‘Lending String: HTM,*ZQMMRY

Journai Title: Wiid earth.

Yolume: 13 issue: 2/3"

Month/Year: Summer/Fall 2003 Pages: 17-22

Article Title: Thie Serpent

L'ot;‘ajt"ioﬁ';' : _&m umis Sta

Shlppmg :
intertibrary L{}an, !_riarary
Evergreeﬂ State College
2700 Evergreen Parkway
Olympxa WA QSSOS

Odyssey

The copyright law 6f the United States {Title 17, United States C(;dé),.gb'\}'ernsf .tf‘ié niakmg of photocopies or

other reproductions of copyrighted materials. Under certain con

ong specified in the law, libraries and

archives are authorized to furnish a photocopy or reproduction. One of these specified conditions is that the
phatocopy or reproguction is not to be "used for any purpose other than private study, scholarship, or
SAF a user makes a request for, or later uses, a photocopy or reproduction for purposss in excess of
R i 4

ILL Number: 96 }'342 8

!Iiiliililli!!!lll!!iiI!lliilil!llill!iliilillléli

e}
S
Fom—h
isarsiaon
y
e
Y
-
[}
B o p ]
i
s
-
-

-
-
e
S
=
N
wpud
s:i:
L Pt
g
O
%



s
e

v

ﬁ
=




onally to the sight of snakes, not just to fear
bed in their details, to weave stories about them,

”\;f“". ﬂ -
gf by £.O. Wilson

AT BINDS US so closely to living things? The biologist will el
ation of giant molecules from lesser chemical fragrments, msuling
rganic strucrures, the reansfer of large amaounts of molecular infor-
overnent of an ourwardly purposeful nature, and the proliferation
The poet-in-biologist will add rhat life &s an exceedingly improba-
other systems, thus ephemeral—and worth any price 1o keep,
seill more to offer because of cheir spacial impact on menral devel-
titled Biephilza, | suggested thar the urge o athhare with other
> innate. The evidence for the proposition is not strong 1n a formal
s not been srudied enough in the scientific manner of hyporhesis,
ion to let us be certain abour it one way or the other. Neverrheless
learly evinced in daily life and so widely distribuced as to deserve
o the prediciable fantasies and responses of individuals from ecarly
s ingo repetitive patterns of culture across most or all societies, a
fiterature of aachropelogy. These processes appear to be pary of the
ey are marked by the quickness and decisiveness with which we learn
in kinds of plants and animals. They are too consistent to be dis-
arely historical events erched upon a mental blank slawe,

e of the biophilic traits Is awe and veneration of the serpenc. The
nant images arise are koown to exist in all socieries whose mental
t five percent of the people at any given time remember experienc-
-would probably do so if they recorded their waking mpressions
fxgals described by urban New Yorkers are as deraded and emotion-

ian aboriginals. In all cultures the serpents are prone to be mys-

o

i know Palulukon, the water serpent, a benevolent bur frightening

dission af the pablivher and aurbor fram Blophilia by Eduwed O, Wiln, pages 8q-ro1,
uiversity Press, ©rol

by rhe President and Fellows of Hasvard Collepe.
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godiike being. Th
serpent with betl‘i- hurna

ity dreams presages NSRSV OF

surmmon reprile 5pj.flrb by takma; hahmmﬂgemc dmgs and

seroking their faces W ith the severed rangues of snakes, They
are rewarded with dreaims of brightly colored boas, venomous
smakes, und lakes speming with catmans and anacondas.
Around the world serpenis and snakelike creatures are the

domirant elements of dreanes in which animals of any kind
appeat. They are recruiced as the animate symbols of pOwWer
. ar :

and 6%, totems, pmra"mm" of myths, and gods.
Le sy L A kuE

ral manifestations may seem ar first derached
here is a simple realicy behind the

These culeu

and mysterious, bat ¢

ophidiaﬂ archr:tvpﬁ‘ chat lies within the experience of ardinary

. ed w0 meact emotionally to the sig
people. The mind is prim: * ally to the sight

of gﬂakpt; not just ©© fear them but o be aroused and absorhed
 snakes,

iﬂ Ihei_ (.%{ m:iﬂ 0w Eﬁ‘vﬁ SEGNCS di}ﬁ_}ut Eh@!ﬂ. 11&18 i.gi&‘tl‘ﬂ{:té"v’{,
AT ALlElDyy
’iedisp{)‘;'t: 3 BEItin(-! at l LI : - TOL l‘[l an Uiiunii.l’cli é’Xpt:‘l-«
s S -

ence of my own, & childhood encounter with a large and mem-
e ;

orable snake, a creature rhat actually existed.

