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Persistence 

In Benjamin Franklin’s time, the founding fathers wrote documents that define our entire 

country. Ambassadors negotiated with foreign powers and states discussed how they would 

interact with each other. It was a time when words held remarkable power and Benjamin 

Franklin wielded them with more finesse than any other.  His incredible wisdom was seen when 

he said, “Energy and persistence conquer all things.” His insight was relevant to the 

Revolutionary war, not because it was specific, rather because it describes the fundamental 

character of people. 

Humans reign as king of the food chain; we don’t walk about worrying whether or not 

other animals will eat us. However, biology did not design us to be where we are. Our trophic 

ranking (a 1-5 scale with 5 being apex predators like sharks or tigers) is a meager 2. That’s about 

as high as the ranking of a pig or anchovy. We aren’t the fastest or strongest. As for intelligence, 

we’re outranked by porpoises like bottlenose dolphins and orcas, who have a more developed 

frontal lobe. We’re social creatures, but so are ants and lions, neither of which have dominated 

the globe. Our modern success stems largely from one specific personality trait, and underlying 

neurological process, that determined our ancestors’ hunting patterns . 

In the Paleolithic era, humans caught their food with a method known as persistence 

hunting. In persistence hunting, the predator tracks the prey during midday heat, running the 

other animal to exhaustion. The point isn’t to be faster than prey over short distances, like a 

cheetah, rather to have endurance that leaves them physically unable to move anymore. We 

evolved hairlessness to stay cool, since panting slows an animal down. Even the nasty business 

of sweating is another adaptation to make us better hunters. In addition, we developed 

endorphins. 

Endorphins are one of four chemicals responsible for feelings of happiness, but they are 

designed to make us a lethal weapon. They keep us from feeling the pain of muscle damage 

during strenuous activity, like hunting, so we can continue. Endorphins produce runner’s high: 

the elated feeling someone gets during and directly after a difficult run. They not only made it 

possible, but even made it feel good, to push ourselves to our limits and then still further. When 

humans were hunting, we weren’t any less physically exhausted than the animal we were 



pursuing. We just had it in us to continue going. No matter what, no matter how empty and 

exhausted you already are, you can always run one more lap. 

With the exception of the San and Rarámuri people, we no longer use persistence 

hunting, but that doesn’t mean we lost any of our persistence. It’s everywhere. The student who 

studies for long hours every night, the parent who takes a second night job to feed the kids, and 

the athlete who practices every single day of the off season. Humans are capable of many things, 

both bad and good, but our determination is what put us on top. 

Today we are surrounded by problems of our own creation. Wealth disparity, corruption, 

illnesses, environmental concerns, economic troubles, job loss, mental health issues, war, 

homelessness… the list seems to stretch on for miles. It can be incredibly discouraging to look at 

everything wrong in the world and the massive amount of work ahead of us in fixing it. How 

could we possibly right flawed institutions and climate change on top of everything else going on 

in our lives? As if that isn’t hard enough, we’re trying to solve these problems while others 

exacerbate them. 

I believe that it is entirely within our grasp to save the world. We are the descendants of 

those who survived the Ice Age, fought saber tooth tigers, and thrived in unimaginable 

conditions. The challenges are daunting, but giving up is not in our vocabulary. We are 

persistence hunters and there’s nothing that we can’t do.  

When Benjamin Franklin said, “Energy and persistence conquer all things,” he wasn’t 

offering cheesy encouragement. He was commenting on the human condition. Energy and 

persistence can conquer all things and we evolved to be the embodiment of energy and 

persistence. The simple fact that humans- the biological underdog of the animal kingdom- have 

gotten this far proves Benjamin Franklin right. We can slay modern day threats just as surely as 

we slayed the Pleistocene beasts. We just have to be willing to sweat. 
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