THE TECHNOLOGY OF STORY AND HUMAN SURVIVAL ASA SPECI ES(?): A REVIEW OF GENE
Liepe-Levinsonn, Katherine

et Cetera; Jul 2008; 65, 3; ProQuest

pg. 216

THE TECHNOLOGY OF STORY
AND HUMAN SURVIVAL AS A
SPECIES(?)

KATHERINE LIEPE-LEVINSONN *

Note: Parts of this essay were presented for the Alfred Korzybski Memorial
Conference 2007 at Fordham University Lincoln Center New York City and
for the New York State Communications Association annual conference in
Kerhonkson New York 2007. A version of this essay was also published on-
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Story made us human—story made us a success as species. Ironically it will also

be the very cause of our demise.
—Dr. Evelyn Singleton

S A PROFESSIONAL ACTOR, dancer, educator, photojournalist, and writer, my life
has traded purposefully in stories—in performing, reporting, teaching, and
making (up) tales.

Recently, one of the characters in a play 1 was working on (“Dr. Evelyn
Singleton”—a fictitious anthropologist) stated the following:

“Story made us human—story made us a success as species. Ironically it will
also be the very cause of our demise.”

Surprised by my character’s pronouncement that our capacity for story may
lead to our demise as a species, I took time out to research her claims. This paper
is the result.

In exploring the technology of story and its bearing on both our success and
possible extinction, I will be surveying the following: (1) Some basic operational
features and uses of story; (2) human evolution and story; (3) and finally, why story
technology may be responsible for our demise in the not so distant future.

* Katherine Liepe-Levinson is the founder and director of Muse Educational Resources Inc. and a
member of the Dramatist Guild, Actor’s Equity Association, and the Screen Actor’s Guild. She is also
a board member of the New York Society for General Semantics.
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Some Basic Operational Features and Uses of Story

Humans beings still appear to be the only animal whose brain is hot-wired
to think, interpret, evaluate, communicate, and invent through the technology
of story—through ordering and managing lived experience by constructing,
circulating, and responding to tales.

A story can be an internal set of guidelines one imposes on oneself, or a
narrative disseminated by a community or a nation to enforce group cohesion. It
can be a scoop we watch on the evening news, or an anecdote a friend tells us. It
can take the shape of plays, novels, poetry, essays, law briefs, movies, docudramas,
sit-coms, mysteries, romances, commercials, histories, scientific treatises, political
speeches, cartoons, painting, dance, and so on—as well all kinds of white lies,
regular lies, rumors, and whoppers.

Through its omnipresent manifestations, story provides us with our premier
mechanism for social bonding, problem solving, explication, self-expression,
and persuasion. At the same time, the stories we create and disseminate produce
evermore-complex experiences, feelings, ideas, and formulations for us to ponder.

While we may be hot-wired for story use, it is simultaneously a learned
experience. Consequently, many computer scientists and others working in the field
of artificial intelligence have turned to the technology of story to create computers
and robots that can “think” more like human beings. (1)

So how does this thing called story work? Linguists, writers, computer
scientists, psychologists, primatologists, and anthropologists suggest similar
variations to describe the basic operational features of story. First and foremost,
a story contains or suggests a sequence of causally or associatively linked events,
happenings, experiences, and ideas based on any combination of fact and fiction.
Many story structures pose and answer the basic questions of journalism: who,
what, when, where, why, and how? But most narratives unfold and gain momentum
by posing in addition the all important, developmental questions of what next? and
what if?

Stories told as stories usually center on protagonists who are in hot pursuit of
specific desires and goals. These characters take various actions or tactics to obtain
their desires, initially hoping for or expecting a positive result for their efforts.
But instead, they rapidly discover they have provoked the forces of antagonism.
They encounter more and more obstacles and conflicts that they must resolve or
overcome to get what they want—to thrive and sometimes even to survive. (2)
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Hollywood screenwriting guru, Robert McKee, describes story as being born in
the gap between anticipation and result, between the world as conceived by the
characters before taking action, and the truths they discover after the action was
taken. (3) In such scenarios, the major dramatic conflict is at least partly resolved by
the end of the tale through the actions of the protagonist(s), who usually undergoes
a significant transformation or gains a new awareness.

