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Does “The Animal” Exist?

Toward a Theory of Social Life
with Animals

SUSAN J. PEARSON AND
MARY WEISMANTEL

Animals still elude us. As numerous conference panels, symposia, books,
book series, and academic journals attest, the field of animal studies has be-
come an extraordinarily rich and productive one; yet, despite all our efforts,
the animals of our scholarship too often figure only as “objects in human cul-
ture,” containers of human projections, and as useful tools for drawing social
boundaries. When we try to imagine them otherwise, to see them in and of
themselves—we fail; ultimately, we find ourselves strangely condemned to
replicate, in slightly different terms, the long-standing opposition between
nature and culture.* Caught between the Scylla of anthropomorphism and
the Charybdis of anthropocentrism, can scholars ever regatd the animal as
more than a symbol??

We believe it to be possible, but the obstacles to doing so are numerous
and formidable. The field of animal studies currently suffers from an inad-
equate theorization of animals as historical actors, as well as of the social
world within which animals and humans live and interact. We seek not the
replacement of imagined animals with edible ones, but rather a new theoreti-
cal formulation that incorporates symbolic approaches with social and mate-
ria] history. As an anthropologist and a historian, we seek an interdisciplin-
ary approach in which insights from the fields of ethnography and geography
can help to refocus attention on the spatiotemporal aspects of human-animal
interactions. _
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SUSAN J. PEARSON AND MARY WEISMANTEL

A Philosophical Question: Does “The Animal” Exist?

Without a Trace; or, Are Animals Historical Beings?

The challenge of writing animals into history is a multidimensional one. It
is ontological, a question of imagining animal being, It is epistemological, a
discursive dilemma constituted by the nonverbal nature of our communi-
cation with animals. But it is also methodological. Erica Fudge recounts her
disappointment when, in the course of her research for a history of animals,
she found that “they had no voices and left no textual traces.” Ultimately, the
problem and its solution are historical: limitations that appear to be intrinsic
to the animal condition are in fact historically and culturally specific. These
three dimensions are inextricably linked, for the methodological difficulty
of documenting animal lives is taken as evidence of an ontological problem
inherent in animals themselves, and hence as epistemological grounds for
excluding animals from history.
Language has long been used to distinguish humans as the sole possessors
of culture, thereby relegating all other animals to the realm of nature. This
point was famously articulated by that exemplar of metaphysical dualism
René Descartes. For Descartes, animals’ lack of language demonstrated their
lack of consciousness and thus of suffering and soul. In this circular logic,
animals’ inability to express consciousness is offered as conclusive proof that
they do not have any.* That scholars studying animals regard their subjects as
having "no voices and no traces” s, then, more than a methodological imped;-
ment: the inability to signify is a condition of. animality itself. This ontological
defect writes animals out of history, for language—connected by Descartes
and others to rationality, consciousness, and subjectivity—has been the es-
tablished prerequisite for being a subject in and of history. The anthropolo-
gists Jack Goody and Ian Watt, for instance, consider history itselfthe product
of linguistic development. “Man’s biological evolution shades into prehistory
when he becomes a language-using animal; add writing, and history proper
begins.” The scholarly study of these stages is, they contend, respectively di-
vided among zoology, anthropology, and sociology. In this scheme, animals
and the nonliterate cannot participate in history, for they are unable to objec-
tify the world and the passage of time. Oral cultures have the absolute time
of memory and myth; only the literate have “historical sensibility.”s Instead
of consciousness, animals have instinct; instead of history, animals have the
“time” of genetic inheritance. Johannes Fabian, in his devastating critique of
such logocentric schema, identifies their central flaw as the “denial of coeval-
ness” to those who, in fact, coexist with us within the same termporal frame,
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His focus was on anthropology’s relationship to the primitive; his point, how-
ever, also illuminates history’s relationship to animals.®

Animals and Humans: Never Quite Themselves

Just as animals have been denied agency in Western history, so has the intel-
lectual category of animal been marginalized in Western philosophy, where
for centuries it has constituted the suppressed core of what it means to be hu-
man. Contemporary theoretical discussions about the animal’s central role
in the development of bumanist philosophy, however, have not led to a new
conceptualization of animals as part of human history. Instead, mEEme once
again appear only to disappear as we look through them at ourselves. .

