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1

Introducing Hybrid Geographies

What happens if we begin from the premise not that we know reality
because we are separate from it (traditional objectivity), but that we
can know the world because we are connected with it?’ (Katherine
N. Hayles, 1995: 48)

dis-placing nature – the refrain of the ‘outside’

Barely a day passes without another story of the hyperbolic inventiveness
of the life sciences to complicate the distinctions between human and non-
human; social and material; subjects and objects to which we are accus-
tomed. Variously labelled as ‘life politics’ (Giddens, 1991) or ‘bio-sociality’
(Rabinow, 1992a), such worldly apprehensions have struggled to make
their mark against academic divisions of labour and the viscous terms in
which the ‘question of nature’ has been posed in the social sciences and
humanities (see Macnaghten and Urry, 1999). As their forays into the
domain of natural sciences have swelled, so a plethora of ‘things’ has been
trespassing into the company of the social unsettling the conduct of its
study. Such things exceed both the proliferation of environmental sub-
disciplines1 and the tired theoretical resources of ‘(social) constructionism’
and ‘(natural) realism’ that have greeted them (see Soper, 1995; Demeritt,
1998). They present an unhappy choice. On the one hand, ‘post-modern’
modes of enquiry in which Nature, having nothing to say for itself, is the
always already crafted product of human interpretation, and analysis
becomes fixed on the representational practices that make it meaningful
(Robertson et al., 1996). On the other, knowledge projects committed in
various ways to maintaining a ‘crucial distinction . . . between material
processes and relations . . . and our understandings of . . . those processes’
(Dickens, 1996: 83) in order to sustain the possibility of (and their own
pretensions to) exemption from the representational moment.

There is undoubtedly a generous measure of caricature in this embat-
tled depiction of the treatment of Nature/nature in social theory that serves



primarily to reaffirm intellectual prejudices and identities, and which is writ
large in the so-called science wars (see Gross and Levitt, 1994). Only the
most vulgar of ‘constructionist’ accounts suggest that the world is – to
borrow Sheets-Johnstone’s evocative phrase – ‘the product of an immac-
ulate linguistic conception’ (1992: 46). Equally, only the crudest of ‘realist’
accounts refuse to recognize the contingency of knowledge claims about
‘real world’ entities and processes. Moreover, accounts that get lumped
into these categories are inevitably more diverse than their detractors ack-
nowledge (see, respectively, Benton, 1996; Conley, 1997). But for all their
loudly declared hostility, these theoretical encampments are similarly prem-
ised on an a priori separation of nature and society. As Bruno Latour has
put it:

Critical explanation always began from the poles and headed toward the
middle, which was first the separation point and then the conjunction
point for opposing resources. . . . In this way the middle was simultane-
ously maintained and abolished, recognised and denied, specified and
silenced. . . . How? . . . By conceiving every hybrid as a mixture of two
pure forms. (1993: 77–8)

Perhaps because geographers have inhabited this ‘nature–society’ set-
tlement more self-consciously than other disciplines, these (re)turns to the
question of nature have a particular resonance. As every undergraduate
knows, Geography stakes its identity on attending to ‘the interface between
social and natural worlds’. In practice, the separateness of these worlds has
been intensified by a disciplinary division of labour between ‘human’ and
‘physical’ geography, each of which tends to pay more allegiance to the
divergent research cultures of the social and natural sciences respectively
than to the other.2 There is a sense, too, in which the life seems to have been
sucked out of the worlds that Geography has come to inhabit, at least in its
efforts to become a spatial science and in some more ‘critical’ spatial
theorizing (see Fitzsimmons, 1989).3 In their urge towards the disembodied
authority of panoptic knowledge practices, such maps have ‘ceased to be
places of sensible activity and journeying’ (de Certeau, 1988: 129). More
significantly, the spatialities in which the ontological separation of nature
and society inheres are woven through all manner of scientific, policy,
media and everyday practices that enact nature as ‘a physical place to
which you can go’ (Haraway, 1992: 66). As Tim Ingold has observed:
‘Something . . . must be wrong somewhere, if the only way to understand
our own creative involvement in the world is by first taking ourselves out of
it’ (1995a: 58).

Human geography is by no means alone in finding itself at an import-
ant juncture in its efforts to escape the dialectical vortex of nature–society
relations and the environmental refrain of the ‘outside’ (see Wolfe, 1998).4
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The ‘hybrid geographies’ that I embark on here exercise other modes of
travelling through the heterogeneous entanglements of social life that refuse
the choice between word and world by fleshing out a different conception
of fabric-ation, ‘not as mere retro-projection of human labour onto an
object that is nothing in itself but a sturdier, much more reflexive co-
production richly invested within a collective practice’ (Latour, 1999a:
274).

Of course hybridity is already freighted in various ways, for example
as the ‘margin . . . where cultural differences contingently and conflictually
touch’ in post-colonial studies (Bhabha, 1994: 206), and in agronomy as
the bodying forth of human in(ter)ventions in the flesh of plants (Sim-
monds, 1979), both of which are interrogated during the course of the
book. But its energies are enrolled here primarily as a device to negotiate
the temptations of the ‘one plus one’ logic or ‘mixture of two pure forms’
that Latour warns against above, in journeying between natures and
societies; objects and subjects; humans and non-humans and into their
excesses.

‘Hybrid geographies’ allies the business of thinking space (Crang and
Thift, 2000) to that of thinking through the body (Kirkby, 1997), in other
words to apprehend and practise geography as a craft. This enterprise
gestures towards Michel Serres’ insistence that ‘there is a sense in space
before the sense that signifies’ (1991: 13) in two ways: by attending
simultaneously to the inter-corporeal conduct of human knowing and
doing and to the affects of a multitude of other ‘message-bearers’ that make
their presence felt in the fabric of social life. To map the lively commotion
of these worldly associations is to travel in them, negotiating ‘modes of
access and ways of orienting ourselves to the concrete world we inhabit’
(Bingham and Thrift, 2000: 292). What happens as a consequence of such
mappings into knowledge? A preliminary response to the question staged at
the outset would be – an upheaval in the binary terms in which the question
of nature has been posed and a re-cognition of the intimate, sensible and
hectic bonds through which people and plants; devices and creatures;
documents and elements take and hold their shape in relation to each other
in the fabric-ations of everyday life (Clark, 1997). As the book goes on to
explore, this upheaval implicates geographical imaginations and practices
both in the purifying impulse to fragment living fabrics of association and
designate the proper places of ‘nature’ and ‘society’, and in the promise of
its refusal. This is a promise of countenancing the world as an always
already inhabited achievement of heterogeneous social encounters where,
as Donna Haraway puts it, ‘all of the actors are not human and all of the
humans are not “us” however defined’ (1992: 67).
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diagramming – more than human worlds

A path is always between two points, but the in-between has taken
on all the consistency and enjoys both an autonomy and a direction
of its own. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988: 380)

The heterogeneous conception of social life that I want to flesh out here
takes up the ‘common emphases on positionality and interaction’ that
Hayles (1995) discerns among disparate theoretical efforts to rupture the
terms in which the question of nature has been posed. I take these
emphases to imply an epistemological insistence on the situatedness of
knowledge and a ‘modest’ ontological stance towards the performativity of
social ordering.5 At its most skeletal, ‘hybrid geographies’ takes a radical
tack on social agency manoeuvring between two theoretical commitments.
The first is to the de-centring of social agency, apprehending it as a
‘precarious achievement’ spun between social actors rather than a manifes-
tation of unitary intent (Law, 1994: 101). The second is to its de-coupling
from the subject/object binary such that the material and the social
intertwine and interact in all manner of promiscuous combinations (Thrift,
1996: 24).

My aim in this book is to elaborate these stances not in the abstract
but by working them through closely-textured journeys that follow various
socio-material imbroglios as they are caught up in, and convene, the spatial
practices of science, law and everyday life. It is organized as a series of
paired essays that can be read in at least three ways: as cross-cutting
conversations that interrogate the theoretical currents set in motion in this
introductory chapter; as thematic sections that explore the spatio-temporal
vernaculars of wild(er)ness, governance and consumption; or as individual
essays that follow the interferences of ‘things’, from elephants and soybeans
to deeds and patents, in the geographies of social life. This iterative style of
argument works towards multiple mappings of the ethical import of taking
hybridity seriously in/as geographical practice in terms of ‘the real conse-
quences, interventions, creative possibilities and responsibilities of intra-
acting within the world’ (Barad, 1999: 8). In the same spirit, these
introductory orientations are not restricted to this chapter but continue to
crop up as prefaces to each section, situating the particular essays they
introduce.

My elaboration of these themes engages with four main bodies of
work that converge through conversations between geography and science
and technology studies,6 but are also becoming aligned in more ambitious
and various ways that Nigel Thrift has dubbed ‘non-representational
theory’ (1999, 2000a, 2000b).7 The first is science and technology studies
(STS) where the vocabularies of hybridity have been most keenly honed
through devices like the ‘hybrid collectif’ (Callon and Law, 1995), the
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‘quasi-object’ (Serres and Latour, 1995) and the ‘cyborg’ (Haraway, 1985).
‘Hybrid geographies’ diagrams between the technical and corporeal empha-
ses of two STS communities, those charily associated with the acronym
ANT (Actant–Network Theory) (see Law and Hassard, 1999) and those of
feminist science studies (see Haraway, 1997). My interrogations of these
different efforts to accommodate ‘non-humans’ in the fabric of the social
work to evince three consequences of such a redistribution of social agency.
These involve shifts from intentional to affective modalities of association;
from being to becoming in the temporal rhythms of human/non-human
difference; and from geometries to topologies as the spatial register of
distributed agency.8 Above all, I want to hold on to the sense in this work
in which ‘the world kicks back’ (Barad, 1998), or as Latour puts it, ‘things’
can object to their social enrolments (2000). At the same time, though,
I want to exceed the scientific onus of these concerns and to mobilize the
political implications of this ‘redistribution’ through other knowledge
practices, notably those of law and governance, and everyday life.

The second engagement that situates this project is with bio-
philosophy, which is never far from the various manoeuvres of science
studies, particularly ANT (see Ansell-Pearson, 1999; Lorraine, 1999).
Here, my argument is drawn into concerns with the morphogenic impulses
of replication and differentiation, multiplicity and singularity through
which the flux of worldly becomings takes, holds and changes shape. This
rich vein of work folds debates on the philosophy of organism in the early
twentieth century (such as Weisman, 1892; Bergson, 1983/1907; White-
head, 1929) into those at its close, interrogating the precarious register of
‘life’ as a means of thinking past the human. Notable here are Deleuze and
Guattari’s vital topology (1988/1980), Bateson’s ecology of mind
(2000/1972) and Serres’ material semiotics (1985).9 ‘Hybrid geographies’
pursues this work’s commitment to what Keith Ansell-Pearson calls the
‘inherently ethical task of opening up the human experience to a field of
alterity’ (1999: 2).

The third theoretical conversation exercised in this book is with
aspects of the diffuse literature on corporeality that have been particularly,
though by no means exclusively, elaborated in feminist work (see Welton,
1999). Here, my argument engages with (various) theories of bodily
practice. These serve both to reassert the corporeal affordances in which
cognition inheres and, just as importantly, to challenge the cognitive
privilege by extending the affective register of senses, feelings and habits
engaged in ‘thinking through the body’ (see, for example, Radley, 1995;
Weiss, 1999).10 Haunting these debates is Merleau-Ponty’s ontology of the
flesh (la chair) and its emphasis on the reversibility of energies between
bodies and worlds such that ‘the touch is formed in the midst of the world
and as it were in things’ (1968: 134).11 Taking the ethical import of this
intercorporeal stance at its word, I interrogate these arguments by fleshing

INTRODUCING HYBRID GEOGRAPHIES 5



out the place of animal body-subjects in the geographies of wildlife
conservation.

Last, but not least, ‘hybrid geographies’ engages work that is con-
cerned with the knowledge practices of everyday life or what Shotter refers
to as a ‘third kind of knowledge’ (1993). Here the notion of thinking
through the body is invested in a particular direction, admitting the know-
hows, tacit skills and bodily apprehensions through which everyday life
goes on into the repertoire of knowledges that social/scientists need to take
seriously (see de Certeau et al. 1998; Schatzki et al. 2000). These everyday
knowledge practices have been argued to be performative rather than
cognitive, such that ‘talk’ itself is better understood as action rather than as
communication (see Shusterman, 2000; Thrift, 2000a). Allied to this
argument is the suggestion that the spatialities of everyday life constitute a
mode of dwelling, as against building, in the world (see Ingold, 1995a;
Thrift, 1999). These arguments have a particular resonance for my determi-
nation to escape the scientific ‘power-houses’ of knowledge production and
interrogate the ways in which nature–culture hybrids are apprehended
through activities like consumption, and their interferences resisted and
accommodated in the intimate fabric of social life (see Hansen, 2000a).
These arguments are explored in the last section of the book in relation to
the dissonance between consumer and producer knowledge practices in the
event of food scares.

Thus freighted, the hybrid invites new ways of travelling that are
beginning to make their mark in Geography (see, for example, Bingham,
1996;  Murdoch, 1997a; Hinchliffe, 1999) and elsewhere (see, for example,
Mol and Law, 1994; Strathern, 1996; Hetherington, 1997c). In place of the
geometric habits that reiterate the world as a single grid-like surface open
to the inscription of theoretical claims or uni-versal designs, hybrid map-
pings are necessarily topological, emphasizing the multiplicity of space-
times generated in/by the movements and rhythms of heterogeneous
association. The spatial vernacular of such geographies is fluid, not flat,
unsettling the coordinates of distance and proximity; local and global;
inside and outside. This is not to ignore the potent affects of territorializa-
tions of various kinds, just the reverse. It is a prerequisite for attending
more closely to the labours of division that (re-)iterate their performance
and the host of socio-material practices – such as property, sovereignty and
identity – in which they inhere.

This book is not a lot of things. It does not espouse a particular
philosophy, although its engagements and commitments position it philo-
sophically. It is neither a complete ‘thesis’ nor an assembly of ‘empirical’
fragments, but rather an effort to germinate connections and openings that
complicate this settlement. It is not a ‘geography of nature’ – though
natures and geographies are always in play. Doubtless this list will grow as
the book travels. Geography is at its most affective when, to use Homi
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Bhabha’s evocative phrase, the ‘unhomely’ stirs (1997: 445). In some sense,
I owe my career as a Geographer to just such a fleeting fusion of the space-
times of empire, discipline and self which occurred as I crossed the
threshold between students and staff in the Geography Department at
University College London.12 That momentary slippage between worlds
has shaped the kinds of geographical journeys I have sought to make ever
since. But it has taken me more than a decade to venture a mode of
geographical practice that holds on to this affect. It takes much of its
inspiration from Game and Metcalfe’s wonderful book Passionate socio-
logy (1996) and its salutary immersion in life, compassionate involvement
with the world and with others, and sensual and full-bodied approach to
knowledge. Fleshing out a practice that shares these commitments but
endeavours to enlarge the company of ‘others’ that they bring to notice has
been a collaborative and heavily indebted activity, as is acknowledged in
the preface. Not least in this company are the various ‘companion-guides’
(Bingham and Thrift, 2000) from Roman ‘leopards’ to Roundup ReadyTM

that I have enrolled in these journeys, as they have enrolled me in theirs.
But it is also a question of style. Writing is an important part of any geo-
graphical practice (Barnes and Duncan, 1992). Indeed, as de Certeau
suggests, stories are spatial practices that bear within them ghostly remind-
ers of our journeying to and fro; they convey in words a sense of the body-
subject occupying, inhabiting and traversing space, transforming it into
places and specific presences (1988, see also Rogoff, 2000). In these essays
I experiment with different ways of retaining the partiality and open-
endedness of this ‘to-ing and fro-ing’ against the alliance of narrative and
analytic conventions in social science that would forge it into completeness.
‘Rather than vainly denying the living power of stories, an acknowledge-
ment of narrative textures puts stories in their place’ (Game and Metcalfe,
1996: 50).

