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Who: Randall Eaton, author, behavioral scien-

tist
What: Talk, “The Compassionate Hunter,” and 

book signing, From Boys to Men of Heart: 
Hunting as a Rite of Passage

When: 6:30-7:30 p.m. Thursday
Where: Teton County Library, 125 Virginian 

Lane
How much: Free
Web: www.randalleaton.com, www.tclib.org
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

By Jennifer Dorsey

Randall Eaton believes hunting is 
an important rite of passage for boys, 
one that stirs empathy, compassion 
and a respect for nature.

“It’s an opening of the heart, an 
awakening of the moral sense,” said 
the behavioral scientist, author and 
filmmaker. “As a culture, we don’t 
fathom the deep emotional responses 
men go through when they hunt.”

Eaton, an avid hunter himself, 
will share his theories and research 
Thursday at Teton County Library 
in a free presentation called “The 
Compassionate Hunter.” He will 
speak from 6:30 to 7:30 p.m., with 
time for questions, and afterward 
sign copies of his latest book, From 
Boys to Men of Heart: Hunting as a 
Rite of Passage.

Hunting is an instinct, expressed 
when boys start throwing rocks, 
Eaton said. Going hunting for the 
first time, with an older male, can be 
a transformative experience for boys 
as young as 9 but ideally between 
ages 12 and 15, he said. The instinct 
to take an animal’s life can be chan-
neled toward good or bad – it can feed 
a family or simply be a violent act.

“Elders and role models play a 
significant role in how those things 
become expressed and experienced,” 
Eaton said. “The hunting instinct can 
evolve into a deep bond with nature.”

In surveys he’s conducted for his 
books, Eaton found the vast majority 
of hunters respect the animals they 
kill.

“They hold them dear,” he said. 

“They may take their lives, but they 
don’t do it with impunity. That’s 
what the critics don’t understand 
at all, because they haven’t experi-
enced it.”

People who view hunting as violent 
or inhumane would have a different 
view if they visited a slaughterhouse 
and saw the conditions animals suf-
fer there, he said. 

Hunting critics “have been exceed-
ingly removed from life and death,” 
Eaton said. “They’re removed from 
the food chain. They sit at the top 
and receive its gifts, but they don’t 

understand that things die so they 
might live.”

Boys who hunt grow up to be ar-
dent conservationists, he said, as 
evidenced by organizations such 
as Ducks Unlimited and the Rocky 
Mountain Elk Foundation, which 
have protected millions of acres of 
wildlife habitat.

 “If we want people to take care 
of the environment, they have to feel 
bonded to it,” Eaton said. “For most 
males, the most powerful connection 
made with nature is through hunt-
ing.”

Eaton sees hunting as character-
building for girls, as well. But the 
number of young people coming into 
hunting is “dwindling year by year,” 
he said, and that worries him.

 “I’m very afraid it will drop down 
to a level where we don’t have a criti-
cal percentage of our population that 
has this kind of experience,” he said. 
“Without that kind of experience, we’ll 
end up without the passion the hunt-
ing community has for wild things, 
and we will lose much of our conser-
vation, not just of wild animals but of 
wild places in the environment.”

Author to talk on ‘compassionate hunting’
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Hunting can be a rite of passage for adolescents, author Randall Eaton says. This likely was the case for Willy Quit-
berg, Chris Hubert and Andrew Hubert in October 1999, when they scoured the National Elk Refuge on bicycles hunt-
ing for elk. Eaton will give a talk titled “The Compassionate Hunter” on Thursday at Teton County Library.
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