Elephant Wisdom – Caretaking always Disempowers

“I've learned that generosity is far easier than justice and that, in the highly distorted markets of the poor, it is all too easy to veer only toward the charitable, to have low--or no--expectations for low-income people. This does nothing but reaffirm prejudices on all sides.”

~ Jacqueline Novogratz, The Blue Sweater: Bridging the Gap Between Rich and Poor in an Interconnected World
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Many years ago, I was sitting at a watering hole in the Addo National Park in South Africa watching a herd of elephants. The banks of the pan were slippery red clay. As I watched. a little baby elephant reached for the water with his trunk and his front legs started slipping down the bank. He tried frantically to scramble back up. It was to no avail, and he slid into the water up to his shoulders! His mother was clearly a little distressed and all the aunty elephants started milling restlessly around as they watched the infant try to pull himself back up the bank.

In elephant herds the aunts share the responsibility of care of infants with the mother. They touched him with their trunk and gently encouraged him and urged him to try to get out. But try as he might he was just too little to get all the way out - as he reached the top, he would start slipping down the bank again into the water. At first it was comical and cute but after 10 minutes I was getting frantic and could feel myself getting really irritated with the mom and Aunties who just kept kicking up dust, restlessly milling around and exhorting him to try harder. I knew that any one of them could just scoop him out with their trunks and I couldn’t understand their refusal to rescue the baby who could not have been more than a month or two old. Finally exhausted the little fellow just sat in the water dejectedly, thoroughly exhausted from his efforts and it was then that mama casually walked over and put her trunk under his belly and with soft little elephant snorts of encouragement helped him scramble out of the hole….all the aunties came and touched him with their trunks and then everyone went on calmly with what they had been doing and the herd settled down into the slow ponderous peaceful way of elephants.

The example of these great matriarchs made me pause and reflect on how often we have lost that inner wisdom of letting others, especially our children learn from doing and struggling with what they can do for themselves. We rush in, to rescue, save, fix, and do for others when they are capable of doing for themselves and through trying, could learn to become strong, capable and independent. We disobey our own inner knowledge out of fear and anxiety that we will be blamed if something goes wrong, fear that we are bad and unloving if we do not anticipate the needs and feelings of others before they even realize them themselves. We fear the wrath and punishment of others if we do not find solutions and solve problems. And we end up enabling dependency, helplessness, self-entitlement, demanding selfish behavior and are filled with resentment that we do not get more gratitude and appreciation for all we do to help, control negative outcomes, and fix and rescue others who can find their own solutions in life. We mindlessly give others the message that they are incapable, inferior, and need us. We feel power and “good.” They feel inferior and disabled.

Perhaps we need to learn from the ancient wisdom of the elephants. Do not help unless it is necessary. In so doing we give others the message that we believe in them and trust them to be competent, strong, and independent. We can convert our anxiety into careful observation and encouragement instead of taking over and doing, giving advice, controlling, and fixing outcomes and rescuing others. When we rush in to rescue others inappropriately it is usually to allay our own anxieties or to seek to feel powerful, good, and strong ourselves. It seldom helps anyone in the long run.

However, we fool ourselves that we are being loving. The litmus test is, do you then feel resentful when you get no gratitude, start  complaining that the relationship is one-sided and you are not getting anything in return, feel exhausted and like a martyr? Then it is not love – just victimhood that perpetrates on others by giving them messages of inadequacy, stupidity, and inferiority.

In reflecting on baby elephants experience I imagine he learnt about the treachery of slippery mud and water holes; he was strengthened by the struggle, and he learned that when things got too hard, he would be helped to help himself out of the mud!

How did your parents empower you?
What did struggle and perseverance teach you?
What is your relationship to your inner power?
How were you robbed of your power?
What power and value do you steal from others, for yourself,  when you “help” them?
What need does it meet in you?
What feeling precedes these co-dependent ways of relating?
Do you see people that know less, are younger, who do not have the same skill sets as you as inferior, stupid, wrong?  
If you do, you will be superior and caretake, help, fix and rescue them instead of knowing their innate value and capacity and so empower them to learn themselves.
How did you parent your children?
How do you related to people of other cultures that have fewer skill sets in some areas?

The evils of colonialism are rooted in this dynamic. The British and Portuguese settlers from Europe in the countries you will be visiting, saw the indigenous people as inferior and themselves as superior. This resulted in either “benevolent,” authoritarianism in the many examples of “helping” the indigenous people to catch up to where they were in their development – learn to read, write, wear European clothing, learn about Jesus and on and on without any regard for who they were, what their history and traditions were, what innate wisdom they had…. The conversation and interest were just not there. The meeting and communication of the stranger came from a place of superiority, power and lording it over others as well as an abysmal ignorance and lack of interest in the people they threatened and conquered. Or there were the malevolent rulers who just killed, enslaved, exploited, and destroyed the people and the land they found. Is it any wonder that this would lead to revolutions, war, genocide and interracial  and intercultural tensions and conflict? And yet we have still not learned. We are not aware of how we are all still colonialists to others in our lives. How many times do you rush to “help,” “save,” “rescue,” without any real knowledge of the other person and their abilities, history, culture, and capacity? How often have we all gotten into caretaking others out of anxiety and a need to feel in control?  

Consider how you have been both a benevolent and a malevolent colonialist in your children’s lives, your friends’ lives, your family’s lives. How often do you offer advice instead of listening? How often do you criticize instead of seeking to understand? Consider the times you have been mutual, respectful, thoughtful, calm, inviting, encouraging, believed in others and knew they would solve their own problems, learn their own lessons, and walk their own path, without your interference and advice in their lives.

Now pull in the projection and see how you do this to yourself all the time. Do you seek to understand why you did what you did? Do you listen, enquire, ask questions of yourself? Are you patient, kind, present to the inner feelings and needs you have? Do you correct self-defeating and destructive beliefs and ideas about yourself?  Or do you demand, expect and judge yourself? Do you lecture and cajole and bully yourself? Are you impatient and critical of yourself? Are you indulgent and make excuses for yourself all the time – always rushing to help yourself, soothe yourself with some external like food, drink, entertainment…..,  excuse yourself, instead of allowing the struggle and managing your anxieties? Do you demand others pander to your fears, help you, make excuses for your seeming incompetence? Do you set others up to be caretakers by acting as if you can’t do it yourself? What is your mother elephant’s relationship to all the younger parts of you that still get stuck in the mud?  

Having superior skills and knowledge does not make you superior. Your intrinsic value is the same as that of a newborn baby that has no knowledge and no skills. Make sure that you relate to all younger parts of yourself with respect and mutuality, with an open heart, with presence to the divine inherent in every age and stage of your development. In this way your relationship with others will also be one of mutuality, respect, and presence to the divine within them too. The goal of life is not to be “good, right and perfect,” or “big, brave, and strong,”  or “educated, accomplished and Western.” The purpose of life is to learn to be in loving relationship to every aspect, age, stage and experience within yourself and so without yourself too.

“I've learned that there is no currency like trust and no catalyst like hope. There is nothing worse for building relationships than pandering, on one hand, and preaching, on the other. And the most important quality we must all strengthen in ourselves is that of a deep human empathy, for that will provide the most hope of all--and the foundation for our collective survival.” 
~Jacqueline Novogratz, The Blue Sweater: Bridging the Gap Between Rich and Poor in an Interconnected World
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