As I hope is clear by now, the journeys undertaken here are not
destined to arrive in the brave new world of a ‘third nature’ emerging
perfectly formed from the ‘machinic totality’ of ‘contemporary global
capitalism’ in which everything is caught up’ (Luke, 1996: 11). In contrast
to the universalizing ambitions of such accounts, the hybrid geographies
that I work towards here are inescapably partial, provisional and incom-
plete. Refusing any vantage point that purports to take in the world at a
glance, they are more modest in the claims they can, and want, to make
and, by the same token, are more attendant to the energies of those they
make claims about. Finally, such hybrid geographies work to invigorate the
repertoire of practices and poetics that keep the promise of the Geo-
graphical craft alive to the creative presence of creatures and devices among
us and the corporeal sensibilities of our diverse human being.

INTRODUCING HYBRID GEOGRAPHIES 7





Section 1

B e w i l d e r i n g S p a c e s

Wildness (as opposed to wilderness) can be found anywhere; in the
seemingly tame fields and woodlots of Massachusetts, in the cracks
of a Manhattan sidewalk, even in the cells of our own bodies.
(William Cronon, 1995: 89, original emphasis)

What does it mean to be ‘wild’ at the beginning of the twenty-first
century? Everyday understandings of the ‘wild’ place the creatures and
spaces so called outside the compass of human society. In various ways
this treatment of the wild as a pristine exterior, the touchstone of an
original nature, sets the parameters of contemporary environmental
politics. Millennial anxieties about the seemingly limitless technological
reach of human society, from global warming to genetic engineering, have
shaken this framing of the wild to its core, a portent for some of ‘the end
of nature’ (McKibben, 1989). Coming to terms with the contradictions of
our own ubiquitous presence in the practices and spaces of wildlife
management, tourism and multimedia, to name but a few, heralds
important ethical and practical shifts in the life prospects and cultural
freight of the creatures who inhabit this designation. Moreover, their
import reverberates much closer to home. For at the very moment that
the ‘human mastery of nature’ appears to have arrived, so the safety net
that holds ‘us’ (humans) and ‘them’ (other animals) apart unravels as the
instruments of this supposed mastery render our own species genome just
one more entry in the vast informatic menagerie of life science (Cole,
1997).

The chapters in this section set out to explore the limits of these
precarious geographies of wildlife, deterritorializing the creatures and
spaces encapsulated by the wild to entertain more promiscuous patterns
of worldly inhabitation that re-cognize its cargo of uncanny, but much
less distant, kinds. Rather than an exterior world of original nature,
I start with the premise that animals (and plants) designated wild have
been, and continue to be, routinely caught up within multiple networks
of human social life. These social orderings of animal life confound the
moral geographies of wilderness which presuppose an easy co-incidence
between the species and spaces of a pristine nature, confining their place



to the margins and interstices of the social world. The chapters in this
section trace a more volatile and relational conception of the topologies
of wildlife that configure human and animal categories and lives in
intimate, if not necessarily proximate, ways.

But, as the distinguished North American environmental historian
William Cronon found in response to his remarkable essay ‘The trouble
with wilderness’ (1995), these are dangerous waters indeed.1 To question
the sanctuary of wilderness is to disturb the orthodox parameters of
environmental concern and to risk the wrath of those who, bolstered by
scientific and/or environmentalist credentials, have cast themselves as
custodians of the wild. Thus, for example, in an environmentalist slant
on the so-called ‘science wars’, to entertain such questions has been
condemned as intellectual ‘tinkering’ that is ‘just as destructive to nature
as bulldozers and chainsaws’ (Soulé and Lease, 1995: xvi). In this
climate, venturing into the wild – whether in the scientific guise of the
biodiversity reserve or the environmentalist guise of the sacred grove – is
unavoidably bound up with passions and convictions that enmesh
personal, political and professional sensibilities in potent and complex
ways, including my own.

In his essay, Cronon lays bare the historical erasure of ‘indigenous’
peoples, both figuratively and physically, which underwrites the
wilderness premise that nature, to be natural, must also be pristine. The
uncomfortable burden of his argument is directed at the political
discourses of (North American) environmentalism rooted in this
purification of the spaces of ‘nature’ and ‘society’ (Haila, 1997).2 These
discourses span the measured tones of established conservation bodies
like the Wilderness Society and Sierra Club, which combine the
vocabularies of nineteenth-century nature romanticism and contemporary
conservation science, and the militaristic rhetoric of a new breed of ‘eco-
warriors’ whose stated mission is the defence of ‘the big outside’
(Foreman, 1981). Such discourses, Cronon argues, ‘get us back to the
wrong nature’ (1995: 69) in the sense that they reproduce categorical
binaries between society and nature, human and animal, domesticated
and wild that are intellectually and politically moribund.

Playing on Thoreau’s famous dictum, the opening quotation from
Cronon’s essay signals the importance of geographical imaginations and
practices both to keeping ‘nature’ and ‘society’ in their proper place and
to freeing them from this binary fix. Given the discipline’s instrumental
role in mapping the ‘wildernesses’ of European colonization (for example,
Driver, 1992; Livingstone, 1992), and the currency of profoundly
geographical concepts like landscape and ecology in the accounts of other
disciplines today, geographers have paid remarkably little attention to
wildlife (Philo, 1995).3 Only now, with significant moves to reverse the
neglect of animal life in the social sciences (for example, Arluke and
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Sanders, 1996; Ham and Senior, 1997; Wise, 2000), are alternative
geographies beginning to emerge that admit more agents than humans
and other spaces of action than ‘outside’ (see Wolch and Emel, 1998;
Philo and Wibert, 2000).

Taking a leaf out of Elspeth Probyn’s book Outside belongings
(1996), I want to flesh out this topological conception of wildlife through
close textured examples and ways of narrating them which disconcert the
space–time coordinates of the wild – the syntax of distance and
proximity; inside and outside; then and now – by juxtaposing historically
and geographically remote configurations of wild-life. In chapter 2 these
arguments are worked through glimpses of two historically very different
social orderings of ‘wild’ animals – those associated with the military
vernacular of the gladiatorial games of Imperial Rome and the scientific
vernacular of endangered species listing and conservation under CITES
(the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species) today.
These ‘foldings’ of wildlife in distant time–spaces aim to disrupt the
linear historical narratives of ‘civilization’ and ‘evolution’ which consign
wildlife to marginal spaces that share a teleological destiny of erasure.
Chapter 3 takes up the most intimate of these ‘foldings’ to explore the
ways in which the embodied experiences of particular animal kinds are
performed in and through such configurations of wildlife. Here I trace
multiple moments and spaces incorporated in the tricky and thoroughly
situated business of becoming elephant, in this case ‘the’ African elephant
(or Loxodonta africana in zoological taxonomy), in two contemporary
networks of wildlife conservation. The first is concerned with the
computerized management of animals held in zoological collections
worldwide for the captive breeding of so-called ex-situ wildlife
populations, while the second recruits paying volunteers to scientific
expeditions investigating wildlife populations in-situ. These visceral
tracings of animal lives aim to unsettle their taken-for-granted status as
material objects and consider the theoretical consequences of admitting
them as radically different kinds of subject into the company of the
social.

BEWILDERING SPACES 11



2

Displacing the Wild:
topologies of wildlife

What she had seen from that building at Aldgate was a city that
stretched to the ends of the earth . . . Madelene saw that . . . any
zoo, any game reserve, any safari park . . . was now contained
within the bounds of civilization. . . . She turned to face the ape.
‘There’s no such thing as outside now,’ she said. ‘If there’s any
freedom to be found it’ll have to be on the inside’. (Peter Hoeg,
1996: 74)

heterotopic si(gh)tings

The wild occupies a special place in the imagined empires of human
civilization as that which lies outside its historical and geographical reach,
however defined (White, 1978). A place without us populated by creatures
(including, surreptitiously, a variety of human ‘kinds’) at once monstrous
and wonderful, whose very strangeness gives shape to whatever we are
claimed to be. The enduring coincidence between the species and spaces of
wildlife as the antipodes of human society means that to ask what is wild is
always simultaneously a question of its whereabouts. This framing of the
wild renders the creatures that live ‘there’ inanimate figures in unpeopled
landscapes, removing humans to the ‘here’ of a society from which all trace
of animality has been expunged (Macauley, 1997). As Madelene Burden,
the heroine of Peter Hoeg’s novel about a love affair between a woman and
an ape, comes to realize during her rooftop flight across London, to
question what it means to be wild is to disconcert this binary geographical
imagination and entertain forbidden possibilities for being otherwise in the
world.

Hoeg’s novel resonates with what has become something of a truism
among environmental historians, that this placing of the wild as a pristine
exterior harbours within it the very will to power that the gesture would
elude (see Buell, 1995). While environmental historians, notably in North



America, have done much to expose the workings of a particular (linear)
historicity in the wildernesses wrought by the impulses of modern Euro-
pean colonialism (Grusin, 1998), rather less attention has been paid to the
workings and consequences of the particular geo-graphies that configure
these otherworldly space–times. Some of the most provocative work in this
direction has sought to frame wilderness in terms of Foucault’s inter-
rogation of utopia, as a construct of exteriority characteristic of a pecu-
liarly Modern spatial imaginary (see, particularly, Birch, 1990; Chaloupka
and MacGreggor Cawley, 1993; Macauley, 1997). Utopias are imaginary
spaces in which the abstracted essence of what society is not can take shape
as an ‘outside’, and thereby provide vantage points for social critique
(Hetherington, 1997a). Figured thus, wilderness stands as the transcendent
sign and site of the radical otherness of a nature without a past; an
immaculate space defiled by any taint of human presence. This is the
political terrain of environmental direct activists like EarthFirst!, for
whom

[t]he only hope for Earth (and humanity for that matter) is to withdraw
huge areas as inviolate natural sanctuaries from the depredations of
modern industry and technology . . . that can be restored to a semblance
of natural conditions, . . . and declare them off limits to modern
civilization. (Foreman, 1981: 41)

Foucault’s notion of heterotopia, by contrast, forces us to confront
these volatile exteriorizations as places of our own making, configured in
relation to the interiorized sites of knowledge, imagination and desire
(Foucault, 1973, 1986). It has been highly influential in human geography
as a means of exploring carceral spaces – the poorhouse; the asylum; the
prison – in which the ‘outside(r)s’ of various orderings of social life take
shape as counter-sites in the fabric of the modern city (see, for example,
Driver, 1985; Gregory, 1994; Soja, 1996). Refigured in these terms wilder-
ness is inextricably social and becomes a disturbing and disruptive place in
which, as Chaloupka and McGreggor Cawley put it, the ‘open secret’ of a
dense and energetic infrastructure of wilderness management can be
exposed (1993: 11). Here, as the protagonists of Peter Hoeg’s novel urge,
the futures of earth creatures (including humans) would seem to lie not in
fortifying the utopian space–time of a pristine wilderness, but on the inside
where the everyday worlds of people, plants and animals are always
already in the process of being mixed up.

I want to explore this line of argument further but with the proviso
that such a heterotopic re-cognition of the wild does not, as the opening
quote suggests, mark some kind of radical break between human–animal
relations in the late twentieth century and those that have gone before.
While Foucault attached particular significance to Modern heterotopia, he
considered them to be a widely established feature of the spatial repertoires
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of human societies, from sacred sites and forbidden places to theatres and
gardens. In similar vein the contention here is that ‘wild’ animals have
been, and continue to be, routinely imagined and organized within multiple
social orderings in different times and places. Their myriad (re)positionings
within these networks have been complicating animal geographies long
before the possibilities of genetic engineering startled our commonsense
coordinates of the place of the wild. This is not to ignore the historical
specificity and cultural potency of wilderness as a utopian space in the
Modern spatial imaginary, but to resist the moral vortex that it has come to
represent in conservation discourses and practices.

Efforts to refigure wilderness as a heterotopic space, on the ‘inside’, are
an important first step to challenging the binary geographies of ‘nature’ and
‘society’ and the associated purifications of human and animal lives.
However, they do not go far enough to advance the kinds of hybrid
geographies of wildlife that I am working towards here. In particular, they
retain an exclusively human framing of the social fabric of such spaces and
privilege the optical over other sensory registers in rendering them affective
(see, particularly, Chaloupka and McGreggor Cawley, 1993). This has (at
least) two undesirable consequences for my purposes. First, it evacuates the
bodily presence of living creatures from the si(gh)ting of the wild. The
corporeal spaces configured in the process of becoming animal (and
human) are, thus, removed from the compass of analytical consideration.
Secondly, it erases all but ‘humans’ as agents in the making of these wild
places. The diverse energies of all other earthly inhabitants (and the earth
itself) get rolled into a lumpen ‘nature’ that amounts to little more than ‘a
substrate for the external imposition of arbitrary cultural form – a tabula
rasa for the inscription of human history’ (Ingold, 1993: 37).

In contrast, the notion of wildlife being fleshed out here is a relational
achievement spun between people and animals, plants and soils, documents
and devices in heterogeneous social networks which are performed in and
through multiple places and fluid ecologies. Two manoeuvres take us from
the familiar utopian spaces of pristine nature as wilderness to these more
promiscuous topologies of wildlife. The first is to unsettle the contours of
these exteriorisations of the wild by situating them within the diverse
currents and flows through which multi-sited wildlife networks are config-
ured. Here, ‘a thing’s place [is] no longer anything but a point in its
movement . . . [a] space that takes for us the form of relations among sites’
(Probyn, 1996: 11, after Foucault). The second manoeuvre involves ani-
mating the creatures mobilized in these networks as active subjects in the
geographies they help to fashion. Their constitutive vitality is acknowl-
edged not in terms of unitary biological essences but as a confluence of
libidinal and contextual forces. Here, the multi-sensual business of becom-
ing, say, antelope or wolf and the inscription of these bodily habits in the
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categorical and practical orderings of human societies are interwoven in the
seamless performance of wild-life.

These two moves towards a performative conception of wildlife, as a
relational and fluid achievement, render the experience of radical difference
delineating the human from the animal, the civilized from the wild, as
a con-figuring – a drawing together, as Jennifer Ham puts it – rather than a
holding apart (1997). In so doing, they begin to open up new possibilities
for addressing the pressing dilemmas engendered by these boundaries.
Most significantly, the moral high ground starts to shift from an unerring
pre-occupation with shoring such boundaries up to the painstaking busi-
ness of tracing the historical and geographical particularity of human–
animal relations as a condition of securing their ongoing dynamism and
diversity. I return to consider the ethical dimensions of such a shift later in
the chapter but, first, want to work through some of the implications of
this proposed refiguring of wildlife in terms of networks and bodies more
closely, by example.

I begin by describing the topology of devices, documents, bodies and
sites through which two historically remote wildlife networks provisionally
take, and hold, their shape. These are the networks bringing wild animal
participants to the venationes staged in the Roman games and to the
management of ‘endangered species’ under the Convention on the Inter-
national Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) today. I then journey
through them in the company of two of their animal inhabitants, the
leopard and the broadnosed crocodile. More precisely, these creatures are
accompanied in their particular manifestations as leopardus, the Roman
term referring to a number of ‘spotted cats’ chiefly of north African origin,
and Caiman latirostris in the taxonomic nomenclature of modern science.

topologies of wildlife

The dividing line between nations may well be invisible; but it is no
less real. How does one cross that line to travel in the nation of
animals? Having travelled in their nation, where lies your allegiance?
What do you become? (Montgomery, 1991: 209).

