
brand of 'postmodern cultural stud1es' a rather 
thin broth. The small chunks of Marxism. fem1· 
nism and soc1a ecology that surface ,n Ross' 
narrative are thoroughly disintegrated, and 
there 1s no pretension to developing a coherent 
analysis The rhetorical technique is rather re· 
peated assert1ons from different contexts. For 
instance, one of the arguments that emerge 
continuously in the book is that the themes of 
scarcity and limns in environmental discourse in-
tersect w1th ·austenty economics' w hich asks 
people to make sacr1fices for the sake of g?v· 
ernment def1cits and economiC growth. The link 
to enwonmental 1ssues helps to naturalize the 
need for these sacn k es, and presents them as 
a un1versal condit iOn of scarCity, rather than the 
self-Interested strategy o' the capnahst class 
However, the connection between enwonmen· 
tal and econom1c d1scourse IS usually assumed. 
rather than demonstrated. He seems to rely on 
a cultural vers1on of the ecolog1cal max1m that 
'everything is connected to everything else' so 
that any conceivable parallel between d1fferent 
d·scourses can be read as a determinmg 1nflu· 
ence The problem is that one can only read of 
so many 1nstances of tne application of a 'cost· 
benefit budgetary logic' or 'evolut ionary log1c' 
before these terms start to sound rather vacu· 
ous and 1n need of some elaboration But Ross 
seems to appropnate only discrete terms and 
categones from various theoret1cal d1scourses, 
and 1nserts them 1nto h1s own narrative w ith lit· 
tie attent1on to the context of the1r ong1ns. 

second is Ross' rather condescend· 
ing att1tude towards the enwonmental move· 
ment that serves as a foil for h1s cnt1que He 
doesn't appear Interested 1n debates Within 
these movements around the issues he .s ra.s-
ing. A t t1mes he positions h1mself as a sympa· 
thet1c cntic, but more often he appears to nnd 
very little to h1s lik1ng among the basic tenets of 
environmental and ecologiCal d1scourse, espe· 
cially when expressed in language too compat· 
ible w1th the dominant economic mterests. 
There is actually very I we direct analysis of the 
environmental movement 1n the book, instead 
the 1s on how ecolog1cal ideas are appro-
priated by other areas of popular culture. 
W 1tnout thiS ground1ng, h1s .nvocatlon of enVI· 
ronmentalists appear as little more than attacks 
aga1nst straw people. 

Environmentalists are often 
oblivious to such social milieux in presum· 
ing that the biological ethics governing 
their ideas and prescriptions are governed 
by (higher) natural. and not social, laws. To 
the contrary. ideas that draw upon the au· 
thority of nature nearly always have their 
origin in ideas about society. If this book's 
arguments had to be summed up 
sentence, that would be it But there IS st1ll 
a great deal of cultural work and persua· 
sion to be done before such an aphorism 
becomes common sense. Environmen· 
talists need to be convinced that their ar-
guments do not exist outside of the_ sphere 
of ideologies that governs our soc1al real· 
ity; the way that we think about the nat· 
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ural world has more to do with our social 
world than anything else. The ecologically 
impaired need to be persuaded that ecol· 
ogy can be sexy, and not self-denying (15). 

The level of general ity involved here 
IS symptomatiC oi Ross' frequem refusal to at· 
tend to social context. This is not to say that 
many of h1s comments are not valid. quite the 
contrary, but h1s posit ioning of h1mself as the 
white kn1ght of enlightened sooal thought 1n a 
world of m15gU1ded dupes is hardly edify1ng 
a conference a few years ago, a part1crpant 
commented that Ross d1dn' t sound li <e a 'an" 
of the New Age movement which was the sub· 

1ect of the paper he had JUSt prese'1ted He 
repl1ed· ''I'm wary of g1ving up certa1n pr'VI· 
leges that we have struggled to enJOY as 
po1em1cal critics- the capac1ty to use our hard-
earned public voices to 1ntervene and to con· 

the shape of pubhc thin"ing about coun-
tercultural communities and practices" (Ross, 
1992:553). Ross certa1nly does not present 
himself as 'fan' of the environmental move-
ment, at least as he now sees it While th1s 1s. 
of course, part o' his 'pr•vilege' (as a prominent 
academic at an elite inst itution?}. his readers 
would be berter served i' tre obJeCts of r s 
rather off-hand cnttcal remarks were presented 
as somewhat more than cancatures. 

