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“The Routledge Handbook of Human-Animal Studies is both a great read
and a provocation to rendering each other capable of knowing entangled
human and animal worldings better. The diverse essays are unsettling and
enticing. Feral protagonists in contemporary South African novels,
mourning Hawaiian crows and shared grief in the face of extinction,
commercial wild meat and green exterminism in New Zealand, Sami
reindeer and their herders, ancient dogs, crowds of Swedish cats in
nonconforming homes, Arabian babblers reshaping their scientists,
laboratory and other rats escaping more than one kind of maze, and many
more human and non-human critters of temporally deep and spatially
differentiated worlds: All of these both confront the arrogance of human
exceptionalism and nurture the perceptual and analytical skills to inhabit
bumptious and challenging human-animal studies. This Handbook 1s an
ambitious, rich webbing of essays in an emergent, multi-dimensional niche-
space of contemporary trans-disciplinary studies. As the editors put it in
their seductive introduction: critters and scholars alike, we are in it together.
The Handbook layers the kind of compost that can remix the wastes and
resources of posthumanism into something more nourishing for these times
of excess death and still possible resilience.” — Donna Haraway, author of
When Species Meet

“Human-animal studies is only a few decades old (and so, born yesterday in
academic terms), but in that brief span it has attracted scholars from across
the humanities, the social sciences, and the arts. Garry Marvin and Susan
McHugh have produced a collection that demonstrates the striking
disciplinary reach and methodological variety of this innovative field.” —
Harriet Ritvo, Arthur J. Conner Professor of History, MIT

“A new and necessary survey of a rapidly evolving field, this marvellous
collection succeeds in being inviting as well as authoritative; taking on the
challenge of reconceptualising the wild, the domesticated and the feral,
these exceptional essays amply demonstrate Marvin and McHugh’s
conviction that the question of how we live with animals is fundamental to
how we live with ourselves.” — Philip Howell, Department of Geography,
University of Cambridge



“There 1s a crucial phrase in this book about animals and humans
coinventing the practice of knowledge together that sums up the spirit of the
new Human-Animal Studies, and runs through this book as an essential
seam. This superb collection of essays balances detailed case studies, subtle
reworkings of the big questions of human-animal relations, and an
appreciation of the centrality of animals in life and culture even when they
appear to be at their most marginal. From Ecuador to New Zealand, from
Iceland to prehistoric Crete, from science to aesthetics, from theatre to
agriculture, from woodpeckers to reindeer, from the humble squeaky dog
toy to the mighty mammoth, from life to death, from the collaboration of
Arabian Babblers in their own ornithology to butterfly aesthetics, the range
of this book is constantly fascinating and never superficial. Above all the
contributors to this collection demonstrate that Human Animal Studies is no
longer a minor field, but a major discipline in its own right.” — Jonathan
Burt, Series Editor, Animal — Reaktion Books



Routledge Handbook of
Human-Animal Studies

Human-animal studies, an academic field that has grown exponentially over
the past decade, explores the whys, hows, and whats of human-animal
relations: why animals are represented and configured in different ways in
human cultures and societies around the world; how they are imagined,
experienced, and given significance; what these relationships might signify
about being human; and what about these relationships might be improved
for the sake of the individuals as well as the communities concerned.

The Routledge Handbook of Human-Animal Studies presents a collection
of original essays from artists and scholars who have established
themselves internationally on the basis of specific and significant new
contributions that are shaping the field. Offering a broad interpretive
account of the development and present configurations of human-animal
studies across many cultures, continents, and times, this volume explores
such subjects as:

« wildness and tameness of in field and laboratory science

« ancient, indigenous, and industrial practices of animal husbandry

»  politics and aesthetics of representing feral life

* human and animal implications of mourning, grief, death, and

extinction.

This international, interdisciplinary handbook will be of interest to students
and scholars of human-animal studies, offering entry points through



anthropology, archaeology, art history, biology, cultural studies, education,
environmental studies, ethology, fine art, gender studies, geography, history,
literature, media studies, museum studies, performance studies, philosophy,
psychology, religious studies, sociology, and visual studies.

Garry Marvin is a social anthropologist and Professor of Human-Animal
studies at the University of Roehampton, London.

Susan McHugh is a literary theorist and Professor and Chair of English at
the University of New England, USA.
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In it together

An introduction to human-animal studies

Garry Marvin and Susan McHugh

Who or what is human? Animal? And when these terms are coupled with a
hyphen, how does that shift the grounds of studying? In human-animal
studies the research and intellectual focus is on how animals figure and are
configured in human worlds, but these worlds are formed through the
relationships that humans share with animals. Why might studying this
human-animal world be worth academic attention? Simply put, it is because
animals — although not all, and not all equally — are essential in and for
human societies. Human worlds are built upon animal lives and deaths,
conceptually as well as physically. It is difficult to imagine how we could
mark ourselves out as human without other animals, for we have become
human alongside other animals. But this is actually more ‘among’ than
‘alongside’ — with its sense of humans and animals living parallel but
separate lives — for, from the beginning, these were lives that have always
been and remain profoundly intertwined.

Early humans, and some still today, have scavenged and hunted wild
animals for their meat, skins, and other body parts. With the development of
relationships of domestication, animals were not simply there to be killed
for food. Borne by domesticated animals, humans could journey more
widely, bringing all sorts of baggage. With animals to ride, human conflicts
became more extensive and of a different order. When tended for meat,
milk, fleece, and honey, animals’ uses multiplied, and cross-species
intimacies became more complex. Animal-drawn ploughs could dig deeper
and turn over the earth more efficiently than a human with a digging stick
or hoe, and from crops grown in fields fertilized with animal manure new



forms of settlement became possible. Domesticated animals became
animals owned by humans; as forms of property and wealth, they entered
markets and other systems of exchange.

Today animals are husbanded in traditional ways in many parts of the
world, while in others they are raised industrially, used as laboratory test
subjects, and otherwise rendered integral to global exchange systems. All of
these are material uses of animals, but animals figure in human cultures in
still more ways that are less tangible but no less profound. In religious and
other cosmological systems, animals are revered and sometimes feared,
worshipped, and sacrificed. Animals are to be found in virtually all
traditions of art and literature, including sculpture, painting, drawing,
folktales, poetry, music, and philosophy, where they are used to express
complex ideas about being human and being animal, and the relationships
negotiated around these conditions.

Animals are enlisted in sports, perform in circuses, and are exhibited in
museums and zoos. Some animals are brought into our homes and are
incorporated into families as pets, while others enter on their own terms and
are often treated as invaders. They ‘people’ our virtual worlds, whether in
films, television programmes, social media, or gaming, and the lure of
seeing them brings (sub)urbanites out of comfort zones to watch wildlife in
situ, whether as eco-tourists, trophy hunters, or field (sometimes citizen)
scientists. Animals are present, even when rendered invisible. Animal-based
products have become so essential to the lubrication of heavy machinery
and other industrial processes upon which so many of these practices are
predicated that it is arguably impossible to pursue an animal-free human
existence in the era of globalization.

Given the ubiquity of animals in human worlds, it should not be
surprising that scholars are interested in the whys, hows, and whats of
human-animal relations: why animals are represented and configured in
different ways in human cultures and societies around the world; how they
are imagined, experienced, and given significance; what these relationships
might signify about being human; and what about these relationships might
be improved for the sake of the individuals as well as the communities
concerned. Just getting a handle on what is going on in human-animal
encounters requires enormous creative, intellectual, and material
commitments. Furthermore, it requires paying close attention to the lived



experiences as well as the imagined nature of these relationships. The scale
and difficulty of coordinating such work begins to explain why it has only
been in the latter part of the twentieth century that researchers, especially in
the humanities and social sciences, have brought studies of human-animal
relationships from the margins of scholarly interest toward the centre of
academic and intellectual attention.

With this volume, we advance an inclusive model of this sort of work
under the term human-animal studies, in order to designate a field that has
emerged within roughly the past three decades and now appears to be
coming of age. Amid the many terms for what we do — including animal
studies, anthrozoology, critical animal studies, etc. — the hyphen in ‘human-
animal studies’, signally a linking, ‘together in one’, is the thing that has
come to mark a precise starting point, which is to study animals with
humans, and humans with animals, never forgetting that we are both
animals in general, and humans in particular. From some perspectives, the
reverse is not true: we are both, but they are not human; we are animals, but
animals are certainly not us. For scholars in human-animal studies, it is
important to remember that we cannot talk, write, or even think about
animals in any sense except in the context of humans, if only because we
can never get away from ourselves. We must navigate between the Scylla
and Charybdis of the fantasy that we can understand animals completely
and the presumption that we alone lay claim to objectivity.

To use another figure, the elements of human-animal relationships and
how they can be represented or related could be likened to the pieces in a
kaleidoscope where different patterns are created; depending on how you
turn it, a different configuration and a different coherence is formed. The
viewer sees or makes the coherence; it’s not just that it’s not self-evident,
but rather that the task of human-animal studies is to engage with multiple
convergences and conflicts of perspectives, some of which must remain
ever unrecoverable for the humans involved. Animals have been
unquestionably worthy of academic study in sciences such as biology,
ecology, ethology, veterinary medicine, and zoology, but thinking about
animals in relation to human lives seems to be what is new about human-
animal studies. Further, it is thinking about animals as inseparable from
human lives that constitutes a decisive break from ‘animal studies’ as
originally defined by the natural sciences. More to the point, our collective



project remains informed by mainstream animal science, but our
perspective distinctly foregrounds how all animals live in human worlds
that must be understood in order to know anything about animals, whether
operating in ordinary or extraordinary habitats. From this vantage point,
human-animal studies approaches animal worlds — along the lines of what
biologist Jakob von Uexkiill famously theorized as ‘umwelten’, or
perceptual worlds, meaning the multiple, subjective, spatio-temporal, lived
realities that are inhabited by different organisms even in shared
environments, and that complicate any claims to pure objectivity — as vital,
if unwieldy, components of our knowledge systems.

The essays gathered here demonstrate how the growth of academic and
artistic interests in life between species has invigorated established
disciplinary practices with the excitement of new combinations,
collaborations, methods, and more. Together our contributors affirm that it
is through research and creative practice that deeply and comprehensively
integrate the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences that human-
animal studies becomes uniquely capable of opening perspectives on the
production and authorization of knowledge itself as a more-than-human
activity. Thus, this book heralds the arrival of human-animal studies as not
only a multi-or trans-disciplinary but more importantly a meta-disciplinary
field: a discursive environment conducive to developing positions and
forms within existing academic discourses, as well as metamorphosing the
status of each and all through crossings and other mutations that are
peculiar to interspecies life.

The recent burst of work in human-animal studies makes this an ideal
moment to take stock of the field. New explorers often arrive thinking they
are entering unknown or unmapped territory. We want to make them aware
that prior explorers have charted aspects for their own purposes. And we
want to shed critical light on the fact that these maps all too often only
circulate within territories defined by previously established disciplines.
Taking a broad view, like Darwin we see evolving orders in this ‘tangled

bank’, and through this book seek to reveal the connections that are making
the field flourish.

As we elaborate below, our rudimentary structure remains purposefully
simple and challenging because it arises from the range of human-animal
relationships. We believe that this range can be captured through the



interrelated and contested concepts of wild, domesticated, and feral, which
suggest a crude, yet useful, set of coordinates. ‘Wild’ sets the human in the
territory of the unfettered animal. ‘Domesticated’ marks the animal as
brought into human-controlled territory. ‘Feral’ locates spaces between the
two, and at the same time exposes the porousness of these demarcations.
Involving both separations and connections, this tripartite structure
configures the varied landscapes within which humans and animals
encounter one another. All three are terms that define the nature of those
relationships and how those relations are sensed, embodied, experienced,
and communicated. In addition to being coordinates of the most provocative
human-animal studies research to date, we regard them as provocations to
further thought and research.

Histories

Since the 1990s, human-animal studies has begun to take shape through the
efforts of people working in, for example, anthropology, archaeology, art
history, biology, cultural studies, education, environmental studies,
ethology, fine art, gender studies, geography, history, literature, media
studies, museum studies, performance studies, philosophy, psychology,
religious studies, sociology, and visual studies. Where they began is not as
significant as that they chose to place animals at the centre of their research,
and — this is important — as a consequence found it necessary to learn about
and respond to work in other disciplines. From these beginnings,
momentum keeps gathering. Every year there are new national and
international conferences dedicated to the field. Academic journals in
nearly all fields now regularly include articles about animals, and several
specialist human-animal studies journals are now well established, with still
more emerging. There are so many new books each year that it is no longer
conceivable for any one person to keep up with the reading, a richness
growing more abundant with several book series dedicated to human-
animal studies scholarship now emerging from major international presses.

Amid this commotion, any survey of human-animal studies must
confront a primary challenge, namely, becoming mired in competing and
potentially irreconcilable accounts of the source of its excitements. Working
together as editors of this volume has heightened our awareness of being in



the curious position of experts speaking for a field in which neither of us
could have trained. After all, the work of human-animal studies has
involved reaching beyond the comfort zones of given knowledge structures.
We realize that our individual perceptions reflect conversations we have
had, and questions we have asked each other, across our respective
disciplines over the past fifteen years. Consequently, our history of human-
animal studies must remain at some level a snapshot of those discussions or,
rather, a cyclorama or moving picture. In sketching it here, our aim is to
present these scenes as unfolding maps for orientation to what we see as a
new terrain staked out by this collection.

But first: where exactly are we coming from? When we started our
academic careers, there were precious few conferences and certainly no
specialist journals that would admit discussions of human-animal relations,
let alone the degree programmes, research centres, and fellowships that are
now encouraging them. Looking back to the 1980s, a group of individual,
perhaps isolated texts — such as Mary Midgley’s Animals and Why They
Matter (1983), Keith Thomas’s Man and the Natural World (1983), Margot
Norris’s Beasts of the Modern Imagination (1985), Vicki Hearne’s Adam s
Task (1986), Harriet Ritvo’s The Animal Estate (1987), and Donna
Haraway’s Primate Visions (1989), to name a few personal favorites — can
be identified as having inspired and allowed other scholars to get going. Yet
giving credit where it is due in this case involves not simply drawing an
intellectual genealogy, but more importantly identifying adventurers who
laboured in hostile climates to break terrain to create the fertile fields of
human-animal studies today. The intellectual currents that gave rise to a
flow across disciplines toward this meta-disciplinary condition — at least, as
we witnessed it in our respective US/UK contexts — are worth noting. Our
different answers perhaps reflect our distinct disciplinary training in
literature and social anthropology, as much as they mark the perniciousness
of deep-seated divisions of knowledges.

Social anthropology presents an intriguing case. Although it is
fundamentally concerned with exploring human cultures and societies,
animals figured importantly from the very beginnings of the discipline
because nonhuman organisms were highly significant creatures in many of
the societies studied by anthropologists. From the start, anthropologists
investigated and wrote about the place of animals from cosmologies to daily



life. For example, totemism, the ways in which humans and animals are
closely related in some societies, was something that immediately
fascinated early anthropologists. How humans lived with and from animals
through hunting, fishing, herding, pastoralism, and agriculture remains
central to much anthropological work. So, rather late in his career, when
Garry Marvin discovered the early work of human-animal studies, his initial
thought was, ‘Many generations of anthropologists have been doing this for
a long time. What is new here?’

In 1977, Marvin began doctoral research on the world of the bullfight in
Andalusia, southern Spain. He chose the topic because he was interested in
Spanish culture, and the bullfight was a cultural event that had not been
explored by anthropologists in any depth. His ethnographic challenge was
to try to understand why the performing with and killing of bulls in public
was such an important event in that culture and to learn directly from those
involved in the events despite their understandable concerns about the
interests and agendas of outsiders. For Marvin, this perspective made it
exciting to discover subsequently scholars who thought through human-
animal relations in terms of very different concerns. What drew them to
animals? Were they simply in search of new research subjects? Or was this
new interest in animals generated because of, in response to, a more
significant shift in terms of who counts as an actor in the production of
knowledges?

As a literary scholar trained in narrative theory, Susan McHugh cannot
help but note how Marvin’s story echoes those of Hearne, Haraway, and
others in implicitly rejecting an obvious answer, that is, the notion that
human-animal studies rode in on the coat-tails of the animal rights
movement. For activists, Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation (1975) pinpoints
a watershed moment precisely because it extends a tradition of analytical
philosophy that remains deeply invested in a notion of rights in turn
grounded in individual (read: human) subjects. In contrast, for many
academics, much of the research responsible for changing institutional and
intellectual climates today pursues the wildly different potentials opened up
by poststructuralist theory, which contemporaneously with Singer was
gathering force to posit a farther reaching liberation of all from the
foundational, hierarchical units of humanist thought.



Posthuman, nonhuman, counter-linguistic — call it what you like — a
major significance of this broader intellectual turn is that it enables
discussions of animals as agents who are not just humanlike subjects or
thinglike objects, but actors of a different order, who can appear at
breathtaking moments to be performing with people in ways that never add
up to a simple sum of human and animal parts. Charting this radical
intellectual work, theorists in this vein uncover alternate traditions —
whether in philosophy or biology, crossing the work of von Uexkiill with
Henri Bergson, Alfred North Whitehead, and others — to claim legitimacy
for human-animal studies research on these new terms. Quite apart from the
question of how it might serve other interests, human-animal studies in this
sense asserts revolutionary potential as an academic project: prioritizing the
study of how people and animals actually do live together enables critical
reflections that are as important to honouring our shared past as to
continuing to share a future. At least, that is the view of McHugh, who
entered in 1997 via doctoral research in literary and cultural studies, where
and when very few people were venturing to talk about animals in such
ways.

Nowadays we tend to recognize animals as having their own stories, if
not always as having history, in the broadest sense. Less well understood is
that the evolutionary theories and liberation movements ordinarily credited
with leveraging such momentous changes would not have been possible
without aesthetic developments driven by literary, visual, performative, and
other creative engagements that increasingly require any sense of control to
become less a matter of executing orders than of choreographing a dance,
engaging others in different spaces, settings, and stages, and ultimately
becoming something more than solitary selves. The focus on embodiment,
surfaces, and exteriority in studies of visual representations of live animals
has been arguably most influential in distinguishing animals as agents of a
different order from human subjectivity. From this work it follows that we
need not only to discuss but more profoundly to envision animals as actors
operating in accordance with different narrative logics from that of human
intentionality or psychological interiority, the characteristics that are
stereotypically attributed to (and now appear to be folding back on) word-
based texts. The work of many early human-animal studies practitioners
may have been initially outstanding in this sense, but participation in



similar, complementary processes unites all of the contributions to this
volume.

Another central tenet of the emerging field of human-animal studies is
that understanding the representational nature of animal agency means that
it can never simply be seen as opposed to human identity, but instead
reinforces the notion that animal agents are recognizable as such only when
they are presented as deeply integrated with human forms or presences, and
vice versa. To account for these nonhuman agency forms, we have to
change our ways of doing academic work and, at the same time, work to
shift notions of what constitutes creative practice as well.

Minimally, human-animal studies both requires and prompts new ways of
thinking, along with heightening awareness of where and why other
multidisciplinary areas have run aground. Reflecting this goal, we have
assembled here the works of academic and creative people who challenge
audiences to join them in developing new languages and forms that respond
to the demands of lives shared across species lines, not the least of which is
recognizing that the human can never be the sole agent or monopolizer of
control in power relations.

Structures

This volume 1s designed to offer a broad interpretive account of the
development and present configurations of the field of human-animal
studies across (although by no means exhaustively representing) many
cultures, continents, and times. The chapters are not overviews or summary
reports on the state of human-animal studies from different disciplinary
perspectives. Rather, they are essays by scholars who have responded to our
invitation to participate with their own specific take on human-animal
issues. These essays have been ordered to highlight questions and
discussions emerging across the volume, reflecting continuities across
historical and emergent developments of the field. While at one level
individual essays might identify particular disciplinary concerns and issues,
our hope is that reading them together brings readers to a whole new level
where human-animal studies reveals itself as a creature evolved to fill an
interdisciplinary niche, in which the terms wild, domestic, and feral interact



with each other. Here these concepts also subtly guide the arrangement of
the contents.

We see wild as focused on spaces and animals not thought of as under the
direct control of humans. But we also believe that the notion of wild (and
the same applies to domestic and feral) should not be regarded as a fixed
entity, space, or condition. Although we imagine others to be born free
forever, they (like us) remain constructed, fantasied, experienced, and
interacted with conditionally, in highly contingent ways in different cultures
and at different times. Our essayists explore the wild as a culturally
constructed space, not so much as a given but instead as a purposefully
imagined space akin to (and intersecting with) those of the domestic and
feral through which humans represent for themselves the animals and
people encountering each other in such spaces and the relationships that (as
often as not) fail to follow.

Ideas and practices of domestication can only be understood in terms of
ideas about the wild. Again, we are dealing with many histories, spaces, and
conditions. The domestic suggests a process and condition of human
control, of shaping, of bringing animals towards humans, or allowing them
to draw near, and into a close coexistence. In addition, its usage to
distinguish among human spaces (that is, the domestic in contrast to the
public or commercial) indicates how animals enter into human politics and
intimacies, even as the defining practices like husbandry, food production,
even sterilization mark clear limits as to how we consider our species’
mutual domestications of each other. Therefore, the domestic can never be
simply opposed to the wild.

Feral refers to animals that are interstitial, conceived as in-between the
wild and the domestic, animals that have escaped from domestication and
recaptured some of the qualities of the wild. It also encompasses animals
who are conceptually on the move, travelling between and never completely
or comfortably fitting into categories. Feral animals are often problematic
or troublesome for the people who encounter them because they inhabit or
are in flight from human spaces in an uncontrolled manner, often with direct
consequences for the people associated with them. Whether human, animal,
or someone in between, feral creatures draw us into the spaces between our
definitions of species life, that is, into the vital practices of embodying



while at the same time sharing spaces that unite all life. Desire and the
social are never quite so clearly in negotiation as on the feral frontlines.

Wild, domestic, and feral therefore only work in relation to each other,
never as standalone concepts, nor as acultural, ahistorical, or otherwise
essential conditions. In respect of this point, we have not strictly structured
the placing of individual essays in the book according to this tripartite
orientation. Our aim is to emphasize a view of the nature of human-animal
relations at the blurred edges and overlaps of these zones as we are
enmeshed in relations at the heart of each. Likewise, the essays do not
represent the full complement of disciplines represented in human-animal
studies as it is being practised around the world today. We chose our
contributors to represent the most vibrant areas of research. But we take no
Cover in coverage.

Included here are artists and scholars who have established themselves
internationally on the basis of specific and significant new contributions to
human-animal studies. Rather than being assigned to step back and to
review or survey some aspect of human animal studies, all were invited to
offer pieces that show readers what they are engaged with now. What we
were seeking were essays of human-animal studies, not about it. While
deeply rooted in particular disciplines, the scholarship gathered here does
not make the case for enhancing disciplinary control so much as for
becoming open and responsive to different practices of and perspectives on
human-animal relations.

In sum, we asked our contributors to think about these three concepts, to
write with these terms in mind; however, we have arranged their work in
ways which emphasize that wild, domestic, and feral only work in relation
to each other. When thinking about animals, humans need wild as a
condition to indicate what it is not. The domestic needs the wild to be
outside in order to be at home with itself. The feral attempts returns and
departures, always moving near one or the other, but never establishing
either one as a starting point or destination. However different contributors
use them as categories, they are presented overall as conditions in flux.
Returning to our image of the kaleidoscope, we as editors have taken the
glass beads of our contributors’ essays and given them our particular turn.
Readers are encouraged to make their own turns and find their own
patterns.



Next steps

Thinking seriously about the implications of our questions presents real
difficulties in how we study animals or, rather, how we in the humanities
and social sciences study animals in significant ways. Even between
ourselves, the use of the term ‘animal studies’ for our field, or any term that
does not have ‘human’ closely attached, will remain controversial. For
Marvin, it risks all too conveniently missing this point: understandings of
animals only ever emerge within the context of the cultural events or
perspectives that draw our attention to them. While respecting this point,
McHugh is drawn to the productive confusion engendered by
reappropriating ‘animal studies’ from science, which thereby becomes all
the more clearly unsettled in its claim to the totality of knowledge: what
potentials are unleashed when we begin to study animals as studying us?
Where we do agree, however, is in respecting knowledges based on
interactions.

Only by engaging with the people who have committed time to working
with bulls, butterflies, octopi, opossums, snakes, sticklebacks, or (as is so
often the case with extinct creatures) the material traces that they leave
behind can we begin to grasp what it means to understand, experience,
imagine, and represent those animals. Relationships between humans and
animals are shared within but never strictly confined by our parameters; in
other words, we represent traces of lives (our own as much as any others) in
specific locations with histories of our making. Even at the limits of our
relatings and representations, animals make sense to us in human
proximities, as actors on stages performing with us. While a common
assumption about the natural sciences is that they provide access to ‘real’
animals — they get out there and study actual animals — these ways of
knowing verge on the destructive when they fail to account for their own
entanglements in fragile social and textual webs.

Any historical perspective on animals remains filtered through
representations and remains, and by extension all forms of representation
insert a human filter that effectively creates distance from the very same
human-animal relations that we purport to represent, let alone study. That
said, the same charge can be levelled against any of the thinking through
which research and creative activity gets going, let alone documented. From



this perspective, the question becomes: Do natural sciences or any
particular disciplines offer ways of transcending this condition? Or is it
more useful to take compromise — rather, coalition — as our starting point,
refusing any claims of special access to understanding animals in order to
develop the particular configurations of imaginations that converge in any
given cross-species encounter? At the risk of making unfair comparisons,
we add that human-animal studies seems to offer the only way of
accounting for what makes animal hoarders, circus trainers, slaughterhouse
workers, and laboratory researchers so distinct, not to mention so distinctly
problematic for those who have not made such extreme commitments to
living with members of other species. For us, the openness to engaging
different perspectives that inform alternative ways of knowing enables
human-animal studies researchers to model meta-disciplinary perspectives.

Like all new worlds, human-animal studies has vistas of potentiality that
come into sharper focus with critical self-reflection. Arguably in no other
area do practitioners so consistently face the central questions of everyday
existence: Who or what do we eat, wear, and love? In doing so, how do we
live with ourselves? Why do we elect to live and die in the company of
others who are so different from us? Rather than taking philosophical
comfort in acknowledging that the (singular) animal question is being
addressed, academics and artists who take this challenge seriously discover
that the queries just keep coming. And we are not alone.

One effect of the approaches outlined in this volume is to open up third-
way engagements with otherwise stalemated, binary deadlocks: for
instance, to activate an environmentalist discussion that learns from eco-
feminist critique to keep watch for the agents of actions presently flying
below authorized radar systems, including animals along with plants,
microbes, prion proteins, and indeed everyone involved in matters of life
and death. We are in it together.

Bringing together many different voices, we have worked deliberately to
forestall the formation of a hierarchy among them or even a clear sense of
set objectives that connects them. A central tenet of this volume is that
human-animal studies can only advance from a shared commitment to
having no overarching political agenda except to advance research and
foster further discussions in this area. Note the careful phrasing: an active
commitment to something, rather than a lack of political commitment to



something, which is a significantly different position. This formulation
allows each of us to have personal views about welfare and other issues that
concern rights and responsibilities regarding animals. In order to work
together at our best to address effectively the enormous range and scale of
problems facing humans and animals today, personal concerns must be
regarded as highly contingent, possibly informing but never predetermining
the outcomes of our research, and perhaps most importantly the possibilities
for our research collaborations.

What we need are more multicultures and multispecies in human-animal
studies, more ‘multi-> in the human-animal studies community, a bringing
together of our particular research and intellectual cultures to produce more
crossings. Many barriers still need to be dismantled before these new and
necessary ways of researching and writing about animals can take shape.
Human-animal studies has not simply arrived and done good work; with
concerted effort, it has a future and is going somewhere. Not knowing
exactly where this will be is an exciting prospect, one that includes the
possibility of leveraging some big culture shifts in the teaching, funding,
and other structures of academics and the arts. And our experience so far
indicates that the inevitable growing pains will all be worthwhile if they
help us to continue to be in it together.

Learning from the mistaken self-assurance of colonial cartographers, we
unsettle our sense of authority in order to recognize the scent marks, bark
scratches, slime trails, and other nonhuman points of orientation providing
access to the umwelten of other lives. Our shared project is doomed without
lively dialogues which engage with a range of human traditions that are
distinguished by different ways of living with animals. The deeply
disturbing situations of mass killings, endangerments, and extinctions that
human-animal researchers are compelled to address become more deeply
disconcerting when we too capitulate to the demands of polarizing rhetorics
steeped in enmity and violence that, however inadvertently, always validate
victimization. To facilitate an ongoing, open-ended set of engagements with
the powers that be and will become, human-animal studies must honour the
lived experiences of people whose lives with, around, and among members
of other species give the lie to any one-size-fits-all answers.

As researchers and artists electing to be involved with more-than-human
beings across historical, continental, disciplinary, and above all species



divides, the investigators brought together here remain exemplary in their
accountability to the intricate particularities of the lives and deaths that their
work attempts to represent. While their essays do not cover all human
cultures and epochs — indeed, any attempt to claim as much might well be
said to reveal the limits of anthropocentrism — they do come together at a
particular time and within specific institutional conditions. Why this is
happening at the turn of the twenty-first century bears further reflection, if
only because the environments fostering such convergences remain, like so
many of their foci, fragile and highly endangered.



1
Mammoths in the landscape

Nigel Rothfels

Thou, Mammoth, prepare for the conflict at once:

Set before thee thy terrible teeth,

And upon the Man rush, and beneath thy weight crush
The contemptible pigmy to death!

Frank Cowan, ‘The Last of the Mammoths’ (1879)

An unusual hunting story by a Henry Tukeman appeared in McClure'’s
magazine in the fall of 1899. The account begins with a transcript of a letter
addressed to ‘H. Tukeman, Esq.” residing in Kent, England, from Horace P.
Conradi. In the letter, Conradi — introduced as a recently deceased eccentric
millionaire — releases Tukeman from his promise never to reveal how
Conradi obtained an internationally famous specimen of mammoth, the
taxidermized remains of which were then being exhibited at the
Smithsonian. Thus begins a tale which over the last century has come to the
attention most often of those interested in historical hoaxes. In many ways,
in fact, the story seems to be just another one of those now predictable
accounts of prehistoric megafauna surviving on uncharted islands and in

hidden valleys.!

If, in some ways, the story might seem unremarkable, it deserves a quick
retelling and some reflection because it not only gives a vivid idea of how
people at the end of the nineteenth century imagined the lives of extinct
mammoths, but it also shows particularly well how we actively create the



‘natural histories’ of animals. No modern humn has ever observed living
mammoths, but this apparently unintended hoax — the editors at McClure's
felt they had been clear that the work was fiction — was somehow deeply
convincing. When people later wrote to the editors and also the curators at
the Smithsonian for more information about the ‘Conradi mammoth’, it was
because the account seemed so real; what made it that way has largely to do
with the historical moment in which it was written. In this, the story shows
well at least part of what is driving the expanding interest in researching our
cultural ways of understanding animals. While it is true that some quite
important observations about the presence and significance of animals in
human cultures stretch back to the beginnings of what have become the
modern academic disciplines, it is really only in recent decades that animals
have become a central and, more significantly, persistent focus for scholars
from a wide array of fields outside the life sciences. This is not the place for
a full discussion of the profound impact of this shift in focus; to
oversimplify, when scholars begin to attend to the presence of animal life in
their research, their perspectives on their fields seem to change quickly.

The point of this research is only partly to know more about the animals
themselves. When someone devouring a hamburger says without hesitation
that the thought of eating a kicking grasshopper is disgusting, the
contributors to research in human-animal studies want to explore the
thought not necessarily as a way to know more about grasshoppers or cattle,
not necessarily as a way to make a case against the suffering of animals as
sources of human food, not necessarily because they are interested in a
larger story about agribusiness, but because they are curious about human
cultures and how we think about animals in specifically cultural ways.
Tukeman’s account is important in the context of this volume because it
shows how ideas about creatures so often have so little to do with what
might be scientifically known about them. It shows how ideas about
animals, living or extinct, are somehow always about a story we tell
ourselves about the animal — that it is aggressive or retiring, noble or
degenerate, mysterious or banal, beautiful or plain. These stories are not the
science of animals; they are what we use to understand the importance of
animals in our lives.

Tukeman’s mammoth



So, the story. Tukeman writes that in 1890 he had been travelling in Alaska
and decided to winter in Fort Yukon. Soon — and typically for stories like
these — he found that he was spending more and more time with the local
Indians and less and less with the white settlers. In particular, he writes, he
enjoyed sharing stories with an older native man named Joe. One evening,
the two of them were looking through a book of pictures showing African
hunting scenes, when they ‘came to the picture of an elephant, whereupon
old Joe became very excited, and finally explained to me, with some
reluctance, that he had seen one of these animals “up there”, indicating the
north with his hand’. Tukeman explained to the man that such creatures
didn’t live in the north, but he asked Joe to tell him more. Joe relates that he
and his son, Soon-thai, travelled up the Porcupine River to a smaller river,
which they followed to a mountain. They climbed up and found a cave, ‘full
of big bones’, and an opening at the back which led them to the top of the
mountain. From there, they could see ‘a big valley, an’ lakes an’ trees, an’
far away, on the other side of the valley, we see the mountains, an’ beyond
them, very far off, high mountains, with the snow on them which never
goes away’ (1899: 500).

After entering the valley and spending two days hunting and fishing on
and around the many lakes, which were teaming with fish and small game,
Joe and his son were hunting early one morning when Soon-thai found a
huge footprint. Soon-thai wanted to see the mysterious animal that made the
print and, despite Joe’s fear, they followed the tracks until they finally came
upon the creature that Joe called Tee-Kai-Koa. Joe continues:

Presently we hear a splashing in a lake which is beyond some willows;
an’ there are no trees there; but we creep in very softly, an’ we come to
the reeds, an’ wade through them to the edge, up to our knees in the
water. He is there, the Tee-Kai-Koa, standing on the other side of the
lake.

(1899: 506)
According to Tukeman,

The old man rose, and pointed before him. A strange glitter was in his
eye, and the beads of perspiration stood out on his forehead. I could



not doubt for a moment that he was describing what he had really seen.
(506 )

Joe continues:

He is throwing water over himself with his long nose, an’ his two teeth
stand out before his head for ten gun-lengths, turned up, an’ shining
like a swan’s wing in the sunlight. His hair is black an’ long, an’ hangs
down his sides like driftweed from the tree branches after the floods.

(506-7 )

Before Joe could stop him, his son had lifted his gun and fired. Joe
concludes, ‘Ah, the noise! It is a cry like a thousand thousand geese, only
shriller an’ louder, an’ it fills the valley till it reaches to the mountains, an’
all the world seems to have nothing in it but that angry cry’ (507).

Convinced by Joe’s story, Tukeman relates that he decided to hunt the
apparently last surviving mammoth with another native man, Paul, and the
two embarked on their quest the following summer. After describing the
long journey, the gigantic bones in the cave that marked the entrance to the
trail up the mountain, and the spectacular vista of what Tukeman names the
Tee-Kai-Koa valley, the hunters finally encountered the creature on 29
August. Tukeman writes that the mammoth was ‘tearing up great masses of
lichenous moss and feeding as an elephant feeds’ while the hunters stood in
‘awe inspired by the sight of this stupendous beast’ (510). Tukeman decided
that the mammoth must be fearless — ‘What living thing could inspire it
with fear?” (510) — and would instinctively attack smoke and stomp out
fires, perceiving both as threats. He and Paul, therefore, performed a test to
see if the animal would follow a trail of burning logs. Lighting logs and
running to stands in trees from which they hoped to eventually shoot the
animal, Tukeman describes the sound of the giant creature coming after the
smoke:

We were scarcely ensconced among the branches when a cry
resounded over the valley which made the chills run down my back. I
have heard the scream of an angry bull elephant, the roar of an African
lion, the strange, half-human cry of the great gorilla; but none of these



compare with the awe-inspiring cry of a mammoth. Perhaps the
Indian’s description of ‘a thousand thousand geese’ approaches it most
nearly [...] but the very immensity of the volume of sound as the brute
approached us confused any comparison I tried to make.

(512)

When, finally, the day of the hunt came, the hunters lit a 25-foot-tall
structure of green logs and, when the mammoth stormed on the smoky
scene, they opened up on it with their guns. Tukeman writes that ‘with the
crack of our rifles came the most appalling scream of rage 1 have ever
heard, and the vast brute, apparently unaffected by our shots, attacked the
woodpile with incredible fury’. After firing shot after shot at the animal, it
began to weaken. Tukeman writes: ‘the great brute was bleeding profusely
from the mouth and ears, and staggered uncertainly back and forth.” At that
moment, he notes:

A feeling of pity and shame crept over me as | watched the failing
strength of this mighty prehistoric monarch whom I had outwitted and
despoiled of a thousand peaceful years of harmless existence. It was as
though I were robbing nature and old Mother Earth herself of a child
born to her younger days, in the dawn of time.

(512)

After the arduous task of cutting up the creature and storing the skin and
skeleton, Tukeman and his companion made their way to San Francisco,
where they eventually sold the one-of-a-kind specimen to Conradi. The men
returned to Alaska to retrieve the remains and Conradi arranged shipment to
the Smithsonian, refusing to provide information on the -creature’s
provenance. Tukeman concludes his account, noting that the general theory
seems to have been that Conradi found the specimen frozen in an iceberg
and notes that the measurements of the mammoth which Tukeman had
given to Conradi were provided to the Smithsonian for publication and had
thereafter been accepted as the work of Conradi.

Believability



Thus ended the original story, but the tale continued because of the interest
of the readers. After apparently weeks of mail to the magazine and the
museum about the spectacular animal that never was, the magazine agreed
to publish a second article, this time written by Frederic A. Lucas, a
member of the scientific staff at the Smithsonian, which also published the
article in the museum’s Proceedings. The new and more sedate article
attempted to set the facts straight about mammoths, to make clear that they
had been extinct for thousands of years, and to emphasize that Tukeman’s
story was both written and presented by the magazine as a work of fiction.
According to the editors, the reason for the popular misunderstanding was
to be found simply in Tukeman’s skill. As they put it in an editorial
comment before Lucas’ article, ‘We doubt if any writer of realistic fiction
ever had a more general and convincing proof of success’ (1900: 353).
They are undoubtedly correct that it was Tukeman’s skill which made the
account so believable. His use of specific dates, the fictitious letter from
Conradi — a name which sounds just enough like Carnegie — that somehow
establishes the author’s credibility, the names of actual locations, and the
allusions to widespread reports in scientific and popular journals all help to
lessen the impact of the central premise — that somehow a last
representative of a species, long thought extinct, could be found in a hidden

valley, shielded from man for thousands of years.?

However, Tukeman’s story also worked because he fashioned a
believable mammoth. But what can that possibly mean? Since he had
clearly not had the opportunity to observe mammoths, Tukeman essentially
had to make up his creature and put it into a scene that made sense. The
idea of an ancient, giant beast standing in clear water in a valley teaming
with game; a creature terribly alone, a last survivor again ‘tearing up great
masses of lichenous moss and feeding as an elephant feeds’; the effort to
describe the animal’s scream by comparing it to the roars of lions and
elephants and the ‘half-human cry’ of a gorilla; the assertion that the animal
would likely fear nothing and would (unlike any other creature) instantly
attack fire — these are all features of an animal dreamt up in a very specific
context, a context which included such different kinds of storytelling about
amazing animals and landscapes as Paul Du Chaillu’s 1861 Explorations
and Adventures in Equatorial Africa, Rider Haggard’s 1885 King Solomon s
Mines, and even Rudyard Kipling’s 1894 ‘mountainous mammoth, hairy,
abhorrent, alone’ from his ‘The Story of Ung’.



For Tukeman and his contemporaries, living elephants naturally provided
the ready model for extinct mammoths. This is not too surprising; today,
too, most people would probably respond to a query about the lives of
mammoths by saying something about living elephants, noting only that
mammoths lived in colder places. With that said, the idea of ‘elephant’ is
far from stable. First of all, if we are to make our mammoths simply by
putting woolly coats on living elephants, we might want to consider ‘which
elephants?’ The truth is that the genetics, appearance, and behaviours of
even the living species and subspecies of elephants vary so widely that to
talk about ‘the lives of elephants’ begins a series of increasingly
problematic generalizations.> Even if one could meaningfully talk about
characteristic elephant lives and behaviours, it would take an extraordinary
leap to think that the many species of prehistoric proboscidea led lives that
we would all somehow recognize as elephant-like. This is an order, after all,
that includes by general reckoning over 150 distinct species and subspecies,
which began appearing in the fossil record some 60 million years ago.

