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1. Evolve 
 

“If you call failures experiments, you can put 

them in your resume and claim them as 

achievements.” 

-- Mason Cooley 

 

DISSECTING FAILURE 

 

 “Mike, she finish,” he says. His voice is barely audible and 

downbeat as it always is, but now it also carries a note of disbelief. 

I knew that he meant she was dead, but not knowing what to say 

and needing to say something, I respond over the scratchy mobile 

connection, “What? Daniel, what do you mean?” 

“Elvira. She dead. She stop breathing. We go home to village 

now. I go. Funeral in two days.” 

 

Daniel, a local man from the single street village behind and up 

the hill from Sorake Beach, was Elvira’s father. He keeps a house 

up in the village, but his family spends most of their days at a 

wooden, one-room hut about fifty metres back from the famous 

Indonesian surf beach. In front of that on the beachfront, he had 

constructed accommodations for tourists for whom his family 

cooked and cleaned.  
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I am not one of those tourists. I choose instead to live in a 

converted bus I call Rosie a little further along the beachfront in 

a hotel car park. 

 

A few weeks before that terrible phone call, I met Daniel and 

his family. I had followed his faded surfboard repair signs which 

led me to his clunky and clumsily built front door. After a few 

minutes of talking to him about the needed fin repair, I 

abandoned any thoughts of negotiation. His price was fair, and I 

could tell he was not in the rip-off game. I chose to respect his 

price and inadvertently him as well. I met his wife and two 

daughters during that first encounter. All three of them 

cautiously emerged from the tiny earthen floored abode to 

observe what they thought was another tourist. 

After that first day, I saw Daniel, his modest and loyal wife, and 

his daughters every day. They’d be milling about their tourist 

bungalows attending to this or that. His wife, Mamma Martin, 

was usually withdrawn but always threw me a genuine smile, 

perhaps appreciative that I brought them some business with 

my board or maybe just because I seemed to be sticking around 

longer than most of the other surfing folk. Sometimes in the 

afternoon, I’d stop in at their house and share a beer with Daniel. 

His wife would always sit in silence somewhere nearby. Elvira, 

the brains of the family, would be diligently doing her 

schoolwork, and Tata, the younger of the two, would be flitting 

about the place. She would come in and out of sight, showing off 

her mastery of English with me, even though I preferred to speak 

in Indonesian as even though Daniel spoke some English, 

Mamma Martin spoke none. 

Those days passed in a pleasant lack of hurry. Nobody was in 

a rush to do anything in particular; there was little to do except 

surf and cater to surfers. Island life was what it was; a tourist 

needing a fin fixed was considered a notable event; a tourist 
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popping in for a social visit was cause for celebration. In some 

ways, I would have liked there to be no more events of note, but 

that didn’t happen.  

Walking back from an afternoon surf, across the barnacled and 

exposed part of the reef, one such event began to unfold. When 

Daniel’s bungalows and his beaten-up old beach shack came into 

view, I could see him standing on his front porch. He saw me at 

the same time and hurried from his lookout to meet me. 

“Mike. Mike, I need your bus. Can you drive us to the big town?” 

he asked nervously. 

“Of course, why, what’s up?” I said as I came down from my 

surfing high. 

“Elvira, she very sick.” 

He led me inside, and I realised how genuinely tiny this 

dwelling was. It was one room with two mosquito-netted beds. 

Elvira was on the one closest to the entryway. There was nothing 

else in the house except a small table with a gas cooker on it and 

some pots and pans hanging off hooks on the rough timber wall 

behind it. A curtain covering the front of the table probably hid 

plates and glasses and the like. I wondered where they bathed or 

even went to the toilet.  

Daniel pulled back the netting and Elvira, whose eyes and 

mouth would typically smile and who usually would have 

something to say, didn’t even roll her eyes towards me. In her 

underwear, her eleven-year-old body was shining with a 

greenish sweat. Her eyes, open but misty and vacant, wearily 

looked up to some uneventful space above her. She did not react 

at all to our presence or when we spoke. I struggled to 

comprehend that this was the same girl who only a few days 

earlier seemed so healthy. I stared at her, afraid to look at her 

parents for what I might see there.  

