Humans fight like a buffalo
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Commentary 
The evidence mounts that - much like a buffalo, a federal judge or a first responder - we are driven by our genes to ignore our own safety when anyone in our pack is threatened by danger or death. 

You may remember the popular Internet video of cape buffalo running to the rescue of a calf being hauled away by lions. At first, a half dozen lions terrified a herd of buffalo. But when the big cats grabbed a calf, that was too much for the buffalo. They weren't built to do nothing in that circumstance. 

They beat up on the lions, tossing them into the air with horn-tip uppercuts, saving their own little one from becoming lion fodder. 

Many among our kind are built like a buffalo, and I don't mean because they eat too much fast food. The sacrificial urge is in our genes, whether we all heed the urge or not. We are designed to rush to the rescue of strangers, to save fellow humans, those who are part of our pack. Just like a buffalo, we aren't built to do nothing. 

Consider the recent reminder in Arizona. When a distorted man started shooting people, the most common reaction of bystanders was to run to the rescue. They threw themselves on top of others almost instinctively, using their own bodies as shields. 

Among those who sacrificed themselves was a federal judge, John Role. He decided in an almost irresistible impulse to impose himself between flying bullets and another defenseless human being. 

That cost him his life. He had spent his years dodging personal death threats from angry cranks and shielding the innocent with the law. And then, when the law was powerless to save the situation, he threw himself over a fellow human, becoming judge, jury and savior. 

The heroes of the Arizona shooting said what most people seem to say in such situations. They protested, quite sincerely it seems, that they acted impulsively. They saw someone in danger, and before they knew it, they had put themselves in peril without fully weighing whether they should have or not. 

On the other hand, there were some in the crowd who were able to resist that impulse, and you can hardly blame them. But what happened reveals that there is nonetheless a lot of buffalo in the human animal. Ultimately, we rise and we fall on the collective strength of the herd. It is not that those who gave their lives weren't truly brave. But what we learn from this event is that nature has built our kind to be brave when the herd is in danger and remarkable percentages of people rise to the occasion. 

If many members of the herd are inclined to be brave when some are under attack, then the herd is likely to survive and to perpetuate our genes, although at the cost of our most plucky members. 

You see the same thing time after time - first responders running toward a collapsing building, almost without thinking about it. 

And each Pearl Harbor sends the free and the brave rushing off to war. The herd is threatened and they must help. 

In partial explanation, we humans have in our being a phenomenal aspect that may make it easier to exercise whatever built-in bravery we may possess. In a crisis, nature will sometimes flood some of the best among us with a kind of courage adrenaline that lessens the fear of what must be done. 

Some people who have been in situations where they believed they were truly about to die will tell you that they weren't afraid once death seemed certain. Perhaps that is because, when trapped in an apparently hopeless situation and doomed to die, fear becomes pointless. Some people who have miraculously escaped probable death say they were astonished at how little fear they experienced once they had given up to the inevitable. 

Strangest of all, some people have reported, when being seriously chomped on by lions, that they sort of forgot the pain and fear and became euphoric instead. So perhaps we are built to avoid panic when about to die, giving us the focus to fight back and free ourselves. 

Not me. If a lion starts eating me, I'll whistle for the buffalo. 

Or if I'm feeling really mean, I might summon a pack of outraged vegetarians. 
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