) ~ 3 . e ey i P - yia
{ grew up in the poi handle of northern Florida and the

adiacent counies of Alabama Like most boys in that part of

the country ser loose 10 TOAM the woods, 1 enjoyed hunting
L Ll J‘d -

s ﬁshiﬁq a5 made 00 clear distinction between these activ-

ities z0d life ar large. Buc also cherished narural history fos

it awn sake and decided very early to become a biologise. 1
faw) X A € -

fal 2 secter ambition © find 2 Real Serpent, a snake so fabu-

lously farge oc other cwise different that it would exceed the

bounds of imagination, let abone existing face.

e . o "
Certain cirrumstanies encouraged this adolescens fanra

ov. First of all, [ was a0 only child with indulgent parents,
e;icm_imgﬂ; e develop my own incerests and hobbies, howev-
er farferched; in other words, 1 was spoiled. Second, the phys-
ical sarroundings inclined  youngsters roward an awe of
nature. Four generations earhier, that part of the country had

beest covered by o wildemess s formidable in some respects as

the Asmazon, Dense thickers of cabbage palmerto descended
- LLL Li A " °

. o soring-fed streams and cypress sloughs
into meanderiog spring-fed and cypress sloughs.

1 mweorv-Dilled woodnecks . v
Carolina pasakecs and VO13 billed woodpeckers flashed over-

head in the sunlisht, and wild turkeys and passenger PRgeons
still counted as gaine. On soft speing nighes after heavy rains
2 dozen varieries of 088 croaked, rasped, bonged, and trilied
heit love songs i mxed choruses. Much of the Gulf Coast

favna devived from SPECies that had spread north from the

18 WiLD panTH SUMMER/FALL 2003

“rep Seas-of the }afog marauders of South America, marche

'm{}sdy unseen at night over the forest floor. Nephila spide

er millions of years and adapted to the warm log

temperate c{)ndzmem Columns of miniature asmy ants, clé

the sive of sancers spun webs as wide as garage doors across th
woodland clearings.

From the stagnant pools and knothele sinks, clouds &
mosquitees eose o afflicr the early immigraars. They carried
the Confederate plagues, malaria and vellow fever, which peri:
odically flared into epidemics and reduced the population
along the coastal lowlands. This natural check is one of th
reasons the strip between Tampa and Pensacola remained
sparsely sectled well inro the twentieth century and why ever
today, long after the diseases bave been eradicated, it is sl
the relatively natural “other Florida.”

Smakes abounded. The Gulf Coast has a

and denser populations than almost any orher place in the

greater vaciety’

world, and they are frequently seen. Striped ribbon snakes
hang in gorgonlike clustess on branches at the edge of ponds -
and streams. Poisonous coral snakes roor through the leaf lit-
ter, their bodies decorated wich warning bands of red, yellow,
and black. They are easily confused with rheir mimics, the
scarlet kingsnakes, banded in a different sequence of rad, black,

Sdiara Dee Tviar




esimple rule recited by woodsmen is: “Hed nexr
{1 4eiil a fellow, red next to black is a friead of Jack.”
tyirmless thick-bodied sluggards with apturned
aracterized by an unsertling resemblance to ven-

#ican gaboon vipers and a habis of swallowing rouds

LIy sartlesnakes two feer long contrast with diamond-

Feven feer or more. Watersnakes are a herperologists

les, encompassing ten species of Natrix, Seminatrix,

Gidon, Ldodytes, and Farancio.

3 course limits to the abundance and divesity exist,

rosize, they are necessarily scarcer than cheir prey. You
st go out on a stroll and point to one individual after
sother. An hour's careful search will often turn op nove at all.
¥ can restify from personal experience that on any given

day you are ten UMEs more likely to meet a snake in Florida

i in Brazil or MNew Guinea

DH 18 A WONDERFUL THING 10 grow up in southern towns
where animal fables are raken half-seriously, breathing ioto
the adolescent mind a sense of the unknown and rhe possibil-

thar sormerching extraordinary might be found within 2

and northwestern garter, pen-and-ink by 0. B Tyler

—

sringuished by size, color, and the arrngement of

e snakes feed on Brogs, mice, fish, and other aninmals of

day's walk of where you live. No such magic exists in the envi-
rons of Schepectady, Liverpool, and Dacmsradr, and for all
chuldren dwelling in such places where the options have final-
ly been closed, § feel a rwinge of sadness, 1 found my way out
of Mobile, Pensacola, and Brewton to explore the surrounding
woods and swamps with a languorous intensity. [ formed the
habit of quietnde and concentration into which I seill pass my
mind during field excursions, having learned to summon the
otd emotions as part of the naturalisgs technique.