In the last several decades, researchers from the literary arts, big business,
national politics, and the soft and hard sciences have stepped up their interest in
how the operational features of story technology relate to human nature, evolution,
intelligence, psychology, propaganda, creativity, and productivity.

Business and corporate consultants employ story nets, mission rehearsal exercises,
virtual teamwork scenes, and even comedy club improvisations as staff development
for group cohesion and social bonding. Exploring story formats and theatre games
also help employers and employees better understand the motivations and behaviors
of their customers. (4)

Politicians and pundits have long been interested in producing and distributing the
right kind stories to influence public opinion, increase poll ratings, and move voters.
During the 2004 presidential election, the Democrats leamed the hard way that a
laundry list of good works simply could not stand up to a good swift-boating yarn. (5)
Following the loss of that election, Democratic leaders staged a flurry of seminars that
focused on how to develop and recite their party’s stories more effectively.

For some time now computer scientists and robotics researchers have been
analyzing how narrative thinking assists humans in predicting future outcomes
based on past evidence and probability. Among other inventions, such research has
produced vacuum cleaners that sweep up entire rooms at a touch of a button with
very little human attendance; pet robotic dogs that develop distinctive personalities
and behaviors according to their interactions with specific owners and environments;
and complete story-making software programs for blocked writers.

But even the most useful and intriguing technology can have its share of quirks.
As educators and students of general semantics, we know it is unlikely that any story
or report can be wholly objective or complete. People may view or participate in the
same event and come away telling plausible but differing tales about it. In the instant
these varying tales are inscribed or related, they may already include rapidly aging
facts. As that famous adage goes, no one can say all about anything.

Milton Dawes also cautions us to remember that the stories we tell about others
are not their stories, but our stories about their stories. (6) So how can we be certain
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the stories we accept and tell about ourselves are not those others have imposed on
us? How can any narrative stand as a reflection of reality, when that narrative also
functions as a map that shapes or even creates the reality to be seen?

With such caveats and conundrums, how and why did story technology develop
in humans?

Human Evolution and Story Technology: One tale about how we came to tell
tales...

Many other creatures besides Homo sapiens are endowed with sophisticated
systems of communication. Our closest simian cousins, the chimpanzee and the
bonobo, communicate through vocal calls, facial expressions, body language, and
even the use of signposts such as bent twigs and bushes for their peers to “read.”
Chimpanzees share the precursor to our language gene, FOXP2, (7) while bonobos
(considered to be predominantly bisexual and matriarchal) reportedly use sex
not only for procreation, but also as their primary communication tool for social
bonding and for managing conflicts between individuals and groups. (8)

Outside the primate kingdom, many other creatures communicate through complex
song and dance rituals. Bees fly in choreographed patterns to share information about
food. Dolphins sing and perform ballets of leaps and twists in exact synchrony with
other family groups of dolphins in the wild, leading some zoologists and biologists to
suggest that these displays resemble ancient tribal dances of alliance. (9)

One of the earliest forms of human storytelling was, of course, dance—
hunting dances, rain dances, harvest dances, creation dances, alliance dances,
mating dances, etc. Western and Eastern drama, poetry, and religion are said to
have sprung from the ancient rites of the spring dance, in which our ancestors
performed and worshipped the cycle of life, death, and renewal. (10) But our
terpsichorean skills and brain capacity for more intricate forms of storytelling took
a very different evolutionary path from that of our animal brethren.

Some primatologists and anthropologists, most notably Robin Dunbar,
speculate that the brain size of our prehuman forbears literally doubled about two
million years ago when they began living in larger and larger communities. (In
comparison, chimpanzees and bonobos in the wild still live in groups of a few
dozen members maximum.)