“She need go to hospital,” Daniel said. “She very sick; she been 

like this two days.” 
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“What is it? What’s wrong with her?” I asked. 

“I don’t know. I think black magic,” he responded as Mamma 

Martin bowed her head in agreement with the diagnosis. 

“Black Magic? What are you talking about, has she got fever, 

diarrhoea?” 

“It’s black magic, Mike. She very sick.” 

He explained that she was having troubles with her 

classmates. She was a smart kid, and it was generating a lot of 

jealousy and in some cases hatred amongst the other students. 

Daniel told me more about it as we drove to the big town, 

Telukdalam, the second largest on the Sumatran island of Nias. 

Elvira and Mamma Martin bounced around in the back of the bus 

on my bed, Elvira more so as she was unable to control her weak 

body when I trundled in and out of giant potholes.  

Mamma Martin tried to steady her, but her hands, controlling 

their clothing, bedding, food and cooking equipment that they 

would need in the hospital, were full already. They would all stay 

there overnight on the floor if there were no bed. Daniel went on 

to tell me that he wasn’t sure how, but somehow as a result of 

this hatred against his daughter one of the other families from 

the school had conspired to cast a spell over Elvira. He was sure 

that the doctor at the big town’s hospital would agree. 

We arrived at the hospital in the big town after about half an 

hour and at about the same time that the electricity cut out. 

Another of the frequent Nias blackouts had hit almost as if in 

collusion with the black magic, and everything except life 

support systems, which would run off the generator, were dead.  

Two hospital staff emerged as we parked in the emergency 

bay. They wore white coats, which gave me some assurance, and 

with Daniel carried Elvira’s limp body inside. Mamma Martin 

asked if I could go out again and find some candles and some 

fried rice as it would be challenging to cook now that the power 

was out. Taking note of this and a few other bits and pieces she 
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needed for a night in the hospital with no power, I was hit by the 

sadness, the defeat in Mamma Martin’s face. Her eyes confessed 

that they had seen many misfortunes such as these in a place that 

has so little of the things that I would take for granted. Despite 

her dreadful sorrow, she remained functional; she had to be, for 

her daughter. 

When I returned, Daniel came out to meet me and took the 

plastic bag of supplies.  

“Don’t have proper doctor here; they do what they can, give 

her medicines. They think she has blood poisons. They say like 

me. Is black magic. She need good doctor in Medan.”  

Medan is the closest reasonably sized city. It is perhaps two 

hours of driving and then an hour’s flight away from where we 

were. I could detect a pleading in his voice, inviting me to offer 

to pay for an excursion to Medan. 

“What can I do, Daniel? What can I do now to help?” Selfishly, 

I hoped he didn’t hit me up for the cost of airfares to and 

accommodation in Medan. It would have been an inconvenience, 

but unlike Daniel, I could have afforded it.  

He paused for a few tense seconds, and then as if reading my 

mind, he said, “It’s OK, Mike. You go now. I call you tomorrow.” 

We hugged “OK. Call me for anything you need, Daniel.” 

 

That was yesterday. And now he has called me. But he needs 

nothing. His daughter is dead. He hangs up the phone. Aside from 

the shock, the shock that this illness—or black magic as he called 

it—was so severe and the deterioration of Elvira so quick, I think 

about his voice. There was that something different about his 

voice. Then I realise that it wasn’t disbelief that I heard in his 

voice. It was failure. I detected in his voice that he felt he had 

failed, failed Elvira, and failed as a father. 

His daughter has just died, and I respect that he will be a mess 

now and for some time to come. But I hope he ultimately realises 
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that he did not fail her in any way. Folks tend to resort to that 

conclusion, that they have failed or that they are a failure far too 

commonly. Perhaps we could argue that the economic, social, or 

medical system failed them as they did nothing to prevent little 

Elvira from having such a short life. Perhaps it was I who had 

failed them all. Had I responded to Daniel’s guarded plea to go to 

Medan, maybe things would have been different. I would carry 

this guilt for a while but would eventually convince myself that 

at the time I didn’t consider that death was a possibility.  