Once, deep in a swamp miles from home, hall lost and not
raring, 1 glimpsed an unfamiliar brightly colored snake disap-
pearing down a crayhish burrow. I sprinted to the spot, thrust
my hand afrer i, and %t ground biindly. Too lazer the snake
had squirmed out of reach inzo the lower chambers. Unidy later
did I think abour the possibilicies: suppose I had succeeded and
the snake had been poisonous? My reckless enthusiasm did
catch up with me on another occasion when [ miscalenlared
the reach of a pygmy ractlesnake, which struck out faseer rhan
I thought possible and hic me with startling authority on the
lefr index finger. Because of the small size of the repuile, the
only results were a temporarily swollen arm and a fogersip
rhat still grows a bir numb at the onser of cold weather.

T found my Serpent on a still July morming in the swamp
fed by the artesian wells of Brewron, while working roward
higher ground along the course of a weed-choked stream.
Wichout warning a very large snake crashed away from under
my feet and plunged into the wazer, Its movemment especially
startled me because so far that day I had encountered only
modestly proportioned frogs and turiles silently rensed on
mudbanks and logs. This snake was more nearly my size as
well as violent and noisy——a colleague, so to speak. It sped
with wide body undulations o the center of the shallow
watercourse and came to rest on a sandy riffle, Though not
cpiice the morster 1 had envisioned, it was neverrheless unusa-
al, a wargr moccasin {Aghisendm pirciverns), one of the polson-
ous pit vipers, more than five fest Jong with a body as thick
as oy arm and a head the size of a fist. It was the largest snake
1 had ever seen in the wild, 1 later calenlated it ro be juse

under the published size record for the species. The snake now

The tendency of the serpent fo appear suddenly in dreams, its sinuous form,

and its power and mystery are the natural ingredients of myth and religion,
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4 [ .
lay quietly in the shallow clear warer compIeREY 0PN 16 view,
its body strerched along the fringing seeds, fﬁ head pointed
back at an oblique angle to wacch my Approact Moceasing are
fike that. They don't always keep going unril they are oug of
sight, in the manner of ordinary warersmakes Althiough a0

- onile and staring we
emmotion can be read in the frozen half-sii wring yel-

, ) o ke them e
their reactions and poseure R e seem

low cat's eyes, '
insolent, as if they see their power reflecred B the taution of
human beings and other sizable enemies.

1 moved through the snake handlers & 9““?6" bressed the
snake stick across the body in back of the bead rolfed it fo.
ward to pin the head securely, bronght 00 lmd. aound eo
grasp the neck ;'usz: behind the swelling MESSEne ?“Sd“»‘ﬁa
dropped the stick to seize the body iﬁidwﬁy,b‘ﬁk vith the
acher hand, and lifted the entire animpl dest O zz_ae water. The
technique almost always works. The @0C89, however,
reacted i o way rhat took me by surprist and put my Tife i
immediate danger. Throwing its heayy body 18U OVuksinns,
it ewisted its head and neck slighdy forsvard (hf'ﬂuﬂgh my
gripped hngers, strecched i moarh wide 097 t(.‘ tntold the
inch-long fangs and expose the dead-white 1008 lining in che
intimidating “cotconmouth” display A ferid 5K from g

anal glands flled che aic At that moment &€ POTRINg heay
became more noticeable, the episode cgmed mgi.umd} frive-
lous, and at lsst 1 wondered what 1 was doing in Lh"? place
alone. Who would find rue? The snake begah © (LS head
far enough to clamp its jaws on my band: F53 00t very
serong for my age, and 1 was losing ronttoh Wirkout think-
ing 1 heaved the giant our inco rhe brush. wd this time i
thrashed frantically away until it was out of 588 204 we were
rid of cach ocher,

1 sar down and ler the adrenaline net 0 Bt ang
bring tremors 1o my hand. How coujd | have b0 30 Stupid

s themm 56 tepe
What is there in snakes anyway that makes P tpelient
feceptively sim.

and fascinating? The answer in retrospect B &
pler their ability to remain hidden, the powe? (2 £ sings-
ous limbless bodies, and rhe threge fom Y000 i0jecred
hypodermically chrough sharp hollow teeth e pays in ele-
mentary survival to be inrerested in soakes snd 10 tespond
emotiopally to their generalized image, © £° ) ‘md_ ordi-
nary caution and fear. The rule buiir ingo ehe At i che
form of a learning bias is: become alert i}‘di{ﬁj‘! [0 4 Object

) - rarricular respon
with the serpentine gestalt, Overlearn this part poase

in order o keep safe.