Beyond the question about which living species of elephant might serve
as a model for the behaviours of extinct mammoths, however, we are also
confronted with a second and in some ways more vexing problem. We have
to recognize that our ideas about elephants, themselves, are changing all the
time. In fact, among current popular western ideas about elephants —
including that they are exceptionally intelligent, that they have
extraordinarily long memories, that they have particularly rich emotional
lives, that they have a complex understanding of death, that they can
communicate over immense distances, and even that they can emote
through artistic expression — are several that are only a few decades old.
Indeed, it is clear that the elephants Tukeman was thinking about when he
wrote his story were in many ways quite different from the elephants most
people in the West think about today. This may seem a rather strange
statement: surely an elephant is an elephant no matter when it lives in
human history. It 1s also true, though, that what we think about elephants,
how we talk about them and understand their lives and behaviours, has
changed dramatically over even the past few decades.

For a simple example, most western natural history books at the
beginning of the twentieth century presented elephants as living in family
groups led by a large male and otherwise consisting of one or perhaps a few



adult females and several young of various ages and sexes. After decades of
successfully popularized field research on African bush elephants led by
such figures as lain Douglas-Hamilton, Cynthia Moss, and Joyce Poole, this
image is being gradually displaced by dynamic images of matriarchal herds
connected through complex extended family relationships. That we are still
gaining new understanding of the lives of East-African elephants is not that
surprising, but this fact signals the constant change in our ideas, our
imaginings of these (and all) animals. We should not, then, look for the
sources of Tukeman’s mammoth and other mammoths of the late nineteenth
century in our contemporary ideas about living elephants. Indeed, the
conceptualization of a mammoth as a (1) giant, violent, and ultimately
tragic creature, which (2) lived at the extreme edge of its habitat, just
beyond human reach, is very much of the late nineteenth century.

The rogue

Although the use of the word ‘rogue’ to describe vagabonds, cheaters,
rascals, and servants stretches back to the sixteenth century, its use to
represent what the Oxford English Dictionary describes as ‘an elephant
driven away, or living apart, from the herd, and of a savage or destructive
disposition’ emerged in the middle of the nineteenth century in relation to
the Sinhala expression hora aliya. European works at the time claimed that
‘rogue elephant’ was a direct translation of the Sinhala, but it may be that
the translation moved in the other direction. In either case, while human-
elephant conflict has existed since the beginning of contact between the two
species, the introduction in European thought of the idea of the rogue

elephant in the nineteenth century was a new explanation for the conflict.*
The expression seems to have first begun to appear in the 1840s, but one
figure probably did more than any other to popularize the concept: the
hunter and explorer Sir Samuel White Baker, who authored, among other
works, The Rifle and the Hound in Ceylon of 1854. It is with Baker that key
qualities in the behaviour of Tukeman’s mammoth began to appear.

Baker begins his description of elephants — the most, he claimed,
misunderstood animal — by describing them in The Rifle and the Hound not
as noble or majestic creatures, but as ‘naturally savage, wary, and
revengeful, displaying as great courage when in their wild state as any



animal known’ (1854: 9).°> Drawing a comparison between the animal most
people had only seen in captivity and its wild cousin, Baker writes:

A person who has never seen a wild elephant can form no idea of his
real character, either mentally or physically. The unwieldy and sleepy
looking beast, who, penned up in his cage at a menagerie, receives a
sixpence 1n his trunk, and turns round with difficulty to deposit it in a
box; whose mental powers seem to be concentrated in the idea of
receiving buns tossed into a g aping mouth by children’s hands; this
ver y beast may have come from a warlike stock. His sire may have
been the terror of a district, a pitiless highwayman, whose soul thirsted
for blood; who, lying in wait in some thick bush, would rush upon the
unwary passer-by, and knew no pleasure greater than the act of
crushing his victim to a shapeless mass beneath his feet. How little
does his tame sleepy son resemble him! Instead of browsing on the
rank vegetation of wild pasturage, he devours plum-buns; instead of
bathing his giant form in the deep rivers and lakes of his native land,
he steps into a stone-lined basin to bathe before the eyes of a pleased
multitude, the whole of whom form their opinion of elephants in
general from the broken spirited monster that they see before them.

(8-9)

Echoing an argument he often made about the soft existence and habits of
the people of European cities, people who could have little sympathy for the
wild adventures of hunting in the colonies, Baker asserts that the wild
elephant of the forest and jungle is a daring and intelligent adversary, an
animal whose ‘great natural sagacity’ made it the most dangerous game.
And, not surprisingly, the most dangerous of these dangerous creatures, in
Baker’s distinctively hypertrophic and in today’s terms ‘carno-
phallogocentric’ (Derrida 1991) worldview, were naturally the males. While
noting, then, that herds were often made up entirely of females, his interest
inevitably turns to the bull elephant who is ‘much larger than the female,
and 1is generally more savage’. According to Baker, the wild bull elephant
often seems to prefer ‘solitude to a gregarious life’, and when he does,

he then becomes doubly vicious. He seldom strays many miles from
one locality, which he haunts for many years. He becomes what is



termed a ‘rogue.” He then waylays the natives, and in fact becomes a
scourge to the neighborhood, attacking the inoffensive without the
slightest provocation, carrying destructions into the natives’ paddy
fields, and perfectly regardless of night fires or the usual precautions
for scaring wild beasts.

(1854: 12)

The ‘rogues’, according to Baker, are killers. He writes: ‘The daring pluck
of these “rogues” is only equalled by their extreme cunning.” Baker claims
that a rogue will walk downwind so that he will smell any hunter attempting
to follow up his tracks. Once he senses a hunter, the elephant will stand

perfectly motionless [...] like a statue in ebony, the very essence of
attention, every nerve of scent and hearing stretched to its cracking
point; not a muscle moves, not a sound of a rustling branch against his
rough sides; he is a mute figure of wild and fierce eagerness.

(12-13)

So much for Baker’s general introduction to this beast. When it comes to
actual hunting adventures, the creatures do not disappoint; indeed, they
seem uncannily bent on human destruction. Out hunting, for example, with
his brother after two rogues who had teamed up — and we should note that
living together actually conflicts with his own definition of rogues — the
hunters found themselves led by the elephants into a small muddy clearing
surrounded by impenetrable jungle. Of course, it was a carefully laid trap.
At the moment that Baker’s brother found himself stuck in mud, the author
writes that he ‘suddenly heard a deep guttural sound in the thick rattan
within four feet of me; in the same instant the whole tangled fabric bent
over me, and bursting asunder showed the furious head of an elephant with
uplifted trunk in full charge upon me’ (1854: 108). Baker continues:

I had barely time to cock my rifle, and the barrel almost touched him
as I fired. I knew it was in vain as his trunk was raised. B. fired his
right-hand barrel at the same moment without effect from the same
cause. I jumped on one side and attempted to spring through the deep
mud: it was no use, the long grass entangled my feet, and in another
instant I lay sprawling in the enraged elephant’s path within a foot of



him. In that moment of suspense, I expected to hear the crack of my
own bones as his massive foot would be upon me. It was an atom of
time. | heard the crack of a gun; it was B.’s last barrel. I felt a spongy
weight strike my heel, and, turning quickly heels over head, I rolled a
few paces and regained my feet. That last shot had floored him just as
he was upon me; the end of his trunk had fallen upon my heel. Still he
was not dead, but he struck at me with his trunk as I passed round his
head to give him a finisher with the four-ounce rifle, which I had
snatched from our solitary gun-bearer.

(108-9)

In the true nightmarish mode typical of Baker’s hunts, as if all of this were
not enough, at the moment Baker was firing at the elephant on the ground,
the other elephant attacked with a ‘savage scream’. Baker writes,

I saw the ponderous fore-leg cleave its way through the jungle directly
upon me. I threw my whole weight back against the thick rattans to
avoid him, and the next moment his foot was planted within an inch of
mine. His lofty head was passing over me in full charge at B., who was
unloaded, when, holding the four-ounce rifle perpendicularly, I fired
exactly under his throat. I thought he would fall upon me and crush
me, but this shot was the only chance, as B. was perfectly helpless.

(109-10)

Baker, of course, had jumped away ‘the instant after firing’. The elephant
stopped in its charge against Baker’s brother, escaped with its ‘death
wound’, and was found dead the next day (110).

It is important to realize that as much as writings like Baker’s became
very popular among the period’s adventure hunters, not everyone found this
sort of over-the-top prose very convincing. In his Sketches of the Natural
History of Ceylon of 1861, for example, the naturalist and British colonial
secretary in Ceylon from 1845 to 1850, James Emerson Tennent, argued
that while it might be true that actual rogues were dangerous, they were also
so rare that few hunters would likely ever encounter one. Indeed, Baker’s
notion that elephants would be ‘thirsting for blood’ while ‘lying in wait in
the jungle’ was, for Tennent, simply ridiculous. If anything, he insists,



the cruelties practised by the hunters have no doubt taught these
sagacious creatures to be cautious and alert, but their precautions are
simply defensive; and beyond the alarm and apprehension which they
evince on the approach of man, they exhibit no indication of hostility
or thirst for blood.

(1861: 147-8)

In the end, it seems that the enthusiastic din arising from Baker’s popular
writings drowned out those critics, like Tennent, who questioned the
veracity of the celebrated hunter’s descriptions. By the end of the nineteenth
century, after decades of writing from a variety of perspectives on ‘rogues’,
most people appear to have accepted the idea that a male elephant,
separated or perhaps driven from the society of other elephants, somehow
turned, contradictorily, both mad with rage and remarkably focused on
killing humans. The terrifying, crazed, morose, and vicious lone male
elephant entered into the western conceptualization of elephants. There was
little natural historical study behind this argument, of course, but it became
an almost obsessional claim, especially of hunters. Tennent’s own text,
ironically, even provides part of the OED’s etymology of the term ‘rogue
elephant’. In the West, before Baker and his contemporaries, a violent
elephant was typically seen as only seeking a justifiable and measured
revenge against a personal or perhaps familial injustice. Beginning with
Baker, the wild adult male elephant came to be seen as essentially al/ways,
and pathologically, a ‘rogue’, even in the company of other elephants. As
the century wore on, the bull elephant became the ultimate quarry, a beast
both cunning and spectacularly dangerous. Indeed, when Teddy Roosevelt
went on his safari to Africa, he went before anything else after Baker’s
elephant; he sought a confrontation with a mighty and necessarily
existential foe.

Reading accounts like these, we must remember that a hunting story is
always only just that. Hunting stories are what is told, what is shared with
those who were not there. They are written with a specific audience in mind
and the way they are told has everything to do with the expectations of that
audience and very little to do with what actually happened in the field.
When Baker and the many others who wrote in this style told their stories
of hunting big game, the stories were meant to be exciting, they were meant



to take people to other places to experience extraordinary adventures. The
truly mundane aspects of these expeditions — the days of walking, the
missed shots, the poorly hit game that staggered around pathetically before
dying in the bush, never to be claimed by the hunter — just never really
show up. In the end, it was in the accounts of Baker and his followers,
though, that the mad, rogue elephant emerged. Again, I am not claiming
that violent elephants have never existed or were just dreamt up by these
people. 1 am arguing that the interpretation of elephant-human conflict
changes over time; the crazed, morose elephant — the elephant that would
become the model for Tukeman — did not exist in western
conceptualizations of elephants until the middle of the nineteenth century.
In the late eighteenth-century pages of a naturalist like Buffon, for example,
the elephant can be violent, but that violence is understood as measured and
just and in protection of the elephant’s family, not because the creature
desired blood, nor because it feared nothing and attacked without
provocation.

The mammoth and the landscape

If the model for the behaviour of Tukeman’s mammoth came from the
claim that lone male elephants were violent and aggressive quarry, creatures
that quickly switched from being the hunted to the crazed hunter, it was the
discovery of frozen mammoths in Siberia that completed the vision behind
Tukeman’s story. In a 1930 account of mammoths published in the popular
science magazine, Natural History, Henry Fairfield Osborn of the American
Museum of Natural History described what he called ‘The Romance of the
Woolly Mammoth’. The mammoth, Osborn declared, is ‘the classic of
paleontology; [...] the first extinct mammal to be found by man; [...] the
first to be used as proof of a universal deluge; [...] the first to be used as
proof of the existence of a long extinct world of mammalian life antecedent
to the deluge; [...] the first to receive a scientific description in the Latin
language; [...] the first to receive a scientific name — Elephas primigenius
or “the first of all, or original, elephant™ (1930: 227). Mammoths became a
scientific ‘classic’, but more than that, too. Over the course of the
nineteenth century, mammoths became part of a popular consciousness.
Indeed, the gigantic recreation of a mammoth at the Pittsburgh Exposition
in 1878 only hints at the popular resonance of this creature; this model, it



should be noted, was 16 feet high and 29 feet long, but nevertheless based,

it was claimed, on accurate measurements of mammoth bones in Germany.°
Economically, too, the mammoth had an impact in the period as the ivory of
literally tens of thousands of mammoths reached markets over the course of
the century.

The bones, tusks, and occasionally skin and more of mammoths
presented fascinating riddles for scientists and the public alike; and, in fact,
many aspects of the story of mammoths still remain unsettled. Until well
into the twentieth century, though, the central question came down to this:
How come we have never found a living mammoth? In the eighteenth
century, there was an answer reported in western accounts in an amused
tone that claimed, according to folk traditions, that the creatures lived
underground and that they died upon coming into contact with the air or
cold; and then there was the more ‘scientific’ argument that the mammoths
had likely moved out of the north and merged with or become one of the
known modern types of elephant. These views were replaced in the
nineteenth century after the French anatomist Georges Cuvier declared that
the remains of mammoths came from an extinct species. Essentially two
opposing groups coalesced. On one side were the catastrophists, who traced
their arguments to Cuvier and who were convinced that the disappearance
of the mammoth could only be explained by an environmental cataclysm, a
classic work here being Henry Howarth’s The Mammoth and the Flood of
1887. On the other side were the uniformitarians, who traced their lineage
to the English geologist Charles Lyell and who argued both that the world
was a lot older and that changes were more gradual than the catastrophists
believed. Complicating matters for everyone came the realization that
humans had lived beside mammoths, that they had hunted the beasts, and
perhaps been the cause (or at least part of the cause) of their extinction.

Against this background, one of the most remarkable things in the history
of paleontology occurred: the unearthing of frozen, intact mammoths in
Siberia. Even though there were several significant finds of this type in the
nineteenth century, it turns out that the two most famous perfectly bracket
the century: the Adams Mammoth and the Berezovka Mammoth. The short
versions of their histories go something like this. The Adams Mammoth
was first glimpsed in 1799 by a hunter named Ossip Shumakhov near the
Lena Delta, an area described by Bassett Digby in 1926 as ‘The End of the



Earth’ (opposite 144). Over the course of several years, Shumakhov
watched the animal emerge from a thawing and weathering bank, and, in
1804, he finally sawed off and sold the tusks to a merchant in Yakutsk, who
then sketched an illustration of the beast as it had been described to him. In
1806, Michael Adams, who was affiliated with the Academy of Sciences in
St Petersburg, was travelling to China with a Russian ambassador, when
they stopped in Yakutsk. Hearing the story from the merchant, Adams
quickly set out and eventually recovered the badly mutilated body of the
mammoth and sent the skeleton and parts of the skin and hair by sledge and
train to St Petersburg, where the reconstructed skeleton became the first
articulated mammoth skeleton ever exhibited.

One hundred years later, in April 1901, a telegram was received in St
Petersburg relaying news, again from Yakutsk, that another mammoth had
been discovered the fall before in well-preserved condition along the
Berezovka River, north of the Arctic Circle. Otto Herz, a zoologist with the
Academy of Sciences; Eugen Pfizenmayer, a taxidermist; and a young
geologist named Dimitrii Sevastianov left the following month. Herz and
Pfizenmayer, both of whom published substantial accounts of the
expedition, reached the site near the end of September, had constructed a
cabin in which they could work on the mammoth’s remains, and, by the end
of October, prepared it so that the animal was ready to be shipped overland,
again, by sledge and rail to St Petersburg.

In many ways, the two finds are remarkably similar. Despite the parallels
between them, though, the Berezovka Mammoth caught the imagination of
the public like no other specimen before. Indeed, by 1926, when Eugen
Pfizenmayer recalled his feeling of standing speechless before the grave of
a ‘witness to prehistory’, a ‘diluvial monster’ that had ‘filled the primitive
peoples of the forest and tundra with superstitious terror’ (126), the idea of
the mammoth had become intensely vivid for the public. Perhaps not
surprisingly, then, when the Berezovka Mammoth was displayed in St
Petersburg in 1903, the museum did more than just mount its skeleton, as
had been done with the Adams Mammoth; the museum reconstructed in
taxidermy the moment of the animal’s death, as it lay helpless, unable to
stand with its broken pelvis and rear leg bones. Pfizenmayer’s ‘diluvial
monster’ 1s a clear relative of Baker’s elephant; but there is also something
about this reconstruction that is very different, something that resonates



with Tukeman’s description of the tragic ‘cry of a thousand thousand geese’
and his ‘feeling of pity and shame’ as he ‘watched the failing strength of
this mighty prehistoric monarch.’

In his The Last Dinosaur Book of 1998, W.J.T. Mitchell argues that the
dinosaur, as a modern mythical creature, ‘expresses the political
unconscious [...] of modern life, manifesting collective anxieties about
disaster and extinction, epitomizing our own ambivalence toward our
collective condition.” The dinosaur, he concludes, ‘accompanies the disaster
theme with a narrative of our own possible extinction [...] and function[s]
as a species totem for the human race’ (1998: 261-2). But if the bipedal
dinosaur — the Tyrannosaurus rex and more recently the Velociraptor —
came to represent, as Mitchell contends, the shocking violence, the
rapaciousness of a humanity bent on destruction above all else, then the
slow, ponderous, vegetarian, and ultimately family-centred mammoth
became a profound lesson in what human violence has wrought; it became,
in fact, a warning about what continued human gluttony might bring. The
idea that the mammoth could stand as a warning about unrestrained
slaughter was, in fact, part of the world of Tukeman and was echoed by
many observers in the period. The German hunter and photographer Carl
Georg Schillings, in a chapter on ‘A Dying Race of Giants’ in his 1907 In
Wildest Africa, laments, for example, that

by a singular coincidence, the mammoth remains preserved in the ice
have been found just at a time when the craze for slaughtering their
African relations has reached its climax, and when by means of arms
that deal out death at great, and therefore safe distances, the work of
annihilation is all too rapidly progressing.

(516)

It is not that the Berezovka Mammoth was seen as a direct victim of human
violence; like most mammoths in the period, though, its pathetic death
became the central index of its existence. The story of the Berezovka
Mammoth became more than the story of an individual; it became the story
of a species. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen turies, western
1deas about mammoths did not turn on the literally millions of years during
which this species successfully propagated across the northern hemisphere;



ideas quickly settled around the meaning of a species passing into
extinction. This is the tone, for example, of an arresting mural of a group of
mammoths at the Field Museum in Chicago (Figure 1.1). The work was
executed in the late 1920s by Charles Knight, an artist who stands even
today as one of the most important illustrators of prehistoric life, an artist
who, it happens, was commissioned ver y early on in his career by
McClure's to illustrate Lucas’ article and who discussed the influence of the
Berezovka Mammoth in his popular Before the Dawn of History.

The mural is one of a series of some thirty works by Knight at the Field
depicting the evolution of life on the planet, beginning in the Precambrian
and moving through the Paleozoic, Mesozoic, and Cenozoic eras. In the
work, Knight has painted four mammoths moving with determination
across a snow-covered, hilly landscape with little to eat beyond a few wisps
of grass in the foreground and groupings of pine in protected valleys and
beside a lake in the distance. One of two woolly rhinos seen in the lower
right of the image has apparently lifted his head to watch the procession of
a large male leading a female and two young of different ages, the older one
of which seems to be asking whether they are there yet. But where are these
mammoths going? Pushed to the ‘end of the world’, plodding across a
landscape with nothing like the forage necessary for these creatures, the
mammoths in this image are portrayed as the last survivors of a species. In a
description that could have been for this illustration, Knight conjured the
final days of the mammoths for his book Prehistoric Man: The Great
Adventurer:

One can imagine how in the depths of some terrible winter, with
bushes and grasses covered deep in snow, the destruction of the great
herds was finally accomplished. Gales and bitter cold perhaps first
decimated the younger and weaker members of the groups, and the
fate of even the strongest individuals became at length an assured fact
under the pressure of months of starvation. Each morning saw many of
the beaten creatures lying dead or exhausted in the huge drifts until
only the patriarchs of the once great clans remained alive. With waving
trunks and feeble trumpetings they greeted the coming day, but at
length even their huge frames began to weaken. In the wan sunlight of
early spring great mounds of white slowly melted above the prostrate
forms, the pale gleam from ivory tusks like smooth curved headstones



marking the resting place of this superb race of mammalian giants now
forever passed into the limbo of vanished things.

(1949: 211)

Figure 1.1 © The Field Museum, #CK30T. Ron Testa

Knight’s mammoths, along with the Berezovka and Tukeman mammoths
that preceded them, suggest the importance of Akira Lippit’s observation in
his Electric Animal that, in modernity, animals seem to ‘exist in a state of
perpetual vanishing’ (2000: 1, original emphasis). Joined by a pathetic
menagerie of dodos, great auks, passenger pigeons, thylacines, and so many
others, these animals were among the first to push a broader public to
ponder the meaning of species extermination. Portrayed as prehistoric
‘elephants’, moreover, these mammoths heralded the beginning of a broader
conceptualization of nature itself as a victim of human violence — a
conceptualization that has stayed with us now for over a century, even while
species after species disappears.

Notes

1 Among the more notable examples of these sorts of stories are Jules Verne’s 1864 Joyage au
centre de la terre [Journey to the Centre of the Earth] and Arthur Conan Doyle’s 1912 Lost
World.

2 These are, of course, the techniques used throughout this genre and are as present in King Kong
as they are in ongoing fascinations with the Loch Ness and Lake Champlain monsters,
sasquatch, or even the 2009 hoax rediscovery of the Carolina Parakeet.

3 Just attending to relatively free-ranging populations of elephants (as opposed to a great variety
of more and less captive situations), one would have to recognize that the lives of the bush
elephants (Loxodonta africana) in Kenya contrast in many ways quite sharply with those of the
forest elephants (Loxodonta cyclotis) in Cameroon, and the lives of both of these often strikingly
contrast with those of elephant populations in Sri Lanka (Elephas maximus maximus), India (F.



m. indicus), and Sumatra (E. m. sumatranus). For a clear discussion of elephant evolution and
speciation, see Sukumar 2003: 3—-54.

4  There have been a number of accounts in recent years, including the 2006 article by Charles
Siebert in the New York Times Magazine, that have argued that elephants and humans lived side
by side in peace until relatively recently. There is simply no historical basis for this claim and
there are literally thousands of years of records that suggest the opposite.

5 In my essay, ‘Elephants, Ethics, and History’, I discuss an earlier shift in ideas about elephants
in Buffon’s Natural History and R.G. Cummings’ (1850) Five Years of a Hunter's Life in the
Far Interior of South Africa.

6  For more on this reconstructed mammoth, see N.A. (1879), The Mammoth.
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2
Domesticating practices

The case of Arabian babblers

Vinciane Despret

Honorary primates

Primatologists Shirley Strum and Linda Fedigan note, in their introductory
chapter to the book Primate Encounters, the considerable change in
scholars’ interpretation of primate behavior:

We have moved from a general vision that primate society revolves
around males and is based on aggression, domination, and hierarchy to
a more complex array of options based on phylogeny, ecology,
demography, social history and chance events. The current image of
primate society [...] would be a strong counterpoint to the earlier view.
It would highlight the importance of females within society, emphasize
tactics other than aggression (particularly those that rely on social
finesse and the management of relationships), and argue that hierarchy
may or may not have a place in primate society, but that males and
females are equally capable of competition and rank ordering.

(Strum and Fedigan 2000: 5 )

Throughout the past twenty years, primatologists and scientific scholars
have done substantial work to identify the reasons for these changes
(Haraway 1992; Strum and Fedigan 2000). Numerous hypotheses have



been suggested, some of them garnering controversial feedback. Scholars
on one side have tended to overlook the actual changes of the animals
themselves, instead focusing on human activities such as the socio-

historical context of the researchers, theories, paradigms, practices, etc.!
Scholars on the other side have often failed to ask the converse and
correlative question: Why didn’t most other animals, or at least not until
recently, experience the same changes?

A striking exception can be found in the work of the primatologist, and
now ‘sheepologist’, Thelma Rowell. Concerning our first issue, she not
only insists that scientists have learned to ask primates other questions, but
she also urges one to consider the possibility that primates actually did
change. In other words, the behavior of primates has changed not only as
scientists have learned to question them differently, but also as the animals
them selves have changed. She suggests that these changes may have
occurred partly due to the fact that the animals are under constant

observation (Rowell 2000a).2

Rowell also addresses our second question: Why didn’t most of the non-
primate animals go through the same process of change? She recalls a
provocative question that has begun to annoy her: ‘Why are primates so
much more intelligent and socially skilled than other animals?’ Her answer
to this question was to investigate the question itself. ‘But are they?’
(Rowell 1999; 2000a). How can we be so sure that primates have a more
complex social life? Or, more precisely, how did we build the comparisons?
The way primates have been studied is radically different from the way
classical ethology has been carried out for other animals. For primates,
long-term and individually based studies have been completed, with a great
deal of attention paid to relationships and ways of communication. For
other animals, short-term research has primarily approached questions
about food. For example, literature about sheep, ‘the epitome of the silly

animal,”? is all focused on what they eat and how they choose food in a
pasture, or, in short, how they convert grass into gigots.*

The question Rowell raises could be asked about a number of animals.
Are ravens, as we consider them today, more intelligent or socially
sophisticated than other birds? How about dolphins, magpies (Prior,
Schwarz, and Glntiirkiin 2008), hyenas, and other charismatic animals that



Rowell would call ‘honorary primates’? If they are as intelligent, how did
they get the ‘chance’ to become so ‘well equipped’? (Latour 2000: 368).

This very question can be raised any time an animal unexpectedly
‘crosses the Rubicon’, as some scientists would describe it (Prior et al.
2008). Simply put, what happened to this animal? Who gave him/her a
‘chance’ and how?

Flying primates

These are some of the questions that led me to the field station of Hatzeva
in Israel’s Negev Desert. I wanted to see a bird, the Arabian babbler, and to
meet its Israeli ornithologist, Amotz Zahavi. These babblers offered a sharp
contrast to typical descriptions in the scientific literature of altruism in
birds, the subject of the Master’s thesis in psychology I had recently
received when the project took form (Despret 1991). They did not behave
like birds usually do; they didn’t follow what could legitimately be
considered the typical bird’s script. In addition, their ethologist did not
describe them as ethologists usually do, outside of those who produce

popular writings like Konrad Lorenz famously did.> Not only were these
birds described as dancing together in the morning sunrise, not only were
they eager to offer presents to one another, not only would they take pride
in caring for each other’s nestlings or in defending an endangered comrade,
but also, according to Zahavi’s depiction, their relations relied on trust.
These relations were enacted through constant claims for one’s liability and
the liability of other members of the group. In short, babblers were
relentlessly festing their bonds (Zahavi 1976). I had the feeling that these
birds, oddly enough, were actually depicted like primatologists portrayed
their primates. However, there is no doubt that they belong to a species of
birds. They lay eggs (or at least some of them do), they have feathers, and
they fly, though they seem to spend much of their time on the ground.
Something was wrong with the situation, and so I anticipated that it would
provide a good case for empirical philosophy.

It is worth mentioning that my questions, up until that time, were not
exactly the same as they would turn out to be. My actual purpose was, as I
mentioned in the files I completed to secure the grant for my research, to
identify in that ‘odd situation’ (odd birds and an ethologist oddly



accounting for them) what could account for such oddity. Was the bird
really peculiar per se, or, as I confess I did suspect, could these peculiarities
be ascribed to some eccentricity of the observer that, for whatever reason, I
had the ambition to disclose? Going to the field was, from that perspective,
a simple (and enjoyable) delocalization of the questions philosophers might
usually select from their Cartesian cabinet. Observing the ethologist
observing his babblers, focusing on what he would say, how he would
select what constituted a fact, and how he would construe what was to be
seen would allow me to provide clear and empirical judgment. This
empirical judgment, let us say in passing, is not far from that of the
proverbial fool who, when the savant points out the moon, looks at the
savant’s finger.

Ultimately, I got the grant, left home, and went to the field to meet the
babblers. And I saw them dancing. The field ‘happened to me’.

Babblers who talk, babblers who babble

The Arabian babbler (Turdoides squamiceps) inhabits extreme deserts and
is the only bird species in Israel that lives in groups year round. These
groups are territorial, with numbers of birds per group generally being
between three and five individuals, although they can range between two
and twenty-two. Each group usually contains one breeding pair; young
birds do not disperse for one to three years, during which time they act as
helpers. Babblers are long-lived and may reach the age of twelve or
fourteen — all the more since Zahavi has long worked to protect them.

Babblers seem to be very peculiar birds: not only do they help at the nest,
all members of the group taking care of a single nest, but they also
cooperate to protect their territory against neighboring groups of babblers
and non-territorial individuals (‘refugees’ as Zahavi calls the latter). The
birds’ dealings with each other involve providing a great deal of assistance
to others. They offer presents to feed each other — seeds, insects, flowers —
before they are full themselves: when offered a crumb of bread (by the
human observer) right after they have fed their fellows with a similar
crumb, they will eat with relish — something, Zahavi explains, that satiated
babblers do not do. They endanger themselves by mobbing raptors and
snakes. They imperil themselves by coming to the rescue of group members



who get caught in a net or by a predator or by enemy babblers during a
fight. They play together. They also dance together in the morning,
sometimes after bathing. In short, through their whole life, they cooperate.
Of course, they may fight, but they fight seriously with a member of their
group only once in their whole life — if ever. And if they sometimes
compete with each other, and they actually do, they also compete to act as
sentinel of the territory or to feed their comrades.

What babblers actually do, according to Zahavi, is quest for social
‘status’ — status being different from hierarchy since it is gained through
altruistic actions (Zahavi 1990) or, as Zahavi formulated in his later
writings, they are very interested in the issue of prestige (Zahavi and Zahavi
1997) — a hypothesis that has also been suggested for ravens (Heinrich
1991; 2000). When one babbler feeds another, he/she draws attention to
him/herself: he/she emits a special trill and lifts his/her beak above the beak
of the one he/she 1s feeding. But generally, a babbler tries to avoid being fed
by another bird of about the same age (i.e. the same rank in the hierarchy):
he/she might try to escape or, in some cases, close his/her beak tightly,
despite being hungry, and, Zahavi says, he/she will eagerly accept one of
the observers’ crumbs of bread immediately after refusing a juicy insect
from another babbler. If a lower ranked individual attempts to feed a higher-
ranking one, he/she might be beaten up. The babblers (the one who is
concerned, but also all the ones who attend to the scene) will construe the
proposal as a declaration of open revolt.

First, it should be mentioned that each bird observed (nowadays among
250) is individually identified: they are all tagged with a combination of
three colored bands and one numbered band. They are all habituated (i.e.
‘used to our presence’), and observers may walk among them without
scaring them (Zahavi and Zahavi 1997). Observers working with Zahavi
usually give the birds tiny amounts of breadcrumbs. Most often, when
going to the field and trying to find a particular group, Zahavi calls them
with a whistle, and they come — which is, he explains, rather easier than
trying to find them or run after them. Babblers seem to prefer to live on the
ground and are slow flyers, which makes the observations still easier. As
briefly mentioned earlier, Zahavi’s description of the birds is rather unusual
in ethological discourse. Zahavi explains:



Because they are habituated to our presence we can hear the soft,
widely varied calls they use to communicate, calls that don’t carry
more than a few yards. Some individuals are talkative, others taciturn,
and still others grumble all day long. When a higher-ranking individual
approaches a lower-ranking one, the latter often makes a soft sound to
acknowledge the other, as if saying ‘Yes, sir.

(Zahavi and Zahavi 1997 : 126 )

The theory itself is still stranger: babbler s do help, do assist, do protect, do
feed other s in order to gain prestige. For example, Zahavi explains, a
babbler who finds food may not swallow it right away but instead may hold
it in his/her beak and look around to see whom he/she can feed. If he/she
sees only individuals whose rank is higher than his/her own, he/she may
waver briefly, then swallow the food.

When the beta male, the number two male of a group, goes up to the
top of a tree to stand up as sentinel, we often see the alpha male, his
superior, busily looking for food; he then gives it to the sentinel in full
view of the other members of the group and replaces him on guard
duty. In many cases, we can tell when the sentinel notices the alpha
male’s preparation to feed him from the direction of the sentinel’s
gaze, and often because the sentinel abandons his lofty post before the
alpha male arrives to displace him.

(Zahavi and Zahavi 1997 : 126 )

In the field, I also met Jon, an ethologist who had studied at Oxford. Jon
was young but he was already an experienced ethologist. He was also (and
still is) a sociobiologist. He was there while I was visiting and he was also
working with babblers. Jon definitively does not agree with Zahavi’s theory.
According to Jon, if babblers help, it is because they want to maximize their
inclusive fitness (or because altruism has been selected for). In helping
close kin, each individual may expect to pass on part of his genetic pool.

Following and listening to either Jon or Zahavi gave me the feeling that
we were not dealing with the same birds. The first difference between Jon
and Zahavi was obvious: they totally disagreed about what could be said or
more precisely what could count as a true hypothesis. For Zahavi, a



hypothesis about babblers is true in some way because babblers provide
evidence of it. Or, to put it another way, humans may assume a particular
hypothesis about babblers because babblers never act without good reason.
For Jon, a hypothesis is true only if you can prove it. And to prove is to
experiment.

I n other words, Zahavi trusts what the babblers show — or what the
babbler says in showing; Jon trusts the experiment that will make the
babblers concede to behave in such a way that it confirms a hypothesis.
Zahavi follows, moves inside the group, listens to the babblers, and
explains: for example, ‘we move easily among the babblers; we see what
they are looking at and become aware of their intentions’ (Zahavi and
Zahavi 1997: 126). He has learned to pay attention to each tiny difference
of vocalization: why does a babbler shout so loud when it threatens another
one? Of course, we shout when we are angry. But in the case of the
babblers, the shouting is not aimed at the purported listener but rather at
other babblers that are farther away: the shouting makes them witnesses.

Let us note in passing that Thelma Rowell proposes a similar hypothesis
to account for fighting in sheep:

I think that one of the functions of the fighting is coordination, or
[more precisely] the result of fighting is coordination. The females
take a keen interest to the fight. When you are doing this [hitting hands
loudly] it makes a lovely loud noise. And if somebody is fighting here,
the ewes will come running to watch. And so I said, all right, let us say
that it is not a fight, this is a display. How could a sheep make a loud
noise by himself? If it is a sound [of] one hand clapping, you can’t do
it, but with two of them, you make a spectacular noise and the visual
display. And it is very exciting to the ewes, and they all come and eat

together, and then, it’s all over.®

Only confident babblers can afford to shout their threats in front of the
crowd. ‘This principle,” Zahavi adds, ‘is well-known in politics: a publicly
declared intention is likelier to be carried out than one agreed upon in
secret’ (Zahavi and Zahavi 1997: 75). Why do babblers sometimes spring
their wings upward when approaching a snake, making themselves more
visible? They must have good reasons to act in such a dangerous way:



babblers want to show off their courage to other members of their group;
that is why they call attention to themselves in that situation.

What babblers show is nothing less than what they mean to show. I
would suggest that Zahavi may be very confident because his theory claims
that signals are always reliable, or honest. ‘What you see is what it’s worth’
could define the way babblers behave, according to Zahavi, since signals
for prestige are costly. Feeding others or acting as sentinel involves time
and resources: if a babbler cannot afford it, he/she will be prevented from
doing it. This is called the ‘Handicap Principle theory’ (Zahavi 1975). To
make it clearer, we may take, for example, the relationship between prey
and predator. Paradoxically at first glance, you may find the rule of honesty
in the encounter between a gazelle and a wolf, when the gazelle reveals
him/herself to the predator that might not spot him/her. Why does the
gazelle waste time and energy jumping up and down (stotting) instead of
running away as fast as it can? Why does he/she take such a risk? It has
been usually interpreted as an act of altruism (as paradoxical as it can be),
performed to warn the congeners. No, claims Zahavi, it is not a matter of
‘sacrifice’:

The gazelle is signaling to the predator that it has seen it; by ‘wasting’
time and by jumping high in the air rather than bounding away, it
demonstrates in a reliable way that it is able to outrun the wolf. The
wolf, upon learning that it has lost its chance to surprise its prey, and
that this gazelle is in tip-top physical shape [...] may decide to look for
more promising prey.

(Zahavi and Zahavi 1997 : xvi)

In the same vein, by showing off how much they can invest in standing
guard, in feeding others, in taking serious risks, babblers show off their
ability to win in a fight and their desirability as group-mates. In other
words, ‘the altruist’s investment in the altruistic act offers a reliable,
concrete index of that ability’ (Zahavi and Zahavi 1997: 142).

To experience or to experiment?



From Jon’s point of view, one cannot simply claim whatever one wants,
feels, thinks, expects when explaining the birds’ behavior, unless that
person can design an experiment to demonstrate these hypotheses. For
example, in order to prove that the behaviors of helping at the nest and
feeding chicks are not governed by motives of prestige, one would need to
show that these behaviors are determined by other rules, in that precise case
by sociobiological rules of kinship selection. Jon aims to show that helpers
and parents provision for nestlings at similar rates, irrespective of sex or
rank within the group. If, for example, the nestlings were very hungry,
parents would enhance their effort; on the other hand, helpers-at-the-nest, if
this were solely a matter of prestige, wouldn’t be sensitive to the change of
conditions. Jon put the hypothesis to the test: some playbacks of tapes
showing chick-begging enhancing the feeding from both the parents and the
helpers-at-the-nest showed evidence that the helpers have the same
provisioning rule as the parents and therefore do not use nestling feeding as
an altruistic signal to gain social prestige.

When I asked Zahavi about experimentation, he told me, ‘of course we
do experiments with babblers. We ask them to come, and we tell them what
we want them to do and the question we are dealing with. And they do it.” |
will never be sure Zahavi wasn’t serious.

Was he teasing the candid philosopher? Was he being literal? Perhaps he
was both. Whatever the answer to these questions, it appears that what he
meant by the words, ‘to make an experiment with babblers’, exposes the
porousness of the demarcation between wild and domesticated.

Zahavi offers the babblers something that is not far from the process of
domestication itself: a process that transforms the beings involved in it,
both humans and animals, and changes their involvement in the
relationship. They do something, and they do it together. The experiment is
no longer about the babblers or focused upon the babblers; it is led with
them. The experiment, in other words, domesticates both Zahavi’s practices
and the babblers’ usage. They are ‘becoming with’ (Despret 2004; Haraway
2008). Zahavi’s babblers, therefore, would continuously pass through
different states as well as different habits. They are sometimes wild.
Sometimes, after becoming actively involved in a process of domestication
and then going back to the wild to live amongst other wild babblers, the
birds hold a new identity: they are feral. As long as this semiotic



demarcation can be blurred among the unstable and living tropes, however,
we should probably redefine the babblers in a way that corresponds to the
Leibnizian ‘quasi-causes’: these creatures are successively and recursively
quasi-wild, quasi-domesticated, and thus quasi-feral.

Interestingly enough, especially in the field situation, the expected often
unfolds in an unexpected way. Most of the time, the way situations actually
occur turns out to be much more worthwhile than previous expectations
would have suggested (Latour 1999). What initially appeared to be clear-cut
differences and sharp contrasts turned out to be more complex, problematic,
and confusing. For example, we can assume that Jon wouldn’t have thought
of the birds as acting like humans or being led by anthropomorphic motives.
Things are sometimes more complicated. At one point, both Jon and I were
observing a group of babblers feeding at the nest. At one particular
moment, I noticed that one of the birds made a vocal signal that, according
to Zahavi’s theory, calls the attention of their nearby comrades to the effort
they are making. I was almost sure, however, that this babbler was not
offering any food. When I asked Jon, he told me I was right. Therefore, I
wondered why the bird had falsely vocalized the signal. If I could see that
the babbler was deceiving, surely the other babblers could see this too.
‘Very easy to understand,” said Jon, ‘this bird is carrying out a real
experiment. He just wants to assess the real state of hunger of the chicks, so
he just modifies one of the variables.” I was intrigued. Clearly Jon was
assigning his own scientist’s ethos to the babblers.

Of course, this story demonstrates that what scientists call
anthropomorphism is always ‘someone’s anthropomorphism,” ‘common
sense’ anthropomorphism, or, more precisely, the lay-person’s
anthropomorphism. In other words, if the birds are acting and thinking as a
scientist would think and act, this is not anthropomorphism; it is nature’s
rules. Naturomorphism is not a sin.