At the heart of Western culture, as Giorgio Agamben has written, is an
“anthropological machine,” a set of philosophical assumptions that m_nomﬁn.mm
man by delineating the animal as that which man surpasses through spirit,
evolution, reason, language, will.* The opposite is likewise true: in her study
of medieval animals, for example, Joyce Salisbury finds that “people’s defini-
tion of animals really amounted to a definition of what it meant to be hu-
man." Ironically, then, the more that humans have attempted to draw clear
lines around themselves as a separate order of creation, the more dependent
on animality they have become. “Humans,” as Brica Fudge writes, “need ani-
mals in order to be human.”®

In recent decades, these complacent visions of the human and the animal

have been partly dislodged by postmodern revisions of Enlightenment cat-
egories. Fudge, for example, asserts that putting animals into history is vmn»
of a larger posthumanist project of reconsidering the human subject and H.nm
special status."! No longer the speaker of language, man is now spoken by it;
no longer the agent of history and power, man is produced by them; no longer
the producer of knowledge, “man” is now its product; no longer the master
of animals, man is dependent on them to understand himself. In short, as
Cary Wolfe writes, “the human,’ we now know, is not now, and never was,
itself.”* The main task of postmodern and posthumanist philosophy is not,
then, to “seek new—more effective or more authentic—articulations” of the
human-animal divide but rather, according to Agamben, “to show the central
emptiness, the hiatus that—within man—separates man and animal, and to
risk ourselves in this emptiness.” If animal has been a primary category of
alterity within Western culture, and if difference has been the main source of
inequality and oppression, then Agamben, Fudge, and others glimpse ethi-
cal and even utopian possibilities in the abandonment of the anthropological
machine, its levers and gears left to rust in posthistorical time.
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SUSAN J. PEARSON AND MARY WEISMANTEL

But although Fudge suggests that scholars who practice “holistic history”
(that is, those who use the study of animals as a means to explore the contin-
gency, constructedness, and ultimate emptiness of traditional Western con-
ceptions of the human subject) go beyond the animal-as-symbol paradigm,
it 15 not altogether clear that this is the case, Even in poststructuralist psy-
choanalytic accounts of human identity, animals are often denied the same

‘degree of subjectivity as humans. Lacan, for example, claims that they are
unable to leave traces. Animals leave their tracks (which are used to identify
and classify them according to the same schemata that separate instinct and
agency, nature and culture, and man and animals), but because they merely
generate these signs rather than manipulating them, animals are not their
masters but their subjects, Humans, Lacan asserts, though likewise consti-

tuted by language, can come to control the process of signification in ways -

that animals never can.**

Radical posthumanists, however, question the desirability of these human
traits. Deleuze and Guattari, searching for means to undermine the oedipal
self, claim that the animal represents the best kind of alterity, what they call
“minoritarian.”" They celebrate the animal as without individual identity,
existing only as a “pack,” freed from the filia] strictures of modernity; and
they exhort their readers to enter into “becoming-animal,” a state that “Tacks
a subject distinct from itself.” To experience the animal is to experience de-

territorialization, in which the self is overwhelmed and dissolved, for the

pack “throws the selfinto upheaval and makes it reel.”'¢

Their animal is not a flesh-and-blood creature but a symbol of radical Oth-
erness. According to Steve Baker, animals “for Deleuze and Guattari, seem
to operate more as a device of writing-—albeit a device which initiated its
own forms of political practice—than as living beings whose conditions of
life were of direct concern to the writers.”"” Even in postmodernist accounts,
then, the category anima is essentially an empty one, filled only with the
shadows of another abstraction—human. Defined primarily as a negative, a
lack, oran absence, the animal of both modern and postmodern Western dis-
course remains lifeless, a poor substitute for animals themselves,

But as anthropologists have long been aware, the totalizing sensibility of
the Mosaic tradition, with its premise that God gave Man dominion over
the beasts, is far from universal. Two of the hoariest puzzles of midcentury
ethnography, totemism and cannibalism, arose precisely when Western re-
searchers tried to understand moralities and ontologies in which the divide
between animals and humans was not so absolute.