In very different ways, through military and scientific modes of ordering
respectively, the Roman games and the Species inventories of our own times
have been widely understood as imperia – as the spreading outwards of
some unitary and irresistible force across the surface of the known/civilized
world. Paralleling the heterotopic reading of wilderness, the amphitheatre
arena and the nature reserve might readily be identified as the most potent
sites for the performance of wildlife in these contexts. However, I want to
render the power of these modes of ordering in more relational and
distributed terms, spatially configured through currents as much as sites;
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bodies as much as places. To do so I begin by situating the fabric of the
amphitheatre in which the bloody spectacle of the Roman games was
staged in wider networks of people, instruments, documents and places
assembling these wildlife performances through the capture, transport and
training of animals. In the case of the Species inventories of today, the
classificatory practices of Science inscribed in the bodies of animals them-
selves are pivotal to the measure and reach of global conservation conven-
tions. Here, I start by situating the inscription of Caiman latirostris in
wider networks of people, instruments, documents and places, assembling
these wildlife performances through the monitoring, management and
(de)listing of animals as endangered species.

wildlife networks

Roman games i

The site and spectacle of public games played a key part in Roman life,
nourishing imperial power and reach through staged demonstrations of the
compass of Rome.1 Peoples and creatures from its furthest outposts were
pitted against one another to the death for the entertainment of those
whose presence in the ranks of spectators affirmed their place in the Roman
body politic (Plass, 1995; Futrell, 1997). The monumental architecture of
amphitheatres and circus arenas, in which these games were staged in
towns throughout the Roman empire, remains impressive to this day (see
figure 2.1). The largest, the Colosseum in Rome, completed in AD 80 under
the Emperor Titus, held some 50,000 people and reputedly witnessed the
killing of some 9,000 wild animals (ferae) during its inaugural festivities.
What began as a calendar of religious events became over time more
secularized, extravagant and bloody affairs, instigated by prominent mili-
tary and political figures to mark their own achievements or to satisfy the
expectations of the people in whose name they ruled. Lasting anything
from five to twenty days, these popular spectacles became keenly political
performances of the rights and hierarchies of Roman civic society (Auguet,
1972).

Games took place in several forms; most common were ludi circenses,
circuses in which the main event was chariot racing but which included
many forms of trained animal acts. Most extravagant were the staged hunts
in which arenas were designed to resemble forests (silvae), or even flooded
for ‘sea fights’ (naumachiae). But those which excited the greatest passions
and largest followings were the munera (gladiatorial combats) and ven-
ationes (wild animal combats) which came to involve all manner of
incarnations (human and animal) of the strange and uncivilized regions of
the Roman imagination. These games took place on ever grander scales
over a period of some 900 years between the founding of the Roman
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Republic in 510 BC and the banning of gladiatorial combats by the
Emperor Honorius at the beginning of the fifth century AD.

The venationes became highly choreographed performances of the
wild, involving ever more intensive training of human and animal combat-
ants alike. They took a wide variety of forms, ranging from ‘wild’ animals
pitted against each other or specialist animal fighters (bestiarii), to their use
as instruments of execution in the dispatch of people condemned to death
by the Roman state (including criminals, deserters and escaped slaves,
enemy captives and persecuted religious minorities) (Jennison, 1937).
Bestiarii, for the most part, were drawn from these same outcast social
ranks and denied the rights of Roman citizenship. As such, they were seen
by their contemporaries as closer in status to the beasts they fought than to
the civilized spectator. Leading Roman commentators may have found
popular tastes unedifying but they endorsed the martial morality of the
venationes as an opportunity for their human and animal participants,
unlike those condemned to death, to redeem themselves through combat
and so die honourably (Wiedemann, 1992). Such events figured promi-
nently in the material culture of the period, or at least in those documents
and artefacts which have found their way into the modern archaeological
record and scholarly accounts of the Roman world (Toynbee, 1973; Ville,
1981). Some sense of the variety of these stagings of the wild can be gained
from images in mosaic decorations surviving from public and private

Figure 2.1 Siting the Roman games (second century AD) (adapted from Scarre, 1995: 83)
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Roman buildings, like those from a villa floor in Nennig shown in figure
2.2.

The spectacular carnage taking place in Roman amphitheatres was the
focal point and public face of elaborate networks of people and animals
mobilized by military conquest, political patronage, administrative taxa-
tion, legal or judicial ruling and commercial trade. As the imperial network
of Rome expanded through successive military campaigns, so the spectacle
of the games as both demonstrations of the power of their patrons and the
tastes of their audiences became bound up with the exotic. At its height in AD
117, under the Emperor Trajan, the threads of empire stretched the presence
of Rome throughout the Mediterranean and Adriatic region to the Atlantic in
the west (including Britain); the coastal regions of North Africa to the
south (including Egypt), Assyria and Armenia to the east and as far as the
Rhine and the Danube in the north (Scarre, 1995). Enormous efforts and
monies were invested by Roman patrons in procuring unusual and prized
species of ‘wild’ animal for their games over considerable distances.

Figure 2.2 Mosaic reliefs immortalizing Africanae bestiae in combat (Auguet, 1972: plate 17)
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Animals were recruited through two main networks of procurement.
First were the imperial conduits of military supply lines and political
patronage which connected the distant lives and spaces of the Roman
Senate with those in the Provinces. Second were the commercial trading
routes by land and sea which stretched well beyond the shifting borders of
the Roman empire, particularly to China and India to the east. The most
important of these commercial networks developed as Associations, spe-
cializing in all aspects of animal supply to menageries, stud-farms and the
exotic pet market, as well as to gladiatorial schools (Charlesworth,
1924).

Jennison, in his classic account of animals in ancient Rome (1937),
gives an example from the correspondence of Cicero of such a net-working.
Cicero was appointed governor of Cilicia in southern Asia Minor in 51 BC.
Hardly had he arrived there, than he found himself the recipient of ever
more desperate epistles from his friend Marcus Caelius Rufus requesting
leopards for games he was preparing in anticipation of his being elected to
the curule aedileship in 50 BC.

In nearly all my letters to you I have mentioned the subject of leopards. If
you will only remember to set the Cibyrates to work . . . – you will get
what you want done. . . . Do please see that you attend to this. . . . In this
affair the trouble for you is only to talk – I mean, to issue orders officially
and to give commissions (imperandi et mandandi). For as soon as the
leopards are caught, you have my people, whom I have sent [on another
matter] to look after the animals’ keep and bring them to Rome. I think,
too, if you write encouragingly, I shall send some more men of mine to
your part of the world. (Jennison, 1937: 137–8, original translation)

Cicero puts off any response until Caelius’s aedileship is certain and
even then, reluctant to press local elites with official orders for a municipal
hunt so early in his appointment, he merely commissions some commercial
hunters to capture leopards. In his letters to Caelius he also reports the
scarcity of pantheras Graecas, a creature which Roman appetites seem to
have exhausted altogether in common with several other animal extinctions
(Hughes, 1994). We do not know if Caelius ever received any leopards, but
instigating a hunt would have been only the first of several precarious
actions at a distance that would have been necessary to bring the wild to
life in a Roman venatio. I will return to some of the other threads in this
wildlife network below, in a second glimpse of leopardus on the move.

Caiman latirostris i

Living in the swampy reaches of certain South American water ways, a
broad-snouted crocodilian entered the networks of science almost 200
years ago. The folk names for this kind of animal included yacare overo, or
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ururau, or yacare de Hocico Ancho, depending on its location. But in 1801
the French explorer and zoologist Daudin situated the crocodilian within a
scientific taxonomy that was becoming standard, by naming it Caiman
latirostris (see figure 2.3) (Spary, 2000). Thus enlisted into the project of
science, these animals became instrumental in extending the compass of its
knowledge claims through sightings, dissections and mappings carried out
in a variety of material forms. In the process, the viability of their status as
wild animals has become the subject of scientific expertise which, latterly,
has itself become intertwined with the practices of wildlife trading.

The tenth edition of the Swedish naturalist Carl Linnaeus’s Systema
naturae, published in 1758, is taken as the edition that ‘forms the starting
point for all generic and specific names of animals, previous names being
ignored’ (Freeman, 1972: 2). The name of a genus anchored the classifica-
tory system, while the species name was chosen in any of a number of ways
(with reference to place, colour, body marking or shape, for example).
Together these two words constituted the scientific name, always printed in
italics, hence, Caiman latirostris. Through this nomenclature, an animal
obtains a fixed and unique identity which marks its position in the (known)
animal kingdom (Ritvo, 1997). The Linnaean Society established in 1788
promulgated this system as a universal standard for the expanding scientific
community associated with European colonialism (Koerner, 1996). Despite
significant shifts in the onus and practice of natural history, this binomial
classificatory system entered the rules of nomenclature established by the

Figure 2.3 Pixelled web image of Caiman latirostris ‘in the wild’ (www.flmnh.ufl.edu/natsci/

herpetology/crocs/crocsb.htm)
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International Congress of Zoology (and Botany) at the end of the nine-
teenth century and underpin the biological sciences to this day (Systematic
Zoology, 1959).2

The process of scientific naming classifies animals by means of a
species identification, principally through morphological comparison, dis-
tinguishing and fixing its relationship to all other animals. The year after
his description of Caiman latirostris, Daudin identified a species of similar
appearance and with overlapping range as biologically distinct and named
it Caiman yacare. In the process of drawing up such inventories, animals
were removed from their environmental and social context and preserved
as unique specimens by diagrammatic or corporeal means. Through their
depiction as organic machines, disassembled and mapped anatomically (as
heads, transections, skeletons, embryos, etc.) in zoological illustrations,
animals became mobilized as species through the expanding networks of
science (Jardine et al., 1996). The physical translocation of specimens (dead
and alive) followed, establishing biological storehouses of exotica in mu-
seums, menageries and amateur collections in the heartlands and outposts
of European empires (Sheets-Pyenson, 1988). This colonial impulse to
subject the world to systematic scientific account proved itself to be ‘one of
the most authoritative actions in the exercise of government’ (Raby, 1996:
5). Entangled in these networks, the bodies and places of animal inhabita-
tion became standardized, portable facts, their ‘species distribution’ a
matter of expert determination from afar.

By the twentieth century, animals (including humans) found them-
selves the subject of ever more intensive biological scrutiny as expanding
numbers of career scientists and investigative devices fleshed out the
minutiae of their bodies, cells and genes.3 The latest, and most far-reaching,
enactment of this empire of knowledge is the newly minted science of
biological diversity – a ‘new definition of nature’ being vigorously pro-
moted, according to David Takacs, by an influential ‘cadre of ecologists
and conservation biologists’ (1996: 1). Biodiversity, as it is colloquially
termed, refers in one and the same breath to

the richness and variety of life on Earth. The flowers and insects and
bacteria and forests and coral reefs are biodiversity. . . . [and to] an area
of scientific research, including both description and measures of diver-
sity and explanations of how this diversity is created. (Jeffries, 1997: 3)

The scientific networks of biodiversity include the fields of systematics,
ecology, population biology, animal behaviour and comparative biology
(Cracraft, 1995). The first of these, systematics, fuels the scientific zeal for
classification with a new moral purpose. This is set out most clearly in the
US-inspired Systematics Agenda 2000 (subsequently endorsed by the Lin-
naean Society), whose objectives include the mapping of global species
diversity over the next 25 years. Here, the project of classification is no
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longer seen ‘just’ to contribute to our knowledge of biological complexity,
but ‘directly impinges on the integrity of biological knowledge and the
values we place on biodiversity’ (Cotterill, 1995: 183).

These knowledge practices and values are becoming increasingly insti-
tutionalized through their codification in the regulatory networks of global
environmental management. Most significantly, their emphasis on system-
atics and taxonomy has become the watchword of the newest star in the
constellation of international environmental treaties, the Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD). The Convention’s objectives are: ‘The con-
servation of biological diversity, the sustainable use of its components and
the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising out of the utilization of
genetic resources’ (CBD, 1992: Article 1). The logic here is to establish a
universal exchange rate between the scientific value of animal (and plant)
life, measured in units of biological rarity, and that most pervasive of
human currencies – economic value. Its reach is being extended to other
networks of global environmental management by means of Memoranda
of Cooperation. For example, the Memorandum signed between repre-
sentatives of the CBD secretariat (based in Montreal) and the CITES
secretariat (based in Geneva) in Brisbane in 1996 urged the nations party to
these Conventions to promote ‘effective conservation and . . . the sustain-
ability of any use of wildlife as a part of the biological diversity of our
planet’ (1997a: Article 4).

Thus, the global science of biodiversity has formalized an ongoing
relationship with the institutions responsible for regulating the inter-
national wildlife trade. Among the organizations collaborating in the
practice of ‘biodiversity management’ are the Species Survival Commission
(SSC) of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN),
which is ‘organized primarily along taxonomic lines’ (Rabb and Sullivan,
1995). Disseminating information about species and their status world-
wide is the remit of another organization, the World Conservation Mon-
itoring Centre (WCMC), which hosts the CITES secretariat website. These
organizations are daily engaged in coordinating a performance of wildlife
as a biological resource which is spun between the codes and devices of
scientific authority, living animals inscribed as specimens of more or less
‘abundant’ biological populations, and regulatory conventions on the trade
in their body parts (Thorne, 1998). In the second glimpse of this wildlife
network, below, I consider the ways in which Caiman latirostris is ani-
mated in the performance of an ‘endangered’ wildlife species.

animating wild-life

Thus far, I have sought to render the contours of key sites in these very
different performances of wildlife – the amphitheatre arenas in which the
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Roman venationes were staged and the animal bodies in which Scientific
classifications are inscribed – as relational achievements, configured within
heterogeneous networks and fluid topologies. Animal participants in the
venationes, like the human bestiarii, were trained and coerced to play their
part in the choreographed acts of violence and aggression that conjured the
wild in the Roman imagination. Animal participants in zoological inven-
tories today are no less disciplined by their naming to behave and repro-
duce themselves as living kinds that designate the wild in the scientific
imaginary of global conservation. Perversely, the multi-sensual animality of
the creatures caught up in these performances of wildlife all but disappears
in both cases as they become symbolic and material units in some human
currency – blood and death perhaps for the Roman crowd; genes and
resources for the visionaries of planetary management. In the second of the
manoeuvres outlined above, we catch another glimpse of these wildlife
networks as if their animal participants mattered both as active agents and
experiential subjects.

Roman games ii

One of the most popular and sought after animal participants in the
Roman venationes were the large spotted cats known in contemporary
parlance variously as leopardus, panthera, pardus and varia and recogniz-
able in our own time by their species names Felis pardus (leopard) and
Cynaelurus jubatus (cheetah). As Jennison explains, Roman zoological
nomenclature, itself building on the Greek, was far from systematic both
because of the uncertain identity of unfamiliar animals and the widely-held
belief in the ‘breeding of hybrid forms in nature’ (1937: 183). The elder
Pliny, in his encyclopedic Natural history (1991), for example, treats
leopard (varia or pardus) and cheetah (panthera) as the male and female of
the same species (VII, 17 (23)), while leopardus refers to the maneless
offspring of the female lion (leone) and the male leopard (pardus) (VII, 16
(17)).4

Leopardi, in all their guises, were principally sourced from Africa. In
Strabo’s Geography, Africa is described as the third and ‘very much
inferior’ portion of the habitable world (after Europe and Asia), due to
its being ‘for a great part . . . desert’ and ‘the nursery of wild beasts’
(1916: 275). Roman Africa referred in more practical terms to the north-
ern coastal strip of the continent running from Tangier in the west to
Cyrene in the east (modern-day Morocco to Libya) which became a
wealthy Roman province after the end of the Third Punic War in 146 BC
(Manton, 1988). Here, leopards had long been caught up in the lives of
local people whether as everyday threats to the domestic animals of
nomadic and agricultural communities, prized goods in the trading
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caravans of the peoples of the interior or, like Hannibal’s legendary
elephants, in the pomp and ceremony of war and governance. Their
mobilization as African beasts (Africanae bestiae) in the networks of
Roman commerce and patronage harnessed these already relational per-
formances of wildlife to the project of Romanization through the site and
spectacle of the venationes (Auguet, 1972).5 Journeying with the leopard
through these networks, many hands, devices and places leave their mark
on the creatures becoming leopardus (see figure 2.4).