But this also shows us the real contrast between two ways of thinking:
Jon and Zahavi inhabit the two extremes of a continuum between ‘scientist’
and ‘naturalist” ways of construing behavior. You may find their position on
that continuum by taking into account the role of models, the question of
methodology, or the issue of anthropomorphism. However, the issue of
anthropomorphism, which is generally what gives most of the
characteristics to this continuum, has slightly shifted from its usual



conception. Jon does not reproach Zahavi’s babbler for thinking like an
‘anthropos,” but he reproaches the bird for thinking like a naturalist:
Zahavi’s babblers neither follow regular rules nor seek them; they trust
what they see; they live ‘anecdotally’ — all naturalists’ ways of acting and
thinking. By contrast, Jon’s babbler, as a matter of fact, does not think like
an ‘anthropos’; he/she thinks like someone who obeys cognitive rules of
nature — he/she thinks and acts like a ‘good scientist’.

More generally, it was clear that Zahavi’s ways of observing and thinking
were very close to the naturalist’s style, whereas Jon was working within
the classical ethological tradition. Zahavi talks about his babblers as
anthropologists talk about their human subjects: they have agency,
intentions, hopes, and desires; and he may adopt their perspective. Jon’s
descriptions are highly abstract and technical: ‘Arabian babblers provide an
interesting focus for discussions regarding unselected helping, because this
system involves apparent costs and benefits of helping that are very similar
in scale to those of parental provisioning” (Wright 1999: 438). Moreover,
Jon’s babblers are determined by simple and rigid rules: according to kin
selection theory, the variation in chick-feeding efforts by helpers reflects
their evolutionary interest in provisioning the young. Helpers increase their
effort ‘in accordance with the net fitness returns from “investment” in the
brood. Hence, more related chicks should be fed at higher rates, and helping
should be adjusted according to both its energetic cost and current brood
demand for food’ (Wright 1997: 1440).

Eileen Crist remarks that, despite their intellectual continuity, there is a
great disparity between ethologists and naturalists with respect to their use
of language:

In contrast to the naturalists’ language of the life-world, ethologists use
a technical vocabulary, in part constructed by themselves and in part
appropriated from behaviourist psychology. The linguistic and
argumentative edifice created by the pioneer ethologists led to the
representation of animals as natural objects. Yet it is quite certain that

neither Tinbergen nor Lorenz wanted to ‘desubjectify’ animals.” In
using a technical, highly theoretical language, they aimed to establish
the study of animal behavior as a rigorous science; they presupposed a
specific idea of ‘science’, on the model of natural science as well as of



comparative psychology [...] The inexorable if unwitting consequence
of applying a technical language was the epistemological
objectification of animals and ultimately their mechanomorphic
portrayal.

(Crist 1999: 89)

Sociobiology has driven this tendency to the extreme: models are the main
goal of field studies.®

Variations and varieties

Zahavi, by contrast, is more interested in individual differences than in
models. And he assumes that he ought to be interested in individual
differences because that is of the utmost importance for the babblers
themselves. They endlessly seek and show off differences between
themselves. Indeed, Zahavi’s way of thinking and construing behavior is
entangled in a model, a sort of ‘common sense’ model — which, as a matter
of fact, seems very close to anthropomorphism. But Zahavi’s strong interest
in individual differences leads him to refute theoretical models, be they

from classical ethology or from sociobiology.” We find a clear example of
that when he criticizes the use of ‘species-specific patterns’ — this
terminology holding the recognizable features of classical ethology — to
identify members of a group, since ‘those patterns have evolved to show off
differences among individuals within the group’ (Zahavi and Zahavi 1997:
72).

This last sentence may help us to speculate about how Jon and Zahavi
may observe such differences between birds. Jon is seeking a model, and he
is therefore paying attention to the behaviors that can either be integrated
into or that will fulfill or confirm the model. He probably actively selects.
Far be it from me to suggest that Zahavi is not selecting: he does select, but
he selects different events. Jon is selecting ‘variations’ in patterns; Zahavi is
selecting ‘varieties’. Jon’s approach is close to the experimental way of
constructing data. I like to think that Zahavi is a true successor to Darwin:
he collects facts that do not fit with classical theories, he looks for varieties
— in anecdotes, in little stories, in individual bird biographies. He compares
the experiences of humans and birds, and, as we shall see, for example,



those of dogs and birds, assessing the ‘good reasons’ they have to act in
some odd ways. He fills their lives with motives, intentions, singular aims.
Jon asks the babblers to be experimental objects, and the experimental
device mirrors the work of a nature that controls events and beings: birds
are being controlled and constrained by the same external rules; Zahavi
reconstructs their experience, and he safeguards authorship and meanings.
He works and thinks like a naturalist: ‘Naturalists’ attention to the detailed
nuances’, Eileen Crist writes (what she calls episodic descriptions), ‘and
variations of actions is connected with their focus on episodes of animal
life. In documenting animal life, they choose to narrate concrete behavioral

events, episodes actually witnessed” (Crist 1999: 73).1°

In focusing on different events, Jon and Zahavi construct different
narratives in which still more different events matter and may be observed.
Jon, for example, concedes that he might not have paid attention to some
subtle events while he was observing, and that (the fact of not taking these
events into account) might have (but in reality has not) favored one
hypothesis (babblers’ help at the nest is kin-oriented) over another (babblers
compete for prestige and for feeding nestlings) (Wright 1997). However, I
would suggest the problem is not merely a lack of attention to events and
details; it is a practical problem. The manner in which each approaches the
babblers is not the same. The questions of control, place, and relationship
are crucial. The distance between the observer and the observed (both
concrete and subjective), the involvement of their presences and their
bodies, the ways they address the birds, and the manners in which they
present themselves are all different. All of these differences certainly
modify the attention paid to the babblers’ behavior and their own selective
attention.

In suggesting the possibility that their selective attention might be
bonded to the very practice itself, as well as to the embodied presence of the
observer in the field, I raise a question that was studied by another scientist
observing babblers at the site, Roni Osztreiher. Roni investigates whether or
not the close presence of the observer may influence the way the babblers
behave. He relates, for example, how a dominant bird felt forced to act as
sentinel because of the observer’s presence and he therefore could not feed
the chicks. In order to assess this possibility, Jon — as a good experimenter —

compared observations at different distances and found no differences.!!



But the question of the observer’s influence, if we put it that way — as I
have suggested, as an experimental question — makes another difference
less visible. The difference is not only between observers; it rests between
the ways observers take into account the differences between groups and
how their questions will enhance or decrease these differences.

For Jon, all groups behave in approximately the same way, with regard to
his hypothesis. This means that the hypothesis may easily discard as
innocuous parasites the differences between groups, and that these
differences will not be perceived. For Zahavi, by contrast, each group is
unique. Of course, each group faces the same problems and they find
similar solutions, but each group has its own style of facing the problem or
of achieving this solution. For example, Zahavi explains that the
relationship between the ‘first’ and the ‘second’ males — ‘first’ and ‘second’
denoting the place in the hierarchy’s rank — is not the same in all groups. It
depends a great deal on the make-up of the particular group. Even when the
two males are brothers, this relationship varies from group to group. The
prestige of one vis-a-vis another may be radically different from one group
to another, which dramatically changes the way they behave. Since prestige
means, for babblers, ‘the respect accorded an individual by others’ (Zahavi
and Zahavi 1997: 143), it also changes the behavior of the whole group.

Groups have their own style, depending partly on the level of respect
accorded in the group, and babblers have, according to Zahavi, their own
personalities or temperaments. We also found evidence, however, that
Zahavi adopts the perspectives of the animals he observes and, moreover,
embodies those perspectives. Reading some excerpts from his work, one
can see this very embodiment in his methodology, acting as a kind of bodily
identification. It includes following the gaze of the sentinel and knowing
exactly what it should do next as well as what the observer should look at
next. This embodiment entails thinking with the bird, looking with it rather
than looking at it, and knowing its intentions. Babblers and humans share
common traits, built by the work and the narratives of the ethologist. These
traits include body posture, the shifting of glances, common anticipations
(what happens next?), and, last but not least, common stories. These
common stories are not just narratives that would create (or rest upon) mere
hermeneutical analogies. These common stories are enacted in, as well as
produced by, a common story and a common history. Both humans and



babblers create narratives, rather than just telling them. They create/disclose
new scripts.

When Zahavi tells us, for example, that babblers compete for rank or in
order to lay eggs, stories proliferate. Both humans and babblers seem to
enjoy the narrative this competition produces, and they enjoy just as much
the sharing of the same questions about these narratives: ‘Such contests are
complex and fascinating’, Zahavi writes. ‘Each is a unique story,
reminiscent of historical epics, Shakespearean dramas, and biblical
tableaux. In one case three males were copulating with four females, all of
whom laid eggs. It was impossible for anyone — human or babbler — to tell
which of the fledglings in the common nest were whose offspring; it would
have taken DNA analysis for us — the babblers themselves had no idea’
(Zahavi and Zahavi 1997: 130).

Although babblers may fiercely compete, an adult fights seriously with
another adult only once, if ever — since, as already mentioned, the quest for
prestige has replaced fighting. The °‘real’ fight almost always occurs
between the most dominant male or female and the one next in rank: ‘there
is no point in risking everything for anything less than the top position’.
Such a fight is savage. It starts all of a sudden, and, Zahavi explains, most
observers fail to see any sign that it is imminent. ‘It is as though all
grievances and suppressed antagonisms between two brothers or between a
father and son who have lived together peacefully for years burst out in this
one life-and-death fight’ (Zahavi and Zahavi 1997: 131). Each story is a
scene full of actors, inhabiting an existential world, living adventures that
give them a history, a bibliography, a personality, and a full repertoire of
will, intention, and agency:

In one case [...] an eight-month-old female tried to feed her ten-
month-old sister; the latter stood up, snatched the food out of her
younger sister’s beak, forced her to crouch like one begging for food,
and then stuffed the food down her throat. Once the younger bird had
swallowed the food, the dominant sister pecked her until she fled. The
frustrated younger sister then took another crumb and went to feed her
subordinate younger brother, who was hunting quietly for food some
thirty feet away [...] Babblers behave as though it was the act of
giving, rather than the benefit given, that matters.



(Zahavi and Zahavi 1997 : 138)

This conclusion is worthy of our attention. For Zahavi, the right question to
ask his animals — the question that produces inferest — is: what matters to
babblers?

A final babbler eccentricity will clearly illustrate this. As I mentioned in
the beginning of this chapter, babblers dance. Why does it matter?

Why do babblers dance?

The most impressive social activity of the babblers is the morning dance. It
happens only once every several days and it takes place almost exclusively
at the first light of day. One of the babblers suddenly stops at a ‘suitable
dance floor’ and starts preening nervously or sprawling with his/her throat
touching the ground. Sometimes there is no response, and there is no dance.
But a second babbler may come and join together with the first, preening
his/her own body. This is an invitation for others. The dancers form a line
(sometimes a circle) and they press against each other, squeezing under and
over and between their partners.

This dance has raised another controversy. This time it involved another
scientist we have already mentioned: Roni Osztreiher. According to Roni,
babblers dance mostly in the spring and before the mating season. For him,
it 1s clear that the dancers try to get at the center of the line formed by
jumping over each other — the babblers’ comrades try to prevent him/her
from doing this by squeezing firmly with their bodies. According to Roni,
the dance is used by the babblers to attest and assess their respective
strengths: this is a ritual that will determine each babbler’s rank in the
hierarchy, and this is why it is done when coming out of the nest and just
before mating time.

Zahavi, on the other hand, emphasizes the particular moment and the
particular place chosen for the ritual: babblers dance in the open, near a
bush, even though they could dance more safely under trees, and they do it
before sunrise. This is the most dangerous place and the most dangerous
time of day: the danger from raptors is greatest, since they can exploit the
low light and surprise the babblers with relative ease. This is also the best



time for babblers to feed, since many night creatures are still active —
termites, insects, etc. According to Zahavi, this explains why babblers
dance: they do it at the most inconvenient time and place because to
undertake this is the most reliable way of showing their reliable
commitment to their group:

The dancing of babblers reminded us of stories our parents’ generation
told about the dancing of members of pioneering kibbutzim in Israel in
the earliest, most difficult and exhausting years: For months we had
nothing to eat, but we danced all night.

(Zahavi and Zahavi 1997 : 117 )

Dancing is a way to test the quality of the relationship and to reassess it.
Even dogs do this with their human partners. Large dogs like German
shepherds, Zahavi explains, use their weight to test the bond with humans:

They approach and stand next to a visitor in a friendly manner, leaning
against the visitor’s legs, gradually transferring more and more of their
weight, until they are pushed off. How much of this treatment a visitor
will take before pushing the dog off enables the animal to assess the
visitor’s attitude toward it.

(Zahavi and Zahavi 1997: 112)

Once again, Zahavi’s style looks like that of a naturalist: socially
sophisticated babblers are compared to bright dogs well equipped with
agency, to explain how social animals invent creative ways to assess, to
undertake, and to reinforce the links they are entwined in.

The importance of a partnership to its members and the relationships
between partners depend on many factors that can easily change, which
makes frequent testing of the social bond essential (Zahavi 1976: 1). The
testing not only assesses the bond and its reliability; it creates it. Rituals
perform social links.

Mixing together in the same story babblers, human beings, and dogs is
not solely a practice similar to the amateur’s. It is an embodied practice
that, I would suggest following Donna Haraway’s analysis, recreates
similarities between scientific and mundane practices, an embodied practice



that redefines work with animals as companionship — not far from the
process of domestication. Primatologist Barbara Smuts explains that she has
been struck by the frequent enactments of brief greeting rituals, be it
between the baboons she observed for years or between herself and her dog
Bahati. Among baboons, both friends and non-friends greet one another all
the time, ‘and’, Haraway comments, ‘who they are is in constant becoming
in these rituals’ (2008: 26). The way Smuts construes ritual greetings — or
the way her baboons enact them — is very similar to the way Zahavi and his
babblers understand them. Haraway writes:

[A]n embodied communication is more like a dance than a word. The
flow of entangled meaningful bodies in time — whether jerky and
nervous or flaming and flowing, whether both partners move in
harmony or painfully out of synch or something else altogether — is
communication about relationship, the relationship itself, and the
means of reshaping relationship and so its enacters.

(2008: 26)

Therefore, in dancing, babblers have literally embodied the meaning of
their rituals. And they appear closer and closer to the baboons who taught
Smuts how to dance — as we will see — when we read, in Haraway, Smuts’
words: ‘With language, it is possible to lie and say we like someone when
we don’t. However, [...] closely interacting bodies tend to tell the truth’
(2008: 26). ‘This 1s’, Haraway continues, ‘a very interesting definition of
truth® (2008: 26). She is not referring to ‘the tired philosophical and
linguistic arguments about whether dogs can lie, and if so, lie about lying.
The truth or honesty of nonlinguistic embodied communication depends on
looking back and greeting significant others, again and again [...] Rather,
this truth telling is about [...] holding in esteem, and regard open to those
who look back reciprocally’ (2008: 27).

The dance of the babblers leads us to a last hypothesis, one raised by
Roni when he noticed that babblers tended to dance the day after he
recorded a group with his rather heavy camera in a close distance. Do
babblers react, or do they respond?



Domesticating practices

Might animals not only be seen seeing by the ethologists who observe them
— as Jacques Derrida put it — but also be asked about their response to the
asking? In other words, might ethologists think animals respond to them,
might they take a position with regard to the situation that one proposes to
them, and might they give an opinion about what is being asked? FEileen
Crist is right when she says — anticipating Derrida’s criticism of René
Descartes — that the difference between response and reaction is not simply
a matter of language (Crist 1997): it structures the way we see animals as
passive reacting beings — driven by instincts, motivations, evolutionary
rules, or genes — or as active beings who invent their own life, create, give
meanings to events, anticipate, and, I would add, co-invent the practice of
knowledge about themselves.

If I put it in another way, my question becomes more concrete: which
kinds of practices, theories, or ethologists could make that shift possible?
Theories do not only affect what scientists think they should see, and
therefore what they actually see: theories affect what they do, who they are,
and therefore the way animals see their scientists seeing them, the way
animals respond to their scientists. Which kinds of theories or practices
could afford to take that into account?

Not surprisingly, we may find some answers to this question in
primatology. Hans Kummer, for example, explained that he had succeeded
in habituating his Hamadryas baboons in Ethiopia — after months and
months of unsuccessful approaches — only when he was able to ask, and to
answer, this very question: how do these baboons judge us? How do they
see us? Similarly, Thelma Rowell considers that habituation is not due to
the work of the scientist, but rather to the way animals perceive the very
practical role of their observer. She told me that when she was working with
blue monkeys, she noticed that the eagles — which usually eat blue monkeys
— were around overhead, ‘but’, she added,

if they look down, of course they have very good eyesight, they see a
face looking up [Rowell shows the gesture of looking up with
binoculars], which is very off-putting if you are thinking of catching a
monkey. And then, they went and caught other monkeys, somewhere



else. I think actually the point is whether a reason why a monkey
eventually got tamed was because in some sense they realized that, by
allowing us to be with them, they were being protected from the
cagles.

And then she concluded: ‘There is much more awareness than the people
watching them are aware of.’

However, the clearest example in primatology is given by the analysis
Haraway offers on the work of Smuts — not so surprisingly, if one
remembers Haraway’s response to Derrida’s lack of acknowledgment of the
few scientists who have been able to meet the gaze of animals. Smuts tells
us that when she began her first fieldwork with baboons, she did exactly
what she had been taught to do in order to habituate her animals to her
presence: according to the conventions of objective knowledge, she was
advised to be as neutral as possible, to be ‘like a rock, to be unavailable, so
that eventually the baboons would go on about their business in nature as if
data-collecting humankind were not present’ (quoted in Haraway 2008: 24).
Haraway remarks that, in these kinds of situations, scientists ‘could query
but not be queried’:

[P]eople could ask if baboons are or are not social subjects, or ask
anything else for that matter, without any ontological risk either to
themselves, except maybe being bitten by an angry baboon or
contracting a dire parasitic infection, or to their culture’s dominant
epistemologies about what are named nature and culture.

(2008: 24)

Progress in habituation was painfully slow: the baboons frequently looked
at Smuts, and the more she ignored their looks, the less satisfied they
seemed. Ignoring social cues is far from neutral social behavior: ‘I imagine
the baboons as seeing somebody off-category, not something’, Haraway
writes, ‘and asking if that being were or were not educable to the standard
of a polite guest’ (Haraway 2008: 24).

Actively ‘allowing the presence’, ‘getting tamed’, or being a ‘polite
guest’ are all practices that enrich the process of habituation and create
another shift away from the mere continuum between domesticated and



wild. Animals (observer/observed) and humans (observed/ observer) are
becoming attuned to each other. They create reciprocal but different
interests and they learn to attune them by creating trust.

Both had to learn to be polite, in the ethical, political, and
epistemological senses of the word. Smuts learned to respond, to
acknowledge, to look back, perhaps to greet. She learned to respect and to
make this respect the core of her practice, the condition of learning. And, as
she tells us, her own being was transformed:

I [...] in the process of gaining their trust, changed almost everything
about me, including the way I walked and sat, the way I held my
body[,] and the way I used my eyes and voice. I was learning a whole
new way of being in the world — the way of baboons.

(quoted in Haraway 2008: 24)

The process of quasi-domestication is a bi-directional process. She explains
that, having learned the way baboons express their emotions or intentions,
she could respond to them and be understood. Of course, this is
primatology: a practice that deals with animals who can resist to a certain
extent and who may have good reasons to resist this will to be ‘no-one’ that
would prevent any interaction.

Might we, however, imagine that if babblers have become so interesting
(so ‘odd’ as I previously thought), this might be partly due to the fact that
Zahavi takes into account the opinion babblers may have about the
questions scientists address to them? In that case, in some way, Zahavi and
the babblers may be said to be responding to each other and to be acting
according to the questioning and the response of the other. They would be
making each other more responsive: Zahavi’s anthropological-like practice
— meeting, feeding, ‘biographing’, and calling his babblers — could, for
example, explain the fact that babblers act so interestingly. They do more
things. In other words, Zahavi’s practice with ‘his’ babblers, if we draw the
contrast with Jon’s babblers, gives those birds a greater chance to be
interesting.

I do not however have any clear evidence of that, and it might look like
generous but candid speculation. Among the hypotheses, we could first
consider the peculiarity of Zahavi’s practice. First, as 1 have already



suggested, Zahavi is undertaking with his babblers a herme-neutic approach
grounded in common rationality: a kind of ‘if I were him/her’ way of
thinking. This of course might also be suspected of heavy
anthropomorphism: instead of putting himself in the babblers’ shoes,
Zahavi would actually be asking the birds to wear human shoes. The
perspective would not be the babblers’, but would only reflect a human-
situated standpoint.

However, we can identify another characteristic of the practice, a
characteristic I mentioned previously in passing. When arriving in a group
territory that may be relatively wild, Zahavi calls the babblers. He ‘invites
them’ and offers them presents, typically some piece of bread that is
generally accepted eagerly by the birds. I could suggest that each encounter
in the field actually looks like a request: ‘Come and show me what you can
do.” It seemed as though the babblers were being actively requested to
cooperate. When Zahavi says that babblers help the experimenter, isn’t he,
himself, suggesting this hypothesis? However, these two hypotheses miss
something that Smuts did not miss: she was able to acknowledge the hard
work the baboons did to obtain from her a response to them. With my two
hypotheses, babblers are not seriously involved in the change. How can we
formulate that from the babblers’ perspective? A consideration of the
theoretical framework could help us to find a more polite way of assessing
both the perspective of the babblers and their active interest in the research.

The hypothesis could be formulated in two ways. First, let us take the
babblers’ perspective. Because babblers are so fond of exhibition, and
because scientists, thanks to Zahavi’s signal theory, are looking for babblers
to exhibit, babblers are ‘requested’ to do what they do ‘well” and what they
feel at ease in doing. Babblers, then, might be more sensitive to being seen
and to seeing who is seeing them, since scientists are responsive to what

they do.!? That is why the birds come so easily when Zahavi calls them. It
is as if he is saying to them, ‘Come, babblers, and show me.” Of course,
there are crumbs of bread. That is exactly what a behaviorist would say.
Behaviorists made us forget that to give is a relationship per se, and I think
that, sadly, they succeeded in making starving animals (artificially starving
animals) the norm — as if animals were only interested in food. Might the
babblers be construing Zahavi’s offer as a greeting? Do they greet the
scientist?



I do not have the answers to these questions, but I strongly affirm that
Zahavi is clearly greeting his babblers. And he does that with a present,
with his body, when he sits among the babblers, when they approach closer
and closer, when they come on his arms, when he turns his hand; he greets
them with his gaze, with his voice. And babblers do understand that the
question of prestige is not at stake between them — if one remembers that

they accept food from their scientists after having resisted a congener’s
offer.

Let us now take the second perspective, that of Zahavi. I might suggest
that because Zahavi is so interested in display, because his theory is almost
entirely grounded in exhibition, he has had many more chances to assume
that the babblers were responding to the scientist who was interacting with
them. I have noticed, in one of my research projects with farm breeders,
that animals taken to participate in contests or exhibitions are very
responsive, and that breeders are as acutely sensitive to the way animals
may be self-conscious as they are prone to credit their animals with a clear
consciousness of what is at stake: ‘When cows go to competitions, they
know they are beautiful,” they ‘pose for the camera and know exactly that
they are seen,” ‘they are proud’ (Despret and Porcher 2007: 80). The same
may be said about trainers and their dogs. And the same happiness
transpires.

This hypothesis delights me not so much because it talks about
happiness, but rather because it gives a new meaning, a new constructivist
and non-relativist translation, to that famous and rather tired assertion — the
very one | actually shared a long time ago when I was completing the files
to get a grant: ‘The behavior of the animal is the product of the observer’s
vision.” The new translation that I propose slightly changes some of the
words in this assertion. I would suggest that ‘the ways animals act are the
consequences of the observer’s gaze’. Yes, indeed, their actions are the
responsible consequences (from consequi, ‘following closely’) of a no less
responsible gaze.

Notes

1 This claim is however far too general: in the context of scientific controversy, scientists may
tend to focus upon the actual changes demonstrated by the animals (or more often ‘suffered’ by
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the other observer’s animals) to explain the discrepancy between rival accounts. See, for
example, Amanda Rees’ analysis of the ‘infanticide controversy’ (2009).

According to Rowell, the rigid hierarchy which was unanimously observed among primates in
the early accounts may be explained (among other causes) as an effect of the observation; she
suggests, for example, that before the practice of habituation, the covert method often used by
primatologists to achieve some (relative) proximity with their animals (in a very short time) was
provisioning. This may also explain, according to her (and to Margaret Power [1991] to whom
she is referring), the historical change in perspective about chimpanzee society observed by Jane
Goodall’s team: provisioning had progressively accentuated competition among chimpanzees
and produced social disruption. But see below for other (and less problematic) cases in which
animals may take an active role and benefit from the encounter.

Thelma Rowell, interviewed by the author, June 2003. This interview was carried out during the
making of a documentary, Vinciane Despret and Didier Demorcy’s Non Sheepish Sheep (2005),
for the exhibit ‘Making Things Public. Atmospheres of Democracy’ at ZKM in Karlsruhe,
Germany in spring 2005. See also Vinciane Despret, ‘Sheep Do Have Opinions’ in the catalog
of this exhibition (2005).

Other scholars (Crist 1999; Mitman 2005; Glickman 2000) have suggested that classical (or
Lorenzian) ethology could have precluded the recognition of sophisticated social or cognitive
competences. On how classical ethology precluded the acknowledgment of reconciliation in
sheep, see also Rowell (2000b).

Interestingly, Zahavi’s style, and the stories he tells, are exactly the same in his scientific papers
(from 1973) and in his popular book (Zahavi and Zahavi 1997).

Thelma Rowell, interviewed by the author, June 2003.
But see Marion Thomas (2003) for a more radical criticism.
See Crist, who talks about a descriptive style characterized as ‘frequency-laden’ (1999: 148).

Of course, [ would not deny that Zahavi’s model is sometimes as despotic — it aims to explain all
behaviors or all strange behaviors — as others are. But this model seems to work case by case,
each time taking other paths, other motivations, other experiences, in sum, other ‘details’.

Crist (1999) points out the importance of the common and possibly shared (or shareable)
experience in naturalists’ narratives and modes of understanding.

If babblers are actually as subtle as some human observers suspect, the no-differences-between-
groups hypothesis might deserve a full anthology of explanations.

I would not go as far as saying that goats are fond of exhibition — with goats, you can never tell
— but I find convincing evidence in the work of Michel Meuret (interviewed by the author in
June 2009) that they are very sensitive to being observed. According to Meuret, observing them
modifies the way some of them act. For some of the goats, the interest of the human observer
enhances their will to compete and they enact much more ‘supplanting’ in foraging activities,
while, for others, this interest really bothers them — and they make it clear for the human
observer, sometimes pushing him aside. Still others, having noticed that another goat is the
focus of the interest of the scientist, aggressively react toward their congener. See also Agreil
and Meuret (2004).
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3
Escaping the maze

Wildness and tameness in studying
animal behaviour

Lynda Birke

[T]he program of scientific experimentation that leads you to conclude
that animals are imbeciles is profoundly anthropocentric. It values
being able to find your way out of a sterile maze, ignoring the fact that
if the researcher who designed the maze were to be parachuted into the
jungles of Borneo, he or she would be dead of starvation in a week{.]

Elizabeth Costello, in J.M. Coetzee, The Lives of Animals

The growth of human-animal studies (HAS) represents a concern to ‘bring
animals in’ — to mainstream sociology, or to the humanities, for example.
But there are, of course, areas of scholarship in which nonhuman animals
have always been present. Disciplinary divisions, separating social from
natural sciences, have maintained a distinction that allots animals and their
behaviour largely to biology, while human sociality is usually studied
elsewhere. To be sure, there is overlap — in psychology, for instance — and
the distinction is increasingly challenged by posthumanism, which seeks to
overturn humanist beliefs in us versus the rest of nature (Wolfe 2003;
Haraway 2008; Taylor 2012). Even so, the heritage of that separation
persists: humans and nonhumans still usually appear as research subjects in
different academic journals.



Nevertheless, the study of animal behaviour contributes crucially to
scholarship in HAS. One source, for instance, is the work of cognitive
ethologists (e.g. Bekoff 2002), whose focus on sentience and cognitive
abilities has helped scientists re-evaluate species they study and to realize
that whether we perceive animal abilities depends on what questions we ask
— as Coetzee clearly recognized.

In this chapter, I focus on biological science; I do so in part because I am
a biologist with a background in animal behaviour, but also because biology
contributes fundamentally to our ideas of what counts as an ‘animal’ or a
‘species’. I draw, then, on my experiences of working with behavioural
ideas, and use this to consider the interconnecting categories of
wild/feral/tame that are a theme of this book. Biology studies living
organisms, such as animals; some investigations focus on those living in
natural habitats — in wild nature. Others may be concerned with animals
kept in constrained conditions. This includes studies of domestic or zoo
animals, as well as animals kept for laboratory use. Some of the latter may
be used in investigations of that species’ biological processes, which can
contribute to knowledge about such processes in general or to veterinary
science in particular. Many more, however, are used as models of primarily
human diseases, serving as proxies for us in medical research.

Put another way, science relates to nonhuman animals partly by defining
them and partly by using them as objects of research. Here, I consider three
case studies. The first centres on ideas of ‘wild’ in thinking about species,
particularly in ethology; the second moves to laboratory animals,
considering them as examples of domestication (taming) in the service of
science; the third focuses on feral animals who were studied precisely
because of their ambiguous status between wild and tame. I will use these
as examples to explore ideas of wildness/tameness/ferality in relation to
science, focusing particularly on understanding of animal behaviour.

Biological science defines animals in the sense of arbitrating boundaries
between species, and researches their characteristics: their physiology,
ecology, behaviour. The concept of species — what is a species? how is it
distinguished from another one? — may seem straightforward in colloquial
use, but is notoriously troublesome and has bothered biologists seeking
definitions for a long time (de Queiroz 2005). The simplest definition refers
to populations that can interbreed. Since domesticated animals could in



principle interbreed with wild animals of the same species, the idea of
‘species’ cuts across wild/tame distinctions. Still, what I want to stress is
that biology first and foremost focuses on species, particularly how they are
thought to have evolved, with implications for how animal behaviour is
studied.

Domesticating behaviour

Like man [sic], the rat could be said to exist on the boundary between
the natural and the unnatural. [...] [T]he rat is neither domesticated nor
entirely wild; rather it is an unwelcome but perennial cohabitant of the
built environment.

E. Ramsden and J. Adams, ‘Escaping the Laboratory: The Rodent
Experiments of John B. Calhoun and Their Cultural Influence’ (2009)

Biologists are trained to think primarily in evolutionary terms: how did that
species, or that characteristic, evolve? How are organisms adapted to their
way of life? Inevitably, then, what species do ‘in the wild’ is the default
setting for biology; domesticated animals are largely seen relative to their
wild counterparts (discussions of dog behaviour typically refer to behaviour
of wolves, for example). Trained in biology, I often do this too; even when
thinking about laboratory-bred rodents, I would ask myself what they would
do ‘in the wild’. Perhaps their free-living ancestors did behave similarly to
these highly domesticated strains, but that is an assumption. And, as the
quotation above indicates, what ‘wild’ means depends on species: are rats,
living close to our habitations, truly as ‘wild’ as, say, a snow leopard in the
Himalayas? Wild, as other chapters explore, is a slippery concept in
biology, as elsewhere.

‘Tame’ 1s no easier to pin down. It generally implies behavioural
propensity in relation to humans; that is, animals accept human handling. In
this chapter, I mostly use the (equally tricky) term ‘domesticated” — the
word more commonly in use in biology — referring to the species’ history in
relation to humans, a long process of change and adaptation. To become
‘domesticated’, species undergo many changes in physiology, anatomy, and
behaviour. Some animals, of course, may be domesticated, but not really



tame (the bull used for bullfighting, for example). While some species
probably played active parts by living close to humans, the process of
domestication also entails humans guiding selection of particular traits
(Budiansky 1992; Clutton-Brock 1987). In particular, domestication
involved selecting for general docility.

Biologists also identify a ‘domestication syndrome’, describing changes
not artificially selected but occurring alongside selection for docility, such

as colour, shape, teeth, and brain function.! Indeed, some scientists believe
that species such as dogs self-domesticated first, in the sense that less
aggressive animals were more likely to survive close to humans (Coppinger
and Coppinger 2001). Later, human communities presumably began
artificial selection, seeking further reduction in aggression. Lest this seems
relatively straightforward, biologists also identify self-domestication in
free-living bonobos, on the grounds that they have evolved many
characteristics of the domestication syndrome (Hare et al. 2012). That is,
behavioural and physiological ‘domestication’ can occur in the wild,
without human intervention.

Feral animals fall in between. To biologists, feral animals imply two
things. They may represent ecological disruption if they are ‘non-native’; in
that case, biologists might be interested in how to manage their populations

in ways less disruptive to native fauna, or with a view to culling them.?
Alternatively, they might study feral animals with reference to wild
counterparts (horses or dogs, for example), on the assumption that, even if
derived from escaped domesticates, they still exhibit ‘wild’ behaviour
patterns. What interests biologists here is how much feral and wild
populations match or diverge, and how ferals have adapted their behaviour
to different circumstances. Sometimes, these species provide surprises: they
are at times notably more flexible than studies of wild populations would
suggest. Feral cats, for example, seem to show greater diversity of social
structures than do their wild ancestors (Leyhausen 1988), while feral dogs
may live in wolf-like packs, or in fox-like small, territorial groups
(Macdonald and Carr 1995). Feral, in short, may not be completely
equivalent to wild,, any more than domesticated necessarily means tamed.

Turning to my three cases, I consider, first, how much ethological theory
and practice hinges on prioritizing ‘the wild’. Ethologists do, of course,
study behaviour of domesticated animals (though this usually falls within



‘applied ethology’, a specialized subdiscipline), but they typically do so
through the lens of species-in-the-wild. My second case enters labs, to
consider a special case of domestication, namely the transformation of
previously wild animals into tools of the trade: lab animals, whose
behaviour is manipulated to fit experimental needs. Here, their behaviour
can be seen as tamed, though only up to a point. My third case takes one
particular example, in which domesticated rats went feral; they were studied
partly to understand ratty social behaviour in free-living groups, but also
with reference to human behaviour. While I exploit the wild/feral/tame
distinctions here, the point of examining these cases is precisely to illustrate
the slipperiness of such categories.

Studying behaviour: prioritizing the wild

Broadly, scientific study of animal behaviour emerged in two areas:
ethology and comparative psychology. Ethology, from the Greek for
character, is a subdiscipline of biology, focusing on behaviour ‘in the
natural environment’; psychology has historically prioritized examining
how animals learn, often testing them in constrained environments. That is
obviously a simplification which many scientists now would challenge. But
these disciplines do have slightly different histories and outlooks. An
introduction to ethology sums them up thus: ‘A traditional view of the
distinction between ethology and psychology was that the psychologist put
his animal in a small enclosure and peered in to see what it was doing,
while the ethologist put himself in the box and looked out at what the
animals round about were up to’ (Slater 1985: 7).

Because of ethology’s emphasis on behaviour ‘as it occurs in nature’,
much of it involves field studies (sometimes, indeed, using a hide). That is,
researchers go out into nature, spending hours in detailed observation of the
species/behaviour of interest. Although observational, it is today usually
systematized or experimental; researchers use field studies to test specific
hypotheses — for example, theories of sexual selection might predict that

females behave in particular ways, which can then be investigated in the
field.

Small populations can also be studied in captivity, enabling scientists to
control conditions in which they make observations; many studies of bird



species, such as the European Great Tit, used captive flocks in outdoor
aviaries to facilitate observation. And sometimes, ethologists study animals
in laboratories in order to test specific hypotheses about, say, what stimuli
trigger particular behaviours. What characterizes ethological thinking,
however, is the emphasis on wild animals and species’ evolutionary history.
Even if researchers study behaviour in laboratory-bred rats (as I have done),
then they focus on behaviour assumed to characterize the species ‘in
nature’.

Niko Tinbergen — one of the ‘founding fathers’> of ethology — argued that
it dealt with the ‘four whys’ of behaviour. These are: causal (why did the
animal do this at this moment? hormonal influence would be one example);
developmental (why did it happen at that stage of life or development?);
function (what function does the behaviour serve in terms of adaptedness to
living conditions?); and evolution (why/how did the behaviour evolve?).
The last two, however, became priorities for several decades, to the
detriment of questions of cause and development. After the mid-1970s in
particular, ethology came to focus overwhelmingly on questions of
evolution and adaption, with the rise of behavioural ecology and
sociobiology, shifts that helped to cement the place of quantification in
behavioural studies (Crist 1999; Alcock 2003; Ord et al. 2005).

The drive toward quantification and experiment is inevitable in any
emerging branch of science, but, in ethology, it was influenced also by the
firmly scientific footing of comparative psychology. Ethology, emphasizing
instinct and ‘natural’ behaviour, had arisen primarily in Europe, while
psychology, focusing more on experimental investigation of learning,
developed more strongly in North America. For some decades in the
twentieth century, these two remained apart (Wilson 2002), with
considerable implications for how animals — and behaviour scholarship —
were seen. In Images of Animals, Eileen Crist (1999) describes two
different writing styles in the history of scientific reporting of animal
behaviour. Descriptive styles have generally typified natural history, in

contrast to the more detached styles of scientific reports.* Beginning with
Darwin, she explores how his descriptive narrative seemed to acknowledge
animal subjectivity and to display a belief in the animal mind. However, by
the middle of the twentieth century, much writing about behaviour
expressed scepticism about animal minds and put emphasis on experimental



method and quantification. Though many early ethologists were great
observers of animals, retaining the descriptive detail of earlier naturalists,
they also sought to put their work onto solid scientific foundations, doing
experiments and explaining behaviour in terms of mechanisms of stimuli
and responses.

In similar vein, Dewsbury (1997) compared writing for popular
audiences by Tinbergen with that of Frank Beach (an American
psychologist who focused on effects of hormones, particularly on sexual
behaviour). The contrast illustrates further the divergent styles noted by
Crist and the different emphases on description and quantification.
Tinbergen made much of his joy in doing research and was happy to
attribute mental states to animals: he wrote of wasps ‘happily digging’ or
‘flying leisurely’, and to him one bird can ‘obviously understand’ another
(quoted in Dewsbury 1997: 376).

Beach, by contrast, used more sombre terms to describe animals: he
referred, for instance, to ‘beasts’ or to ‘lowly rats’ or to alligators showing
‘stubborn resistance’; he was reluctant to impute mental states (Dewsbury
1997: 376-7); and he emphasized the centrality of experiment. The
illustrations of these articles followed suit. While Tinbergen’s were full of
idyllic rural panoramas showing animals in situ, Beach’s articles portrayed
animals without context; in some, the animal appeared with all background
trimmed away. Dewsbury comments, ‘It is as if the animal can be shown in

the abstract, independent of the environment in which it [sic] exists’ (378).

The scientific approach to animal behaviour brought many things. On
one hand, careful, systematic analysis of different factors influencing
behaviour yields understanding of how, for example, species respond to
specific stimuli or have become adapted to their environments. This in turn
generates predictability, which is important in understanding species
survival, or how animals might be managed. On the other hand, it loses
individual variations, which easily disappear in scientific generalizations.
As Crist notes:

In a discourse that is fundamentally statistical in character, individual
variability, as such, is minimally significant; it does not appear within
the descriptive apparatus. [...] Indeed, statistical operations precisely
sink individual variation and cancel out idiosyncratic expressions, for



the purposes of discerning and mapping out general patterns and
trends.

(1999: 147)

Tinbergen, like Darwin, brought individuals into his popular writings, but it
was the scientific style, stressing objectivity and statistical verification,
which predominated. Animal behaviour came to focus on generic animals,
which then stood in for species.

Reliance on quantification and the prevalence of generic animals as
prototypes of the species remain predominant themes of behavioural
science, although, over time, many differences between scientists have
diminished (Bateson 2003). But, in emphasizing objectivity, the individual
animal’s subjectivity and lifeworld tend to become obscured. So, while
wildness is emphasized in the sense of the adaptations of species to their

ways of life, there is less understanding of what it is like to experience that
life.

Yet even though biologists study behaviour of species ‘in nature’, they
face the problem that the very presence of human observers (or remote
tracking equipment) can alter the behaviour they want to record. However
much scientists seek distancing, animals may not necessarily be fooled by
their tactics, such as the use of a hide (Martin and Bateson 1986). Mere
human presence can influence behaviour in a wide range of species, from
lab rats (Dewsbury 1995) to agricultural or zoo animals (Hemsworth 2003;
Hosey 2005) to wild damselfly larvae (Baker and McGuffin 2007) to free-
living or captive primates (Jack et al. 2008; Iredale et al. 2010). Animals, in
turn, may perceive humans in many ways: as predator or as prey; as socially
insignificant; as conspecific; or as symbiotic, as would be the case if the

researcher were also a caretaker (Estep and Hett 1995).°

Even if scientists use automated equipment in the lab (such as devices to
measure animals’ activity over 24 hours), effects of handling or human
proximity still occur. Indeed, many animals do not easily habituate to
human presence and continue to alter their behaviour when people are about
or in a hide (Almeida et al. 2006). Even techniques for remote recording
like radiotracking devices can disturb behaviour, with possible implications
for long-term welfare (Peniche et al. 2011).



