
 

Empathy: A Call to All Humans 

 

An environmentalist’s duties are the same as any human’s; to help other humans 

whenever possible. Every species on earth lives to prevent its lineage from dying so why should 

we be any different? The answer is, we shouldn’t, and we aren’t. Humans should be helped first 

and foremost, and an environmentalist upholds this ideal by attempting to preserve the world 

they inhabit. Luckily, this helps not only us, as humans, but other creatures who cannot 

necessarily save themselves, whether it be plants or animals; insects or fungi; we all make this 

planet our home, therefore it is essential for all of our survival. Alycia Parnell, an 

environmentalist at the Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge in Arizona, writes about her 

internal strife with being forced to care about the masked bobwhite quail for her work while she 

is surrounded by hundreds of humans dying each year, trying to cross the U.S.-Mexico border in 

her essay, “Sunset at Mile 16.” The inherent duty of the environmentalists to save other humans 

despite possible prejudices is simply due our inclination toward self-preservation, thus 

dismantling the false dichotomy assumed to exist between humans and nature. As we act 

instinctually, whether for ourselves or not, we become a part of what we once separated 

ourselves from.  

Alycia Parnell is a graduate of the University of Utah with a degree in environmental 

studies. As an environmentalist for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in southern Arizona, she 

can understand the suffering of the immigrants attempting to make their way across the border 

through her work in the same grueling environment. This land is flat, hot, and overrun by tall, 

dry grass and branches. Her job is to document invasive species in the region and to track the 

progress of the masked bobwhite quail. Through this, she attempts to bridge the gap we have 

created between humans and nature through scientific understanding. 



Our environment has provided us with the tools and resources to build everything we use 

to make our lives far less difficult through the use of efficient tools, thus the definition of 

technology. Every species either adapts and advances or dies off and we have made our 

advancements possible by making our lives infinitely easier through the use of technology. 

Despite these adaptations that have brought us to this very point, we all maintain a human 

identity that is ingrained in our behavior. From a biological standpoint, we procreate, provide for 

our young, and then some. At the core of every human is the basic instinct that guides us through 

life, using our best judgment to navigate our day-to-day lives. To eat breakfast or get to class on 

time? To sleep or do to homework? To work or to call in sick?  

Environmentalists like Alycia Parnell are no different. They have made choices in their 

lives that led them down that path. Studying anything from political science to environmental 

science, environmentalists can move on to become earth science teachers, lobbyists, or 

freelancers for companies, even the government. They study the environment and the effect that 

humans have on it. Subsequently, they also study the effect the environment has had on humans 

for thousands of years. 

Our involvement in nature, however, is not limited to four walls and a roof. Humans are 

an essential part of nature as we are a successful combination of its many traits. We also have 

many systems in place to deal with the nature we cannot as easily control, many being 

government programs. Parnell criticizes the methods of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services for 

how they deem a species “as worthy of resurrection,” (113). The use of the term “worthy” is a 

sarcastic jab as it demonstrates how the government agency sees itself as a god-like figure; 

choosing which species are deserving of the almighty human interjection. We only chose to help 



those who we see fit to receive our help, and, unfortunately, sometimes humans are not included 

in this category due to invisible lines we drew in the sand hundreds of years ago. 

As we advance as a society, we have distanced ourselves from the concept of nature 

through vacuous cities and the consuming commercialization of wildlife. Technology has built a 

window, allowing us to peer outside when conditions are favorable. Destruction and suffering 

are rampant on Earth, but we chose not to see it. You can watch a documentary on climate 

change with the click of a mouse and just as easily open Facebook and forget all about it. 

Although we may act as though our technology separates us from nature, that is false. Humans, 

all living things, depend on their environment. We are a product of the world around us and we 

humans represent nature at work in our everyday lives. Technology is the result of nature. 

The notion that there exists a separation between humans and nature defies the First Law 

of Ecology which states that everything on Earth is connected to everything else (Commoner as 

quoted by Giragosian 8). Often times, the ideas of anthropocentrism and biocentrism are pitted 

against each other as polar opposites, and by choosing one, you are taking sides. This idea causes 

a rift in the relationship between humans and nature. In reality, this concept is nullified by the 

First Law of Ecology. How can one choose to support either humans or nature when in fact they 

are the same thing? 

