helena, only to slowly die away at the age of 51. The world made of hierarchy, eternal economic growth, and conquest did not provide Napoleon with the terror management tools in the end; pushing him into his own downfall. His life was a desperate shout into the void of chaos, having the fortune of being heard during a short period in our history. Are we to praise Napoleon because he was able to achieve a form of “immortality” as we continue to remember him more than a century after his death? Or should we reflect upon his struggle, insecurity, and fear even at the height of his career?
 
Napoleon’s story continues to be replicated today as people learn the cultural immortality schema of life as endless heroic excellence. The ruthless CEO’s needing to gain $1 more, school shooters asserting their existence, or the obsessive social media “influencers” all find meaning and purpose for their mortal lives by endlessly chasing ideals that mean nothing in the end. Stars of today are simply replaced by the stars of tomorrow, remembered only by small plaques on the streets of Hollywood or an obscure corner on the internet. Our culture only quells this anxiety and insecurity momentarily, by distracting us with the scurry of seemingly important events of paperwork or tweets. In the end, we all are exiled alone to nursing homes, tubed up on a hospital bed, and unable to come to terms with our own death.
We will explore these realities in the ending chapters of the book, but for now questions still remain. What role did the fear of death play in the conquest of the world, beyond just the conflicts in Europe? It is a little more understandable how the betrayal of Russia could threaten another European nation, but was there such a threat from people who lived across oceans? Why did conquest, colonialism, and forced assimilation emerge on a global level? These are the questions we will explore in part 2: The threat of the “Other.”
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
Debating Across the Atlantic: Rationalizing Conquest and Colonialism
 
Don’t imagine Indians, understand them – Anton Treuer, Everything You Wanted to Know About Indians But Were Afraid to Ask
 
The story of conquest and colonization of the American continents has been told many times over. Yet in almost every version of this story, the voice of the Americans (you may call them Native Americans today) are erased from our narrative. Some blame the lack of written material, others merely lament that fact that more than 90% of them died away, and few even attempt to rationalize the brutal genocide by highlighting the silver-lining. 
What is often conveniently ignored is that for a while, many of the diverse American groups had an upper hand to the Europeans without engaging in war or conquest: they simply told better stories. They told stories of equality and freedom coexisting, unlike the European ideal where equality and freedom are incompatible. Through missionaries, private merchants, or aristocrats, these stories tingled the imagination of the oppressed European civilians, which in turn threatened the nobility. Not by a gun at their head or a rampant disease decimating their friends and families, but by the idea that the social structure and culture they lived in, was in fact, terrible. 
In my opinion, the Americans won the ideological battle that continues to guide our ideals today (although 99% of us do not know that these ideas are in fact inspired by various Indigenous groups like the Americans). They dealt with their death anxiety far better than the hierarchical, oppressive, and aggressive agriculturalists that came to their land. 
But to admit that the “other” was right means that “we” were wrong; the European elite with an absolute view of the world could not admit to this. Hence, a debate began that spanned the entirety of the Atlantic Ocean, trying to hash out which story was in fact not only better but more true. And one of the ways humanity has “proved” their ideas is not by supplying evidence, but by annihilating the “other” entirely. This is one of those stories. 
 
THE OVERLOOKED TERROR MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
 
In the fantastic book Worm at the Core by Sheldon Solomon, Jeff Greenberg, and Simon Pyszczynski, the authors make an incredible case for the validity of Terror Management Theory. However, the three TMT scholars seem to make one crucial error in their analysis of human behavior: they take for granted that humans are aggressive creatures. In the opening of chapter 7 titled “The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness,” they begin by telling the story of when Dutch and English settlers come into contact with an American group called the Lenapes. Their analysis is worth quoting at length: 
 
When Dutch and English settlers arrived in the lower Hudson Valley in the sixteenth century, they marveled at the sheer beauty and prodigious natural bounty of the New World. They were also intrigued by the natives. The Lenapes, who had inhabited the land for thousands of years, were happy, peaceful, welcoming, and eager to trade furs for blankets and tools. Moreover, according to firsthand accounts by Dutch settlers, the Lenapes were “well-fashioned people, strong and sound of body, well fed, without blemish. Some have lived 100 years. Also, there are among them no simpletons, lunatics, or madmen as among us.”
At the same time, the Europeans found the Lenapes very unsettling. They lived in communal long houses big enough for a dozen families. They relocated seasonally. They traced their kinship through their mothers, and women had considerable power in communal affairs. They divided themselves into clans identified by animals such as wolves, turtles, or turkeys. They refrained from hunting excessively because their religion stressed that all life was interrelated and interdependent. They weren’t interested in enriching themselves beyond what was necessary to survive. 
Eventually, the settlers felt that something had to be done to dispose of these “most barbarous” wilden (savages). So the Dutch and the English proceeded to exterminate the Lenapes and other Native American tribes. They had a good time doing it, too. In 1644, the director of New Netherland, Willem Kieft, “laughed right heartily” as soldiers tortured and butchered Lenapes in their villages. The soldiers took one captive, “threw him down, and stuck his private parts, which they had cut off, into his mouth while he was still alive, and after that placed him on a millstone and beat his head off,” while Dutch women amused themselves by kicking the victims’ heads around like soccer balls. 
While it might be tempting to view the Europeans’ slaughter of the Lenapes as aberration, it’s in full accord with the long record of human barbarism. History has been marked by an ongoing succession of genocidal atrocities, ethnic cleansings, and brutal subjugation of domestic inferiors (128). 
 
The actions of the settlers were in “full accord with long record of human barbarism?” How about the long standing consensus among anthropologists and archaeologists that no large scale war or ethnic cleansing existed before the emergence of the Holocene? What about the numerous egalitarian, non-violent groups that have existed for millennia? Are we to disregard them as “outliers?”
Moreover, we see in the same story a response to the “other” drastically different from the violent Dutch and English. The Lenapes did not become aggressive or violent in the face of strangers, but were “happy, peaceful, welcoming, and eager to trade furs.” Clearly, they dealt with death anxiety better than the Europeans.
In accordance with insights from TMT, it was probably the fact that the Lenapes culture seemed “better” which unsettled the newcomers. To be shown that their culture, religion, and hero systems were lesser or “wrong” is not something absolutists do very well with. As we see through the story above, the Dutch and English were quick to derogate and annihilate in the most gruesome manner. 
 
Yet, not all newcomers were as quick to attack as those who met with the Lenapes did. Many observed, learned the language, and accommodated/assimilated themselves into the new culture they had encountered, and absolutely loved it. 
We learn from the records of concerned European officials how men and women were seeking to permanently stay with American groups. They found life among them so liberating, especially in comparison to the hierarchical modes of gender and class in European cultures, that many actually did stay. Benjamin Franklin, the famous Founding Father of the United States, also comments on such occasions in a letter:
 
When an Indian Child has been brought up among us, taught our language and habituated to our Customs, yet if he goes to see his relations and make one Indian ramble with them there is no persuading him ever to return, and that this is not natural merely as Indians, but as men, is plain from this, that when white persons of either sex have been taken prisoner young by the Indians, and lived awhile among them, tho’ ransomed by their friends, and treated with all imaginable tenderness to prevail with them to stay among the English, yet in a Short time they become disgusted with our manner of life, and the care and pains that are necessary to support it, and take the first opportunity of escaping again into the Woods, from whence there is no reclaiming them (Franklin 1961[1753]).
 
Is this any surprise? Many lower-class men and women had no real purpose in their lives other than slaving away in a field to make an extra penny, or serving an almighty god that could never guarantee their immortal salvation. 
These stories of the freedom and equality seen in American societies were well documented from the early days of conquest and colonization. Yet these stories did not threaten the European nobility for some time and went largely ignored. However, through a series of seemingly unconnected events, the stories, ideas, and culture of the Americans spread across Europe and began to threaten the very core of the nobility’s worldview. So the Europeans had to counter, as not to lurk in their own fear and insecurity. Consequently, a slow and distant ideological debate ensued between the Americans and the Europeans. 
 
THE DEBATE
 
Although the “debate” between the Americans and Europeans never actually happened in a formal setting, I will be presenting the arguments of each side in such manner. For each side, I will first introduce the speaker (and the messenger for the Affirmative), then their statement, and finally end the debate with closing statements and a discussion. 
This is an unconventional style of writing, but I hope it can invoke your imagination to see how differently people viewed the world and each other. More importantly, I hope you can take this debate and their arguments to reflect upon your own worldview.
 
The Affirmative: Critiquing the hierarchical and oppressive European Society
Speaker: Kandiaronk of the Wendat People
The Messenger: Louis-Armand de Lom d’Arce, Baron de la Hontan of France. Or just Lahontan. 
 
Introducing the Speaker and his people
 
The speaker who is critiquing European social structures and society is Kandiaronk of the Wendat Confederacy (also known as Huron or Wyandot). The Wendat are a group consisted of 4 separate peoples, who had come together as refugees from a rampant war occurring on the North American continent from the 17th to 18th century. The Wendat largely settled around Michilimackinac and later in the area of Detroit. The conflict was dubbed the “Beaver War”, as it erupted from the disputes over hunting and trading territory of beaver. A complex mix of American and European groups fought against each other to maximize the profits they could earn from trading beaver pelts that were in high demand. 
 
The Wendat were a “complex foraging” culture and had strict gender roles. Women would mainly farm, while the men would hunt or fish to supplement their diet. Yet unlike other cultures with gender roles that focused on subjugating and minimizing women, this division in labor provided women with more power and political influence. 
In accordance with what anthropologists now call “matriarchal societies,” the Wendat maintained a balance of power between people through 3 main avenues: marriage, sustenance, and democracy. 
First, marriage. The Wendat — and many other American societies — have a custom where the man enters into the quarters of the woman for marriage (called matrilocality). Unlike many modern societies where women take the name of the husband and go live under the man’s roof, the Wendat practiced the opposite. Now, why does this support the power structure of the matriarchy? And moreover, how does this give birth to a far more egalitarian structure than our modern day?
When a man enters into the family of his wife, he is essentially outnumbered when a dispute may breakout between the couple. Now isolated from his own family, souring relations with his wife’s family will ultimately undermine his own possibility to thrive. He depends on his wife’s family to provide him with food, shelter, and protection. Imagine if this situation is flipped (as it often is across the globe in patrilocal societies) and a women enters into the family of the man. She is outnumbered and must endure hardships if she is to survive. In this way, keeping the wife closer to her family provides women with more power. To make familial ties even stronger, the brother of the wife is considered more important to a son than the father among the Wendat. 
Second, sustenance. As briefly mentioned above, the main job of the women in the Wendat culture is farming. The food produced through the women’s farming was the main way Wendat nourished themselves, making the work of the women indispensable for the group. Moreover, stories and knowledge of medicinal plants or cultivating plants were often shared among women, making men even more reliant on their work. 
And third, democracy. Many American societies where the Wendat lived had similar structures of power and leadership. Although certain differences in wealth existed, this often did not translate to power as it does today. As observed by a Jesuit missionary in the mid 17th century: 
 
I do not believe that there is any people on earth freer than they, and less able to allow the subjection of their wills to any power whatever -- so much so that Fathers here have no control over their children, or Captains over their subjects, or the Laws of the country over any of them, except in so far as each is pleased to submit to them. There is no punishment which is inflicted on the guilty, and no criminal who is not sure that his life and property are in no danger… (As quoted in Graeber and Wengrow 2021:41-42).
 
As seen in through this observation, the social structure was far different from ours today. So then, how did people attain influence? By catering to the needs of the people. 
Chiefs or leaders were “elected” by their ability to provide what the people wanted or needed at the time. Great hunters could gain influence when people wanted to eat meat, but once they had it, their power would wane. And in the case of Kandiaronk, he gained influence because he was a brilliant orator, strategist, and intellectual. 
During this time, the Wendat were swept up in an intense transcontinental political dispute. Each group — from the Haudenosaunee, Wendat, French, British, and more — all were looking to maximize their own interest and worldview. Some wanted more control over the beaver trade, others simply wanted peace, and a few pushed personal dreams to become prosperous. The Wendat — having just recently escaped from a rampant war — needed to manage these tensions for them to survive and prosper. In accordance with this need to manage the complex situation, the group allowed Kandiaronk to become their “spokesperson”. 
Kandiaronk was so brilliant that a French historian in the 18th century said that he is “the Indian of the highest merit that the French ever knew in Canada” (Charlevoix 1900:12). Many people from all of these various groups are recorded to have invited Kandiaronk to debates and discussions because of his intellect and eloquence. It was one of such debates, echoed through one French aristocrat, that shook the European nobility. 
 
Introducing the Messenger and the circumstance of his success
 
The person who spread Kandiaronk’s ideas across Europe was a French aristocrat named Louis-Armand de Lom d’Arce, Baron de la Hontan; or just Lahontan for short. Lahontan had lived in the Americas for a few decades in the late 17th century, participating and listening to many of the debates and discussions where Kandiaronk was present. Deeply influenced by the way of life of the Americans, and of course Kandiaronk’s eloquence, Lahontan published a series of books during his return to Europe. What hit the shelves of almost every European intellectual was his third memoir: Curious Dialogues with a Savage of Good Sense Who Has Travelled, published in 1703. 
Although in this memoir the “Savage” is named Adario, there is substantial evidence to clearly inquire that Adario was in fact Kandiaronk. The most telling evidence is the fact that Lahontan himself wrote that the book was based on his conversations with Kandiaronk. So then, why did Lahontan change the name? 
As we will see in the following section, Kandiaronk’s ideas were very provocative, and spoke out against the many institutions of European society and the Judeo-Christian dogma. These were big “no no’s” for a strict hierarchical society where their kings and aristocrats justified their elevated social status with “Divine Rights” given to them by god. To avoid being persecuted or censored by the church, many social critics utilized fictional “others” to bare the responsibility of the critique. A famous example is Enconium Moriae (1519) by Desiderius Erasmus which criticizes the church through the voices of nymphs and fake gods. Such traditions of proposing social critiques through “fictional” characters continued on well after Lahontan’s publication (we continue to see this today in TV shows like Squid Game or Game of Thrones). Of course, it is difficult to conclude that all of Kandiaronk’s statements in Lahontan’s memoir are “authentic”; but it is agreed upon that the main ideas and arguments are of Kandiaronk’s himself. 
 
Lahontan’s book was widely successful, being translated into 4 languages and had many revised versions. His work also inspired many other forms of similar social critique, from more books to plays. But how? 
The time Lahontan began distributing Kandiaronk’s ideas coincided with the Age of Enlightenment, a time we often celebrate widely today. The dawn of the enlightening period of Europe was slow, beginning as far back as the 16th century when Martin Luther spearheaded the Protestant Reformation against the Catholic Church. More intellectual and revolutionary works began to brew doubt and uncertainty in the minds of many Europeans, which erupted into the Age of Enlightenment in the beginning of the 18th century. Although there are many different ways in which people have seen this period, it can be succinctly summarized into three main developments: 
1.To challenge the authority and legitimacy of the Catholic Church and nobility.
2.A new way of viewing the world (i.e. the scientific method, Protestantism, etc). 
3.Rise in literacy rates across Europe.
Most influential to the success of Lahontan’s books is the last point: rising literacy rates. Before the Enlightenment “literacy was… distributed among European people in a stratified fashion which closely resembled the hierarchy of wealth, status, and position” (Houston 1983:271). However, as the hegemony of the Catholic Church and the various nobility across Europe was being challenged, people began to organize educational circles independently of the state and church, which they were growingly skeptical of. Sunday schools, factory schools, to even people huddled around one literate person, became a place where people not only learned to read but a place to view the world from a different perspective. Such practices continued well into the 20th century, where even the renowned author George Orwell himself wrote of a custom of reading a newspaper aloud for those who could not read (Orwell 2019:588). 
As such, people who would most resonate with the ideals of freedom and equality seen in Lahontan’s conversation with Kandiaronk were able to actually read and hear these ideas. Unlike a few decades before, when such ideas were available in the form of journals of Jesuit priests, where lower-class European citizens often did not have the opportunity to engage in these revelatory ideas that existed across the Atlantic Ocean. 
With this background set, it is now time to hear from Kandiaronk and Lahontan. 
 
Affirmative Statement: A Case for Equality and Freedom, and against the Church and Hierarchy
 
Kandiaronk opens2:
 
I have spent six years reflecting on the state of European society and I still can’t think of a single way they act that’s not inhuman, and I genuinely think this can only be the case, as long as you stick to your distinctions of ‘mine’ and ‘thine’. I affirm that what you call money is the devil of devils; the tyrant of the French, the source of all evils; the bane of souls and slaughterhouse of the living. To imagine one can live in the country of money and preserve one’s soul is like imagining one could preserve one’s life at the bottom of a lake. Money is the father of luxury, lasciviousness, intrigues, trickery, lies, betrayal, insecurity, — of all the world’s worst behavior… In the light of this, tell me that we Wendat are not right in refusing to touch, or so much as to look at silver?
 
Kandiaronk here is not only critiquing the idea of money, but the entire concept of private property and wealth.  Having interacted and traded with the Europeans who value money throughout his life — as well as seeing how this led to the war that made his people into refugees — he is attempting to show how a concentrated accumulation of wealth leads to aggression. As seen in the opening chapter of this book, Kandiaronk’s analysis is in line with the historical tendency of societies who store wealth to become highly stratified and aggressive. 
In response to this, Lahontan attempts to make a defense for the European way of life and society, but soon concedes:
 
There’s no point in trying to remonstrate with [the Wendat] about how useful the distinction of property is for the support of society: they make a joke of anything you say on that account. In short, they neither quarrel nor fight, nor slander one another; they scoff at arts and sciences, and laugh at the difference of ranks which is observed with us. They brand us for slaves, and call us miserable souls, whose life is not worth having, alleging that we degrade ourselves in subjecting ourselves to one man who possesses all the power, and is bound by no law but his own will.
 
Lahontan here emphasizes Kandiaronk’s critique of French society. He highlights the lack of conflict and hierarchy among the Wendat, which stands in stark contrast to the French monarch who controlled everything and often engaged in war. 
Continuing his commentary on the French, Kandiaronk turns to the Church and Judeo-Christian dogma, who in his eyes further perpetuates and drives this unequal and unfree society:
 
[H]aving thought long and hard over the course of a decade about what the Jesuits have told us of the life and death of the son of the Great Spirit, any Wendat could give you twenty reasons against the notion. For myself, I’ve always held that if it were possible that God had lowered his standards sufficiently to come down to earth, he would have done it in full view of everyone, descending in triumph, with pomp and majesty, and most publicly… He would have gone from nation to nation performing mighty miracles, thus giving everyone the same laws. Then we would all have had exactly the same religion, uniformly spread and equally known throughout the four corners of the world… Instead, there are five or six hundred religions, each distinct from the other, of which according to you, the religion of the French, alone, is any good, sainted, or true.
 