Scenes and techniques of animal capture and transportation, like those
of the venationes, are widely depicted in the decorative fabric of Roman
buildings, most famously in the mosaic pavement of the ‘Great Hunt’ at a
Roman villa near Piazza Armerina in Sicily, but not least in the cities of
Roman Africa itself. These imaginative works record contemporary aware-
ness of the processes involved in bringing animals to the arena and their
significance in the aesthetics of public and private life.6 They show Africans
as well as Romans deployed in the hunt and using a range of techniques for
capturing leopards, including the pit, the net and the trap. Leopardus
would be drawn into a barricaded pit by the noise of a decoy animal
fastened to a central pillar. A cage, baited with meat, would then be
lowered into the pit and the leopard hauled up for transportation. Nets
were used to effect the larger-scale capture of animals. In a picture dating
from around AD 300 in a Roman villa in Bona (Algeria), an assortment of
spotted cats is shown being driven by mounted Numidean beaters into a
line of netting, disguised by foliage, which encircles them as a ring of
Roman hunters on foot, wearing protective clothing and bearing torches,
closes ranks (Jennison, 1937: 145). Alternatively, the wooden travelling-
boxes used to transport a captive leopard to the nearest town or port could
itself be used as a trap by luring the animal into it with bait or, in one
depiction, by the use of mirrors (Toynbee, 1973: 83).

The captive leopard then faces a hot, thirsty journey by mule-drawn
cart across unmetalled terrain before continuing on the Roman roadways
linking agricultural regions and towns to the major cities and coastal ports
like Carthage and Lepcis Magna. Confined within the metal bars of a cage
(cavea) or a reinforced wooden crate (claustra), this arduous journey would
be drawn out over a period of weeks by regular, sometimes scheduled, stops
in outlying communities and watering places to secure food for the animals
and their escort. A leopard making it this far alive might have ended its
journey in Roman Africa in one of the amphitheatres or animal troupes
that entertained military garrisons, administrators and the local populace
(see figure 2.1 above). But most, after a shorter or longer sojourn on the
harbourside, depending on the weather, would have found themselves on
the move again, this time in a ship’s hold. Wooden merchant vessels, like
the Europa depicted in a plaster engraving on the wall of a house in
Pompeii (Greene, 1986: 27), were busy in the movement of all manner of
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goods – grain, slaves, minerals, wine – around the Roman Mediterranean.
Equipped with the triangular lateen sail, the ability of these vessels to tack
and negotiate the winds brought the voyage from Carthage to Ostia or

Figure 2.4 Becoming leopardus in the networks of the venatio
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Civitavecchia (outside Rome) to an average of 3–5 days.7 But with naviga-
tion dependent on good visibility, the sailing season was largely restricted
to the period from mid-March to mid-November (Greene, 1986).

Deprived for a period of months of the sensory experiences, daily
habits and social bonds through which the leopard had made its place in
the world, and subject to the unfamiliar and gruelling conditions of its
journey, already the creature surviving its passage to Rome would have
come a long way in its refashioning as leopardus. Once the customs duty
(portorium ferarum) had been paid in recognition of their arrival, the
destination of most leopardi would have been a cage in the vivaria (animal
depots) attached to amphitheatres and gladiatorial schools. Several are
recorded on the outskirts of the city of Rome, a location designed to
minimize the public danger effected by the not infrequent escape of captive
animals (Jennison, 1937: 174–5). Here, leopardi would have been brought
into the hands of those most closely concerned with the disciplines of the
venatio. With their human counterparts, the creatures’ skills and instincts
were honed to the moves and props of combat by the judicious use of
whips, torches and starvation. Those failing to perform by being ‘inappro-
priately’ ferocious, mauling a keeper or trainer say, or by failing to be
ferocious enough in combat were likely to meet the same end.

The night before a venatio, a starved, abused and often diseased
incarnation of a leopard from somewhere in Africa, would be taken to the
underground cages of the Colosseum along with hundreds of other ani-
mals. What did leopardus sense in this dark, rank place? The blood and
faeces of other creatures; a distant din of violence above; a wordless fear or
mindless rage? Raised in cages by windlasses, or carried in crates along the
inner corridor, to the place of entry to the arena, leopardus is driven into
the blinding sunlight and roar of the crowd by attendants brandishing
burning straw to its first, and usually last, wildlife performance. But even in
this final moment as its lifeblood ebbs into the sand, leopardus lives on in
vivid fragments of mosaic and painted plaster, like ‘Crispinus’ the venatio
star from Smirat still pleasing the crowds in the Sousse Museum (Manton,
1988: 108).

Caiman latirostris ii

As we have seen, Caiman latirostris has been subject to the curious
disciplines of natural history and science for some 200 years. More
recently, since Argentina became a party to CITES in 1980, the broad-
nosed crocodile has been listed under Appendix I as a scientifically
designated ‘endangered species’, thereby prohibiting trade. However,
among the swathes of paper that conference delegates carried to the tenth
meeting of CITES (COP 10) in Harare, Zimbabwe, in June 1997, Proposal
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10.1 called for the down-listing of the Argentine population of Caiman
latirostris to Appendix II under an established Resolution to admit ranch-
ing as an acceptable form of wildlife management under CITES (see figure
2.5).

As Lyster explains:

A ranching operation is not closed-cycle like captive breeding but
involves the rearing of wildlife, usually from wild caught eggs or young,
in a controlled environment. Since they do not qualify for the captive
bred exemption, specimens of Appendix I species cannot be ranched and
then traded internationally for commercial purposes without violating
CITES. At the San Jose Conference, however, delegates from several
Parties argued that they could only justify protecting habitats of endan-
gered species from agricultural and industrial development if they could
derive some economic benefit from the species. (1985: 261)

Proposals for the ranching of crocodilians are compiled and reviewed
by experts of the Crocodile Specialist Group (CSG) of the IUCN (see
above) in cooperation with national CITES authorities. Funded from
private donations, the CSG describes itself as ‘a world-wide network of
biologists, wildlife managers, government officials, independent research-
ers, non-governmental organization representatives, farmers, traders, tan-
ners, fashion leaders, and private companies’ (Crocodile Specialist Group,
1997a). From the outset then, the expertise mustered in the name of the
crocodile is an eclectic mix of scientific, conservation, commercial and
policy interests and rationales. Unsuprisingly, perhaps, the CSG has taken a
pragmatic line on the conservation priorities for crocodilians, advocating
what it calls a ‘creative’ approach whereby the (regulated) sale of crocodile
bodyparts provides incentives to local people to ensure the species’ survival.
This is an example of the idea of ‘sustainable use’ which is gaining currency
in global wildlife management networks more widely. As the CSG explain,
‘sustainable use’ is defined by the IUCN as ‘an activity that can be
continued indefinitely’ (McNeely et al., 1990). In practice, it is determined
by expert assessment of

. . . the effects on the target population (e.g. Caiman that we wish to
hunt) and the effects on non-target species and the associated ecosystem
(e.g. hunting Caiman may affect wetland nutrient cycles and fish popula-
tions). In many cases, it is difficult to define or prove that use is
sustainable, but it is relatively easy to recognise when use is not sustain-
able. If people use any resource at a rate that exceeds the ability of the
resource to replace itself, then the resource will become depleted and no
longer be available for use. (Crocodile Specialist Group, 1997b)

Proposal 10.1 before delegates in Harare was, then, politically well-
crafted, building on a succession of ranching resolutions over the previous
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16 years and on the regional and scientific credentials of the chairman of
the Latin American and Caribbean CSG. The conservation of Caiman
latirostris was set to join several of its reptilian relatives as a hostage to the
commercial value of its skin (Jenkins and Broad, 1994; Thorbjarnarson,
1999). Significantly, the proposal was endorsed by the CITES secretariat,
whose staff confirmed that ‘qualified scientific and technical staff’ were
working on the project. With an assurance about establishing a tight skin-
marking scheme to enforce the distinction between ranched and ‘wild’
specimens, the conference passed the proposal for down-listing with little
controversy.

The CITES secretariat and related agencies in the networks of global
wildlife regulation are at pains to originate their decisions to list and delist
species with the independent advice of expert scientists. The fate of Caiman
latirostris in these global networks saw this account being challenged by
other parties engaged in the politics of crocodilean conservation. A report
by Traffic International, for example, questioned whether the reptile skin
industry provided a very auspicious model for wildlife use, given ‘[an]
almost complete lack of demonstrable sustainability and the absence of any
significant linkage between the trade and conservation action at habitat or
species level’ (Jenkins and Broad, 1994: 63). The CSG Action Plan for
Caiman latirostris itself admits that the problems of habitat destruction by
farming experienced in Brazil have not encroached on the ‘original habitats
of the species’ in Argentina. In this context, the human pressures requiring
the ‘creative’ crocodile ranching incentives of Proposal 10.1 appear some-
what conjectural. Likewise, the expert understanding of population dynam-
ics identified by CSG as a prerequisite for ‘sustainable use’ programmes,
does not seem to be entirely consistent with scientific knowledge about
Caiman latirostris. The IUCN Red list for 1994 estimates the population to
be 10,000 and widespread. Yet survey data for the species is described as
‘poor’, due largely to habitat inaccessibility. This is confirmed by CSG’s
own report which notes that ‘due to a lack of field studies, little is known
about the behaviour and ecology of this species. Much of what is known
about reproduction has come from individuals in captivity’ (Crocodile
Specialist Group, 1997b).

The downlisting of Caiman latirostris permits Argentina to trade the
skins of 12,500 ranched animals in the period 1998–2000, within the terms
of the CITES Convention. The ranching process (see figure 2.6) begins with
the collection of eggs by appointed scientists from ‘wild’ crocodile nests
within a designated area. These eggs are incubated and hatched in commer-
cial ranching facilities. From these hatchlings, some 2,000 marked juve-
niles, aged 8–10 months, are returned to the ‘wild’ on an annual basis.
However, the majority of them are held back, grown to kill size and their
skins (bearing the hallmark of CITES approval) sold on the international
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‘exotic’ leather market to be made into fashion accessories (see Thorbjar-
narson, 1999).

It is difficult to know, but nonetheless important to ask, what might be
the impact of nest-robbing over time on the social bonds and practices,
such as those of parenting, for the animals designated Caiman latirostris?8

Likewise, considering the impoverished world of the hatchling, fed and
raised in concrete containers with none of the creature contacts or environ-
mental stimulii of crocodilean life, the high mortality recorded for ranched
hatchlings in other contexts (Revol, 1995) should come as little suprise. For
all its intentions otherwise, the animals encrypted as Caiman latirostris and
mobilized in the websites, expert reports and conference resolutions of
global conservation find themselves circulating in the flesh from Milan to

Figure 2.6 Becoming Caiman latirostris in the networks of sustainable use
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Tokyo in the performance of a wildlife network no less pernicious for the
creatures embodying the wild than the Roman venatio.

coming home to the wild

If wildness can stop being (just) out there and start being (also) in
here, if it can start being as humane as it is natural, then perhaps
we can get on with the unending task of struggling to live rightly in
the world. (William Cronon, 1995: 90)

As I hinted at the beginning of the chapter, the enterprise of tracing of
networks and bodies is implicitly concerned with shifting the moral
geographies of wildlife from the utopian confines of the sanctuary or ark of
wilderness. I return to this theme in closing, picking up where Cronon’s
essay ‘The trouble with wilderness’ leaves off – a place that is hard to
imagine even though (or perhaps because) ‘we’ inhabit it already. How does
re-cognizing the place of the wild on the ‘inside’ of this shared dwelling-
place raise the ethical standing of the animals (and plants) which inhabit
this designation? Does it render the designation wild redundant as a marker
of species and spaces worthy of considerability? These are not easy
questions to answer, but several preliminary points can be made which are
taken forward in the next chapter.

I have sought to demonstrate some of the insights to be gained from a
more symmetrical analysis of the ways in which animal lives are caught up
in, and matter to, the performance of two very different orderings of
wildlife. Table 2.1 summarizes some of the key lines of comparison that
have been drawn between the wildlife networks of the Roman venatio and
the species inventories of wildlife management today. Their juxtaposition
has served ‘to bring what seems far away close up’ (Probyn, 1996: 13),
opening up the chronological distance between the two networks to
unsettle the space–time coordinates of the wild as the spatial and bodily
remnants of a pristine past. It is a juxtaposition that also points up some
uncomfortable parallels in the moral geographies of these networks which
inhere in the codified and routinised practices of venationes and species
inventories. My argument is that these geographies are not the province of
some distant discourse or elevated judgement but the collective habitation
of all those party, in many different guises, to leopardus or Caiman
latirostris coming into being.

The geographies charted in my navigations of these wildlife networks
begin by treating the living creatures that become leopardus and Caiman
latirostris in and through them as if they matter. They matter as active
agents who make a difference to the ways in which these heterogeneous
social networks take and hold their shape. They matter as sensible crea-
tures who are subjects as well as objects in these networks. And they matter
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analytically to the ways in which we make sense of the practical orderings
of social (human and animal) life. If they are deemed not to matter in any
of these senses, then, like the bestiarii in Rome and the human specimens in
the inventories of Life Science today, belonging to the species homo sapiens
will prove small comfort against the abuses sanctioned towards such ‘non-
persons’. This is a faultline that no amount of reinforcement of universalist
notions of human rights will heal over and which, as we have been
reminded with sanguine regularity throughout the genocidal twentieth
century, will always be prised open as long as the monstrous category of the
animal can be mobilized as grounds enough for treating someone as ‘less
than human’ (Bauman, 1996; Finkielkraut, 2001). To re-place the wild
topologically is to recognize that the heterogeneous social performance of
wildlife configures ‘human’ as much as ‘animal’ categories and lives in
intimate and precarious ways (see Sheehan and Sosna, 1991; Ham and
Senior, 1997).

Like the anthropologist Tim Ingold (1988a: 15), I would argue that
animals are best considered as strange persons, rather than familiar or
exotic things. Their presence in the heterogeneous networks of everyday
social life is multidimensional – corporeal, creative and consequential. But
making their presence felt in our accounts of the social presents serious
epistemological and practical problems that science (social and natural) has
barely begun to admit (see Haraway, 1989; Ritvo, 1995; Glendinning,
1998). The efforts to glimpse the animal experience of becoming leopardus
and Caiman latirostris rendered in this account take their impulse rather
from works of the imagination, like the uncomfortable explorations of the
hum/an/imal borderlands in the fictional worlds of Franz Kafka’s Meta-
morphosis (1988/1905), Beat Sterchi’s The cow (1988), Marge Piercy’s
Body of glass (1992), or the fragile life drawings of Joseph Beuys (see The
Royal Academy of Arts, 1999).