Daniel and Mamma Martin did not fail Elvira. They were 

devoted and affectionate parents and for her eleven years all the 

way to the unhappy end; they gave all that they knew how to 

give. Neither was Elvira’s life itself a failure; it just ended. The 

experience of being a father and the life of his child had no 

element of failure just because she died at eleven. There is no 

mandate to live until the age of eighty and die peacefully in your 

sleep for a life to be a successful one. Neither is this required to 

demonstrate that he had been a good father. This concept of 

failure too often refers to the very end point of something and 

ignores all that came before it. 

We like to say that something has failed and someone is a 

failure in doing something if the end result, the very distinct and 

finite thing at the end of the experience, does not go as planned. 

If failure or the lack of success is defined by not “having the 

correct or desired result”, as in the dictionary, then failure does 

not just have negative connotations.  

Failure can be a positive thing because at least someone 

started something. A specified end result is often there just to 

pull us through an experience from beginning to end. It is the 

journey as much as the destination that is desired.  

I’ll venture further and say that failure often turns out to be a 

good thing. If I only did things that I knew had a good chance of 

achieving the desired end, I wouldn’t take many risks in my life, 
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and I probably wouldn’t attain much personal growth. Even by 

attempting things that come with a guarantee of failure, I am 

learning and getting one step closer to success. 

I see my life as just a series of experiments or games. I sit 

around and ponder what might be an interesting experiment or 

a fun game to play, and then that becomes my purpose. I don’t 

see one overarching life purpose; I see many, and I am the 

creator of them. I usually have no clue about the chance of 

success in terms of any end goal I might set, but I set one anyway 

and then play the game. 

Often this involves an element of risk, but usually that risk is 

not real. For instance, one of my experiments as I write today is 

an experiment in escape. In this experiment, which started in 

June 2015, I decided to leave work and consumer society and live 

a simple, nomadic life. There were plenty of perceived risks with 

leaving a substantial income and the stability and security that 

come with it. But what was the worst-case scenario? It was the 

life I was already living, working sixty-hour weeks under 

fluorescent lights, highly stressed, and unhappy. The 

experiment, it seemed, had no downside. So, I gave it the green 

light. And so far, so good. 

Without being conscious of doing it, I have been living a life of 

mostly failed experiments that have been rewarding and crucial 

to my growth and happiness. In the years before my current 

experiment in escape, which I deem a success already on many 

levels, I undertook four prior escape attempts. All of these failed 

in terms of their final result because their conclusion involved a 

return to work in the West, but they were a heck of a lot of fun. 

Each one of those four experiments resulted in about a year of 

living as an escapee in Latin America. For different reasons that 

I will discuss below, the system recaptured me, and it was back 

to the fluorescent lights.  
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Even though I was re-apprehended—well, it was more a case 

of turning myself in—each one of those attempts brought me 

closer to a successful escape, even though at their conclusion I 

returned to my worst-case scenario. I lost nothing; I just 

returned to where I was with another ridiculous experiment 

under my belt. Aside from inching closer to a successful escape, 

each attempt was worthwhile in and of itself. Each one was full 

of adventure, friendship, and growth.  

Where would I be today if I hadn’t run those absurd 

experiments? Well, I would have spent those four years living in 

my worst-case scenario where I miserably worked my butt off as 

the human equivalent of a battery hen. I wouldn’t have shared 

amazing experiences with so many people who still are my 

closest friends. I wouldn’t be able to speak Spanish. I wouldn’t 

have discovered the many eye-opening places in Latin America 

that I know I will return to one day. I would not have grown as 

an individual in my acceptance and understanding of other ways 

of living and come to appreciate and be grateful for what I have. 

I would not have written this book. Thinking back now, when 

planning and executing those escapes, I didn’t concern myself 

with failure. Those four failed escapes, I now see, were some of 

my finest achievements to date. 

My friend Daniel may not have consciously decided to bring 

Elvira into the world, but even so he took that risk, and he had a 

fantastic daughter, whose life, albeit short, was full of joy.  

So, don’t get caught up in the end result. Don’t let the prospect 

of failure get in the way of experience. Life is the lab, and each of 

us is our own mad scientists. In the face of possible or even 

probable failure, go forth and experiment! 
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YOUR SPECIES NEEDS YOU! 

 

It is the morning of the second day since Elvira’s death. I have 

just returned to my bus from the morning surf, and I have a 

missed call from Daniel. Dammit. I didn’t want him to think I 

needed reminding. Sitting on an upholstered storage box inside 

my four-or-five-cubic-metre-home, I return his call.  