To be sure, some species studied in the field do indeed seem to become
habituated, so that human obser vers appear to make no difference (Crofoot
et al. 2010). Field biologists often use habituation, or familiarizing the
animals with the presence of observers, in order to minimize disturbance.
The idea is that by repeated, gradual exposure animals will become so used
to observers that they simply ignore them, and scientists can maintain the
fiction of objective distance.

This is not easy, however, and is time-consuming. For example, meerkat
colonies have long been studied, particularly in investigations of
cooperative breeding, and of social/cultural learning (Thornton and Clutton-
Brock 2011). Initial familiarization took over a year: after that, any pups
born into habituated groups were themselves habituated, suggesting that
getting used to people is socially learned. That 1s, the high level of social
integration characterizing meerkat colonies is precisely the means whereby
scientists can get the animals to stay put rather than flee at the sight of
humans.

Indeed, so familiar have people become to meerkats that they do indeed
seem to ignore humans completely, apparently carrying on their business
regardless. At other times, they do not ignore humans but rather consider
them as part of their world: researchers have famously had to contend with
animals sitting on their heads or equipment, producing an iconic image
made familiar through televised series about meerkat behaviour.

Such acts clearly muddy the waters between wild and tame; yet, as
Candea points out in his study of scientists studying meerkats, researchers
resist calling these animals domesticated, insisting on referring to them as
habituated — a narrative which presumes a distancing, a non-engagement of
researchers with animals. Habituation supposedly allows researchers to
blend into the surroundings, to maintain the story that these are truly wild
animals. Candea notes, too, how interactions with meerkats during routine
weighings are not recorded: they cannot form part of the dataset, as they do
not fit the naturalist frame of the study (2010: 250).

‘Wildness’, then, is carefully conserved in ethological narratives, even
when talking about animals who know perfectly well that humans lurk
around. ‘Wild’ animals form the subject matter of biological research, and
research is often conducted and written about in ways that reinforce this



narrative. Now I do not want to suggest that biologists should abandon
studying behaviour just because of human influence. On the contrary, they
need to be aware of how they might affect animals, and how animals might
affect their knowledge. What I want to emphasize here is that ‘wild’, as
characteristic behaviour of a species being observed by people, is not
necessarily straightforward. The baseline of ‘animals in the wild’ not only
pervades biological thinking, but also remains a largely unchallenged
category. Moreover, our understanding of nature is produced by the way we
do the studies of and write about animals. Human observers cannot
necessarily assume that the animals are simply doing their own thing,
unaware of the act of being observed, and unable to influence the outcome.

Domesticating in the service of science

Under precisely controlled laboratory conditions, an animal does as he
[sic] damn well pleases.

The ‘First Harvard Law of Animal Behavior’’

My second theme removes us from wild nature and toward lab animals.
While animals representing the wild also enter the laboratory, they have
become domesticated in the process, both in the way they respond to
handling and in their representation. Lab animals’ behaviour may be
controlled, it may be studied for its own sake or perhaps as a model for
human behaviour or mental states. Or, it may be something which otherwise
could interrupt experiments, as the quotation above indicates — an unwanted
intrusion in which the animal asserts something of his or her wild nature.

While some animals are kept in labs for purposes of studying something
about that species, many are not, but are used instead as surrogates for
illnesses of another species — almost always ourselves. Most of them are
purpose-bred, and the majority are rodents. Lab animals are not, of course,
‘in nature’; on the contrary, nature is largely excluded from laboratory
spaces. In that sense, lab animals encapsulate a specific form of
domestication. These are animals whose behaviour, through generations of
artificial selection, renders them relatively domesticated, even ‘tame’. This,



then, is far removed from studying the wild: by implication, tamed animals
make more suitable surrogates for us.

Indeed, lab animals are usually produced, through breeding or genetic
manipulation, to meet specific experimental needs. ‘Nature’ is transformed
in labs. Both apparatuses and animals in experimental labs are
preconstructed, purpose-bred, removed from their context; raw materials
are carefully selected and ‘nature’ is largely excluded (Knorr-Cetina 1983:
119). Institutions such as labs and zoos endeavour to keep wild nature out.
This means not only keeping out any diseases that wild counterparts might
bring in, but also preventing larger animals from entering. Labs may be full
of mice, but woe betide the mouse who foolishly tries to enter from outside:
her fate will be poison or a trap. If animals escape, they must be re-caught
and replaced in cages. If the animal was one kept apart from potential
infection, behind barriers, then escape w ill mean sudden exposure to
pathogens: whether by this means, or by human hand, the outcome for the
animal almost certainly means death.

There are many reasons why lab escapees might not be left to wander
about. Both the animals themselves, and the people in the lab, are
potentially at risk, whether of transmitting modified genes or disease, or of
more direct injury. These are animals out of place. Stock animals may be
returned to their cages, but if they had already entered experimental
protocols, then this may not be possible. Just as animals who up and die by
themselves should not be counted as part of an experiment (see Birke and
Smith 1995), so neither do animals who have upped and made their way
toward the wild life — after all, the scientists will not know what has
happened to them in the meantime. Tameness and wildness are contested
territories in laboratory spaces.

Historically, to become lab animals entailed a gradual transformation. A
century ago, while some animals were bred for purposes of experiments,
others were simply taken from their usual habitat — even, in one case, rats
from local rubbish tips (Foster 1980). Increasingly, however, controlled
breeding ensured specific traits and produced °‘standardized models’ of
many species, especially rodents (Rader 2004). Animals long seen as
vermin, carriers of disease, were thus turned into symbolic saviours.
Domestication here is two-pronged: first, animals themselves are



manipulated genetically to produce desired characteristics; then, they are
symbolically ‘de-wilded’, as they move from sewer to salvation.

At the same time, they remain animals, who may or may not cooperate
with experimenters. In doing experiments, scientists must transform
animals, both metaphorically and literally, from behaving beings to
becoming data. Lynch (1985), in a study of neuroscientists using rats, noted
contrasting everyday ideas of ‘naturalistic animals’ and how the scientists
spoke about the ‘analytic animal’ — that is, after it became data, after its
brain has been sectioned, sliced, and turned into material on a slide. When
they said, ‘that was a good animal’, they meant good results from a well-
prepared specimen. This is quite different from our common sense
observation of other species, he argues. Referring to ‘good animals’ was not
likely to mean the scientists’ recognition of individuals’ particular qualities
in life. On the contrary, what was left of them was seen as fitting certain
standards — whether of presenting brain tissue or because the slide fitted
accepted hypotheses about brain anatomy. However good the slide
preparation, if the material did not fit the hypothesis, then 1 suspect the
scientist would have been less keen on praising the animal from whom it
came.

In lab studies, the drive toward quantification is clear. Observing
laboratory practices, sociologist of science Bruno Latour wryly noted that
these have to do with ‘the transformation of rats and chemicals into paper’
(Latour 1990: 39). Scientists, he argues, are obsessed with graphs and
diagrams, but seldom see the animal who supplied the data: ‘Bleeding and
screaming rats are quickly dispatched. What is extracted from them is a tiny
set of figures’, he suggests (39).

The distancing described here is also evident in the way experimental
reports are usually written; consistent use of the passive voice and reduction
to numbers ensure that human involvement appears minimal. Even if
animals had previously had names, they seem so often to appear as numbers
in written reports. Ironically, this happens even if the animal in question in
lab studies is a chimpanzee, who typically might be named by caretakers, a

detail omitted in subsequent papers (Wieder 1980).% The ‘domestication’ of
nature in labs thus not only entails selective breeding, but also taming
nature’s recalcitrance through carefully managed experimental practices and
writing techniques. It involves, too, denying the animality of animals,



something brought forcefully home to me by a lab technician who informed
me that the scientists she worked with preferred opaque cages so they could
not see the animals watching them.

Yet animal recalcitrance returns: animals may indeed watch us or be seen
as ‘doing what they damn well please’ however much we try to control
variables. Many factors, from different housing conditions, strains of
animal, labs, or human handlers, can all affect — and change — experimental
outcomes (Birke et al. 2007: 45; Balcombe 2006). Indeed, such effects can
alter outcomes in, say, physiology or toxicology, and with implications for
the interpretation of results in relation to human medicine (Sherwin 2004).
This does not necessarily invalidate findings — which may still be
extrapolable to other situations — but it does mean that interpreting data
drawn from controlled lab studies requires caution.

Certainly, making inferences about animal behaviour on the basis of lab
studies can be tricky. As Coetzee recognized in the quotation at the start of
this chapter, there are profound problems in concluding that particular
species are imbecilic if animals fail to work out our anthropocentric
questions. Testing intelligence in laboratory conditions has a long history,
though it tells you only that the animals did or did not work out that
particular task in that particular setting. But such impoverished settings do
not approximate how animals live their lives if they are not in captivity
(Rogers 1997; Segerdahl 2012) and probably tell you more about the people
setting the task than they do about the animals doing them.

Controlled testing conditions can thus constrain how scientists interpret
animals’ behaviour or abilities. Another example comes from rats in lab-
based studies of mammalian sexual responses. While ‘rat sex’ can be
investigated in the wild, it is also part of studies into, say, effects of
hormones on developmental sequences of behaviour. For many years,
scientists studying rat sexual activities focused on lordosis — the posture
permitting coitus — while failing to see the active role females play in
soliciting sexual activity. This oversight, suggested McClintock and Adler
(1978), resulted from using tiny testing cages, which severely limited
females’ reactions. In such restricted spaces, these animals certainly cannot

do what they please.’



Experimental laboratory science thus involves rigorous policing of the
boundaries of ‘wild’. ‘Wild’ is excluded from lab practices through
separation of animals designated as part of lab work; through specialized
breeding; through converting animals into data; through controlling
variables and writing styles. Meanwhile, strenuous efforts are made to
ensure that potentially recalcitrant animals are domesticated and
constrained. And these animals must become habituated to human handling
and presence, just like their wild counterparts in field studies.

If behaviour i1s under investigation in labs, it is not the free flow of living
that makes behaviour meaningful to the animal, but a small fraction of
specific sets of responses that can be investigated experimentally. This tight
control 1s in many ways, of course, critical to the success of science: by
doing carefully structured experiments, scientists can tease out multiple
factors which can influence how biology works, thus achieving some sort of
predictability. What I want to emphasize here, however, is that it also
facilitates a domestication — not only of the animal per se, but also of how
we come to understand nature as ‘wild’.

Science in labs may partly be about studying ‘wild nature’, but it is also
about domesticating her. There is an irony here, since those who handle
animals regularly (animal technicians, more often than research scientists)
know perfectly well that these are more than tools of the trade, they are
‘animals’ — they need feeding and cleaning, and they bite. In Tiptree’s 1978
short story about a psychologist having qualms about what his lab did to
rats, the protagonist muses about their role in research, concluding that
emotionalism in rodents is two things: defecation and biting psychologists.
His qualms, in short, come from seeing the rats as shifting back from
domesticated data to ‘wild’, to being animals, who sometimes do as they
‘damn well please’. In this guise, they both represent prototypical wild
species, or stand as exemplars of (say) mammalian physiology, and also
represent slippage away from wildness.

Following ferality

I think I could turn and live with animals, they are so placid and self-
contain’d; I stand and look at them long and long.



Walt Whitman, ‘Song of Myself’

How feral animals behave is less commonly investigated, not least because
of ethology’s focus on the wild; yet these populations are potentially
interesting, as they can tell us much about adaptability, in that transition

between ‘tame’ and ‘wild’.!Y Even when they are studied, however, the
framework remains with wild species — how they use territory, for example
— rather than how they engage with humans or with our social spaces. For
that, we need analysis from other disciplines, such as geography.

What behaviour science does less often is to study ferality-in-the-making.
This particular process of transition asks many questions of how a species
adapts to different situations. Here, I will consider one particular example
studying the transition from domesticated to wild: J.B. Calhoun’s
observations in the mid-twentieth century of colonies of rodents moved into
open spaces. | use it here because it follows into the wild some of the
animals we have met in the lab, tracing their behavioural changes, and
because, like many lab studies, it was seen as providing parallels to human
behaviour.

This was not an investigation of existing communities, and the animals
were arguably not truly feral, in the sense that they occupied large spaces
constructed by scientists to produce what Calhoun described as ‘rat or
mouse utopias’ (Ramsden and Adams 2009). But it was research concerned
with following what happened once animals moved from relative
domestication (many had been living in labs) to greater freedom; in that
sense, it was a study of ferality-in-the-making. And what it showed was
animals very far from Whitman’s buccolic image.

As populations grew, these utopias quickly descended into hell,
according to Calhoun’s colleagues. Animals lost social cohesion, even after
population numbers restabilized: they seemed no longer to behave like rats
or mice (Ramsden and Adams 2009). Calhoun had begun his career
studying free-living rat populations as part of a project of rodent control,
but then became interested in questions of crowding: these studies became
highly influential, as his rodent colonies provided ample illustration of
social pathology and were readily extrapolated to commentaries about
human urban existence.



Part of the consequent backlash against the popularization of this work
was the suggestion that, unlike rats, humans could tolerate greater
proximity as a consequence of culture. Rodents, that is, could go wild in the
sense of turning savage, but humans could transcend that kind of ferality.
‘Going feral’ thus seems to be something implying breakdown in human
behaviour, a lapse into animality that challenges our humanity. Referring to
anthropological work that, Calhoun thought, implied social breakdown with
increasing population density, he said, ‘I have put mice to the same test and
they failed to remain mice’ (quoted in Ramsden and Adams 2009: 30).

Yet other, more recent studies of lab rats allowed to become feral have
come to different conclusions, reporting that they started to adapt to their
new environment within days. Reporting on The Laboratory Rat: A Natural
History, a film based on one such experiment, Peplow (2004) notes that
while animal behaviourists might not be surprised, many biomedical
researchers are shocked that animals inbred for many generations are
capable of fending for themselves. The scientist who produced the film,
Manuel Berdoy, commented, ‘This shows that while we can take the animal
from the wild, we have not taken the wild out of the animal’ (quoted in

Peplow 2004).!!

‘Wild’, then, is something held to be inherent in a species, a potential
which they can quickly recover if, that is, they are not under stress. The
implication here is that, despite generations of lab breeding, this ‘wild’
resurrects itself, and ‘tamed’ animals revert to states unmediated by human
intervention. The rats in Berdoy’s film are, moreover, framed in such a way
that they fascinate; we observe them being social, making burrows, eating,
and raising families. These are not the rats of the sewer, nor are they the rats
of Calhoun’s dystopia. They are, on the contrary, more reminiscent of
Whitman’s ‘placid, self-contained’ animals, in nature. Ferality can be
constructed in many ways.

Most ethological thinking, 1 have argued, relies on concepts of the
‘animal in the wild’, representative of the species. Even when long-
domesticated species are studied, their behaviour is often referenced back to
putative wild ancestors. While similar discourses enter the laboratory, the
use of animals as models in biomedicine entails particular forms of
domestication, a taming of the animal through lab practices, and ways of
asking animals questions. These ‘tools of the trade’, however, can



occasionally revert to wildness/ferality, either through escape into the
pipework of the lab building or when placed experimentally outside. How
their ‘wildness’ is then interpreted, however, depends partly on how they
adapt to their new situation, and partly on human framing of what the
animals do or represent.

Thinking about animals ‘in the wild’ lies at the heart of biological
practice, part of our belief in the centrality of evolution and natural
selection, so that ‘wild’ is in effect an unremarked category. While I have
framed this chapter with reference to these categories of wild, the categories
nevertheless remain slippery, as Calhoun’s rat colonies indicate. Wild
animals become domesticated through our scientific narratives, while
domesticated animals in labs and homes can slip back into, or demonstrate
flashes of, wildness.

Putting oneself in the animal’s place

A person who studies behaviour and never treats the animal as though
it were human is liable to miss some of the richness and complexity of
what it does. Many experienced ethologists have found how much they
are helped if they put themselves in the animal’s place and consider
how they would deal with the situation.

P. Bateson, ‘Ethology’

As an undergraduate, I had long wrestled with my conscience about
studying biology. Fascinating though physiology was, I was extremely
uncomfortable doing anything invasive with animals. Yet fascination for
them won out, and I turned to ethology, where at least I could study whole
animals, without having to dismember them. Nonetheless, you were
supposed to keep a distance: emotionally and epistemologically, but also
materially, by keeping as hidden from the animals as much as possible. It
was, moreover, a training that prioritized testing hypotheses, producing
graphs, and making generalizations about the species, as well as an
abhorrence of ‘anthropomorphism’.

Paradoxically, most of the ethologists I knew liked animals and had long-
standing interests in natural history; indeed, my passion for animals and



wanting to understand why they do what they do is precisely what drew me
to ethology in the first place. Colleagues would, moreover, often tell
anecdotes about specific individuals among the species they studied.
Anthropomorphism seemed all right in the coffee room, even if banned
from the written paper.

To some extent, that tension — between personal experience and pressure

to conform to scientific standards — persists.'> In ethology, detailed
descriptions of individuals (and reference to mental states) can sit alongside
narratives driven by hypotheses and distancing, often in the same textbooks
or journals. In primatology particularly, descriptive modes of writing are
common; field studies of great ape societies are clear examples. Similarly,
while there is a long history of abjuring anthropomorphism, biologists
working in ethology are also sometimes willing to exploit it, as Bateson
explains in the quotation above.

What are the implications of these shifts in scientific thinking about
behaviour for wild/feral/tame (domesticated) distinctions? Reading Charles
Darwin, I am struck by how both ‘domesticated’ and ‘wild’ animals
interweave through the text. In, for example, his work on the expression of
emotions, tame cats feature as much as wild canids (1872). Yet as ethology
gained strength, the emphasis on generic cases grew. As these had to stand
to illustrate specific species, so the wild animal became more prominent;
only the wild animal could truly exemplify species, while domesticated
animals were often seen as departures from these idealized norms. The
result was that, for many years, the study of domesticated species was
relegated to the sidelines.

Seeing animals as exemplars of species was further underlined by
ethology’s preference for explanations in terms of function and evolution,
especially in the surge of interest in behavioural ecology. Once animals
come to stand in for species, then individuality drops away. ‘Wild’ thus
separates out from ‘tame’ in the very provenance of biological practice and
thought; the ‘wild’ remains the gold standard, against which the behaviour
of ‘domesticated’ or ‘feral’ animals can be compared.

Ethologists — although undoubtedly aware of how the presence of human
observers has an impact on wild animals — seem almost to be looking out at
pristine nature, in which human presence is played down. In this sense,



behavioural science can be said to be ‘performing the wild> (Whatmore
2002). The very act of making observations — and being observed in return
— produces a different situation, a relationship at a distance, rather than
seeing wildness through a neutral lens. It is, in that sense, its own kind of
domestication; the relationship with the animal, however remote,

transforms wildness at the point of observation.!3

Scientists, furthermore, must draw not only on their much-valued
detachment but also on personal experiences. As Candea noted in his study
of behavioural research into meerkat behaviour, scientists had to

draw on both distant and personal modes of knowledge while
remembering to keep them separate. [...] [T]he data that would later
feed into analyses of meerkat behavioral biology began its life in the
fine-grained knowledge of particular animals by particular people.

(2010: 250)

Only thus can they begin to ‘put themselves in the animal’s place’.

Despite my immersion in the distancing and domestication of nature in
labs, I love ethology. To be sure, there are some who insist on being
‘objective scientists’ (whatever that means), but there are many ethologists
just as willing to meet animal others as selves, with minds of their own.
There 1s still, in some ethological writing, a sense of wonder about the
natural world, a willingness to put oneself in the animal’s place and ponder
who s/he is. Some are not afraid, either, to name animals they study or swap
anecdotes about them. Marc Bekoff underlined the importance of telling
stories in understanding animals, noting that

Anecdotes are central to the study of behavior, as they are to much of
science. As we accumulate more and more stories about behavior, we
develop a solid data base that can be used to stimulate further
empirical research, and yes, additional stories. The plural of anecdote
1s data.

(2002: 47)

It 1s these stories that often come closest to how many people experience
relationships with other animals, be that the dog by the fireside or the wild



animals watching us watching them. They tap into an emotional connection
that cuts across wildness or tameness: these are animals in all their
wonderful individuality. They are both representatives of species and
simultaneously just themselves.

At the moment, scientific study has not prioritized interspecies

relationships.!# Ethologists mostly study animals ‘out there’, rather than
how they bond (or not) with us. Insofar as they study relationships, that
usually means relationships within a species, within social groups. But
observing humans are, in many ways, part of the milieu in which those
observed animals find themselves, and we need to under stand better how
that interspecies sociality is experienced by them as well as by us. We need,
I would argue, to figure out better ways in which relationships between
humans and nonhumans, as processes of communication and
interconnecting, might be studied.

Emotional engagements of human and nonhuman are too often written
out of science, even while they may be part and parcel of how lab or field
studies are run. What happens to the interpretation of results if we
acknowledge the animality of lab animals and their responses to us? If we
pause to wonder who they are? What happens to our understandings of
wild, of species, of specific animals, when we focus on connections
between us, the interspecies inter-minglings (Haraway 2008)? What
happens to concepts of wild if we were to think about nonhumans as active
participants in the processes of knowledge production? The dispassionate
gaze of the scientist, calmly observing ‘wild’ nature, begins to make less
sense. Rather, we would have to locate ourselves alongside the creatures we
study, to understand what connects us; if we focus on relationships, rather
than on us observing them, then ‘understanding behaviour’ takes on a
different hue. And, for all that ethology is firmly rooted in scientific
traditions that distance us, I believe it is ethologists who are among those
most willing to break the chains.
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Notes

1 In particular, domestication has involved modifications of the hypothalamo-pituitary-adrenal
axis (HPA) involved in ‘flight or fight’ responses. That is, stress responses are damped down in
tamed animals.

2 Garry Marvin notes that these ambiguous animals become closer to wild at the point of their
deaths (2006: 18).

3 Wilson (2011) pointed out that there were several women active in ethology in its early years.
As is so usual, their work has largely been overlooked, and the story of ‘founding fathers’ as
sole progenitors persists in ethology textbooks.

4 The contrast between descriptive, naturalistic accounts and experimental ones is discussed also
by Vinciane Despret in this volume.

5 Abstraction is part of many scientific representations, such as diagrams of the human body
(Birke 1999). While it permits clarity, it also decontextualizes, with implications for how we
perceive the part of the body/animal or whatever.

6 These authors used a categorization earlier drawn up by Swiss zoologist Hediger (1964).

7 A common laboratory joke, this line is believed to have originated with Harvard biologist
George Wald (Dubos 1968).

8 Here, I refer primarily to lab use of apes. Studies in the wild, such as Jane Goodall’s work with
chimpanzees, typically refer to them as individuals.

9 Anne Fausto-Sterling (2000) also noted continuing use of circular arenas, to stop females
backing into corners and making themselves unavailable.

10 Though, on feral cats, see Kerby and McDonald (1988); and Boitani ef al. (1995) on feral dogs.
11  For further details of the project, see www.ratlife.org.

12 See discussion in Birke (1994).

13 The apocryphal story of Schrodinger’s cat seems relevant here.

14 Though see the essays in Davis and Balfour (1995).
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4
Wherever I lay my cat?

Post-human crowding and the meaning of
home

lora Holmberg

To be one 1s always to become with many.
Donna Haraway, When Species Meet

Urban animals are often the subject of complaints; they transgress our sense
of cultural order, while roaming uncontrolled in the city. But they are
similarly turned into objects of care, conservation practices, and bio-
political interventions. Controversies over such animals are thus to be
expected, when these two ‘frames of meaning’ (Goffman 1974) collide.
This chapter discusses a specific area of controversy, namely the
management of cats in urban settings. On the basis of interviews with
animal police, animal welfare inspectors, so-called ‘animal hoarders’, cat
rescuers, and shelter workers, as well as complaint filings and other
documents, I investigate a number of debates related to the process of
‘becoming with many’ cats and the norms of appropriate pet keeping in the
city. The phenomenon raises a number of questions: How are ‘homeless’,
‘feral’, and other categories produced, and with what consequences? What
is the role of ‘home’ and other places in defining and handling various
categories of urban cats?



I use two probing concepts — or figurative tropes (Haraway 1997) —
throughout this chapter. The first is that of ‘home’, in particular the lack of
home. Christopher Jencks (1994) states that in order to understand
homelessness as a phenomenon, we need to scrutinize the meaning of
‘home’. The home is historically the prime place to raise future citizens. It
is packed not only with ideas of purity, shelter, exclusivity, and family
values, but also belonging. The politics of human homelessness is well
covered from a social science perspective (Hutson and Clapman 1999;
Jencks 1994; Kennett and Marsh 1999). Essentially, the literature points out
that various explanations of homelessness — whether structural (lack of
housing, poverty, welfare state cuts, etc.) or individual (drug addiction,
unemployment, mental illness) — suggest their own solutions and
interventions. It is often emphasized that homelessness is less a state than a
process, where a ‘cycle of homelessness’ can be identified (Wolch et al.
1988: 443). People move in and out between shelters, prisons and other
institutions, friends, back to the shelter, and so on. Moreover, public shelters
constitute ‘hybrid organisations’ (Hopper 1990), unable to solve conflicting
demands — that is, to officially serve as institutions for acute housing needs,
while in reality providing more or less permanent housing. From a critical
point of view, it has been argued that the shelter system is a node in the
apparatus of homelessness, co-constructing and allowing this social
problem to continue.

When it comes to feline homelessness, there is a growing volume of
literature on the shelter movement, especially in the US. Its history of
caring for strays, its connection to the humane societies of the late
nineteenth century, and its role in formulating the social problem are all
intriguing (Irvine 2003). The problem has been framed as animal surplus —
in the US around four million cats are killed annually by shelter workers
alone (Patronek ef al. 1996) — but where to place the blame for this situation
has varied over time. Currently, irresponsible owners are on the agenda, but
many shelters hesitate to overtly blame owners (Irvine 2003). Thus, animal
rescue and adoption are integral parts of a ‘negotiated order’ (Balcom and
Arluke 2001) regarding homeless cats. I borrow the term ‘hybrid
organisation’ to characterize the cat shelter, an organization in which
conflicting practices such as advice and courses on behavioural problems,
veterinary care, neutering, euthanasia, and adoption all take place under the
same roof. The national context of the study is Swedish, where there are



countless shelters; every little town has its cat enthusiasts. Some shelters
have contracts with the local police, according to which they are housing
‘adoptable’ homeless cats for a fee. My first question in this chapter is:
what is the meaning of home in the context of cat homelessness?

The second concept to probe is that of ‘crowding’. The human urban
population is increasing worldwide, and in Western countries at least, the
number of companion animals is on the rise, too. Thus urbanization and its
consequences are not purely human processes (Wolch 1998). Crowding as a
phenomenon is well covered in urban studies, and originally it meant the
increased density in population due to urbanization (Churchman 1999).
However, in the 1970s the concept of crowding also encompassed
subjective experiences — originally stress and other negative consequences
were mainly highlighted (Stokols 1972; Gove et al. 1979). Nowadays,
crowding is not often used as an analytical concept, but essentially the same
core is addressed when analysing effects of urbanization. Micro-sociology
has been deployed in order to understand how people manage to live
closely together, and the environmental, psychological, and health-related
benefits of crowding have become more and more acknowledged. For
example, in urban planning the terms ‘smart growth’ and ‘compact cities’
are used to highlight and implement the ‘good sides’ of higher density.
When it comes to official norms of proper housing, ‘crowdedness’ as a
concept has changed historically (Ekstam forthcoming), and the standards

for measuring the lower limits of crowdedness are somewhat arbitrary
(Ytrehus 2000).

Many actors within the housing sector now choose to limit the number
and breed of nonhuman inhabitants allowed. In Sweden, the Animal
Welfare Act (1988: §16) stipulates that you are not allowed to house more
than nine dogs or cats in a household without a special breeding permit,
something which also applies to cat shelters. In the following, I ask how the
figure of crowding — or the spatial quality of a collective in a certain social
setting — 1s involved in the understanding and management of urban cats.

In this chapter I approach the concepts of homelessness and crowding as
essential to understanding how the ‘cat-egorizations’ of cats — their ‘virtual
identity’ (Goffman 1971) — play out in relation to home and other places.
For these purposes, after going through the theoretical and methodological
frames, I will provide two examples of how feral cats are constructed: in



relation to practices concerning urban homeless cats and crowded streets,
and in the context of hoarded cats and crowded homes. Towards the end, I
will return to the questions outlined in the beginning: how are ‘crowding’
and ‘home’ produced and made meaningful by various actors, and with
what consequences?

Theoretical staging

Sociological interest in human-animal relations has increased since the
1990s (Arluke and Sanders 1996; Franklin 1999; Franklin and White 2001;
Peggs 2012; Sanders 1999). 1 will, however, focus particularly on urban
human-animal relations, which pose a specific set of problems. Urban
theory is in essence anthropocentric, and urbanization processes have been
theorized, as cultural geographer Jennifer Wolch points out, as acting on
‘empty spaces’, not attending to nonhuman inhabitants (1998: 119).
However, cities are occupied by all kinds of animals that contribute to the
urban spirit — anima urbis (Wolch 2002: 722). Human relations to other
animals are part of the construction of urban identities as well as places, and
human society rests on the use of other animals (Griffiths et al. 2000).
When analysing human/ animal relations in the city, the nature/culture
boundary is a given.

While ‘society’ consists of humans and their interactions, their
institutions and cultures, other animals often fall into the nature category
(Sabloff 2001). The nature/culture distinction is also reflected in the
binaries wild/domestic (see Birke in this volume). But certain animals do
not easily fit into this taxonomy, and the ordering of animals in and through
urban space gets further complicated by the notion of the ‘feral’, typically
addressing non-native populations of species (see Franklin in this volume).
Since, as pets, cats occupy what can be called a ‘liminal space’ (Fox 2006),
processes of exclusion and inclusion, when they occur, can be expected to
be rather complex. But also non-pets, such as pigeons, can be regarded as
subverting ordering; they are wild birds that eat from our hands and
populate the streets, so no longer regarded as wild, yet they are not thought
of as domestic either (Jerolmack 2013: 230). Liminal creatures and other
anomalies, as we have learned from Mary Douglas, can be perceived as
threatening cultural order and sorting systems and thus triggering closure



and other normalizing strategies. Yet through their multiple meanings they
also work as potentially subversive actors and contribute to social change
(Douglas 1966). One way of dealing with liminality and boundary-crossing
in human/animal relations is through the lens of post-humanism, which
refers to a temporal space — after humanism — but mainly to a theoretical
space (Wolfe 2009). It asks: what happens if we move humans from the
centre of inquiry? In short, post-humanism constitutes a challenge to
Humanism with a capital ‘H’> — as anthropocentric and connected to the
dominance and exploitation of nature and other animals. Within Humanism,
‘human’ i1s a category that you need to qualify for, and thus there are
numerous examples of people that historically fell outside the category
(slaves, women, Jews, refugees, aboriginal people, etc.).

Giorgio Agamben (2004) writes about the ‘anthropological machine’,
through which the ‘human’ constantly delineates the ‘beast’ and mirrors it
in the other in order to define itself. For example, people who live in the
company of many animals and possessions not valued by the social
majority — so-called hoarders and clutterers — seem to challenge certain
norms concerning what it is to be human and can become animalized in
popular discourse. They are portrayed as ‘pack rats’ and their behaviour is
often explained by their social isolation, although many are not alone at all
but have numerous human and nonhuman friends. Moving beyond these
apparent contradictions, Donna Haraway’s (2003) theory regarding human/
animal relations beyond a dichotomous understanding is based on the
working relation between human and dog, on cooperation and
responsibility, and one in which the relation itself is the most defining
element. Humans and other animals are engaged in overlapping ‘contact
zones’ (Haraway 2008) that constitute each other. Even though we are not
dealing with equal relations, the embracing of what Haraway -calls
‘significant otherness’ (2003) may lead to new insights and practices.

This significant otherness is created within the ideal typical construction
of ‘companion species’ — related in continual interaction and co-evolution.
However, significant otherness also includes its ever present shadow: the
insignificants’ disconnection. Significant otherness is thus about alliances,
conflicts, and distance between species, about being ‘messmates’ in the
mutual but not equal relations of naturecultures (Haraway 2008). Becoming
in this co-evolutionary dance is ‘always becoming with — in a contact zone



where the outcome, where who is in the world, is at stake’ (Haraway 2008:
244). But what of those without?

Cats, our most common pets, are characteristically defined in different
ways based on both their relationship to humans (homeless, feral,
domesticated) and the environment they are moving in (domestic, indoors,
farm, city). The cat’s place is very much in the home (Grier 2006), but this
is not universally the case. The Scandinavian cat was probably
domesticated about 1500 years ago (Broberg 2004), yet we do not know
much about its background. Gunnar Broberg (2004), who has written the
cat’s history, argues that their paws step so lightly that they seldom leave
any imprint on written history (Broberg 2004: 21). But we know that cats in
pre-modern society lived in barns and on ships, and were primarily kept for
their outstanding ability to catch mice and rats. Not until the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries did the cat, symbolically and materially, enter the home
(2004: 339), which also allowed for other, more intimate relationships as
pets (Grier 2006: 62). Although many cats today in fact spend most of their
lives indoors, many of them live, at least part time, outside of our control
and knowledge. Wandering through neighbourhoods, they create their own
feline space and relationships with people other than their own (Tipper
2010). Throughout history, the cat is also surrounded by a lush symbolism —
unfaithful, deceitful, sensual, frivolous, but also enchanting and associated
with the dark forces — and the magic lives on (Broberg 2004: 46). In fact,
what contributes to our fascination with cats and their ubiquitous presence
may be the cat’s seeming ability to embody any character (Rogers 2006).
Thus, cats have been as tremendously popular in literature and visual
culture as they are in real life.

However, this popularity is not always beneficial for the cats themselves
and apart from myths and beliefs about the filthy, treacherous, and magical
pussycat, she is also genuinely vulnerable in society. Cats are common —
according to a survey, there were 1.3 million in Sweden in 2006 (SCB
2006) — but have low status. The consequence is that many people discard
or kill their cat when they find it inconvenient. Each municipality has its cat
association and shelter, caring for and relocating homeless cats. The Dog
and Cat Supervision Act came into effect in 2008, and along with the
Animal Welfare Act (1988) it regulates the care of these animals with
minimal standards of what is regarded as good pet keeping. It is difficult to



find statistics, but sources refer to 100,000 homeless cats in Sweden.
Nevertheless, it is clear that the ‘cat issue’, especially in urban areas, is a
growing problem. At the same time we are witnessing a parallel
enhancement of the cat’s status; consumerism leaves nothing untouched.
Catteries, cat shows, and cat cafés, along with growing cat food and cat
insurance industries, tell a clear story: we care more about our feline
companions today (Rogers 2006).

Yet is this kind of care always beneficial to us, or to them? And how
might a deeper ambivalence relate to the distinctly urban problems of
homelessness and crowding? The project this chapter draws from
investigates the understanding and management of urban controversies over
other animals. I have performed interviews with Swedish police officers
working with issues regarding animals, animal welfare inspectors and
veterinarians from county boards, shelter workers and activists involved in
animal rescue, and people who have been subjected to official complaints
(so called ‘hoarders’). Twenty interviews have been conducted in four
Swedish cities. When quotes appear in the chapter, they have been
anonymized and translated into English. To show their connection to
broader social trends, I have also drawn on texts and documents of various
kinds, including laws and policy documents, animal welfare protocols,
newspaper articles, TV programmes, and social media.

Homelessness and crowded streets

According to my interviews with police and animal welfare inspectors in
Sweden, the ‘problem of unwanted pets’ (Irvine 2003), in particular cats, is
one of the top three most common urban sources of animal controversy,
along with animal hoarding and dangerous/ aggressive/unleashed dogs. It is
also something that consumes resources and time and, needless to say,
involves much suffering. The problem is in essence that cats, compared to
other pets, inhabit a rather strange place in society:

Police. So the cat problem is rather big and it ... I don’t know, I think
it is a matter of attitudes. A cat, you let them out like this.

Tora. Uh -huh.



P. People just think that the cat is supposed to run free, and, eh ... if
had to decide, you’d only be allowed to have cats indoors ... in the
urban environment.

T. In the city?

P. Yeah, absolutely. I mean, it’s not stranger than if you have a guinea
pig or a hamster, you don’t let it out in the morning and collect it in
the evening. But ... and the dog, you don’t let it out, but you take it
out for a walk. And if you think that the cat needs to get out, then
you’ll just have to walk with it, right. So here we have a big
problem, actually, and ... we haven’t come up with a really good
way of making everyone understand this.

T. Uh.

P. Because it’s enough that some people are careless [laugh] then soon
there will be many cats, ’course the cat shelters are overcrowded.

The police officer quoted here tries to make sense of the cat overpopulation
problem, and his explanation is that people let their cats out to wander
around, and, implicitly, they also neglect to neuter their animals. If we
would treat cats like dogs, for example, there would simply not be any
problems — at least, not with cats crowding the streets of the city. There is
however a complicating issue here: the cats that run around do not always
belong to an owner. Thus, the police need to distinguish between different
kinds of cats which form three different ‘cat-egories’: the lost, the
homeless, and the feral cat. These are interesting since they come with an
assemblage of different jur isdictions, formal definitions, and interventions.
The first category is the lost cat, salient when discussing a range of urban-
related animal controversies handled by the police:

Police. Yes, and then lost animals, of course. You ...
Tora. Right, that people bring in or ...

P. Yes, yes, often that people bring in, or that they, they call and say
that ‘we ... this cat, it’s come and lived here now for three weeks 1n
our carport and we have put up notes at ICA [local grocery store]
and everywhere and no one has called, so we ... this one seems
abandoned’.



Cats, dogs, rabbits, and snakes are sometimes lost, or can be assumed to be
lost, and they are taken into the police station or straight to a shelter. Pets
that are earmarked or equipped with a microchip can easily be identified
and then returned to their owners quite quickly. This category is regulated
through the Lost Property Act and handled exclusively by the police. Other
actors are of course the cat and the (absent) owner. Note how the cat in the
quote above is assumed to be lost somewhere close to where it was found,
like a wallet or a key. The movements of cats are seldom acknowledged,
although we sometimes read stories of cats who get lost in one location and
are found years later, somewhere completely out of place. The Guardian ,
for example, reported the following about Willow:

A cat that went missing in Colorado five years ago was found
wandering in Manhattan, and will soon be sent on a plane to reunite it
with its former owners, an animal pound spokesman said. Workers at
the pet shelter traced Willow the cat back to a family in Colorado,
thanks to a microchip embedded in the animal’s neck that they checked
with a scanner, said Richard Gentles, spokesman for Animal Care and
Control of New York City.

(‘Missing’ 2011)

The second ‘cat-egory’ is the homeless cat or, in rare cases, the dog (dogs
are seldom homeless in Sweden, in part due to almost a century of dog tax
and marking regulations). If the lost cat is not returned to an owner, it is
categorized as homeless.

Police. The homeless cats, on the other hand, they can have run away
or they can have been dumped. And they ... we try to, to, pass them
on to a new home.

Homeles s cat s are sa id to be adopt able, or it is at least the aim of people’s
interventions to make them such. Thus, homeless cats are not shot on the
spot, but examined by a veterinarian and placed in a shelter for future
adoption (for more on adoption practices, see below). This category
involves the cat, the police, the shelter, and the future owner, and is
regulated by the Dog and Cat Supervision Act (2007: 1150).



The categories ‘lost’ and ‘homeless’ are thus produced through their
fitting different jurisdictions, and it can be financially advantageous and
easier on the workload to place the cat in the ‘right’ category. I asked how
the police officer thinks the system works today:

Police. Well, I think eh ... if we talk about cats for a while, it’s a curse,
it almost knocks you out, right. There are wild cats and abandoned
cats and lost property all the time. [...] They bring in cats and, eh,
they call us and say that they have taken in a cat, and so they book
them as lost property ... and then we are responsible for caring for
them, for ten days as it’s written.

Tora. Uh.

P. That’s 500 bucks [spinn = SEK] a cat. And bills of 20 to 30,000
arrive now and then. [...] Regarding the cats, there are three
different jurisdictions to turn to, right. The Animal Welfare Act, the
Lost Property Act, and then the Supervision Act. We have to
toughen up, we can’t book everything as lost property. Is it marked,
the cat, then you would probably consider it as a lost property then,
1s there an owner, then it can be the Animal Welfare Act. But if they
are not marked and they are a little skinny and a little blowsy and
ear mites and the like, then you can like [sigh] suppose that they are
abandoned.

T. Uh.

P. Formerly it was written that they, eh, should be, could be suspected
to be abandoned or feral. Now it says ... no, and it was then, now
it’s or . [...] So it makes it a lot easier and can be ‘suspected’ to be
[feral], that’s like very low on the scale of suspicion.