This exclusivity to the truth and knowledge was in fact one of the key methods in which the Church practiced its power over their people. Kandiaronk saw this as deeply flawed and incomprehensible:
 
It is illogical that “an all knowing and all-powerful being would freely choose to entrap himself in flesh and undergo terrible suffering, all for the sake of a single species, designed to be imperfect, only some of which were going to be rescued from damnation anyway” (53).
 
As such, Kandiaronk aptly critiques three fundamental pillars of European society. First, he shows how the institution of private property and wealth (i.e money) lead to hierarchical and violent societal structures. Second, Kandiaronk highlights how truly depressing the lives of those without wealth or property are. He brands them as slaves and miserable, especially in comparison to the people of his own society. And last, he critiques the Church and their dogma, as in his eyes, it is in fact the Judeo-Christian teachings that attempt to justify and rationalize this inequality and horrid lifestyle.  
 
The Negative: Defending the hierarchical and oppressive European Society
Speaker: Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, Baron de l’Aulne. Or just Turgot, of the French aristocrat class
The Messenger: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Adam Smith, and many contemporary speakers who adhere to this logic
 
Introducing the Speaker
 
The speaker defending the European societal structure is a French economist named Turgot. After engaging with works that supported the ideals spread by Lahontan and Kandiaronk, he began to construct a defensive logic against the American ideas and way of life. 
Turgot was born into an aristocratic family with wealth and prestige. He went onto be educated through the Church and his dissertations as a seminary student continues to exert its influence today. Although Turgot did admire and insightfully studied the Judeo-Christian dogma, he later leaves the church in accordance with the general tide of the Enlightenment. 
Turgot is greatly influential in modern economic and social theory, although he is a secondary referent to those more famous such as Adam Smith or Jean-Jacques Rousseau. His main contributions to the scientific literature are:
	The idea of social progress as a developmental process from “lesser” societies to “greater” societies through means of social surplus.

	The method of historical and social inquiry now called the “comparative method”, which compares different societies (in time and/or space) to gain insights on both realities. 

Some scholars show how Turgot’s ideas even predicted the American Revolution and contributed to the famous ideas in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations.
In other words, Turgot was the European counterpart of Kandiaronk, and the one who offered a counterargument to his ideas. Let us now hear from Turgot himself.
 
Negative Statement: A Case against Equality and Freedom, and for the “Development” of Humanity
 
Turgot opens:
 
The procession of mankind… gives us from epoch to epoch an ever-varying spectacle.
 
Yes, Turgot admits, each epoch and society have their own advantages. But, Turgot ponders, why is it that “geniuses” develop more often in some societies and not in others? Moreover, how does this connect to the different economic and technological “progress” various societies make? 
Turgot first contemplates if such discrepancies are biological or climactic: could some societies just simply produce more “geniuses” as a product of their innate superiority? No no, Turgot contends:
 
the inhabitants of barbaric countries are no less capable than others. 
 
It also can not all be about the physical environment/climate as other scholars such as Montesquieu hypothesized during his time. So if it isn’t a biological or climactic difference, then could it be a social/cultural one? Turgot finds his explanation. 
 
Turgot asserts that a society and culture that “lay a high premium upon change, mobility, and variety of ideas” (Nisbet 1975:220) are the ones that produce more geniuses and therefore develop into a greater civilization. Again, Turgot does not believe that any one society has more geniuses per se, but some have a social structure that shines a light on those diamonds “which, in total darkness would be confounded with the meanest stone.” Now, how does such a culture emerge? And moreover, through what means does a society “develop?”
Turgot emphasizes the importance of the meeting and mixture of various cultures; even through the means of war. He writes: 
 
It is not wars which retard; it is indolence and routine.
 
 The French man focuses his attention on how war shakes things up within a culture through the mixing of ideas and language, which Turgot believes gives birth to innovation and technological progress. However, much more important to Turgot’s formulation is that this innovative schema gives birth to more stuff, a social surplus.
Through the means of social surplus, Turgot sees that human societies develop through 4 large stages in a linear fashion: Hunting, Pastoral, Agricultural, and finally, Commercial. To break it down, Turgot asserts that when a hunting society can gain more stuff, it can then invest that surplus towards their geniuses to think and innovate a way to progress into a pastoral society. The same process is done to develop into an agricultural society, then at last, a commercial one. 
Turgot believes that this “forward progress” is crucial, which he celebrates like a religion. Sure, he contends, through this surplus, economic inequality emerges and many lower-class people with less wealth lose much of their freedom, but that is just how it needs to be.
 
Turgot was a strong advocate for technology, art, and wealth, which he thought was only possible through the economic development into a commercial stage, shining a light on the diamonds that have been hiding in the dark for so long. Turgot merely shrugs his shoulders and relegates the ideals of inequality and lack of freedom as a necessary evil to provide for the geniuses of humanity.
A society like Kandiaronk’s is a tragic reality for Turgot, who is compromising the “development” from a hunting  society to a commercial one for the sake of freedom and equality. 
 
Closing Statement: The Affirmative
 
Kandiaronk:
 
I find it hard to see how you could be much more miserable than you already are. What kind of human, what species of creature, must Europeans be, that they have to be forced to do good, and only refrain from evil because of fear of punishment?…
Over and over I have set forth the qualities that we Wendat believe ought to define humanity — wisdom, reason, equity, etc. — and demonstrated that the existence of separate material interests knocks all these on the head. A man motivated by interest cannot be a man of reason. 
 
Closing Statement: The Negative
 
Turgot:
 
The inequality of nations increases [with development  through time]; here the arts start to develop; there they advance with long steps toward perfection. In one place they are arrested in their mediocrity; in another the primal darkness is not yet wholly dispelled; and through these infinitely varied inequalities, the present state of the world, in presenting every shade of barbarism and civilization, gives us at a single glance all the monuments, the vestiges, of each step taken by the human mind, the likeness of each stage it has passed through, the history of all ages.
 
In accordance with this, colonial movements are actually doing a favor for those “barbaric” societies stuck in “primal darkness”. Turgot asserts:
 
Colonies are like fruits which cling to the tree till they have received from it sufficient nurture; then they detach themselves, germinate and produce new trees.
 
These trees provide for more ingenious people, technology, art, and progress. 
 
 
CLOSING THE DEBATE AND DISCUSSION OF MODERN ISSUES
 
Now that you have heard from both sides, it is time to discuss and close the debate. Who do you think had a stronger argument? If this debate was put to a vote on how to better structure a society, who would you give your support to? 
To guide your thoughts, let’s compare what each debater has proposed in reflection of general social problems we tackle today. 
 
Economic Inequality
 
One of the greatest problem being discussed today is economic inequality on various fronts; from the inequality between nations, social groups, all the way down to individuals. Famous statistics show how only 10% of the population in the United States owns close to 70% of the net worth of the entire nation. Another statistics shows how the richest 1% of the globe have more than twice as much as 7 billion people combined. Many other problems in the world are also conceptualized in terms of economic inequality: the wealth gap between races and ethnic groups, between gender and sexual orientation, or even between age groups. What do our two transcontinental debaters say about this issue?
 
Let’s begin with Kandiaronk. Kandiaronk may say something along the line of:
 
Well, what else would you expect! Money and private possessions divided between “yours” and “mine” can only result in such levels of inequality.
 
On the other hand, Turgot would assert:
 
Yes, these inequalities did emerge, but look at all of the amazing other things that came from it! Your smartphone, space travel, online shopping, NFT’s and more! You surely wouldn’t give up on such genius productions of progress just for equality would you? 
 
Climate Change
 
Another major problem of today is the issue of anthropogenic climate change — which is just a fancy way of saying human induced climate change. Of course, the impact of climate change is unequally divided upon an economic basis, but it also shines light on the lack of freedom many people have across the globe. Why does a farmer in Madagascar have to suffer because of the consumeristic behavior of other people? Why is it not possible for a person living in an industrialized nation to fully eradicate their carbon footprint, because they contribute to climate change by just attempting to survive in that environment? Let’s turn to our debaters.
 
Starting with Turgot, he may say: 
 
Oh yes, we have another problem for humanity, but it is just a step for us to overcome! We will eventually shine a light on that genius to get us through this problem and thrive. Progress needs time, remember that “men [learned] how to strike medals and, two thousand years later, they learn to imprint characters on paper; so difficult is it for men to advance the least step!”
 
To counter this, Kandiaronk may say:
 
Oh come on my friends! We have known about the devastating effects of greedy human action on our world well before you sailed to the shores of this land. Our practices are kept in check through our stories and social relations, making sure we live in reciprocity and respect with the beings who surround us. Your agriculture is to clear lands entirely of all beings — humans and others alike — just for an extra penny. How different would colonialism (making a place for agriculture) would have been if it was our definition of agriculture that spread across the globe.
 
Freedom for All
 
Freedom and liberty are broad concepts that have altered its meaning and application throughout the years. However to apply it to the context of today, let us focus on the freedom of speech.
Freedom of speech refers to the ability to say/express a message within a given parameter of society without consequence. But this freedom is consistently being undermined through recent social movements on both ends of the political spectrum. Some parts of society want the parameter of society to expand so people can express anything without consequence; for example, grabbing a person by their genitals forcefully or threatening to shoot and kill them. On the other end of the spectrum, some are attempting to “cancel” anyone who says anything remotely “offensive”; from a thing they said 20 years ago to denouncing social scientific theories they know little about. What needs to be emphasized and widely understood is that both of these “poles” to the idea of freedom of speech are inherently rightwing ideologies. 
Now, what do I mean by “rightwing” or “leftwing,” as these are words thrown about carelessly today. Our ideas of “left” and “right” come from the French National Assembly where politicians were physically sat on the left or right wings of the building in accordance to what ideologies they supported. To put it simply, the left supported more liberty and equality — eradicating or minimizing hierarchy on all levels. And on the right, were people who supported levels of hierarchy at the cost of individual liberty and equality. So then, how do our two “poles” in the debate for freedom of speech today support the rightwing ideas of hierarchy?
Those who want the ability to say anything rely upon the premise of an established hierarchy. Men over women, whites over blacks, employer over employee, etc. Sure, the adherents to this ideology may say “anybody — women, racial minorities, employee’s — can say anything!” But what they seem to ignore is the difference in power. For years, women and racial minorities depended upon men and whites to provide them with food, shelter, and safety — such as the patriarchal society we briefly looked at earlier. In this context, those without power can theoretically say anything they want, but what is on the line is their ability to eat, sleep, and live. We see this playing out in the workplace today, which oddly enough takes us to the pole who claim they are “leftwing”. 
It is no news to hear today that someone got fired for saying the “wrong” thing online or at the workplace. Although this often is rooted in leftwing ideas (i.e not saying offensive things to minority groups), it seems to have been highjacked for the purpose of maintaining the rightwing hierarchy. This is for a simple reason: if someone/group can exercise power over an individual to do something they wish not to do (such as signing a diversity statement), that is a form of coercion born through a hierarchy of power. People who wield a certain level of power sit comfortably at the top of the hierarchy while claiming for equality and liberty, simultaneously punishing and firing anybody who does not adhere.
With this extremely brief overview of the issue of freedom, let’s turn to Kandiaronk and Turgot to imagine what they may say about this modern issue.
 
Kandiaronk may emphasize that freedom is unattainable precisely because of the inherent unequal distribution of power in our society. From a teacher who has power over the future of their students, an employer who can decide who will be eating steak or a can of beans for dinner, or to the homeowner who can evict/reject a renter for almost any reason. He will repeat “A man motivated be interest cannot be a man of reason.”
Turgot here may be sympathetic to Kandiaronk’s ideas of the coercion of power. He would argue that: 
 
Yes, it is lamentable that there is an unequal distribution of power that withholds freedoms from certain people, but this allows for extreme progress!
 
Turgot would only object if the development of technology, art, and science seems static, which he believed was a vice that needed to be overcome (such as the Monarch and the Church). 
 
Closing the Debate
 
So, who would you support and vote for? More importantly, what world do you wish to live in? The one imagined and lived by Kandiaronk or Turgot? Does your vote reflect upon this ideal?
 
TO CONCLUDE
 
The debate between the Europeans and Americans never was just the ideological battle I depicted above. The Americans were derogated, assimilated, and nearly annihilated for the name of progress and to grow the “trees of colonialism” Turgot so believed in, coupled with the Judeo-Christian dogma to “fill and subdue the earth.”
This European cultural tendency to derogate and annihilate the “other” had been nearly perfected by the time Europeans first travelled to the Americas. From the Roman fear and conquest of the Celts, the colonization of the Irish peoples, the “othering” of the Orient, the unrelenting colonial movements on the continent of Africa and the Far East, and into the conquest of the New World — all preludes and underlies this debate. Con	quest and colonization was their go-to death management strategy; to kill off any “other.” 
Although they had continuously “rationalized” these bloody conquests and attempted genocide of the “other,” the Americans posed a unique threat due to internal and external changes, most importantly the Enlightenment.
The growing literacy rates and dissemination of foreign ideas such as Kandiaronk’s created the need for the European elite to not only justify the conquest of “others,” but also the continued subjugation of those who slaved away in their fields and factories. In this sense, the new elite who were eager to overthrow the Church and the monarch simply continued on the absolutist view of the world the Judeo-Christian dogma preached. As Dr. Sheldon Solomon writes:
 
Belief in progress is a secular worldview derived from Christianity in that, like Christianity, it views humans as fundamentally different than, superior to, and with dominion over, nature and all other forms of life, and promises salvation as the end of history, albeit on earth in a globalized free-market economy (Solomon 2020: 410). 
 
With this new hero system and method to achieve immortality, the Europeans continued to conquer and colonize any “other.” However, this method did not deal with their death anxiety any better, and still defaulted to the deeply rooted cultural method of annihilation — they only now killed under a different name and mission. As introduced in the opening chapter, eradicating the “other” serves to justify our own ideas of immortality:
 
If numerous individuals on the opposing side of the conflict are killed while one’s own group continues to exist, then by inference the beliefs of one’s own group must be correct. Massive casualties for the opposition imply that their beliefs were insufficient to protect them from the ultimate threat of death (Hayes et al. 2008:502).
 
And the Europeans did exactly that. They tried extremely hard to annihilate the Americans and their ideas, now veiled under the “leftwing” ideas of progress and development. They annihilated the animals and land they lived on, they separated families and forcefully assimilated the children to make them more “civilized.” The Europeans could not win the debate on an ideological basis, so they went to conquer, colonize, and annihilate.
Thankfully, the debate continues on today. The colonized fought and survived, continuing to tell their stories and keeping their ideas and culture alive. More consequently for those on Turgot’s side, people are still terrified of death. The story they forcefully spread across the globe is unable to answer the questions of death and provide meaning to our lives. 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
Othering and Uniting: The Death Management of Japan
 
For 2,000 years, Japan is the only country that has been one nation, in one place, using one language, with one ethnic group, under one emperor. It’s a great place. I’d love to hear if there is proof that claims otherwise — Taro Aso, Japanese Politician
 
In the previous chapter, we looked at how the presence of the “other” pushed one group into derogating and annihilating, unable to deal with their own death anxiety due to an absolute view of the world. This chapter will explore people who assimilate “others” in the face of an existential threat to calm their rampant death anxiety. Moreover, through this case of Imperial Japan, we will observe how this tide of conquest and colonialism not only fails to deal with death anxiety, but leads to the need for constant expansion and assimilation. 
 
What makes Japan a unique case in world history is that for thousands of years, the inhabitants of the island constantly “othered” themselves from one another and claimed separate identities and worldviews. However, in a rapid wake of external threats, all of these diverse groups were hastily assimilated and unified into a nation we now call Japan. To this day, as seen through the opening quote from Japanese politician Taro Aso, this narrative of Japan being a homogenous nation continues to exist. 
Not only is this idea of “homogeneity” untrue, it continues to cause much suffering, harm, and discrimination to those who are in fact different. 
 
JAPANESE DIVERSITY AND ON SCHISMOGENESIS
 
Let’s begin by exploring the diversity of Japan, as I suspect not many readers know how truly diverse the island nation is. It is important to note here that I am suggesting a diversity on almost every front of how we categorize our societies. From ethnicity, race, gender, religion, political structure, sustenance, and more. Let’s begin with the group you are most familiar with and who have become the “face” of the Japanese: the Wajin.
 
The Wajin: Not Chinese, then what? And on why Soccer vs Football is such a big deal (it’s really not)
 
The group I am calling “Wajin” are the people you would imagine when thinking of a Japanese person. This group is thought to have first emerged from the mixing of rice farmers who emigrated onto the southern end of Japan and the earlier inhabitants of the island who arrived about 15,000 years ago. The rice farmers are thought to have begun arriving 3,3000~2,300 years ago who mixed, fought, and interacted with the people who were already living on the island. The initial inhabitants are called the Jōmon, who lived by foraging and small scale agriculture, but with the introduction of rice farming the population on the Japanese island bloomed greatly. 
Alongside the arrival of agricultural practices, we begin to see clear signs of social hierarchy emerging such as great tombs and accumulation of wealth in one area. Most of the Wajin at this time were concentrated down south, growing from individual tribes and clans into larger social structures such as kingdoms. Jumping forward to the 6th and 7th century a powerful kingdom unified under an emperor, called the Yamato kingdom, consolidates its power. These Wajin groups borrowed largely from the Chinese, learning from their political, religious, and social structures such as the implementation of Buddhism. 
However, this inflow of foreign influence did not go without opposition. Although some Wajin were accepting of the Chinese way, many were cautious about openly welcoming in such alien ideas and structures. Rampant debates, conflicts, and even wars emerged from disagreements about what religion to follow or how to structure their social hierarchy. The main reason for such debate was the need for the Wajin people to create a unique identity separate from that of the Chinese, and simply borrowing from their ideas defeats this purpose. This process is called “schismogenesis,” coined by anthropologist Gregory Bateson. To get a better grip on what this process is, let’s go on a short tangent and explore the difference between Football and Soccer. 
 