Table 2.1 Performing the wild

Empire Rome (Civilization) Science (Evolution)

Heterotopic sites Games arenas Animal bodies

Network vernacular Military discipline Expert management

Ordering
technologies

Hunting and combat Classification and
conservation

Ordering aesthetic Living spectacle Species inventory

Currency of wildlife Blood Genes
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The narrative strategy adopted here follows Michel Serres’ (1985)
injunction to attend to the fully sensate world of smell and sound, touch
and taste, as a means of reconnecting human and animal experiences and
diminishing the cognitive and metaphorical privilege accorded to sight as
the elevated seat of human sensibility. In enjoining author and reader to
engage their own animal senses in an effort to ‘imagine’ another’s, this
strategy does not pretend to circumvent the recalcitrant philosophical
problems of Deleuze and Guattari’s enterprise of ‘becoming animal’ (see
Hardt, 1993) or of Serres’ endeavour to conjure flesh in words (see Assad,
1999: 80). Rather, it insists with Marian Schotmeijer that these problems
do nothing to diminish the claim that ‘animals have sufficient Being to
disturb human complacency’ (1997: 140) even in the face of the engrained
ways in which such claims have been rendered unutterable, let alone
answerable, in the scientific calculi that pervade public life and which
consistently reduce ethical questions about what counts to empirical ques-
tions about what can be counted.

It seems all the more imperative then to challenge the authority of such
calculi in the governance of the non-human world by resisting the comfort-
ing urge to caricature ‘Science’ as the ready-made villain of the piece, even
as some scientists would defend that authority by conjuring cartoon
‘enemies’ of their own in the familiar figure of ‘anthropomorphism’ or,
more recently, ‘Postmodernism’ (see, for example, Soulé and Lease, 1995).
The manoeuvres made here towards a more performative conception of
wildlife, are informed by diverse theoretical efforts in the social sciences,
particularly those loosely aligned experimental tacks outlined in the intro-
duction. The theory and practice of the natural sciences are likewise
variegated. There is much to learn from those working on animal sociabil-
ity, semiotics and consciousness by scientists who take their creature-
subjects seriously, not merely as biological specimens but as social beings
(for example, Keller, 1983; Griffin, 1992; Dolins, 1999), and those engaged
at the interface of bio-philosophy in an effort to retrieve the effectivity of
the organism from the haystack of genes; cells and populations that have
become the preferred units of biological analysis (for example, Webster and
Goodwin, 1996; Rose, 1997; Lewontin, 1998).9

The designation ‘wild’ seems not to have served its animal inhabitants
well, figuring them as the currency of various human desires whose value
rises with distance. Even as they are caught up in the assemblage of global
regulatory networks designed to ‘protect’ them, they find themselves
objectified again in the urgent business of ‘wildlife management’ (Kaufman
and Mallory, 1993). As this chapter has sought to show, the determination
to fix the wild in the geographical and bodily spaces of animals untouched
by history is intellectually and practically unsustainable. It proceeds by
effacing the ceaseless intertwinings of human–animal lives that, as anthro-
pologists (for example, Noske, 1989) and archaeologists (for example,
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Clutton-Brock, 1989) persist in reminding us, haunt the places we inhabit
and those ‘we’ do not but which are, or have been, places that others call
home (Elder et al., 1998). It is a spatial imaginary which has helped to
deprive us of a language of connection, or kinship, beyond the ‘human’ and
the basis for more relational ethical practices of the kind explored in the
final chapter.

In practical terms however, contemporary geographies of wildlife have
become too bound up with a cartographic heritage of species distribution
and density, along an axis between abundance and extinction, to abandon
the designation ‘wild’ as a strategic site in environmental politics. Protec-
tion, triggered by rarity (calibrated as endangerment), is spatially config-
ured in the forms of areal segregation (nature reserves) or bodily
confinement (captive breeding), or both. The task of revitalizing the
cultural freight of wildlife in ways which enhance the well-being of animals
who inhabit it is thus a thoroughly geographical one. The topological
conception of wildlife proposed here marks a contribution to renegotiating
the political contours of environmentalism by releasing the spaces of
wildlife from the cordon of exteriority into the multiple spaces and fluid
ecologies of performative networks. In this spatial imaginary the wildlife
sanctuary, as nature reserve, still has a place but it is no longer one of last
resort, or without a past. Rather, such sites mark one kind of dwelling-
place in which to configure human–animal relations in ways which take
account of the social habits and ecological orderings of all their inhabitants
(Shepard, 1997).

Reconfiguring the wild on the ‘inside’ connects such strategic places to
the myriad everyday encounters and negotiations between human and
animal lives – in cities and gardens as well as forests and deserts – that
sustain, rather than simply destroy, the meaning and well-being of wildlife.
It reminds us that the ‘wild’ is not confined to the creatures and (always
unpeopled) spaces of television wildlife programmes and that even here,
perhaps most of all here, the ‘expert’ re-orderings of these always already
inhabited ecologies in the networks of science, commerce and governance
are a deeply political, and rightly contested, business.
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3

Embodying the Wild:
tales of becoming elephant

As accustomed as we have become to the idea of a science that
‘constructs’, ‘fashions’, or ‘produces’ its objects, the fact still
remains that, after all the controversies, the sciences seem to have
discovered a world that came into being without men [sic] and
without sciences. (Bruno Latour, 1996: 23)

animal disturbances

The coinage of constructionism to which Bruno Latour refers is a familiar
currency in geographical writing appearing in many different guises from
Marxist-inspired accounts of the capitalist transition from ‘first’ to ‘second’
nature to cultural and historical readings of the representational practices
and politics of landscape. Indeed, the relationship between the social and
the natural has been claimed as the hallmark of Geography’s disciplinary
distinctiveness both as a unique meeting ground between social and natural
scientific enterprises and as the basis of human geography’s particularity
within the social sciences (Massey, 1999b). As I suggested in chapter 1,
these longstanding geographical concerns have been refreshed recently by
diverse and creative traffic between human geography and science studies
communities, particularly on the frequencies of ANT and feminist analysis,
in ways which have begun to unsettle the society–nature binary and render
the tired antinomy between constructionist and realist accounts redundant
(Demeritt, 1998).

Two impulses generated by these exchanges seem to me be among the
most significant. The first of these is the re-imagination of social space
inspired by the spectre of globalization in which new spatial metaphors,
like networks, topologies and folds attempt to hold on to the situatedness
of social practices and relationships however long their reach (Hether-
ington, 1997c; Shields; 1997; Murdoch 1998). The second is the re-
imagination of social agency in order to recognize the creative presence of



non-humans in the fabric of social life and to register their part in our
accounts of the world (Bingham, 1996; Hinchliffe, 1999). These questions
of ‘acting at a distance’ and ‘non-human agency’, in the language of ANT,
have become intimately related through a focus on the proliferation of
socio-technologies, like computer-mediated communications or scientific
instrumentation, as the silent partners in socio-material networks from
international money markets to natural history film-making (Thrift and
Olds, 1996; Davies, 1999). In short, they have tended to be worked
through a recognition of the non-human mediators of social agency in
terms primarily of the panoply of devices, inventions and inscriptions that
pass through our hands, extend our presence in space–time and, for all
their social effectiveness and capricious potencies, owe ‘us’ their coming
into being (see also, Canguilhem, 1996).1

In this chapter I want to explore some of the tensions between this
technical inflection in the ways in which non-human agency has been taken
up in ANT, as a distribution of socio-material competences and effects
through actant-networks (see, for example, Law, 1986; Callon, 1992;
Latour 1999b) and the more visceral preoccupations of feminist analyses
with the corporeal configuration of energies and elements particularized in
the experiential fabric of diverse living beings (see, for example, Keller,
1983; Haraway, 1989; Hayles, 1999). The tensions between the notions
and spaces of social agency mobilized in these modes of enquiry is neatly
encapsulated in the dilemmas of an automated personal rapid transit
system for Paris that never gets to see the light of day, as described in
Latour’s romance Aramis (1996). Contemplating its own unbecoming,
Aramis asks:

What is a self? The intersection of all the sets of acts carried out in its
name’. But is that intersection full or empty? . . . How can I become a
being, an object, a thing – finally a self, yes, a full set, saturated with
being . . . the ‘I’ that humans receive at birth [when] I do not yet have a
body? (Latour, 1996: 201)

Both modes of enquiry share a relational conception of social agency
and acknowledge embodiment as integral to the unstable fabric of sub-
jectivity, but their respective emphases on material configuration and
experiential being frame the political and ethical import of the question
‘what is a self’ very differently. My intervention in these debates focuses,
purposively, on non-human animals as creatures ‘saturated with being’ but
which have been thoroughly excluded from conventional humanist notions
of the subject and which sit uneasily with the extended casting of social
agency figured by ANT in the guise of ‘quasi-objects’ (Latour, 1993) or
material artefacts (Hetherington, 1997b). In this, I want to take up what
Jennifer Wolch and Jody Emel, in their book Animal geographies, call the
‘animal moment’ (1998: 22), a belated recognition of the place of non-
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human creatures in the fabric of social life and of the legacy of their
absence from social theory.2 This ghostly populace occupies what Donna
Haraway has called

the empty spaces of both the ‘culture of no culture’ of self-invisible
technocientists and the ‘nature of no nature’ of the chimerical entitities
emerging from the world-constructed-as-laboratory. (1997: 269)

Remapping and reinhabiting such spaces, as she goes on to suggest,
requires ‘new practices of witnessing’, practices which attend more closely
to the multi-sensual business of becoming animal – a relational process in
which animal subjects are configured through particular social bonds,
bodily comportments and life habits that are complicated, but neither
originated nor erased, by the various ways in which they may be enmeshed
in the categorical and practical orderings of people.

My aim in this chapter, then, is to trace the redistribution of sub-
jectivity admitted, if rather differently persued, in ANT and feminist science
studies by journeying in the company of creatures positioned at the crux of
Latour’s Modern paradox (1993), simultaneously the touchstones of ‘a
world that came into being without men . . . and sciences’ and the objects
of intensive surveillance and regulation in the name of conservation,
namely wildlife. In the previous chapter I argued for an understanding of
wildlife as a relational achievement spun between people and animals,
plants and soils, documents and devices in heterogeneous social networks
which are performed in and through multiple places and fluid ecologies –
what I called topologies of wildlife. Here, I want to focus attention on the
distribution of the effects and shifting positionalities of animals in and
through particular spatial formations of wildlife exchange (SFWE).

The term SFWE combines the analytical impulses of John Law’s notion
of ‘modes of ordering’ as the more than narrative measure, performance
and embodiment of organizational relations (1994: 20) and Nigel Thrift’s
notion of ‘spatial formations’ which emphasizes that the sociology of these
ordering networks is thoroughly situated in as numerous intersecting
spatial practices (1996: 47). It also seeks to enlarge the repertoire of
contemporary wildlife networks and forms of exchange from the commer-
cial nexus of activities associated with the (illegal) trade in ‘exotic’ flora and
fauna, and the live creatures and body parts associated with that trade, to
those assembled in the name of science or conservation, and trafficking in
animals’ biological, informatic and spectacular properties in forms as
diverse as frozen sperm, genetic codes and wildlife tourism. These themes
are worked through a closer scrutiny of the business of becoming elephant;
a creature so long caught up in social networks of livelihood and transport,
commerce and war, ceremony and entertainment that traces of its presence
litter the histories and geographies of civilizations and everyday lives in
several continents.
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The chapter explores two contemporary SFWEs in which African
elephants (alongside many other creatures) are mobilized ostensibly ‘for
their own good’ in global networks of conservation/science as the taxa-
nomic species Loxodonta africana.3 The first network is configured
through records and exchanges of computerized information on the line-
ages and breeding properties of animals held in zoological collections
world-wide which are the calculus of efforts to ‘maintain viable ex-situ
populations’ in perpetuity, particularly of animal species endangered in
their native habitats. The second network is configured through an inter-
national programme of ‘science-based conservation research’ projects on
in-situ species and habitats, which harness paying volunteers, corporate
donors and field scientists to wildlife (and other) expeditions.

The stories I tell of these networks focus on the modes and spatialities
of their practical orderings and on the ways in which these patternings
work through the bodies of elephants, both in the sense of their energies
and properties being variously transduced in the performance of these
social networks and of their positionality as experiential subjects being
reconfigured in the process. To emphasize the multiple spatialities through
which elephants are mobilized the chapter traces three simultaneous
moments in their presence in each network: as virtual bodies circulating in
computer programmes and internet sites as digitized data or portraits; as
bodies in place situating encounters in the zoo enclosure or game reserve;
and as living spaces embodying the senses and relations that configure
experiential subjects.

tales of foresight

This first tale concerns a wildlife network engaged in the maintenance of
‘wild’ animals in what are called in the parlance of conservation science ex-
situ sites, that is in places outside the ecological complexes and social rela-
tions associated with their native habitats – so-called ‘captive wildlife
populations’ (Earnhardt et al., 1995: 493). I begin it not with the animals that
have been mobilized in these networks of enclosure, but with ‘a computer-
based information system for wild animal species in captivity’ – namely the
International Species Information System (ISIS) (ISIS@worldzoo.org).4 The
tale is situated in one particular zoo that utilizes ISIS on a daily basis, and
whose Director is currently serving on the ISIS Board of Trustees, namely
Paignton Zoological and Botanical Garden, located in the English Riviera
on the Devon coast in which Duchess, an African elephant, has been
resident since 1977.

The organizational practices of these zoological agencies concern the
public display and systematic record of a scientific vision of wildlife.
However, a stronger social patterning in the ISIS/Paignton Zoo wildlife
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network is the monitoring, programming and circulation of codified
knowledges about the bloodline and genetic profile of captive animals to
determine optimal breeding strategies and population trajectories. This
alignment of organizational practices towards the management of wildlife
futures is characterized here as a mode of ordering of foresight which
resonates with the institutional imaginary of zoo professionals. As Paignton
Zoos’s newly-appointed Scientific Officer expressed it:

I think most modern zoos sort of see themselves as modern-day arks
preserving the species, because for a lot of species that is going to be the
only way that they will survive and hopefully at some time in the future
we can reintroduce them to somewhere because something will change. If
nothing changes, they are in zoos for the rest of however long . . . so to
that end that’s why all the stud books and the EEPs [Europaische
Erhaltungs Programs] are set up because to maintain the genetically
viable population you have got to avoid in-breeding and the loss of
genetic information. (AP, 22/9/97)

virtual bodies

The ISIS database derives from the animal keepers’ records of some 500
member zoological institutions world-wide; inputted by curators, record-
keepers or registrars; and collated at the ISIS head office in Apple Valley,
Minnesota, USA. The database holds biological data on age, sex, parent-
age, location of birth and circumstances of death of over one million
individual ‘specimens’. This data is made available in different formats
through several software programs developed and upgraded by ISIS pro-
grammers, and licensed for use by ISIS members to inform the management
and planning of zoo ‘collections’ in a variety of ways. The ARKS (Animal
Records Keeping System) program systematizes the codification of every
zoo specimen, regularizing in-house record-keeping and facilitating the
exchange of information between zoos, for example, to access other zoo
holdings as potential sources for animals to loan or exchange. SPARKS
(Single Population Analysis and Records Keeping System) codifies data
useful for the development of stud books on the captive population of
particular (usually endangered) species world-wide, and the software facili-
tates demographic modelling and genetic management of a species’ pop-
ulation.

At Paignton a single and somewhat temperamental computer terminal
in the office of the Curator of mammals, which is tucked away behind the
public cafeteria, is the zoo’s ISIS interface. From here, in moments snatched
in a busy working week, standardized data are entered on the life history of
each specimen with individual animals being coded in several ways to
reduce the possibility of errors in the system. The Curator is primarily
responsible for record- and stud book-keeping at the zoo. He demonstrated
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his use of the system by calling up records which he had previously
inputted on a mammal in which he has a particular personal interest.

