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Derrick Jensen: A Language Older Than Words

Derrick Jensen is a name that resonates deeply within environmental and anti-civilization circles, often
associated with a radical critique of modern society and its impact on the natural world. At the heart
of Jensen's philosophy lies the concept of "a language older than words," a profound exploration of
how we communicate with and understand the planet, independent of human constructs. This article
delves into Jensen's seminal work, unpacking his unique perspective on reclaiming an intuitive,
ancient connection to the Earth. We will explore what this "language" truly signifies, its implications
for our relationship with nature, and how we might begin to decipher and speak it in our modern lives.
Prepare to journey into a deeper understanding of our place within the biosphere and the forgotten
dialogue that underpins existence.
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Understanding Derrick Jensen's "A Language Older
Than Words"

Derrick Jensen's provocative and often challenging body of work consistently circles back to a
fundamental question: how do we truly understand and interact with the non-human world? His
exploration of "a language older than words" is not merely a poetic metaphor but a central tenet of
his critique of modern civilization and its disconnect from nature. This concept proposes an inherent,
primal form of communication that predates human language and societal structures. It suggests that
the Earth, in all its manifestations, possesses its own vocabulary and grammar, which we have largely
forgotten how to perceive. Jensen argues that our reliance on abstract, anthropocentric language has
obscured this deeper, more fundamental dialogue, leading to the environmental destruction we



witness today. To grasp Jensen's vision is to question the very foundations of our understanding and
to seek a more authentic, Earth-centered mode of being.

The Core Tenets of Jensen's Philosophy

At its core, Derrick Jensen's philosophy is a fierce indictment of what he terms "civilization" - a system
he defines not simply as society, but as a culture characterized by dominance, exploitation, and a
profound alienation from the natural world. Several key tenets underpin this critique, forming the
bedrock of his argument for a fundamental shift in human consciousness and behavior.

* The Insustainability of Civilization: Jensen posits that civilization, by its very nature, is
inherently destructive and unsustainable. He argues that it requires constant growth, resource
depletion, and the subjugation of nature to survive, creating an unresolvable conflict with the
planet's ecological limits.

e The lllusion of Progress: He critically examines the concept of human progress, arguing that
technological advancement and societal development have often come at the cost of ecological
well-being and a loss of genuine connection to the Earth.

e The Importance of Wildness: Jensen champions "wildness" not just in the natural world, but
as an essential quality for human beings. He sees the suppression of our own wildness as a
symptom of civilization's control mechanisms and a barrier to authentic experience.

e The Moral Imperative of Resistance: For Jensen, actively resisting and dismantling the
structures of civilization is not just an option but a moral imperative. He advocates for direct
action and fundamental societal change to protect the planet and its inhabitants.

Deconstructing Human Language and Its Limitations

A significant portion of Jensen's argument for "a language older than words" involves a critical
examination of human language itself. He contends that the languages we have developed, while
powerful tools for human interaction, are inherently limited and often misleading when it comes to
understanding the non-human world. Our linguistic systems are, by their nature, abstract, analytical,
and often reductionist. They tend to categorize, compartmentalize, and impose human meaning onto
phenomena that exist independently of our interpretations.

Jensen suggests that our reliance on these symbolic systems creates a barrier between ourselves and
direct experience. We learn to speak about nature, rather than learning to listen to nature. This
linguistic mediation, while useful for complex social organization, can lead to a detachment from the
visceral, immediate reality of the environment. The words we use to describe a forest, for example,
can never fully capture the scent of pine needles, the feel of damp earth, or the rustling of leaves in
the wind. By constantly translating these experiences into linguistic categories, we risk losing the
direct sensory input and the intuitive understanding that these elements convey.



Furthermore, Jensen points out how human language often reinforces a hierarchical view of the world,
placing humans at the apex. Terms like "resources" reduce living beings and natural phenomena to
mere utility for human consumption. This linguistic framing perpetuates the exploitative relationship
that Jensen so vehemently critiques. Therefore, the call for "a language older than words" is a call to
move beyond these limitations and to seek a more direct, unmediated form of knowing.