When I first arrived in the United States, I distinctly remember an episode that occurred at a small worn-down Mexican restaurant. I sat there with my teammates after practice, listening to a growingly intense argument on whether to call our sport “soccer” or “football”. One side — consisting of Europeans and South Americans — were passionately making a case that the original name of the game is football. They added: “Mate! We play with our feet, so it only makes sense to call it football”. The other side — consisting of North American players — argued that the sport needed to be called “soccer” so as not to confuse it with “football” that uses an egg-shaped ball. They said, “when in Rome, people, just use our language.” So, which side is correct? Or is there even a right answer? Turns out to answer this, we have to learn about an odd cultural phenomenon called “schismogenesis”
The word schismogenesis literally means “the creation of division,” and was applied to how different social groups deliberately choose to “other” themselves from their neighbors. This is fundamentally an identity creation project, such as when siblings refuse to wear the same clothes. The division between using the terms “football” or “soccer” to refer to the same sport was born through this process of schismogenesis. 
The sport we call football/soccer for the majority of its history was not clearly defined by international rules and organizations as it is today. Originating in England, there was great regional variation where some people played the game with a large group, while others played with a predetermined limit to the number of people on the field. Moreover, some only used their hands, others used their feet, and some used both. However, as the game gained popularity and different schools or villages wanted to play against the team on the other side of the river, a set of rules needed to be established before this was possible. So beginning in the early 19th century, different groups began to pen down set rules on how to play this famous game. But a conflict emerged. Some groups made rules that permitted the use of hands, while another group made rules that did not allow the use of hands. So as to settle this dispute, the two groups split. 
In 1871, various teams and groups who used their hands came together and established the Rugby Football Union, calling their game “rugger” and later “rugby” or “football”. The other group who used their feet came together as the Association Football (later as the Football Association), and called their sport “soccer” —  derived from the word as-soc-iation. This is where things become international. 
Through colonial activities, this sport had become popularized and was played on almost every corner of the globe, including the United States. Well into the late 20th century, both England and the United States used the word “soccer” to refer to the variation where we only use feet. However, in the 1980s, the National American Soccer League (NASL) gained much prominence and even threatened the “original” English soccer leagues. Dr. Szymanski at the University of Michigan observes that the British stopped using the word in reaction to this threat of success. Moreover, the Americans derogated soccer into “a sport for patsies, for fakers — for women” (Markovits 2010:208), and consecrated their identity into their “own” sport now called “American Football”. 
Like this, from things as obscure as a sport that has the same origin, we attempt to differentiate ourselves from those who we consider “others” or rivals to solidify a group identity.
 
Now, how does this all connect to the early Wajin groups of the 7th century? It is because they did exactly the same thing. 
One of the main reasons the Chinese expanded their influence to the Japanese archipelago is due to the incredible growth they experienced. Often dubbed the “Golden Age,” through this incredible growth in technology and literature, China soon became the most populous nation in the world at the time. This period, ruled by the Tang Dynasty, was so much farther developed than the Wajin the Chinese called them the “Barbarians of the East.” Although the Wajin quickly borrowed much of the Tang Dynasty’s ways — such as creating their capital based on the capital of China — they also needed to create their own identity, choosing to diverge based on their collective symbol.
As the Chinese consolidated its influence and power, they began to use the beautiful plum blossom as a symbol of unification. The plum blossom also grows across the Japanese archipelago, but the Wajin did not borrow this from the Chinese. Instead, the Wajin decided to use the cherry blossom as their symbol for unification. A quick Google search will show how minute the difference is between the cherry and plum blossom. One emphasized difference is that the cherry blossom has a split petal, while the plum blossoms do not. Although many won’t notice this difference at first, it was crucial for the creation of the Wajin identity in contrast to the powerful Chinese. 
This identity around the cherry blossom that was created in reaction to the “plum blossom people” continues to this day; going to see and picnicking under cherry blossom trees are a crucial part of the Japanese culture. As such, the Wajin engaged in what Gregory Bateson called "symmetrical schismogenesis,” which emerges from a competitive differentiation of social groups (also seen in the “othering” of soccer and football). But the Wajin also began to engage in another form of schismogenesis called “complementary schismogenesis.”
 
Complementary schismogenesis occurs when categorically unequal people engage in a process of “othering”, often at the cost of those who have less power or influence. We observed a good example of this in the upbringing of Napoleon when he isolated himself from his French peers. They emphasized the lesser Corsican “other” in contrast to the dominant French — although Napoleon eventually became “greater”. 
In the case of the Wajin, they did this internally through the creation of the caste system. Largely influenced by Confucian philosophy and Buddhist dogmas, the Wajin established a 4 tier caste system: the nobility, the warrior (i.e Samurai), the farmers, and the merchants. 
 
However, as in most caste systems, there is also an “outcaste” group. Throughout centuries, these people took on various names such as Eta, Hinin (translates to non-human), or more recently as Burakumin. 
This outcaste group was given the role of initially dealing with death (such as cleansing rituals to ward off bad spirits or dead animals) and then later to embody the idea of death entirely. Not only did their jobs involve death (such as executing people, burying the dead, or creating animal products), the Burakumin were ostracized and “othered” as an untouchable group. This presence of another who embodies the idea of death can also help in managing death anxiety.
Ernest Becker called this “transference,” in which we transfer the idea of death to something imaginable, tangible, and most importantly, conquerable. Historically death has been transferred to symbols or ideas such as the devil, sin, poverty, disease, primitiveness, purposelessness, and as seen through the case of the Wajin, to other human beings. We are able to manage our death anxiety and become a “hero” by defying, curing, or conquering this “other” who has become the equal to death. 
In such ways, the Wajin created their own identity through the means of “othering” themselves both externally (the Chinese) and internally (caste system). However, it was not only the Wajin who looked to assert their distinct identity on the Japanese archipelago, there were many more. 
 
Othering in Times of Unity: The Ambiguity of the Matsumae
 
While the Wajin were focused down south for much of their history — creating kingdoms and stories that maintained their unique identity — there was a distinct group to the northeast of the Wajin called “Emishi.” This term, which can literally translate to “Shrimp Barbarian,” was a derogatory term used to refer to the northern inhabitants of mainland Japan by the Wajin. 
The Emishi are considered to be people who are genetically and ethnically closely related to the earlier inhabitants of Japan before the rice farmers began mixing. These people are often depicted to look distinctly different from the Wajin, notably being more hairy. They also intermixed and fought with the rice farmers and subsequently the Wajin, but they maintained their distinct identity from the Wajin. 
Unlike their Wajin counterparts down south, the Emishi clans did not unify under a single political entity until the 11th century, when a powerful half Wajin, half Emishi warrior came to prominence. Although the main island of Japan (the one that looks like a sausage) entered a time of relative political stability as the north and south “unified”, it soon gave way to nearly 2 centuries of war and turmoil.
Around the time the Emishi clans were becoming united up north, the Wajin societies were becoming increasingly wealthy and began to bargain for greater control over their peripheral areas. The emperor of the Wajin was losing influence, and became a symbolic figure who gave power to generals called the “shogun” (think of the Pope blessing a European king). Moreover, as trade with China (now the Ming Dynasty) became more affluent and local lords (called daimyo) were able to gain more wealth, even the shogun began to lose their grip over land and people. 
These daimyos came into conflict with each other, especially as earthquakes, famines, or political struggles left their people destitute and hungry. As seen in the first chapter, this is when raiding and conquest become  viable options for survival. Such conflicts and economic turmoil erupted into a large scale war in the mid 16th century, triggering what historians call the “Sengoku Jidai” (Warring States Period). A power vacuum ensued and every local lord or clan began to seek to grab more power and land through conquest. Each small group “othered” themselves as the better, more powerful, and righteous ruler of their neighbor. 
Of course, the northern Emishi (now largely a ‘mixed race’ group of Emishi and Wajin) were swept up in this turmoil that lasted well into the beginning of the 17th century. However, with the introduction fo firearms from Portuguese imports, the entire balance of fighting shifted. In a quick succession of wars, the entire island came under the power of Tokugawa Ieyasu — a powerful general who establishes the Tokugawa shogunate. 
Having come out of 200 years of constant political and social turmoil, the new leaders of the island eagerly attempted to stabilize the various clans. They did so powerfully by stamping out anyone who may cause trouble, and famously banned Christianity from being practiced or preached. Moreover, the Tokugawa shogunate cautiously monitored trade with foreign entities — especially those of European origin. The later end of the Warring States Period is famously called the “Unification Period of Japan.” Now, you may imagine that Japan as a “nation” had emerged from this, but that is far from the truth. The state of the island at this point is a diverse array of independent political, social, and cultural groups being unified under the grip of a powerful leader. To see this, let’s look at one of these groups, who were unique to in the way that they continued to assert their difference all the way until Japan actually became a “nation.” 
 
A “nation” is defined as “a territorially bounded sovereign polity that is ruled in the name of a community of citizens who identify themselves as a nation” (Britannica). What is key in the idea of a nation is that the citizens of the nation believe that they belong in any area within their boundaries. For example, Californias will believe they belong in New York, or people from Moscow can feel “at home” on the island of Sakhalin, and so on. So now, did the newly unified clans of Japan feel they belonged in land on the other side of the island? Not at all. Each clan that had been fighting each other for 200 years still felt as foreign to each other as France is to Italy. 
The Matsumae domain is one great example of this, as although they pledged their loyalty to the Tokugawa shogunate, they staunchly sought to maintain their autonomy and unique identity. 
 
The Matsumae family, who were initially a “secondary” family in terms of political presence, came to great power during the years of the unification of Japan. Through bouts of savvy negotiations and successful war contributions, the Matsumae were elevated to take control of the northern most end of mainland Japan. 
As mentioned briefly above, the new Tokugawa shogunate was eager to maintain stability on the island and were direly cautious of foreign invasions from their northern and southernmost borders. In accordance with these worries, the Matsumae were tasked with two duties: protect and oversee trade on the northern border. 
When you look at a map of Japan today, a large diamond shaped island on the northern end is incorporated as Japanese land. However, at this point in the history of the island, this area was considered foreign land. Moreover, anything north of the Matsumae domain was such a mystery, that it brewed much fear and caution from many of the leaders of the main island. Protecting this border was perceived as such an important task that the Matsumae were exempt from many of the obligations other domains had to perform for the Tokugawa shogunate. Some of these tasks were a heavy tax called the kokudaka and a brutal system called sankin-kotai. Sankin-kotai was a system in which local lords were forced to live in the capital (called Edo) every other year. In addition, the family of the lords was required to live in the capital, essentially held captive as hostages. This was a system imposed to maintain the stability of the island and discourage revolts to disturb the “peace”. The Matsumae was exempt from both of these requirements due to the perceived threat of the northern mysteries and dangers, and the importance the Tokugawa felt to maintain this new era of peace. But the question is — was there really a threat? 
 
The people who inhabited the land north of the Matsumae are now called “Ainu”, and will be the focus of the next section. Simply put, at this point in history, the Ainu were peaceful groups of people that posed and intended no threat to the Tokugawa borders3. In reality, the northern threat was almost entirely made up. The threat came from the imagination of the Tokugawa leaders, who reminisced about the barbaric northern people that fought off the mighty Mongols and their own Wajin predecessors more than 300 years ago. The Matsumae took advantage of this fear, by depicted the inhabitants to the north of their land as aggressive and barbaric beings, needing the control and “iron fist” of the Matsumae to keep them in check. 
In fact, the Matsumae knew how little of a threat the Ainu posed to the Tokugawa regime and peace. We can infer this by the army the Matsumae held to “protect” the northern border. Typically, you would imagine that a group whose main role is to protect a border will have a large military ready for combat. 
Instead, the Matsumae had no military at all. They only held a small group of warrior class aristocrats and even banned all of their citizens (who consisted mainly of merchants to trade with the Ainu) from holding any weapons. If there was any form of invasion, the Matsumae were the last people you would want to defend your borders. So then, why did the Matsumae build their power and legitimacy on such lies? For economic hegemony and again, schismogenesis. 
 
First, the Matsumae had much to gain by keeping the northern border a mystery. By becoming the “experts” of the northern land and people, they also gained a monopoly over all the trade with the Ainu people. The Ainu provided valuable resources such as animal products, lumber, and even traded goods from mainland China into Japan. In addition to this, the Matsumae were exempt from the obligation of cultivating rice. This was largely undesirable for many northern domains as the climate was harsher and made rice cultivation exceedingly difficult. 
Second, and possibly more important to the Matsumae, this ambiguous status they maintained with the Tokugawa allowed them to feel independent from the rest. As seen in the case of the Wajin, the Matsumae also identified themselves through “othering.” This unique identity most likely stemmed from their categorical difference of a strong Emishi influence.
For example in 1618, Jeronimo de Angelis, a Portuguese missionary to Japan, met with many of the feudal lords of the Tokugawa shogunate. When he met with Matsumae Yoshihiro, the missionary records that the Matsumae boasted how they were not part of the Tokugawa. This perception of otherness continued well into the Tokugawa era, as almost 200 years later, a Matsumae lord is recorded to have continuously asserted their otherness and their land as “foreign” to Japan (Walker 2001:41). 
In such ways, although the island of Japan was “unified” under a powerful leader, groups such as the Matsumae went to extended efforts to maintain their autonomy and “foreignness”. 
 
The Intentionally Forgotten Others: the Ainu and Ryukyu Islanders
 
Throughout all of this Wajin and Emishi history, there are more distinct groups who thrived on the land we now consider to be Japanese. Notable among them are the Ainu and Ryukyu Islanders, two groups who lived in the northern and southernmost edges of modern Japanese land. Let’s begin with the Ainu. 
 
Today, the Ainu are recognized as the Indigenous group to northern Japan, yet we know that these people have lived on the northern end of Honshu, Hokkaido, Sakhalin, Kuril Islands, and Kamchatka for about 13,000 years (the latter three are now Russian territory). However “Ainu” is a blanket term used to categorize and homogenize the diverse culture, language, and customs that were erased from history during the Japanese colonial era.
The descendants of the Ainu themselves took on the name of “Ainu” in the 20th century as a way to assert their identity in a world that continued to marginalize them. Historically, most Ainu groups lived in small villages and spoke a distinct language from the Japanese.  It is estimated that there are about 19 various languages these peoples used, now clumped together as a single Ainu language with differing dialects. The diversity of the Ainu goes beyond the language into sustenance practices and even religious beliefs. Some groups farmed, others bred horses, while certain groups relied largely on foraging. Notably, the Ainu also have a distinct “look” from the Wajin and many early anthropologists/ethnographers thought they had a European heritage. 
 
The other unique group lived down south, notably on the famous island of Okinawa. These people — often referred to as “Ryukyu Islanders,” derived from the Ryukyu Kingdom that emerged on these islands — are also culturally and ethnically distinct from that of the Wajin. Similar to the Wajin treatment of the Emishi and Ainu, the Ryukyu people were often depicted as barbaric and lesser than themselves. Regardless, for hundreds of years the people who inhabited these islands staunchly asserted their own identity and autonomy in the face of major foreign powers such as the Wajin, Koreans, and Chinese. 
The Ainu and Ryukyuans maintained their autonomy well into the 19th century, alongside many other Wajin domains under the siege of the Tokugawa regime.  Each group told their own stories and found a place to belong in this mortal world separately. However, a sudden and immense existential threat towered over the Japanese, breaking the relative peace that existed for the past 250 years. 
 
THE BLACK SHIPS AND DREAMING OF PEACE THROUGH CONQUEST
 
By the end of the 18th century, the internal workings of the Tokugawa regime began to weaken. Reminiscent of the thermodynamic principle of entropy, the once stable island was entering into a state of chaos. People were becoming increasingly irritated about the powerful grip and strict hierarchy of the shogunate. Groups wanted to become independent and gain autonomy. However, much more consequentially for the Tokugawa regime, external threats ripped apart their illusion of peace, unity, and immortality. 
The first great threat was the Opium War, erupting in 1839. The Opium War was a conflict between China (now the Qing Dynasty) and Britain, in which the British ended up claiming Hong Kong as their own in 1842. This greatly startled the Wajin, as China was a powerful nation they idealized in many ways. As aristocrats and intellectuals began speculating on what had happened in China, the second major threat quickly came. In 1853, Commodore Matthew C. Perry from the U.S. Navy arrived at the coast of Tokugawa’s capital to make an ultimatum. Perry had come in massive black warships, far more powerful than anything Japan had at that time (in fact, residents of Japan were still using the firearms they got from Portugal 200 years ago). The commodore put forward two options for the Tokugawa: open to trade with the “west,” or get attacked by the powerful warships the Wajin had no chance fighting against. The Tokugawa yielded to the powers of the United States in order to survive, but this decision erupted into more internal dysfunction and chaos. The 250 years of unity was instantly broken up into various groups; some wished to learn from the west, others greatly opposed the ceding to the Americans, while some merely looked to consolidate their own power in midst of such chaos.
The islanders needed a new story to tell themselves if they were to stand a chance against the new western threats. For the entirety of their history they were involved in a complex process of schismogenesis to maintain their unique identity from each other; now being threatened to all be squandered by powerful black ships and superior technology. The complete breakdown of what managed their death anxiety and provided them with meaning was imminent. 
 
The New Immortality Story: Reviving the Emperor and the Japanese Enlightenment
 
Those who rose to power in this time were a group of young aristocrats backed by the support of the long-neglected Yamato emperor. Their goal — similar to that of Napoleon’s — was not to accommodate to the new powers but to quickly industrialize, westernize, and withstand the powers that so threaten them. They chose the slogan “Fukoku kyohei,” which translates to “Rich country, Powerful army,” to propel the island forward  into an industrialized powerhouse. This was a complex process that first needed to establish a sense of “nationhood,” something that was greatly lacking in the minds of the people who lived on the Japanese islands. They needed to essentially undo the millennia deep processes of schismogenesis. 
This “revolution” of the island is called the “Meiji Restoration,” which coupled many of the western ideas of progress with uniquely “Wajin” symbols and identities such as their emperor or cherry blossoms. As it may be inferred from this, it was the southern Wajin who quickly consolidated their power and looked to create a new nation called Japan. 
 
The term “Meiji” — which became synonymous with this period of Japan and the name of the newly appointed emperor — translates to “enlightened rule”. As suggested by this, the Meiji Restoration can be seen as the Japanese Enlightenment period, where the entire island was swept up by industrialization, expansion of scientific thought, and most importantly, doing away with their “primitive” past. 
By this time in most western thought, the idea of progress measured through various developmental stages of human societies was accepted as the truth. Like the 4 stages Turgot proposed, the new Meiji regime saw their Tokugawa past as being “lesser” then the industrial and commercial economy they were attempting to create. But there was a significant problem: most of the people living on the Japanese islands were still “stuck” in Tokugawa times. There was no sense of unity and many local domains still asserted their opposition to the Meiji government. 
In a telling episode of how diverse the people were, a young girl from the countryside travelled to Tokyo, but when she overheard the conversations of people there, she “mistook the language she heard… as French” (Caprio 2009:66). As such, if people within the island had trouble merely understanding with each other, how were they to construct a nation that could withstand the powers of the United States or Britain? They needed to assimilate the diverse peoples.
Through an incredible investment into media propaganda and educational reforms, the Meiji government rapidly spread the new ideal of a unified nation. They clearly distinguished between what was considered “civilized” and “primitive”. Everything from what to eat, wear, drink, and even read, the government attempted to control. But most important to this effort was to create a new story that unified the people from the northern tip of Japan down to the south; to unify those who spoke and thought such different thoughts that were as foreign to each other as a French individuals. 
To accomplish this, the Meiji government reinstated the heir of the Wajin emperor back to power. Alongside the propaganda and educational reforms of what is “civilized”, they also reintroduced long forgotten myths of the emperor and his god-like status. The emperor was called the “Tenno” (literally “Heavenly Emperor”) and claimed to be the direct descendant of the Shinto sun goddess Amaterasu. In accordance with historic records of the Wajin, they preached how the emperor was a living god and that all people on the Japanese island are descendants of him. 
This reintroduction of the emperor accomplished two things: to unify the diverse groups on the island into a single “race” and to provide a new story of immortality. By associating themselves with the living god, all Japanese citizens were now able to gain a sense of immortality and death transcendence. Yet problems still remained for the Japanese: their borders were now truly in danger. 
 