Through a cacophony of loud male voices, I squint to hear 

Daniel asking where I am, for the funeral had started. I had lost 

track of time, but I say I am on my way, that I’ll be there soon. I 

put some hot water on for a coffee and think about what’s ahead. 

I am surprised to feel nervous. Knowing I’ll be the only white 

person doesn’t normally bother me as I’m usually the only white 

person anywhere I go in Sumatra. I’ve become accustomed to the 

confused and curious stares. I am used to the rock star-like 

existence, although some days I feel a bit more like a human 

oddity or sideshow freak. Usually, I don’t mind the attention, but 

not today. I don’t want to draw any attention on this occasion. 

I look around me and put on my best clothes, which 

unfortunately are the same as my worst clothes, only cleaner. 

Today is the first day in a long time that I wish I had footwear 

other than flip-flops.  

Before the water comes to a boil, I sprinkle two large 

tablespoons of coffee from my two-kilogram bag into the pot, stir 

it, and pour a mug full. Too full. Coffee splashes on my t-shirt, but 

it remains the cleanest thing I have, so it stays on. I gulp it down, 

pour the rest of the hot water into the thermos flask, and secure 

the back section of the bus for motion. 

I drive out of Sorake Beach and turn left and up the hill 

towards the village. I’ve only been there once before. It’s the kind 

of place that’s interesting to see only once. It consists of a 200-

metre-long strip, with traditional houses on either side, and the 

“jumping stone” positioned in the centre. As a rite of passage into 
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manhood, the boys of the village have to jump this stone. It is 

high. Maybe my height of six feet.  

As Rosie struggles up the hill slow enough for first gear, groups 

of people join me on either side and walk in the same direction. 

They form something like a motorcade’s indigenous secret 

service. They must be coming from other villages. They are 

chatting and laughing and look as though they have dressed for 

church, but it’s not Sunday. I park the bus fifty metres before the 

village starts to avoid attention, and as I walk through the entry 

archway I wonder how I’ll find Daniel’s house. I start to ask some 

well-dressed villagers as they filter through the archway, but 

before I finish asking I know where his house is. The commotion 

there gives it away. I listen to their responses and thank them.  

Villages in Nias hold funeral ceremonies outside the house of 

the deceased’s family. As I approach Daniel’s house I see the 

enormous marquee is in fact a patchwork of smaller tarpaulins 

stitched together. Under it, are about a hundred men in colourful, 

traditional clothing seated in a three-sided square, the open side 

facing the house. The three sides of the square are each about 

four or five rows deep. I can see one man standing with his hands 

aloft and yelling at a panel of five or so men dressed in white 

outfits with the traditional headdress. Of those five men facing 

the open square, one is Daniel. I also recognise his brother sitting 

next to him, but I don’t see Mamma Martin. In fact, I see no 

women. 

Pulling with me the stares of several heads dumbfounded by 

my whiteness, I walk around the far side of the square behind 

the panel to where Daniel is receiving the tirade from the 

shouting man. I am not sure if it is my place to approach him, but 

I do anyway. It turns out to be appropriate as Daniel stands and 

turns with a smile, takes a few steps, grabs me by the arms, pulls 

me towards him, pushes his nose into my cheek, and then again 

into the other.  
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OK. So this is how it rolls. I don’t say anything. Instead, I press 

my hand over my heart, communicating with telling eyes how I 

feel and then hug him. Words would have poorly expressed my 

feelings. He turns back to his shouter, and I turn and walk further 

behind the panel to the buildings where it seemed the less 

important folks are hovering.  

Slumped like a drunkard in a chair against Daniel’s concrete 

house, one of the few untraditional buildings in the village, is 

Cobba. I know Cobba from the beach strip; he’s a local surfing 

legend and has been called Cobba for so long by his Australian 

surfing counterparts that it has stuck with him. After some small 

talk, he tells me I should go and see Elvira and Mamma Martin 

and directs me to one of the two open concrete doorways facing 

the square of men outside.  

My heart rate accelerates. I’ve never seen a dead body before. 