Despite this intimate connection between humans and nature, that does not mean we 

haven’t done irreparable harm to our environment in the name of efficiency and ease. Countless 

wars for the sake of human nature. Countless forests downed for the sake of comfort. Countless 

precious nonrenewable resources destroyed for the sake of development. Our advancement has 

come at a cost, and that cost is our life source. How paradoxical of us to syphon a ‘better’ life 

from the limited resources keeping us alive? But this raises the question: Is it the quality of life 



we have come to value over the quantity, or have we simply not thought’ that far ahead? Human 

nature dictates the answer to this question be our inability to comprehend how we could possibly 

do so much harm to our own lineage. Or maybe just a preference not to think about it? Either 

way, it is because of our behavioral makeup that we choose to do what we do: we follow one 

another into a greed fueled existence. Although we fight for our species as a whole, every 

individual lives for themselves and ultimately, the continuance of their lineage; parents would 

rather save their own children than a stranger’s. Due to this, it makes sense why humans live for 

a better life today, rather than tomorrow: because they want to see their lives and the lives of 

their family members improve while they are alive to see it. We have trouble conceptualizing 

and actually setting into motion solutions to the problems that we cause because we cannot 

fathom life after our own, individual, deaths. This state of mind may be selfish, but to change 

this we would have to be certain of something unknown which is impossible. We remain the way 

we are because the other option has infinitely many conclusions, which is inconceivable. 

… 

Every species on Earth has an inclination towards self-preservation. So why wouldn’t a 

human want to save its own species? Environmentalists have a duty to protect humans, and they 

do so by saving the environment which sustains us. Coincidentally, other creatures inhabit this 

very environment. The countless species world-wide, although non-human, are merely collateral 

improvements. By working to save ourselves, we inadvertently work to save the creatures who 

share this environment.  

Parnell too works toward the conservation of a diverse environment. Her job, however, 

does not nullify her connection with other humans, unlike the mindset of the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Services. During her training, Parnell recalls the “air-conditioned training room” where 



she and her colleagues learned that undocumented immigrants could potentially be carrying 

machine guns (115). In addition to the ironically cold room in the middle of 103-degree weather, 

this scare tactic attempts to dehumanize of a group of people the government sees as ‘unworthy’ 

of saving. Instead of offering help, they are advised to “alert Border Patrol immediately if [they] 

see any humans who shouldn’t be there,” (Parnell 115). By painting a picture of an immigrant 

with a machine gun, the officials are making them out to be savages, much like the Europeans 

did with Native Americans. Questioning the validity of this assertion, Parnell wonders what 

financial logic this notion follows as the people who would supposedly be paying for these guns 

are the same ones traveling with nothing but their work ethic and high hopes. Parnell remarks 

that the only time she has ever seen an actual machine gun is “strapped to the Border Patrol 

agents themselves,” (115). It is worth noting the irony that the ones who warn against potentially 

deadly assailants with machine guns are the only ones with actual machine guns. 

The institutionally implemented hatred of undocumented immigrants is glossed over as 

the focus of conservationists shifts to wildlife. “It’s hard to care about a largely flightless bird 

with a brain the size of half a shelled peanut when someone walking north has died for no reason 

within five miles of where you’re standing,” (Parnell, 117). In this sentence, Parnell summarizes 

the basis of her essay: humans jump through hoops to save all kinds of creatures, until it is a 

fellow human who merely looks different, or speaks a different language, or practices a different 

religion, who is in need. Undocumented immigrants are ostracized and demonized until they 

become a part of the “cargo” to be shipped back across the border, picked up at mile sixteen 

(Parnell, 119). Pride and greed may be inherent parts of our human nature as well, but we do not 

have to let them run our lives. As humans, we have adopted the ability to choose. These people 

who need our help are other humans, they are of the same species. So, who are we to treat them 



any different? We need to see beyond this need to fight for oneself because helping ourselves is 

not mutually exclusive with harming others.  

Any human has a duty to aid another human in need. It is in our nature. This is called 

empathy, or mutual aid. Environmentalists have this quality too, so although they may work to 

conserve nature and help other species, they too are helping their fellow humans. They work to 

save a dying planet so that their species can continue to survive and to thrive. Survival is not 

only a key objective for humans, however, but it is also ingrained in the instincts of all living 

creatures. That is why we adapt and evolve. By adapting to our surroundings, humans were able 

to flourish, all because of a basic instinct granted to us by nature itself. Nature is in us all.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Works Cited: 



 

Dunlap, Julie, et al. “Sunset at Mile 16.” Coming of Age at the End of Nature: a Generation Faces 

Living on a Changed Planet, Trinity University Press, 2016, pp. 112–119. 

Giragosian, Sarah. Environmental Writing Presentation. February 2018. Class Presentation. 

 

 

 