Details in the writing of the law give cues about how to define the cat
according to the categories available, cues that the police officer in this
instance needs to be able to translate and interpret in order to make things
work smoothly — in short, to make the procedure accountable. The homeless
cat 1s defined as one born in a home with an owner, but who has been
abandoned or run away, thus becoming an object of suspicion and
corrective efforts. And, as the quote above shows, the boundary between



‘homeless’ and ‘feral’ is a slippery one, yet equally important, since the
responsible actors as well as the future fate of the cat hinge on the category:

Police. We try to find some way of drawing the line ... between these
two concepts. What is a homeless cat and, and what is a feral cat,
because feral cats you are not allowed to enclose, right. This has
been stated by the Ministry of Agriculture ...

Tora. Hm.

P. That it, it’s quite demanding, psychologically, to the animals. Ehm
. so when we trap them, there are these cat populations that are
feral, right, clearly.

T. They are like born in the wild?
P. Yes, they are born outdoors.

T. Mm.

Note how the interviewer and the interviewee both try to establish whether
the cat has been born in the wild, thus producing origin as a key to
categorization. However, concerning the feral cat, this origin must be
deduced from a number of signs, typically based on a number of visual
cues:

Shelter Worker. It’s sometimes a little hard to see because you cannot
get close to that cat. And it’s still the most reliable, or it’s not so
reliable either, but if you look at a cat that’s lived outdoors for a
long time, it often looks rather rough. You can see it by the walk,
it’s often quite sway-back too. Because they, they walk low.

T. Mm.

SW. Because they, they are used to ... they try to make themselves as
small as possible. That is a rather reliable sign.

T. Mm.
SW. I’d say.

The feral cat looks a bit rough; it walks low and has a sway-back. But there
may be other cues as well. Based on a number of markers — whether the cat



is chipped and looks healthy, or behaves frightened — it can be understood
to be either homeless or feral. Interestingly, the fact that shelters are
crowded with cats 1s used as an argument to kill the feral ones, but there are
also other arguments in play. Some interviewees argue that it is not in the
best interest of the feral cat to be housed with humans; since they are not
tame, they dislike human contact. Whether the feral cats can be tamed is a
matter of controversy between the authorities and shelter workers, as well
as between different shelters. In short, are they tameable or not?

Shelter Worker. .”’Course some work with saving al/l cats.
Tora. Uh.

SW. Or all animals. We don’t have, we cannot do that. We take care of
these cats that we believe will get a home. That have a chance.

T. Yeah, right, yeah ... yeah.

Given that there is a limited amount of space at the shelter, it is better,
according to this interviewee, to bet on the ones that do have a chance — that
is, the tame ones — and let the others be killed. This view is contested by
others, claiming that it is not fair to blame the cat for its bad manners:

Shelter Worker 2. So but, we would like to [sigh] give all cats a
chance. Just because you’ve had a shitty life to begin with, right?

Tora. Yeah.

SW2. It shouldn’t mean that you don’t get a chance, everyone gets a
chance. *’Cause we’ve had cats that, the first year they have been ...
well, quite feral, you know, they have spat, you, you haven’t even
been able to look at them. And then suddenly one day, it’s turned
around and they have become a lap cat and today they are the
cuddliest cats. When they finally realize that we are not dangerous,
then ... they can become, those are the finest cats, I think.

In both of the quotes above, the bottom line seems to be that of the cat’s
‘homeability’; however, the second shelter worker talks about the process of
taming as a possible option, eventually resulting in a ‘lap cat’. When asked



about some good examples, the same shelter worker mentions a particular
feral cat who was successfully re-homed.

Shelter Worker 2. And it’s so damn nice because we still get e-mails
from her and the like, where she kind of tells us how it’s going, and
the cat, the cat sleeps in her bed, the cat plays with the poodle and
the cat is out walking in the garden and so on.

Tora. laughs.

SW2. It truly works very well. It’s like, even those [feral] cats can
actually, in the right environment become ... quite good cats.

The feral cat is lost in a moral sense, but with a little bit of matchmaking,
even the most troublesome character might — according to the interviewee —
eventually become a ‘good cat’. The successfully transformed feral cat in
this example sleeps in a bed, plays with other members of the family, and
occasionally strolls in the garden. She is wholeheartedly tamed.

Summing up, the categorization of anomalies, with its consequences in
regards to the cats’ future fate, points to a construction of the ‘normal’ case.
Normality 1s here produced as a contrast to the anomalies of the lost, the
homeless, and the feral, i.e. the house cat, the cat living in a home with one
responsible owner. The handling of these anomalies aims at normalizing the
established order: either through returning the cats to their owners, killing
them, or sheltering them for future adoption. The above analyses of the
classification practices suggest what in ethno-methodological terms is
called ‘indexicality’ (Lynch 1993: 19). This simply means that there is no
way of defining once and for all the true or objective meaning of a word; its
meaning 1s always negotiated and defined by its context, or rather by the
context that people deploy in order to create meaning in the world (Coulon
1995: 16). However, group members transform, through a number of
measurements, the indexical categories into objective ones (Kumlin 2011).
In this case, lost, homeless, and feral are defined and made meaningful in
the context of the juridical regulations, the actors involved, and, not least,
the place of the action. Consequently, ‘urban’, ‘street’, ‘shelter’, as well as
‘home’, ‘lap’, and ‘garden’ play important roles in constructing meaning
around the cat. In the next section, I will investigate another apparently
liminal case, an additional anomaly: the homeless cat with a home.



Hoarding and crowded homes: homeless cats with
a home

A major source of urban controversy and a focal point for official
intervention concerns animal hoarding. In Swedish, this phenomenon is
called ‘animal collecting’, still a somewhat contested term, and many
officials are reluctant to use it, in part because of its stigmatizing effects.
Hoarding is not easily defined and certainly not an issue easily managed
(Holmberg forthcoming). It often involves large numbers of animals — most
often cats or dogs, but sometimes reptiles, birds, rodents, and rabbits —
living in overcrowded homes, under very poor conditions (Arluke et al.
2002). The hoarders themselves are demographically often women, over 40,
and single, but there is great variation (Patronek 1999). In Sweden, the
authority that handles these issues is the County Administrative Board and
its animal welfare inspectors, who implement the Animal Welfare Act
(1988). The situation is often brought to the attention of the authority by
neighbours or others who complain about noise or smell, indicating the
mistreatment of animals. The phenomenon concerns norms of living as well
as of pet keeping and, as in the case above regarding homelessness,
definitions and ideas of ‘home’ and ‘crowdedness’ are prevalent.

For the historical and cultural reasons outlined above, cats are the most
likely animals involved in such situations in Sweden. If the mistreatment of
the cats is not severe, the person under investigation gets to correct the
situation him or herself, given a certain time frame. But most often, the
animals are immediately taken into custody or euthanized. Quite often, it is
not the medical but the social condition of the cat that is decisive for the
decision to euthanize — the cat’s lack of social skills, when it shows fear,
aggression, or even apathy. When it comes to handling cats that are actually
taken from hoarders, they are often so antisocial and generally in such a bad
situation that they have to be put down:

Animal welfare inspector. Because then, eh, when we had 170 cats, we
put 150 down because they were far too wild [...] but, there was a
veterinarian, right, who judged who was to be euthanized and who
was fit to keep on living.



This quote alludes to a well-known fact, and one that has been documented
elsewhere (Arluke and Killeen 2009): animals living in households that
consist of too many other animals become antisocial. This is also mentioned
in the human crowding literature, which states that stress from high density
may lead to all kinds of antisocial behaviour. In the context of hoarding, the
cats are said to become impossible to handle; in fact, they become feral:

Animal Welfare Inspector. But in other cases then like ... taking into
custody ... it’s about situations where there is such a terrible mess
that, that, then we usually don’t ... prescribe, mostly anyway, that
people get rid of the animals because we have experienced that they
are not capable of it, even if they say that they are going to, they are
not capable. So then it is normally about custodies. And depending
then on the condition of the animals they either get redeployed or
they are put to death. It depends. On what condition they are in.

Tora. Right, because sometimes ...

A. If we make the judgement that they are fit for re-homing, or if they
are completely feral, inbred, sick ...

T. U h -huh.

A. Or whatever it can be. [...] And right, I am a bit more into the deal
that, that eh ... you should put to death. Not all, but the cats that
show such behaviour and are in such condition. I think that in such
cases you should put them to death. For several reasons. Partly
because of the cat itself, too, but also because of the difficulty of ...
of what it means to find a new home.

Normally, it is said, the welfare inspectors immediately decide to take the
cats into custody, since the people themselves seldom have the capacity to
clear up the mess. Apart from often having physical and medical problems,
the cats taken from hoarders are considered feral and this is part of the
reason they are put to death. The informant adds another reason for the
strategy of killing these cats: it is hard to find new homes for these
antisocial, possibly inbred, and certainly not very pet-like creatures.

Here we have an interesting anomaly: the feral cat that has been born in a
home. Following the previous section in which feral cats were defined by



their origin, how is it that cats living in a home can be conceptualized as
feral and acted upon as such? One clue can be found in the general disgust
for filth that 1s portrayed both in interviews with authorities and, not least,
in the media (Arluke et al. 2002; Holmberg forthcoming). Here is an
excerpt from an official animal welfare inspection report filed with a
County Administrative Board:

Strong odour of, among other things, ammonia hit the inspectors when
they entered the co-op apartment. The house consists of upper and
ground floor, and basement, and the cats have access to all three levels.
The floors of all levels were untidy and several stains from cat urine
can be spotted on the floors. Cat vomit was seen in a living room sofa.
In the kitchen, there were four litter trays with cat litter and excrement.
The basement was extremely cluttered with furniture, boxes et cetera
and heavily polluted by cat excrement. Several cats were located
among all the things and they were therefore difficult to control. One
cat was repeatedly heard coughing. The upper floor was also stained
with cat excrement. Here were 4 trays with litter and cat excrement.
The whole house smelled heavily primarily from cat excrement and
urine.

(County 2011)

Smell, urine, excrement, a sofa soaked with vomit, and cats all over the
place in an uncon-trolled manner: this is certainly a contrast to the good
home, with a single cat lying on the sofa, purring with delight. One of the
cat owners that I interviewed, who had had several house calls from the
animal welfare authorities, agreed on the inspectors’ description of her
home as dirty:

Tora. Well, according to the protocol in the ... the biggest problem was
that they thought it was dirty ...
CAT OWNER. Mmm.

T. That it smelled bad. What did you think, kind of, what do you say
about this?

CO. I agree.



T. What was the biggest problem, according to you?

CO. I had become so negligent, right, with cleaning, in particular and
... eh, I had well, come home at three or four in the morning from
here [working place], so I was asleep, and so I hadn’t had time to
clean the litter trays when they arrived. So they were quite full by
then, 22 cats have time to ... but I had like, had 12 trays running, I
think, right then. So, there were trays alright. And I had food and
water everywhere so that ... and they noted that, right, that there
were. And I always keep fresh litter trays kind of, so that you can
switch quickly and the like, so that ... I know the business.

As stated earlier, numbers are of course important cues for defining
hoarders. So are the ways cats are treated in terms of violations of the
norms stated in the Animal Welfare Act regarding food, water, housing,
health care, etc. However, I would like to argue that in addition, it is the
reported lack of homeability — the breaking of norms of normal homes in
terms of filth, odour, and lack of control — that allows the authorities to treat
these cats as feral and to eventually euthanize them. Of course, a filthy
home is in itself not enough to warrant taking the animals into custody.

Police. Often you’d like to take the animal because of the environment,
that they live in a lousy pad and it’s dirty and there’s glass on the
floor and it smells bad and, but there is food and water ... a cat
doesn’t care if it’s dirty, you know.

T. Uh.

P. That’s the way they reason [laugh] at the County Administrative
Board, but they don’t care, it is us who think it’s disgusting.

T. Uh.

P. Custodies like that, they don’t get sanctioned, I’ve learned that. But
you have to, eh, right, well the vets, they write that the cats are ...
thin and have, for example, ear mites, that they haven’t looked after
the animal, then, then sanctions are put in.

The animals need to suffer objectively, that is, it needs to be documented
that the individual animal is in a bad state; it is not enough that the animal 1s



at risk due to a hazardous environment. The police and animal welfare
authorities, when they find it appropriate, navigate through the various
resources available, meaning, for example, taking the cat to a reliable
veterinarian who can document such suffering.

One last issue regarding home and crowdedness is that, when it comes to
homeless pets, hoarders not only contribute to the surplus and crowding of
cats at the shelters, they also take on abandoned pets from others. One
police officer told me a story of how he had taken ten dogs into custody,
and when one of the largest evening papers wrote about the case, more than
60 people phoned and wanted to adopt the dogs. Even though it is not
allowed, the policeman checked the records of the more promising
candidates, and it turned out that two were previously convicted of animal
abuse. He concludes the story by saying: ‘This is typical of animal
collectors, you know.” A similar theme appears in a reality show on
hoarders, in which it is stated that:

For some animal lovers, their good intentions of providing a loving
home for their pets have gone awry. They may have started out with
just a few pets, but then those animals begin to reproduce. Or perhaps
they initially set out to rescue abandoned animals and soon find
themselves overwhelmed with the responsibility.

(Animal Planet 2012)

This phenomenon of hoarders taking on abandoned cats, or even claiming
that they run a private shelter, is documented in research from the US
(Arluke and Killeen 2009; Frost and Staketee 2010). One could say that the
hoarders contribute to the economy of homeless cats in several ways. First,
they take on cats that no one else wants. Second, by failing to control the
reproduction of cats, they produce large numbers of animals that eventually
need to be cared for by shelters. As in the discourse of homeless humans,
we could here refer to a ‘circle of homelessness’ (Wolch et al. 1988), in
which cats sadly enough can be taken from abusive homes and rescued to a
shelter, just to be re-homed with another hoarder.

Summarizing this section, the category of the feral cat is negotiated and
made accountable in the context of the crowded homes of hoarders. The
meaning of home as well as crowded-ness is decisive if we wish to



understand how cats that clearly belong to an owner can be produced as
feral. The homes of hoarders are not very homelike — in fact, simply not
homes at all.

Normalizing living: crowded shelters and sacred
homes

It has been recognized that there are at least two ways of defining homeless
people: either in terms of lacking a home — as houseless — or by their asocial
behaviour (Sward 1998). Definitions are essential, since they can be linked
to explanations, notions of responsibility, and interventions (Sahlin 1992:
51). In the struggle over definitions, different stakeholders and actors
introduce and support different versions of reality. A municipality, for
example, may be held responsible for caring for homeless individuals —
both human and feline ones — and consequently suffer financially. In my
data, for example, shelter workers claimed higher numbers of homeless and
feral cats than did the authorities. Thus, the existing figures cannot be seen
as raw statistics mirroring reality, but as tools in the struggle over
definitions (Sward 1998). My argument here is not to say that cat home
issues — including homelessness and shelters — are the same as for humans.
There are some defining differences regarding blame and stigma, not to
mention the moral discourse on poverty and individual responsibility. Few
people would blame the cat for being immoral and living in the street as an
individual choice. However, symbolically and institutionally, there are
many overlaps.

Home is a place connected to putting down roots; identities are
constructed in relation to where we live, where we belong (Duyvendak
2011). In the case of the homeless and feral cat, belongingness is obviously
the dimension of home most strongly emphasized. The shelter movement,
in turn, aims at bringing the homeless — in terms of being without a home,
and sometimes the homeless in terms of antisocial behaviour — to temporary
housing at a shelter or in a foster home, while waiting for permanent
‘homing’. The animal shelter movement started out early in the late
nineteenth century in the US and the UK but much later in Sweden. Its
opponents argue that shelters make homelessness permanent through a
certain culture. Irresponsible pet owners become excused when cats and



dogs may be re-homed (Irvine 2003), and the home as a pure, sacred, and
moral place can be saved. Likewise, narratives of hoarders and the official
interventions of rescuing, along with media outrage over filth (and less
often neglect), restore the ideal home as a place for peace.

Crowding, my second figurative trope, aims at capturing the
understanding of the uncontrolled and the collective transformation of
individuals in a certain setting (Holmberg forthcoming). As such, it
resonates with the notion of vermin. It is well known that the presence of
other animals can ‘de-civilize’ urban places, which in turn calls for such
normalizing strategies as sanitization. Both wild and domestic animals can,
when transgressing certain boundaries, become vermin and thus objects for
extermination. The boundaries can be of geographical or numerical kinds,
but it can also be a matter of not fitting into the picture, of being matter out
of place or time. I would like to add crowding to this list of ‘verminizing’
dimensions. One normalizing strategy used for feral cat colonies by a few
authorities, but more often by cat advocates, is Trap-Neuter-Release. It is
used in order to control the reproduction (so that the colonies do not
become overcrowded) while letting the cats maintain their wild existence.
An alternative 1is collective cat ‘ownership’, as practised in many
communities, in which a number of neighbours care for cat colonies with
food and sometimes veterinary services. This suggests that the one-cat—one-
owner model is not the only possible one. The point here is not to favour
any one practice, but rather to indicate the possibility of alternative modes
of urban politics.

Returning to the theoretical outline, what can this case study tell us about
‘becoming with many’ in the urban landscape? Sharing the lives of many
refers to a messy terrain where many actors come together and struggle
over definitions and outcomes. Moreover, ‘the politics of conviviality’, in
Hinchliffe and Whatmore’s (2006) terms, of living together in a more-than-
human world, has an epistemological dimension to it. Thus, in order to live
well together, we as social scientists need to understand, and make
understandable, processes of inclusion and exclusion of humans and other
animals.
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5
On a wing and a prayer

Butterflies in contemporary art

Giovanni Aloi

Everyone’s frightened of sharks, everyone loves butterflies.
Damien Hirst, 2005

Butterflies are an easy target, making their captivity and destruction
much more criminal.

Mat Collishaw, 2009

On 16 November 2009, Space Shuttle Atlantis took off with a crew of more
than astronauts on board. This time, the human ambition for breaching the
boundaries of the unknown was shared by four caterpillars of the Painted
Lady butterfly, which tagged along in the darkness of the universe (Pathak
2010). For these insects the trip wasn’t entirely a matter of leisure, as the
eyes of over 180,000 students and teachers on planet Earth kept spying on
their metamorphic development in a zero-gravity environment. This
educational project, designed by Baylor College of Medicine’s Center for
Educational Outreach, also encouraged teachers to set up hatching
chambers with four Painted Lady caterpillars in classrooms to enable real-
time comparison between the insects on Earth and those in space. The
University of Colorado beamed images of the insects in space via YouTube,
providing students with a direct connection to the mission and prompting
reflections on the effect lack of gravity has on bio-rhythms.



Of course, this wasn’t the first time animals had left Earth’s magnetic
field. Experimentation with nonhumans in space began in 1947. Back then
it was a small swarm of fruit flies that enjoyed the unique experience in an
experiment aimed at gathering information on the effect of radiation on
biological functioning, and the fruit flies returned to earth alive (Burgess
and Dubbs 2006). However, the same cannot be said for a subsequent
experiment that involved a primate. Albert II the monkey was sent into
space in 1949 but died when his capsule crashed to Earth due to a parachute
failure (NASA 2004). Since then, humans have routinely launched all sorts
of animals into space, including mice (1950, 1960, 1966, 1972, 2010), dogs
(1951, 1957, 1959, 1960, 1966), monkeys (1959, 1967, 1990), a rabbit
(1959), chimps (1961), guinea pigs (1961), frogs (1961, 1990), rats (1961—
2, 1966, 1980), a cat (1963), spiders (1972, 2000), and newts (1980), whilst
a US biosatellite launched in 1967 contained fruit flies, parasitic wasps,
flour beetles, and frog eggs, along with bacteria, amoebae, plants, and fungi
(Burgess and Dubbs 2006).

It is rather important to note that unlike previous experiments involving
animals in space, the 2009 launch featuring butterflies was expressly
designed to invite the participation of wide audiences from around the
world. It is perhaps not a coincidence that the butterfly was chosen, as its
aesthetic appeal has made it a universal, transhistorical, cross-culturally
recognizable symbol of beauty. Following a lengthy absence from the
artistic scene, which began with the dwindling of classical still-life painting
at the end of the eighteenth century, butterflies have recently re-emerged in
the work of a number of contemporary artists but have yet to capture a
consistent place in the human-animal studies discourse. Why, after such
long absence, are butterflies reappearing in art now and why did they
almost entirely disappear from the history of modern painting? Are
butterflies of the twenty-first century cultural victims of their own beauty,
with nothing left to say, or is there more to their reappearance in art?

It seems at present that mainstream artists are at the forefront of a
‘butterfly revolution’ that is not informed by the human-animal studies
agenda but that nonetheless entails more than a superficial approach to form
and colour. Through the contemporary revival of butterflies in art, some
artists have begun to define a new butterfly aesthetic, which, I will argue,
operates through a complex reprising of artistic and scientific



representations for the purpose of mobilizing the viewer’s perspective on
these animals. This chapter will examine the work of prominent and highly
controversial artists Damien Hirst and Mat Collishaw in order to illustrate
the intricacies involved in their aesthetic choices for the purpose of
revealing that much more lies underneath what may simply seem an
aesthetics of animal violence. As such, this essay should not be read as
condoning animal cruelty but as a genuine attempt to understand highly
influ-ential works of art that are very likely to have an impact on the
perception of wide audiences.

Butterflies and representation: intermingling
discourses

Are there ways in which these artworks can be conceived of that may be
productive to a human-animal studies agenda? Hirst and Collishaw are
amongst the most internationally popular artists of the contemporary scene
and as such their work regularly receives great exposure in the media,
outside the strictly artistic circuit. Their practice is not informed by human-
animal studies texts, but nonetheless, their work is frequently and
consistently associated with the conspicuous emergence of animals in
contemporary art. My argument stems from the genuine feeling that
Collishaw’s and Hirst’s treatment of animals may too be considered within
the umbrella of the ‘postmodern animal’ theorized by Steve Baker in 2000,
even if the artists’ intentionality does not originate from human-animal-
studies concerns. The ‘botchedness’ of these animal bodies suggests that
something rather interesting may be at play.

For the purpose of better understanding the complexities presented by the
new butterfly aesthetic of Collishaw and Hirst, I will first look at the
presence of these insects in the discourses of Western art. A retrieval of
these discourses, which have shaped the signification of butterflies in our
representational culture, will contribute to a new understanding of certain
recurrent aesthetic traits and defining approaches which contradistinguish
Collishaw’s and Hirst’s butterflies.

Very few animals and even fewer insects can command the levels of
ecstatic contemplation that butterflies do. As a result, amongst the unfairly



discredited world of invertebrates, butter-flies occupy a truly unique
iconographical niche. In Western culture, early representations of butterflies
appeared on sarcophagi of classical antiquity as a symbol of the human
soul’s migration from the body following death. It is not a coincidence then
that the Greek word psyche simultaneously means soul and butterfly
(Impelluso 2003). Thereafter, the symbolic representation of the human soul
imbued in the butterfly was appropriated by Christian imagery to more
appropriately embody the idea of resurrection based on the observation that
a butterfly’s life cycle cannot be fulfilled without the dramatic process of
metamorphosis in which symbolically the caterpillar dies and returns to life
in a new, spiritually charged body capable of flying (Impelluso 2003). As
discussed by David Gallagher,

Metamorphosis is an inexhaustible malleable device for portraying the
fantastic, the oniric, to relate morality [...] and to provide religious
solutions to readers who face critical moments of transition in life, as
where the butterfly is invoked as a symbol of the transmigration of
human souls following death to the after-life beyond.

(Gallagher 2009: 8)

Interestingly, non-Western cultures, like the Haida of North America as well
as Aboriginal Australians, have also extensively and independently
developed symbolic imagery relying on butterflies for the representation of
human souls, and they are not alone in championing the insect for this
purpose. In the tradition of the Navajos, who adopted the butterfly as a
totemic animal, the insect symbolizes fertility and life. In the iconography
of Japanese art, butterflies symbolize transient joy, womanhood, and female
vanity (Werness 2003).

It is again in the Christian-imbued symbolism of still-life painting of the
Northern Baroque that we encounter butterflies playing the role of memento
mori, a signification assigned by the widely spread misconception that
butterflies only live for one day. The flickering flight and vivid colours that
most Lepidoptera display on their wings have of course largely contributed
to the crystallization of this representational association with the ascension
into the spiritual, as ‘its delicacy expresses the fragility of life and fleet
passage of life and death’ (Werness 2003: 63).



Although metamorphosis constitutes a pivotal point in our fascination
with butterflies, this process is not exclusive to them; many other
arthropods undergo radical changes through their life cycles. However, the
metamorphic process of butterflies is called ‘complete’ (in opposition to
‘partial’) metamorphosis, indicating that the larval and adult stages of the
same insects are irreconcilably different in a number of essential biological
features. If we take into consideration that other insect orders such as
coleoptera, diptera, and hymenoptera also undergo complete
metamorphosis, and that even insects experiencing partial metamorphosis
like dragonflies present a rather dramatic metamorphic process in which the
nymph spends up to three years underwater before emerging in its adult
form as one dexterous flying insect, we are then left wondering, why
haven’t dragonflies caught the human imagination as much? The answer to
this question lies in the visibility of the insect itself: it is the colours and
intricacy of the patterns on the wings of butterflies (something dragonflies
lack) that capture human imagination and subsequently draw attention to
the complex life cycle which supports the production of further symbolic
levels.

It was indeed the beauty of butterfly wings that prompted Ulisse
Aldrovandi to draw them in detail in his De Animalibus Insectis, an opera
entirely dedicated to insects, a first of its kind, published in 1602. It was the
fascination with the symmetry and the familiarity provided by endless
repetition of wing patterns that brought Thomas Moffet to compile his
Theatrum Insectorum in 1634. It was again the beauty of butterfly wings
that guided compositional arrangements in the pioneering illustrations of
Maria Sibylla Merian in late 1600.

As Janice Neri notices, ‘Merian depicted butterflies and moths in either
the flat or profile view, a technique that highlighted the patterns and colours
of the insects’ wings’ (2011: 155). And it is because of the colours and
patterns of butterfly wings that the insect became almost synonymous with
‘collecting of naturalia’ during the nineteenth century (Salmon, Marren, and
Harley 2000). Perhaps even more than collecting minerals, shells, and ferns,
butterfly collecting encapsulated the essence of the Victorian enthusiast
lacking professional scientific training but burning with the will to possess
the wonderful creations of God (Bernard 1997). It is unclear how much this
butterfly-fever contributed to the dwindling numbers that occurred over the



last century. Nevertheless, the wunregulated killing, preserving, and
displaying of butterflies that took place then was an unprecedented
phenomenon which strongly contributed to the defining of the modern
conception of the butterfly, no longer as a symbol of the human soul, nor a
living religious metaphor for Christian dogmas, but as a desirable object of
nature to hunt, catch, set, and display.

It is at this stage pertinent to propose that the objectification of butterflies
had in some ways already begun through the representational work of
naturalists like Aldrovandi. His ambition to catalogue living beings
prompted him to draw them in minute detail on the pages of voluminous
bestiaries. It is on the surface of these pages that attempted to make sense of
nature through classification that butterflies began to lose their spiritual,
symbolic dimension. Once fixed as permanent images to be admired, the
scientific transfiguration of nature into drawings inevitably oversimplified
nature itself, not only from a metaphysical perspective but, in this case,
from a metaphorical one too.

The flattening of nature

According to Foucault, it is during the Classical Age (1650—-1800) that the
writing of history began to be understood as something that required a
meticulous examination of things themselves in order to transcribe
knowledge in ‘smooth, neutralized, and faithful works’ (2003: 142). This is
where we find the construction of new epistemological sites such as
herbaria and collections of plates in which plants and animals were
flattened into a system of representational values that aimed at simplifying
and clarifying the newly visible world. The shift that stripped butterflies of
spiritual, symbolic attributes is therefore to be found in the newly acquired
optic of natural history, which emerged as a new discursive formation at the
beginning of the Classical Age. In its nomination of the visible, natural
history proposed a vision of nature in which living beings made of flesh,
feathers, chitin, scales, and hides were translated into language through a
process of limiting and filtering, bridging the distances between object,
observing gaze, and language itself (144-7). It is through this process of
translation that we find the emergence of sight, further assessed towards the
end of the seventeenth century by John Locke as the paramount



epistemological tool of new scientific disciplines for its peculiar ability to
provide proof acceptable to a majority.

Most importantly for this discussion of butterflies and representation, it is
relevant to take into account that the episteme of the Classical Age
predominantly enabled an understanding of the world as made of orderable
surfaces:

The plant and the animal are seen not so much in their organic unity as
by the visible patterning of their organs. They are paws and hoofs,
flowers and fruits, before being respiratory systems or internal liquids.
Natural history traverses an area of visible, simultaneous, concomitant
variables, without any internal relation of subordination or
organization.

(Foucault 1966, 2003: 149)

This emphasis on the observation of surfaces became pivotal to the rise of
interest in butterfly wings, and due to the specific morphology which
contradistinguishes these insects, butterflies lent themselves more than
other animals to a seemingly ‘faithful translation’ fitting the materiality of
the natural history page. The flatness of butterfly wings as the insect rests or
feeds on flowers suggested a readiness for objectification through
representation on paper that other animal bodies did not provide; in other
words, the morphology of the animal happened to match the peculiar
physicality of the privileged medium through which the epistemological
locus of the Classical Age configured and supported itself. Furthermore, the
flatness peculiar to butterfly wings would have been also readily associated
with the morphology of the botanical world. This association became also
somewhat consequential to the fact that botany preceded zoology in the
formation of discourses of natural history (149). After bringing botany to
the fore of taxonomic research, the prominence of vision as the
epistemological tool of the Classical Age also, by association with specific
media, propelled the artistic as well as scientific interest in butterflies, for,
like plants, butterflies appeared to be all exterior. The body of a butterfly
was relatively irrelevant to the systems of classification of this episteme: the
wings were essential.



Through this process, nature became therefore silent and still at the hands
of botanists, zoologists, and artists who engaged in the arduous task of
translating the living into the newly founded language of natural history. It
is also through this process of translation that we find the scientific and
artistic discourses intermingling in the production of new visual imagery,
and it is at this stage worth noting that, since the Renaissance, scientists and
artists began to work together in order to catalogue nature in the most
reliable and objective way possible. As reported by Neri, botanist Carolus
Clusius took great care that the craftsman would not ‘indulge their whims
as to cause the drawing not to correspond accurately to the truth’ (2011:
xviil). The antagonism between the scientific ambition for establishing a
kind of objectivity and the tendency classical art nurtured for idealizing
nature began to be at odds with each other.

The purely scientific approach to illustration of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries and the still-life genre produced since 1600 diverged
in their essentially opposed epistemological aims. The main aim of natural
history illustration became accuracy and clarity whilst still-life painting
proceeded to entangle the insect in the order of the commodity, placing it
amongst other desirable objects. Both representational tropes
simultaneously objectified butterflies through different and seemingly
opposed strategies: the scientific one removed the natural context in which
the insect was found, replacing it with a neutral off-white background,
whilst still-life painting constructed a stage onto which the insect became
enmeshed in a complex stratification of largely implicit exchange-values
and spiritual symbolisms. On the off-white backgrounds of natural history
plates, the latter entanglement was entirely omitted as was the relationship
between the insect and the rest of the natural world (a condition partly
challenged by the work of Maria Sibylla Merian). Nevertheless, scientific
illustration and still-life painting could be read as different methods
contributing to a rationalization of nature, one that attempts to preserve the
beauty of what fades and that which is by nature elusive.

Despite their divergence, an intersection between the two
representational genres can be identified at the point in which the
appearance of butterflies in still-life painting was clearly informed by a
number of visual innovations introduced by the emerging scientific
discourse and its need of translating nature into a manageable visual



language through artists who drew directly from natural history illustrations
in order to paint their insects on canvas (Neri 2011). As the craze for
butterfly collecting reached its apex during the nineteenth century and the
practice became part of the discursive formation of colonialism,
representational strategies in the scientific realm shifted. The invention of
photography in 1826 began to further bridge the distance between the insect
and its illustrational referent.

The optics of scientific enquiry shifted again as the medium provided
new visions of nature. The desire to possess nature was fulfilled by the
newly acquired image of objectivity that photography proposed as ‘truth’,
and, as a result, illustration lost its privileged place in the scientific
discourse. ‘A photograph was deemed scientifically objective because it
countered a specific kind of subjectivity: intervention to aestheticize or
theorize the seen’ (Daston and Galison 2007: 135). Of course what
photography could not yet provide during the nineteenth century was an
adequate reproduction of the coloration of butterfly wings, reducing the
insects to monochromatic shadows of their living or preserved selves.
Photographic exposure-times were also not fast enough to capture flying
insects like butterflies, and black and white images would more often be
taken from prepared specimens. These shortcomings became more
frustrating with the increased availability on the markets of extremely
colourful tropical specimens, justifying in a sense the collecting of these
insects, for no illustrative substitute could have captured iridescent colours
on wings. Amongst Victorian insect collectors, the ‘Aurelians’ (as those
pursuing butterflies and moths called themselves) outnumbered collectors
of all other orders. The hobby apparently become so popular that it
‘rank[ed] as a field sport from the 1870’s until World War I’ (Hancock
2007: 214).

It 1s impossible to establish if the amount of butterfly collecting that took
place in the latter part of the nineteenth century had a major impact on the
population of butterflies in Europe. The authors of The Aurelian Legacy:
British Butterflies and Their Collectors believe that British populations of
butterflies were dramatically downsized instead by substantial changes in
the countryside and pollution levels rather than collecting (Salmon et al.
2000). However, regardless of its predominant cause, a study compiled by
the Butterfly Conservation and the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology has



recently reported that today 72 per cent of UK butterfly species have
declined in abundance and that the distribution of 54 per cent has been
reduced, implicating consistent loss of suitable habitat as the root cause
(Boettcher 2011).

It is therefore through the intertwining discourses of the mythological,
the religious, the scientific, and the artistic that we find butterflies acquiring
and losing specific signifying charges. The mythological discourse
attributed to the butterfly the symbolic value of the human soul, which was
in turn appropriated by discourses of Christianity as a spiritual symbol of
resurrection. The intermingling of the religious discourse with the artistic
one provided an exuberance of spiritually charged butterfly representations
in the still-life paintings of the Classical Age, a phenomenon which owed to
the scientific discourses that were introduced, amongst others, by
Aldrovandi. Having advanced claims that the representation of butterflies in
art was greatly informed by the shifting optics of science first and
subsequently by the substitution of the representational for the real during
the Victorian period and early 1900s, the second part of this chapter will
explore the representational tropes adopted by contemporary artists Hirst
and Collishaw for the purpose of suggesting that the presence of butterflies
in contemporary art may be a symptom of a broader — and not simply
aesthetic — state of affairs.

Figure 5.1 Damien Hirst, I Am Become Death, Shatterer of Worlds, 2006. Butterflies and household
gloss on canvas, 2134 x 5334 mm | 84 x 210 in. Photographed by Prudence Cuming Associates. ©
Damien Hirst and Science Ltd. All rights reserved, DACS 2014



Figure 5.2 Mat Collishaw, Insecticide II, C-type photo on Dibond, 130.5 x 150.8 cm. © Mat
Collishaw. Courtesy of the artist

Symmetry and the accident

Considering how, over the past hundred years, butterflies have become
more readily available to our gaze via photographic reproduction than in
nature, the question arises as to how this has altered our relationship with
this insect and to the visual more generally. Scientific illustration now
capitalizes on the ability that digital photography has to capture crisp detail;
and, as the optic of contemporary science has once again shifted, the
interest for comparative morphology in Lepidoptera has become mainly the
domain of amateurish field-naturalist guides. Nonprofessional illustrated



books on butterflies have abandoned the flattened iconography of the
Classical Age in favour of a more ‘naturalistically constructed’ language of
wildlife photography. Even when staged in a photographic studio or taken
in a butterfly house (which is indeed the case for most butterfly images
taken since the 1990s), audiences have come to privilege imageries which
artificially ‘return’ insects to a simulacrum of their ecosystems in
opposition to seeing them flattened as specimens against the off-white
background of early scientific illustrations. Likewise, Natural History
museums around the world have become attuned to this change in visual
sensibility, largely removing their butterfly collections of prepared
specimens from display and replacing them with seasonal butterfly houses
in which visitors can instead observe live insects (Aloi 2007).

As previously mentioned, since the 1990s butterflies have also been the
subject of two popular artists whose work emerged through the now
legendary phenomenon known as the YBA (Young British Artists). The
movement saw a number of young and irreverent artists pushing the
boundaries of contemporary art to unprecedented extremes for shock value.
Two of the YBA, Damien Hirst and Mat Collishaw, have turned their
attention to butterflies at different stages respectively in their careers, most
notably Hirst in 1991 with the exhibition titled /n and Out of Love; in 1997
with a series of circular paintings featuring butterflies; and in the early
2000s with spectacular large-scale butterfly-wing collages. More recently,
in 2009, Collishaw unveiled a controversial series of photographic images
titled Insecticide.

Both artists have in the past been accused of sensationalizing their work
through the use of violent imagery, something that might be true, but such
accusation somewhat also distracts and confines discussion of the works to
the limitations imposed by the ethical and moral. Informed by human-
animal studies, I will instead argue that much of contemporary art requires
viewers to overcome surface-level shock value in order to reveal the
complexity of animal-human interfaces, which helps to more productively
understand the presence of butterflies in their art. This does not necessarily
equate to condoning the killing of the animals involved, but it seems that, in
order to stop audiences in their tracks and induce thinking about the value
of the lives of butterflies, this may be the only strategy that presently works.
Overcoming the initial shock factor, which usually leads to unconditionally



negative responses, may enable viewers to pose questions for the purpose of
better understanding our positioning in relation to a number of human-
animal issues.

The Nietzschean vaporization of reality, leading to the impossibility of
distinction between the ‘real’ and the ‘apparent’ world articulated in The
Birth of Tragedy and Twilight of the Idols, reconfigured Western
metaphysics around the social construction of the ‘I’ as moral illusion
which projected onto the world itself. Assuming that ‘truth’ is nothing more
than illusion and only individual perceptions exist, then, postmodernist
discourse proposed a limitation of the mediation provided by the artist for
the purpose of providing a more direct engagement with objects and
concepts. Albeit not a compulsory prescription, those artists engaging with
the topic of the animal have generally more readily embraced the
opportunity to stage unmediated encounters, if not with the live animal,
then with preserved animal bodies and surfaces. It is therefore not a
coincidence that it is within this paradigmatic set that we witness the rise of
photography as privileged medium in offering the opportunity for the
abrasiveness of certain encounters to be more than just allusions.

In the first instance it is worth noting that both Hirst and Collishaw
present in their works butterfly bodies that have been extensively tampered
with. In opposition to the still-life paintings of the Classical Age, the artist’s
preoccupation does not lie in achieving perfection in the faithful rendition
of the animal. This role i1s now fulfilled by digital photography in the
documentary genre. Neither artist’s employment of butterflies shares
anything with the value associated with the pristine embodied by the
scientific specimen. Both artists have in the past engaged with professional
scientific imagery in their work; therefore the decision to opt for a different
representational route in this instance is deliberately intentional. What is
retained of the still-life painting genre in both artists” work is the sense of
stillness and suspension.

In the paintings that formed the /n and Out of Love set and those that
subsequently became known as ‘butterfly paintings’, which surfaced in the
late 1990s (and that are still made today as a line of production in Hirst’s
studio), butterflies are stuck on the surface of monochrome canvases. Their
wings, spread flat in the fashion of natural history illustration, are however
splattered with paint at the edges, denying a careful scientific killing and



summoning, instead presenting the aftermath of the insects’ flight onto a
canvas primed with fresh, sticky paint. Collishaw’s [Insecticide series
proposes a similar ‘aesthetic of the accident’, albeit presented through the
photographic medium, in which butterflies and moths appear horribly
crushed and disfigured whilst suspended in midair against a black
background.

In the work of both artists, the presence of the insects imbedded in stark
backgrounds outlines the staging of peculiar representational planes, which
in their neutral timelessness simultaneously deny the taking place of the
proposed event. Within these flattened, minimalist, atemporal realms
butterflies are caught in suspension, suggesting the possibility of
coexistence of life and death in one single moment. The oxymoronic
coexisting of life and death that characterized the still-life painting genre of
the Classical Age is re-proposed therefore in these works through an
allusion to a destructive event that has taken place in the immediate past,
one that i1s so immediate that its spilling into the present becomes an
unsettling factor in the fruition of the works: we are not perpetrators of the
violence but are implicit witnesses in its fresh aftermath.