The cannibal—a subject of enduring fascination and revulsion in Europe,

20
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and the very trope of the savage—has long been used to define a state of mor-
al degradation and thus functions as a symbolic foil for Western sensibili-
ties. This image of a subhuman figure who violates the most deeply held and
universal of human values is nothing more than a fiction produced by and for
Europeans, just as some postcolonial scholars have argued—but not because,
as the latter assume, cannibalism never existed. Instead, the problem lies in
the misperception of cannibal logic as amoral rather than as an expression
of the radically different moral universe that arises when no animal/human
divide exists.
In so-called civilized societies, to eat an animal is morally neutral, to eat
a human abhorrent; animals are entitled neither to life nor to dignity after
death. There is a striking analogy with the crime of rape, which historical-
ly could not occur if the victim was nonwhite or enslaved: no criminality
attached to the bodily violation of so abject a social figure. Cannibalism is
abhorrent because it too involves a bodily violation, one to. which no hu-
man—but any animal—can be subjected. In contrast, for foraging and hunt-
ing peoples, who view animals as the moral equals of humans, the treatment
of the dead poses different questions. The bodies of dead animals, like those
of humans, are attended by rituals and protocols; the bodies of dead humans,
like those of animals, may upon occasion be eaten. The practice of cannibal-
ism emerges from the belief that a death can be recuperated only by the act
of incorporating the victim into one’s own body—in other words, the act of
eating confers meaning on the death. Since a human life is not considered
intrinsically more valuable than an animal’s in these communities, treating a
human corpse as one treats an animal’s—for example, by consuming it—be-
comes sacramental rather than horrifying. Indeed, as with animals, this act
may be seen as a reverent gesture that redeems the horror of death.'®
Totemism also flluminates ontological systems in which the categories
of human and animal intermingle. In this belief system, human groups rep-
resent and distinguish themselves from other human groups by identifying
with an animal species. This identification is not simply symbolic; rather, it
is experienced as deeply embodied and inherently social."” One’s own body
and self is substantively identical with that of one’s totem animal and there-
fore unlike that of different clans.>* Some animals and some people—but not
all—are kin. The line between species is less important, in other words, than
the line between social groups that include both humans and nonhumans.
In these practices, no single animal can be opposed to humanity, leaving
us to conclude—as Judith Butler did about woman—that the category of ani- .
mal does not exist. Even in American history, as Virginia Anderson’s recent
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SUSAN J. PEARSON AND MARY WEISMANTEL

work demonstrates, the abstract division between humans and animals has
not always been as salient as the relationship of certain animals to ‘certain
people. That both cattie and deer were animals mattered less, for example,

to eighteenth-century Native Americans and English colonists than did the

fact that one was a form of property, an extension of colonjal powers, and
the other was not. These juridical, economic, and social distinctions under-
mined any categorical similarity, In short, the philosophical question, “Doeg
the animal exist?” demands historical and ethnographic investigation.

Historical and Ethnographic Answers: Toward a Theory
of Social Life with Animals

Past scholarship on animals has addressed “animals not as literal living or-
ganisms—food, prey, possessions, or companions to man—but as symbols,
ideas, or images.”** Now, however, we propose that some of those disavowed
animal topics be allowed back into the fold, Without rejecting the symbolic,
we call for a materialist study of animals as tools; as energy sources ; and as
concentrated, heritable, and reproducible forms of wealth, In addition, we
seek a social-geographic account of the shared and segregated spaces occu-
pied by humans and animals within particular social formations, We urge
scholars to recover animals’ physical presence in social life; to embed that
social life within political economy; and, finally, to plot the spatial dimen-
sions of human-animal relations,

The Socigl

Claude Lévi-Strauss’s famous assertion that totem animals are “good to
think [with]” (rather than merely “good to eat,” as Bronislaw Malinowski had
claimed) was not 2 comment on animals at all but a wry challenge to contem-
porary Western views on so-called primitive philosophies. 2 Its effect among -
scholars, however, was to remove animals from the realm of the material to
that of the symbolic, where they remain today.

Our relationship to animals is, however, neither wholly symbolic nor
wholly material; rather, it is profoundly social. The “social,” as Durkheim de-
fined it, is a domain of action and interaction that is neither biological nor
psychological, neither wholly material nor individual. The social, he wrote,
comprises “ways of acting, EEEU@ and feeling external to the individual,
and endowed with a power of coercion, by reason of which they control
him.”** In his emphasis on the coercive character of the social, Durkheim
removes us from the sphere of pure human “agency” or “will,” from that

22
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fictional world in which humans, but not animals, always manipulate their
traces. Far from materialist, Durkheim’s concept of the collective uncon-
scious underlines the importance he gave to symbolic processes; however,
these are deeply imbricated with social activities, and mutnally constituted
by and constitutive of them. Our ideas about animals—such as the ontologi-
cal status that philosophers have assigned to animals—are not arbitrary but
originate in the historically specific social organization of human-animal re-
lattons. Our very concepts, and the processes by which we arrive at them, are
therefore susceptible to study through the methodologies of social history
and anthropology.