The Meaning of "A Language Older Than Words"

Derrick Jensen's central concept, "a language older than words," refers to a primal, intuitive mode of
communication and understanding that exists independently of human language, culture, and societal
constructs. It is the way the natural world communicates with itself and, by extension, with any being
capable of perceiving it authentically. This language is not spoken in phonemes and syntax but is
expressed through the intricate processes of ecosystems, the sensory experiences of life, and the
inherent rhythms of the planet.

Imagine the silent communication between trees through fungal networks, the migratory instincts of
birds guided by Earth's magnetic field, or the complex signaling within an insect colony. These are all
manifestations of this older language. It is the language of instinct, of direct sensory perception, of
the lived experience of being alive and connected to the biosphere. It is the way a predator
understands its prey through scent and movement, the way a plant senses sunlight and seeks its
direction, or the way the ocean tides respond to lunar gravity.

Jensen argues that humans are born with the capacity to understand this language, but it is
systematically suppressed and forgotten through the process of socialization and immersion in
dominant culture. Our education, our societal norms, and our technological reliance teach us to
distrust our intuition and to prioritize abstract, rational thought, which is mediated by language.
Reclaiming this language means shedding the layers of learned conditioning and opening ourselves to
the raw, unfiltered information that the natural world constantly provides.

Reconnecting with the Natural World Through This Language

To reconnect with the natural world through "a language older than words" is to embark on a journey
of radical re-sensitization and a dismantling of anthropocentric biases. It involves shifting our primary
mode of perception from intellectual analysis to direct, embodied experience. This is not to dismiss
the utility of human language, but to recognize its limitations and to cultivate a parallel, often deeper,
form of knowing.

This reconnection is fostered through immersion in natural environments. Spending time in forests,
deserts, mountains, and oceans, without the constant mediation of technology or the impulse to label
and categorize, allows us to begin to perceive the subtle cues and communications that the Earth
offers. It's about paying attention to the texture of bark, the smell of rain on dry earth, the patterns of
animal tracks, the subtle shifts in wind direction, and the changing light throughout the day.

Jensen suggests that embracing curiosity and a willingness to be present are key. Instead of asking
"what is this thing called?" we might begin to ask "how does this thing behave? What is its purpose



within this ecosystem? What does it feel like to be this thing?" This shift in questioning moves us from
a detached, observational stance to an empathetic, participatory one. It encourages us to recognize
the agency and inherent value of all living things, not as resources, but as fellow participants in the
grand, interconnected web of life.

The Wisdom of the Unspoken

The wisdom conveyed through "a language older than words" is profoundly different from the codified
knowledge we acquire through books and lectures. It is a wisdom that is felt rather than understood,
intuited rather than reasoned. This unspoken wisdom is embedded in the very fabric of existence, in
the cycles of birth, death, and renewal that govern all life.

Consider the resilience of a seedling pushing through concrete, or the relentless cycle of erosion and
formation that shapes landscapes over millennia. These are not stories told in words, but direct
demonstrations of natural principles. They convey lessons about perseverance, adaptation, and the
cyclical nature of existence. This wisdom is ancient, having guided life on Earth for billions of years
before humans even emerged.

Jensen emphasizes that by silencing our inner dialogue and attuning ourselves to the natural world,
we can access this profound reservoir of knowledge. It is a knowledge that speaks to our own place
within the larger ecosystem, reminding us of our interconnectedness with all beings and the vital
importance of living in balance with the planet. This wisdom is not a set of instructions but a deep,
resonant understanding that can inform our actions and guide us towards a more harmonious way of
living.

Implications for Environmental Activism and Personal
Transformation

Derrick Jensen's concept of "a language older than words" has profound implications, not only for our
personal relationship with nature but also for the way we approach environmental activism. If we are
to effectively advocate for and protect the planet, we must move beyond purely intellectual or
abstract arguments and cultivate a deeper, more visceral connection to the very things we are
fighting to save.