I have no idea what I am supposed to do in there. As I pass 

through the doorway, aside from the elderly woman fanning flies 

off of Elvira’s body now two days’ dead, what hits my senses 

most and causes an involuntary gulp is the smell. The waft of her 

decaying flesh seems so ugly, so inappropriate to be coming from 

this beautiful little girl. Elvira is laid out in her Sunday-best 

clothing, but this strikes me less than the greyish colour of her 

skin and the cotton blood-stained gauze protruding from one 

nostril.  

I scan to her right and stop at Mamma Martin, listless and 

looking into her hands as if holding a baby. The instant she looks 

up I lock eyes with her. As if to confirm my association with her 

daughter’s death, her shoulders drop, her head tilts back, and her 

wail now joins her tears. I can’t get to her because of the other 

women in the room and Elvira’s raised dais. I don’t know if it 

would be appropriate, so I just put my hands together as if in 

prayer and nod my head to her in silent acknowledgement.  
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She gets my intention and nods back at me and resumes her 

wailing. She is comforted by several women close to her, and I 

think about how tight this community seems. I stay there and 

look at Elvira’s lifeless body and try to feel as much as I can about 

what this death thing is all about. She looks so much like a living 

human, something that contains life, but it doesn’t; it is just 

early-stage dirt. Life is finished here. I look once more at Mamma 

Martin and leave the room. 

Outside, a different man is now yelling and invoking the 

energy and supporting cheers of the others. It seems each man 

has his turn to stand up and shout, maybe about the injustice of 

death; I don’t know. Up here in the village, only the Nias dialect 

is spoken, not Indonesian, so to me, he sounds no different from 

the boisterous street vendors in Telukdalam.  

Several hours pass like this. The sun is now high above the 

centre strip of the village, and my perch next to Cobba is too hot 

for me. I move around the square and sit in the back row in a 

vacated seat, protected from the sun by the tarpaulins. The men 

now seated around me spin their attention to me and start 

asking, thankfully in Indonesian, “Where are you from?” and 

“Why are you here?” and the like. I answer the first few inquiries 

but then fake my attention on the shouting man to deflect their 

interest. This seems to do the trick.  

Soon after I sit down, the pace changes. Elvira is carried out on 

a sheet of triplex by a few able men and put into a white casket 

that I only now can see. So many people play a significant role in 

the funeral. A man who seems to be the master of ceremonies 

enters the scene through a newly created gap in the crowd to my 

left. Trailing him is a group of about ten school children, Elvira’s 

classmates. They enter the “ring” and sing a melodic and happy-

sounding song to honour her. I can’t help but see the irony here 

in that supposedly it was these kids who were behind the black 

magic that ended her life. Still, it is beautiful to listen to. 
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Following them are at least ten other troupes, including other 

schoolchildren, adults, church groups, and groups from other 

villages. Surely not all of these people knew her. 

An hour of this passes, and now a man dressed in a priest’s 

garb is having his say. He has a lot to say, but as he finishes, 

everyone but me seems to know what to do. Those still sitting, 

stand and slowly start walking up the main strip away from the 

beach end of the village. I join them, and as we walk I am 

surrounded by villagers again asking all manner of questions 

about me.  

We all walk to the burial ground, which I soon see is only fifty 

metres away from the top of the village. This procession is 

surprisingly jovial and social. Although many here are from 

other villages, everyone mingles as if they are one community. 

We arrive at the grave in drips and drabs. Somehow, the priest 

and the casket are already in position; I must have dawdled. By 

the time that I am close enough to the pit to make sure that 

Daniel sees me there in support, the priest seems to be 

concluding. Three cemetery folk, distinguished by their filthy 

attire, start wrestling with the casket. There are no ropes or 

pulleys, just three fellows dragging it in from the long end of the 

pit. I think to myself: I wouldn’t want to be the guy in the hole. 

After a while, everyone is back at Daniel’s house, and there is 

talk of a luncheon feast. Several of the villagers invite me, but I 

politely refuse with a believable lie. It’s not that they made me 

feel unwelcome in any way, but I don’t want any attention, and I 

know I will get plenty of it if I stay.  