Consider the famous anthropological example of pigs among the Kaulong
of New Guinea. According to Jane Goodale, “the Kaulong consider pigs and
humans to occupy a single continuam of existence . . , both hav[e] souls in
which the essence of social being is to be found.”** Some individuals are able
to live within the bounds of the social, eschewing violence and sexual preda-
tion, and contributing to the collective life of their communities; others act
like wild animals—unpredictable, dangerous, and impossible to integrate
within the social. For the latter, death comes eatly.

'The attitude of New Guinean tribes toward pigs derives from the fact that
these animals live with, and like, people. Female pigs are brought into the hu-
man family while still piglets and are raised in close physical and emoticnal
contact with women. Anthropologists could not help but notice. Even Roy
Rappaport’s rigorously scientific study of ecology and pig husbandry among
the Tsembaga—Pigs for the Ancestors: Ritual in the Ecology of a New Guinea
People—includes descriptions of pigs following their mistresses to the gar-
dens, tied to them not by a rope but by a bond of affection. These pigs, he tells
us, lived inside villagers’ homes, “separated from the living quarters only by
a rail fence through which the animal . . . thrust its snout for scratching” by
doting owners, who petted, talked to, and fed “choice morsels” to them.2’

Material Traces

If we fail to consider animals’ material lives, however, our understanding of
these emotional relations remains incomplete. The Tsembaga do not confuse
pigs with humans; nor do they regard them as pets. Pigs are raised to be butch-
ered and eaten. This combination violates categories of companion animal/
barnyard animal that we use in the West: pigs, although beloved members
of the household, are valued not because of their similarities to humans but
because of their unigue economic role in the community. Rappaport notes
the important “contribution to Tsembaga subsistence” that pigs make “by
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eating garbage and human feces[,] . . . keeping residential areas clean fand]
convert[ing] wastes into materials that may be utilized by their masters.”26
More crucially, the emotional intensity of the pig/human relationship cul-
minates in rituals in which pigs are first feted and then slaughtered. On these
occasions, pigs reward the owners who have lavished attention on them by
providing, through their bodies, physiological, social, and spiritual benefits:
they sustain the living with meat, demonstrate the wealth and status of ambi-
tious families, and constitute offerings to the ancestors—thus performing
multiple necessary functions, the value of which is enhanced because they
require the sacrifice of cherished animal companions,

Rappaport documents in great detail the impact that pigs have on life in
New Guinea—all forms of life, including the biotic health of the environ-
ment and the spiritual well-being of the human community. In reaffirming
his point that history is also made through actions other than utterance and
writing, we use empirical evidence to challenge one of the longest-held and
most fervently argued distinctions between the animal and the human. For,
regardless of their cognitive capacities, animals have everywhere left traces
of their presence within social spheres conventionally conceptualized as hu-
man, here as well as in New Guinea; the onus is not on the animal to prove its
capacities but rather on the historian to follow the evidence ¥ These traces
are often erased, hidden, or disguised, either through ideology or through so-
cial geographies that separate humans and animals, consumers and laborers,
urban and rural, pleasure and pain. Indeed, as we argue below, such separa-
tions characterize certain historical periods—such as our own-—and under-
write the very ontologies that deny an animal is 2 social being,

While archaeologists regard animal bodies—their bones, skin, horns, and
hooves—as important sources of information, historians have consigned
them to the realm of natural history, to be interpreted as evidence not of ac-
tions and experiences but of immutable laws and natural forces acting upon
animals as upon the earth from which their remains emerge. We instead
claim these material traces as evidence of a social history, one of specific and
temporally varied interactions among multiple species. As the geographers
Chris Wilbert and Chris Philo put it, “humans are always, and have always
been, enmeshed in social relations with animals ... animals are undoubtediy
constitutive of human societies in all sorts of ways.”*® This is 2 history within
which humans play a dominant but not an exclusive role; and it is one that,

like all histories, can be recuperated only in partial, fragmentary, and some-
times contradictory forms.

