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 Stuffed Animals 
Don't anthropomorphise animals. 

They don't like it.
Anon.

O  N ONE OTHERWISE ORDINARY 

day about 65 million years ago, the world 
changed—radically and permanently.
   Had anyone been there to witness it, it 
would have gone down as one of the worst 
days in the planet’s history. On the other 
hand, had it not happened, mankind likely 
would not be here to reflect upon it now.
   On that momentous day, of course, a giant 
asteroid struck the Earth, landing in what is 
now the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico. Over 
six miles wide, it entered the atmosphere at 
a speed of about 45, 000 miles per hour, 
creating a supersonic shock wave, and when 
it hit the ground seconds later it struck with 
the force of over a billion Hiroshima bombs. 
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   Vaporizing on impact, the asteroid gouged 
a crater 16 miles deep and sent 25 trillion 
tons of molten rock into the sky, ultimately 
setting fire to 70% of the planet’s forests.
   The dust and debris from the impact and 
fires spread quickly around the globe, 
blocking sunlight from reaching the Earth’s 
surface for months and causing the oxygen 
content in the atmosphere to plummet, 
killing most terrestrial and marine life.
   The asteroid eradicated every non-avian 
dinosaur, 93% of all mammals, and three-
quarters of all species. It was the Earth’s 
Fifth Mass Extinction, and in the blink of 
eye in evolutionary terms, over 99.9% of all 
living organisms disappeared. 
   What was bad for most other forms of 
animal life was good, however, for a 
number of smaller, hardier mammal species 
which managed to survive the cataclysm.



   Lacking large predators, their number 
exploded, branching out into myriad new, 
increasingly more complex forms over 
millions of years—until finally, about 
200, 000 years ago, homo sapiens emerged. 
   But then an odd thing began to happen. 
   About 100, 000 years ago, concurrent with 
the widespread migration of humans and the 
invention of crude hunting tools, other large 
mammals once again began to disappear.
   The next and most significant change was 
when humans invented agriculture. Farming 
freed humans from having to interact with 
other species for survival, upsetting the 
balance of nature and allowing them to 
overpopulate the planet, increasing in 
number from one to ten thousand fold.   
   Humans and livestock now make up about 
90% of all large animals, with the total mass 
of wild mammals having declined to less 
than 20% of its prehuman peak. In the last 
50 years alone, the number of animals in the 
wild has dropped a staggering 50%, victims 
of habitat loss, climate disruption, disease, 
hunting, invasive species, and other factors.
   While species are always disappearing 
(99.9% of all species that have ever existed 
are extinct), the rate at which this happens is 
typically about one per year. (The Fifth 
Great Extinction was the fastest on record, 
but still, it lasted one to 2.5 million years.) 
   Current extinction rates are 1, 000 times 
faster than this background rate, and future 
rates may be 10, 000 times higher. Humans 
are decimating the animal life of the planet 
at a rate never before seen in history.
  Driven by human population growth, over-
consumption, technological advancements, 
and the increasing instability of the climate, 
scientists are warning that a Sixth Mass 
Extinction is now well underway. 
   But this time, the asteroid is us.

   Humans have a natural affinity for animal 
species which they can emotionally relate to, 
which tend to be those we view as closest in 
appearance or behavior to ourselves.
   These charismatic species include chimps 
and other primates, whales and dolphins, 
lions and tigers, bears, elephants, and, of 
course, dogs and cats. (One lucky animal 
scores a ‘perfect 10’ on both the humanlike 
and cuteness scale: the giant panda.)
   Occasionally, an otherwise unappealing 
animal is singled out for it’s intelligence or 
other traits, but by and large, if a species is 
too small, too ugly, too threatening, or  other-
wise unlikely to appear on anyone’s T-shirt, 
it’s out of luck in the conservation lottery. 
(Of over 1, 000 mammals threatened with 
extinction, less than a hundred have been 
used by conservation groups to raise funds.) 
   This is unfortunate, because an animal’s 
emotional appeal to humans is immaterial to 
its importance to the ecosystem. The panda, 
for example, is rare, has a restricted diet and 
range, reproduces very slowly and is hard to 
breed in captivity—and yet, humans have 
spent millions of dollars trying to do just that.
   We and the planet would be better off 
protecting the many less glamorous species 
which are critical to the entire biosphere— 
and especially, preserving entire biomes.
(From the point of view of prokaryotic life 
forms like cyanobacteria, for example, these 
mammal extinctions would hardly matter.)
   No single species is ‘superior’ to another, 
only different, and performing a different 
function in the vast web of life. Humanity 
must soon overcome its habit, whenever it 
holds a mirror up to nature, to see only itself.   
If we don’t, we may well fall prey ourselves 
to the Sixth Mass Extinction. In which case, 
it’s safe to say that whatever species which 
remain will celebrate our departure. ◾