. . . You can do a specimen report which is the individual so you key up
the specimen like that and you ask for its number, say like 1008 which is
a golden lion tamarind. . . . Enter its sex; house name, which is our in-
house name – we based this on Desmond Morris’s classification of
mammals in that F is primate – 100 is Tamarind, Golden Lion Tamarind,
and 8 is the eighth individual which we have had here, either arrived or
born at the zoo; international stud book number; the IDs of the sires and
the dames – they are the ISIS numbers as recorded here; and whether it
was parent reared. Now tamarinds are actually all on loan to us from the
Brazilian Government . . . and he died, this one actually hit a window
which was quite unfortunate. (NB, 12/12/97)

Thus mobilized as vital statistics, in terms of their parentage, fecundity,
genetic profile and so forth, the manipulation and correlation of these
virtual bodies on computer screens and printouts might translate into an
‘optimal pairing’ of creatures living continents apart. Such digitized knowl-
edges facilitate an unprecedented managerial capacity in the practices of
captive breeding. ARKS, for example, ‘. . . actually tells me how many
females in the different age classes based on a gestation period of 180 days.
It then tells you the fecundity of those females on a scale of 0–1’ (NB,
12/12/97).

Animals circulating in this fragmentary way are traceable to living
creatures only by means of numeric codes tattooed or tagged on their
bodies, or pet names that carry from keepers to software. These virtual
coordinates give and hold the shape of a creature through the network and
are particularly significant in the mapping and modelling of captive popula-
tions of endangered species. For example, SPARKS ranks animals accord-
ing to the desirability of their breeding attributes:

Basically what the programme does at the end of the day is that it lists all
the males and females in the living population in its, what is called mean
kinships, so the degree of relatedness of one animal to all the others in the
population, so if one is say a wild caught animal which has never bred
before it is going to be very high up the list, if it’s produced several
offspring then it has a lot more animals related to it, so it will come down
the list as opposed and it will come down further than say a non-wild
caught animal that’s only got two relatives, that has yet to breed itself
will come high up on the list. So that’s where the trained eye will come in
and see whether the computer is lying or there is some jinx crept in to it.
But it ranks the thing and then you are supposed to, ideally, I mean it
doesn’t always work out for group animals, but certainly in the case of
pairs then you want to try and pair on the level, to put high ranking with
high ranking, and that’s what we do in the orang-utans in two weeks
time. (NB, 12/12/97)
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The European EEP for Loxodonta africana, for example, covers some 150
elephants and 38 institutions and is maintained by a species coordinator at
the Zoological Center Tel Aviv-Ramat Gan. Here, Paignton Zoo’s Duchess
is present in her ARKS identity, code number 200 (see figure 3.1).

But in the labour-intensive business of maintaining species’ stud books,
the cartographies of wildlife are complicated by various, and sometimes
competing, regional calculi based primarily in Europe, North America and
Australasia and a convoluted pattern of ‘line management’ over breeding
decisions distributed through several international conservation agencies.
As the Scientific Officer at Paignton Zoo explains:

. . . the European system runs two levels of management at the moment,
there’s the really intensively managed species which are the ones that are
the most critically endangered in the wild, and they are managed by full
stud books and the European stud book coordinator has actually abso-
lute power and can say to any zoo ‘do that with this animal’, some of the
zoos ignore them but, and the aim of that is to conserve 95% of the
genetic availability for 200 years. So all the population genetics is
calculated to do that. And then there’s the lower level and that’s the, the
high level is EEP and there is actually only a European endangered
species programme for it, that’s what that is, and then there is the

Figure 3.1 Duchess’s entry in the European inventory of Loxodonta Africana (European EEP for

Loxodonta africana, 1997)
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European stud book and the stud book coordinators of that don’t have
absolute power, they can only make suggestions and that is basically run
to avoid in-breeding, its not quite such a strict genetic control . . .
maximum avoidance of in-breeding I think is the terminology. (AP,
22/9/97)

At a major meeting in Easter 1997, member zoos discussed the next
phase of ISIS/REGASP – a regional collection planning capacity facilitating
the international coordination of genetically viable populations, the soft-
ware for which has been available since March 1996. But the rivalry of
regional scientific traditions and logistics of coordination aside, it is
apparent that this plethora of virtual transactions – the currency of the
zoo–ark ideal – is rarely able to translate its prized ‘genetically viable’
offspring beyond the enclosures of captive-breeding.

bodies in place

For all its calculated foresight, then, this is a wildlife network whose
precious cargo is destined, for the most part, to remain firmly in the hold.
The virtual lines of force of the ISIS network which configure the zoo as a
conservation site are always brought to earth by the physical fabric of the
zoo as a showcase for public entertainment and education, which is
designed to keep animals and people in their proper place. Paignton Zoo
prides itself on being the only combined zoological and botanical garden in
the UK at the present time. Its publicity stresses the zoo’s conservation and
scientific role and, under its current Director, Paignton has been in the
vanguard of translating this repositioning into the physical organization of
the zoo space in the form of an Environmental Park. The design of animal
enclosures is informed by published behavioural research and keepers’
more intimate knowledges of animals’ habits, which feed into curatorial
concerns with the everyday management of bodies in place (not least with
an eye to breeding). But the layout and arrangement of animal enclosures in
the space of the zoo are at least as forcefully shaped by the passing
spectatorial sensibilities of those who keep the turnstiles in motion as by
those of their permanent inhabitants.

Under the reorganization of its 75 acres as an ‘environmental park’,
Paignton Zoo is currently developing six ‘habitats’, starting with a Devon
Woodland habitat and expanding to Forest, Wetland, Desert, Savannah
and Rainforest habitats. Over time, many of the existing specimens and
groups in the zoo’s animal collection will be moved out of their segregated
taxonomic enclosures and geographic clusters and rehoused in their appro-
priate habitat. The aim is to give the visitor the impression of seeing an
animal in its ‘natural’ context, including the presence of other appropriate
species. As the zoo’s Director explains, ‘We have got to try and create an
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illusion, that’s what we are trying to do, that they walk into these areas and
they have the illusion of being in a savannah or forest or whatever’ (PS,
24/9/97).

This £6 million re-modelling of the zoo’s material space and the
repositioning of animal exhibits within in it (see figure 3.2) is being funded
by a European Regional Development Fund with a public education
agenda. But it also resonates with a levelling-out of the wildlife landscape
projected in this SFWE and described by Paignton Zoo’s Director as a
closer integration of ‘captive’ and ‘wild’ spaces in the global network of
wildlife science and conservation with ‘. . . zoos taking animals out of cages
and putting them into bigger areas, national parks becoming ever increas-
ingly smaller and managing their animals much more intensively . . .
generally it’s the same principles and they are merging, coming closer
together’ (PS, 24/9/97). Enrolling the public into this patterning of foresight
is a fraught but vital task because visitor entrance fees remain the zoo’s
principle source of revenue to meet the costs of animal upkeep, capital
maintenance, staff employment and conservation commitments.

Well, nothing’s free, there are no free lunches in this game, that’s for
certain. And with regard to the ISIS, I don’t know what its costing us,
sort of £1500, £2000 a year or something like that, its all based upon the
size of the collection and as well as how big you are, its done on a scale.

Figure 3.2 Paignton Zoo Environmental Park brochure (1997)
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In addition to that, that’s not the only cost, the direct cost of actually
making use of the software, people make a contribution to running that
software . . . you have got to attend meetings, you make a contribution as
toward the running of it, someone has got to do it, and only zoos are
going to do it. So we are directly contributing to . . . the management
groups that manage the populations, the Taxon Advisory Groups and we
also are members of the international Conservation Breeding Specialist
Group, a sub-group of IUCN [International Union for the Conservation
of Nature]. (PS, 24/9/97)

One of the spaces at Paignton Zoo that is most actively mobilized in
this public enrolment is the elephant enclosure inhabited by Duchess and
her sole companion for the last 20 years, an Indian elephant called Gay.
Feeding time at the elephant enclosure is one of the main visitor attractions
in which the keepers and elephants put on a daily performance to an
amplified commentary, an event which has been harnessed recently to
raising funds for a field research project on the Nigerian Forest Elephant in
which the zoo is involved. At the same time, this interweaving of ‘ex-situ’
and ‘in-situ’ bodies and spaces in the display practices of the zoo lays the
ground for refashioning the material space of Duchess and Gay and their
translocation to the new ‘savannah’ enclosure. As a re-placing of Paignton’s
elephants, the savannah enclosure also materializes the patterning of
foresight. With 87 per cent of Loxodonta africana holdings recorded in the
European EEP coming from the wild, the coordinator has recommended
that

if breeding is a goal of the EEP, then changes must be made in manage-
ment. Some of these changes are now occurring regarding concepts of
handling, monitoring and in the construction of the new facilities that are
being built. There is still much to be done to complete the picture, and
improve the lives of African elephants in captivity. (Terkel, 1996)

It is to the living space of Paignton’s African elephant, Duchess, that
attention turns next.

living space

The mode of ordering of foresight can be traced to the most intimate spaces
of wild-life – its multi-sensual living space. Duchess has been the only
Loxodonta africana in Paignton Zoo’s collection since 1977, the female
calf of ‘wild’ parentage (sire and dame). This much can be gleaned from her
vital statistics recorded in the European EEP listing for 1996 (see figure 3.1
above). According to the Curator of mammals, she was acquired from the
much larger elephant collection at Longleat, one of Britain’s first ‘wildlife
parks’. Duchess and Gay have shared the same concrete enclosure since
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their arrival at Paignton. Her only other social interactions in this space
have been with keepers and, at a distance, with the passing public and
spectators at feeding time. Whereas most animals in the collection have a
fairly remote relationship with their keepers,

. . . with something like elephants, because it is one of the few animals
that have human contact and need it as well, there is only a certain few of
us that actually do this. . . . Because it takes a while for the elephants to
get to know someone new and it takes a while for you to get to know
them and you have to sort of build up this sort of bond between you and
the elephant because if you don’t, you have got to work safely in there
and if you can trust them because they are so strong and so powerful if
you can’t trust them . . . you know. . . . If they don’t accept you then that’s
it, you are off, you can’t do it. (J, elephant keeper, 23/9/97)

Her trunk, mouth and feet are checked first thing each day by the keepers
for signs of ill-health, but the ‘highlight’ of her daily routine centres on
feeding time, which is a public event timetabled for two o’clock in the
afternoon (see figure 3.3). The keeper’s commentary tells the assembled
crowd that Duchess consumes 60 bananas, 40–50 apples, a crate of
cabbage and a bucket of special feed mix every day. She responds to signals
from her keeper to make choreographed gestures – lifting a foot, opening
her mouth or displaying her trunk finger – to the delight of the audience.
But, like the keepers, as a spectator one is always aware of Duchess’s size
and the uncertainty of her compliance in this balance of powers in the
public eye.5

This routinized living space changed dramatically in September 1997
with the reorganization of the zoo. The elephants were the first species to
be moved to the new ‘savannah’ enclosure. The move was a moment (or, as
it turned out, 24 hours) of high anxiety for the zoo staff, particularly the
elephant keepers and the Curator of mammals, because neither Duchess
nor Gay had ever been out of their old enclosure. These anxieties were
heightened by the presence of a BBC television production unit filming the
whole procedure for broadcast in a series about zookeepers.6 The elephant
keeper was most concerned about the animals experiencing panic:

J: I mean what really concerns us is the fact they will start to panic and they
can sort of hurt themselves. Well, this is it, you know we can generally calm
them down, I mean, we have had a few panic attacks off them when we
have sort of been practising this hobbling. . . .

SW: And what are the signs of panic? How do you read it?
J: Roarings, trying to snap this chain that we have got them on, kicking out,

I mean just going into a panic. . . . We have managed to . . . get them back
under control, sort of soothe them.

SW: How do you do that?
J: Just talking to them, sort of.
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SW: They recognise your voice?
J: Hand in their mouth, stroking their tongue, just to let them know that its all

right, we are here, you know. (23/9/97)

The new enclosure is in part designed to improve the elephants’
everyday lives; loose sand to make feeding a more ‘interesting’ foraging
experience; a wallow and shower, even though the keeper was doubtful
they would be used as Duchess and Gay always hide indoors when it rains.
But their keeper seems keenly aware that if this new environment is to
‘stimulate’ them in the manner foreseen, it would only do so with practice
– by the elephants inhabiting that patterning of foresight.

All the things like the dead trees and all that in there, that we have got in
the new place. . . . that they can climb up in the mornings . . . so the
elephants can sort of feed natually rather than from the ground, make
them stretch up to feed. Whether it will work or not we don’t know, they
just might lean up and pull the branch down and feed . . . the way they
usually do. We don’t know, but at least we can sort of give them the
option. (JM, 23/9/97)

On arrival at the new savannah habitat both animals remained within the
elephant house, refusing to go outside and ‘explore’ their new enclosure.
Ordinarily this act would restrict the elephants from the public gaze, but
the new elephant house is architect-designed for internal viewing, with a

Figure 3.3 Feeding time at the elephant enclosure, Paignton Zoo
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raised public gallery so that they can see more of what goes on behind the
scenes and view the elephants even when they are sheltering from the
weather.

Judging by the experience of the September move, the stress and
disorientation that Duchess might experience by any potential re-
introduction to the wild would be traumatic. Taxonomically, she certainly
belongs to Loxodonta africana, but the elephant she has become through
her life at Paignton Zoo bears only distant relation to those of her kind at
home in the African bush, even as such living spaces are themselves being
increasingly reconfigured in the same patterning of foresight in which she is
caught up.

tales of authenticity

My second tale concerns a wildlife network which harnesses the energies of
popular interests in wildlife conservation to the performance of scientific
research ‘in-situ’, that is within the ecological complexes and social rela-
tions associated with animals’ native habitats. The public face of this
SFWE, at least until January 1998, was Earthwatch, an organization
responsible for recruiting paying volunteers to these projects – the so-called
EarthCorps.7 Its organizational ‘twin’, the Centre for Field Research (CFR),
was established shortly after Earthwatch’s inception in a Boston pub 25
years ago. The CFR is the vetting and grant-awarding agency for research
proposals from the scientific community to run projects. A programme of
some 140 Earthwatch field projects in 50 countries world-wide is approved
each year in consultations between the CFR and Earthwatch organizations
in the USA, the UK, Australia and Japan. Here, the focus is on Earthwatch
Europe and the CFR, which work from the same office in Oxford, UK.
Earthwatch Europe attracts funding from a variety of sources: the Earth-
watch membership and ‘expedition’ fees of volunteers (55 per cent), and
sponsorship from corporate (30 per cent) and institutional (15 per cent)
donors. Again, we journey through this wildlife network with the African
elephant, this time those mobilized in an Earthwatch field project on the
‘Okovango elephants’ in northern Botswana during the 1990s.