This tension is further reinforced by the ambiguity that insects in general
present when observed whilst perfectly still. The insects’ chitinous bodies
don’t discolour and they harden soon after death, acquiring a rigour that
most often can be misunderstood as livingness. As Hirst noted, ‘they don’t
rot like humans’ (2006: 83). An encounter with a dead insect may require
therefore a little prodding to be able to conclude that death has really
occurred, whilst an encounter with a dead bird or mammal will immediately
reveal itself for what it is. Most importantly, in the specific case of
butterflies, it is the wings that remain pristine after death (their eyes cloud
over rather quickly). As Hirst puts it:

Then you get the beauty of the butterfly, but it is actually something
horrible. It is like a butterfly has flown around and died horribly in the
paint. The death of an insect that still has this really optimistic beauty
of a wonderful thing.

(83)



Through the ‘accidents’ which foreshadowed the instants framed by Hirst
and Collishaw the elusive event which preceded the image has transfigured
the butterflies into aesthetic objects in turn produced by the extreme tension
which compresses together life, death, beauty, and horror. These butterfly
bodies are caught in a moment of passage into intellectual as well as formal
transcendence. What Hirst and Collishaw propose is ‘a still life on the
edge’: a condensed image dangerously suspended between life and death,
which relies on the notion that ‘life does not endure, and the artistic image,
in its formal perfection, is the painful agony of the final shock’ (Cicelyn
2006: 16).

The friction between the undisputed beauty of the insect and the horror of
the suspended, unjustified, and gratuitous death staged by both artists
directly challenges past practices of catching and preserving. The moment
of the insect’s death is erased through the transition granting eternal life in
the form of a scientific illustration (butterflies had to be killed to ‘pose’ for
artists and scientists), still-life painting, or cabinet specimen. This is the
main defining trait of the flattening of nature outlined in the previous
section of this chapter. The concealment of death, achieved through the
setting of the symmetrically spread open wings as if in flight, is revealed
here in the deliberate derailing of such aesthetic devices. These works bring
our attention to the irrefutable fact that the killing of the object of desire has
often been a key stage of the epistemological processes of science and art
alike; the elegant concealing of such practices has more markedly been art’s
prerogative. As Maria Sibylla Merian reveals in a letter, the killing of
butterflies for the purpose of collecting has never been a pleasant practice:

If one wishes to [...] kill butterflies quickly, then one must hold the
point of a darning needle in a flame, thus making it hot or glowing red,
and stick it into the butterfly. They die immediately with no damage to
their wings.

(quoted in Neri 2011: 161)

The value of flawlessness

In the collecting of butterfly specimens the intact preservation of the edges
and patterning of wings was, and still is today, of paramount importance.



The grading system for charting specimens’ conditions is one of the most
important reference points for traders and collectors, A1 [ex-pupae] being
the highest possible level of perfection a specimen could display, and B
being the lowest, where the specimen presents visible damage to wings and
body. It is interesting to note that the actual killing of butterflies is verbally
omitted even in the technical jargon used to outline the grading system, as
we read that the Al [ex-pupae] butterfly is ‘considered “the ultimate”
pristine condition. Such a specimen is “mint/proof” with untouched virtual
flawlessness. It was most likely dispatched very soon after emergence and
is perfect in every way’ (Garthe 2007). In this sentence the word
‘dispatched’ has clearly replaced ‘killed’ and after that the stretching and
drying of the wings.

As seen, the idea of ‘perfection’ which gave rise to the specimen logic
enabled the production of myriad illustrations and paintings in which
butterflies are set in the classical pose with spread flattened wings, and it
also played a key role in the aesthetics of the entomology cabinet. This
iconographical choice acquired popularity during the Classical Age as its
clarity enabled the curious gaze to inspect the object in the most favourable
condition. Whilst Hirst directly references this formal standardization for /n
and Out of Love and subsequent ‘butterfly paintings’, Collishaw violently
disrupts this normative canon by obliterating the symmetry, which plays a
key role in the ‘preserved butterfly aesthetic’. As I will argue, this
iconoclastic gesture is pivotal to the production of a new and subversive
butterfly aesthetic in contemporary art. In a sense, Hirst’s and Collishaw’s
images can be understood as functioning in analogous ways to the ‘botched
taxidermy’ concept developed in The Postmodern Animal by Steve Baker in
which classical aesthetics are subverted through the display of an abrasive
aesthetic wrong-ness aiming at engaging the viewer on a critical level
(2000).

It may be surprising to some, but the importance of symmetry is
paramount to the phenomenology related to these works of art. Architect
Gyorgy Doczi identified the Golden Section in nature, art, and architecture,
revealing that ‘the proportioning of butterfly wings varies from species to
species, yet there is a unity in these diversities, a unit created by [...]
proportional limitations, with the 1:2 = 0.5 proportion added corresponding
to the octave-diapason’ (1981: 89). The encoding of the Golden Section in



the wings of butterflies further explains the reasons behind the longstanding
fascination humans have with this insect. The proportional aesthetic value
embodied by the Golden Section was at the root of the harmony of Egyptian
and Greek architecture and sculpture, and it became the essential structural
factor in classical art since the Renaissance and until the end of the
nineteenth century (Griffing 2007). The Golden Section exerts a peculiar
aesthetic power on Western cultures through the production of endless
repetition of imbedded classical harmony and balance, which we have
become able to instinctively perceive without the need for calculations or
further empirical enquiry. The predictability of response which the Golden
Section triggers through the repetitive, reflective system of symmetry
enhances a sense of stability in the aesthetic paradigm, enabling
spontaneous responses of relevance in human and nonhuman animals alike.
As Danto notes:

This is a growing field of experimentation, but it suggests, there being
nothing more ‘practical’ than sex, that dear old natural selection
accounts for aesthetic preferences which the clever Greeks introduced
into their art, at which, even when the will is out of play because we
know them to be statuary, we enjoy looking with the same prurient
eyes we cast on one another.

(1997:97)

We can therefore more clearly understand how the obliteration of symmetry
in the images created by Collishaw operates as a violent destabilizer of
desire. His butterflies and moths have been crushed and their body parts
rearranged in such way that the harmonious, proportional balance of the
Golden Section is irreparably compromised whilst through this process a
different kind of beauty emerges, one that requires dramatic unbalance in

order to manifest itself: the sublime.!

In The World as Will and Idea, Arthur Schopenhauer discusses the idea
of symmetry in relation to the metaphysics of music, arguing:

[w]hen music, as it were in a fit of desire for independence, seizes the
opportunity of a pause to free itself from the control of rhythm, to
launch out into the free imagination of an ornate cadenza, such a piece



of music divested of all rhythm is analogous to the ruin which is
divested of symmetry and which accordingly may be called, in the
bold language of witticism, a frozen cadenza.

(1819: 240-1)

It 1s important to note here that Schopenhauer, writing in the early
nineteenth century, does not attribute negative value to the obliteration of
symmetry, whilst his summoning of the ruin as a comparative element of
the visual realm implicitly suggests the emerging sensitivity of the
Romantic period and its penchant for tangible manifestation of the
destructive effects of decay. In this light, Collishaw’s butterflies and moths,
more than Hirst’s, can be understood as transcendental aesthetic objects
charged with the agency of sublime ruins. It is at this stage worth noting
that one of the most important functions played by the sublime during the
Romantic period was that of acting as a vehicle for the spiritual. The
sublime extrapolated the spiritual from the exclusive dominion of the
Christian church, redistributing it into nature. As noted by Robert
Rosenblum, Romantic poet Thomas Moor expressed the relocation of
divinity in nature that, ‘far from the traditional rituals of Christianity, could
be inspired in many Romantics not only by torrential cataracts and
vertiginous abysses, but also by the opposite extreme of an uncommon
stillness and silence’ (1975: 20). It is therefore in the compositional choices
of Collishaw that we find the adoption of the Romantic magnification of
scale which allows for the microcosms of nature to become imbued with
spirituality as much as the waterfalls, cliffs, and stormy sea-scenes of the
1800s.

In order to advance his argument for the legacy of Romantic art in
modern painting, Rosenblum discusses the instance of an early work by
Mondrian, the painting of a chrysanthemum. In light of the analogy
previously exposed between botany and the illustration of butterflies in
scientific plates, Mondrian’s flower could be here used to further
understand the sublime charge of Collishaw’s work in the attempt of
understanding how it operates in imbuing the natural with the spiritual.
Rosenblum argues that the isolation of the flower, as it stands against a
plain neutral dark background, its centrality in the composition, and its
magnification confer ‘a symbol ic aura that far transcends only aesthetic



contemplation’ (1975: 178). These are all aspects we can easily reconcile
with the treatment of Collishaw’s butter-flies. Placed against a dark,
atemporal background, each of the butterflies from the Insecticide series is
printed on a 182.9 x 182.9 cm photographic sheet, generating a sensational,
hyperrealist, overwhelming effect. The process of magnification which
allows one to peer into the microcosms of nature was a pivotal Romantic
strategy aiming at distorting the world in search of spirituality through the
immensely vast and infinitely small. Like Collishaw, Mondrian too focused
on decay and the passage from life to death in the portrayal of his flowers,
for he would frequently create two painted versions of the same subject
seen from the same angle: one showing the flower 1n its fullest and freshest
stage and the other arrested in its decaying process.

The sublime prophecy

In 2003, Hirst came under fire for another body of work involving
butterflies. Generally known as ‘butterfly wing paintings’, the series counts
a number of differently sized and shaped canvases on which butterfly wings
from a multitude of tropical species have been detached from the insects’
bodies and arranged to create the overall effect of a stained glass window.
In this case too, as with Collishaw, all works in the series are considerably
large pieces, measuring 244 x 153 cm in Devotion (2003), 213 x 213 cm in
Amazing Revelation (2003), or 214 cm in diameter for the round canvases
of Rapture and It s Great to Be Alive (2003). Size, as will be later discussed,
is instrumental to the enactment of the sublime in these pieces. All of
Hirst’s compositional arrangements present levels of entropic harmony
structured around symmetrically repeated geometrical patterning. What at
first appears to be chaotic and random quickly reveals itself as perfectly
ordered, modularly and speculatively referenced within itself. These are
images in which the symbolic tensions between life and death explored in
the still-life genre have been exasperated.

The work of symmetry previously discussed with Collishaw is at play
here again through the Golden Section. The overall visual impact provided
by the paintings automatically solicits beauty of a classical kind where what
one effectively gazes at, having overcome the hypnotic charge of
kaleidoscopic patterns, are dismembered butterfly wings. In other words,



the removal of the wings from the butterfly bodies displaces the natural
encoding of the Golden Section in the butterfly morphology which is
simultaneously recovered through the arrangements of the wings on the
surface of the canvas. The geometrized arrangement is here elusive for, in a
game of kaleidoscopic, optical illusions, harmonic compositions
continuously emerge and dissolve, repositioning themselves on the canvas,
outlining endless symmetrical patterning. Beauty and horror coexist again
in these ambiguous pictorial dimensions, proposing a tension difficult to
emotionally manage: how can so much beauty be produced by so much
death? Hirst’s works, like Collishaw’s, pose questions about the effective
value of beauty in our culture and more specifically in relation to nature.
Simultaneously, they question beauty’s assumed inherent historical
positivity in opposition to the absolute negative ‘ugly’ counterpart that
classical art has for centuries attempted to completely remove from sight.
Both artists in their specific ways attempt to destroy significant form as
tendencies experienced in Gothic and Baroque art.

The dichotomous relationship between fear and attraction which is
discussed by Burke in 4 Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas
of the Sublime and Beautiful is here further problematized by a reversal of
the dynamics at play, since the painting is captivating beyond expectation
due to the differential work of the Golden Section. Paradoxically, we feel
compelled to look at what terrorizes us. However, the horror we experience
may not so much originate in the nature of the subject we look at — torn
butterfly wings — but by the inescapable questioning of how morally
appropriate it may be to find pleasure in dismembered butterfly wings. How
many butterflies had to die for Hirst’s vast canvases to come to life, and

how justified is the result in consideration of the required death? > The
sublime is here directly invoked by quantity as well as by the sensation of
greatness. As noted by Jean-Frangois Lyotard, the mathematical sublime
relates to magnitude and formlessness of what is perceived, conveying the
infinitude of an unlimited extent and absence of boundaries (1994).

The number of units contained in the magnitude escapes us, preventing
any mode of rationalization: these images constitute the antithesis of early
scientific illustration. The specimen logic is completely sabotaged in these
representational planes: the longstanding tradition in which the scientific
gaze informed the work of artists has been interrupted in this contemporary



manifestation of butterflies. Through the working of what is defined as the
mathematical sublime, the image dwarfs us, in this specific case not simply
in a sensorial capacity but simultaneously in a cultural one. The clash
between the poetics of collecting and the systematic pragmatism required
by the curiosity of the gaze for nature’s work is here painfully exposed
through the reminder that any act of epistemological value of nature
involves (and has always involved) an inescapable violence on the animal.
What terrorizes us is not therefore just what we see in front of us, but it is
what we see in the reflections of ourselves: the dramatic contradictions
involved in what it means to be a human animal amongst other animals.
The ‘negative pain’ Burke called delight provides a fissure for the diversion
of rational, continuous thought that aims at concealing the functioning of
our metaphysical relationship with the insect.

The resurgence of the sublime in contemporary art may constitute a more
complex and urgent phenomenon than initially auspicated, one that may be
linked to the emergence of capitalist phases of crisis or thresholds
proposing new directions for the future. Historically, the Romantic
understanding of the sublime in the arts emerged during the height of the
Industrial Revolution, which constituted the birth of modern capitalism. If
we give credit to the theory that sees the sublime discourse forming as a
counterweight to the violent reconfiguration of cultural values imposed by
capitalist society, we could therefore read the work of Collishaw and Hirst
as symptomatic of the capitalist crisis which has shaped cultural life during
the first decade of the new millennium, like the events leading up to and of
11 September 2001 and the subsequent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. As
argued by Luke White:

If we find ourselves tangling with the sublime again today, the reason
for this might be our embrace within a capitalist modernity whose
form of capital has come once more to bear uncanny resemblances to
the imperial, hyper-liquid and perplexingly spectral capital of the
eighteenth century.

(2010)

From this perspective, it may be assumed that it is not a coincidence that
both Hirst’s ‘butterfly paintings’ and Collishaw’s Insecticide have trauma at



their originating root. The rearranging of torn butterfly wings for the
purpose of outlining decorative patterns alludes to torture and castration,
whilst Collishaw’s crushed Lepidoptera summons the overbearing swiftness
of an unexpected, fatal blow. From this perspective, the sublime exerted by
these works of art attempts to return us to a mystic world of spiritual
dimensions in which the natural body is the repository of a connection to a
nature from which we feel more than ever alienated. This too is a
paradoxical proposition, which dangerously invites us to find salvation in
what we have already perhaps irremediably destroyed: a prayer for a future
that may be already doomed.

Through the subversion of classical convention and the obliteration of the
Golden Section from nature’s form, Hirst and Collishaw propose a new
representational paradigm in which the death of butterflies is at play just as
much as it was during the Classical Age and thereafter in Victorian times.
The substantial difference is that here the death is not concealed. Whilst
scientific and painterly representation of butterflies produced between the
sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries aimed at concealing the death of the
insect — something inevitably necessary for the observation required by the
painterly and illustrative act — these images make us painfully aware of
death’s work as required by the production of beauty and knowledge. The
obliteration and reconfiguration of symmetry and balance produced in these
works proposes a departure from the figurative realm, pushing
representation as closely as possible to abstraction but without ever fully
dissolving.

In so doing, the artists partially reconcile butterflies with the range of
spiritual associations explored in the first section of this chapter. They
attempt to bypass the Victorian obsession for possessing the perfect
specimen in order to return a spiritual aura to an insect that has been voided
of all auras by the objectification of the scientific gaze. Paradoxically,
therefore the butterflies are re-spiritualized through an act of destruction.

In the attempt to reconfigure the spiritual aura of butterflies, Hirst and
Collishaw have fragmented the butterfly body, each providing an anti-
scientific imagery in which the animal is completely extrapolated from
wildlife as well as any natural-history image repertoire. The staging of the
passage from life to form becomes therefore much more than that from life



to death. It summons the precinct on which art in general functions,
exploring the threshold between life and art.

From the purely artistic perspective of abstract art, the shift from
naturalistic representation of butterflies to the obliteration of natural
symmetry in search of alternative quasi-abstract propositions echoes the
history of transcendental experiences with which the abstract art of
Mondrian, Kandinsky, and Rothko was imbued. The obliteration of the
animal body and its newly acquired ability to function as a vehicle for a
kind of spirituality relying on the sublime’s dynamics poses therefore
questions about the current cultural role played by butterflies and nature at
large. Although I am not here arguing for the reconfiguration of a spiritual
approach to nature, one is left to wonder what is at stake for a culture that is
unable to reconnect with nature in ways other than the scientific.

More alarmingly, the latest incarnation of the sublime we are
experiencing in contemporary art may cast a dark of doom. As Luke White
argues,

A key aspect of the recent resurgence of the sublime as a subject for
study has undoubtedly been its relevance as an aesthetic of terrible
nature, at a moment when, with growing fears about environmental
catastrophe, nature has reappeared as a limit to human power, progress
and wealth, something which even threatens to destroy us.

(2010)

It i1s the imposition of these limits by nature itself and the seemingly
impossible restorability of a balance between nature and humanity that
grant these works the extremely unsettling quality that they exude. The
images highlight a need for seeking the answer to ultimate questions outside
the canons of religion and scientific enquiry. They are a symptom of the
facts that science and religion may have both somewhat failed to answer
some pivotal questions and that, through the entering of a new capitalist
crisis, some questions that have become more urgent than ever demand the
implementation of radically new perspectives in order to be appropriately
answered.



Notes

1  Collishaw’s butterflies are ethically sourced and the butterflies are already preserved when his
intervention takes place.

2 Hirst’s butterflies are also ethically sourced through fair trade butterfly farming.
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6
‘This ain’ t agriculture’

Bernard E. Rollin

Consider the story told to me by one of my colleagues in Animal Science at
Colorado State University. This man told of his son-in-law, who had grown
up on a ranch, but could not return to it after college because it could not
support him and all of his siblings. (Notably, the average net annual income
of a Front Range — i.e. eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains — rancher in
Colorado, Wyoming, or Montana is about $35,000! ) He reluctantly took a
job managing a feeder-pig barn at a large swine-factory farm:

One day he reported a disease that had struck his piglets to his boss. ‘I
have bad news and good news,’ he reported. ‘The bad news is that the
piglets are sick. The good news i1s that they can be treated
economically.” ‘No,’ said the boss. ‘We don’t treatt We euthanize! > He
proceeded to demonstrate by dashing the baby pigs’ heads on the side
of the concrete pen, and then throwing the still-twitching piglet into a
garbage heap. The young man could not accept this. He bought the
medicine with his own money, clocked in on his day off, and treated
the animals. They recovered, and he told the boss. The boss’s response
was ‘You’re fired!’ The young man pointed out that he had treated
them with his own time and money, and was thus not subject to firing.
He did, however, receive a reprimand in his file. Six months later he
quit and became an electrician. He wrote to his father-in-law: ‘I know



you are disappointed that I left agriculture, Dad. But this ain't
agriculture!’

I

It is arguable that the development of human civilization was directly
dependent on the creation of a secure and predictable food supply. Such a
food supply freed peoples from the uncertainties and vagaries of depending
on hunting and gathering, and enabled the establishment of communities.
Predictability regarding food was assured by the development of both plant
and animal agriculture, which operated synergistically. Cultivation of crops
and plants secured human ability to depend on (barring catastrophes of
weather) foods of plant origin and a steady and local source of animal feed.
Animal agriculture in turn provided a source of labor for crop production,
as well as a predictable reservoir of animal protein for human consumption.
The secure food supply ramified in the ability to develop manufacturing,
trade, commerce, and, in Hobbes’s felicitous phrase, the ‘leisure that is the
mother of philosophy’, construed in the broadest sense as speculative
thought, science, technological innovation, art, and culture.

A presupposition to the development of both plant and animal
agricultures was the concept of sustainability; that is, assurance that the
conditions and resources necessary to them were indefinitely renewable. As
children, many of us learned about balanced aquaria. If we wished to keep a
fish tank where the fish lived and we didn’t want to keep tinkering with it,
we needed to assure that the system in question was as close to a ‘perpetual
motion’ machine as possible, a system that required little maintenance
because all parts worked together. That meant including plants that
produced oxygen and consumed carbon dioxide, enough light to nourish the
plants (or rather plants that thrived in the available light source), water that
was properly constituted chemically, scavengers to remove wastes, and so
on. When such a system worked, it required minimal maintenance. If
something were out of balance, plants and animals would die, and require
constant replacement. The fish tank aims at being a balanced ecosystem and
thus represents a model of traditional approaches to cultivation of land,
wherein one sought to grow plants that could be grown indefinitely with
available resources, could conserve and maximize these resources, and the



plants would not die out or require constant enrichment. Hence the beauty
of pastoral agriculture, where pasture nourished herbivores, and herbivores
provided us with milk, meat, and leather, and their manure enriched the
pasture land in a renewable cycle.

Cultivation of land evolved locally with humans. If one did not attend to
the constraints imposed by nature on what and how much could be grown in
a given region, the region would soon cease to yield its bounty, by virtue of
salinization, or depletion of nutrients or overgrazing, or insect infestation.
Thus, over time, humans evolved to ‘farm with nature’ in a way that
involved animal husbandry both as a rational necessity and an ethical
imperative. Local knowledge, accumulated over a long period of trial and
error, told us how much irrigation was too much; what would not grow in
given soils; what weeds left standing protected against insects; where shade
and windbreaks were needed, and so on. Thus accumulated wisdom was
passed on — and augmented — from generation to generation, and was
sustainable, meaning that it required minimal tweaking or addition of
resources. The genius of agriculture was to utilize what was there in a way
that would endure. If the land did not thrive, you did not thrive. Traditional
agriculture, then, was inherently sustainable; by trial and error over a long
period of time it evolved into as close to a ‘balanced aquarium’ as possible.

Not surprisingly, precisely isomorphic logic applied to sustainability in
animal production. The maxim underlying continued success in rearing
animals was good husbandry, which represented a unified synthesis of
prudence and ethics. What I term ‘husbandry’ here meant, first of all,
placing the animals into the optimal environment for which they had been
bred, and where they could maximally fulfill their physical and
psychological needs and natures. Having done so, the herder and later
farmers then augmented animals’ ability to survive and thrive by watching
over them — by providing protection from predators, food during periods of
famine, water during times of drought, shelter during extremes of climate,
assistance in birthing, medical attention, and generally ministering to
whatever needs the animals had.

So powerfully ingrained was this imperative in the human psyche that
when the Psalmist searches for a metaphor for God’s ideal relationship to
human beings, he can do no better than seize upon the conceit of the Good



Shepherd. The Shepherd serves as far more than merely a herdsman, but
more as a guardian and protector of the sheep under his aegis:

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall
not want.

He maketh me to lie down in
green pastures.

He leadeth me beside the still
waters.

He restoreth my soul.

(Psalm 23, Old Testament)

We want no more from God than what the Good Shepherd provides for his
flock. As we know from other passages in the Old Testament, a lamb on its
own would live a miserable, nasty, and short life by virtue of the
proliferation of predators — hyenas, raptors, wolves, bears, lions, foxes,
jackals, and numerous others. With the care and ministrations of the
Shepherd, the animal lives well until such time as humans take its life, in
the meantime supplying us with milk, wool, and, in the case of some
domestic animals, the labor that became indispensable to the working of
land for crops.

The power of this symbiotic image cannot be overestimated in the history
of Western civilization. In Christian iconography, for thousands of years,
Jesus 1s depicted both as Shepherd and as lamb, a duality built into the very
foundations of human culture. The pastor, a word harking back to pastoral,
tends to his flock; the members of his congregation are his sheep. And
when Plato discusses the ideal political ruler in the Republic, he deploys the
shepherd-sheep metaphor: the ruler is to his people as the shepherd is to his
flock. Qua shepherd, the herder exists to protect, preserve, and improve the
sheep; any payment tendered to him is in his capacity as wage-earner. So
too the ruler, again illustrating the power of the concept of husbandry on
our psyches.

Animal agriculture was indispensable to the subsequent development of
society. Husbandry is the ancient contract that was a precondition for the



entire cultural-evolutionary process. In one of the most momentous ironies
in the history of civilization, this ancient contract with the animals, as well
as with the Earth, in terms of sustainability, contained within it the seeds of
its own undoing. It was by virtue of a secure and predictable food supply
that humans could proceed with trade, manufacturing, invention, and the
general flourishing of cultures.

By the late nineteenth century, industrial proliferation and innovation had
reached a point where sustainability and good husbandry seemed to be no
longer essential presuppositions of civilization. The ancient contract, which
we may characterize as husbandry with regard to animals and stewardship
with regard to the land, was the presuppositional bedrock upon which
economics, art, and culture rested. Yet with the profound hubris akin to that
of an Icarus who challenged inherent human limitations, with blind and
abiding faith in the humanly crafted tools that repeatedly show themselves
as impotent in the face of natural disaster, we thumbed our noses at both
morality and prudence. As the ancients crafted the tower of Babel, so we
began to overreach the constraints imposed on us by the natural world. In
both crop and animal agriculture, the ancient values of sustainability,
stewardship, and husbandry inexorably gave way to modernist values of
industrialization, productivity, and efficiency. The symbiotic partnership
between humans and the Earth, and between humans and animals, was
rapidly transmuted into patent exploitation with no respect for or attention
to what priceless elements were lost.

Although my major focus in this chapter is animal agriculture, I would be
remiss if I did not at least sketch the developments in crop agriculture that
paralleled the loss of animal husbandry. Cultivation of land evolved locally
with humans. If one did not attend to the constraints imposed by nature on
what and how much could be grown in a given region, the region would
soon cease to yield its bounty, by virtue of salinization, depletion of
nutrients, overgrazing, and insect infestation. The genius of agriculture was
to utilize what was there in a way that would endure. As in animal
husbandry, if the land did not thrive, you did not thrive. Traditional
agriculture, then, was inherently sustainable; by trial and error over a long
period of time it too evolved into as close to a ‘balanced aquarium’ as
possible.



Also, as in the case of animal husbandry, humans broke their contract of
stewardship over the earth as soon as they were able, given the tools of
technology. No longer was agriculture directed at sustainability. Instead it
was driven by a mantra of productivity: suck as much yield from the earth
as possible with the help of technology, sometimes in the name of profit and
sometimes in the name of ‘feeding the world’, using huge tractors for
tillage, irrigation systems, fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides. What had
historically been gentle intercourse with the earth became rape and plunder.
And yield grew.

But at what cost? Science and technology enabled extraction of greater
crop yields than hitherto imagined, but, as it is said, there is no free lunch.
Instead of farming depending on idiopathic wisdom, local knowledge,
know-how — passed from generation to generation — it was now conceived
of as technology, as applied science, as nomothetic or law-like, and in
principle applicable to any locale. As in animal agriculture, capital and
machinery supplanted knowledgeable labor, farms got bigger and bigger,
and ‘get big or get out’ became their mantra. Food was plentiful, and thus
cheap.

With these gains came major costs, albeit costs that were not immediately
obvious, attended by long-term liabilities. But costs they were. If you forget
about having a balanced aquarium, then you must pump resources in
regularly to compensate for the loss of balance. The new agriculture
required a great deal of fuel to run the machinery, make the chemicals.
Massive amounts of water were also required. Only 75 percent of modern
agriculture’s consumption of water is replenished. And these chemicals,
fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides, and fuels left residues polluting air and
water, leading to disturbance and death of fragile ecosystemic health.
Growing crops required land, so forests and rain forests were cleared,
uprooting and impoverishing endogenous ecosystems, annihilating species,
losing wild plants whose significance to the balance of nature was
unappreciated. Repetitive tillage led to soil erosion and depletion,
degradation, and pollution. Toxic residues abounded. Excess irrigation
depleted soil nutrients, requiring yet more fertilizer. Monoculture —
cultivation of one cultivar, that which is most profitable, and most
productive, but also most susceptible to devastation (by putting all of one’s
eggs in one bucket) — replaced traditional crop diversity.



Powerful and plentiful agricultural chemicals had negative health effects
on workers and consumers. Indiscriminate use of pesticides predictably and
inexorably led to inadvertent selective breeding of super-pests highly
resistant to these chemicals, even as the massive use of antibiotics in
confinement animal agriculture both to promote growth and to mask the
effects of bad husbandry led to the evolution of antibiotic-resistant
pathogens. In addition, pesticides non-selectively killed off both target pests
and their more widely beneficial natural enemies.

As farmers’ debt-load increased in the industrialized world, increasing
numbers of small farmers lost their farms, unable to afford the infrastructure
required. And as they went out of business, so died the little communities
they inhabited, and their cultures, and their way of life. And, with
unsurpassed and bitter irony, in the United States, the land-grant
universities chartered in the nineteenth century to help small farmers and
the rural communities they constituted came to contribute to their demise,
by developing the very technologies that caused the problems we have
described, and they were funded to do so by the US Department of
Agriculture (USDA). Farming as a way of life became agribusiness, the
grand monoliths dominating the food supply that Thomas Jefferson feared
as 1nimical to democracy. And agribusiness funded the science that
perpetuated agribusiness, leaving no niche for the small farmer. So bad has
this become that when I did contract research for the USDA on farm animal
welfare and cited western ranchers’ views of their animals, and the sort of
concern for their well-being evidenced earlier, I was told by a high official
that ‘western ranchers are not real agriculturalists — they are a bunch of
damn Romantics.’

The sentence just quoted is tragically emblematic of the degree to which
animal husbandry has been ridiculed as antiquated and supplanted by an
industrial model. For it is undeniably the case that ranchers in the western
United States are the last remaining vestige of the husbandry approach to
animal agriculture that was historically dominant. What did the officials
cited above mean by calling them ‘Romantics’?

In the first place, income is not the primary rationale for ranching. As
mentioned above, the average net income of a Front Range rancher is
$35,000 per annum. Having lectured to well over 20,000 ranchers in my
career on their home grounds, I am well aware of the fact that their ‘way of



life’ is far more important to them than income. These people, while
geographically isolated (the nearest neighbors may be 100 miles or more
away), willingly trade sociality for proximity to nature. Rancher families
are extraordinarily close-knit, and even small children work closely with
their parents from a very young age. The overarching value is a fierce
commitment to their animals and to allowing the animals to live under the
pastoral conditions dictated by their natures. I cannot begin to count the
number of times I have heard ranchers declare that ‘if I had to raise animals
like the chicken and pig people do, I would get the hell out of the business.’
In my experience, a higher percentage of ranchers, over 90 percent, would
affirm that animals have the right to live their lives in accordance with their
natures than would members of the urban public!

And, most eloquently attesting to their commitment to husbandry, the
vast majority of ranchers have spent more on saving the life of a marginal
calf, be it in money or time, than the calf is worth. When I point out the
economic irrationality of spending $20 to produce a ‘widget’ that one sells
for $10, the angry response I invariably elicit is: ‘but these are not widgets;
they are living things for which we are responsible! ’ It is no wonder that the
USDA, an agency that is greatly complicit in the industrialization of
agriculture, mocks and derides these people as ‘Romantics’. The bottom
line 1s that, short of such minor changes as riding fence with ATVs or
motorcycles rather than horses, Western cow-calf ranching is unchanged
from what it was in the nineteenth century and so has grown out of step
with the (animal) exploitative and (farmer) self-defeating notions of
progress touted by the USDA.

While intensification of agriculture clearly eroded and indeed virtually
eliminated husbandry-based animal agriculture, it also dealt serious and
indeed mortal blows to its sustainability. Consider, for example, pastoral
rearing of cattle or pigs. Under these conditions, overgrazing or exceeding
the land’s carrying capacity soon made manifest one’s exceeding of
sustainable numbers, so that self-interest, indeed, survival of the farmer,
corrected such mistakes. Under technological, intensive, agricultural
conditions, technological innovations or ‘fixes’ concealed going beyond
sustainability until a great deal of damage was done. Whereas pastoral
agriculture represented a ‘balanced aquarium’ in the case of grazing and
waste disposal — animal waste served as fertilizer and helped nourish forage



— confinement agriculture does not utilize animal waste, and disposal of
such waste becomes a major problem, rather than an asset, as is evident in
the huge and formidable problems of waste disposal encountered by the
swine industry in the southeastern United States.

Critics of my work have argued that I present a far too rosy picture of
preindustrial, husbandry agriculture, implying that everyone in agriculture
treated their animals well. That is certainly not my intention. In fact, the
logo of the ASPCA (American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals), the first animal welfare organization in the United States, shows
the founder of the organization, Henry Bergh, staying the hand of a carter
who has whipped his horse to the ground. Obviously, there was animal
abuse well before the advent of industrial agriculture due to short tempers,
cruel individuals, and ignorance. One would be both stupid and utopian to
deny that. My point, however, was that success in preindustrial animal
agriculture was conceptually (if not always de facto) based ideally on
maximizing animal interests in pursuit of producer interest. No one
operating rationally in a husbandry-based system would intentionally bring
harm to the animals if only for reasons of self-interest.

11

If everything we have stated is correct, how did industrial agriculture come
to supplant husbandry agriculture? In the mid-twentieth century, husbandry
agriculture was replaced by industrial agriculture in many countries. Ruth
Harrison (1964), in her famous book Animal Machines, described the horrid
conditions that she observed on intensive farms in England. Chickens
crammed into tiny cages, tethered veal calves, and sows that were not able
to turn around. Her book was translated into seven languages, and it served
as an impetus for the formation of the Bramble Committee, which wrote the
five freedoms, the pioneering compact of rights for animals under human
control. Her book caused the public to become concerned about the
intensification and lack of husbandry that was occurring on English poultry,
veal, and pig farms. And it helped to contextualize how industrialization of
animal agriculture in the US occurred for a variety of understandable and
even laudable reasons that are worth recounting. When industrial
agriculture began, roughly in the 1940s, the US was confronted with a



variety of new challenges related to food. In the first place, the great
economic Depression and Dust Bowl (the dust storms that swept the US
and Canadian prairies in the 1930s, caused by severe drought and topsoil
erosion from plowing) had soured many people on farming and, even more
dramatically, had raised the specter of starvation for the American public
for the first time in US history. Vivid images of bread-lines and soup
kitchens drove the desire to assure a plenitude of cheap food. By the late
1960s and 1970s, the US had large-scale industrialized animal agriculture
with much bigger units than those in Europe.

Because better jobs were to be found in cities, displaced rural people
flocked to them in hopes of a better life, creating a potential shortage in
agricultural labor. Correlative with the growth of cities and suburbs came
encroachment on agricultural land for various forms of development,
raising land prices and moving acreage once available for agriculture out of
that pool. Many people who would otherwise have been happy with a slow,
rural way of life also were exposed to greater sophistication by virtue of
military service in World War I and World War 11, and thus were dissatisfied
with an agrarian existence. Recall the song popular after World War I, ‘How
ya gonna keep’em down on the farm (after they’ve seen Paree)?’

Ironically, by the late 1960s many urban people were yearning for the
‘simple life’ represented by the small farm. Today, in developed countries,
there 1s a huge interest in buying animal products from small, local family
farms. Urban people are yearning for a return to animal husbandry. Along
the way, demographers predicted a precipitous and dramatic increase in
population, which turned out to be accurate. With the success of
industrialization in new areas, notably Henry Ford’s application of the
concept of the assembly line to the production of the automobile, it was
probably inevitable that the concepts of industrialization would be applied
to agriculture. (After witnessing the Chicago stockyard operations, Ford
himself had already characterized slaughterhouses as ‘disassembly lines’.)
Thus was born an industrial approach to agriculture, with machines taking
the place of labor. The traditional Departments of Animal Husbandry in
agricultural schools symbolically marked this transition by changing their
names to Departments of Animal Sciences, a field defined in textbooks as
‘application of industrial methods to the production of animals’.



In this transition, the traditional bedrock wvalues of agriculture —
husbandry, sustainability, agriculture as a way of life, not only a way of
making a living — were transmuted into values of efficiency and
productivity. With human labor replaced by machinery, in turn requiring
large amounts of capital, farm units grew larger, eventuating in the mantra
of the 1970s: ‘get big or get out’. Agricultural research stressed producing
cheap and plentiful food, and moved in unprecedented directions. With
animals confined for efficiency and away from forage, much research was
directed towards finding cheap sources of nutrition, in turn leading to
feeding such deviant items to animals as poultry and cattle manure, cement
dust, newspaper, and, most egregiously, bone-meal to herbivores, the last of
which is believed to have created Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy
(BSE) or ‘Mad Cow Disease’. Animals were kept under conditions alien to
their natural needs for the sake of productivity. Whereas small-scale,
sustainable animal agriculture stressed putting square pegs into square
holes, round pegs into round holes, while producing as little friction as
possible, industrialized animal agriculture forced square pegs into round
holes by utilizing what I have called ‘technological sanders’, such as
antibiotics, hormones, extreme genetic selection, air-handling systems,
artificial cooling systems, and artificial insemination to force animals into
unnatural conditions while they nonetheless remained productive, in the
narrow sense of profitable to investors.

Consider, for example, the egg industry, one of the first areas of
agriculture to experience industrialization. Traditionally, chickens ran free
in barnyards, able to live off the land by foraging and to express their
natural behaviors of moving freely, nest-building, dust-bathing, escaping
from more aggressive animals, defecating away from their nests, and, in
general, fulfilling their natures as chickens. Industrialization of the egg
industry, on the other hand, meant placing the chickens in small cages, in
some systems with six birds in a tiny wire cage, so that one animal may
stand on top of the others and none can perform any of their inherent
behaviors, unable even to stretch their wings. In the absence of space to
establish a dominance hierarchy or pecking order, they cannibalize each
other and must be ‘debeaked’, producing painful neuromas since the beak is
innervated. The animal is now an inexpensive cog in a machine, part of a
factory, and the cheapest part at that, thus totally expendable. If a
nineteenth-century farmer had attempted such a system, he would have



gone broke, with the animals dead of disease in a few weeks. Some genetic
lines of pigs and chickens are so highly selected for egg and meat
production that they have less disease resistance. Pigs have become so
susceptible to disease that some farmers have installed anti-bacterial filters
to take germs out of the air that enters the building. This is a technological
sander taken to the extreme.

The steady state, or enduring balance of humans, animals, and land, is
lost. Putting chickens in cages and cages in an environmentally controlled
building requires large amounts of capital and energy and technological
‘fixes’; for example, to run the exhaust fans to prevent lethal buildup of
ammonia. The value of each chicken is negligible so one needs more
chickens; chickens are cheap, cages are expensive, so one crowds as many
chickens into cages as is physically possible. The vast concentration of
chickens requires huge amounts of antibiotics and other drugs to prevent
wildfire-like spread of disease in overcrowded conditions. Breeding of
animals is oriented solely towards productivity, and genetic diversity — a
safety net allowing response to unforeseen changes — is lost. Bill Muir, a
genetics specialist at Purdue University, found that commercial lines of
poultry have lost 90 percent of their genetic diversity compared to
noncommercial poultry. Dr. Muir is extremely concerned about the lack of
genetic diversity (Lundeen 2008). Small poultry producers are lost, unable
to afford the capital requirements; agriculture as a way of life as well as a
way of making a living is lost; small farmers, who Jefferson argued are the
backbone of democratic society, are superseded by large corporate
aggregates. Giant corporate entities, vertically integrated, are favored.
Manure becomes a problem for disposal, and a pollutant, instead of
fertilizer for pastures. Local wisdom and know-how essential to husbandry
is lost; what ‘intelligence’ there is is hard-wired into ‘the system’. Food
safety suffers from the proliferation of drugs and chemicals, and widespread
use of antimicrobials to control pathogens in effect serves to breed — select
for — antibiotic-resistant pathogens as susceptible ones are killed off while
resistant ones multiply. Above all, the system is not balanced — constant
inputs are needed to keep it running, to manage the wastes it produces, and
to create the drugs and chemicals it consumes. And the animals live
miserable lives, for productivity has been severed from well-being.



One encounters the same dismal situation for animals in all areas of
industrialized animal agriculture. Consider, for example, the dairy industry,
once viewed as the paradigm of bucolic, sustainable animal agriculture,
with animals grazing on pasture giving milk and fertilizing the soil for
continued pasture with their manure. Though the industry wishes
consumers to believe that this situation still obtains — the California dairy
industry ran advertisements proclaiming that California cheese comes from
‘happy cows’ and showing the cows on pastures — the truth is radically
different. The vast majority of California dairy cattle spend their lives on
dirt and concrete, and in fact never see a blade of pasture grass, let alone
consume it. So outrageous is this duplicity that the dairy association was
sued for false advertising, and a friend of mine, a dairy practitioner for 35
years, was very outspoken against such an ‘outrageous lie’.