Larger communities offered our predecessors the most advantageous way to
survive in difficult climes and times—to find mates, shelter, safety, and nourishment
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as they moved from deep jungle to open savannah and beyond. As a result of
living in larger and larger groups, the neocortex of their still prehuman brain also
expanded to handle the increasingly complicated social relations. (11)

Like other primates, our ancestors originally engaged in physical acts of
social grooming to establish and maintain clan bonds. But as the size of their
communities increased, these now extra-intelligent, almost human beings were not
able to maintain all the bonds necessary for group cohesion and survival through
physical grooming rituals alone. According to Dunbar, as a result of natural
selection, prehumans eventually developed early language skills to manage their
large group social bonding issues better. The use of language, as Dunbar and
others insist, in turn increased our ancestors’ brain size once again almost to its
modern capacity somewhere between 600,000-200,000 years ago. (12)

In the late 1990s, computer scientist Kerstin Dautenhahn offered a variation on
Dunbar’s social intelligence paradigm, which she dubbed the Narrative Intelligence
Hypothesis (NIH).  Dautenhahn also borrowed ideas from fellow computer
scientists interested in narrative intelligence, or how literary theory intersects with
artificial and human intelligence. (13)

Dautenhahn links the evolution of human social intelligence directly to our
ancestors’ storytelling capabilities, which she insists evolved right out of their
physical social grooming rituals. (14) The ability to act out, dance, or otherwise
tell tales as a new improved or updated form of social grooming, provided our
forbears a far more efficient way to maintain their community bonds. Story as
social grooming enabled early humans to reach out and touch more than one being
at a time through gossip, entertainment, and instruction.

The mental images produced by the technology of story allowed our ancestors
to communicate about beings and things that were not materially present. It also
provided them with what Nicholas Humphrey calls a theory of the mind. Early
humans now had the mental means to imagine and understand how their own
fears and desires operated, which then allowed them to imagine and manipulate
the desires and fears of others for their own benefit and the benefit of the group.
(Individuals diagnosed with autism are said to lack a theory of the mind, hence
their problems with social interactions.) (15)

Like Dunbar, Dautenhahn muses that even the most minimal mechanisms of
the first storytelling animal were passed down to succeeding generations because
that being was better adapted to the dynamic environment of what was quickly
becoming human social relations. According to some researchers, we still spend
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about 60 percent of our conversational time gossiping about relationships and
personal experiences in order to bond with others. (16)

Extrapolating from Dautenhahn’s narrative intelligence hypothesis, one
could also speculate that human language skills were developed to support our
evolutionary imperative to tell tales for efficient social grooming and social
bonding, and not the other way round. That is, what we describe as spoken, sign,
and written language may have evolved to enhance the storytelling abilities already
manifested in our ancestors through dance, pantomime, music, drawing, painting,
and even physical grooming.

Likewise, the imperative for early humans to tell more detailed and nuanced
tales, to handle their increasingly complex social relations, may have had an
evolutionary bearing on the anatomical and physiological changes that resulted
in our ability to speak. The grunts, chatter, and cries of our forbears became
infinitely more diverse and refined as their unique vocal cord-tongue-lips-teeth-
brain connection developed through natural selection, which then further enhanced
their storytelling abilities. (17)

To date, researchers have not been able to train other primates to talk like
us because they lack the anatomical and functional combinations necessary for
human-like speech. A few apes have been taught to use rudimentary sign languages
or computer buttons to communicate with humans. But these primates have been
able to string together only two words at a time on average—far from a clear
demonstration, understanding, or application of grammar and syntax. (18) Most
likely this will remain the case, because non-human primates lack the hot-wiring,
via the requirements of large group cohabitation patterns, to want or need to tell
tales the way we do.

Most non-human species still appear to communicate their needs almost
exclusively in terms of the immediate present. But story technology, with its causal
and associative event sequences, offered our ancestors an array of past and future
tenses in addition to the present. It gave them the unique ability to pass down
intricate systems of knowledge, packaged as causally and associatively linked
events, ideas, and experiences. When our ancestors became time binders, they
also became human. One could say then that story made humans human.