24
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The economic and social history of the world was once written in terms
of animals—not symbolic animals but working ones, or animals that served
as humans’ prey. Largely discredited except in certain obscure corners .o».
the academy, this venerable tradition of historical studies defined animals in
terms of their instrumental capacities: as tools, forms of wealth, and sources
of energy. “Without the horse,” claims one recent contributor to .nrm Em.nop.w
of early Western Europe, “human history would have been entirely differ-
ent."”” A well-known (and, to some minds, dubious) theory om.mumun_ by Lynn
White some years earlier holds that the establishment of feudalism on.mu.n
European continent can be traced to the invention of the stirrup. In White’s
analysis, as in the medieval Europe he studied, animals were ?nmw:_munn_
forms of technology.®® Historians of later periods have also recognized mra
horse as critical to the development of industrialism and the ﬁunmvopuamcwpu
networks that made possible the urban expansion so central to capitalism.

Scholars working in the burgeoning field of mﬂinogn_.#m_. history often
incorporate animals into their stories of ecological change; as a result, mrmﬂ
demonstrate how ecology and human society are historically and mbw&&n&-
ly inseparable.** Thus while environmental historians incorporate mb_ﬁw_m as
part of a story about the importance of “nature,” they &Eﬁ#mumoﬁmq disrupt
the nature/calture binary on which distinctions between animals and hu-
mans—and between disciplines—have traditionally rested. o

Inanthropology, the story of animals as essential components m& economic
and technological regimes has also had its day: an earlier m.mumnmn:.i.& mn.ror
ars thought it was important that sub-Saharan Africa could be divided into
areas where cattle could be raised and areas that were infested by tsetse fly;
that the introduction of the horse into North America stimulated the sudden
effforescence of Great Plains hunting societies, such as the Blackfoot and the
Crow; or that camellid pastoralism in the Andes provided not only Bounw g-
ber for textiles, and cargo transport for Inca armies but also dung for noo_n_.Hm
fuel at altitudes above the tree line. Many anthropologists now affect disdain
for these once-famous accouats of animals in history, but one small branch

~of animal studies continues to thrive: taphonomy—that is, the study of fau-
nal remains—which is used by archaeologists to reconstruct the economies,
ecologies, and social life of prehistoric and historic communities. In the work
of these highly specialized scholars, one can find not only ample data about
animals in the past but also a sustained focus on political economy that has
become increasingly rare elsewhere in the discipline of animal studies as a
whole.
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Political Economy

An exception is found in Britain, where the materialist tradition is exempli-
fied in works such as the important collection What Is an Animal? edited by
the anthropologist Tim Ingold. In that volume, Richard Tapper argues that
we should think of our relationships with animals as labor relationships. He
proposes the integration of animals into classjc Marxian categories by sub-
stituting the “nature of human-animal relations of production” for the more
familiar-“relations of production.” Doing so not only locates human-animal
relationships within social organization but also identifies these relations as
forces driving historical change.*® This broad conceptual framework allows
us to unite symbolic analyses with political economy under the single rubric
of a mode of animal-human organization. One might similarly consider the

importance of animals within European categories of social class, where the

putatively biological basis of human difference was instantiated in animals,
making members of the same speciesinto a blue-ribbon show dog ora mangy,
homeless mutt, a pedigreed athlete owned by royalty or a broken-down cart
horse. While it has been documented that animals, like bumans, have oc-
cupied particular class strata throughout most of European history, this has
nonetheless been insufficiently theorized in animal studies; so, too, has the
spatial mapping of human-animal relations

Space

We look to the spatial as an instantiation of the social and thus as a method-
ological solution to the problem of the absent animal voice, Ag cultural and
social geographers long ago observed, spatial arrangements map the social in
both concrete and symbolic terms; reciprocal interactions as well as power
structures and hierarchies are spatialized.® Geographers have lately be-
gun to apply this critical insight to the spatial organization of Interspecies
relationships.3

A recent study of English colonialism in North America demonstrates
how attention to space can illuminate the presence of animals, imagined and
real. Virginia Anderson’s compelling Creatures of Empire puts pigs and cows
at the center of the unfolding drama of seventeenth-century Indian-English
relations. As Anderson shows, English settlers’ practice of animal husbandry
dictated the course of colonization and became the motive for all westward
expansion. These two species appear as willful social actors: never fully un-
der their owners’ control, nominally English cows plundered Native Ameri-
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can corn plots and wandered into the no-man’s land of the forests, only to
be killed, accidentally and intentionally, by indigenous hunters. Often, con-