For environmental activists, understanding this older language can foster a more potent and
authentic motivation. When one can perceive the pain of a clear-cut forest or the distress of a
polluted river as a palpable reality, the fight for environmental protection becomes deeply personal. It
transforms activism from a detached intellectual pursuit into a visceral, passionate commitment. This
deeper connection can fuel the resilience and unwavering dedication often required in the face of
seemingly insurmountable environmental challenges.

On a personal level, reconnecting with this language offers a pathway to profound transformation. It
can lead to a sense of belonging, purpose, and a reduction in the existential anxieties that often
plague modern individuals. By stepping away from the relentless pace of consumer culture and



immersing oneself in the rhythms of nature, people can find a sense of peace and grounding that is
often elusive in urbanized, technology-saturated environments. This personal transformation, when
multiplied, can catalyze broader societal shifts.

Challenging the Anthropocentric Paradigm

Jensen's work, and particularly his notion of "a language older than words," fundamentally challenges
the anthropocentric paradigm that has dominated human thought for centuries. Anthropocentrism
places humans at the center of all value and significance, viewing the natural world primarily as a
collection of resources for human use and benefit. This perspective is deeply ingrained in our societal
structures, our economic systems, and our philosophical traditions.

By advocating for a language that predates human dominance and emphasizes the intrinsic value of
the non-human world, Jensen calls for a radical shift in our worldview. He urges us to recognize that
the Earth and its inhabitants have their own purposes, their own ways of being, and their own
inherent rights, independent of human needs or desires. This is not simply about conservation; it is
about recognizing our place within the biosphere, rather than as its masters.

Learning to "speak" this older language involves listening to the needs and signals of ecosystems,
understanding the interconnectedness of all life, and respecting the boundaries and limits that nature
imposes. It means abandoning the idea that nature exists solely for our exploitation and instead
embracing a relationship of reciprocity and respect. This paradigm shift is crucial for any sustainable
future and for escaping the destructive trajectory of current civilization.

Cultivating Intuition and Sensory Awareness

The cultivation of intuition and sensory awareness is paramount to accessing "a language older than
words." This process requires us to actively quiet the incessant chatter of our minds, which are often
conditioned by societal narratives and intellectual frameworks. Instead, we must learn to attune
ourselves to the subtler forms of perception that are naturally available to us.

¢ Mindfulness and Presence: Practicing mindfulness helps to anchor us in the present
moment, allowing us to observe our surroundings without immediate judgment or
categorization. This creates space for a more direct experience of the natural world.

e Sensory Immersion: Engaging all our senses - sight, sound, smell, touch, and even taste
(where appropriate and safe) - provides a richer, more holistic understanding of our
environment. This goes beyond simply looking at a tree to feeling its texture, smelling its sap,
and listening to the sounds it harbors.

e Embracing Intuition: Learning to trust our gut feelings and intuitive insights, which often arise
from a deeper, non-verbal understanding, is crucial. This might manifest as a sense of unease in

a polluted area or a feeling of profound peace in an ancient forest.

* Observing Natural Patterns: Paying attention to the cycles of the sun and moon, the



changing seasons, the behavior of animals, and the growth patterns of plants can reveal a
deeper understanding of natural laws and processes.

These practices are not about intellectual mastery but about a willing surrender to direct experience.
They involve a conscious effort to unlearn the habits of detachment and to embrace a more intimate
and responsive relationship with the living world.

Practical Approaches to Learning and Speaking This
Ancient Language

Learning to understand and "speak" the language older than words is not about acquiring new skills in
the conventional sense, but rather about shedding learned behaviors and reawakening innate
capacities. Derrick Jensen offers many insights, often implicitly, on how to foster this deeper
connection. It requires patience, consistent practice, and a willingness to be vulnerable to the wisdom
of the Earth.

One of the most fundamental approaches is simply to spend time in nature, intentionally and without
distraction. This means leaving behind electronic devices, complex schedules, and the pressure to
"do" something. Instead, the focus is on "being" - observing, listening, and experiencing. This could
involve long walks in forests, sitting by rivers, or simply spending time in a local park with a mindful
awareness of the life around you.