20 WILD EARTH
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redd similar pules,

W’he:

gurenons and vesvers, the common monkeys of the African for

Orher primares have evoly
f

¢st, see a python, cobra, or puff adder, they emic a distinceiv
chuttering call thar rouses other members in the group
{(Ditferent calls are nsed 1o designate cagles and leopards,
Some of the aduits then follow che wirruding snake ar a saf
distance until it leaves the area. The monkeys in effece broad :
cast 4 dangerous-snake alerr, which serves to protect the Pmiref:é
group and not solely the individual who encountered the dan.
ger. The most remarkable fact is ehar the alarm s evoked most
strongly by the kinds of spakes thar can harm them
Semehow, apparently through the routes of instis nct, the®
guenons and vervets have become competent herperologists.
The idea that snake aversion is inborn it man's celatives
is supporred by studies of rhesus macaques, the large brown
munkeys of India and surrounding Asian countries. When -
adules see a snake of any kind, they react with the generalized
They

staze (or turn away), crouch, shield their faces, bark, screech,

fear response of their species variously back off and
and twise their faces into the fear goimace~lips retracted,
teeth bared, and ears Hartened against the head. Monkeys
raised in the laborarory without Previous exposure to snakes

show the same response to them as those brought in from the
wild, though in weaker form. During conirol experiments
designed o test the specificity of the response, the rhesus
failed o react ro other, nonsinaous obiects placed in their
cages. It is the form of the snake and perhaps also its distine-
five movements that contain the key stimuli ro which che
mankeys ate innately tuned,

Grant for the momens that snake aversion does have a
bereditary basis in at least some kinds of nonhuman primates.
The possthilicy thar tmmediately follows is that the rrair
evolved by navaral selection, In other waords, individuals who
respond leave more offspring than those who do not, and as a
result the propensity to learn fear quickly spreads through the
population—aor, if it was already present, is maintained there
at a high level,

How can iw;im:;ars test such a proposition about the orie
gin of behavior? They turn natural history upside down: they
search for species historically free of forces in the en virofiment
believed 1o favor the evolutionary change, to see if in face the
organisms do not possess the rrajt. Lemuss, primitive relatives
of monkeys, offer such an inverced oppurtunity. They are

indigenous inhabitants of Madagascar, where no large or poi-




iy smakes exist to threaten rhem. Bure enough, lemuars
aied with snakes in captivity fail o display anything

Ciabling che automatic fear responses of the African and

‘Another line of evidence comes from stadies of che chim-
hzee, & SpeCies thought to have shared a CommMon ANCestor

vith prehumans as recently as five milhion years ago. Chumps

od in the laboratory become apprehensive in the presence

Fsnakes, even if they have had no previous experience. They

hack off to 4 safe disrance and follow the intruder with & fixed

fare while slerting companions with the Wab! warning call.

More important, the response becomes gradually more

arked during adolescence.

This last quality is especially interesting because humman

heings pass through approximately the same developmental
sequence. Children under five years of age feel no special anxi-
ety over snakes, but later they grow increasingly wary, Just one
or two mildly bad expetiences, such ay the sighe of a garter

subber model

‘heust at them by a playmate, or hearing & counselor teil scary

snake wrirhing away i the grass, having

seories at the camnpfire, can make children deeply and perma-
nently fearful. The patrern is unusual if not unique in the
ontogeny of human behavior, Other common fears, notably of
the dark, strangers, and loud noises, start to wane after seven
years of age. In contrast, the tendency to avoid snakes grows
stronges wirh time. T is possible ro turn the mind in the appo-
site direction, to learn ro handle snakes withour apprehension
or even to Hke them in some special way, as I did—but the
adaptation akes a special effort and s usually a Livde forced
and self.conscions. The special sensitivity is just as likely to
lead to full-blown ophidiophobia, the pathological excreme 10
which the mere appearance of a snake brings on a feeling of
panic, cold sweat, and waves of nausea.