The organizational practices of these charitable conservation agencies
promote participation in scientific projects as a demonstration of ‘global
citizenship’ under the slogan ‘now you can help save the planet’
(www.earthwatch.org). However, the most potent social patterning in the
Earthwatch/CFR wildlife network is the expedition experience – making it
‘real’ both in the sense of servicing proper science and of encountering
wild(er)ness first hand. This alignment of organizational practices towards
the configuration of wildlife as experience is characterized here as a mode
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of ordering of authenticity, echoing Earthwatch’s own framing of expedi-
tion as ‘an experience you will never forget’ (Earthwatch, 1997) and ‘a
journey that may change your life’ (welcome letter to EarthCorps volun-
teers, undated).

virtual bodies

Earthwatch has been described in the travel pages of a British broadsheet
newspaper as an ‘adventure holiday’ organization (The Guardian, ‘An
awfully big adventure’, 20/5/97), but the organization itself eschews this
ecotourism label: ‘We are not a travel organisation, we are a charity and
somehow we need to find a way to differentiate ourselves from superficially
similar commercial organisations’ (EW, Marketing Director, 12/11/97). An
organizational renaming as the ‘Earthwatch Institute’, which came into
effect in its 1998 literature, has been one way to address this problem.8 At
the same time it is a self-aware appeal to the organizational culture of the
scientific community. Recruiting high-calibre scientists to its programme
has always been important for Earthwatch.

What really gives us the prestige and authority are first of all our science
advisers and trustees, and when they see who our Chairman is and they
see who our science advisers are that instantly sort of will calm any fears
they might have that we might be just another organization or whatever.
And then also the quality of the people who are leading the field projects.
Often not necessarily the individuals but the institutions the individuals
come from. So, if for instance, we were to tell people that our project in
Cameroon is done in collaboration with Kew Gardens that will obviously
give it some kind of authority. (RB, Development Director, 11/11/97)

In a context where institutional credentials are so key, the organizational
change of name asserts scientific authenticity; prestige, authority and
seriousness of purpose are all freighted by the ‘Institute’. This is, after all, a
global network for the advancement of conservation science.

Recruitment to this network is through the colourful printed and
electronic mediators of the annual Earthwatch brochure and website, in
which the virtual bodies of diverse creatures, plants and places are mobi-
lized in the programme of Earthwatch field projects across the globe – from
bees and orchids in Brazil to the forests of Bohemia. The point of entry for
this elephant tale is the 1997 glossy, large-format catalogue in which a
range of marketing devices are deployed to attract volunteers, characterized
as ‘ordinary’ members of the ‘general public’ who can pay something in the
region of US$1,000–2,000 to join one of the advertized expeditions for a
week or a fortnight (plus their own travel costs to and from the field site).
These marketing practices are finely tuned – the visual and textual vernac-
ular is carefully honed to a public that is closely monitored for its social
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profile, habits and values via Earthwatch membership procedures. In the
case of wildlife projects, animals are mobilized as photographic portraits of
individuals or groups, close-up or in scenery evocative of the promise of an
authentic experience of ‘the wild’ (see figure 3.4). As the Marketing
Director puts it:

We tried then to deal with each project in turn by firstly presenting it in a
very attractive well-designed format with a large photo which you know
again could be slightly sort of travel orientated in terms of either focusing
on the lovely place or in the case of animals obviously sort of the cuteness
factor, but we have tried to offset that by always showing sort of shots of

Figure 3.4 Earthwatch Annual expedition guide (1997)
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people working and everything else to make it, to break down the fact
that you know this isn’t just a lovely photo but you can actually be in that
photo. (EW, 12/11/97)

Like other creatures, elephants circulate as virtual bodies in the guise
of these electronic and print portraits standing for others of their kind and
for the radical otherness of wildlife and the places it inhabits. These virtual
bodies are the most potent figures in the enrolment of the paying volunteers
that make the net-work. But their powers are unequally distributed with
some portraits, like those of elephants, acting as what are known in the
trade as, ‘flagship species’ or ‘charismatic mega-fauna’. From a marketing
point of view,

. . . its again one of the projects where my work is simple. We publish the
catalogue, we include the project and we include a picture of an elephant,
people will sign up for it. Its one of the ones where it would hardly be
worth my time or money to even advertise it because its such a flagship
species and people are so interested in it that you know, my work is done
for me, people will sign up straight from the catalogue. (EW, 12/11/97)

At the same time these virtual bodies insinuate themselves into the
scientific calculus of Earthwatch field projects, complicating the clean-cut
parameters of the ‘rigorous peer-review process’ which this SFWE is at
pains to be seen to practise. In a very real sense, it is these animal portraits
that translate between the ‘hard science’ credentials of the project leaders
and the ‘inexpert’ enthusiasms of the paying volunteers. In this act of
translation, animal portraits connect very different wildlife passions and
curiosities by conjuring authenticity as a common currency of ‘being there’
and ‘getting your hands dirty’ in the fleeting space–time of the field site.
Here expertise is diffused in the mundane business of practical research:

. . . what we have tried to say in the front matter and the body of the text
is that really you don’t need any skills to join an Earthwatch project, that
everything you do need to know will be taught to you by the scientist
once you are actually out in the field and also the majority of skills are
basic data collection and it’s surprisingly easy, in fact almost too easy, to
the point of being very boring. (EW, 12/11/97)

Moreover, the programme of projects circulated in the brochure and
website arises from a coordination of marketing and scientific priorities and
practices. All projects considered for entry in the annual expeditions listing
will have had to pass the CFR’s review protocols. Potentially, these involve
any of the 11,000 names in the computer database of scientific referees held
at Oxford in the grading of project proposals although, in practice, most
traffic passes through the extensive personal network of the Scientific
Officer. The final selection of projects from the CFR’s approved list
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balances their scientific merits against marketing and financial considera-
tions. Weighting the volunteer costings of projects mobilizing flagship
species is one of the mechanisms available to Earthwatch to cross-subsidize
less ‘charismatic’ projects, and one of the factors influencing the final
profile of the expedition brochure. Here, the animal portraits carrying the
promise of an authentic wildlife experience across time and space become
calculable in dollar digits.

bodies in place

If animal portraits are the virtual wildlife currency between scientists and
volunteers in this SFWE, their coinage holds only in so far as the promised
immediacy of wildlife experience is realized in the field site – in other
words, through encounters with material bodies in place. The advertised
project must deliver these for the reputation of the Earthwatch/CFR
network to endure and its regiment of volunteers to be reinforced year on
year (some 35–40 per cent of volunteers sign up for a second project). In
1990, a biologist from Oxford University submitted a project proposal on
‘Elephants and their habitats in Northern Botswana’ to the CFR, identify-
ing its scientific coordinates as the intersection of Biology, Conservation
and Ecology. The field sites for the proposed expedition were located in the
Moremi wildlife reserve and Chobe National Park. The objective of the
research was to gain empirical data about elephants’ diets and their
interaction with vegetation which could fuel a model to predict the long-
term impacts of elephants on woodland habitats to guide conservation
management.

The project focused on various intermediaries to trace elephants in
place, counting dung balls in the field sites to calculate the number of
elephants per unit area and markers like broken branches to detect their
consumption of woody vegetation at a range of sampling sites (see figure
3.5). Over time, monitoring of plant regrowth and seedling establishment
would indicate the resilience of vegetation. In this way, the study redistrib-
uted the agency of the elephant through the mapping and counting of traces
of its metabolic presence.

The project’s scientific credentials rested on obtaining large numbers of
samples over a relatively long period of time. Its routine, relatively
unskilled research tasks perfectly suited the project to the Earthwatch
profile. Teams of volunteers could perform the basic activities associated
with transect sampling, gathering biomass and leaf litter data. The pro-
posed timing of the project, from July to September, also matched the ‘ice-
cream business’ seasonality of Earthwatch Europe’s programme and
volunteering patterns. The project was initially approved by the CFR for a
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three-year period (August 1991–93), favourable to the kind of longitudinal
analysis needed in a region susceptible to extended periods of drought.

The ‘Okavango Elephant’ project, as it was repackaged for the Earth-
watch brochure, did not in fact focus directly on the material bodies of
elephants. But the principal investigator gave some assurances of the
‘contact’ so critical to the authenticity of this wildlife network, in a
welcoming letter to potential volunteers for the second phase of the
research (1994–96) which drew on experience from the first phase.

While in the field, the tediousness of work and rough living conditions
were often compensated by the occasional sighting of elephants, lions
and buffalo (much to the PI’s demise!). Many more sightings of the
diverse wildlife in the reserves were waiting at the end of a long African

Figure 3.5 Earthcorps briefing map of ‘Okavango Elephant’ project field sites (Earthcorps

briefing pack for Okavango Elephant project, 1993)
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day during game drives. At night-time, around the camp fire we often
observed the reflections of light from the eyes of hyenas that prowled
around the camp site. (undated)

As it turned out, the 1994 season had to be abandoned because the
principal investigator was charged, and seriously injured, by an elephant in
the field. The following year was, for various reasons, to be the last for the
‘Okavango Elephant’ project. In the final report, the principal investigator
drew attention to the following research findings.

The decline in elephant densities in most plots in the period between the
dry seasons of 1992 and 1993 was coupled with a general decline in the
frequency of recent elephant damage to plants (–, 1994). However, the
increase in elephant densities in plots from 1993 to 1995 was not clearly
evident in terms of increased damage to plants. Furthermore, there was
no support for a previously derived correlation which described an
increase in elephant densities and accompanied decline in the abundance
of tall trees (–, 1994). (undated) (– author’s name removed)

In providing valid scientific data on bodies in place, volunteers energies in
collecting dung and foliage may not have been quite the ‘first-hand’ wildlife
experience they had in mind. But the elephant encounter which played a
part in bringing the project to a close endures keenly in the collective
memory of this wildlife network.

living space

A small group of people (6–8 volunteers per team, three teams per
year) brought together for a short space of time (12 days) to assemble
elephant dung and foliage in the parched landscape of northern Botswana
in the dry season embodies the EarthCorps experience. Conditions
described (from the point of view of the scientists and volunteers) as remote
and harsh expose this ‘global citizenry’ to human diseases like sleeping
sickness and malaria, which are endemic to the area, and to the heat, flies
and dust that permeate the rhythms of the southern African day for all its
inhabitants. The mode of ordering of authenticity patterns not only the
marketing and scientific activities of this SFWE but, to this extent at least,
calibrates the living spaces of elephants and humans in a common animal
currency of bodily vulnerabilities – the urgencies of water and food,
protection from the sun and wind, and rest.

For the elephants themselves, however, whose eating habits are pieced
together with such intent, the patterning of authenticity is more tellingly
insinuated into their very mortality. As the principal investigator’s welcom-
ing letter to potential volunteers on the ‘Okavango Elephant’ project put
it:
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There is concern . . . that woodland habitats could carry only a limited
number of elephants. An excess number of elephants could induce an
irreversible damage to the woodlands through the overutilization of
vegetation. Little information is known, however, about the capacity of
the region to sustain the elephant population. Such information is vital to
the local Department of Wildlife and National Parks for the development
of future management policies. (undated)

A subsequent project, ‘Botswana’s elephants’, listed in the 1997 Earth-
watch brochure under the leadership of a different scientist, puts the issue
(and lives) at stake even more starkly.

Without a serious poaching problem and without culling, Botswana’s
elephant herd has swelled to roughly 75,000, the largest in Africa. Chobe
National Park . . . harbours an estimated 30,000 elephants in its 11,000
square kilometers. Can the park support that many elephants? Park
officials are leery of culling, because they fear the surviving elephants will
become shy of tourists, a chief source of foreign currency. But during the
dry season . . . when the grasses wither, elephants turn to browse, especially
to acacia trees. Elephants strip them of bark, break branches, and push
them over. The damage is especially severe around waterholes, where large
numbers of elephants congregate. . . . Your work here is vital to resolving
two major controversies in sub-Saharan Africa – about the wisdom and
efficacy of digging more waterholes (to attract more wildlife and, hence,
more tourists) and of culling elephants. (Earthwatch, 1997: 39)

Here, the agency of elephants is admitted into this SFWE at its most
potent: as active architects of the landscape; as thoroughly social herd
creatures whose energies are distributed through their relations with others
– tourists, animals, plants and the fabric of soil and water – that configure
their living space. Ironically, this potency is carried through the Earthwatch
wildlife network by the close-up image of a charging elephant making a
trail of dust – an image shot by the leader of the ill-fated ‘Okavango
Elephant’ project (see figure 3.6). The brochure caption reads ‘You won’t
get this close to elephants you’ll watch at waterholes in Botswana’s Chobe
National Park. But you’ll be close enough to feel like you’re this close’
(Earthwatch, 1997: 39).

Once again, the balance of powers circulating in this patterning of
authenticity entangles a host of agencies – of elephants and acacias,
volunteers and park managers, dung transects and computer models – that
refuse the easy distinctions between the ‘natural’ and the ‘cultural’ even in
this ‘wilderness’. But the nomadic habits, social bonds and metabolic needs
of the creatures whose living spaces are the subject of such close scrutiny are
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increasingly being translated here, and in other social networks of con-
servation and tourism, into abstract units of consumption, drained of all the
multi-sensual business of becoming elephant. Even as their potencies nourish
the authenticity of this wildlife experience, they are being calculated as
excessive, a problem of living space that needs to be cut down to size.

Figure 3.6 Botswana’s elephants: an Earthwatch ‘wildlife experience’ (Earthwatch Annual

expedition guide, 1997)
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wildlife in performance

Instead of a single space–time, we will generate as many spaces
and times as there are types of relations. Thus, progressing along
jungle trails will not produce the same space–times as moving along
[transport] networks. . . . The difference between these trips . . .
comes from the number of others one has to take into account, and
from the nature of these others. Are they well-aligned intermedi-
aries making no fuss and no history, thus allowing smooth passage,
or full mediators defining paths and fates of their own? (Latour,
1997a: 174–5)

These two tales, of foresight and authenticity, have much to say in response
to the question of ‘what is a self’. They complicate the hyphenated
sociologies of actant-networks and spatialites of socio-technical orderings
by introducing the disruptive figure of the animal. Travelling in the
company of the African elephant through these networks of wildlife
exchange animals can be seen to be simultaneously mobilized (set in
motion) as ‘well-aligned intermediaries’, the virtual bodies circulating as
the abstract units of wildlife data and icons ‘making no fuss and no
history’, and emotive (moving on their own account) as ‘full mediators’, the
sensible and experiential inhabitants of ‘paths and fates of their own’.
Moreover, the relationship between these very different mobilizations is
configured through yet another fold in the social fabric of these wildlife
networks, the situating of animal bodies in place.