Another crucial element is to engage with nature on its own terms. This means observing the
behaviors of animals without interference, understanding the needs of plants, and respecting the
natural processes of ecosystems. It is about moving from a position of control and manipulation to
one of participation and respect. This can involve learning about local flora and fauna, understanding
ecological principles, and recognizing the inherent intelligence and agency of the non-human world.

Deep Listening and Observation

Deep listening and observation are the cornerstones of understanding "a language older than words."
This involves shifting our focus from active interrogation to passive reception. In a world saturated
with external stimuli, learning to truly listen to the subtle communications of the natural world is a
profound act.

Deep listening means paying attention not just to the obvious sounds - the bird song, the rustling
leaves - but to the underlying quiet, the spaces between the sounds, and the rhythm of the
environment. It's about noticing the almost imperceptible changes in temperature, humidity, and light
that signal shifts in weather or ecosystem activity. It's also about listening to the silence, which is
often more communicative than noise.

Observation, in this context, extends beyond mere visual scanning. It involves a detailed and patient



examination of how things work. How does water flow? How do plants orient themselves towards
light? How do insects interact with their environment? By closely observing these processes, we begin
to grasp the underlying principles and interconnectedness that constitute the Earth's language. This
requires a willingness to be present, to be curious, and to suspend judgment, allowing the natural
world to reveal its own truths.

Embracing Non-Human Perspectives

A key aspect of learning the language older than words is the effort to embrace non-human
perspectives. This is a radical departure from our ingrained human-centric view, which often
interprets everything through the lens of human needs, desires, and social structures. To embrace a
non-human perspective is to try to understand the world from the point of view of other living beings.

What does it mean to be a deer navigating a forest? What are its senses, its priorities, its fears? What
is it like to be a river, shaped by gravity and geology, sustaining countless forms of life? What is it like
to be a rock, enduring millennia of geological processes? While we can never fully replicate these
experiences, the attempt to empathize and imagine these different modes of being opens our minds
to the diverse ways in which life experiences and communicates.

This practice of trying to inhabit other perspectives allows us to see the world not just as a collection
of objects for our use, but as a community of diverse subjects, each with its own intrinsic value and
way of interacting with the world. It fosters a sense of humility and interconnectedness, recognizing
that our own way of experiencing reality is just one among a vast spectrum of possibilities on this
planet.

Derrick Jensen's Impact and Legacy

Derrick Jensen has carved out a significant and often controversial niche in environmental thought
and activism. His uncompromising critique of civilization and his passionate advocacy for the natural
world have inspired a generation of activists and thinkers. The concept of "a language older than
words" is central to his enduring legacy, offering a framework for understanding our alienation from
nature and a pathway towards reclaiming a more authentic relationship with the planet.

Jensen's work is characterized by its intellectual rigor, its unflinching honesty, and its refusal to
compromise on its core message of ecological devastation and the need for radical change. He has
challenged many of the prevailing narratives within environmentalism, arguing that incremental
reforms within the existing system are insufficient to address the systemic nature of the ecological
crisis. This direct and often confrontational approach has garnered both fervent admiration and sharp
criticism.

Despite the controversies, Jensen's influence is undeniable. He has encouraged countless individuals
to question societal norms, to re-evaluate their relationship with the consumer culture, and to connect
more deeply with the natural world. The call to listen to "a language older than words" provides a
powerful metaphor and a practical guide for those seeking a more meaningful and impactful way of
engaging with environmental issues, emphasizing that true change begins with a fundamental shift in



our perception and our connection to the Earth.

Conclusion: Embracing the Wisdom of the Earth

In revisiting Derrick Jensen's profound concept of "a language older than words," we are reminded of
the vital, often overlooked, dialogue that exists between humanity and the natural world. This ancient
language, expressed through the intricate rhythms, sensory experiences, and inherent processes of
the planet, offers a wisdom far older and perhaps more fundamental than any human construct. By
deconstructing the limitations of our anthropocentric linguistic frameworks and actively cultivating
our intuition and sensory awareness, we can begin to re-learn this forgotten dialogue.