Creating Peace through Conquest
 
Soon after the Meiji Restoration, the new government prepared a group of diplomats to travel the western world and learn their ways. This was called the Iwakura Mission, which was dispatched in 1871 and traveled to  the United States and much of Europe. The journal entries and reports from this travel provide us with great insight into how the new Meiji government learned to view the world, and the role they must play as the only yellow nation to protect themselves from the invasion of the white ones. 
Although the travel inspired many renovations to the social structure of Japan, one of the main influences was on Japan’s colonial activity. It is no exaggeration to say that the Japanese learned and copied the colonial, assimilation, and expansion strategies from the western nations they closely observed during this mission. The historian of the trip, Kume Kunitake, had some insights he shared during their trip through England. Historian Mark Caprio (2009) summarizes his observations:
 
Pondering the question of why civilized countries continued to prepare for war, Kume wrote that civilized people must retain standing armies not because they have yet to emerge from barbarism but because barbarian people relish battle (63). 
 
Caprio further comments on Kume’s insights:
 
To achieve internal security, the state must guide its people to “be at peace with one another, [to] work hard at productive enterprises, [to] be imbued with the spirit of patriotism and [to] regard it as shameful to submit to another country.” The state must also secure its periphery: “A country which was threatened by no enemies on land or sea on any side and had no need of an unproductive army to maintain domestic peace would be a happy land indeed.” (ibid).
 
The basic idea was that if there are no enemies, “domestic peace” would be achieved. It is necessary for the peace and safety of the nation to “secure its periphery,” a.k.a colonize, assimilate, or annihilate others. Taking this to heart, the Meiji government annexed the peripheral islands of Hokkaido and Ryukyu  Islands — inhabited by the Ainu and the Ryukyuans — to assimilate them as they were simultaneously assimilating people on the main island. 
In this way, the new anxiety buffering story was cultivated through the example of the west. They looked to rid of all death reminding “others” through assimilation (and often resulted in attempted annihilation), while creating a hero system rooted in the idea of the divine emperor and powerful economy. 
Yet applying this learned ideology of “peace” through conquest has not and did not work as smoothly as many Japanese aristocrats believed. Different perceptions of the world will always exist, often in opposition to the hero system coercively pushed upon another. In this way, Japan attempted to undo the incredibly complex identities cultivated through means of schismogenesis, only to create more reason for those to “other” themselves. The Ainu, Burakumin, Ryukyuans, Koreans, Taiwanese, Chinese, and many more who were subject to the Japanese/Wajin assimilation policies resisted and fought back. 
Yet such opposition would have threatened the newly born, fragile worldview, so the Japanese clamped down even more, pushing their narrative of the world, meaning of life, and their definition of death onto others. Soon, assimilation gave way to annihilation; this resulted in the horrid warcrimes of the Nanking Massacre, Kamikaze suicide bombers, and the thousands of deaths that emerged from this hastily constructed cultural story. 
 
This reactionary defense of the Japanese in response to the western threats gave way to the new narrative of a homogenous Japan. But to assume that this had ended with the Second World War is far from the truth. The nation has held on to this story; mitigating death anxiety for some, while derogating and marginalizing others.
 
Remnants of the Homogenous Dream
 
As seen in the opening quote, many Japanese politicians and citizens continue to assert and dream of being a homogenous nation. Although Imperial Japan ceded many of their colonies after being defeated in World War 2, the island nation still claims Hokkaido and the Ryukyu Islands as their own. It was only recently that the Japanese government acknowledged the Ainu as an Indigenous group, while largely ignoring the Ryukyuan’s unique culture and history. Moreover, many people who originate from Imperial Japan’s colonies remain on the nation. They are continuously subject to much ostracism, but the Korean Diaspora are among those who suffer the most. 
After the war, Koreans who were forcefully brought to Japan lost their official citizenship. Until today, descendants of these forced laborers to Imperial Japan cannot gain full citizenship. Rampant discrimination ensued, and for a while, 50% of all Koreans in Japan were unemployed. Koreans in Japan continue to have higher suicide rates than their Japanese counterparts, as well as being treated unequally from schools or employers (Kim 2021). Such incidents of discrimination and marginalization are shared among other minority groups such as the Ainu or Ryukyuans; unfortunately these stories are brushed under the white sheets of “homogeneity”. 
Japan continues to deny their colonial past and actions, while maintaining the myth of homogeneity that emerged during this time. 
 
TO CONCLUDE
 
The nation of Japan was born through a defensive response to imminent existential threat posed by the technological superiority of the west. Because of the long standing history of “othering”, a new story of unity and death transcendence needed to be strung together. Coupling ideas from their new western examples and  utilizing their own stories (such as the emperor or cherry blossoms), the Japanese created a story of continuous expansion and assimilation. 
However this story was unable to achieve its goal, as the idea of “a country which was threatened by no enemies on land or sea on any side and had no need of an unproductive army to maintain domestic peace would be a happy land indeed”serves no real answer to the fundamental question. Moreover, this idea was almost counterintuitive to the immortality system they created through the image of the divine emperor. If only the Japanese were descendants of the emperor, how in the world could they truly assimilate those who are different such as the Ainu or Koreans? 
The continued insistence of the Japanese people in adhering to this cultural worldview is not only marginalizing and making their minority groups suffer, but is also taking a toll on their own. 
Suicide, gruesome work hours, unhappy relationships, extreme social isolation, and game/porn/alcohol addiction are only a few of the many problems the Japanese face today. All of these problems have been understood to be due to a lack of meaning and belonging in peoples lives. With this inadequate cultural buffer of death, people must distract themselves with the menial or succumb to the immobilizing terror of their own mortality. The ontological fear hides behind the noisy streets of “techno-super world” Japan, only to come and haunt those who can not remain distracted. 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
Abraham Lincoln's Dilemma, and the Problem with Brown vs Board of Education
 
If A. can prove, however conclusively, that he may, of right, enslave B. – why not B. snatch the same argument, and prove equally that he may enslave A.? – Abraham Lincoln
 
The above quote is a formulation noted by the renowned president of the United States, Abraham Lincoln in the 1850s. Lincoln wrote this at the height of rising tension in the political realm of the young nation, ready to burst into the fire of the American Civil War.
Although most readers will quickly point to the central theme of the Civil War – slavery – I suspect that many are not familiar with what about slavery erupted into this war.  As seen in the title of the chapter, Abraham Lincoln will be the center of focus here, as his ideas and sentiments are quite representative of what was going on in the minds of the American people at the time. However, more importantly, I use Lincoln as an example because he is remembered as an idealized hero today: as a person who was a prominent figure in bringing justice to the world and abolishing slavery. But as I now reflect back on all I’ve been told about this man, it seems as if the story was just a bitter pill coated in sugar. It seems as if the reason this fairytale story of the Civil War continues to be perpetuated today, is precisely because it protects us from things we do not wish to think of. Things that may remind us of our scary, imperfect, decaying world. 
 
THE PROBLEMS OF SLAVERY
 
Slavery was not, and is not anything new to human history after the dawn of agriculture. It will come as no surprise to claim that slavery was the fundamental building block of most industrial nations today. The United States enslaved Africans and Indigenous peoples. The Japanese enslaved the Koreans, Chinese, Taiwanese, and Indigenous peoples. The list can go on. These powerful empires were literally built on the physical labor endured by those their illusions deemed to be lesser; forcing them to cultivate agriculture, cut wood, and dig mines. 
By the time of Lincoln, such practices of slavery had been occurring on the American continent for as long as the Tokugawa regime was in power. Seeing slavery in the United States would not have been anything surprising or new, it was already deeply embedded within the way of life. So then, what changed this? Why the sudden opposition? Although it’s a complex story, we can summarize it into these three points: moral, economic, and psychological. 
 
The Moral Problem of Slavery
 
Let’s begin with the moral piece, as it’ll also provide the framework in which the issue of slavery was viewed in the United States at the time of the Civil War. The moral aspect can be said to have started around the time of the American Revolution, when the British Empire began asking for more money from their colonies through tax policies. The classic revolution story tells how unjust these policies were, and enraged the American colonies who eventually succeeded in creating a nation based on freedom and equality. Yet there’s an odd twist to this. 
First, the American colonies were among the freest people on earth. In no way were they oppressed for years by the iron fist of the British Empire, but really embodied what a laissez-faire economy looked like. As historian Jim Cullen writes, “freedom was not a goal to be gained; it was a cherished possession the colonists wanted to prevent being lost” (44). So how did these taxes seem so terrible that they began something as drastic as a revolution and war with their mother nation? To understand this I will borrow a concept from Harvard Legal Scholar, Cass R. Sunstein.
 
In his book, This is Not Normal, Sunstein put forward two ideas of how something is taken to be “normal” or “abnormal” within a society. The first he calls opprobirum contraction, which talks about how as the general situation of a group continues to deteriorate, “things that were once seen as bad or even as terrible may come to be seen as mildly distasteful or even fine”. An example of this is how the daily death toll rates from the coronavirus epidemic are “normalized”, although the death rates have continuously grown. His second formulation is called opprobrium expansion, which is the exact opposite of the previous idea. As things within society get better, “actions that were previously seen as fine or as mildly distasteful may come to seem bad or terrible” (16). There is no better example of opprobrium expansion than the American Revolution. 
As mentioned above, the Anglo-American people were among the freest group in the world. Through generations and decades of difficulty adjusting to the new climate, land, and culture of the Americas, these settlers had a life that was far better than it was once perceived to be (although of course, this was achieved on the backs of slaves and massacring Indigenous groups). But all of a sudden, the British wanted to tax them — how terrible. How terrible of the British to oppress and enslave the free citizens right? You may think I use those words as a dysphemism, I’m not. 
Right after the taxes were introduced in 1764, there are countless pamphlets, essays, and journals that highlight how terrible this new British imposition of power was perceived to be. John Dickinson wrote in 1765 that “We are taxed without our consent expressed by ourselves or our representatives. We are therefore — SLAVES”. Later, the famous slogan “Give me liberty or give me death” was born from the letter written by Patrick Henry in 1773. It’s sadly humorous that these people felt as if they were being enslaved by the British – the country they are from and have served – all the while maintaining real slaves themselves. But thankfully, people gradually noticed this contradiction. 
Soon after the revolution, many states began abolishing slavery: Vermont, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and many others planning to follow suit. Yet, as we know from the fact that the Civil War occurred, many states did not abolish slavery. To understand why, we must now look at the economic problem of slavery. 
 
The Economic Problem of Slavery
 
The economic aspect of the abolition of slavery was more fundamental to the Civil War than the moral one. Sure, many whites saw slavery as immoral and wrong, but they also viewed it as a “necessary evil”. So then why did so many Northern states quickly abolish it? 
Because by this time for many Northern states, slavery had become unimportant to their economy. The growing industry didn’t call for much free labor nor did their farms. On the other hand, slaves were fundamental to the large-scale farming many Southerners created their wealth from. But rooted even deeper than this sentiment was the imagined future for the whites. 
 
Contrary to popular perception, the debate over slavery wasn’t about if slavery should exist in the nation or not. The debate was about if slavery should be permitted in newly acquired territory. You see, the United States as we know of it today in terms of geography did not emerge until 1917. The nation grew gradually with the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, Spanish and British Cessions in 1818 and 1819, annexing Texas in 1845, and more. It was at this time of geographic growth that Abraham Lincoln and the debate of slavery entered the realm of American politics. To put it rather simply, the people whose economic growth depended on slavery (a.k.a the Confederacy), wanted the legal practice of slavery to expand into this newly acquired land. While those whose economic growth did not rely on slavery (a.k.a the Union), opposed this expansion. Here you may argue, "but the moral piece of slavery played a significant role!” I’m here to show you, that isn’t true. 
This is where Abraham Lincoln comes in, the so-called “Abolitionist”. Lincoln’s main concern was not the freedom of blacks or the morality of slavery, but the freedom of whites. To understand this, we need to understand what freedom meant to Lincoln and his followers. 
Freedom for Lincoln meant economic freedom and the ability to “better [one’s] condition”. Let me quote Lincoln himself to explain this:
 
Now irrespective of the moral aspect as to whether there is a right or wrong in enslaving a negro, I am still in favor of our new Territories being in such a condition that white men may find a home… I am in favor of this not merely for our own people who are born amongst us, but as an outlet for free white people everywhere, the world over — in which Hans and Baptiste and Patrick, and all other men from all the world, may find new homes and better their conditions in life. 
 
This is an excerpt from one of Abraham Lincoln’s many public debates. Now, does this sound like an abolitionist to you? Lincoln’s entire focus is on the betterment of white lives. He doesn’t care about the moral aspect of enslaving black people. Now, you may wonder, why in the world would Lincoln want slavery gone then? Isn’t slavery much better for whites economically? Not quite. 
Lincoln was bothered by the fact that slavery took away opportunities for young white people to climb the social ladder and “better their conditions in life”. He was a staunch believer in the ideology of “pulling yourself up by your bootstraps”. But to be able to do this, Lincoln believed, white people needed to hire and train other young white men. In a speech at Ohio, Lincoln dreamily idealizes this:
 
This progress by which the poor, honest, industrious, and resolute man raises himself, that he may work on his own account, and hire somebody else, is that improvement in condition that human nature is entitled to, is that improvement that is intended to be secured by those institutions under which we live, is the great principle for which this government was formed.
 
And what was in the way of many young white men to accomplish this? Slavery! Because would a rich white man rather hire a poor white man who will leave the workplace to become a potential competitor in the market? Or would they rather buy a slave who not only works for free, but can also produce offspring of more free laborers? The popular answer for many was the latter; even if they say slavery is “evil”. 
So even more fundamental than the moral drive against slavery was the drive for the economic prosperity of all white men. As Lincoln later said, "In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom of the free”.
However, what was even more deep-seated in the mind of the future president was fear. A fear of something terrible and at the same time a logically possible scenario.
 
The Psychological Problem of Slavery
 
Let us return to the quote taken from Abraham Lincoln’s journal introduced at the beginning of this chapter:
 
If A. can prove, however conclusively, that he may, of right, enslave B. – why not B. snatch the same argument, and prove equally that he may enslave A.?
 
Here, Lincoln was pondering upon the ambiguity of racial division and the logical implication it may have on “whites” and “colored” alike. 
Race, let me remind you, is a fungible concept. At one point in time, the “white” race was far less inclusive than today. Famously, some people we would consider white today – such as the Jewish, Irish, or Italians – were not considered white. Obviously, to be white entailed something more than just the color of your skin. It also mattered what your religion was, your cultural background, your intellectual capacity, and so on. Gradually, the “white” race expanded to include most races with lighter pigmentation. There was even a case made for Japanese people to be considered “white”. But before we diverge off into the rabbit hole of race, let’s return to Lincoln’s dilemma.
 
Lincoln was faced with the very real possibility and fear that he – and other whites alike – could become enslaved through the same logical argument whites made to enslave blacks. If the implication of being white was the darkness of your skin, could a more light-skinned person than Lincoln enslave him? Would this be further justified if they were smarter than he was? Or if the argument was – as it was popularized in that day – that the “white” race was superior to the “black” race on certain characteristics, could a “black” person enslave a “white” if she/he could prove they were the superior one? 
This haunted Lincoln and no doubt haunted many others. In the end, they concluded that abolishing slavery and deeming it the ‘absolute immorality’ was the logical conclusion. Not because it was immoral, but because it protected them from the dreading possibility that they themselves could be enslaved. And remember, for them, slavery – a.k.a no freedom – was synonymous with death. “Give me freedom, or give me death”. 
 
To bring together this section, the problem white people of the north had with slavery came in three forms of differing magnitude. First, there was the moral one, although it was more of an afterthought than anything. Second, there was the economic one. Simply, slavery was not necessary anymore and was intruding in achieving the “American Dream” for some whites. Last and most importantly, there was the psychological problem. It was the sudden realization towards the possibility that they themselves could succumb to the same state of slavery if the system of slavery was allowed to continue. The freedom of slaves – which we epitomize as the center of this story – was only the afterthought. Or even worse, they were the very source of their fear. They feared, that if blacks were continued to be enslaved, only some white people would attain the American Dream. Moreover, they feared that black people could employ the same logic of slavery against the white people and enslave them. The idea that the emancipation of slaves was for the slaves, is and was a fairytale. Martin Luther King Jr. saw this when he preached:
 
In 1863 the Negro was told he was free as a result of the Emancipation Proclamation being signed by Abraham Lincoln... It simply said 'You're free,' and left him there penniless, illiterate, not knowing what to do. And the irony of it all is that at the same time the nation failed to do anything for the black man – through an act of Congress it was giving away millions of acres of land in the West and Midwest.
 
While the whites continued to prosper – with the new land free of slaves and free of the fear to be enslaved – black people continued to suffer and be marginalized well into the 20th century. 
But before we move on, allow me to “revise” another fairytale about the United States history: Brown vs Board of Education. This groundbreaking and famous case of the Civil Rights movement needs to be reexamined, as in the case of the Civil War and Abraham Lincoln. 
 
THE FAIRYTALE OF BROWN VS BOARD OF EDUCATION
 
When I first came to the United States, I came across an image of a young black girl being escorted out of a school building by 3~4 adult white men in full suits. If you don’t know the image I am referring too, go look it up online right now: search “Ruby Bridges First Day”. This image puzzled me as to why people praised it so highly.
People told me that this picture was celebrated because it symbolized one of the great victories of the Civil Rights Movement – the legal case of Brown vs Board of Education – in which schools were finally desegregated in the South. 
But to me, the picture is haunting. It’s an image of a young girl, surrounded and being yelled at by white adults, and she is now attending a school full of white kids who were taught to dehumanize, despise, and derogate black people. Every time I saw the picture, two thoughts popped into my head: assimilation and residential schools. 
What I mean by this is that the picture and story of this “victory” reminded me of the colonial practices of residential schools aimed towards Indigenous children to be “whitewashed” and assimilated. They were forced to learn from white teachers, about white ways, and to forget about the ways of their “inferior” parents and teachers. Some Indigenous scholars have called it “cultural genocide”; by wiping away the knowledge, relationships, and connections the older generation looked to make with their own children. Some schools have reported unimaginable treatment, rape, torture, and multiple cases where kids died away in these schools. Although the newly integrated schools among whites and blacks did not end up to this extreme, in my eyes, it served the same purpose. But there is something even more sadistic than this; how all of this is veiled under the name of justice and moral progress. Was it really? 
 