flicts over animals brought settlers and Native Americans into court, where

radically different visions of the natural world and the nature of property

- were thrown into sharp relief. To the colonists, their pigs and cows literally

transformed the landscape, representing civilized forms of social organiza-
tion and modes of production; to Indians, English pigs and cows were botha
physical nuisance and a symbol of encroachment. In a very nmm._ sense, Em.mm
relattonships caused countless daily frictions and the mounting bad faith
that form the backdrop for early American history, an insight that vn.non.mm
available only when the historian places animals and humans in HWEH New
World spaces—the grazing commons, the corn plot, and the mo_.mmm.
Anderson’s analysis suggests that rather than asking s&marn_.. ms:_d&m _u.m<m
agency, we should be asking who the social actors are in any given m_ﬁﬂnﬁon.
In questioning the primacy of agency in history, animal mE.Enm draws on the
nsights of historians of the environment and of slavery. H_.nmm Nash, for ex-
ample, urges fellow environmental historians to drop mﬁ:.. efforts to m_uo.i
that nature has agency and instead to “think about agency in m:ommmrnn &m
ferent terms.”™® Similarly, Walter Johnson points out that “the term ‘agency
smuggles a notion of the universality of a liberal notion .?& of .mm_?oom e
right into the middle of a conversation about slavery against which that m_ww.w
posedly natural (at least for white men) condition was oEmEm__v. mmmnm.&.
The same can be said of animals, who have long been denied this m.&.“wcﬁ?
human force, the motor of history—and then held accountable for their lack.
Instead of understanding agency as a transcendent feature of being—one
we can see anywhere if only we look hard enough—we s&wﬁ do better to
ask how agency has been defined historically, and how agentive mn.:qmnm have
been constructed and distributed through social formations. Animals have
affected the societies in which they lived by means of their individual pres-
ence within social geographies as well as through the collective needs .mu.m ca-
pacities of particular species. Because of their often degraded and m.uw_nmmﬁm
status, their ability to effect change has often been sharply curtailed; how-
ever, the same is self-evidently true of human actors in many n:.nE.:menmm.
Rather than a rationale for ignoring nonhuman actors in our m.m_.m&m.am of
what a society is and who its constituents are, the il &mn_.:w:cob of
agency should instead be taken as a defining quality that differentiates one
soclety from another.
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Our Animals, Our Scholarship

At the beginning of this €ssay, we proposed that the barriers to fully incorpo-
rating animals into history were variously entological, epistemological, meth-
odological, and historical. To overcome the ontological and epistemological
limitations that posit animals as speechless creatures outside of time, we have
suggested a methodology based on a renewed concept of the social, integrat-

ing its symbolic, political-economic, and spatial dimensions. But what of the

historical barriers, not least of which are the millennia of dualistic thought

that precludes the inclusion of animals in human concepts of social life and

historical narrative? It is not merely the weight of tradition, however, that

constrains our vision; rather, the peculiarities of our own social life with ani-
mals at this historical moment prevent us from seeing animals’ tracks, traces,
bodies, and actions. By reflexively considering our own historically consti-
tuted relationship to animals, in other words, we may finally be able to escape -
the epistemological trap that binds both animals and our vision of them,

To illustrate, we offer a final contrast between an earlier society famous
forits intimate and binding relationships between humans and animals, and
the animal-human political economy of our own time: a brave new world in
which working animals for the first time nearly vanish from view but remain
critical nonetheless to the operation of the global economy. E. E. Evans-
Pritchard’s ethnography of North African pastoralists in the early twentieth
century, The Nuer, presents an argument of unsurpassed elegance for the
integration of spatial, economic, and symbolic analyses in interpreting the
relationship of animals and humans, Among the many tomes produced by
British mgnnﬁ.n&.?unaohﬁmﬂm inthe 19305 and 19408, few are as widely read
today as The Nuer, and few chapters within that book are as warmly remem-
bered as the first, “Interest in Cattle,” with its line drawings illustrating cattle
coloration and children’s clay cows; lengthy transcriptions of praise songs
to cows addressed as “thou pride of Nyawal” and “my black-rumped white
0x’; and memorable descriptions of a “habitually morose” young man sud-
denly becoming animated as he speaks of his “fine ox. . , with a large white
splash on its back,” and “throwing up his arms to show you how its horns
are trained.”*" The chapter unfolds a series of propositions about the rela-