In actual fact, the life of a dairy cow is not a pleasant one. In a problem
ubiquitous across contemporary agriculture, animals have been single-
mindedly bred for productivity, in the case of dairy cattle, for milk
production. Today’s dairy cow produces 3 to 4 times more milk than 60
years ago. In 1957, the average dairy cow produced between 500 and 600
pounds of milk per lactation. Fifty year later, it is close to 20,000 pounds
(Colorado Foundation for Dairy Agriculture 2005; NASS 2006). From 1995
to 2004 alone, milk production per cow increased 16 percent. The result is a
milkbag on legs, and unstable legs at that. A high percentage of the US
dairy herd is chronically lame (some estimates range as high as 30 percent),
and these cows suffer serious reproductive problems. Whereas in traditional
agriculture, a milk cow could remain productive for 10, 15, or even 20
years, today’s cow lasts slightly longer than two lactations, a result of
metabolic burnout and the quest for ever-increasingly productive animals,
hastened in the US by the use of versions of the hormone bovine
somatotropin (BST, also known as bovine growth hormone [BGH]) to
further increase production. Such unnaturally productive animals naturally
suffer from mastitis, and the industry’s response to mastitis in portions of
the US has created a new welfare problem by docking of cow tails without
anesthesia in a futile effort to minimize teat contamination by manure. Still
practiced, this procedure has been definitively demonstrated not to be
relevant to mastitis control or lowering somatic cell count (Stull et al
2002). (In my view, the stress and pain of tail amputation coupled with the
concomitant inability to chase away flies may well dispose to more



mastitis.) Calves are removed from mothers shortly after birth, before
receiving colostrum, creating significant distress in both mothers and
infants. Bull calves may be shipped to slaughter or a feed lot immediately
after birth, generating stress and fear in these baby animals.

The intensive swine industry, which through a handful of companies is
responsible for 85 percent of the pork produced in the US, is also
responsible for significant suffering that did not affect husbandry-reared
swine. Certainly the most egregious practice in confinement swine industry
and possibly, given the intelligence of pigs, in all of animal agriculture is
the housing of pregnant sows in gestation crates or stalls — essentially small
cages. The recommended size for such stalls, in which the sow spends her
entire productive life of about four years, with a brief exception we will
detail shortly, according to the industry is 0.9 m high by 0.64 m wide by 2.2
m long — this for an animal that may weigh 275 or more kilograms. (In
reality many stalls are smaller.) The sow cannot turn around, walk, or even
scratch her rump. In the case of large sows, she cannot even lie flat, but
must remain lying on her sternum. The exception alluded to is the period of
farrowing — approximately three weeks — when she is transferred to a
‘farrowing crate’ to give birth to and nurse her piglets. The space for her is
not greater, but there is a ‘creep rail’ surrounding her so the piglets can
nurse without being crushed by her postural adjustments.

Under extensive conditions, a sow will build a nest on a hillside so
excrement runs off; forage an area covering 2 kilometers a day; and take
turns with other sows watching piglets and allowing all sows to forage.
With the animal’s nature thus aborted, she goes mad, exhibits bizarre and
deviant behavior such as compulsively chewing the bars of the cage; she
also endures foot and leg problems, and lesions from lying on concrete in
her own excrement.

111

These examples suffice to illustrate the absence of good welfare in
confinement. Rest assured that a long litany of issues could be addressed. In
general, all animals in confinement agriculture (with the sometime
exception of beef cattle who live most of their lives on pasture and are
‘finished’ on grain in dirt feed lots, where they can actualize much of their



nature) suffer from the same generic set of affronts to their welfare absent in
husbandry agriculture:

1

Production diseases: by definition, a production disease is one that
would not exist or would not be of serious epidemic import were it not
for the method of production. Examples are liver and rumenal
abscesses resulting from feeding cattle too much grain, rather than
roughage. The animals that get sick are considered more than balanced
out economically by the remaining animals’ weight gain. Other
examples are confinement-induced environmental mastitis in dairy
cattle, weakness caused by beta-agonists to increase muscle mass in
pigs, and °‘shipping fever’ in beef cattle. There are textbooks of
production diseases, and one of my veterinarian colleagues calls such
disease ‘the shame of veterinary medicine’ because they should be
working to eliminate such pathogenic conditions, rather than treating
the symptoms.

Loss of workers who are ‘animal smart’: in large industrial operations
such as swine factories, the workers are minimum wage, sometimes
illegal, often migratory workers with little animal knowledge.
Confinement agriculturalists will boast that ‘the intelligence is in the
system’ and thus the historically collective wisdom of husbandry is
lost, as is the concept of the historical shepherd, now transmuted into
rote, cheap, labor.

Lack of individual attention: under husbandry systems, each animal is
valuable. In intensive swine operations, as referenced earlier in the
anecdotes 1illustrating industrial versus traditional husbandry, the
individuals are worth little. When this is coupled with the fact that
workers are no longer caretakers, the result is obvious.

The lack of attention to animal needs determined by their
physiological and psychological natures: as mentioned earlier,
‘technological sanders’ allow us to keep animals under conditions
violating their natures, thus severing productivity from assured well-
being.

It is absolutely essential to stress here that there was no malicious attempt to
ride roughshod over animal welfare by those who created and perpetuated



these systems. The failure to account for animal welfare in these new
systems basically arose from a conceptual error.

Let us recall that traditional agricultural success or good husbandry
depended upon proper treatment of animals; generally if the animals
suffered the producer lost out. Under such circumstances, it was perfectly
reasonable (subject to some refinement s) to use animal productivity as a
good (rough) criterion for welfare. The people who developed confinement
agriculture continued to use this criterion, failing to mark the singular
difference between what is good for industry and husbandry. In husbandry
conditions, animal suffering would wusually lead to loss of productivity.
Under industry, however, the technological sanders mentioned sever the
close connection between productivity and welfare, insofar as the animals
may suffer harm in ways that do not impinge on economic productivity. In
some cases, such as the modern dairy cow, great productivity has been
univocally selected into the cow’s genetics, in ways that actually create new
welfare problems, such as metabolic ‘burnout’, foot and leg problems, and
reproductive problems. In one study, the most productive cows had a higher
percentage of swollen legs (Fulwider ef al. 2007). Again it is worth noting
that, in many intensive dairies, a cow lasts for only two lactations.

Animal welfare is not the only problem inadvertently occasioned by the
industrialization of animal agriculture. The PEW Commission on Industrial
Farm Animal Production, on which I was privileged to serve, recently
issued a report on all of the multifarious practical and ethical problems to

which industrial agriculture has given rise.! In addition to seriously
compromising the welfare of all animals raised in confinement, modern
agriculture has been responsible for unprecedented amounts of
environmental despoliation, including pollution of waterways and ground
water, deterioration of air quality for large areas surrounding confined
animal feeding operations, and problems resulting from the inability of such
operations to dispose of animal waste in a sustainable manner. When floods
hit North Carolina, for example, lagoons containing hog waste overflowed
and burst, covering large areas with waste and with dead animals.

Rural communities made up of small farmers were another victim of
industrialization of agriculture. It is virtually universal that large, well-
capitalized production systems invariably out-compete small operations.
Eloquent evidence of this can be found in the fact that, since 1980, the US



has lost over 85 percent of the small hog producers who flourished before
1980. To d a 'y, five large corporate entities produce 90 percent of the pigs in
America. Many formerly flourishing communities, based in production of
hogs, are now ghost towns, with small operations bought out for pennies on
the dollar, and local people unwilling to work in giant hog factories. Large
entities controlling the food supply represent a real and major threat to
democratic institutions.

Human health and animal health are also jeopardized by the proliferation
of confinement agriculture. A vast number of studies exist documenting this
threat. People living within 60 miles of confinement feeding operations, be
the systems aimed at swine, poultry, or dairy production, suffer from a wide
range of diseases, ranging from respiratory problems to depression. The use
of antibiotics, both as a technological sander to mitigate the pernicious
effects of close confinement on animal health and as a vehicle for growth
promotion in animals, have served as an artificial selection pressure,
selecting inevitably for pathogens that carry resistance to antimicrobial
drugs to the animal, and/or human pathogens that are impervious to the
antimicrobials in question. Researchers at the Johns Hopkins University
School of Public Health, conducting investigations of water contamination
in the Delaware/Maryland/ Virginia area, were amazed and horrified to find
the cutting-edge antibiotic vancomycin in the water, a drug that should have
been held in reserve to fight highly resistant human pathogens, instead
being deployed in and subsequently leaking out of chicken-production
systems, in which it was intended to prevent the animals from dying. In
addition, huge feeding operations holding vast numbers of poultry or swine
serve as incubators for new pathogens such as influenza viruses. Food
safety i1s also adversely affected by animal-product contamination that is
disseminated nationally, rather than merely locally.

In addition, the confinement animal agricultural claim that industrial
animal production has created a source of cheap food, something allegedly
demanded by society, is somewhat misleading, for two reasons. First, while
it is true that foods of animal origin are inexpensive ‘at the cash register’,
that 1s in large part due to the fact that the true costs of industrial agriculture
are often ‘externalized’, or passed on to the public, whether in the form of
mitigating pollution costs of industrial agriculture; or road repairs required
of long-haul travels to slaughter, processing, and commercial venues;, not to



mention significantly increased health care costs disproportionately borne
by people living within the immediate environments of confinement feeding
operations.

Whereas European societies became aware of the multitude of problems,
particularly animal welfare problems, emerging from the major
intensification of confinement agriculture again as early as the 1960s, the
issue has entered American consciousness only in the past few decades. In
Europe, one can track a pretty steady movement in social thought
culminating in severe restriction of confinement agriculture by the
European Union, particularly in Sweden in 1980, which passed a law
abolishing in timed stages most of the confinement systems the United
States takes for granted. Nonetheless, increased American awareness of the
implications of this agriculture, which has been occasioned by successful
Humane Society of the United States-initiated referenda that are abolishing
sow stalls, veal crates, and battery cages, as well as by ever-increasing
media coverage of agriculture, and by the well-publicized Pew report, have
turned animal agriculture into a major societal issue. Indeed, the members
of the Pew commission in their final report called for the elimination of
high-confinement animal agriculture within a decade. In 2007, this author
convinced Smithfield, the largest pork producer in the world, to commit to
phasing out sow stalls. By June 2012, 250,000 Smithfield sows will have
been moved into open systems out of sow stalls. This, in my view,
represents the death-knell for severe gestation crate confinement, as other
companies will be forced into eliminating them as well.

The agricultural industry has had little to say in defense of high-
confinement systems. After all, these systems were developed as a perfectly
legal and putatively laudable response to societal demand for abundant food
of animal origin. Therefore, if society demands major animal agricultural
systemic changes, some relief, perhaps in the form of tax exemptions,
should be accorded to the relevant industries as a matter of fairness. As I
have told the animal science industry in numerous talks and papers, they
should not see the public as simply rejecting all the work done in the
twentieth century to create a cheap, plentiful, and nutritious food supply of
animal products. Rather, in devising these systems, neither they nor the
society that benefited from these innovations were able to control the
unintended consequences of radically turning from husbandry to industry.



Now that the problems have clearly emerged, society is asking animal
science to ‘go back to the drawing board’ and devise systems that
incorporate solutions to societal concerns for animal welfare, sustainability,
environmental health, human and animal health, preservation of rural
communities, and all of the other problems that confinement agriculture has
been found to carry in its wake.

Correlatively, it may well be the case that resolving the issues arising
from intensive agriculture will eventuate in increases in the price of food.
The industry certainly thinks this is axiomatic and uses it as an argument
against reform. However, there is good reason to believe that increased food
prices are not necessarily a consequence of changing to a more humane and
sustainable agriculture. For example, Dr. Tim Blackwell, chief swine
veterinarian for Ontario, Canada, and I, in research completed about ten
years ago, found that moving from gestation crates to group housing
systems actually cuts the cost of capitalizing new sow barns by about 50
percent, since a huge part of the cost of building full confinement barns is in
the ironwork entailed in constructing sow stalls.

1A%

One significant result of the industrialization of agriculture in the twentieth
century has been to turn the choice of production systems in both plant and
animal agriculture into moral issues. When all agriculture was played out
on a stage of husbandry and sustainability, an ethic was already implicit in
the system by virtue of commitments to animals living well and to keeping
crop-yield sustainable. Industrial agriculture, however, presents us with a
much wider range of moral choices. A paradigmatic example of such
choices 1s given implicitly in the subject of this chapter: what, and to what
extent, are we willing to sacrifice for the sake of efficiency and productivity
guaranteeing cheap and abundant food?

This 1s clearly a question for social morality to answer. In discussing
ethics, we can distinguish between personal ethics and societal ethics. In
social life, many issues are left to an individual’s personal ethics. For
example, being a vegetarian or vegan is considered an individual and
personal, albeit moral, choice. On the other hand, committing rape, murder,
or bank robbery has far-reaching implications for others. Prohibition of the



latter type of activities is obviously presuppositional to the possibility of
groups of people living together more or less harmoniously. For this reason,
every society must prohibit those sorts of activities in a well-publicized
societal consensus ethic, invariably codified in the legal system. These
prohibitions may change with time, as occurred in the past 50 years in the
US regarding abortion.

Historically, societal ethics for animal treatment were extremely limited
in scope. Although society has always had an articulated ethic regarding
animal treatment, that ethic has been very minimalistic, leaving most of the
issue of animal treatment to people’s personal ethic, rather than to the social
ethic. Since at least biblical times, that limited social ethic has forbidden
deliberate, willful, sadistic, deviant, purposeless, unnecessary infliction of
pain and suffering on animals, or outrageous neglect, such as not feeding or
watering. Beginning in the early nineteenth century, this set of prohibitions
was articulated in the anti-cruelty statutes of the laws in many societies
worldwide. But even in biblical and medieval times, the social ethic
inveighed against cruelty. The Old Testament injunctions against yoking an
ox and an ass together to a plow, or muzzling the ox when it is being used
to mill grain, or seething a calf in its mother’s milk, all reflect concern with,
and abhorrence for, what the Rabbinical tradition called tsaar baalei
chaiim: the suffering of living things. In the Middle Ages, St. Thomas
Aquinas, while affirming that, lacking a soul, animals enjoyed no moral
status, nonetheless strictly forbade cruelty, on the grounds that permitting
such behavior towards animals would encourage its spreading to human
beings, an insight buttressed by much recent research.

When the primary use of animals in society was husbandry-based
agriculture, treating the animals well became a prudential as well as an
ethical imperative. Self-interest dictated that agriculturalists treat their
animals well to assure maximal productivity. Thus the only social
consensus ethic for animals was the ethic of anti-cruelty, designed to
capture the behavior of the minority of people unmoved by self-interest and
motivated by sadistic and/or psychopathic impulses. The rise of
industrialized animal agriculture, however, represented a historically new
playing field, where significant animal suffering not motivated by sadism,
but rather by efficiency and productivity, aimed at ensuring a plentiful and
relatively inexpensive supply of animal products for food. These latter



motives were quite distant from cruelty, and thus the societal ethic of anti-
cruelty did not apply.

On the other hand, as Western society has become aware of the price paid
by animals for new, efficiency-driven production systems, dissatisfaction
with resulting animal suffering, even though emphatically not the result of
cruelty, gave rise to a demand for a new societal consensus ethic for animal
treatment, which has gradually been encoded in the legal system. The
society now demands that limits be placed on animal suffering occasioned
by industrial agriculture, as described above. This emerging ethic has
borrowed from our venerable ethic for human beings, wherein rights based
in interests fundamental to human nature, such as freedom of speech or
religion or protection from torture, serve a s checks upon excessive
utilitarian use of human beings. Animals too have natures, which, following
Aristotle, I have called telos: the ‘pigness’ of the pig; the ‘cowness’ of the
cow. Although, strictly speaking, animals are property in the eyes of the
law, and thus are incapable of having rights, something approximating
rights can be achieved by limiting property use. Hence, the proliferation in
recent years of new laws designed to protect animals — over 2100 across US
legislatures in 2004.

v

In the end, society is demanding that our use of animals be constrained by
the same notions of minimal decency that followed of necessity from
husbandry. While society clearly wishes to continue using animals for food
and other purposes, it also clearly wants assurance that animals live decent
lives in the context of that use. The sort of situation encountered by the
young man from a ranch background recounted at the beginning of this
chapter i1s unacceptable to society in general. Gratifyingly, society is
rejecting the great cost to animals attendant upon industrial animal
production and is correlatively demanding a significant retreat from
agriculture that ‘ain’t agriculture’.

Note

1 The report Putting Meat on the Table: Industrial Farm Animal Production in America may be
found online: http://www.ncifap.org/ images/PCIFAPFin.pdf.
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Beyond the wild, the feral, and the
domestic

Lessons from prehistoric Crete

Kerry Harris and Yannis Hamilakis

Type ‘Minoan’ Crete or ‘Minoan civilization’ (the societies of Crete in the
third and second millennium BC) in any Google search, and some of the first
images you will get depict animals, either on their own, or interacting with
humans. It is through animal imagery to a large extent that this cultural
formation has become known worldwide, ever since its archaeological
discovery or rather archaeological remake and constitution at the start of the
twentieth century. The bull-leaping scenes from Knossos, for example, or
the bull’s head rhyta (vessels thought to have been used for libations) often
embody Minoan-ness as a whole. To a large extent, it is animals that have
constructed and popularized the image of ‘Minoan’ Crete in modernity. We
will argue in this chapter that in prehistory too it was the intricate
entanglement of humans with other animals (along with things and
environments) that co-shaped the ‘Minoan phenomenon’. Moreover, such
interaction cannot be easily confined within the ‘wild’, ‘domestic’, and
‘feral’ categories, and it offers in fact some compelling evidence for the
problematic effects of these categorizations.

Who has domesticated whom? The archaeology of
animals



From the start, the human story is interwoven with that of (nonhuman)
animals. From the point at which humans became more or less sedentary,
archaeologically termed the Neolithic period, a defining element of life was
the consistent cohabitation with and husbanding of a range of animals (and
plants). Archaeologically, it is often the presence of the remains of
particular ‘domesticated’ animal species (e.g. cattle, pigs, sheep, goats) in
conjunction with specific remains of human practices — the material culture
— that identifies as such these early periods of settlement.

Understanding domestication was arguably one of the cornerstones of the
development of zooarchaeology, the archaeological subdiscipline that
studies the interaction between humans and animals on the basis of their
material traces. Domestication is also a topic that is continually being
redefined and reconceptualized today. The reassessment of animal
domestication within a primarily zooarchaeological rather than zoological
framework led to a number of key conclusions; perhaps one of the most
important of these conclusions was the recognition that domestication was
not likely to have been a single dramatic event but rather a gradual and
long-term process, encompassing diverse forms of human-animal
interaction, beyond the rigid categories of the ‘wild’ and the ‘domestic’. In
addition, it was proposed that domestication should be considered in terms
of variations in human behaviour rather than animal morphological
divergences. As such, although domestication was recognized as ‘a matter
of reciprocal relationships’, it was the ‘human aspect of man-animal
relationships that was of primary importance’ (Jarman 1976: 86).

Indeed, in conventional zooarchaeological discourse, definitions of
domestication are strongly anthropocentric: animals are described as
captured, removed from their natural environment, and bred under human
control, entirely at human direction. Other, less popular views, however,
have emphasized mutuality, at least in the biological sense, in the process of
domestication or have even attributed to nonhuman animals the initiative of
having ‘manipulated unwitting humans into relationships that gave the
domesticate great evolutionary advantage at the expense of human fitness’
(Zeder 2012: 228). Social approaches have also recognized the active
agency of animals and have even attributed to animals ‘direct moral status’
in their own right (Armstrong-Oma 2007: 18). The recovery and study of
animals buried together with humans or receiving for mal burial on their



own, going as far back as 14,000 years ago (e.g. Morey 2006), has also
foregrounded the affective bonds between human and nonhuman animals
and has raised the issue of animal personhood in the prehistoric past.

In most discussions of the matter, however, the often undefined ‘wild’
category is, as noted by O’Connor, ‘presumably left to encompass animals
which have little or no contact with humans, animals which cohabit with
humans but which are not domesticated and animals which may actively
predate humans’ (1997: 150, our emphasis). More often than not, non-
domestic animals are grouped together under the undefined and subsuming
term ‘wild resources’. The implication is a treatment of nonhuman animals
as objectified and exploitable commodities. In such narratives, wild animals
are seen as ‘risk-buffering’ options, for example, as a fall-back resource in
the case of failure in the ‘harvest’ of domestic animals (Boyle 2006: 19).
Moreover, the term ‘wild’ as a blanket description for ‘non-domestic’
animals homogenizes the widely varying characteristics of different species
and prevents the detailed exploration of species-to-species interactions.
Distinguishing between ‘wild’ and ‘domestic’ species in zooarchaeology
thus remains a standard practice. Such distinctions usually rely on
zoological methodologies based on bone morphology, particularly changes
in animal size, and a certain amount of inference. Many researchers,
however, acknowledge that a wild-domestic dichotomy is too simplistic and
cannot satisfactorily account for the diversity of human-animal relations.
For example, it has been recently recognized that humans’ interactions with
other animals, prior to what we describe as domestication, involved diverse
practices, including some sort of ‘management’, lasting for thousands of
years, and which did not lead to any morphological changes (Zeder 2008).

Furthermore, anthropological accounts of the social constitution,
ontological status, and perceptions of wild and domestic in non-Western
contexts have demonstrated the ethnocentric traditions upon which Western
zooarchaeological wild/domestic definitions are often based. Perhaps due
partly to these dichotomous understandings of domestic and wild, and
partly to the methodological difficulties in their identification, feral animals
are rarely discussed in detail in zooarchaeological discourse. The
predominant descriptions see feral animals as those who ‘fall between’ the
domestic and the wild, animals that have °‘escaped the domestication
process’ and returned to the wild (Russell 2012).



In this chapter, we will problematize the terms ‘wild’, ‘domestic’, and
‘feral’, and we will emphasize the diverse social relationships amongst
humans and other animals that these terms encompass. Having noted at the
outset the emphasis in zooarchaeology on domestication and domestic
animals, here we will focus on the significant diversity that exists in human-
animal relationships outside the conventionally understood ‘domestic’
context and the associated husbandry practices. Rather than assume ‘wild’,
‘domestic’, and ‘feral’ categories to be stable and immutable, we interpret
them as potentially permeable and contextually specific. These categories
thus can be seen as the embodiment of a particular set of relationships
rather than static concepts or structural opposites. Nevertheless, such labels
carry with them the inherent limitations of anthropocentrism, obscuring the
on-going ‘mutual becomings’ (Birke et al. 2004: 174) that characterize all
human-animal interactions. Our qualified use of them here rests on the
conviction that to explore their contextually specific constitution can be
instructive on its own, as well as an appropriate way to decentre and
undermine them.

Humans and other animals in prehistoric Crete:
the case of cattle, agrimia, and fallow deer

The Holocene introductions of animals onto Crete is a fascinating subject.
During the Late Pleistocene a number of species such as the dwarf
hippopotamus, elephant, deer (Candiacervus, not Cervus or Dama), and
various species of microfauna were endemic to Crete (see Masseti 2003;
and papers in Reese 1996). It seems that these animals, however, did not
survive into the Holocene and the cause of their extinction is not known,
although a number of natural and anthropogenic factors have been
postulated (Broodbank and Strasser 1991; Lax and Strasser 1992). There
are, as yet, no Pleistocene faunal remains with evidence for human
involvement and no cultural objects in pre-Neolithic levels containing
Pleistocene animals, leaving a n apparent hiatus in the sequence of human-
animal interactions from the Pleistocene to the Holocene (Broodbank and
Strasser 1991; Hamilakis 1996a; Mavridis 2003). This break is further
illustrated by the lack of species such as sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs prior
to the first evidence for human occupation on the island. Given the



distances, it is unlikely that these animals would have swum to the island.
The most plausible explanation thus is that these animals came along with
humans, using the same navigational means. At the time of first human
permanent settlement on Crete during the Neolithic period (from ¢. 7000
BC), there were no indigenous large mammals left. Interestingly, and as
noted on Mediterranean islands elsewhere, the people who arrived in Crete
in the Neolithic were accompanied not only by ‘domesticated’ animals but
‘wild’ animals too, such as deer. They travelled together, most likely from
Anatolia, on the same boats. The early ‘colonization’ of the island thus was
a multi-species affair. Given this shared voyaging experience, and the close
proximity it entailed, can we still call these animals ‘wild’?

Whilst we have clear evidence for the presence of sheep, goats, cattle,
pigs, and dogs in the earliest human settlement contexts at the site of

Knossos (a period termed the Aceramic Neolithic),! the trajectory involving
various ‘wild’ species is less clear. Fallow deer and red deer were also
introduced at this time, but the very low quantities of the remains suggest
perhaps an unsuccessful establishment of breeding populations in these
early stages (Isaakidou 2004). Reintroduction of deer species during the
subsequent Bronze Age is a more likely scenario, judging by the more
frequent and widespread occurrence of deer remains in archaeological
deposits dating to this period (see Yannouli and Trantalidou 1999). The
Cretan ‘wild goat’ — the agrimi — is first attested in contexts dated to the
Late Neolithic period (Wilkens 1996), and from this time onwards it occurs
throughout prehistory and history; it still survives in limited numbers in the
mountains of West Crete today. In the following discussion, we will focus
on the diverse engagements and interactions of humans with three species
in particular: cattle (Bos taurus), wild goat/agrimi (C apra aegagrus
cretica), and fallow deer (Dama dama), generally described as domestic,
feral, and wild, respectively.

Across Europe, cattle appear to be an extremely important animal for
Neolithic communities. Indeed, on Crete cattle are present from the time of
the earliest permanent settlement (Aceramic Neolithic at Knossos), and it is
during the Neolithic period that the greatest quantities of cattle (as attested
by their remains in archaeological settlement sites) are known. At Knossos,
an intensification in the consumption of cattle occurs, both commensally as
‘prestige food for conspicuous on-site butchery, consumption and discard’



and ‘symbolically’ through an increase in bovid figurines (Broodbank 1992:
62); this coincides with a period of rapid settlement growth, population
expansion, and ‘social reordering’, described as the Early Neolithic to
Middle Neolithic transition (Tomkins 2008). Zooarchaeological analysis of
the Knossos material suggests that cattle would have been kept for transport
and ploughing, and a high percentage seemingly were raised for meat
(Isaakidou 2004).

During the Bronze Age, there is an apparent increase in the proportion of
adult male cattle, and a slight increase in body size, which potentially refl
ects the breeding of large males for prestige events (Isaakidou 2004: 248).
The importance of cattle beyond a ‘subsistence’ role is evident in the
representation of the bull as one of the most important pictorial themes and
in a variety of media, especially at Late Bronze Age Knossos. A
particularly important theme within this corpus is the depiction of bull-
leaping, in which human figures are seen ‘somersaulting’ over the back of a
bull, a theme we tackle in more detail in the next section. It is of interest
that at Knossos, at times of intensification in socio-political relationships
(rapid population expansion and social reordering in the Middle Neolithic,
and increased factional competition in the Neopalatial Bronze Age period),
an increase in human-cattle interaction occurs.

In the Knossos assemblage, the size of the cattle is generally smaller than
wild cattle (Bos primigenius) and comparable to domestic cattle from
contemporary sites on the Greek mainland (Isaakidou 2004). Occasionally,
however, larger skeletal fragments occur that fall within the size range for
wild cattle (Isaakidou 2004; Jarman 1996). Whilst it is highly unlikely that
wild cattle would have been an indigenous species to Crete, aurochs (wild
cattle) remains have been reported by Nobis (1990, 1996) and Persson
(1993); the possibility that importation of some ‘wild’ individuals from
mainland Greece, where they did occur, could be considered. Isaakidou
notes that the large bone specimens in the Knossos assemblage do not
exhibit the pronounced muscle attachments common on skeletal elements of
wild individuals and concludes that there is ‘no indication that large
specimens enjoyed a radically different lifestyle from smaller counterparts’
(2004: 238). This observation, however, refers to ‘radically different
lifestyles’ that lead to changes in bone morphology; in other words, these
animals could not have been involved in activities that were arduous and



repetitive enough to have left traces on the bones. The assumption thus is
that at Knossos a single population of cattle existed and its size variation
was due to sexual dimorphism, rather than a separate feral population
consisting of animals of larger size (Jarman 1996; Isaakidou 2004).
Nevertheless, not only in the Neolithic but also through the Bronze Age, the
presence of some large cattle individuals is evident, whether of traditionally
defined ‘domestic’, ‘feral’, or ‘wild’ status.

At the Late Neolithic site levels at Phaistos, however, a different picture
emerges. Despite a period of contemporaneity between the Knossos and
Phaistos settlements, there seems to be an interesting difference in some
aspects of human-animal interaction between the two sites. Whilst high
quantities of cattle also occur at Phaistos in this period, these animals are
described as small to medium sized and used for farm work (Wilkens 1996).
The presence of large cattle individuals here, unlike Knossos, is not
apparent. Not only is there a seeming lack of large individual cattle at
Phaistos, there is also evidence for a human consumption of agrimi at
Phaistos that is not seen at Knossos (Wilkens 1996). This evidence for
human-agrimi interaction here is significant; it is the first evidence for
agrimi in archaeological deposits, and, despite their having been identified
in archaeological contexts in subsequent periods, this Phaistos group still
constitutes the highest quantity of archaeological agrimi remains recovered
to date.

In appearance, the agrimi bears a strong physical resemblance to its Near
Eastern progenitor, the Asiatic bezoar goat (Capra aegagrus): a distinct
black line along the spine and base of the neck, brown flanks, white
underbelly, and characteristically large, backward-curving ‘scimitar-shaped’
horns (Horwitz and Bar-Gal 2006: 126). Because of the physical similarity,
it was originally considered to be a subspecies of the bezoar goat; more
recent discussions, however, assumed that agrimi was a feral species —
escapees from the early domestic goat herds that were introduced onto
Crete during the early Neolithic period. Whilst the anthropogenic
introduction of agrimi onto Crete is certain, its status as wild, feral, or
domestic at the time of its introduction is by no means clear. A recent DNA
analysis proposes that, in fact, agrimia were introduced onto the island as
wild animals, and it was subsequent interbreeding with domestic goats that
affected the genetic profile (Horwitz and Bar-Gal 2006). In such a scenario,



‘free-living’ goat populations may have been established by the releasing of
wild animals onto the island, and agrimia thus represent not feral animals
but relics of wild taxa (Horwitz and Bar-Gal 2006).

Although Wilkens (1996) identified the Phaistos agrimi on the basis of its
large size and increased robusticity of the bones, the animals are difficult to
distinguish from domestic goats on the basis of their skeletal remains, and
there is as yet no established methodology to do so. There is, therefore, the
possibility of inter-observer variation in the identification of agrimi remains
in zooarchaeological material. An important exception, however, is the very
distinctive and characteristic agrimi horns; indeed, in the subsequent
Bronze Age period the symbolic and perhaps synecdochic significance of
agrimi horns is denoted by their frequent placement in ‘special deposits’.
Such a practice 1s encountered at the Late Bronze Age site of Nopigeia
(West Crete), for example, where, in the base of a ditch containing feasting
remains, a partial agrimi skull with its horns intact was carefully deposited
on a layer of sand, perhaps as an initiatory deposit with meaningful
connotations (Hamilakis and Harris 2011).

Not only does the occurrence of agrimia in archaeological deposits
increase during the Bronze Age, but so too does the frequency of deer
remains, predominantly fallow deer but also red deer. The prehistoric
introduction of deer onto Mediterranean islands is generally attributed to
the practice of stocking these islands with ‘game’, especially where large
native species are absent. In the case of Crete, it is likely that fallow deer
would have come from Anatolia, whereas red deer could have been brought
from the Greek mainland. As noted above, the status of these animals too is
somewhat ambiguous. They are usually assumed to be ‘wild’, but it has
been noted that the effort expended to import them suggests they were at
least ‘semi-domestic rather than fully wild’ (Jarman 1996).

Masseti notes that the introduction of cervids onto islands in sufficient
numbers to act as a breeding stock argues for ‘a high degree of control over
the animals and for their sophisticated management’ (1996: 17). He further
suggests, however, that it is unlikely that deer on the Mediterranean islands
were domesticated, but were possibly released and hunted. It is clear that
archaeologists face serious difficulties in attempting to explain these
human-animal interactions based on dichotomous categorizations and on
the implicit logic which sees animals primarily as economic resources,



managed by humans on the basis of output maximization and formalist
economics in general.

It is generally accepted that during the Bronze Age on Crete an increase
in human interaction with ‘wild’ animals occurs, usually interpreted as a
rise in hunting. That said, the role of hunting in prehistoric Crete is rarely
discussed in detail in zooarchaeological discourse. This, in part, is perhaps
due to the development of conventional zooarchaeology within a theoretical
framework in which animals are primarily discussed as commodities and
subsistence resources, although a new, social, and non-anthropocentric
zooarchaeology 1s currently emerging (Overton and Hamilakis 2013).
Within the conventional zooarchaeological framework, it is assumed that
the higher the quantity of remains of a particular species, the greater its
significance to a society in economic terms, as a provider of meat, wool,
dairy products, and so on. Interestingly for this discussion, the perceived
economic importance of an animal is often seen as an indicator of its
domestic status, especially for deer. Jarman, for example, notes that

[o]n Crete [...] the deer seem to have been introduced primarily for
non-economic purposes, possibly as park animals or for hunting [...]
[T]hey never occur in numbers sufficient to imply their use as an
important economic resource. It is therefore less likely that the Cretan
deer were behaviourally domestic than the economically important
Cypriot deer.

(1976: 92)

Recent analysis of the Cypriot fallow deer, however, suggests that, although
it was imported, it was not domesticated but released and hunted (Vigne et
al. 2011). Conflicting interpretations such as this perhaps highlight the
inadequacies of seeing domestication, and human-animal interaction more
generally, in purely economic terms and indicate that investigation of the
social relationships between human and nonhuman animals might be a
more fruitful line of enquiry (e.g. Armstrong-Oma 2010; Orton 2010).

Thus, on Crete, although deer remains become more widespread during
the Bronze Age, they still rarely comprise more than 2 per cent of faunal
assemblages. These generally low quantities of deer (and wild animals
overall) have resulted in their rendering as ‘insignificant’ to archaeology.



Occasionally, as noted above, a symbolic significance is sometimes
proposed, for example as ‘prestige objects’ for the purposes of hunting and
consumption by an elite group, in a manner akin to medieval deer parks in
North-West Europe (Isaakidou 2004; Jarman 1996). At Bronze Age
Knossos, it has been proposed that fallow deer may have been kept in parks
and closely monitored by the ‘palace’ (Isaakidou 2004; Jarman 1996). A
denigration of the role of some species such as deer on the basis of the
quantitative occurrence of their remains obscures the role of live animals as
sentient entities, which could have been valued as living beings and as
partners in various social interactions, rather than as ‘walking larders’, as
providers of calories and protein, as potential ‘deadstock’.

Furthermore, it is becoming increasingly apparent that in the Late Bronze
Age at a number of sites in west and central Crete high quantities of deer do
occur, allowing us to explore deer-human interaction in more detail. At
Chania, Chamalevri, and Thronos/Kephala, for example, deer appeared to
be a significant element in feasting events, the remains of which were
subsequently deposited in a seemingly structured or ritualistic manner in
‘ceremonial pits’ (D’Agata 1997-2000; Hallager 2001; Mylona 1999). The
high percentage of deer in these contexts, the apparent evidence for their
having been consumed (based on butchery marks present on the bones), and
the potentially conspicuous manner in which the remains were deposited
(large quantities of feasting debris in pits) suggest that the presence and
consumption of deer constituted these commensal events as distinctive, as
occasions that punctuated both the temporality of the everyday and the
periodic calendar of feasting (Hamilakis 2008; Isaakidou 2007).

In this region, humans and deer were incorporated within a set of
practices, intensive and structured enough to leave a significantly durable
trace in the archaeological context. Yet what was the nature of the
interaction with the living deer? The higher quantities of deer remains in
these regions could point to the purposeful development and nurturing of
deer herds; alternatively, it may signify a more intensive approach to
hunting deer in ‘the wild’. The data from Late Bronze Age Chania indicate
that the majority of deer in these encounters (which culminated in the death
of the animal) were adult animals in the prime of life, with possible
evidence for a preference for adult males. In these deposits, bones from all
parts of the deer body are present. Either the deer was hunted further afield



and the whole carcass was brought back to the site or the living animal was
brought into the site and killed, constituting a significant and memorable
part of the drama of the event. Either way, the performance of a direct
physical interaction with these large, impressive animals was crucial.
Through the fragmentation of the animal body and its subsequent
consumption in public, feasting, and ceremonial events, a wider range of
people beyond the hunters would have taken part in these encounters with
deer. The evidence for these practices bears some similarities to a wider
‘Mycenaean’ (Late Bronze Age southern mainland Greece) ideology of
hunting (see Hamilakis 1996b, 2003) and is potentially related to the strong
links between West Crete — Chania in particular — and the ‘Mycenaean’
mainland at this time.

Bronze Age iconographic depictions

That deer and agrimia were certainly imagined and visualized in hunting
contexts in the Bronze Age on Crete is attested by their frequent depiction
in hunt scenes on carved seal-stones and later on painted burial coffins
(larnakes). In this imagery, agrimia and deer are depicted as wounded by
spears and/or attacked by dogs (Bloedow 2003; Younger 1988). However,
hunting is not the only iconographic topos in which deer and agrimia are
present. Other images are interpreted as ‘ritual’ or sacrificial scenes; for
example, a three-sided seal described as showing a ‘priest’s head between a
bow and arrow’, a ‘running goat’ (agrimi), and a ‘stylised bucranium’ (the
sacrifice indicator) is interpreted by Marinatos (1986) as depicting the priest
as sacrificer but also as hunter, pursuing the running goat. On a stone rhyton
from Zakros, east Crete, sitting agrimia (along with two birds) crown the
entrance of a building which has been interpreted as a mountain-top
sanctuary (Figure 7.1).

That deer, too, were possibly considered sacrificial animals is indicated
by a sealstone described as depicting a deer above a table or altar attacked
by a griffin (Marinatos 1986: 12), and a fresco from Ayia Triada in south
central Crete (Figure 7.2), which depicts human figures, seemingly women,
leading several fallow deer to an altar (Militello 1998) — ‘a rare example of
this animal in a cultic context’ (Morgan 1988: 55). One of the fallow deer
wears something that looks like a collar, denoting thus some sort of ‘tamed’



status. Marinatos proposes that in Late Bronze Age Cretan ‘religion’ there
is an equivalence between hunting and sacrifice, with many ‘priests’
portrayed as hunters and ritual hunting almost certainly practised (1986:

42).2 But were these animals led to the altar for sacrifice or were they
processing along with humans, a well-known theme in Cretan frescoes?
And might the colour difference in the hides of the two fallow deer and the
presence of the collar aim to accentuate the individuality of each animal?

Scholars acknowledge that two types of cattle seem to be represented in
Bronze Age Cretan iconography: seemingly ‘domestic’ animals, being
smaller and depicted in a variety of poses; and cattle portrayed as larger,
horned, and part of bull-leaping scenes (Marinatos 1993; Younger 1995).
Others even suggest that there are hardly any scenes involving cattle in
domestic and husbandry routines (Shapland 2009). Perhaps some of the
most striking bull images are the depictions of bull-leaping, portrayed in a
variety of media, but with most visual impact in the life-size bull-leaping
fresco scenes at the Late Bronze Age ‘palace’ at Knossos, where they are
situated ‘at some of the most spectacular and important places in the palace’
(Hallager and Hallager 1995: 547). Interestingly, bull iconography is
concentrated at Knossos and is virtually absent from other sites on Crete.



Figure 7.1 The Zakros Sanctuary, Rhyton, depicting agrimia, 1450 BC. © Archaeological Museum of
Haraklion. Reproduced with permission.



Figure 7.2 Ayia Triada fresco with women and fallow deer, 1430-1300 BC.

Whilst bull-leaping iconography has been widely examined, for the
purposes of this discussion the link between bull-leaping and bull-hunting is
most interesting. Younger (1995: 512), for example, notes that ‘many bull-
hunting and bull-capture scenes also show informal bull-leaping and bull-
wrestling” and proposes that all these practices were linked. There are
examples of depictions of bulls with nets across their backs and of bulls
being speared, including the depiction, on sealstones, of cattle hunt scenes
with human figures, spears, and/ or dogs, in the same manner as deer and
agrimia described above. A particularly interesting depiction on a small
ivory vessel found in a tomb at Katsamba near Knossos (Figure 7.3) depicts
a charging bull with a human figure holding onto the horns and
somersaulting over its head; two other men run looking back towards the
bull, one of which brandishes a spear at the bull’s head, the other possibly
holding a folded net (Younger 1995: 524). The additional details of flanking
palm trees, a flying bird, and rocky background terrain suggest, in this
example, an outdoor environment. Most interpretations of bull-leaping
scenes generally assume that they depict a sport (Younger 1995), a symbol
of power (Hallager and Hallager 1995), a ritual performance (Soar 2009), or
a prestige activity of sorts (Shapland 2009, 2013) likely associated with the
elite at Knossos and probably taking place within the palace (Soar 2009).
These categorizations are not always informative and at times betray



modern assumptions. Whilst the iconographic data may represent stylistic
conventions relating to fictional and epic narratives, and do not necessarily
portray realistic breeds or species, it is clear that depictions of specific
animal types can occur in a variety of scenes, including contexts perhaps
not traditionally associated with particular animals, such as cattle in hunt
contexts and ‘docile’ deer being led to an altar.