To fully grasp the case of Brown vs Board of Education, we first have to understand what the general debate on education was about at this time. The nation was still deeply divided over the issue of race. 
Though slavery had been abolished nearly a century ago, 17 Southern states had strictly segregated education systems and operated under “Jim Crow” laws. Many Northern states also continued a more subtle form of segregation, in places like movie theaters or housing. In the early 20th century, lynchings of black people – especially men – were at an all-time high. It is even more shocking how normalized this was in many places, where kids are seen smiling at the foot of a hanging person or families happily picnicking in places where these lynchings had occurred. Largely in response to these rampant killings, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was organized in 1909. A group of well-educated and influential people – like W.E.B Du Bois – came together to fight against these crimes and bring justice to the black community. By the 1940s, the NAACP became a prominent figure within the United States legal, judicial, and political world. It was precisely around this time that the group began to fight for justice in accordance with the constitution in Southern segregated schools. 
 
The NAACP’s choice to target education was an intentional one, as they saw that the Jim Crow laws in the field of education were most vulnerable and weak. Yet unlike the Brown vs Board of Education case, most of the early cases the NAACP targeted were in higher education — specifically law students. Take Murray vs Maryland in 1936 for example. Donald Gaines Murray was rejected from the University of Maryland School of Law on the basis of race, although he was qualified and outstanding in every other measure. Two years later, the NAACP took on Missouri ex-rel Gaines vs Canada, which was the same fight now against the University of Missouri Law School. Again, in 1950, the NAACP fought Sweat vs Painter, a similar case against the University of Texas Law School. The list can go on, but you get the point. The lawyers of the NAACP took on cases where motivated young adults were fighting for justice; and of course, they were brilliant and won every case mentioned above. Then came Brown vs Board of Education. 
Unlike the past cases, this one was about elementary school students. Linda Brown, the young girl at the center of this case, was 7 years old. Ruby Bridges, the girl in the picture I asked you to look up earlier, was 6 years old when she first stepped into an “integrated” school in 1960. These children being sent to white schools were not highly motivated law students who wanted to change the world, they were still figuring out who they were.
 
Before I get carried away, we need to learn more about the case of Brown vs Board of Education. At the height of the many successes the NAACP saw with their previous cases against law schools, they began to ask black families to send an application to their local all-white elementary schools, knowing they would be turned away. As rejection after rejection began piling up from across the country, the NAACP sued the school board with the Brown family's name at the forefront. Brown vs Board of Education was the bundle of all these rejection cases across the nation with over 200 plaintiffs. To get an idea of what these plaintiffs were faced against, let’s focus on the Browns. 
The Browns lived in Topeka, Kansas, the capital city of the state. When the NAACP had asked them to apply to the local all-white school, Sumner Elementary, they had good reason to do so. Linda’s all-black school was a 7 block walk from her home, making it an unfavorable hike compared to Sumner, which was only 4 blocks away. To the expectation of the NAACP, the Browns were promptly rejected soon after they had applied. But the question is, did the Browns really want to send Linda to Sumner? It’s complicated. Because unlike the fairytale we hear today about the poor quality of all-black schools, the Browns loved their school. 
The all-black school was named Monroe Elementary, a school Linda’s mother also attended. Years after the case of Brown vs Board of Education, Linda’s mother Leola, was interviewed by the Kansas State Historical Society. They wanted to know what was going on in her mind throughout this case. When asked about Monroe, this was her answer:
 
What? Oh, it was wonderful! I tell you, it was wonderful. And had it not been for this walking, you know, to school and going so far to school, we possibly never would have, you know, done what we did.
 
In another interview, she says:
 
The black school was a very good school. We don't have any qualms about our schools. They were very good schools, we had quality teachers, the children did get quality educations if they did have the second-hand boot—books, so to speak, because some of the books that they got were handed down from the white schools. But they had quality education. The teachers were very much concerned about the tea—students, their education, and seeing that they got a quality education. So we had very, very good black schools. And when the children came out, they were well learned. They were ready to be integrated into the junior high school with the white children.
 
As seen here, the Browns had no problem with the education they were receiving at Monroe; in fact, the education was doing great. As Leola briefly mentioned, junior high schools were already integrated, and black students did not lag behind the whites in any way, shape, or form. So then, what was the problem? Why did they join this fight? Let’s turn back to Leola’s words. This was after Leola’s husband, Oliver, had been rejected by Sumner:
 
He says, but I can't go along with that, he says, it's just pointless to have a school in your neighborhood, and not being able to attend. So we pay taxes, just like everybody else, on these schools. So he says, I'm going to see if we can't get something done about it. And that's when he went back to the NAACP, and reported, and they decided to start the case against the school board.
 
The problem Oliver and Leola had with the system was about the principle of it, not necessarily the “better” quality of white schools.
 
But the focus of the case took a sharp turn in court. The Browns and many other parents were fighting for the principle of the law, but the court made the case into something totally different: the inferiority of black education. Let’s read from the transcript of the case. After briefing over the history and importance of education, they begin:
 
We come then to the question presented: Does segregation of children in public schools solely on the basis of race, even though the physical facilities and other "tangible" factors may be equal, deprive the children of the minority group of equal educational opportunities? We believe that it does.
In Sweatt v. Painter, supra, in finding that a segregated law school for Negroes could not provide them equal educational opportunities, this Court relied in large part on "those qualities which are incapable of objective measurement but which make for greatness in a law school." In McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents, supra, the Court, in requiring that a Negro admitted to a white graduate school be treated like all other students, again resorted to intangible considerations: ". . . his ability to study, to engage in discussions and exchange views with other students, and, in general, to learn his profession." Such considerations apply with added force to children in grade and high schools. To separate them from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.
 
What the court is first comparing here is the quality of education between a graduate school and elementary school. They claim that because the quality of graduate schools is disparaging between white and black schools, they find that it must be even worse for elementary education. Next, the sense of “inferiority” largely derives from the famous Doll Study, replicated by sociologists Mamie and Kenneth Clark for this very case. 
The study gathered a group of children and gave them 4 dolls. 2 of them were white, the other 2 black. Then the Clark's asked the children "which dolls were nice and which were bad, and which doll is most like you?" You may already be familiar with the results. The majority of black children chose the white dolls as "nicer" and said that they were more like them. This continues to be one of the most cited studies about race and perceived inferiority, making it a crucial part of the NAACP’s fight against segregated schools. But then, the court makes an incredible leap and claims:
 
Segregation of white and colored children in public schools has a detrimental effect upon the colored children. The impact is greater when it has the sanction of the law, for the policy of separating the races is usually interpreted as denoting the inferiority of the negro group. A sense of inferiority affects the motivation of a child to learn. Segregation with the sanction of law, therefore, has a tendency to [retard] the educational and mental development of negro children and to deprive them of some of the benefits they would receive in a racial[ly] integrated school system.
 
Let me reiterate the last sentence, as it is a profound statement: “segregation with the sanction of law… has a tendency to retard the educational and mental development of negro children.” This goes far beyond what the Browns were fighting for. They just didn’t like that Linda had to walk 7 blocks instead of 4. They were trying to uphold the country against their own principles of freedom and equality. In no way did they think that education in black schools “retard the educational and mental development of negro children,” because they didn’t! Regardless, the court is basically saying:
 
Schools taught by black teachers and run by black administrators are terrible, they “retard” the children. So we need to send these kids to white schools.
 
They systematically and legally confirmed the derogated ideal of black people, their abilities, and education. If this alone does not make you reconsider the Brown vs Board of Education, let’s take a look at what happened after the case was “won” and schools slowly became integrated. 
 
The first detriment was not on the kids, but the educators and employees at all-black schools like Monroe. Dr. Leslie Fenwick, a professor at Howard University School of Education, estimates that about 35~50% of the teaching population in the segregated south were black prior to the Brown case. In actual numbers, that is about 80,000 black teachers. After the Brown case, the sole focus went to transporting black students to white schools without getting assaulted by white adults, as captured in the picture of Ruby Bridges. What happened to the teachers who had cared, nurtured, and educated these students? They were fired.
One estimate showed that 38,000 black teachers were let go after Brown vs Board of Education. The reasons all varied, but in the end, school superintendents (who were now all white) and district courts decided that white teachers were better than black teachers. It didn’t matter if many of these black educators had master's degrees or PhDs, or if they had far more experience than the white teachers. Because the Brown vs Board of Education case concluded that the education these teachers embodied “retarded the educational and mental development of negro children”, they needed to be let go. 
Now also keep in mind what environment these students had to enter into. Many teachers in white schools took a pledge to fight against the NAACP before the court case was won. They themselves rejoiced at the sight of a dead black person. If black students weren’t already feeling marginalized in Jim Crow states, being thrown into an all-white school with only white teachers would have been the nail in the coffin. These newly integrated children weren’t dedicated justice fighters like those people fighting to enter white law schools. They were 6, 7, 8-year-olds walking past a crowd of angry white people, being escorted by large, armed white men, and entering a school they knew they weren’t welcome in.
 
The impact of this continue today. Compared to the 35~50% of black educators in the Southern states just over half a century ago, only 7% of teachers across the entirety of the United States are black. What is left to celebrate about Brown vs Board of Education? Black students have one of the highest dropout rates in the United States (alongside American Indian/Alaska Native and Hispanic), and one of the best ways to keep these students in school is being taught by a teacher that looks like them, understands their culture, and shares their stories. 
Studies have shown that by having just one black teacher during the course of a child’s education, students are 29~39% less likely to drop out of school. The same goes for attendance in college, placement in gifted education programs, rate of suspension, and more. Every measure of educational success improves with just one black teacher during the course of their entire time in school. 
There was a great loophole in the aim for educational justice during the Brown vs Board of Education case; and just like the abolition of slavery, “the nation failed to do anything for Black [people]” (King 1968). 
 
TO CONCLUDE
 
Black people are continued to be vilified in the same way today. To borrow from Isabel Wilkerson’s brilliant analysis of race, the caste system in the United States is very much alive and thriving. The “caste system is an artificial construction, a fixed and embedded ranking of human value that sets the presumed supremacy of one group against the presumed inferiority of other groups.” How they are presumed to be inferior, however, has changed shape. It was first solely the color of their skin and place of origin. Then it turned to mental capabilities and perceived “retardedness.” And today the inferiority is constructed as ignorant parents, drug dealers and addicts, rapists, criminals, and high-school dropouts. But remember, the fight began not when white people like Abraham Lincoln wanted justice. It began when they were afraid. 
 
I hope this discussion first and foremost challenged our fairytale stories and view of “progress” the United States  and the world has made in terms of racial relations. The above two examples occurred not for the betterment of black lives, but so that powerful white men could take a sigh of relief. 
The United States is only one of the many colonial nations born out of the derogation, subjugation, and annihilation of the “other” who continue to reap the economic benefits of this oppressive system today. 
We continue to use the morally bankrupt yet easy way out of the problem of the “other,” we simply attempt to eradicate or minimize. From the Indigenous peoples, slaves, immigrants, and more, humans have continuously created and imagined a new “other” when the previous one has lost their potency. We also create internal division when the foreign “other” has disappeared, as seen in the stark political divisions within nations without a single “other” to point a finger at. 
Yet does this derogation, assimilation, and annihilation of the other really buffer us from the terror of mortality and death? Or does it only temporarily allow us to deny and ignore the ultimate end, leaving us unprepared in the face of our own denial? Even worse, does it create a never-ending loop of aggressive, hostile, and violent behavior? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART THREE
Still Terrified. Still Insecure. And Still in Denial
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
Dying and Working in Despair 
For them, recalling the past and looking toward the future were both burdens, and since they were powerless to do anything about the present, their only option was to live out their waning years without thinking about anything in this unusual era — Cixin Liu, The Dark Forest
 
Allow me to explore some remaining questions and make some preluding comments before entering the final part of this book.
What did we get out of this past? Did the conquest and colonization of others, the dreams imagined by people like Kume Kunitake and Abraham Lincoln really bring peace and order? Will the continuation of technological and economic progress solve more of our problems as Turgot imagined? 
Most importantly, is the modern cultural story of death denial and transcendence working well? Or are we still the conscious blobs of flesh terrified at the face of our own mortality, trying to run and deny this fact through the destruction of others? 
Let’s begin to explore these questions with a short conversation I had with a person named Tammy (a pseudonym). Through her story and experience, we will explore how our recent and modern cultural story is functioning to provide people with meaning and purpose.
 
TAMMY: AN INTERVIEW
 
It was a typical cold Michigan morning in the closing days of November. We stood in front of a glass window that gave a full view of the flurrying snow, with a hot cup of overly bitter coffee in hand. She slowly said:
 
You know, I used to love this snow. It always made me feel so good to be inside. To be warm. But now it’s really, really cold — maybe I’m just getting a little too old. 
 
That’s Tammy, a pseudonym she chose herself. I asked her why she chose that name:
 
Oh, it’s because I just love Tammy Wynette. Why not be someone I admire? At least for this interview!
 
She softly giggled and sipped some of her coffee. It’s odd how you can stumble into a conversation with someone that will change your view on almost everything you thought you knew. This was the case with Tammy. 
 
Tammy is in her 60s. She dips slightly to her right as she walks, with carefully curled hair at the edges. Extremely soft-spoken, like the snow that gently lands at the edge of your glass window, but each word holds a weight of all her life experience. Tammy is not originally from Michigan and moved around the country from a young age following her parents as they hopped from job to job. Her life would remain the same, a “nomadic life” as she put it, after her marriage with her late husband. She was well-educated and worked as a nurse for most of her life. But her husband was not. 
 
He was just like my father, and maybe that’s what made him so attractive to me. He cared about me and his friends. He worked hard, I can tell you that, but school wasn’t for him. 
 
She stops, giving me a slight grin. 
But it changed slowly. He just couldn’t see the world the same way anymore. 
 
Tammy was telling me about how hard it was for her husband to find new jobs without an education. He was let go constantly, and “didn’t let his pride stoop low enough to apply to a fast-food restaurant.”
 
He always drank occasionally. Would go out with a group of friends, and I’d sometimes tag along. But he started to drink alone. I never noticed it, only now do I see how odd that was for a person like him. I was working for the house, you know, busy. 
 
The edges of her mouth stiffened. Almost as if the words that conjured up in her mind were too big, and she was struggling to push them out. 
 
And just like that. He took his life. He just didn’t know what do to anymore. He didn’t know who he was. 
 
Tammy looked up to me, as I stood there without knowing what to say. 
 
You know, we whites have it hard too. It doesn’t sound right but it really is. People like him don’t have a place to be. 
 
DEATHS OF DESPAIR
 
In 2015, Dr. Anne Case and Angus Deaton published a study titled “Rising morbidity and mortality in midlife among white non-Hispanic Americans in the 21st century.” The paper and the subsequent studies conducted by the two economists startled the public. Case and Deaton first found that mortality and morbidity among middle-aged white men and women in the United States had increased from 1999 to 2013. This rise in deaths and disease wasn’t seen among their black or hispanic counterparts, making it a distinct phenomena for white middle-aged adults. They found that the “increase for whites was largely accounted for by increasing death rates from drug and alcohol poisonings, suicide, and chronic liver diseases and cirrhosis (1)”; especially for those who did not receive a college degree. 
These deaths were later termed “deaths of despair,” as these deaths came from a startling increase in white Americans who suffer from chronic pain, deterioration of community, unstable finances, declining mental health, and resorting to alcohol, drugs, and suicide. These ‘deaths of despair’ have contributed significantly to the decline in the life expectancy of Americans in the past few years, causing alarm across the globe. 
More recently, the two Princeton economists followed up this study with a book, Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism, to try and understand why this was happening in more detail. Here, Case and Deaton explore the various possible explanations to the rise of deaths and decrease in the quality of life for many white Americans without a college degree. Was it the over-production and prescription of drugs (specifically opioids)? Although the rise in overdoses and drug dependence is striking, they conclude that they did not “create the conditions for despair”. The authors further look into the problems of obesity, poverty, and income inequality, only to find that these are problems seen across the board – from varying age, educational background, and race. So then what did they find?
 
Case and Deaton point to jobs. They found that where joblessness increases, the “deaths of despair” follow. Suicide, overdose, alcohol-related disease, and deaths all increase as the jobs grow scarce. As Dr. Atul Gawande wrote in his commentary on the book for the New Yorker:
 
The earnings advantage for those with college degrees soared. Anti-discrimination measures improved earnings and job prospects for black and Hispanic Americans. Though their earnings still lag behind those of the white working class, life for this generation of people of color is better than it was for the last.
Not so for whites without a college education. Among the men, median wages have not only flattened; they have declined since 1979. The work that the less educated can find isn’t as stable: hours are more uncertain, and job duration is shorter. Employment is more likely to take the form of gig work, temporary contracting, or day labor, and is less likely to come with benefits like health insurance.
 
Here, it’s useful to turn to Epstein’s formulation of what is “normal” again. Things were getting better for white Americans for most of the history of the nation. The cultural story told them to become a self-made man, free from all the shackles of the world, and to prosper. The abolition of slavery signified hope for the uneducated, middle class; telling them to now go claim the newly acquired land without fearing the monopoly slaveowners could have. The reintegration of black students into their schools re-enforced the idea that their teachers, system, and thinking was better. But now, this hero system was failing them – they could no longer be the self-made hero through work alone. They see people who don’t look like them gaining benefits and becoming the president of the nation. The communities that they constructed around their industrial jobs were being torn down and sent to 3rd world nations. Church and Union membership – the backbone for many middle-class Americans – were on the decline. The situation they face is an extreme opprobrium expansion, where things are supposed to be great, but it just keeps getting worse. 
To add insult to injury, Case and Deaton point out, that the United States is providing lethal ways in which these Americans cope with their despair. The easily accessible firearms account for more than 50% of suicide, and the abundance of opioids and alcohol provide quick means to deal with their despair. The authors write:
 
Suicide happens when society fails to provide some of its members with the framework within which they can live dignified and meaningful lives.
 
Since the inception of this country, work had been at the center of its hero system, as Weber pointed out in his famous study of the Protestant Ethic. However, gradually, it has become impossible for many people to buy into this illusion of reality. They lose their jobs, can’t make a living on their own, and to make matters worse, other people seem to be able to make things work. 
 
Here, we can broadly categorize how people respond to this reality under two umbrellas. They either become very aggressive – which is much more vividly seen within our media networks – or they become hopeless.
The first response is what we’ve largely observed throughout this book. Napoleon needs to go into another war, the French need to minimize the Americans, the Japanese need to “secure” their borders, and so on and so forth. What we see throughout all of this is what TMT teaches us: when someone or some group’s hero system, ideology, illusion – whatever we wish to call it – is challenged, they tend to revert back and adhere even more strongly to their original ideology. This can explain the huge polarization of political opinion here in the United States, where both radical sides continue to retreat into their own ideology and lash out against the other. 
On the other hand – as Case and Deaton importantly point out – many are hopeless. Their ideology can no longer buffer them from their reality, creating a downward spiral of drugs, alcohol, and self-destructive behavior in trying to numb and mitigate these feelings. This behavior is corroborated in TMT studies, where people drink or smoke more when exposed to thoughts of death. To borrow the words from Tammy once again:
 
[They] just couldn’t see the world the same way anymore. 
 
