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Leviathan 
Having heard their songs, I believe you can 

imagine what their screams would be.
Testimony at a U.S. Congressional 

hearing on whale conservation, 1971

I T IS A HUGE AND TRAGIC IRONY.
   We humans scan the heavens with 
immense, powerful telescopes and hurl 
complex, costly robots into space to explore 
barren, faraway worlds—all in an earnest 
quest to find evidence that we are not alone 
in the vast reaches of the Universe.
   Over a half century of SETI—the Search 
for Extraterrestrial Intelligence—has turned 
up nary a microbe, much less the barest sign 
of intelligent, extraterrestrial life. And yet, 
for eons, right here under our noses has 
lurked an ancient, truly extra-terrestrial 
intelligence of a depth and complexity that 
we have yet to barely begin to fathom.   
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   In yet a further irony, the acronym for 
Communication with Extraterrestrial 
Intelligence is CETI, and we call these 
undersea planetary companions cetaceans. 
(The word is derived from the ancient 
Greek kētos, meaning a huge sea monster.)
   But rather than merely overlooking or 

ignoring their presence among us, for 
centuries we relentlessly hunted them down 
and slaughtered them, bringing many of 
their species to the brink of extinction.
   The complex and haunting songs of the 
humpback whale—first discovered by U.S. 
Navy sonar while sweeping for Soviet 
submarines—once travelled unimpeded for 
over two thousand nautical miles. Competing 
with a cacophony of sound emitted by huge 
cargo vessels and submarines, they now 
span as little as a tenth that distance.



   Ironically, the navies of the world have 
routinely exploited cetaceans for military 
use, training dolphins to attach mines to the 
hulls of ships and perform other combat roles.   
Sperm whale oil has long greased mankind’s 
war machine, utilized in the production of 
munitions and the lubrication of guns and 
aircraft, ship, and submarine engines. (Such 
violent ends are not confined to warmaking: 
the term ‘to whale on someone’ comes from 
the nearly unbreakable police nightsticks 
made from the bones of these gentle giants.)
   For decades whale oil was burned in light-
houses to aid in the navigation of ships, and
—in another perverse irony—the wax-like 
case oil recovered from the heads of sperm 
whales (believed to assist them in echo-
location) is unsurpassed in lubricating the 
navigational gyroscopes of nuclear-powered 
submarines and their ballistic missiles.
   These giant undersea weapons of war are 
routinely shadowed by whales while on 
patrol at sea. Dwarfing the largest of them 
by well over a hundred times in weight, it’s 
difficult to imagine what the whales would 
think if they knew their intended purpose.   
   There are now about 50 such behemoths, 
each carrying enough explosive power to 
kill hundreds of millions of humans and 
cause the extinction of numerous other 
species—among them, no doubt, the curious 
whales themselves. And yet…despite our 
domination of the natural environment and 
our staggering disregard for the millions of 
other species we share this planet with—we 
are not so different, Whales and Us. 
   Once pitifully weak and insignificant— 
cowering in the underbrush and scurrying 
off at the footfalls of reptilian monsters—
mammals gradually evolved into humans, 
and we now vastly outnumber cetaceans. 

   Graced with a large brain (although a 
human’s is dwarfed by a whale’s), opposing 
thumbs, and a remarkable propensity to 
reproduce, we have multiplied relentlessly 
and—in the blink of an eye—have spread to 
every dry corner of this watery planet.  
  Unlocking an immense power hidden in the 
residue of prehistoric plants and the beasts 
our mammalian ancestors once fled from, 
we have recklessly and perhaps irreparably 
modified the very heavens above. We’ve 
even lent our name to the brief era we will 
master over: the Anthropocene, Age of Man.
   And yet, whales frolicking at the ocean’s 
surface seem to invite us to come a bit closer. 
“Do not be afraid,” they might say. “In the 
rare instances where you have been harmed 
by us, it was invariably your own fault. 
   “Here within our fins you will find vestigal 
evidence of our ancient, common ancestry
—bones which ‘resemble a man’s hand, 
enwrapped in a mitten,’ as one of your kind 
once poignantly wrote. Like you, we have 
families, language, culture, societies—all the 
things by which you measure your mistaken 
superiority. We have been here living among 
you for eons since our separation millions 
of years ago, and we would no doubt be 
here eons longer without your meddling.     
   “You may have stopped hunting us for our 
flesh, but now—choking on your plastic trash, 
entangled in your serpentine nets, rammed 
by your giant ships, lost in the din—we wash 
up in droves on your shores, our bodies so 
poisoned that you declare them toxic waste.
   “Perhaps at last becoming dimly aware of 
the magnitude of your loss, millions of you 
now commune with us annually at sea. 
Are you only now embracing what you sense 
will soon be gone…our mingled destinies 
leading to the same senseless end?” ◾