Our capacity to bind time and mind-travel equipped us with the neural circuitry
to think about thinking; to wonder about our place in the larger scheme of things;
to reflect on and communicate about people who were not present and events
that occurred outside of time and place. Story technology replaced the energy-
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taxing work of physical social grooming with mental images and ideas. This new
adaptation for theoretical reasoning eventually encouraged modern humans to
think on ever higher levels of abstraction—to contemplate ideas like astrophysics,
love, loyalty, democracy, freedom, the narrative intelligence hypothesis, and even
the concept of self.

Cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner insists that the concept of the self could
not exist without our continuous mental, oral, and written autobiographies. (19)
Neil Postman points out that “no group of humans have ever been found without a
story for who they were and how they should behave and why. (20)

Story technology—with its advancements of speech/language, time binding,
and self-as-autobiography—gave us the idea of history and the actuality of
civilization. Civilization—the powerhouse of hundreds of thousands of storytelling
creatures, living together cooperatively and exploitatively—in turn, generated the
countless hard technologies that eventually led to what some call human dominion
over the earth. But thus far, this story of human dominion over the earth includes
the extinction of thousands of other species; the pollution of our lands, waterways,
and air; global warming and climate change; and the continued misery of more
than half the world’s human population due to these and other ills such as disease,
war, genocide, discrimination, and the persistence of poverty.

The Minefields of Story Technology and the Possible Demise of Our Species

According to Dr. Evelyn Singleton, the protagonist of my unfinished play, we
have arrived at such a sorry state in the history of humankind because we have
mismanaged, almost from its inception, the very thing that made us human—our
ability to tell tales. Top among our mismanagements include: (1) The age-old
existential quandary about what human life means—which has led some of our
breed to bolster their own significance with tales calibrated to make others (and
other living things) insignificant; (2) The equally ancient problem of stories writ in
stone that may offer a sense of identity, meaning, and security, but that can lead to
all kinds of personal and social deadlocks; and (3) the exacerbation of the negative
effects produced by these antediluvian yarns by means of the hard technologies
of our modern rapid-story-delivery-systems—including radio, television, cable,
satellite, Internet, cell phones, etc.

The Age Old Existential Quandary and Drive to Make Our Lives Meaningful

Story technology may have hot-wired humans to become time-binders.
However, our ancestors’ understanding and interest in the vast storyline of time
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may also have led them to develop an additional basic drive (and anxiety) not
found in the rest of the animal kingdom. For many Homo sapiens, the drive to
make one’s relatively short-lived life as significant or meaningful as possible
appears to be as critical as any biological instinct for survival.

Long ago we humans divined we could extend our lives and imbue them with more
significance through offspring, monuments, invention, creation, sacrifice, exploration,
war and conquest, and many other shared stories—including stories about God(s), the
Afterlife, and what Wendell Johnson calls clear-thinking and good will. (21)

As in times of yore, many of us continue to attempt to create “meaningful” lives
through pursuits as varied as public service from midwifery to the military; any
manner of tournaments and contests both physical and mental; innumerable forms
of education and apprenticeships; the acquisition of land, larger and larger homes,
and more and more stuff; spirituality and religion; arts, crafts, music, drama, and
dance; tending to family and community; sex; exploration and adventure; and work
in the “guilds” of science, medicine, auto mechanics, farming, hunting, politics,
sports, fashion, business, law, sanitation, and on and on. But this potentially rosy
scenario about the various quests to make our lives evermore symbolically and
materially rich does indeed come with its share of thorns.

A good number of stories told as stories (including novels, plays, fairytales,
movies, etc.) suggest that a person’s happiness and self-worth comes as a result of
someone else’s misery. Win-win and love thy neighbor may sound like good plots,
but as a matter of daily course, beating out the competition or getting a better deal
than others to shore up one’s status and self-worth (and thus to mean more than
others) has always gotten a lot of play.