In such ways, the system that was created for the white man, “to find a new home and better their condition,” is failing them. Not on the backs of slaves that work on their plantation, but on cheap labor in factories both here in the United States and abroad. Abraham Lincoln’s painstaking efforts to create a situation where white men hire other white men is failing, as white men would much rather hire cheap labor from Mexico or Indonesia, leaving these hopeless people to “deaths of despair.”
 
Jobs as Death and Meaning
 
But are things better for other people with jobs? Even for those who are able to find jobs, it is often at the cost of the little remaining freedom in this super hierarchical world we are born into. In an incredible online piece by Chris Bertram, a professor of social and political philosophy, he comments on this signing away of freedom in the work place. He breaks down this “unfreedom” into three categories: 
	Abridgments of freedom inside the workplace. Such as being unable to go to the restroom, forced to wear what the employers want, fired for joining a union, and many more. 

	Abridgments of freedom outside the workplace. This comes in the form of monitoring social media activity (dictating what to post or not), not allowing an abortion, or controlling how much the employee drinks outside of work.

	Use of sanctions inside the workplace as a supplement to — or substitute for — political repression by the state. Simply put, the workplace becomes a place for political repression, alleviating the need for the government to intervene or control the crowd. For example, in the McCarthy era of the United States, you may have gotten fired for just seeming like a communist. Or today, where people get fired for having certain beliefs about sexuality or race, no matter how “liberal” the reason for firing may be.  

People today can literally be fired for almost any imaginable reason. Here is a list compiled by scholar Corey Robin: 
 
Not smiling at work, smiling too much; not being friendly to my coworkers, being too friendly; demonstrating insufficient initiative, not being a team player; kowtowing to management, being insubordinate; being a leader, being a follower; braiding my hair in corn rows, wearing it straight; wearing long pants, wearing short pants; sporting an earring, refusing to do so; having a beard, shaving it off; fingernails too long, fingernails too short.
 
What happens if one simply revolts and gets fired? Even if they knew how to hunt or forage, the very land in which they must live on is owned by somebody or institution. Moreover, the water, food, shelter, and medicine we rely upon to maintain our lives are all products of a complex global system that is managed by fewer and fewer people. And without the bargaining power provided by the means of money, their life may be more miserable in the end. 
To compound onto this literal reliance on money provided through freedom restricting jobs to survive, our jobs and money have become synonymous with who we are. We are our jobs, and our intrinsic and extrinsic value are seen in terms of the money we make and spend. People feel a sense of belonging through what they buy, how much they earn, or what they do. A vast array of studies show that people who live in consumeristic societies can literally buffer their death anxiety through buying more things or thinking of accumulating more money. And why shouldn’t it? It’s quite logical if you think about it. 
Money provide us with the two things Ernest Becker argued humans need: survival and meaning beyond death. Money buys us food, shelter, and water, checking off the list our first and fundamental need. Then money and things can provide us with a sense of meaning and belonging. Through money we not only buy our needs, but express who we are. 
We express our commitment to a particular religion or partner with the bargaining power of money. Through donations or “buying local goods” we can embody a particular identity and feel a sense of belonging within a certain group. People may say that money is only a means to the goal, but the problem is that money has become the only means to attaining our goals. To attend university, go on your dream trip, help the world, and many more, our best tools has succumb to the format of money. And how do you earn this money? By signing away your freedom and succumb to the restrictive rules of the workplace. 
 
This is our modern cultural story: to work, accumulate wealth by giving up on many freedoms, and consume whatever we are told or believe that will provide us with meaning. Or as aptly expressed in the drama “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof”:
 
The human animal is a beast that dies and if he's got money he buys and buys and buys and I think the reason he buys everything he can buy is that in the back of his mind he has the crazy hope that one of his purchases will be life ever-lasting (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof Williams, 1955/1985, as quoted in Arndt et al. 2014:203).
 
But is this story really working? Mental health continues to decline, the deaths of despair still remain rampant, and the gap between the have’s and have-not’s continue to skyrocket (literally and symbolically). Our life span increase only so that we can spend more time cooped up working long hours, only to finally to end our lives tubed and drugged up in the hospital.
Terror Management scholars suggest that we must judge a cultural story based on how well it mitigates the fear of death and provides meaning to our lives, while minimizing the negative effect it poses to neighboring cultures and future generations. Historically since the dawn of agriculture, and as seen in the preceding chapters, our cultural stories have relied upon conquering our own people and others. This can be done by derogating, assimilating, or annihilating all others. Even after this worldview was spread across the globe with colonial activities and transnational corporations that exploit cheap labor, it still does not satisfy the above formulation of an ideal worldview. Our mental and physical health continues to deteriorate, while our everyday activities made possible by exploiting foreign labor and compromising the livelihood of the future generation of homo sapiens. 
 
The ultimate irony is that this cultural story is also failing those who are supposed to benefit from it most. As seen in the deteriorating situation for white people who Abraham Lincoln so staunchly fought for, it is also failing our modern elite who seem to have it all.
In a chilling article written by Dr. Douglas Rushkoff, he recounts some conversations he had with a group of men we can call “the global elite”. He had been invited to speak at a “super-deluxe private resort” about the broad subject of the “future of technology.” Unlike his expectation of a Ted Talk-like atmosphere, he was simply seated at a roundtable with 5 of the most wealthy and powerful men in the modern world. He quickly realized that “they had no interest in the information I had prepared about the future of technology. They had come with questions of their own.” Dr. Rushkoff summarizes their interest and obsession in one simple word: Escape. He writes: 
 
Taking their cue from Elon Musk colonizing Mars, Peter Thiel reversing the aging process, or Sam Altman and Ray Kurzweil uploading their minds into supercomputers, they were preparing for a digital future that had a whole lot less to do with making the world a better place than it did with transcending the human condition altogether and insulating themselves from a very real and present danger of climate change, rising sea levels, mass migrations, global pandemics, nativist panic, and resource depletion.
 
Let me remind you, these are people funding our research in medicine, government, schools, housing, environment, international relations, and more. But before you are quick to judge them, let us take a step back and observe what is going on. Our global cultural  story is centered around the accumulation of wealth, capital, and prestige – all of these people have that. We mirror our lives to their standard and also adhere to this worldview. Yet, they are not able to deal with the fear of death. They pay tens of thousands of dollars for people like Dr. Rushkoff to comfort them that their worldview will in fact save them from death. 
Again, our modern hero system is failing us and more consequentially, our elite. The world is constantly threatening their worldview – climate change, pandemics, technological failure, crashing markets, and more – so what do they do? Retreat even further into that worldview. They pour in more money to buy that extra ticket to “heaven” as an indulgence for the heaven of capitalism, technology, and medicine to protect themselves from the terror of death. Yet, to what end? 
 
TO CONCLUDE
 
The story of Tammy is the story of many others like her and her husband. Their cultural story offers no place nor hope for uneducated, middle to old age people who’s skill and knowledge can no longer make the most amount of money. They are stuck at home, at the bar, or in the hospital bed slowly or abruptly dying in despair. 
Suicide is a riddle, as Freud once put it somewhere. We have attempted to understand it for years and puzzled over the psychological, sociological, and cultural dimensions of this act. Suicidologists (people who study suicide) have identified two interpersonal constructs that often push people to suicide or suicidal behavior: thwarted belongingness and perceived burdensomeness (Van Order et al 2010:2). It is not hard to imagine that Tammy’s husband — and thousands more like him — felt as if he did not belong and was a burden to those around him. 
 
Yet our modern story does not seem any better for those who have a job (which can provide a place to belong and role within society). As discussed above, the necessity of making money coerce people into signing away their remaining freedom, from which they can be fired for any conceivable reason. 
Our elites and superstars — the so called “geniuses” Turgot wanted to bolster up — are no better. They reiterate the famous quote from Françoise Sagan, “money may not buy happiness, but I’d rather cry in a Jaguar than on a bus,” yet they are still crying and in denial.
The irony is that this exploitative, consumerist, and fundamentally hierarchical cultural story is not only failing those who most strongly adhere to it, but may very well lead to our collective and total death. Before we dive into this possibility of extinction — which will be the focus of the next chapter — let’s return to Tammy to end this chapter. 
 
Tammy and I first began our discussion when she asked me what I was interested in researching after she heard that I was applying to graduate schools. I responded that I was interested in learning about suicide and suicide ideation among marginalized communities; with a focus on Indigenous and diaspora groups. To my surprise, she responded by saying, “you know, white people do that too. But no one seems to care.”
Slowly, we got to know each other. We shared our background, our story, and found what we have in common. We explored what we disagreed on, and how we both enjoyed our coffee without milk or sugar. Towards the end of one of our conversations, I asked what her favorite song was by Tammy Wynette, as I’ve never heard of her before. She quickly said:
 
Til I Can Make It On My Own. You know, I was never fond of Tammy Wynette until my husband passed. I was always a pop girl. 
 
She giggled as she reminisced. 
 
But there’s something about the way her songs speak to my heart now.
 
I encourage you to go listen to the song now. If it doesn’t bring you to tears, I don’t know what will.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
The Threat of Nature and the New Dimension to Death
 
Only within the moment of time represented by the present century has one species — man — acquired significant power to alter the nature of the world. — Rachel Carson, Silent Spring
 
In 2018, a shocking article was published in the journal Nature Climate Change. It was titled “Higher temperatures increase suicide rates in the United States and Mexico”, a very straightforward title to a rather distressing revelation. The authors of this paper found that every 1°C increase in average monthly temperature leads to an increase of 0.7% and  2.1% increase in suicide rates for the United States and Mexico respectively. Even more concerning, the authors project that if human beings do not mitigate the issue of climate change by 2050, there could be up to 9,000~40,000 more suicides in the United States and Mexico alone. 
Suicide – as we saw in the previous chapter – is already a grave concern for our species today. It is estimated that more than 700,000 people resort to suicide every year, and it is unimaginable how many more have attempted to do so on top of this number. In the face of such global despair, our inability to cope with the changing climate isn’t helping.
Suicide is not the only mental and behavioral health issue on the rise due to climate change, although it is a powerful example. Depression, anxiety, hopelessness, a literal loss in place of belonging, the list can go on. I could list off even more personal and interpersonal issues that arise with our deteriorating environment, but I’m sure you’re sick of hearing such delightful news daily. What I want to focus on here is to attempt to understand our inability to cope or even collectively accept climate change through a TMT perspective. To begin, let’s explore the question: why is climate change so controversial? 
Although many diverse answers may pop up on your Google search, I believe — among many others — there is a far simpler answer. As long time environmental and political activist Arnold Schroder writes: 
 
For most people most of the time, whatever our worldviews, global collapse is simply beyond our emotional and psychological scope, if it is presented in non-mythic terms (2019)
 
In an unprecedented way, humans — beginning from the Holocene 12,000 years ago and our shift to agricultural societies — have created another dilemma in the human paradox of death. 
We are no longer creatures only terrified of our own death and mitigating it through social and individual means, but an animal that has created a trajectory for our own extinction as a species. For more than 10,000 years, we have been unable to come to terms with our own mortality without attempting to annihilate others. How in the world could we come to terms with our own extinction as a whole? 
Even if we were to miraculously tackle this problem with full force, the ride is already headed for crash and cataclysm. Unlike the possible destruction of the world through nuclear weapons, the issue of the changing climate is that there is no single button to stop this threat.
But before we will try to face this problem of extinction, let’s attempt to better understand how we came to where we are today.
 
MITIGATING DEATH BY DEROGATING AND ANNIHILATING NATURE
 
Studies of TMT show that when we are reminded of our own death, we become more willing to kill animals and exploit forests for reasons that would not be endorsed when not thinking of death. Becker also observed that what we call the “natural world” is so terrifying, that we derogate it into a lesser reality by giving ourselves the facade of control. We can build dams, fences, go to the moon, or create sophisticated systems to better understand nature to obtain this sense of control over something that controls us. Colonial activity can also be seen as a way to subjugate and control the environmental systems. 
Quickly recall, the core of colonial activity is the forceful implementation of a single definition of agriculture over another. The definition many colonizers adhered to was owning private land and using the environment for economic gain. Many of such conquerors were no doubt driven by an absolutist view of their worldview, motivated by biblical verses such as “be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.” Moreover, we often see the people implementing such ideas as noble and powerful men with a clear plan on how to subdue the land and people on it. But this is not the case. Sure, there were powerful people in these colonies, but the majority of them were staring death right in the face. Let’s turn to the state of Michigan for example. Through this, we will observe how the religiously, morally, and legally endorsed exploitation of our environment has come to haunt us in the modern-day. 
 
The Dutch Migration
 
Before the arrival of the “exploitative agriculturalists,” the land we now call Michigan was covered in forest. This forest was managed through the reciprocal relationship promoted through the “Honorable Harvesters,” and is estimated to have covered about 90% of the entire state. However, to skip over the complex history of Michigan, the European settlers cut more than 50% of this forest down to clear for housing, factories, or to extract its lumber. In fact, by the 1940s, no uncut stands of forest remained on the land of Michigan. The state still proudly announces their lucrative lumber resources and in many cities such as Grand Rapids, it is not uncommon to see great murals of lumbermen. But what drove this “frontier” line were not “...the toughest, strongest, fiercest and most determined men and women ever to walk on the face of the Earth” (State of the Union Address, 2020), as Donald Trump may like to believe; instead, they were poor, destitute, and religiously driven people who had no place back home in Europe. 
 
In 2006, the Dutch historian Ger de Leeuw published a book that traced the stories of people who migrated to the United States from the Drenthe province. With remarkable detail, de Leeuw included an incredible list of every single migrant to the “New World” from the years 1845 and 1872. This list included their social status, age, family size, and most importantly, the purpose for migration. Remember, this is a time when Abraham Lincoln and others were dreaming for the United States to be a place where:
 
white people everywhere, the world over — in which Hans and Baptiste and Patrick, and all other men from all the world, may find new homes and better their conditions in life
 
And of course, the Dutch were no exception. During the years de Leeuw examined, a total of 369 Dutch migrants poured into West Michigan – a place where Indigenous people such as the Odawa were still fighting for their place to remain after Michigan officially became a state in 1837. Now, if you read the letters these Dutch people sent back home, it’ll be easy to imagine that they were also driven by a transcendent purpose to transform the “savages” into “good” Christians. As one letter written in 1846 reads:
 
The entire North American country is free and open for the proclamation of the Gospel…Our plan now is as soon as the water is open… we will go to the state of Michigan…  
 
But in the following lines, the focus quickly takes a sharp turn:
 
Our plan now is as soon as the water is open… we will go to the state of Michigan… Although there are woods everywhere, we are still advised to go there because the soil in the woods, after the trees have been cut down, yields crops for three years without cultivation...It is surprising that one will find almost no one who came here poor and who after five or six years has not done well -- so well that he would even be counted among the rich in Holland. So, on the whole, people make progress here” (Barendregt 1846, p. 3-7). 
 
What becomes clear here is that the focus was not on the conversion of local people – although some groups did attempt to do so – that majority focus was on economic gain. Let’s return to de Leeuw’s list to observe this. 
 
Out of the 369 Dutch migrants, 242 were classified as “poor” and 50 as “destitute.” What is even more telling is that out of the 61 migrants who were classified as “wealthy,” 50 of them listed “poor economic means” as the leading motivation to travel across the Atlantic Ocean. In total, 71% of all these migrants were motivated by “poor economic means” to travel away from their homeland. The second most reason, religion, was only on the minds of 21% of these migrants. This makes sense, as what we learn from de Leeuw’s work is that all of these migrants traveled in groups. These groups were headed by one wealthy pastor or religious leader from that province. We can vaguely imagine that a small group of wealthy, religious leaders brought a larger group of poor, destitute people to the United States for greater economic gain. Although this only illustrates a small number of the thousands of Dutch migrants to the west side of Michigan during this period, knowing this background can allow us to better understand the ecological disruption that occurred. 
Soon after these migrants flooded into the west side of Michigan (one estimate shows that in just 2 years, 3,000 Dutch people came to West Michigan), they began clearing the land and cutting down the trees to implement their own definition of agriculture. This greatly disrupted the practice of the Honorable Harvest, alongside the strong national opposition to Indigenous peoples following the lead of soon-to-be president Andrew Jackson.  The famous quote, “the only good Indian is a dead Indian,” captures the United States American sentiment during this time well. Underneath this genocidal movement, what really drove the expelling of Indigenous groups in this area was how truly poor and desperate the Dutch were. The Dutch migrants, who had just traveled across the Atlantic Ocean and the land of the Americas, “were so ‘filthy’ that the Indians ‘could not live near them’,” as historian Robert Swierenga observes (2008). The Indigenous people were disgusted on how the newcomers polluted the wells, cooked food in the same bowls they defecated in, all on top of the smallpox epidemic they had brought. With the quick absence of any possible opposition to their religiously endorsed exploitation of land, many of these Dutch migrants achieved the “American Dream” Lincoln so staunchly fought for. However, it was of course not only the Dutch migrants who are responsible for the ecological degradation and expelling of Indigenous groups. 
 
Finding God in the Place of God
 
A few decades before the mass arrival of the Dutch, a peculiar conversation was occurring between two diametrically opposed worldviews. The conversation was between an Odawa leader and a Baptist missionary alongside the waters of Kee-No-Shay Creek in modern-day West Michigan. The two leaders were in disagreement on how one worships their god. The baptist missionary was busy attempting to convert the Odawa people to Christianity, to no avail. The Odawa could not understand why the Christians would seek the divine presence cooped up indoors while reading a thick book full of contradictions. For the Odawa – and many other Indigenous groups in this area – the Great Spirit was everywhere. From the trees to the water, and even the pebble lying on the side of the road. To convince the other, the Odawa leader took the European missionary to a sacred place of worship, which was located upriver where a waterfall was pouring over majestically. Surely, the Odawa man thought, this would change the missionary's idea of worshipping indoors. But the eyes of the European man – who was raised under the culture of exploitative agriculture – landed on something else. 
The waterfall was pouring over a mineral called gypsum, which after corroborating with a geologist in Detroit, the missionary found that the mineral could be used to create plaster (a paste used to coat the walls of European-styled houses) and fertilizer. Within the next decade, gypsum mines were created all alongside Kee-No-Shay Creek, even being renamed as Plaster Creek. The sacred place of worship for the Odawa was replaced with the religion of colonial activity and economic gain. West Michigan quickly became an industrial center fueled by lucrative woodworking and plaster mining businesses, and also quickly annihilating or assimilating the local Indigenous populations. But soon, this very hero system that put economic gain as the utmost ideal – endorsed through religious and legal dogma – came to haunt their very own descendants. 
 