Finally, Ross' arguments about the 
nature of scarcity and lim1ts seems to me ult1· 
mately unconvincing. While 1t is usefu and 11alid 
to point to the constructed and Ideological na· 
ture o' 'na:ural' ltmits, h1s proposed sotut1on 
doesn't seem much of an alternative As an op-
poslt•onal strategy. t ry1ng to get nd o· tre no-
tion of scarcity 1n a capitalist sooety doesn't 
seem much d1fferent than the strategy of Jn· 
voi<ing scarc1ty and hmits Narratives of oost· 
scarcity abundance are JUSt as much a part of 
capitalist ideology and culture as l1m'ts. and t's 
hard to see his strategy as anyth1ng but subst1· 
<ut .ng ore pole of a binary for another 1t m1ght 
make affluent urbanites like Ross feel more 
comfortab.e about their standard of liVIng, but 
in a country and a world of gross inequaht1es. 
and multinational corporatiOns opposrng any 
restnct·ons on their ability to convert more and 
more of the cultural/natural world 1nto com· 
rnod1t,es, an outnght reJect,on of l•m1ts 1s not 
the answer There is li ttle to distinguish th1s from 
Bush's proc1amali0n JUst pnor to the Rio envt 
ronmental summit that the American standard 
of hvtng was not up for negotiat1on. Contesting 
for the defm;t,on of l1mits, and the mean1ngs 
and 1mplicat1ons attached to them, yes, but the 
.ast ·he wor.d needs 1s anotrer masculin· 
1st narrat1ve of unlimited freedom and un· 
oounded consumpt1on. 

Ross, Andrew, 1992 " New Age Tech-
noculture " Cultural Studies, (Grossberg et al, 
eos.). New Yonc Routledge. 

• • • Mark Lutes is 1n the doctoral pro-
gram at the Faculty of Environmental Studies, 
York Un1vers1ty. H1s d1ssertat1on will examme 
the representation of human act•v1t1es and c • 
mate in global warming policy discourses. HIS 
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elude "A Fable for the New Age" (Vol. 5) .• •. 

Rogue Primate: An Exploration of 
Human Domestication 
by John A. livingston, Toront o: 
Key Porter Books, 1994. 

Reviewed by Joanne Nonnekes 

Rogue Pomate: An Exploration of 
Human Domestication, w ntten by of 
Canada'5 most respected naturalists, John 
LIVIngston, has JUSt been awarded the Governor 
General's Award for non-fictiOn. Livingston is 
well known for h1s prev1ous books, One CosmiC 
Instant and The Fallacy of Wtldlife Conservation, 
and for his work with the CBC television 1n 
bonging natural history programs to tr e earr1er 
years of The Nature of Things and the senes 
Planet for rhe Takmg. As with h1s prev1ous wnt· 
ing, Livingston has grounded th1s book f1rmly in 
hiS l1fe long expenence as a naturalist and has 
here proVIded us with a well-documented expl1-
cat1on of the main arguments he has been 
putt :ng forvvard 1n h1s teach1ng a nd ':'"i;ing 
throughout his career Those fam1har w 1th h1s 
work w 1ll be treated to an ent1c ng rem•nder 
and captivating exploration of human interac-
tion w1th Nature as Ltvtngston seeks to defme 
the crisis of Nature As Li11•ngston 'requently as-
serts 1n his lectures, " How can we pose solu-
<•ons, when vve halien· t defined the problem? 
Those new to Livingston's work will f1nd th1s a 
provocative read as Uv1ngston 1Urns Mthe prob-
lem" around and around, looking at it from 
many different angles, challengmg our assump-
tiOns about Nature, ourselves. and the relation-
ship between them. 

Rogue Primate 1s a pass1ona<e p ea 
for the human species to awaken the long do-
mesticated and repressed "wildness that eXIsts 
1n each of us. For Livingston. this "wildness" is 
an untamed, undomesticated memory of an 
" at-one-ness" with Nature· a memory, perhaos 
from Childhood, or, deeper still, a memory from 
pre-ov1l'zed human exrs'<e'1ce. TI-e bOO< is writ-
ten w1th a sens1t1vity to the non-human that IS 
rare and is the result of a cor1mrtted natura 1st 
having spent much time observ1ng Nature, con· 
templating Nature. being 1n Nature. and strug· 
gling to becoMe Nature. 