tionship between the Nuer and their cattle, asserting first that “the Nuer is
the parasite of the cow” because of the tribe’s total economic, technological,
and nutritional dependence on the cow, then reversing the terms and propos-
ing instead that “the cow is the parasite of the Nuer, whose lives are spent
in ensuring its welfare.” Evans-Pritchard goes on to say: “They build byres,
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kindle fires, and clean kraals for its comfort; move m_.on..h viilages to nmb._.ﬁm‘
from camp to camp, and from camps back to villages, for its health; mm@ «S.E
beasts for its protection; and fashion ornaments for its m...‘mo_..nn_mﬂn. It lives its
gentle, indolent, sluggish life thanks to the Nuer's mﬁd»._on. H.u truth the n.m_m.
tionship is symbiotic: cattle and men sustain life by ”rn:.. z.wn_m.ucnm_ relation-
ship to one another. In this intimate symbiotic relationship men and _umv.mnm
form a single community of the closest kind.”*' Here, one particular species
becomes so closely intertwined with a human group as 2., render .ﬁrm two in-
separable not just in daily life and community ritual _uﬁ.n e
well. The intellectual importance of cattle to the Nuer, like that of pigs to EM
Tsembaga, is demonstrated indirectly by the fact ﬁuu» both m@&wﬂ:ﬂrﬂ
and Rappaport were pushed to write about the animals ¢.< m.um.:. i ..unuwmn s.
As Evans-Pritchard writes, with his customary dry and Bt wit: “They
are always talking about their beasts. I used sometimes to mnmv.m_n that I nev-
er discussed anything with the young men but livestock and girls, and .m<m_w
the subject of girls led inevitably to that of cattle. Start on whatever Emn_n._._mnn !
would, and approach it from whatever angle, we would soon be speaking o
cows and oxen, heifers and steers, rams and sheep, he-goats and she-goats,
calves and lambs and kids. . . . Nuer tend to define all mo.nmm_. m_.HOnmanm and
relationships in terms of cattle. Their social m&oB.mm m.voﬁsm _&o.B. "
This all-pervasive presence of the animal in social rmm. and n._ucm in nww Emn -
lectual life of human actors throws into stark relief the spatial cnmmuﬁmﬂo:
of our own late-capitalist society. Largely disconnected from the working
animals on whom so many of our products and so much of our food mm@m.b%‘
and in regular contact only with pets and zoo animals, nrm. wwamb-mn.ih—&
relationship in the modern West is both brutally mechanistic and highly
symbolic. If our survey of earlier societies has revealed a ..“onn.wﬂ wﬁswmmn
the fluid and reciprocal relations that governed _En._mn-wn:u.& interactions
among hunters and tribal pastoralists and the rigidly hierarchized structures
of urban and rural Europe, where animals and people might be vagrants, .F-
borers, or elites, then the class structure pertaining to B.:Em_m 8&&?L:M
that of humans—has reached a dichotomization previously :EE»ME»E..W.
The contemporary global economy produces social extremes, condemning
some animals to the naked coercion and social isolation wamo.mmm by Eo.&nnu
factory farming, while consigning others to the affective discipline and ines-
capable intimacy of the bourgeois home. ** N
Hidden behind closed doors and segregated from towns and cities, the
processes of raising, slaughtering, and rendering animals into ﬁaomcnwm are
industrial and impersonal. Qur relationship with these animals thus mirrors
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society’s spatial and economic organization. The industrialization of farming
and its attendant econoraies of scale have removed from sight the evidence
of our intense dependence on animals. Recent studies estimate that between
9 and 10 million animals die each year as a part of food production in the
United States (of those millions, more than go percent are chickens); these
constitute 98 percent of all the animals that humans have contact with, mak-
ing the rest—including companion animals, hunted animals, and laboratory
animals—a statistically insignificant 2 percent.® The vast size of factory farms
and animal-rendering facilities, along with their location on the urban and
social peripheries, is part of a process that corresponds not just to industria)-
ization but also to larger mechanisms of modernization, such as the rational-
ization and compartmentalization of Space into specialized domains.*6
Factory farming reduces animals to a state of abjection that justly outrag-
es animal-rights activists and that represents unprecedented physical abuse.