With the compounding of fast deforestation, mining, agricultural runoff, and more, the land which was once so lucrative became hostile to those who worked it. Today, Kee-No-Shay/Plaster Creek is the most contaminated waterway in West Michigan. 
Without the vast forest to stabilize the soil and water, areas near the creek are prone to flash floods. The continuous contamination of the water from agricultural and industrial runoff has made the land inhabitable for native plants, animals, and fish. Probably more concerning for our modern humanistic thinkers, E. coli has been building up so much that people do not dare enter the waterway with their skin exposed. Charles W. Garfield – a man dubbed the “first citizen of Grand Rapids” for his commitment to the city in West Michigan – lamented:
 
​​[Kee-No-Shay/Plaster Creek] has almost nothing now in the way of tree growth from its source to its confluence with the Grand River, and instead of being the beautiful even-flowing stream throughout the year, as in my childhood, it is now a most fitful affair, full to the brim and running over at times, yet most of the year it is only a trickling rill. The playground is gone. Where there was one child then to enjoy that playground there are now eight thousand children who ought to have a playground like this, but a near sighted utilitarianism has snatched it away. We have stolen their rightful heritage from them.
 
Today, the remnants of the sacred worship ground of the Odawa is a stinky, contaminated, and brown trickle of fluid coming out of an underground pipe at the end of the river. 
 
Stories like this are found in every corner of our industrialized world. We have created a global hero system that is rooted in economic gain and environmental exploitation. Driven by this hero system, every “success” is backed by the stories such as the child laborers in the mines of Congo, illegal and unethical forestry work in the Carpathian mountains, and continuous extracting of fossil fuels. Moreover, it gave us rampant diseases such as the coronavirus pandemic, deadly hurricanes and heatwaves, and a growingly hostile globe. The illusion of “subduing” the earth is falling apart. 
 
TO CONCLUDE
 
Our hero system is failing, but we also must understand why it has become so hard for some to accept this reality. It is precisely because, for a while, the hero system truly made magnificent heroes. As seen in the stories above, for the past few centuries, it seemed as if humans conquered the immense power of nature. We are able to split the most powerful chemical bonds, alter the flow of rivers, and easily predict an incoming earthquake. Humans made incredible strides to prolong our life expectancy, making us dream of days where true physical immortality is made possible. To add to this conflated ego, this domination of the natural systems created unimaginable wealth. With this, we created more symbols of immortality: statues, world records, transnational corporations, billionaires, and more. Everything seemed to be going well, until of course, it wasn’t.
The same hero system that drove the degradation of the earth, came to realize that we could be creating our own demise by exploiting ecological systems. Just like how Napoleon’s drive to conquer Europe led to his own downfall, we are doing the same on a much larger scale. We are walking straight into our own extinction. However, as we have learned through TMT, what have humans done when faced with the threat of death? We retreat into our hero systems and already established worldviews. This is the positive-feedback loop of ecological degradation:
 
Humans realize that the earth and our bodies are decaying and dying. So then we retreat back into our same ideals of infinite economic growth, which in fact, is driving the decay. 
 
What may be most consequential for humanity is that those who rose to power, rose to power precisely because of their hero system built on ecological exploitation. As Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway so brilliantly showed in their book Merchants of Doubt, our leaders have openly disregarded any evidence that may challenge their place in power and continuous economic growth. There can never be enough proof or evidence for anything, there is always a “leap of faith”:
 
Science is pretty much the same. A conclusion becomes established not when a clever person proposes it, or even a group of people begin to discuss it, but when the jury of peers—the community of researchers—reviews the evidence and concludes that it is sufficient to accept the claim (33). 
 
In such ways, to return to our beginning question, climate change is so very controversial because to face it, it is to admit our collective mortality and minuteness in the face of nature. To truly admit to the problem of climate change is to shatter all cultural beliefs, hero systems, and personal identities that have greatly benefitted from it in the first place.
Those who have become suicidal, anxious, and depressed in the face of the threat of climate change see the world too clearly. They do not — or refuse to — adopt the buffers that can easily deny the threat of the degrading world and ultimate death.
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Confronting our Fear, Insecurity, and Death
 
Life is tragic simply because the earth turns, and the sun inexorably rises and sets, and one day, for each of us, the sun will go down for the last, last time. Perhaps the whole root of our trouble, the human trouble, is that we will sacrifice all the beauty of our lives, will imprison ourselves in totems, taboos, crosses, blood sacrifices, steeples, mosques, races, armies, flags, nations, in order to deny the fact of death, which is the only fact we have. It seems to me that one ought to rejoice in the fact of death – ought to decide, indeed, to earn one’s death by confronting with passion the conundrum of life — James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time
 
12,000 years ago the course of humanity drastically changed. With the gradual incorporation of agriculture as a central part of our societies, larger groups of people banded together and created incredible monuments and technology. However, this change came with a dire cost:
 
The adoption of agriculture made the average person worse off for millennia. Physical health declined dramatically and most of the world’s people were born into rigid caste systems and lived as virtual or actual slaves…. After agriculture, humans became shorter and less robust and they suffered from more debilitating diseases, from leprosy to arthritis to tooth decay, than their hunter-gatherer counterparts. It is only in the last 150 years or so that the longevity, health, and well-being of the average person once again reached that of the Upper Pleistocene (Gowdy 2020:2)
 
To buffer these rampant reminders of our mortality and death, we created prototypes for many of the world religions of today. Of course, an ever greater variety of cultural stories existed, but those were gradually assimilated or annihilated through the justifications of other gods and symbols. 
It is imaginable that the great change which accompanied the Holocene left a significant scar on those who struggled through it. Their previous lives of healthy foraging were being forced — either through unstable climates or other aggressive humans — into less nutritious and unequal lifestyles. The freedom that once accustomed many foraging cultures gave way to hours of backbreaking work out on the fields, in factories, or serving ungrateful customers.
As a species, we are traumatized by death and our own coming extinction. We are all in denial and unable to cope with the experience of imagining or confronting this reality. So then, what are we to do? Allow me to introduce two starting points. One for ourselves, and another for us as a global community. 
 
Confront your denial mechanisms, insecurities, and death
 
A starting point for all of us is to self-reflect. By using our incredibly developed brains, we can consciously evoke the thought of our own death and can attempt to understand the mechanisms in which we mitigate this fear. Take some time to think about this:
 
What do you believe in? What gives you meaning in life and a place to belong in the world? How do you believe you can achieve literal or symbolic immortality within your cultural story? 
 
Write down your though and reflect further upon:
 
Is the story you adhere to giving you peace at the cost of others (humans and non-humans alike)? Or at the cost of the future wellbeing of these others?
 
Reflecting upon our own mortality is no menial task. It’s draining, scary, and seemingly pointless — especially compared to the eternal distractions we can entertain ourselves with on the internet. 
However, we now know4 that reflecting upon our own death can become an incredibly enriching experience for ourselves and loved ones around us. Studies show that those who reflect upon their death (or were forcefully confronted with death through dramatic experiences) “report a greater appreciation of the present moment, place more importance on close relationships than material possessions, and report being less fearful of and defensive about their own mortality” (Solomon, Greenberg, and Pyszczynski 2015:209). Moreover, by reflecting upon our own cultural stories, we can better understand the shortcomings they may have. 
Our cultural worldviews are both the disease and the cure. It helps us function and thrive, but often also pushes us to dehumanize, discriminate, and murder. There is no single “perfect” ideal of the world. Even the egalitarian forager bands I so idealized in the opening chapter can fall into the same destructive patterns of conquest when things get difficult. Death is always imminent and if we are to helplessly hold onto our cultural stories for comfort, we may very well die in despair. However, by confronting this death and coming to terms with our humane differences, it may become possible to live in a world that is a little more peaceful and little less horrifying. 
 
In 2014, a Mennonite pastor uploaded a written piece titled “An open letter to my beloved church” to a website now called anabaptistworld.org. I was introduced to this piece through a podcast by bestselling author Malcolm Gladwell. 
Gladwell speaks to the author, Chester Wenger, and his family about the open letter. The letter and episode are about how the pastor of a Mennonite church came to terms with the conflict between his faith and reality: his son was gay. The letter and Wenger’s voice is heartfelt, touching, and deeply reflective: 
 
When my wife and I read the Bible with today’s fractured, anxious church in mind, we ask, what is Jesus calling us to do with those sons and daughters who are among the most despised people in the world—in all races and communities? 
What would Jesus do with our sons and daughters who are bullied, homeless, sexually abused, and driven to suicide at far higher rates than our heterosexual children?
 
Wenger was a person who did not doubt his cultural worldview and immortality. He was a strong believer in the church he served all of his life. 
Yet when presented with a reality of life that threatened all of such values, he did not lash out, become defensive, nor derogate as his fellow believers did. He expressed his generosity, reflection, and love. 
 
I believe — as does Malcolm Gladwell — we must all learn from Chester Wenger and his letter to the church. True courage and expression of human brilliance does not come when we plunder others and our environment around us; it comes when we can overcome this fundamental paradox of our consciousness to embrace the beauty of our existence. Wenger concludes:
We pray that our love in family and Church will bind us together in God’s family even when our understandings of God’s will may differ. 
 
Imagine and keep alive different stories and realities
 
The second plea I propose for the world is to imagine and protect the various stories and realities our species has told across the globe. I do not mean to maintain these stories through books, recordings, or videos, but to continuously strive and imagine a world in which all of these cultures can coexist. 
This is not to exile people who do not adhere to the hegemonic worldview into far corners of the world or onto reservations as we do today, but to create a place where these stories enter the dialogue of the world. I propose this for three reasons.
First, these stories provide an alternate view towards death and a critique against the flaws of other cultures. As in the discussions between Kandiaronk and Lahontan, if such discourse can enter into our daily lives, how much richer would our understanding of the world and ourselves become?
Second, being able to imagine and tell different stories requires much practice. As we continue to expect much change in our world, our stories must constantly be reconstructed and reimagined. It is time to practice being reflexive and conscious in this process. 
Third, there is much to learn from other stories. Not only on how to live, imagine, and cultivate meaningful relationships, but also on how to survive. It is projected that the future climate will return to one similar to the pre-Holocene epoch in the next century or two, making sustenance based on agriculture impossible. 
Of course, the readers of this book will most likely all be dead by that point, but we will contribute significantly towards how bloody, horrific, and chaotic that change will be. If we allow our consumerist culture based on limitless extraction to continue, the collapse of our global society is something I do not wish to imagine. The have’s will attempt to flee as they already are, as billions of people may be left to die without the slightest of knowledge or power to act upon themselves to mitigate. 
However, unlike you and I who are most likely entirely reliant on the supply chain of food, water, cleaning products, and more, there are incredibly resilient and powerful people who continue to live beyond these measures. Most of them are the victims of attempted assimilation and annihilation, yet their will to survive continues until this day. In many fields of study or categories these people are called “Indigenous.” 
 
It’s ridiculous and an oxymoron how people across the globe need to become Indigenous, Native, Aboriginal, or any other name related to it. For example, people in the United States are put up against a false dichotomy in which it is their choice to pursue being recognized as an Indigenous tribe/community or not. Another conflicting reality our society has attributed to them is a view of a static, frozen culture, and way of life. No other group in the world must constantly clarify that their way of life, worldview, and culture is ever-changing and fluid. Yet, we are in a world of absolutes, and we have decided that Indigenous peoples and their ways must be the traditions of the past – only replicated for the sake of it today. This idea is also related to that of Turgot, where there is a single linear fashion in which our societies “develop.” 
Regardless of these historical realities of colonization, genocide, assimilation, and in face of the world that continues to see these people as archaic or backward, their voices are among the few that provide a true alternative to the hegemonic worldview. I now turn the following pages to one of these stories. My goal is to act as a moon to their bright minds and stories, reflecting upon this dark world and remind that there is light and hope to be found5.
 
The Trickster and Freedom. From parts of Turtle Island
 
This story comes in many forms, just as the protagonist does as well. Some call him Nanabozho, others as Napi. Some refer to him as Wîsahkicâhk. It’s deceiving and limiting to attempt to write his name in the right spelling, as these words and letters are those of the colonizer. Here, I will stick to calling him Nanabozho, as that is how I first learned his name and story. 
 
Nanabozho was the First Man, although he was also part manido – a powerful spirit. Yet unlike other stories of the “first human,” Nanabozho was not perfect, but in fact, human. As Harold Johnson, a member of the Montreal Lake Cree Nation tells us, it is exactly mistakes and imperfection that make us human. The mistake of biting into a forbidden fruit won’t make us fall into imperfections, but remind us of our humanity. Because of this, the First Man, Nanabozho, is both the hero and trickster of this story. Nanabozho was given a set of tasks from the Creator, the Original Instructions. He was told to 
 
walk in such a way that each step is a greeting to Mother Earth, but he wasn’t quite sure yet what that meant. Fortunately, although his were the First Man’s prints upon the earth, there were many paths to follow. (Kimmerer 206).
 
As Nanabozho walked the earth, he learned the lessons present on the land already. He did not go and name all the beings on earth, but listened and learned their names. As he walked, they also called him by his name, calling, “Bozho!” – the greeting continued to be used today by the tellers of this story. 
Soon as Nanabozho continued his walk, he came across things that also made him tremble. The fire, the shaking earth, the rampant waters. Yet soon the Fire Keeper, Benton-Banai, teaches Nanabozho of the duality of power. It can both create and destroy, requiring a delicate balance and humility. Just like our cultural stories and belief systems. 
 
The most telling part of Nanabozho is his reciprocal relationship with the world and how he continued to learn and observe them. Nanabozho was mindful. To turn to Harold Johnson again:
 
The belief in absolutes is one of the main differences between how we traditionally understood the universe and our place and our role in it…. In our stories, nothing is ever presented as rigid and absolute. A fundamentalist is someone who takes a traditional story, like the Bible story or the Quran story, and says that this story is true, right down to every single word, and we must abide by every word. It would be very difficult to become a Cree fundamentalist, because the person who tried to abide by every word would end up behaving like a clown, like Wîsahkicâhk [a.k.a Nanabozho], who often behaves foolishly (58-59).
 
These stories highlight freedom — the ultimate ideal and dream of the western world. Yet, what freedom is there if only one story, one conclusion, and one idea is the absolute truth? 
In another telling story, Harold Johnson recounts is told by Saulteaux Elder Danny Musqua. He expresses how you and I, humans, chose and wished to be both spiritual and physical at the same time (12). Now how is that for freedom? The part of our humaneness that Ernest Becker thought “split us in two” (26) now becomes a choice. An act of agency to embrace the humanity of being both physical and symbolic. 
With this view and story, “death is not something to be afraid of. It is something to get ready for” (43). 
 
TO CONCLUDE
 
This book has been a brief historic overview of how we have been dealing with our problem of death. The terror and insecurity of our own death has led to the conquest and killing of countless “others,” justified under many gods, symbols, and rationales. Yet the more we vilify and annihilate the “other,” we are further left to our own insecurities, creating the need to find another to point our fingers at. 
Napoleon continuously sought out an enemy to conquer, while the Japanese believed peace would come when all of their peripheries had been assimilated. Europeans simply replaced a divine justification to conquer and subjugate others, with a seemingly new “rational” one. 
Furthermore, we continue to sugar pill these pasts, as they continue to provide many with a comfort and facade of heroism. We celebrate the abolition of slavery, incredible growth in wealth and technology, and our conquering of the ecological systems, while conveniently ignoring the detrimental impact it had on many. The stories of Abraham Lincoln and Brown vs Board of Education is told without highlighting how they served to derogate and silence former slaves and black teachers. Similarly, we are equally blind to the lack of belonging, hope, and meaning the modern cultural story provides everyone on each step of our stratified, workaholic societies. 
We compound on this issue by providing more means to eternally distract ourselves and detach our minds from the reality of death. While our neighbors and globe is screaming out in despair; we create walls, plug our ears, and simple look away to lose ourselves in the illusion of symbolic or literal immortality. 
Inevitably, we will all be confronted with the reality of death, only to find ourselves incapable and utterly unprepared for it. 
 
Death is undeniable. One day, all of our hearts will stop beating and our minds will cease to imagine. Yet the stories we tell may have a chance to continue on. 
Let’s take some time to reflect upon them. How does our story deny and transcend death? Will the story you tell and the actions they bring out continue to give life to those after?
As our heart continues to beat and our minds restlessly spin, we have an unprecedented opportunity to consciously reflect upon our mortality, our stories, and our world.  Derogating, detesting, repressing insecurity, or annihilating is what we have done for 12,000 years. It is time to tap into our imaginative capacities and reflect upon our narrative, for us and for our future. 
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Further Reading
 
Some fantastic books to begin with would be Dr. Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass, Dr. Treuer’s Everything You Wanted to Know About Indians But Were Afraid to Ask, and  Dr. TallBear’s Native American DNA. To depart from the American continent, Kayano Shigeru’s Our Land was a Forest is a good place to begin to better learn about the Ainu people. Another great piece is Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan by Dr. Siddle. Another great book is The Hundred Years’ War on Palestine by Rashid Khalidi, which provides a great historical overview of the popular but mystified situation of Palestine and colonial activity. And last I’d like to recommend Suicide and Agency by Dr. Broz and Münster to get a glimpse into the impact conquest and colonization has had on various cultures across the globe.
There is a large community of people who are tackling these issues; and most likely are active near you as well. The best place to start is to learn about the very land you live on, the various culture that does/has existed there, and what happened. In terms of reflecting upon our own death, the Ernest Becker Foundation has great online seminars that are free and open to the public.
 
 
 

1 We now know that being able to speak “standard” French was in fact the exception. Estimates show that only about 10~11% of the entire French population spoke like Napoleon's peers at his elite school.

2 All quotes in this section is taken from Graeber and Wengrow’s (2021) analysis of Lahontan’s writings. See chapter 2 of The Dawn of Everything for specifics.

3 Until the coercive and oppressive rules imposed by the Matsumae pushed them over the edge, resulting in a large scale revolt at the end of the 17th century. 

4 Of course, there have been many historic philosophers who have known this. I am simply pointing to how we understand this through scientific means.

5 Anyone interested in reading or hearing more about these stories, go to the Reference and Further Reading section at the end of this book.
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		Introduction: On Death		The idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human animal like nothing else; it is a mainspring of human activity – activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, to overcome it by denying in some way that it is the final destiny for men (Becker 1973:Preface).

		White people came to conquer the world because they settled in areas with an abundance of natural resources (which gave them good guns and steel) and also formed highly concentrated settlements around agriculture. This gave them immunity to many of the germs that killed off the others, alongside the power of their guns and steel.

		Fiction has enabled us not merely to imagine things, but to do so collectively. We can weave common myths such as the biblical creation story, the Dreamtime myths of the Aboriginal Australians, and the nationalist myths of modern states. Such myths give Sapiens the unprecedented ability to cooperate flexibly in large numbers (Harari 2014:27).

		These stories have allowed us to travel across oceans, mountains, rivers, and even into the solar system. We create incredible stories to teach our young children about morality and taboos. These stories have also given birth to incredible global systems that can cooperate and create this computer I am typing on. But this new ability is a double-edged sword.

		Alongside the magical stories and fictions of our world, we are also able to conjure up some nasty images. A car accident, hurricanes decimating villages, or even hurricanes with sharks in them — it seems our imaginative capacities are truly outstanding. But most consequentially, we are able to imagine our own death.

		This is the problem: the fact that we are all dying and doing our best to avoid it, but have the mental capacity to imagine our own death and continuous decay.