Livingston begins w 1th the sugges· 
t•on that humans are no longer evolll1ng biolog· 
1cally. but have been, and cont1nue to be, ev?lv· 
1ng culturally. For LiVIngston. numans have 
gotten" the part of themselves that was Nature, 
and replaced 1t w 1th what he terms a cultural 
prosthesis, " a substitute mode of approaching 
and apprehending the world ' (10). Wnat 1s th1s 
cultural prosthes1s? Accord1ng to U111ngston, 1t IS 
a form of domestication, an utter dependence 
on technology. def1ned as " how to do It," 'stor· 
able, retrievable. transm1Ss•ble techmque;" and 
t ,s ideology defined as the system of abstract 
thinking which replaces an Interdependence 
with Nature " In human society ways of do1ng 
have supplanted ways o< be1ng" (12) 

Following this line of thought 
Li111ngston sugges-\.5 a compansor oe.weer ani-
mals domesticated by humans and humans 
themselves: like the domesucate wno 1S emirely 
dependent on humans for its wei' are. humans 



have become dependent creatures. The most 
SJgnJfJcant similanty LMngston draws between 
humans and domest1cates JS a pervas1ve "eco-
logical placelessness:" they no longer belong 
anywhere in Nature, they can grow and repro-
duce in almost any enwonment; and they are 
generally destructive to the pre-existing natural 
enwonment. Ths p.ace ess domesticate is often 
referred to n eco ogy as an ·exot1c," ano nearly 
all exotiCs have been Introduced either inten-
tionally or umntentJonally by human interfer-
ence. Accord1ng to Livingston, "we have re-
duced. simplified. homogenized and pauperized 
Nature everywhere on the planet to an extent 
that cannot be biologically recoverable" (51). 

LIVingston puts forward the hypothe-
sis that Western civlhzatJon has 1m ported its • ex-
OtiC" ideology to every human society on the 
planet. This particular brand of "human cultural 
prosthesis," is "Baconian Conquest; its means is 
Cartesian rationality; its instruments are science 
and technology" (57). Here Livingston IS careful 
not to fall into the trap of romanticizing pre-
Western cultures' relationships to Nature. He 
po1nts out tnat wh1le human cultural evolutiOn 
had harmful effects in all regiOns of the earth, 
caus1ng large numbers of extinctions, each re-
gion seems to have "adapted" to each human 
culture and the number of extinctions of non-
human species leveled off. Now however, as the 
"exotic" 1deology becomes globalized, and the 
quest for Industrialization, profit and progress 
'Invades· the entire planet, extinctiOns have In-

creased exponent.ally. 
Essential to this "exot1c" ideology, 

cla1ms Livingston, is the mean1ng of "develop-
ment". The "problem" is that: 

The development ideologues do 
not hear the screaming of the buttressed 
trees or the wailing of the rivers or the 
weeping of the soils. They do not hear the 
sentient agony and the anguish of the 
non-human multitudes... torn, shredded, 
crushed, incinerated, choked, dispossessed. 
These are merely the external, incalculable, 
and incidental side-effects of the ne<essary 
progress of human civilization (60). 

Thrs k1nd of cdique becomes increasingly im-
portant as "sustainable development• becomes 
the catch-phrase for the solution to environ-
mental and development 1ssues. 

From his critique of the globalization 
of this "exotic" ideology, Livingston goes on to 
demonstrate the ways in which ecology and the 
natural soences validate and retied this domi-
nant Western Ideology 1n a chapter he titles 
Nature's Marke:place." Beg1nn10g With Charles 

DarWin, Nature has come to be looked at en-
t,rely through the lens of a Western capitalist be-
lief 1n the universality of competition. Livingston 
takes several examples from scientific studies on 
an1mal behav1our to demonstrate the reading of 
aggression, dominance and competition onto 
Nature the "pecking order" observed in many 
bird species, and the dom1nant "alpha• rna es 
found in many species of an1mals. to name a 
couple The paradox for ecology, the study of 
the 1nter-relationsh1ps between and within 
species and their environment, IS that as a sci-
ence. ecology has had a hard time giving up the 

corrpetr'.Ne ·suMVa of thef1ttest" mode so eo-
trenched r. :he diSC phne 

Along w1th many other th1nkers n 
the f1eld of deep ecology, L1v1ngston looks at 
the way human culture 1s "read onto" non-
human culture. Humans anthropomorphize 
says L 111ngston, because they are human- what 
other choce have they' Livrngston suggests 
that f we consciously decide to ook at Nature 

a lens of compliance, cooperatJon and 
partiCipatory consoousness, a differeflt scene 
emerges. "On th1s v1ew, the Alpha males, so 
called, are not at the top rung of a hierarchical 
ladder; they are at the core of an encapsulating 
envelope around the SOCial group" (88). What IS 
perhaos a little d1sturb1ng here 1s that, whrle 
LMngston is 'very careful to point out that he tS 
ta:1<1ng about look1ng at animal culture through 
a lens of compliance. and that human culture 1s 
the only one w1th h1erarchical, dominance rela-
tionships, he does not discuss the implications 
of turnmg this kind of lens back on human cul-
ture. What if we were to look at human behav-
iour through a lens of compliance? Woulo abu-
SIVE relationships still look abusive' 