Figure 7.3 Katsamba ivory-vessel depiction with bull and men, 1600-1450 BC.

Domestic-feral-wild

What can we learn from this evidence? When people first settled
permanently on Crete, they brought animals with them. Or, to phrase it
differently and in less anthropocentric terms, at the beginning of the
Neolithic period a range of animals settled on Crete: cattle, sheep and goats,
pigs, dogs, deer, and humans. Archaeologists to date have spoken of the
human colonization of Crete in the Neolithic, with little consideration of the
other sentient beings that actively shaped this process. When they settled in
Crete, humans and ‘domestic’ animals lived together within the rhythms of
daily habitus. Alongside these inter-species interactions within the familiar
cycles of daily routines, there was also a need to engage with other animals
in less familiar contexts. Interaction with ‘wild’ animals that made the trip
from either Anatolia or mainland Greece, along with humans, satisfied this
need, and so did the animals that chose to or were allowed to become ‘feral’
after they arrived in Crete. One key arena for such interactions and
performances in unfamiliar domains was hunting. Hunting was not simply a
sport or just a prestige activity for the elites, although it would have
certainly acquired these connotations too. It was rather a performative,



embodied, and multi-sensorial venture into unfamiliar realms, into other
spaces. It involved journeys and travelling in both space and time, as well
as the transgression of geographical and symbolic boundaries. Furthermore,
it appears that, through time, this engagement with ‘the wild’ seemingly
became a more structured and performative one.

It is no coincidence that particular attention was paid to the careful and
deliberate deposition of agrimi horns: the physical feature that perhaps most
distinguishes agrimia from domestic goats. These are also the body parts
that are crucial in confrontations with other animals of the same species
(during the mating season, for example) and with other species, including
humans. Living high in the mountains, these ‘wild’ goat groups would have
occupied some of the most inaccessible areas of the Cretan landscape. An
encounter with these animals would have necessitated an actual physical
journey beyond the familiar agricultural landscapes to the remotest realms.
Conspicuous display and deposition of the agrimi horns, as practised in the
Bronze Age, would have been a means to express and demonstrate to the
wider community this specific human-animal encounter. They would have
been material mnemonics of these embodied journeys into the mountains
(cf. Jones 1998) as well as hunting trophies, reminders and proofs at the
same time of a clash and confrontation between agrimia and humans. In
Bronze Age iconography the frequent depiction of agrimia with elements
characteristic of this mountain landscape suggests that these animals evoke
a certain distance from the immediate, familiar, agricultural locales. In
discussing the depiction of an agrimi with female human figures in Cretan
Bronze Age Art, Shapland proposes that ‘the animal body [agrimi] acts as a
marker of difference from the familiar domestic world: in association with a
human body it creates a context in which one can interpret the females as
deities’ (2009: 122).

Even within the familiar domains of domestic and urban spaces,
however, humans and other animals were engaging in a series of
performative acts, whether in reality or in representational media.
Depictions of cattle in the Bronze Age iconography show cattle
differentiated by size and also by activity — with large cattle portrayed in
bull-leaping iconography. Although Younger (1995) interprets these large
cattle as Bos primigenius (wild cattle), biogeo-graphically it is unlikely that
these animals were indeed wild, unless certain individuals had travelled



from mainland Greece. It is more likely, however, that some animals were
selectively bred from within the domestic cattle herd for size and perhaps
aggressivity, much like the breeding of bulls for bullfighting in
contemporary Spain (Marvin 1988). This may explain the fact that in the
depictions of bull-leaping, as far as colour and hide patterns are concerned,
bulls resemble domestic cattle, not wild ones. If that is the case, then some
of these larger (taxonomically domestic) cattle were amongst the ones
identified by zooarchaeologists. Isaakidou (2004) notes that there are no
zooarchaeological indications that the lifestyle of these larger cattle
individuals was different enough from the smaller cattle to lead to a change
in bone morphology — a change that could be caused by occupying a more
rugged terrain, for instance. The implication is that the larger cattle were not
living separately from the smaller cattle in terms of contrasting
environmental habitats, as suggested for the goats. Thus perhaps we might
conclude that both the larger and the smaller cattle were taxonomically the
same, occupied the same place, and perhaps formed part of the same herds.
What differentiated them was their different mode of interaction with
humans, the development of certain morphological and ethological features
such as size and aggressivity, and their participation in different
performative contexts, such as bull-leaping.

Shapland sees the depictions of bull-leaping as a ‘performance placing
the bull outside everyday activities’. He, however, interprets this as a means
of changing the human-cattle relation into a prestige activity rather than a
mundane one (2009: 122). We too see this activity as one in which the
‘everyday’ aspect of cattle is transcended, but to call it merely a ‘prestige’
activity does not exhaust its meaningful connotations. Moreover, the talk of
prestige is inscribed into the anthropocentric framework that portrays
animals as material or symbolic resources to be used by humans, denying
thus the agency of animals themselves, both as actual embodied entities and
as depictions.

While Shapland draws a parallel between hunting and bull-leaping, we
propose here a direct connection between the two. We suggest that it is
perhaps possible to conceive of bull-leaping as a ritual or choreographic
performance of bull-hunting. Of particular relevance in this respect is
Marvin’s suggestion that, through the heightened embodied and sensory
experience of hunting, the ordinary is transformed and transcended (2000).



Assuming thus that the bull-leaping scenes correspond to actual bull-
leaping performances involving large and fierce bulls, we may suggest that
these cattle were not separated from the rest on the basis of taxonomy or
geographical or genetic distance, but that the status of some of them was
transformed, albeit perhaps only temporarily, through their incorporation
into a particular type of encounter. Even if these images did not correspond
to actual performances, they would have provided the mnemonic props and
the background for such performances to be narrated or staged in other
ways, making explicit discursive and visual references to past events,
replete in mythical, heroic, or celebratory connotations.

These performances created a ‘place outside a place’; they produced a
heterotopic domain: a different space where the normal conventions of time
did not apply (Foucault 1986). Temporality 1s a key dimension here.
Foucault notes that ‘[t]he heterotopia begins to function at full capacity
when men arrive at a sort of absolute break with their traditional time’
(1986: 26). The actual or evoked acts of wrestling with supposedly wild
bulls in a familiar setting would have transported people to other places and
other times. The hunting of wild bulls in their native habitat is not a practice
that happened on Crete; it was, however, a practice of the mainland
ancestors of the first settlers at Knossos. By referencing hunting thus, these
bull-leaping performances would have temporarily produced a heterotopic

locus, a space of wilderness structured by ancestral and genealogical time.>
If bull-leaping is a ritualized performance of bull-hunting, it references and
cites earlier, originary times, perhaps the times of the first colonization of
Crete. As Knossos is one of the earliest sites occupied by the first, Neolithic
settlers on Crete, this may go some way to explaining the apparent long-
standing significance of cattle for this particular site. Indeed, the emergence
of the monumental ‘palaces’ of Crete, such as the one at Knossos,
celebrated and materialized history (Hamilakis 2013). They were
established at these specific locales because of their long occupation, and
thus their ancestral and genealogical weight, and the equally long history of
embodied and sensorial performances, including the rituals of
commensality. The actual or assumed re-enactments of bull-leaping/bull-
hunting in these ancestral contexts would thus have operated as mnemonic
citations of an even longer originary narrative, an ancestral charter myth.



It is important not to lose sight of the fact that the main protagonist here
is the bull himself. Not only is his size in wall paintings deliberately
exaggerated compared to human figures, occupying a central position in the
iconographic syntheses, but the motif itself is the most widespread animal
depiction, especially at Knossos. If in addition to wall paintings we consider
the bull’s head rhyta and the imagery in seals and other media, then the
animal acquires almost totemic dimensions.

The human-deer relationship in prehistoric Crete is by no means less
complex. Archaeologists often assume that these were wild species, and yet
their arrival together with humans during the first colonization of the island
in the Neolithic, in other words their intentional importation and the
establishment of breeding populations of deer, speak of a rather tangled and
multi-faceted interaction. It is not clear whether these animals existed in a
free-roaming state or were managed herds akin to the deer parks of more
recent periods. It was not until the Bronze Age that the consumption of deer
became more widespread across Crete, at least in a manner in which their
remains became incorporated into settlement sites.

Although deer are present in sealstone imagery, compared to depictions
of cattle and agrimia these are relatively rare. Only one example, from Ayia
Triada, is known of deer in a Cretan fresco medium, described above
(Figure 7.2), in contrast to the southern Greek mainland where deer, and
hunting more generally, are frequently present in the fresco programmes of
the ‘Mycenaean’ Bronze Age ‘palace’ sites. Hunting imagery in Mycenaean
palatial iconography is often positioned in visually prominent locations and
high-status areas, and studies have often highlighted its role as a symbolic
device associated with Mycenaean power dynamics. Palatial transactions
recorded in tablets from the mainland site of Pylos with Linear B script
mention live deer apparently destined for a feast, strengthening further the
idea of game parks, possibly involving fallow deer (Palmer 2012). Some of
these animals may have been involved in performative, ritualistic hunting
events.

Interestingly, the majority of depictions of deer in both the sealstone and
the fresco imagery, both on Crete and on the mainland, seem to indicate
fallow deer, judging by the spotted coats and palmated antlers. An emphasis
on fallow deer over red deer is also evident in the rich zooarchaeological
assemblages from the Late Bronze Age West Cretan Chania sites, where



fallow deer comprise 70 to 80 per cent of the deer remains. Why this focus
on fallow deer? On the Bronze Age southern Greek mainland, despite their
relative frequency in the iconography, their physical remains are scarce
(Yannouli and Trantalidou 1999). In the context of the Mpycenaean
‘palaces’, ‘what counted more than the actual activity was the deployment
of the idea of hunting and its representation in the media’ (Hamilakis 2003:
244). Thus in the case of fallow deer it could be suggested that the aim was
the demonstration of human knowledge of these animals despite, or perhaps
because of, their relative scarcity in the local landscape.

At the end of the last Ice Age, the native range of fallow deer was
restricted to the Near East, but since the Neolithic period subsequent human
transportation resulted in their reintroduction across Europe (Sykes et al.
2013), first occurring more intensively on Crete and the southern Greek
mainland during the Bronze Age, although, as noted above, their
archaeological remains are scarce (with a few exceptions). Helms (1988)
has previously noted that practices such as hunting, long-distance travel,
acquisition of exotic goods, and skilled crafting are indicators of
participation in external geographic, symbolic, and temporal realms, and as
such are used as mechanisms for the generation of power in many societies.
As the Bronze Age in Greece was a period partly characterized by extensive
links across the wider Mediterranean, encounters with fallow deer, perhaps
an exotic animal at the time and rarely experienced in the flesh, would have
embodied participation in, and knowledge of, such distant geographical
realms as the Near East.

But it would be a mistake to see fallow deer operating as static symbolic
devices, as proxies for the demonstration of prestige and authority on the
part of humans. While the materialization of the link with the East would
have been important for humans, it would have been perhaps more
important to engage with the fallow deer itself (and its depictions) in a
direct, sensorial manner. The ethology of the animal, its assumed docility
compared to other deer species, and its preference for large herds facilitates
these performative encounters and the staging of various ritualized events.
The Ayia Triada fresco portraying fallow deer (Figure 7.2) offers hints that
individual animals may have even acquired a personalized status and may
have taken part in processions on a par with and alongside humans.



Conclusion

The ‘animal turn’ in a number of disciplines has certainly been a most
encouraging move in our attempts to decentre and undermine the
philosophical-cum-political constitution of  the individuated,
anthropocentric self within capitalist modernity. Unlike most other
disciplines in the humanities and social sciences, however, archaeology has
engaged with animals from early on and even facilitated the development of
a thriving subdiscipline, zooarchaeology. Moreover, despite its
anthropocentric heritage, archaeology, having access to the material traces
of the interaction between humans and other animals over the last 2.5
million years, harbours the potential to demonstrate the diverse and multi-
faceted nature of these interactions and to historicize and thus relativize or
even subvert the dominant, contemporary classifications and divisions. Or,
to recall Giorgio Agamben, to ‘render inoperative’ the ‘anthropological
machine’, which would entail nothing less than showing °‘the central
emptiness, the hiatus that — within man — separates man and animal, and to
risk ourselves in this emptiness’ (2004: 92).

Nonhuman animals in prehistoric Crete were not simply the passive
pieces in chess games played out by humans; in possession of their own
agency, their animal-agency, they were rather co-participants in ‘colonizing’
the island, and some of them may have consented to the various
performances and re-enactments, and others not. As in human-human
relationships, however, attempts at control and subjugation — in all possible
directions — would have certainly been part of the equation. The encounters
discussed above represent only a fraction of the diversity of human-cattle,
human-agrimi, human-fallow deer, and in general human-other animal
relationships. Indeed, the amazing and wonder-full material culture of
Neolithic and Bronze Age or ‘Minoan’ Crete was produced by multiple
species, not just humans: cattle that worked as traction animals to generate
the subsistence surpluses which allowed many humans to engage in
elaborate and time-consuming projects in architecture and artefact
manufacture; the sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs (as well as the deer and
agrimia) that were sacrificed and consumed in large numbers to provide for
the feasting events, so central in social reproduction and in the negotiations
of power amongst diverse groups; the thousands of sheep that provided the
wool for the elaborate textile industry, for which Late Bronze Age Knossos



was so renowned. These inter-species collaborative projects no doubt
contain their own complex and fascinating micro-histories, which remain to
be written.

Notes

1 The Neolithic period for Crete is divided into chronological phases: Aceramic Neolithic (7000—
6500/6400 BC), Early Neolithic (6500/6400—4500/4400 BC), Middle Neolithic (4500/4400—
3900 BC), Late Neolithic (3900-3600 BC), and Final Neolithic (36003000 BC), and is
followed by the Bronze Age (3000—1100 BC). All dates are approximations.

2 In other themes there are depictions of agrimia pulling chariots and agrimia as supposed
‘attendants of divine figures’ (Hiller 2001); Bloedow (2003) argues on the basis of certain
agrimi depictions (e.g. the Zakros rhyton) that in some cases agrimia may have been kept in
captivity (1990). Both deer and agrimia are also depicted in ‘natural’ poses (Younger 1988).

3 On the links between bullfighting and hunting in contemporary Spain, see Marvin 1988.
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Netherworld envoy or man’s best
friend?

Attitudes toward dogs 1n the ancient world

Sophia Menache

Human attitudes toward the fauna convey a faithful manifestation of time
and space, combining religious and philosophical tenets with ecological and
environmental demands. The prevailing attitudes toward animals reflect in
this regard just a fragment of the constant process of reflection and
contemplation and the resulting attempts to cope with a challenging
environment, the rules of which remain unknown or incomprehensible for
most human beings. Selected from the rich spectrum of human attitudes
toward the nonhuman world, this chapter focuses on dogs, the first
domesticated animal and, as such, a continuous associate, if not a real
component, of human society. From a chronological perspective, this study
devotes much attention to the ancient world, when the basic principles of

religion and philosophy were discussed and eventually established.! These
thematic and chronological demarcations allow some responses to the
intriguing attitudes of human beings toward their most faithful friends
among the nonhuman habitants on earth.

The perception of the cosmos as a harmonious wholeness encouraged
positive attitudes toward animals in Chinese traditions (Seiwert 1984).
Additionally, the central concept of non-violence (ahimsa) toward all
beings left its mark on the integralist relationship with animals that
characterizes Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism, as well (Figl 1998: 3-4).



The Bhagavad Gita — a 700-verse Hindu scripture attributed to Lord
Krishna, the manifestation of God — states that the true spiritual Self,
notwithstanding its different forms, is qualitatively identical in all beings.
Upon reaching their ultimate beatitude, all beings are then submitted to a
process of transmigration and rebirth that includes plants and animals.
Equality of spirit and reincarnation thus justify the universal principle of
non-injury to all living creatures (Nelson 2006: 181-6).

Such pantheistic principles did not a priori ensure a positive attitude
toward all animals, first and foremost to dogs. The commentator Vyasa, a
central and revered figure in most Hindu traditions, asserted that sinful
human beings would be reborn as pigs or dogs, since both of these species
were regarded as the outcasts of the animal world. He further claimed, ‘One
who reverts to what has once been renounced is like a dog licking up its
own vomit’ (quoted in Nelson 2006: 183), a characterization to be found in
the Abrahamic traditions as well. Further emphasis was laid on the dogs’
main vices, such as promiscuous sexual behaviour and gluttony, which
included eating carrion. No wonder, therefore, that by their simple contact
dogs were said to pollute the food of Brahmins and, no less threatening, the
sacred offerings to the gods. Dogs also served as a kind of punishment in
both this world and the world to come: if their lovers were low-caste men,
adulterous women would be devoured by dogs (Doniger 2009: 41-3).

On the other hand, some stories recognized the loyalty of dogs and their
meritorious behaviour toward human beings, acts that awarded them
celestial rewards. In the epic Mahabharata, Lord Yama accompanies the
Pandavas all the way to paradise in the guise of a dog in order to test the
wisdom of Yudhisthira, the eldest brother. Yudhisthira eventually refuses to
enter heaven without his dog, which has faithfully followed and protected
him. This behaviour ensured his celestial reward. The ambiguity that
characterizes the image of dogs in Hindu traditions is not fortuitous and
may reflect the historical process from pre-Vedic and Vedic times (1700—
1100 BCE to 500—150 BCE) to the Mahabharata: though having a utilitarian
role as watchdogs and beasts of burden, the traditional Vedic gods — who
were associated with dogs — went into decline, bringing about some
deterioration in the status and image of canines (Debroy 2008).

For completely different reasons, the attitudes toward dogs in ancient
Greece and Rome were characterized by similar ambivalence. Since nature



made nothing in vain, Aristotle’s Politica maintained that animals were
created for the sake of human beings, the ‘noblest of all living beings’;
domestic animals were therefore expected to labour, while wild animals
were to be hunted. Cicero, in his De nature deorum, went one stage further
and claimed that nature as a whole belonged to man, thus excluding any
duty or mercy toward animals. This philosophical framework encouraged
hostile attitudes toward dogs. Thus, Phocylides saw in the unmanageable,
female termagants the offspring of bitches. In his De natura animalium,
Aelian further identified a basic deficiency in the most essential virtue
ascribed to canines, their loyalty, since they had betrayed their owners’
confi dence by falling asleep during the Celts’ attack on Rome in 390 BCE.

The suspicious attitude toward dogs facilitated their use as a means of
punishment against the peripheral elements of contemporary society: as
illustrated often in literary texts, including the /lliad, Antigone, and Hecuba,
it was common practice in ‘Homeric’ society (1400-1100 BCE) to throw
people to them as a form of execution or to leave them the corpses of
persons unworthy of funerary honours — which implies that dogs were not,

or were not thought to be, entirely domesticated.? The very word for dog,
kuwv in ancient Greek, became an insulting designation covering human
vices such as cowardice, immodesty, and arrogance — all presumed blots on
the canine species. Thus, the most infamous creatures in Spartan society,
the helots, were compared to dogs (David 1993: 403-8).

However, symbolic associations were not unequivocally negative. Even
the appellation of Cynics (kuvikoi) given to the followers of Diogenes of
Sinope essentially suggests their distinctive traits, such as their rejection of
all conventions, their attempt to live on nothing, and their support and
exercise of shamelessness (Bonilla 1967: 60). The Stoics, as well, were
often represented as dogs — as in the Satyricon by Petronius — probably
because one of their cardinal virtues was to be truth-tellers. Similarly,
kyniskos and kyniska, the male and female words for puppy in Ancient
Greek, were used by the Spartans as persons’ names and nicknames.

Beyond the symbolic level, there was also some awareness of the injuries
or impairment that dogs could cause. In the case of personal harm, Solon,
Plato, and the Twelve Tables (the foundation of Roman law) all recognize
the obligation of the dogs’ owners to compensate anyone injured by a dog
and to transfer the guilty animal to that person for proper punishment.



Awareness of the potential danger of dogs brought about the obligatory use
of clear warnings of their presence. ‘Cave canem’ (beware of the dog) was
a common exhortation, perpetuated in archaeological and literary
documentation. Still, it seems that the manifestations and ways of
transmission of the most dangerous affliction that dogs could cause — rabies
— remained unknown. In Homeric society, the word ‘rabies’ was used in its
metaphorical form, to designate fury or uncontrollable wrath. Although
Aristotle in his Historia animalium was the first author to depict the
symptoms and effects of rabies, he still denied its transmission to human
beings and limited its effects to animals alone.

The knowledge that dogs may cause harm — archaic as it was — fostered a
clear tendency to keep canines away from the world of the living and
consign them to the realm of Hades. This netherworld abode for dogs —
where they accompanied their owners — became a common belief among
Indo-European civilizations. Brewer ef al. (2001) detail a notable similarity
among the Greek dog Cerberus (which welcomes dead souls at the entrance
of Hades), Garmr (the Germanic hell-hound), the Vedic sons of Sarama (the
dog-messengers of death), and Odin’s two wolves (which later became
dogs). Dog s were also sacrificed in acts of purification of the family and
the house, and they constituted one of the most prominent sacrifices in
association with funerary rites.

Aelian reports the habit of the inhabitants of Argos to kill dogs that
approached the marketplace during some festive days. In the Spartan agoge,
the ferocious fight between two bands of youths was preceded by the
sacrifice of two puppies to Enyalius, presumably the Laconian name of
Ares, the god of war. Dogs howled at the approach of Hecate, a nightmarish
lunar goddess of the infernal regions and of witchcraft, their howling also
being conceived as an augur of death. Hounds also became companions of
Hecate and were sacrificed to her. Like their mistress, they became the
overseers of cyclical time, guardians of life, and very influential in the
awakening of slumbering vegetation and plant life (Gimbutas 1989). Their
link with the world of death turned dogs into unclean animals, whose entry
into the temples in Delos or on the Athenian Acropolis was forbidden. The
Romans, too, believed that neither dogs nor flies should enter the Temple of
Hercules in the forum Boarium.



In clear contrast to the negative nature of most of the testimonies
mentioned above, there is pictorial evidence that both Greeks and Romans
developed definitive breeds of dogs, a clear reflection of the growing
attachment to these animals. In sepulchral monuments from the late Archaic
to the Hellenistic periods, dogs are depicted as protecting their owners
against the living, as well as against the forces of hell. Homeric narrative
further presents a more commendable image of dogs, which has permeated
Western culture up to this day. Dogs appear as the most helpful auxiliaries
of men for hunting and safeguarding purposes in the Odyssey and the Illiad
as well. These tasks confronted them with the most dangerous of the wild
animals, such as lions and bears, thus creating a suitable arena in which
canines could prove their courage and tenacity. No wonder, therefore, that
in the framework of the oikos (household) — and the obligation of its head to
avenge any harm to the household, slaves and animals included — the killing
of a shepherd dog was punished like the murder of the shepherd himself.

Dogs also emerge as the loyal companions of gods and men, and not just
in literary and artistic representation. They were employed as guards in the
temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline, of Hephaestus on Etna, Athena in
Daunia, and Adranus in Sicily. Dogs escorted their owners to social and
political gatherings, especially in aristocratic circles. An impressive number
of vases show dogs behind a table waiting to be fed (a scene persisting in an
immense number of medieval paintings); the Odyssey explicitly refers to
delicacies generously provided for them by their masters. Hounds were
considered private property in Spartan society, and their temporary use by
some other citizen was conditioned on the prior consent of the owner,
usually a wealthy man. Accordingly, Xenophon approaches hunting-dogs as
one of the most important possessions worthy of adorning an estate. Plato
considers dogs to be the trustful protectors of sheep and a model for the
guardians of the i1deal State because they are both gentle and spirited.

Of the many qualities associated with dogs, ancient authors emphasize
loyalty, perception (being the sole animals to recognize their names),
memory, and devotion to their offspring. Some writers further enlist
historical testimony to prove canine loyalty. When the Persian invasion
caused the Athenians to evacuate their city in 480 BCE, Plutarch reports the
story of Pericles’s father, Xanthippus, whose dog swam across the strait by
the side of his master’s trireme and staggered out on Salamis to die straight



away. Pliny the Elder, as well, sees in the dog — together with the horse —
the animal that is most faithful to man, a premise he demonstrates through
an impressive documentary corpus.

Dogs gradually lost their animal essence and were credited with magical
skills that went beyond those of the ordinary human being. Thus, Aelian
attributes to dogs the good management of household affairs, especially
among the poor. Though acknowledging that they are devoid of reason, he
further credits dogs with a presentiment of imminent famine, pestilence, or
earthquake. They can also foretell fair weather and the fertility of crops.
Canine excellence embraced bitches as well, as faithfully demonstrated by a
pregnant bitch that gave birth to nine puppies only after completing her
hunting duties. The virtues assigned to canines, furthermore, embraced
devotion not only to their masters but also to conjugal fidelity. By his
barking, a lap-dog of Sicily caused a husband to capture his adulterous wife
in concert with her paramour. Following this substantial attestation of
canine virtues, Aelian concludes: ‘It fills me with pain that a dog should be
shown to have more loyalty, more kindly feeling than man’ (1958: 10).

Dogs also proved their merit in times of war. The canis bellator or canis
pugnator was assigned crucial military roles, a practice that probably
originated in the Orient. Aelian reports the case of a dog that fought bravely
at his master’s side in the Battle of Marathon, its meritorious behaviour
perpetuated in pictorial representations. In 352 BCE, Philip the Macedonian
used dogs in the Thracian war to force the Arbelians to leave the forest
where they had found shelter. The same tactic was followed by the Roman
consul Pomponious Matho against the Sardes in 230 BCE.

Contrary to digestive taboos that applied to monotheistic societies, dogs
were part of the ancient Greeks’ menu, and curative effects were attributed
to their meat. Puppies were used as scapegoats against intestinal and
stomach disorders, the diseases supposedly transmitted to them through
physical contact (Burriss 1935: 32-3). From the long list of therapeutic
qualities credited to dogs (Gourevitch 1968: 247-58), Pliny the Elder
mentions the effectiveness of their blood both as an antidote for poison and
as a remedy for itching. It was also believed that canine blood, if placed
under the threshold, kept away evil spirits, especially the spirits of the dead
that haunted the location and might harm the living members of the family.
The flesh of a suckling puppy taken with wine and myrrh was considered an



expedient against epilepsy; the ashes of a dog’s head, when mixed with
wine and honey, against jaundice; and the ashes alone, against burns and
chilblains. Bitches enjoyed some therapeutic merits of their own: their
proestrus blood was said to cure the bite of a mad dog, and their milk to
prevent the growth of hair. In this rather tortuous way, canines thus
accompanied ancient Greeks and Romans through every part and parcel of
life, in this world as well as in the world to come.

Similar to the utilitarian attitude found in the classical heritage, the
acknowledgement of the human race as the work of art of an omnipotent
God led all Abrahamic traditions to develop a functional approach to
nonhuman beings; like all animals in the Genesis account, they were
created for the sake of humans and, as such, were left under the arbitrary
rule of men. Such a patronizing attitude, however, did not dictate a clearly
defined attitude toward different animals. The extreme antagonism toward
dogs in theological writings, moreover, presents a challenge that has not yet
encountered satisfactory answers in modern research.

The Old Testament justifies a negative attitude toward dogs because of
their connection with carrion and carcasses, a behavioural pattern that
ancient societies often perceived as threatening and a source of danger
(Douglas 1966: 11). To their essential impurity — which, according to
Jeremiah, will burden dogs with carrying the dead on Doomsday — the Book
of Proverbs attaches their stupidity. Biblical narrative also uses dogs as a
common metaphor to hint at the unfortunate status of men and/or the
negative elements of society, whether the enemy, deserters in general, false
prophets, or despicable persons. Goliath’s sarcastic diatribe to David, ‘Am |
a dog that thou comest to me with staves?’ (I Sam. 17: 43), clearly reflects
the low status of dogs in contemporary society. When criticizing the many
sins of his contemporaries, the prophet Isaiah compares them to dumb dogs
that cannot bark and evince a selfish character. Deuteronomy, hinting at
divine repugnance, proscribes any acceptance by the Holy Temple of profits
deriving either from male or female prostitution, an intriguing association
that appears in the New Testament, as well.

Thou shalt not bring the hire of a whore, or the price of a dog, into the
house of the Lord thy God for any vow: for even both these are an
abomination unto the Lord thy God.



(Deut. 23: 18).

The practical conclusion is therefore clear, and it justifies the need to keep
at a safe distance from the canine race.

Such antagonism to dogs — bizarre as it may appear to modern eyes — was
hardly exceptional in the ancient Levant. Besides the examples quoted
above from the Graeco-Roman world, dogs were regarded as unclean
animals in the Hittite Empire, whose temple personnel were specifically
ordered to keep them away — together with pigs — from the offerings to the
gods. Yet, though not exceptional in its geopolitical space, the negative
approach of biblical narrative toward canines seems rather problematic in
light of the prevailing attachment to dogs in agrarian and nomadic societies,
for which canines fulfilled guard functions and were highly esteemed, at
least from an instrumental angle. One possible explanation for this
dichotomy may lie in the Old Testament’s essential opposition to any
remnant of polytheism, in which dogs were commonly bestowed a
prominent role. In the Egyptian pantheon, for example, Anubis, the god of
death, had a dog’s head; and Isis, the goddess of the netherworld, was
represented riding on a dog. Dogs were also involved in healing cults in
many ancient cultural centres in Mesopotamia and around the
Mediterranean, the Land of Israel included. Large cemeteries of sacred dogs
were found in the archaeological excavations at the eastern and southern
areas of modern Israel, hinting at the ritual function of dogs in the
geographical space of the Chosen People, as well. There is also evidence
from the Natufian period (from 10500 to 8300 BCE) of a human skeleton
buried with a dog, the man’s arm stretched toward his pet, thus reflecting
their mutual affection in life (Patton 2006: 27).

The Book of Psalms corroborates the ubiquity of dogs in urban centres
and the resulting noise they created there, while the Book of Job refers to
shepherd dogs in agrarian communities. Rabbinical literature, as well,
indicates that dog-owning had been common practice among Jews in
agricultural villages, especially between the third and sixth centuries CE.
Daily practices of this kind probably encouraged the peremptory tone of the
Babylonian Talmud,? which differentiated at least in principle between wild
and good dogs. It applied a cautious attitude toward good dogs, which also
had to be securely chained and could be freed only at night when only



suspicious people walked the streets. On the other hand, the ownership of
an evil dog — that is, one that bites and barks — was completely forbidden,
since it could turn into a public danger and, as such, cause its owner to
violate the biblical prohibition, ‘Do not place blood in your home’ (Deut.
22:8).

Daily practices and dictates, as well as pagan remnants, may therefore
have justified to some degree the negative approach to dogs in Jewish
literature. Still, other domestic animals, cats and sheep among them, were
part and parcel of daily life while receiving a prominent role in pagan cults
without generating the extreme dislike that faced dogs. The ecological and
theological perspectives may introduce additional possibilities of analysis in
this regard: the domestication process was far from being completed in the
ancient world, and rapidly increasing packs of pariah dogs, with the
resulting problem of rabies, overran cities and villages. They created
serious security and sanitary problems, thus justifying and even dictating
general taboos against such pernicious animals (Serpell 1995: 112-16).

On the other hand, the attachment of human beings to the canine species
in actual practice does not suit, if not openly contradicts, divine plans. As
peremptorily established in Scripture, God submitted the whole of fauna to
the absolute rulership of the human race, while the tolerance of animals was
conditioned on their fulfilling human needs. One may therefore assume that
pet-keeping was not envisaged by God in creation. On the contrary, God
clearly established human rule — people being created in His Own image —
over all other creatures upon the face of earth (Patton 2000: 405—6). A close
partnership/companionship between humans and dogs thus seemed to
contradict divine commands and to some degree challenged the most
desired submission of the human race to His designs. Yet the Babylonian
Talmud refers to an old tradition according to which God, after exiling Cain
from paradise, furnished the first criminal in the history of humankind with
a dog, to defend him from attack by savage animals (Bereshit Rabbah 22:
12). Domestication in this version appears as an act not only envisaged by
God but also initiated by Him to defend the otherwise vulnerable humans
against the forces of nature. In a similar vein, the apocryphal Book of Tobit
refers to Tobit’s dog, which faithfully accompanied its owner on his journey
to Media, a motif very similar to that found in Hindu traditions with regard
to the Pandavas.



The same ecological conditions and similar, if not identical theological
traditions encouraged an analogous ambivalent approach to canines in the
New Testament and early Christian theology. Following the Old
Testament’s tenets, such leading Christian theologians as Tertullian, Origen,
and St Augustine maintained the total mastery of human beings over
animals, thus excluding any familiarity or companionship with them. In his
eschatological vision, John perpetuated the connection of dogs to whores.
Together with the most despicable strata of human society and as the only
representative of the animal kingdom, dogs were excluded from heavenly
Jerusalem. Their dishonourable status was corroborated by Jesus, who
decreed: ‘Give not that which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your
pearls before swine, lest they trample them under their feet, and turn again
and rend you’ (Matthew 7: 6).

As time went by, Christian homilies often presented dogs as tools of
divine punishment or as messengers from the afterlife. The motif of the
devil in dog form survived into the modern era, and the same code served
against witchcraft, the devil, and mad dogs in sixteenth-century prayers
(Woods 1959: 14). One typical formula advised holy bread or water to be
taken for nine days, together with the recitation of three Paternosters and
three Aves in honour of the Trinity and St Hubert, the patron of huntsmen,
whose assistance against hydrophobia was to be begged.

In contrast to the negative approach found in the apostolic age, there are
some indications of pet-keeping in medieval Christendom, perhaps as a
result of the changing environment.

Commenting on the parable of Dives and Lazarus, Ambrose of Milan,
one of the four recognized doctors of the Latin Church, blessed dogs ‘that
represent those who guard the flock and protect it against the wolves [...]
keep guard for their masters’ safety [...] and display noteworthy smelling
skills’ (Springer 1931: 29-32). He reports in detail the genealogies of
several dogs — carefully established in patterns similar to those that served
fourth-century aristocracy — and birthday parties celebrated in their honour.
Acknowledgement of the canine’s instincts led Basil the Great to deduce
that dogs had achieved the power of reason, while their loyalty toward their
owners should embarrass those sinners who are ungrateful to their
benefactors. John Scotus Erigena admits that dogs have some advantages
over people, such as memory and faithfulness, both virtues exemplified by



Argos, Odysseus’s dog, recognizing his master after twenty years of
absence. Hildegarde of Bingen claims that dogs are able to detect human
lechery, as well as to augur events, unfortunate or auspicious, that are about
to befall people. As a most indispensable component of hunting
expeditions, dogs also formed part of the burial gifts to wealthy men
(Ohman 1983). Medieval representations of dogs further reflect their many
varieties, both in cities and in rural settings.

The evolution from the evangelical antagonism to dogs to the gradual
recognition of their virtues in medieval Christendom corroborates, again,
the importance of the historical perspective in analysing the changing
attitudes toward canines. The more friendly attitudes, which are clearly
detectable in the Central Middle Ages, are an integral part of the
secularization process that Western society underwent from the twelfth
century onwards. The Pauline ideal of contempt for this world of sin was
then questioned by a less radical vision of this world and a greater desire to
enjoy its delights. The growth of cities was part of this process, but it did
not change the essentially agricultural nature of medieval society or its
allegiance to feudal norms, among which the underling’s expected fidelity
toward his lord played a most critical role. The ‘discovery’ of canine loyalty
thus conjoined with the maturation of chivalry and the lordly code of
behaviour, while the unconditional fidelity of dogs toward their masters
offered a most suitable pattern for imitation (Menache 2000: 42—60). The
intensification of hunting among aristocratic circles simultaneously elevated
the socioeconomic status of canines.

In contrast to developments in medieval Europe, the different
environmental background — very similar to that of the ancient Hebrews and
early Christianity — fostered hostile attitudes toward dogs in Muslim society
(Foltz 2006: 157). The widespread belief that dogs, especially black dogs,
were in fact a demonic emanation of evil spirits created the ground for a
biased approach. Faced with the problem of a plague of stray dogs,
Mohammed at first took an uncompromising decision to exterminate ‘all
dogs’. Afterwards, he mitigated his decree by reasoning that the canine
genus was created by Allah and people needed certain species of dogs. The
Prophet thus decided to exterminate only black-coated strays, particularly
those with light patches, the indisputable mark of the devil. According to
Hamdullah al-Mustauft al-Qazw1 ni, ‘any place in which the eye of a black



dog is buried will fall into ruins’ (1928: i1x, 34). Freed from divine
condemnation were useful dogs that obeyed their master; that is, trained
hunting dogs and watchdogs. Muslim doctors of law allowed the possession
of such dogs as long as their use could be justified; their killing,
furthermore, was punished with heavy fines according to the species and
the functions these dogs fulfilled.

Though useful dogs were socially tolerated, they remained unclean with
respect to religious practice, since the Prophet once said: ‘Prayer is
interrupted by a woman, a donkey [...] and a black dog’ (quoted in al-
Damiri 1857: 430). Everything a dog touched or licked was rendered
impure, and the place where it had lain had to be purified with water.
Moreover, if a dog drank from a human’s utensil, it was imperative to wash
it seven times. A dog prowling close to a believer in prayer invalidated his
prayer, and its presence prevented angels from visiting a house. Ultimately,
any believer who kept a useless and vicious dog lessened his final reward.
No wonder, therefore, that the word ‘dog’ in the Arabic language, kalb,
became a biting insult and appears pejoratively in numerous proverbial
sayings.

The negative, even diabolic image of dogs among Muslims was
undoubtedly connected with the danger of rabies, which they were
suspected of carrying and which became an endemic phenomenon in the
Levant. Islamic scholars developed a remarkable awareness of the disease,
its symptoms, and its dangerous consequences. Still, for a long time, a
person infected with rabies was considered possessed by madness and
treated by exorcism rather than therapy. Ibn Qutayba claims that ‘if a rabid
dog bites a human being, it happens that it changes him into a barker like
itself, renders him pregnant, and impregnates him with little whelps that
you see as coagulated blood in the shape of dogs’ (1949: 55).

Other early Islamic scholars like Al-Djahiz — whose Kitab al-hayawan
furnishes the richest documentation on dogs — reflect a more moderate
view. He affirms that, in principle, no dog will attack a person who has not
previously harmed it. Perhaps to weaken prevailing fears, he reports the
story of a boy who, one month after having been bitten by a dog, did not
bark and was completely healthy, an assertion particularly important against
widespread fears. Al-Qazwini, on the other hand, further asserts that a ‘mad
dog’ is one of the ‘five scoundrels’ and ought to be killed (1928: 34).



Everyone it bit was in danger of death for forty days, after which the person
was deemed safe. He also claims that becoming afraid of water was an
unquestionable sign of rabies and of approaching death. Drinking the blood
of a king was held to be the supreme remedy against rabies, as it was
against insanity and possession, a linkage that indicates, again, the devilish
nature of dogs and the disease they transmitted. More commonly available
means of combating rabies were also identified, such as Spanish flies,
lentils, and a beverage called ‘old drink’, which was artificially prepared —
all treatments that were kept secret and passed from father to son in some
families.

Notwithstanding the widespread awareness of the danger of rabies, there
are also some indications of dog-keeping in medieval Muslim society. Thus,
Sultan Mohammed al-Nasir (1310—41), who was well known for his love of
hunting, maintained eighty different groups of hunting-dogs, which were
carefully raised by special officials nominated for this purpose. The Prophet
himself was said to have promised a divine reward to an old woman for her
act of charity to a thirsty dog. According to Muslim tradition, moreover, a
dog by the name of Kitmir was allowed to enter paradise, since he became
the symbol of fidelity and was given the gift of speech by Allah. Al-
Qazwint acknowledges that a dog

1s a faithful beast, patient in undergoing hardships and in enduring
hunger, in rendering service and in keeping off enemies. It follows up
game with quick intelligence, and although kept hungry it is faithful
and will not leave its master, acknowledging the duty of obedience.

(1928: 34)

Al-Djahiz further praises dogs’ memory and loyalty (their skill in
recognizing their owners after long periods of absence), their intelligence,
and the services they provide as sentinels. Particularly touching are his
references to spoiling dogs, which will never sleep on the ground if they

can enjoy the texture of a delicate carpet and will always prefer a pillow to
both of these beds.

This short review of the prevailing attitudes toward the canine species in
ancient and medieval societies shows a clear gap between two conflicting
tendencies: the mythical-theological approach labelled dogs as ‘outcasts’,



possessing the most infamous human vices and patterns of behaviour and
thus delegating canines to the netherworld. Their comparison to prostitutes
and their characterization as unclean, their very proximity harming the
dialogue between the believer and his God, the many p