Our attention here, however, is on how this particular spatial arrangement

disguises animals’ instrumental significance to humans and thus causes us
to misunderstand both what anirmals are and who we ourselves are, The no-
tion that we can recover animals primarily as symbols is an artifact not only
of the centuries-old philosophical tradition discussed above but also of the
organization of the human-animal nexus in modern postindustrial socie-
ties. The animals that appear to populate the industrialized world are those
in the 200, the household pets of the affluent, and the ubiquitous anthropo-
morphized creatures of children’s videos, books, and toys—creatures that
John Berger calls the “animals of the mind,” which “have been co-opted into
the family and into the spectacle.”"” The animals visible in the contemporary
world really do serve a function that is almost exclusively symbolic; they nei-
ther work nor actively participate in human institutions and communities,
Nevertheless, if the “work” performed by modern animals is almost wholly
symbolic, this should be seen as a historical phenomenon, the development
of which is linked to the same forces that generated the epistemological, on-
tological, and metaphysical schemas described above,*® The irony is that ag
animais’ symbolic importance makes them the focys of growing popular and
scholarly interest, it simultaneously imposes severe limitations on how we
can perceive the animals of the past. If we conceptualize our society in its
spatial entirety, rather than justin terms of what we see in our daily lives, the
picture changes dramatically; so, too, does our understanding of the animal.
The factory farm becomes a defining feature of our time and place—and we
remember that the animals whose flesh we eat, skins we wear, and bones we
use as pet food are actors within our economy, albeit as invisible to us as the
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Mexican m_mﬂnmmgnn workers who slaughter 2nd process their remains.* .H.H..m
shocking journalistic acconnts of what happens within these facilities, which
document unparalleled cruelty to animals both in print and on film, suggest
that these sites ought to be closely investigated and rigorously theorized by
animal-studies scholars.*

On the other side of the coin, twenty-first-century pets need to be retheo-
rized as economic actors of crucial importance to the global economy. Re-
ports on the pet industry and its excesses—the boutique stores, restauzants,
and nail salons—focus on the hapless consumer as a figure of ridicule, an
individual with absurdly overdeveloped tastes and desires.®! Missing from
this picture, of course, is the enormous apparatus of advertising and mm.Hmu
that is constantly creating new custorners. It is no accident ﬁ.rmn the wmm like
the “tween,” has suddenly emerged from centuries of relative obscurity to
become a ravenous consumer with ever-expanding appetites and newly de-
fined needs. If the laboring animal has now been perfectly subordinated to
the needs of his employer—his capacity for voluntary social engagement n.mm-
stroyed, his physical capabilities reduced to a single mﬁﬁmgb.nm mﬁwmn.nmm with
nightmarish efficiency-—the consuming animal is :bmnnmo._um a similarly to-
talizing transformation. If, in our ruminations on the p.EEmr %m. can m_.un-
cessfully theorize transformations such as these in all their symbolic, spatial,
and political-economic ramifications, then we will surely usnmnmﬁp.am a mno.w.n
deal more about our animals, about ourselves, and about the multiple mon_.&
histories of animal-human interaction that have brought us to this point in

history.

{In)Conclusions

While philosophers and theorists have used the nmnwmoaw of E.:.E& no.&ﬂmn.
nately construct and deconstruct the category om.. human, in writing a history
of the human-animal relationship, more empirically minded scholars have
tended to adopt one of two sharply dichotomous views. On the one hand,
traditional approaches in both history and anthropology are overly econ-
omistic and technological, treating animals solely as sources of wealth, labor,
or commodities; on the other band, current culturalist approaches often veer
toward the other extreme, viewing animals almost exclusively as sources of
symbolic meaning and never recognizing their independent nﬁmn..wunm. What
these approaches lack, we feel, is a developed concept of the .mon_ur the en-
tire lived experience of quotidian and extraordinary Eﬁmumnﬂobml:ma_uow-
ied and imaginary, material and symbolic—that occur within space and in
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particular locations, and involve humans and animals in multiple forms of
engagement and exchange. By placing humans and animals together within
this active social world, we seek to resituate them within an amplified un-
derstanding of social life. By concentrating on the animal as an intellectual
symbol, researchers may preclude even an adequate understanding of this
symbolic role, since they miss the opportunity to fully conceptualize the dia-
lectical processes by which symbols arise out of lived experience, in ail its
social, geographic, and material complexity.

We end with an image from Evans-Pritchard: young Nuer men, he tells us,
owners of a single ox, would tether it outside their tent at night, and pin open
the door so that they might catch glimpses of its shape against the night sky,
filling their dreams. Everything in their lives encouraged them to see their
ox as the embodiment of beauty and wealth, the source of human power, and
also as a comember of “a corporate community with solidarity of interests.”s>

If we can, in theorizing the animal in the social, begin to put the laboring,

consuming, living, dying animal back into our own imaginings—if we can
find and follow animals’ traces-—we may begin to realize that the fiction of 2
traceless past arises from another contemporary fiction: the one that says we
live in a postindustrial and postagricultural society.
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