Whle livingston does nm dea d-
rectly with the SOCIO-b1olog1cal ImplicatiOns of 
h1s thought, he does speculate on the "self" 1n 
non-human speoes. He uses a very powerful 
descnpllon of a song b1rd whose calling 1n 
spnng marks out a breed1ng "territory" which 
no other b1rd of the same species may share 
Rather than see1ng th1s as competition for re-
sources, Livingston uses a concept from Neil 
Evernden (1993) to hypothesize an expanded 
"self" for the bird, one which now includes the 
flora. fauna and anyth1ng else 1nside the physi-
cal space of the terntory. From here he moves 
on to postulate "group self" and "community 
self · for large groups of animals like shorebirds 
and f,sh, whrch f!y ex swtm in apparent unrson 

Liv1ngston explores tne possibility o' a 
d1fferent sense of self for humans, us,ng Paul 
Shepard's theory of human development 
Humans, speculates Shepard, go through three 
phases of separation and three of bond1ng. 
Uv1ngston focuses on the event of bonding to 
Nature. wh1ch for Shepard happens in pre-ado-
lescence. During th1s stage, pre-adolescents 
have an amazing adeptness at the nam1ng and 
labelmg of plants and an1mals. and. they exoert-
ence Nature phenomenologically; they crave the 
expenence of Nature and be1ngs different from 
themselves and gain a "sense of some profound 
continuity with natural processes" (1 30). 

The fad that many children do not 
experience this bonding to Nature is, for 
Livingston, tne result of modern human culture. 
Even 'or tnose ch1ldren who do experience th1s 
bonding, " cultural 1ndoctnnat1on removes the 
memory" (133). It IS Llvmgston's hypothesis that 
1f we could hold the memory and experience of 
bond1ng to Nature, we wouldn't be able to 
treat it with such brutality, for that would mean 
serf-mutilation. 

But vJhile a bonding experience w1th 
Nature during pre-adolescence may 1ndeed 
make a huge difference in the relations oe-
tween humans and the rest of Nature, 
Livingston has overlooked, or not adequately 
problematized, the question of social privilege 

and access. For most children in :ne world 
today, tne problem IS "lOt too much t me or 
computers and not enougr trme muck1ng 
around outs1de, 1t is rather that they are denied 
access to the natural environment by their llvmg 
conditions. The struggle for them •s often fo-
cused on surv1val, not on t1me spent n Nature. 

But for LJv,ngston th1s book IS about 
descnbing •the problem not offermg solut1ons 
or to our modern ahenatlon from 
Nature He feels that perhaps we reed to ·ttl 
away" the current 1deolog1cal prosthests and re-
program it to Include compliance with the rest 
of Nature. 

In Rogue Pnmate, lrvrngston has lard 
out "the problem" faong Nature and human/ 
non-human relationships. He has revealed 
wnat for h1m are the facets of "the problem." 
tecnnology, ideology, prosthetic device, domes-
tication, and industnalization. But while I ap-
preciate his hesitance with quick f1x solutiOns, 
and strongly admire the persistence with wh1ch 
he has pursued "the problem," I thtnk we need 
to thrnk about solutiOns or despa1r Will over-
take us. And wh1le I thnll to read the sectiOns 
ot the book that are based on his years of ex-
perience as a naturalist, and his unique and 
wonderful way of conveymg the beauty. mys· 
tery and connect1on with Nature, I balk at some 
of the consequences of his critique of human-
ISm. l ivingston's indictment of the "rogue pri-
mate (who) introduced an entirely new and un-
precedented manner of being" (183 includes 
a reiteration of Malthusramsm and its prediC-
tiOns of disaster 1f world human populatiOns 
continue to expand. I found L1v1ngston's 
Malthus1amsm. with 1ts mathematical calcula-
tions of carrying capacity, ironic given his earlier 
rejection of scientific ecology's inabil ity to see 
relations outside of those prescribed by the 
dom1nant, capitalist, Western ideology. Follow-
ng hrs arguments, should we not be looking 
for a relanona and partiopatory solution to 
human over-populatiOn? 

While Rogue Primate does not offer 
solutions to the environmental and ideological 
cris1s faCing us today, 1t 1s an excellent descnp· 
tron and analys1s of the challenges we face as a 
species. How we stop the wanton destruction 
of Nature and go about restruauring our rera-
t,onship to it is the challenge John Livingston 
leaves for the reader What he has left us with 
in this book is a sensitivity to non-human life, 
non-human selves, and the possibility of re-
connecting With the "wildness" he believes st1ll 
lives in us all. 

Netl Evernden, 1993 The Narural Alien (second 
edit on). Toronto Univers,ty of Toronto Press. 
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