		20th century anthropologist, Ernest Becker, put this human problem at the center of his thinking. How, he asked, did humans manage this paradoxical nature? On one hand, we are animals who have instincts for preserving our lives. When a threat approaches us, we want to mitigate that threat as best as possible (i.e. fight or flight). However, to the contrary of this, we are able to imagine our own death and understand that our presence on the world is no more significant than the ant crawling by.

		Becker’s answer was that humans do anything we can to quell this fear by an array of strategies that deny, ignore, or transcend the idea and reality of death. In fact, Becker goes as far to argue that controlling this fear of death is the fundamental motivation for all human activity.

		Becker argued that all humans attempt to deny or manage death by doing two things: first, we create stories or fictions that give meaning to our existence; second, stories also provide narrations and ways in which humans can either literally or symbolically transcend death itself. We tell stories about going to heaven or achieving immortality through robotic body parts. Symbolically, we strive to leave legacies through artwork, statues, names, or even our own children serve as a justification for our existence on earth.

		This — as we will see in the next chapter — is sometimes achieved on an individual basis. When the world is too chaotic and hostile, we personally try to rationalize the world into a place for us to belong. However, this process is most effective on an inter-relational and societal basis. We create cultures, languages, and shared values to capitalize on our ability to share stories. In this sense, we not only manage our death anxiety together, but gain a sense of purpose, belonging, and put order into the world that is spiraling into disorder. Becker called this “self-esteem,” in which we find meaning in our mortal lives.

		As seen through the quote from Harari earlier, this ability to collectively imagine a world beyond death has allowed for incredible feats for our species on earth.

		However, the problem remains with us today: we are still dying and it still scares us. We have been dealing with this problem for the past 200,000 years, and yet it continues to loom large within our minds. Before we answer this question, we must add another crucial dimension to this uniquely human problem: the “other.”

		First, if numerous individuals on the opposing side of the conflict are killed while one’s own group continues to exist, then by inference the beliefs of one’s own group must be correct. Massive casualties for the opposition imply that their beliefs were insufficient to protect them from the ultimate threat of death. Second, annihilation reduces the threat by effectively eliminating the opposing worldview altogether. Worldviews are symbolic meaning systems that must be enacted by people in order to exist. If those who would enact a worldview are dead, then that worldview literally ceases to exist. Thus, wars and violent intergroup conflicts can be understood as a means of reducing thoughts and concerns about one’s own vulnerability and mortality by bringing death to those people who threaten one’s anxiety-buffering conception of reality (Hayes et al. 2008:502).

		I do not believe that there is any people on earth freer than they, and less able to allow the subjection of their wills to any power whatever -- so much so that Fathers here have no control over their children, or Captains over their subjects, or the Laws of the country over any of them, except in so far as each is pleased to submit to them. There is no punishment which is inflicted on the guilty, and no criminal who is not sure that his life and property are in no danger… (As quoted in Graeber and Wengrow 2021:41-42).

		As seen in through this observation, the social structure was far different from ours today. So then, how did people attain influence? By catering to the needs of the people.

		Chiefs or leaders were “elected” by their ability to provide what the people wanted or needed at the time. Great hunters could gain influence when people wanted to eat meat, but once they had it, their power would wane. And in the case of Kandiaronk, he gained influence because he was a brilliant orator, strategist, and intellectual.

		During this time, the Wendat were swept up in an intense transcontinental political dispute. Each group — from the Haudenosaunee, Wendat, French, British, and more — all were looking to maximize their own interest and worldview. Some wanted more control over the beaver trade, others simply wanted peace, and a few pushed personal dreams to become prosperous. The Wendat — having just recently escaped from a rampant war — needed to manage these tensions for them to survive and prosper. In accordance with this need to manage the complex situation, the group allowed Kandiaronk to become their “spokesperson”.

		Kandiaronk was so brilliant that a French historian in the 18th century said that he is “the Indian of the highest merit that the French ever knew in Canada” (Charlevoix 1900:12). Many people from all of these various groups are recorded to have invited Kandiaronk to debates and discussions because of his intellect and eloquence. It was one of such debates, echoed through one French aristocrat, that shook the European nobility.

		Introducing the Messenger and the circumstance of his success

		To challenge the authority and legitimacy of the Catholic Church and nobility.

		A new way of viewing the world (i.e. the scientific method, Protestantism, etc).

		Rise in literacy rates across Europe.

		Most influential to the success of Lahontan’s books is the last point: rising literacy rates. Before the Enlightenment “literacy was… distributed among European people in a stratified fashion which closely resembled the hierarchy of wealth, status, and position” (Houston 1983:271). However, as the hegemony of the Catholic Church and the various nobility across Europe was being challenged, people began to organize educational circles independently of the state and church, which they were growingly skeptical of. Sunday schools, factory schools, to even people huddled around one literate person, became a place where people not only learned to read but a place to view the world from a different perspective. Such practices continued well into the 20th century, where even the renowned author George Orwell himself wrote of a custom of reading a newspaper aloud for those who could not read (Orwell 2019:588).

		As such, people who would most resonate with the ideals of freedom and equality seen in Lahontan’s conversation with Kandiaronk were able to actually read and hear these ideas. Unlike a few decades before, when such ideas were available in the form of journals of Jesuit priests, where lower-class European citizens often did not have the opportunity to engage in these revelatory ideas that existed across the Atlantic Ocean.

		With this background set, it is now time to hear from Kandiaronk and Lahontan.

		Affirmative Statement: A Case for Equality and Freedom, and against the Church and Hierarchy

		I have spent six years reflecting on the state of European society and I still can’t think of a single way they act that’s not inhuman, and I genuinely think this can only be the case, as long as you stick to your distinctions of ‘mine’ and ‘thine’. I affirm that what you call money is the devil of devils; the tyrant of the French, the source of all evils; the bane of souls and slaughterhouse of the living. To imagine one can live in the country of money and preserve one’s soul is like imagining one could preserve one’s life at the bottom of a lake. Money is the father of luxury, lasciviousness, intrigues, trickery, lies, betrayal, insecurity, — of all the world’s worst behavior… In the light of this, tell me that we Wendat are not right in refusing to touch, or so much as to look at silver?

		There’s no point in trying to remonstrate with [the Wendat] about how useful the distinction of property is for the support of society: they make a joke of anything you say on that account. In short, they neither quarrel nor fight, nor slander one another; they scoff at arts and sciences, and laugh at the difference of ranks which is observed with us. They brand us for slaves, and call us miserable souls, whose life is not worth having, alleging that we degrade ourselves in subjecting ourselves to one man who possesses all the power, and is bound by no law but his own will.

		Lahontan here emphasizes Kandiaronk’s critique of French society. He highlights the lack of conflict and hierarchy among the Wendat, which stands in stark contrast to the French monarch who controlled everything and often engaged in war.

		Continuing his commentary on the French, Kandiaronk turns to the Church and Judeo-Christian dogma, who in his eyes further perpetuates and drives this unequal and unfree society:

		[H]aving thought long and hard over the course of a decade about what the Jesuits have told us of the life and death of the son of the Great Spirit, any Wendat could give you twenty reasons against the notion. For myself, I’ve always held that if it were possible that God had lowered his standards sufficiently to come down to earth, he would have done it in full view of everyone, descending in triumph, with pomp and majesty, and most publicly… He would have gone from nation to nation performing mighty miracles, thus giving everyone the same laws. Then we would all have had exactly the same religion, uniformly spread and equally known throughout the four corners of the world… Instead, there are five or six hundred religions, each distinct from the other, of which according to you, the religion of the French, alone, is any good, sainted, or true.

		Negative Statement: A Case against Equality and Freedom, and for the “Development” of Humanity

		Turgot opens:

		The procession of mankind… gives us from epoch to epoch an ever-varying spectacle.

		Yes, Turgot admits, each epoch and society have their own advantages. But, Turgot ponders, why is it that “geniuses” develop more often in some societies and not in others? Moreover, how does this connect to the different economic and technological “progress” various societies make?

		Turgot first contemplates if such discrepancies are biological or climactic: could some societies just simply produce more “geniuses” as a product of their innate superiority? No no, Turgot contends:

		the inhabitants of barbaric countries are no less capable than others.

		It also can not all be about the physical environment/climate as other scholars such as Montesquieu hypothesized during his time. So if it isn’t a biological or climactic difference, then could it be a social/cultural one? Turgot finds his explanation.

		Turgot asserts that a society and culture that “lay a high premium upon change, mobility, and variety of ideas” (Nisbet 1975:220) are the ones that produce more geniuses and therefore develop into a greater civilization. Again, Turgot does not believe that any one society has more geniuses per se, but some have a social structure that shines a light on those diamonds “which, in total darkness would be confounded with the meanest stone.” Now, how does such a culture emerge? And moreover, through what means does a society “develop?”

		Turgot emphasizes the importance of the meeting and mixture of various cultures; even through the means of war. He writes:

		It is not wars which retard; it is indolence and routine.

		The French man focuses his attention on how war shakes things up within a culture through the mixing of ideas and language, which Turgot believes gives birth to innovation and technological progress. However, much more important to Turgot’s formulation is that this innovative schema gives birth to more stuff, a social surplus.

		Through the means of social surplus, Turgot sees that human societies develop through 4 large stages in a linear fashion: Hunting, Pastoral, Agricultural, and finally, Commercial. To break it down, Turgot asserts that when a hunting society can gain more stuff, it can then invest that surplus towards their geniuses to think and innovate a way to progress into a pastoral society. The same process is done to develop into an agricultural society, then at last, a commercial one.

		Turgot believes that this “forward progress” is crucial, which he celebrates like a religion. Sure, he contends, through this surplus, economic inequality emerges and many lower-class people with less wealth lose much of their freedom, but that is just how it needs to be.

		Turgot was a strong advocate for technology, art, and wealth, which he thought was only possible through the economic development into a commercial stage, shining a light on the diamonds that have been hiding in the dark for so long. Turgot merely shrugs his shoulders and relegates the ideals of inequality and lack of freedom as a necessary evil to provide for the geniuses of humanity.

		A society like Kandiaronk’s is a tragic reality for Turgot, who is compromising the “development” from a hunting  society to a commercial one for the sake of freedom and equality.

		If numerous individuals on the opposing side of the conflict are killed while one’s own group continues to exist, then by inference the beliefs of one’s own group must be correct. Massive casualties for the opposition imply that their beliefs were insufficient to protect them from the ultimate threat of death (Hayes et al. 2008:502).

		Pondering the question of why civilized countries continued to prepare for war, Kume wrote that civilized people must retain standing armies not because they have yet to emerge from barbarism but because barbarian people relish battle (63).

		To achieve internal security, the state must guide its people to “be at peace with one another, [to] work hard at productive enterprises, [to] be imbued with the spirit of patriotism and [to] regard it as shameful to submit to another country.” The state must also secure its periphery: “A country which was threatened by no enemies on land or sea on any side and had no need of an unproductive army to maintain domestic peace would be a happy land indeed.” (ibid).

		Now irrespective of the moral aspect as to whether there is a right or wrong in enslaving a negro, I am still in favor of our new Territories being in such a condition that white men may find a home… I am in favor of this not merely for our own people who are born amongst us, but as an outlet for free white people everywhere, the world over — in which Hans and Baptiste and Patrick, and all other men from all the world, may find new homes and better their conditions in life.

		This progress by which the poor, honest, industrious, and resolute man raises himself, that he may work on his own account, and hire somebody else, is that improvement in condition that human nature is entitled to, is that improvement that is intended to be secured by those institutions under which we live, is the great principle for which this government was formed.

		If A. can prove, however conclusively, that he may, of right, enslave B. – why not B. snatch the same argument, and prove equally that he may enslave A.?

		In 1863 the Negro was told he was free as a result of the Emancipation Proclamation being signed by Abraham Lincoln... It simply said 'You're free,' and left him there penniless, illiterate, not knowing what to do. And the irony of it all is that at the same time the nation failed to do anything for the black man – through an act of Congress it was giving away millions of acres of land in the West and Midwest.

		What? Oh, it was wonderful! I tell you, it was wonderful. And had it not been for this walking, you know, to school and going so far to school, we possibly never would have, you know, done what we did.

		The black school was a very good school. We don't have any qualms about our schools. They were very good schools, we had quality teachers, the children did get quality educations if they did have the second-hand boot—books, so to speak, because some of the books that they got were handed down from the white schools. But they had quality education. The teachers were very much concerned about the tea—students, their education, and seeing that they got a quality education. So we had very, very good black schools. And when the children came out, they were well learned. They were ready to be integrated into the junior high school with the white children.

		He says, but I can't go along with that, he says, it's just pointless to have a school in your neighborhood, and not being able to attend. So we pay taxes, just like everybody else, on these schools. So he says, I'm going to see if we can't get something done about it. And that's when he went back to the NAACP, and reported, and they decided to start the case against the school board.

		We come then to the question presented: Does segregation of children in public schools solely on the basis of race, even though the physical facilities and other "tangible" factors may be equal, deprive the children of the minority group of equal educational opportunities? We believe that it does.

		In Sweatt v. Painter, supra, in finding that a segregated law school for Negroes could not provide them equal educational opportunities, this Court relied in large part on "those qualities which are incapable of objective measurement but which make for greatness in a law school." In McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents, supra, the Court, in requiring that a Negro admitted to a white graduate school be treated like all other students, again resorted to intangible considerations: ". . . his ability to study, to engage in discussions and exchange views with other students, and, in general, to learn his profession." Such considerations apply with added force to children in grade and high schools. To separate them from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.

		Segregation of white and colored children in public schools has a detrimental effect upon the colored children. The impact is greater when it has the sanction of the law, for the policy of separating the races is usually interpreted as denoting the inferiority of the negro group. A sense of inferiority affects the motivation of a child to learn. Segregation with the sanction of law, therefore, has a tendency to [retard] the educational and mental development of negro children and to deprive them of some of the benefits they would receive in a racial[ly] integrated school system.

		Schools taught by black teachers and run by black administrators are terrible, they “retard” the children. So we need to send these kids to white schools.

		You know, I used to love this snow. It always made me feel so good to be inside. To be warm. But now it’s really, really cold — maybe I’m just getting a little too old.

		Oh, it’s because I just love Tammy Wynette. Why not be someone I admire? At least for this interview!

		She softly giggled and sipped some of her coffee. It’s odd how you can stumble into a conversation with someone that will change your view on almost everything you thought you knew. This was the case with Tammy.

		He was just like my father, and maybe that’s what made him so attractive to me. He cared about me and his friends. He worked hard, I can tell you that, but school wasn’t for him.

		But it changed slowly. He just couldn’t see the world the same way anymore.

		He always drank occasionally. Would go out with a group of friends, and I’d sometimes tag along. But he started to drink alone. I never noticed it, only now do I see how odd that was for a person like him. I was working for the house, you know, busy.

		And just like that. He took his life. He just didn’t know what do to anymore. He didn’t know who he was.

		You know, we whites have it hard too. It doesn’t sound right but it really is. People like him don’t have a place to be.

		DEATHS OF DESPAIR

		In 2015, Dr. Anne Case and Angus Deaton published a study titled “Rising morbidity and mortality in midlife among white non-Hispanic Americans in the 21st century.” The paper and the subsequent studies conducted by the two economists startled the public. Case and Deaton first found that mortality and morbidity among middle-aged white men and women in the United States had increased from 1999 to 2013. This rise in deaths and disease wasn’t seen among their black or hispanic counterparts, making it a distinct phenomena for white middle-aged adults. They found that the “increase for whites was largely accounted for by increasing death rates from drug and alcohol poisonings, suicide, and chronic liver diseases and cirrhosis (1)”; especially for those who did not receive a college degree.

		The earnings advantage for those with college degrees soared. Anti-discrimination measures improved earnings and job prospects for black and Hispanic Americans. Though their earnings still lag behind those of the white working class, life for this generation of people of color is better than it was for the last.

		Not so for whites without a college education. Among the men, median wages have not only flattened; they have declined since 1979. The work that the less educated can find isn’t as stable: hours are more uncertain, and job duration is shorter. Employment is more likely to take the form of gig work, temporary contracting, or day labor, and is less likely to come with benefits like health insurance.

		Suicide happens when society fails to provide some of its members with the framework within which they can live dignified and meaningful lives.

		[They] just couldn’t see the world the same way anymore.

		Taking their cue from Elon Musk colonizing Mars, Peter Thiel reversing the aging process, or Sam Altman and Ray Kurzweil uploading their minds into supercomputers, they were preparing for a digital future that had a whole lot less to do with making the world a better place than it did with transcending the human condition altogether and insulating themselves from a very real and present danger of climate change, rising sea levels, mass migrations, global pandemics, nativist panic, and resource depletion.

		Til I Can Make It On My Own. You know, I was never fond of Tammy Wynette until my husband passed. I was always a pop girl.

		But there’s something about the way her songs speak to my heart now.

		white people everywhere, the world over — in which Hans and Baptiste and Patrick, and all other men from all the world, may find new homes and better their conditions in life

		The entire North American country is free and open for the proclamation of the Gospel…Our plan now is as soon as the water is open… we will go to the state of Michigan…

		Our plan now is as soon as the water is open… we will go to the state of Michigan… Although there are woods everywhere, we are still advised to go there because the soil in the woods, after the trees have been cut down, yields crops for three years without cultivation...It is surprising that one will find almost no one who came here poor and who after five or six years has not done well -- so well that he would even be counted among the rich in Holland. So, on the whole, people make progress here” (Barendregt 1846, p. 3-7).

		[Kee-No-Shay/Plaster Creek] has almost nothing now in the way of tree growth from its source to its confluence with the Grand River, and instead of being the beautiful even-flowing stream throughout the year, as in my childhood, it is now a most fitful affair, full to the brim and running over at times, yet most of the year it is only a trickling rill. The playground is gone. Where there was one child then to enjoy that playground there are now eight thousand children who ought to have a playground like this, but a near sighted utilitarianism has snatched it away. We have stolen their rightful heritage from them.

		Humans realize that the earth and our bodies are decaying and dying. So then we retreat back into our same ideals of infinite economic growth, which in fact, is driving the decay.

		Science is pretty much the same. A conclusion becomes established not when a clever person proposes it, or even a group of people begin to discuss it, but when the jury of peers—the community of researchers—reviews the evidence and concludes that it is sufficient to accept the claim (33).

		walk in such a way that each step is a greeting to Mother Earth, but he wasn’t quite sure yet what that meant. Fortunately, although his were the First Man’s prints upon the earth, there were many paths to follow. (Kimmerer 206).

		The belief in absolutes is one of the main differences between how we traditionally understood the universe and our place and our role in it…. In our stories, nothing is ever presented as rigid and absolute. A fundamentalist is someone who takes a traditional story, like the Bible story or the Quran story, and says that this story is true, right down to every single word, and we must abide by every word. It would be very difficult to become a Cree fundamentalist, because the person who tried to abide by every word would end up behaving like a clown, like Wîsahkicâhk [a.k.a Nanabozho], who often behaves foolishly (58-59).
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