According to a recent study by Robert H. Frank, potential home buyers were
asked (if finances were not an issue) whether they would prefer purchasing a
4000-square-foot home in a better neighborhood of mostly 6000-square-foot
McMansions, or a 3000-square-foot home in a more modest neighborhood of 2000-
square-foot “bungalows.” Frank states that most responders chose to lord it over
their neighbors, opting to buy the biggest house on a block of bungalows, rather
than a larger house among even bigger ones—despite losing square footage and
ignoring the real estate rule of thumb, Location, Location, Location. (22) While
some potential homebuyers may have chosen the house among smaller bungalows
as a protest against McMansions, Frank insists that lording it over others was the
main story of the day.

In all likelihood, most of us at one time or another have resorted to bolstering
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our sense of self-worth by lording it over others through teasing, braggadocio,
snobberies of all kinds, put-downs of all kinds, bossiness, hoarding, greed, lies,
and variations of bullying, etc. At the far end of this spectrum, some of our breed
focus on making the stories of their own lives mean so much more by making the
stories of many others mean so much less. Both fanaticism and fundamentalism
turn on the absolute tale: “We are great (and right), and all others are insignificant
(and wrong).”

Some neurologists, anthropologists, and primatologists view the conflicts
between our rosy stories of desiring meaningful lives and the narcissistic or fanatical
disregard of others (as well as everything else in between and overlapping) as a
reflection of the continual fight for dominance between our older reptilian and
mammalian brains and the higher order thinking of our human neocortex. (23)
Other scientists ascribe such disparities in our thinking and behavior to conflicts
between the social genes we inherited from our closest simian cousins, the
chimpanzee (more aggressive and warlike), and the bonobo (more collaborative
and peace-seeking). (24) But, for the nurture trumps nature crowd, including
Wendell Johnson, how we manage our innate drives in practice is less a matter of

genetics than how we are educated through the stories we are taught and the stories
we teach others.

Getting Stuck in Stories “Writ in Stone”

As part of our early education and social grooming systems, most humans are
taught powerful tales about how we are expected to behave and how we are to
regard ourselves in relation to others. Such narratives become entrenched in our
neural pathways through repetition. Rosy stories that encourage clear thinking and
good will through curiosity, testing of data, and room for modification or updating,
can serve us well. But absolute stories of ill will become even more so through
their reiteration, especially for the young. (“You’re so stupid;” Always ‘get’ those
guys before they get you;” “That group is no good.”)

Absolute stories of ill will can also seep into our neural circuitries as a result
of traumatic experiences such as betrayal, physical injury, death of a loved one,
injustice, bullying, war, etc. Sometimes negative and even untested stories that are
used to explain such trauma become so ingrained that one begins to apply them to
all aspects of one’s life, regardless of the actual circumstances. (25)

On a macro level, communities, sects, and nations may repeat ancient and
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modern tales of ill will against one another, which usually encourages more
trauma-inducing actions like war and terrorism, which then produces more tales of
the same, and so on. In the United States, the trauma of 9/11 inspired reruns of the
stories: “The Axis of Evil,” “We Have to Get Them before They Get Us” “You’re
Either With Us or Against Us.” It also produced the new twin tales: “Wiretapping
Americans Without Show of Just Cause” and “Torturing Presumed Enemy
Combatants are Necessary Evils.” In response to the release of this anthology of
ill will, Americans received in return the much-played rerun of the ancient but to
the point story: “Death to the Infidel.”

Ayaan Hirsi Ali—winner of the 2005 Tolerance Prize of Madrid, praised as
one of the 100 Most Influential Persons of the World by Time magazine, and named
European of the Year for 2006 by Reader s Digest—persists in her campaign to
rewrite ancient and modern tales of discrimination, intolerance, and hate. Hirsi
Al, a victim of religious genital mutilation herself, wrote the script and provided
the voice-over for the documentary, Submission, directed by Dutch filmmaker
Theo van Gogh. Following the film’s release, Van Gogh was murdered in the
streets of Amsterdam. Affixed to his body by knife was a death threat to Hirsi Ali.
However, despite the trials and tribulations of her life, Hirsi Ali still insists we can
change. (26)