Daniel and his brother take their seats. Mamma Martin is next 

to Daniel this time. I walk over to them and tell them I thought it 

was a beautiful ceremony without knowing if that is considered 

a good thing or not and excuse myself, repeating my lie. Daniel 

noses me as he did before. I take his brother’s hand and press it 

to my forehead and do the same with Mamma Martin. I have no 
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idea if this is custom here, but I’ve seen it around in Sumatra as 

a respectful way to address an elder. I know they know I am 

clueless, and Mamma Martin gives me a teary half-smile. I walk 

back down the hill to Rosie and drive back to the beach.  

 

Since the day of Daniel’s phone call when I first learnt of 

Elvira’s death, I’d struggled to organise, and indeed even find my 

thoughts and emotions about it. When I did, aside from sorrow, 

I found guilt. First, there was guilt that I didn’t know how to react 

to her death, then the guilt that I come from a country where this 

needn’t have ended like this and finally guilt that I could have 

done something about it and didn’t.  

It seemed so cruel and unfair.  Everything about it and the 

subsequent events were based on something entirely tragic. But 

the funeral provided an unexpected consolation, not in what it 

commemorated, but in how it was. It was not like any funeral I’d 

ever heard of in Australia. What was so special about it? I think 

it was the sense that ‘we’re all in this together’. So many people 

came and contributed, from the impassioned shouting men to 

the young singing troupes. Not all of them knew Elvira. They 

went out of respect for a member of their broader community. 

Even I was welcomed as if I were family.  

In that way, the villagers had a particular kind of richness 

different from that which we have or seek in Australia. Here 

there was very little display of monetary wealth. Doing that 

might have seemed garish, even obscene. Doing that may also 

have been difficult given there was very little monetary wealth 

to display. I generally refer to monetary wealth as including 

money or currency itself, valuable possessions, property, 

resources or other riches.  

The wealth in the village was mostly non-monetary. Their 

wealth was in the priority to and fullness of their human 

community. There was wealth in their connection to nature; it 
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added to their quality of life. The surfers, fishermen, and farmers 

treated their natural world with respect; they were fully aware 

that they were an integral part of it. They had aspects of wealth 

which perhaps might be deficient in places like Australia. 

I am not suggesting that the largely subsistence lifestyle in the 

village is somehow better than, say, my life in Australia. The 

people of the village certainly would benefit from more of the 

things monetary wealth could buy, such as more health and 

education. If Elvira had been in Australia, she may have lived 

longer than eleven years. Theirs is not a perfect life. But there is 

still a lot we can learn from the village. 

Success up there in the village seems to be measured by the 

strength and solidarity of human and natural communities, their 

greater selves. It got me thinking not only about the subjectivity 

of success for different peoples but also the interdependency of 

success between those people and their communities. 

Universally, the success and the survival of any individual 

depends on the success of the species of which it is a part, so it 

would again be easy to see a funeral as a failure.  

So let me leave the funeral for a moment to talk about another 

aspect of the natural world, the mouse-like antechinus. This very 

excitable Australian marsupial mates itself to death. At maturity 

at one year of age, the male of the species becomes obsessed with 

sex. He stops eating and resting and does nothing but sleep 

around with as many partners as he can. He loses most of his 

vital proteins and shuts down his immune system to generate 

the metabolic energy for his heroic sexual marathon. He 

exhausts himself so thoroughly that he starts to disintegrate 

physically. His fur falls off, he bleeds internally, and without a 

functioning immune system he invites infection and becomes 

riddled with gangrene. Within a few weeks of non-stop 

debauchery, he is dead. His dedication to the survival of his 

species is unbeaten in the animal kingdom.  
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Thinking about the character of Elvira’s funeral, the generosity 

of the villagers and their devotion to their community as much if 

not more than to themselves, is how I came across that selfless, 

furry little sex god and his devotion his to species. I wondered 

about how we, in Australia for example, think about our 

communities and further, about our species. What behavioural 

traits and other qualities do we value that lend themselves to 

success and the survival of a community or species?  

How we define success seems like an excellent next step. I like 

the dictionary definition of success because within its two 

explanations we are given not only the meaning of the word but 

also some clues about its changing nature. The first denotation 

is ‘having the correct or desired result’, and the second is ‘having 

gotten or achieved wealth, respect, fame’. The definitions could 

be referring to two completely different terms. But if I venture 

beyond the print and look into history, I can see that many 

moons ago they both faithfully described the same thing. 