The implications are far-reaching, urging a transformation in both personal lives and collective action.
Embracing this older language empowers us to move beyond intellectual arguments for
environmental protection towards a visceral, deeply felt commitment. It challenges us to dismantle
the anthropocentric paradigm that has led to ecological destruction and to foster a relationship of
respect and reciprocity with all life. By practicing deep listening, patient observation, and the humble
attempt to embrace non-human perspectives, we can begin to decipher the Earth's intrinsic
messages.

Ultimately, learning to speak "a language older than words" is an invitation to re-member our place
within the web of life, to recognize the inherent value of the non-human world, and to find a profound
sense of belonging and purpose. It is a call to awaken to the wisdom of the Earth, a wisdom that holds
the key to a more sustainable and harmonious future for all beings.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Derrick Jensen's A Language Older Than Words, along with short
descriptions:

1. The Myth of the Sacred and the Profane by Mircea Eliade. This foundational work explores how
societies perceive and interact with sacred spaces and times, often contrasting them with the
profane. Jensen's own critiques of civilization's disconnect from the natural world resonate with
Eliade's examination of how meaning is constructed and experienced through a sense of the sacred.

2. Ishmael by Daniel Quinn. This philosophical novel presents a dialogue between a man and a gorilla,
challenging anthropocentric views of history and civilization. It probes fundamental assumptions
about humanity's place in the world and the destructive patterns of modern society, themes deeply
explored in Jensen's work.

3. Desert Solitaire by Edward Abbey. A collection of essays chronicling Abbey's time as a park ranger
in the Utah desert, this book is a passionate defense of wilderness and a scathing critique of industrial
society. His lyrical prose and fierce advocacy for the natural world share a spirit of defiant resistance
that echoes Jensen's call for radical action.

4. The Gift by Marcel Mauss. This anthropological study examines the sociology and psychology of
exchange, particularly the concept of the "total prestation" or gift economy. Jensen’s critique of



consumerism and his emphasis on reciprocal relationships with the natural world can be seen as a
response to a society that has largely abandoned these older forms of exchange.

5. Silent Spring by Rachel Carson. This seminal work exposed the devastating environmental impact
of pesticides, particularly DDT, and sparked the modern environmental movement. Carson’s
meticulous research and her powerful indictment of corporate and governmental irresponsibility
paved the way for much of the ecological critique Jensen continues today.

6. Against the Grain: A Deep History of the West's Forging of the World by James C. Scott. Scott
examines the development of civilization from its earliest stages, arguing that many of our
foundational assumptions about progress and control are deeply flawed and have led to immense
human and ecological suffering. His historical analysis provides a crucial backdrop to Jensen's
arguments about the inherent violence of civilization.

7. My Year of Living Dangerously by David Quammen. This collection of essays delves into various
aspects of biology, ecology, and human behavior, often highlighting the interconnectedness of life
and the fragility of ecosystems. Quammen's investigative approach and his ability to translate
complex scientific ideas into compelling narratives resonate with Jensen's own efforts to understand
and communicate ecological crises.

8. The End of History and the Last Man by Francis Fukuyama. While Jensen would likely disagree with
its premise, Fukuyama's exploration of the supposed triumph of liberal democracy and its implications
for the future of human society provides a contrasting philosophical framework. Understanding this
perspective helps to contextualize Jensen's radical critique of the very foundations Fukuyama
celebrates.

9. The Tao of Pooh by Benjamin Hoff. This whimsical yet profound book uses the characters from
Winnie-the-Pooh to illustrate the principles of Taoism, emphasizing simplicity, spontaneity, and living
in harmony with nature. Its gentle philosophy of finding wisdom in the natural, unforced way of things
offers a counterpoint to the often aggressive and controlling narratives of modern civilization that
Jensen dissects.
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