Postman notes that history is littered with punishments inflicted on those who
challenged existing narratives. The likes of Socrates, Jesus, Mohammad, Galileo,
Charles Darwin, Andre Solzhenitsyn, Susan B. Anthony, Rosa Parks, Dr. Martin
Luther King, Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, and Salman Rushdie all had
alternative tales to tell. As Postman puts it, “No one loves a story-buster, at least
not until a new story can be found.” (27)

Our ability to amend or rewrite the innumerable stories of our varying lives
is not only our birthright—it has been our primary cognitive tool for success and
survival as a species. Amending and rewriting the stories we choose to live by,
when faced with new information or discoveries, mirrors how we build daily,
rebuild, and expand the neural pathways of our brain. The protagonists of most
traditional dramas metaphorically rewrite how they see themselves and the world
as part of their significant change or transformation at the end of the story.

Rapid Story Delivery System Woes

Perhaps nothing in recent times has seen more change than our global
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communication systems. Current communication technologies—from radio and
television to computers, satellite, the Internet, and cell phones—are a far cry from
the bygone days of routinely sitting around the campfire, attending public lectures,
listening to scientific or philosophical debates in soirées and coffee shops, and
standing in the rain to catch political speeches that ran several hours at a clip.
Because our story exchanges have become so rapid, the actual tales and messages
we send as part of our daily communications are often shortened to match. Text
messaging, email abbreviations, sound bytes, and headline news seem to rely on
fewer and fewer words and other symbols to stand for the entire story. As we
continue to employ increasingly simpler symbols and phrases, it could be argued
that we simultaneously may be going backwards in our communications, to some
earlier forms of language.

The less detailed and specific our stories become, the more easily they are
transformed into black and white, either/or issues that further limit the time we take
to think about them. Our current propensity for short-hand communications may
even discourage fact-checking and may turn us into less curious, less independent
thinkers. Remember how quickly the majority of Americans were talked into
supporting the Iraq war based on what is now regarded as misinformation. What
about the relative ease with which some politicians were able to convince many
of their constituents that global warming was a myth by using catchy sound bytes
rather than scientific data?

Short hand yarns, like stories writ in stone, discourage us from taking the time
we need to evaluate the possible short and long-term consequences of their telling.
If we abdicate our responsibility as human beings to ask the what next?/what if?
questions that made us a species in the first place, we may eventually lose that
ability. As the saying goes, use it or lose it. Since our communications systems
can deliver stories at lightning speeds, any such downward spiral in human brain
function is bound to occur all the more quickly. We may be well on our way to
devolving into a less intelligent form of life. But before that happens, perhaps our
planet may no longer be able to support life as we know it.

Epilogue: To Be Continued...We Hope...
As Dr. Evelyn Singleton keeps telling me, perhaps the great mystical and

practical task we humans face at this time is to relearn how to use our greatest
evolutionary inheritance—story technology—to our best advantage as a species.
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Otherwise we certainly risk misusing, to the point of no return, the hard technologies
now at our disposal that have already altered the face of the earth.

General semantics offers us tools to employ story technology to our best
advantage—so that we can continue to change and adapt in ways that surpass most
other species. Through the help of GS narratives such as “indexing,” “dating,”
“et cetera,” and the “is of identity,” we can consciously use story to refresh our
own identities and to reconsider how we view and understand others through a
multiordinal approach. We can check and recheck the premises of our narratives
and the events and information we represent as facts.

Most stories told as stories—like this essay—usually end with some sort of
conclusion or final evaluation. But almost all stories, even those with presumably
closed endings such as the death of a hero, still suggest ways for the tale to continue.
Witness the plethora of sequels and prequels in film and novels; consider those
well-nigh universal stories of life, death, and renewal. My own drama, On the
Shoulders of Apes, may not be completed for a very long time, because Dr. Evelyn
Singleton is still kvetching—still holding out for more rewrites—still holding out
for better results...
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