Further, if I take the subjects of life and reproduction, since I am 

on it anyway, the applied definition of success over the course of 

history becomes fascinating indeed. 

 ‘Having the correct or desired result’ seems to be the more 

objective explanation. Aside from my earlier qualification that 

success occurs along the way as well as at the definitive end of 

an experience, this definition rings true across many different 

contexts and throughout history. With life on earth, the many 

species or communities of a species, individual creatures, or 

even at the level of microscopic male reproductive cells, 

spermatozoon, this definition is consistent with the idea of 

survival. 

The process of reproduction in most mammals involves a 

winner-takes-all swimming competition for around 100 million 

sperm cells racing towards the coveted and usually singular 

female egg. Amongst fellow sperm, the strongest and most 
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talented one-time swimmer is considered a success. It is its 

roughly 750 megabytes of DNA data that merge in the soup of 

creation with the data of the prized egg to form the basis of new 

life, or the ‘the desired result’. Interestingly, as the average 

human ejaculate contains about 180 million sperm cells, it can 

carry approximately 13,500 terabytes of data, which is 

comparable to the hard disk space of 135,000 laptops of the type 

I am writing on now. I wonder if I should get ahead of the Silicon 

Valley boffins and patent ejaculate-based storage media.  

Not only at this microscopic level, where amongst its peers the 

victorious sperm cell is considered a success, but reproduction, 

the event itself, is deemed to be successful. Then, the individual 

male creature that delivers his payload to his female counterpart 

is viewed as a success amongst fellow herd, mob, or clansmen. 

His genes help perpetuate life. As the most aquatically able 

sperm from the fittest male creates life together with the most 

desirable female(s), the species itself, according to Darwin’s 

survival of the fittest, achieves ‘the desired result’. The 

community and the species survive as they evolve with the 

incremental advantages that the champion sperm and those 

complicit creatures bring to the act.  

This definition of success I find hard to fault. Success and 

having achieved the desired result mean the same thing in this 

case: survival. This holds whether referring to the sperm and 

egg, the individual creatures, the community, and the species. 

Success (and the desired result) may well be achieved by acting 

out of self-interest, consciously or unconsciously, but 

undoubtedly also instinctively to perpetuate the species. This 

priority of species over individual makes sense, for the former 

can survive without the latter, but not vice versa. The end even 

for the sex-crazed antechinus justifies the means. 

The second, human-centric definition is more interesting and 

is both subjective across different peoples and contentious as its 
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meaning and recent application had evolved from a time when a 

very different set of circumstances were in place and its validity 

could be understood. Is ‘having gotten or achieved wealth, 

respect, fame’ a valid definition of success today? Are those 

characteristics conducive to survival? Or does this second 

definition expose a wrong turn somewhere back in our history? 

We need to roll back the clock to see what happened there. 

The hominoids back in Neolithic times got along just as every 

other animal did and evolved according to the rules of natural 

selection and survival of the fittest. Accidental, advantageous 

traits that bolstered one individual’s ability to survive over 

another would result in reproductive success for that animal 

through the perpetuation of his and her genes, evolution, and a 

higher chance of success for the species. I can see the lineage 

between prehistoric competitive traits, drawn into existence 

because of the threat of not surviving back then and our modern-

day behavioural traits of seeking wealth, respect, and fame. For 

instance, one’s wealth derives from displaying an ability to 

provide sufficiently for one’s offspring to ensure their survival. 

Respect has early beginnings in a male or female seeking 

acceptance of their dominance within a tribe, perhaps. And fame, 

I suspect, evolved out of the need for attention to attract a mate. 

The modern definition evolved from competitive qualities once 

required for reproduction, evolution, and survival. Competitive, 

individualistic behaviour and qualities resulting in the success of 

the individual and the species were then perpetuated, and so it 

goes. 

Fast-forward to today’s version of man. Is competitive survival 

of the fittest behaviour still relevant for human beings’ survival? 

Is it still improving our chances in the long run? This is where it 

gets a bit prickly.  