Why should serpents have s such a strong influence daring
mental development? The direct and simple answer is thas
throughout the history of mankind a few kinds have been »
major cause of sickness and death. Every continent except
Antarctica has poisonous snakes, Over lagge strerches of Asia
and Africa the known death rave from snakebite is five persons
per 100,000 each year or higher. The focal record is held by a
province in Burma, with 36.8 deaths per 100,000 4 year
Australin has an exceprional abundance of deadly snakes, a
majority of which are relatives of the cobra. Among them the

riger stake is especially Feared for irs lagge size and rendency o

serike without warning, In South and Central America live the

bshrmaster, feede-lance, and jaracara, among the largest and
most aggressive of the pit vipers, Wirh backs colored like ror-
ring Jeaves and fangs long enough o pass through o human
hand, they lie in ambush on the Hoor of the vopical forest for
the small warm-blooded animals thar constitute cheir major
prey. Few people realize that a comples of dangerous soakes,
the “rrue” vipers, are siill reladively abundanr throughous
Turope. The common adder Viperus fevar ranges to the Arctic
Circle, The number of peopls bitten in such intprobable places
s Swirzerland and Findand is seil]l high encugh, running into
the hunereds annually, to keep ourdoorsmen on a sort of yel-
low alers, Bven Ireland, one of the few countries in the world
lacking snakes altogether (thanks to the last Pleistocene glacia-
rinn and nor Saint Pawrick), has imported the key ophidian
symbols and tradirions from other Buropean culeures and pre-
served rhe fear of serpents in arr and literarure,

Here, then, is the sequence by which the agents of nature
appsear to have been translated into the syrbols of culture. For
handeeds of thousands of vears, time enough {or the appro-
priste generic changes to oceur in the brain, poisonous snakes
have been a significant source of injury snd death to human
beings. The response to the threat is not simply o avoid i, n
the way that certain berries are recognized as poisobous
through a process of trial and error. People also display the
mixrure of aporehension and morbid fascination characteriz-
ing the nonhaman primates, They inheris a strong tendency
w0 acquire the aversion during early childhood and o add o

it progressively, like our closest hn},’i(;ﬁ{:ﬁf_ti{ relatives, the
chimpanzees, The mind then adds a grear deal more thar is
distincrively human. It feeds upon the emotions to enrich cul-
rure. The tendency of the serpont to appear suddeniy in
dreams, its sinuous form, and s power and mystery are the

narural ingredients of myth and religion.

To SUMMARIZE THE RELATION berween human and
snake: life becomes part of us. Culture transforms the snake
nto the serpent, a far more potent creation than the literal
reprile. Culture, as a product of the mind, can be interpreted
as an image-making machine that recreates the ouside world
through symbols atanged into maps and stories. But the
mind does not have the capacity w grasp reality in s bl
chaptic richness; nor does the body last long enough for the

brain to process information piece by piece like an all-purpose

SUMBMER/FALL 2003 WILD EARTH X



computer, Rather, consciousness races ahead 10 mager cerain
kinds of informarion with encugh eficiency 1o sureive, It sub-
mits 1 a few biases easily, while auromarically avpiding oth-
ers. A grear deal of evidence has accumulared in £ERELIS and
physiology to show thar the controlling devices ae biological
in narure, built into the sensory apparatus and bein hy par-
ticularities in cellular archirecture,

The combined biases are whar we call human nasure. The
central vendencies, exemplified so strikingly in far and von-
eration of the serpent, are the wellsprings of culpye. Hence
simple perceptions yield an unending abundance of images
with special mearing while remaining true 1o the forces of
natural selection that created them.,

How could it be otherwise? The brain evolyed inte 153
present form over a periad of about rwo million yeas, from the
time of Moo babilis to the lare Stone Age of Homy safients, chir-
g which people existed in hunter-garherer bands jn intimace

contact with the nataral environment. Srakes masered. The

22 WILD EARTH  SUMMER/FALL 2003

strell of water, the huvm of a bee, the directional bend of a plag
statk mattered. The naroralise’s trance was adaprive: ¢y
glinpse of one small anioml hidden in the grass could rvak
the difference berween cating and going hungry in th
evening. And a sweet sense of horros, che shivery fascinario
with monsters and creeping forms that so delighes us roda
even in the srerile hearts of the cities, could keep vou alive une
the nexs morming, Organisms are the natural stf of metaphio
and ricual. Although the evidence is far from all in, the brai
appeass 1o have kept tis old capacities, its channeted quickness

We stay alerr and alive in the vanished forests of the world, €

Edward 0. Witson /i Pellegring University Profesior and cuseator
of entominlugy wt the Musenm of Compavative Foology ar Haryan
Untversiy, His many books indude Naturalise ( FOO4)
Cossilience (1998), and The Furare of Life (2002 S On
Human Mature (1978} and The Ants (1690, co-anthored with.

Bere Holldsbier) wwon the Pulireer Prize,