I would venture that up until a certain point in our 

evolutionary history, being a faster, stronger, smarter, and more 
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competitive hominoid meant that you had a better chance of 

attracting a mate and reproducing which would have enhanced 

those same characteristics within the gene pool and 

subsequently improved the survival chances of the species. It 

would have improved the fitness of our species to what we were 

trying to fit, our environment. This ‘fitness’ involves two players, 

both of which are in a constant state of flux. Player one, is the 

human species, which in the grand scale of cosmic history, 

evolved or adapted very quickly. Player 2, is our environment, 

our planet which historically has changed at a vastly slower rate. 

But what if during our evolution, we reached a point in our 

development when, as a species, we had developed sufficient 

mastery over other beasts and dominion over the natural world 

that long-term survival was no longer in question? I concede that 

I am generalising as there are many individuals struggling to 

survive because of inequitable wealth distribution, famine and 

wars. But I could argue that these are man-made or at least are 

within man’s ability to prevent. On that basis, I will ignore that 

sad reality and posit that at some point in our relatively recent 

past as a species we did reach the point of almost assured long-

term survival. I say almost assured because both players in the 

‘fitness’ game are constantly changing, so we could never in 

practice reach 100% assurance, but I shall use the term 

assurance for this argument. 

The problem was that these competitive behavioural traits 

continued to develop after the imperative of survival had left us. 

These days, it is expected that we should display competitive, 

individualistic behaviour as a means for success if we can, so 

much so that this idea has become part of the dictionary 

definition. But why are we further evolving traits that are no 

longer necessary? And beside their being unnecessary, they are 

now actually getting in the way of our survival as a species. 
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The pointless pursuit of monetary wealth in particular 

increasingly leverages both human and natural resources. As it 

is primarily an individual endeavour, man’s separation from 

both his fellow humans and the natural world continues to 

become more pronounced. This being apart, as against a part of 

the human communities and the natural world has made it easy 

for this leverage to go from use to abuse and even exploitation of 

these resources as people seek individual success while 

unmindful of the success of the species or the planet on which 

their lives depend. Even at the individual level, this separation 

often underpins much unhappiness and poor health; so, all 

around it’s hardly what I would call a successful evolutionary 

trait. Perhaps we could learn something from species that have 

taken the opposite approach. Some species of ants have survived 

relatively unchanged for ninety million years.1 It has been 

suggested that their social organisation and their prioritising the 

colony over the individual has had a lot to do with this.    

The success of an individual depends on the success of the 

species, and the species needs somewhere habitable to live. Even 

after survival became assured, chasing monetary wealth at the 

expense of nature was not a big deal with a relatively small 

global population. But we have grown in number and in our 

ability to adversely affect our habitat. That which we had 

evolved to fit so perfectly, is becoming less of a good fit, not 

because we are changing, but because we are changing it. 

Environmental destruction and habitat loss is no news flash, but 

as it is the first time in our evolutionary history that it has been 

possible to annihilate our habitat, I can understand how we have 

ignored the threat.  

With the indefinite growth of our populations and economies, 

environmental depletion will only get worse. Now we are faced 

with the ultimate irony in that the same individual traits that 

were once beneficial for survival as a species, these ‘means’, 
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unabated, have become a means to a very different end, namely, 

the end of our species. Without corrective action, we will soon 

join the ninety percent of all species that have ever lived, in 

extinction.2  

We have been living in a way that falsely underpins our 

survival as a species since the day so many moons ago when 

survival became assured. Humans are arguably unique, though, 

in the extent to which we can reflect on the past and hypothesise 

about the future. We can think about past mistakes and what 

would have happened if we had done things differently and we 

can imagine the future outcomes of actions we might take today. 

Possibly more so than any other animal, we can make conscious 

choices that affect our survival. We can take evolutionary steps 

by redefining success such that it does not prohibit the survival 

of the species and the living planet. We need a new definition 

that favours cooperation with the human and natural 

community instead of competition against it. Instead of 

encouraging behavioural traits associated with survival, the new 

definition would focus on what it is to lead a good life. Then we 

could move away from the idea that working for most of our lives 

to individually accumulate monetary wealth is ‘successful’.  
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1 http://www.nytimes.com/1998/01/29/us/fossil-shows-ants-evolved-

much-earlier-than-thought.html, retrieved 6/3/2018  
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extinction, retrieved 6/3/2018  
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