The two SFWEs explored here illustrate the diffusion of network
enrolments beyond the tidy designations of ‘ex-situ’ and ‘in-situ’ which
align their organizational practices with a bio-geography that pervades the
imaginary and infrastructure of global wildlife conservation (Jeffries,
1997). This bio-geography territorializes distinctions between the natural
and cultural, the wild and the captive, which are increasingly undermined
in the practices of conservation/science as zoos redesign their exhibition
spaces with (at least half) an eye towards captive breeding, and protected
wildlife in reserves and parks is managed ever more intensively. But just as
surely, this folding, or pleating, of network spaces also redistributes animal
subjectivity in terms of their experiential repertoire and social bonds in
ways which complicate the business of becoming elephant. Zoo animals
like ‘Duchess’ and the 30,000 or so in the herds of Chobe National Park
may be kindred under the taxon Loxodonta africana, but in many other
senses they are worlds apart. For all the scrutiny, vetinerary intervention
and population management, the elephants of Chobe still lead nomadic,
socially rich and ecologically complex lives. For all the attention to design,
stimulation and care in her new savannah enclosure at Paignton Zoo,
Duchess has become habituated to a more impoverished repertoire of
sociability, movement and life skills that will always set her apart.
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The modes and spaces of wildlife performance in these two networks
seem to me to illuminate the tensions between the ANT configuration of
agency as the distribution of material competences and the insistence of
feminist science studies on the situatedness of radically different kinds of
subjects within these networks, including that of the story-tellers (Elam,
1999). This exploration of the distribution of social agency in the SFWEs of
ISIS/Paignton zoo and Earthwatch/Okavango, in a way which endeavours
to acknowledge the positionalities of the elephants caught up in them, can
certainly be read as affirmation of Latour’s sense of subjectivity as ‘a
circulating capacity, something that is partially gained or lost by hooking
up to certain bodies of practices’ (1999b: 23). But this does not seem
enough. The important question, as Annemarie Mol suggests in relation to
her work on the distribution of social agency in medical practice, is
whether the crucial moments in this distribution ‘are not those where
‘patients’ act as an agent, but rather those where they (we) are defined,
measured, observed, listened to, or otherwise enacted? (Mol, 1999: 87).9

This is a question, I would contend, that cannot be answered without
greater attention to the diversity and particularity of subjugations of many
very differently embodied kinds that complicates the ‘they (we)’, as well as
the ‘act/enacted’, moments of this complex ontological politics. This atten-
tion to the material-discursive practices in which being is configured or, as
Karen Barad has put it, in which agential realism is sedimented, focuses
attention on the ‘real consequences, interventions, creative possibilities, and
responsibilities of interacting within the world’ (1999: 8). The multiple
ways in which elephants are on the move in the spatial formations of
wildlife exchange explored here open up these facets of the too often flat
political and ethical landscapes of ANT.
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Section 2

G o v e r n i n g S p a c e s

It is a vital concern of every State not only to vanquish nomadism but
to control migrations and, more generally, to establish a zone of
rights over an entire ‘exterior’ over all the flows traversing the
ecumenon. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988: 385)

Those of us several generations removed from the land have grown so
accustomed to its proprietorial re-mapping that the vernacular of
‘property’ now routinely confuses land itself with the specific legal
designs of exclusive forms of ownership (Hann, 1998). For the majority
of the world’s population whose livelihoods are still bound up with its
energetic vicissitudes, the distinction remains as obvious as it is vital. But
some sense of the intimate violence of private property rights as a mode
of (dis)possession is pricking even western complacencies, as we witness
new forms of bodily fragmentation and reattribution in the clamour for
intellectual property rights (IPR) in cells and genes, not least those of
‘our’ own species, attending the hyperbolic inventiveness of the post-
genomic life sciences.1 As efforts to render life amenable to appropriation
as ‘biological resources’ threaten to mesmerize us with their apparent
novelty, it is timely to recall that they observe the syntax of enclosure
that has characterized modern political ordering since the ‘mythic charter
of the demon-king of modernity’ (Fitzpatrick, 1992: 73) – Thomas
Hobbes’ Leviathan (1985 (1651)). At its starkest, the bio-political
evocation of this parable of the commons today entertains two rival
impulses: the reconstitution of the subjects and spaces of political
community through the architecture of human rights and global
commons; and the de/re-territorializations of corporeal difference within
and between human and other kinds through the technical and legal
assemblage of new forms of bodily commodity (see Petchesky, 1995).

Property is one of, if not, the primary currency of ongoing
conversations between Law and Geography (see Blomley et al., 2001).
This should come as no suprise given their shared complicity in the
cartographies of governance, commerce and science and the recalibration
of a litany of ‘exterior’ and/or ‘prior’ space–times within the coordinates
of modernity’s compelling embrace, whether those associated with the age



of empire or, today, with the rubric of global environmental management.
Critical explorations of this ‘law–space nexus’, as Nick Blomley describes
it (1994), have variously insisted that property has less to do with
defining ‘the relationship between a person and his [sic] things, than with
the relationship that arises between persons with respect to things’
(Ackerman, 1977: 26).2 Such work usefully highlights the socio-spatial
orderings effected through property rights and the spatial imaginaries
that pervade legal criteria and argumentation in determining evidence of
entitlement. In particular, it has variously focused attention on the role of
property law in (re-)fashioning social divisions and identities in terms of
‘classes’ through the axiom of labour (e.g. Tribe, 1978); ‘races’ through
the metric of civilization (e.g. Pagden, 1987); and ‘genders’ through the
register of marriage (e.g. Ferguson, 1992). But I want to suggest that,
however inadvertently, the emphatic focus on the ‘persons’ in such
accounts has occasioned a tendency to neglect the significance of the
‘things’ transacting relations between them and, more significantly, to
evacuate what David Delaney calls ‘the physicality of the law’ (2001). In
other words, while such accounts take neither the letter of the law nor
the jurisdictions it inscribes as self-evident configurations of justice or
space, they do little to unsettle the distinctions it reiterates between the
social and the material, the human and the non-human.

In the essays in this section, I want to extend the critical
conversations between geography and law by interrogating the ‘zone of
rights’ governing de/re-territorializations of the body politic in terms of
the ways in which law maps the flesh as well as the earth, complicating
the bio-geographies of belonging and exchange through which persons
and things, interiorities and exteriorities, are con-figured. Rather than
treating the slippage between the legal devices of deeds or patents and the
land or artefacts to which they pertain as a simple category mistake,
I take up Marilyn Strathern’s injunction to attend more carefully to the
legal significance of ‘the capacity to body forth the effects of creativity’
(1999a: 134) in the fabric of ‘things’ – that is to substantiate
proprietorial assemblages. Such ‘capacities’, I suggest, are distributed
achievements, articulating the exertions and affordances of heterogeneous
bodies and elements whose hybrid performance is partially and
provisionally fixed through the devices of property law (see also
Battaglia, 1994). For example, the spatial codification of ‘real’ property
as a grid-like surface finitely divisible into mutually exclusive estates is
both unimaginable and impracticable if we substitute the socio-
materialities of land for those of air or water (see Wiel, 1934). Likewise,
the practices of patent law are being metamorphosed by the socio-
materialities of ‘living things’, as their promiscuous corporealities exceed
the modality of inventiveness configured by/as wrought and machinic
artefacts (Correa, 1995).
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My argument in these chapters is that legal practices and their
durable incarnation in property devices like deeds and patents are just as
significant as those of science and technology in ‘making the cut’ between
the social and the material, through their determination of who/what
constitutes persons and things (persona and res). As ‘the basis of modern
law’ (Fitzpatrick, 1992: 82), property can be seen to play a crucial part
in governing the shifting coordinates of the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of
political community, territorialized in the nation state and configuring
who counts as a political (and proprietorial) subject, and of ‘society’ and
‘nature’ territorialized as distinct ontological domains, and configuring
what constitutes an object of property right. Not only are science and
law, technology and property, invariably complicit in effecting such
distinctions (see Black, 1998), but they exhibit compelling parallels in
their modes of ordering. For example, both are characterized by a
universalizing ambition that fashions the world as a terra incognita or
terra nullius, to which they alone bring order by effacing or subsuming
all other modes of knowledge or regulation. Furthermore, law, like
science, is inclined to efface its own practices, masquerading its
fabrications as self-evident accomplishments. It is vulnerable to critical
scrutiny only by getting up close and tracing its (un)making through the
laborious assemblage of intrepretative communities, ritual words and
phrases, documentary precedents and professional protocols;
performative achievements that are always partial, contestable and
incomplete.

Enjoining Deleuze and Guattari’s sense of the spatial and temporal
turbulence of governing socio-material flows as/through a ‘zone of rights’,
these chapters explore two provisional moments in the geo-political
contours of proprietorial enclosure. In navigating the knotty assemblage
of these events, I follow the documents that are both artefacts and
mediators of the talkative fabric of legal conduct. Chapter 4 interrogates
the European ‘settlement’ of Australia in the wake of the so-called Mabo
ruling by the Australian High Court in 1992, which overturned the legal
doctrine of ‘terra nullius’ on which the continent’s territorial governance
as both colony and Commonwealth had been premised. It traces
continuities and tensions in proprietorial justifications for the exclusion
of Aboriginal peoples from these bodies politic through parliamentary
debates in Britain in the 1830s, contemporaneous with the passage of the
South Australia Colonization Bill, and in Australia in the 1990s during
the passage of native title legislation. Chapter 5 explores the governance
of flows and spaces between nation states through the institutions of
global environmental management, focusing on the assemblage of plant
genetic resources (PGR) as a ‘heritage of humankind’. It charts the
contested efforts of the United Nation’s Food and Agriculture
Organization to establish an International Undertaking on Plant Genetic
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Resources to regulate the de/re-territorialization of beneficial rights in
PGR against the monopoly impulse of western forms of intellectual
property rights and corporate appropriation.

62 HYBRID GEOGRAPHIES: NATURES CULTURES SPACES



4

Unsettling Australia:
wormholes in territorial governance

Those people . . . who having fertile countries, disdain to cultivate
the earth and choose rather to live by rapine, are wanting to
themselves, and deserve to be exterminated as savage and perni-
cious beasts. (Emmerich de Vattel, 1916/1760: 37)

It is obviously more difficult to shoot noble savages than people who
were no better than animals, who roved over the landscape like so
much nuisance fauna. (Noel Pearson, Director Cape York Land
Council, 1993a)

first encounters

On 22 August 1770, 12,000 miles from home, Captain James Cook
planted a Union Jack on a small island in the Torres Strait off the northern
tip of a land mass then known in Europe as New Holland. This gesture, on
the aptly named Possession Island, staked the British Crown’s first claim to
sovereignty over the island’s continental neighbour against the colonizing
impulses of rival nations (Scott, 1940). On 3 June 1992 four plaintiffs from
the adjacent island of Mer, annexed by Queensland in 1879 on the
authority of Letters Patent issued by Queen Victoria, won their ten-year
battle in the Australian High Court to overturn this claim and to assert
‘that the Meriam people are entitled as against the whole world to
possession, occupation, use and enjoyment of the land of the Murray
Islands’ (ALR, 1992: 499).

Such fragile messengers of territorial governance, a flag and a docu-
ment, have had volcanic repercussions for the constitution of Australia. At
the crux of their significance lies the arcane legal doctrine of terra nullius,
literally no one’s land (Simpson, 1993). Inscribed in the still inchoate body
of eighteenth-century international law, terra nullius legitimized the
annexation of ‘uninhabited lands’ by settlement as an acknowledged



means, alongside conquest and secession, for the proper conduct of coloni-
zation by ‘civilized’ nations. Articulated here are two allied but different
moments of possession: dominium, which vests absolute jurisdiction over a
territory in the political authority of sovereign nation states, and ius, which
accords property rights of various kinds to the sovereign subjects of those
states. In the self-effacing facticity of legal terminology, ‘the law’ appears as
the simple arbiter of competing territorial claims between preconstituted
states and subjects. In practice, as the (un)settling of Australia makes clear,
the assemblage of the Law as an autonomous and unified domain is both
an outcome and an instrument of these peculiarly modern forms of political
authority, agency and territory coming into being (Fitzpatrick, 1992).

The indigenous peoples of Australia, like so many elsewhere, whose
social orderings differed from those emerging in Europe, were rendered
commensurable with colonial ambitions by being cast out of the social
altogether as ‘primitives’, ‘savages’ or ‘barbarians’ (see Pagden, 1987;
Greenblatt, 1991). Only in this way can the British assumption of sover-
eignty with the arrival of the first fleet in New South Wales, and the
subsequent vestiture of proprietary titles under English common law, be
squared with the evidence in the letters, diaries and official reports of those
who arrived in Cook’s wake, that the land they encountered was manifestly
not uninhabited.1 As the dialogue staged at the start of this chapter
between de Vattel, one of the most influential authorities in international
law in the eighteenth century, and Noel Pearson, a leader of the Aboriginal
land rights movement in Australia today, suggests, terra nullius, for all its
Latinate decorum, has been the viaduct for a barbarization of indigenous
peoples consonant with, rather than merely against the grain of, the law
(Rose, 1984). A cartoon in the Aboriginal Law Bulletin shortly after the
Mabo judgment makes this deceit at the heart of the settler-nation brutally
graphic (see figure 4.1).

The spaces of colonization were evacuated, literally and metaphor-
ically, by the practices of European settlement which incorporated the
inconvenient people they encountered into the fabric of the land they
coveted as inhabitants of the ‘state of nature’. This secular myth was
promulgated in political, legal and, later, scientific discourses which recali-
brated spatial differences in the socio-material organization of life as
temporal stages in a universal progression of ‘mankind’ such that the
spaces encountered beyond Europe became comprehensible as spaces
before Europe (McClintock, 1994). Early modern political theories of the
rise of ‘civic’ as against ‘natural man’, like Thomas Hobbes’ primal
covenant of governance (Tuck, 1979) and John Locke’s commonwealth of
proprietors (Tully, 1993), furnished new rationales for European coloniza-
tion in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by shifting this ‘state of
nature’ from a Godly estate of divine moral order to an offensive waste in
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the jurisdiction of enlightenment reason (Hulme, 1990). Scientific theories
in the nineteenth century, most notably those associated with evolution,
honed that reason into a still more potent instrument of colonization,
removing the ‘state of nature’ to an outdoor museum of remnant species
destined for extinction (Macgregor, 1993). If North America had been the
archetype of Locke’s ‘state of nature’ (Arnell, 1996), Australia was to
epitomize its evolutionary variant (Kuper, 1988) and the fictional, but all
too consequential, transposition of those who lived there from ‘noble
savages’ to ‘nuisance fauna’.

The diverse indigenous peoples of Australia found themselves trans-
fixed by their prior presence in the shifting cosmologies of European
colonization at the junction between history and biology as a relic and

Figure 4.1 Terra nullius I: the violence of ‘settlement’ (cartoonist: Andrew Ireland; Sydney

Morning Herald; reproduced from Aboriginal Law Bulletin, 1993, 3/62: 10)
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thoroughly distant human kind (Reece, 1987; Béteille, 1998). This render-
ing of Aboriginality as a categorical incarnation of ‘stone age peoples’ or
‘the lowest of the savage races’ was enthusiastically fleshed out in various
scientific enterprises, most notably that of anthropology, until well into the
twentieth century (Anderson K., 1999, 2000). But its reach went much
beyond their conventional curiosities, colouring the bureaucracies of colo-
nial and commonwealth administration and the facts and fictions of
European self-regard.2 Thus, for example, the Director of the Anthropo-
logical Institute in London at the height of empire espoused the view that
‘we may suppose that they [Australian Aborigines] represent one of the
earliest stages in the progress of mankind towards that high culture which
is exhibited by the European’ (Stanisland Wake, 1872: 84). Some 60 years
later they appeared in a popular fortnightly serial The Science of Life, this
time as one of a number of ‘divergent or retrograde forms of human life . . .
the sociological equivalents of the platypus and echidna . . . not ancestral
survivals but side branches’ (H.G.Wells et al., 1931: 864). I do not rehearse
such racist calculi to evoke an historical moment in the European discern-
ment of Australia or to rake over the practices of colonial science, but
rather to bring home their insidious familiarity in the geographies of the
‘post-colonial’ present – like the itch that harbingers a cold-sore (see
Willems-Braun, 1997; Livingstone, 1998). My purpose is to begin to work
against the spatial and temporal parameters of such accounts of Australia
which, by virtue of their own logic, would have us consign them to the safe
distance of long ago and far away.

The 1992 Australian High Court judgment, or Mabo ruling as it has
become known, after Eddie Mabo, one of the Torres Strait Islanders who
brought the case, made just such an effort to ‘put the past behind us’ in its
opening statement.

The facts as known today do not fit the ‘absence of law’ or ‘barbarian’
theory underpinning the colonial reception of the common law of
England in its relation to indigenous people. As the basis of the theory is
false in fact and now unacceptable in our society the Court should not
allow the common law to be, or to be seen to be, frozen in an age of
racial discrimination. (ALR, 1992: 409)

Even as the tidy assertions of Crown sovereignty over the Australian
colonies belied a welter of contested, and often bloody, practices of land
appropriation, occupation and use in the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries (see Reynolds, 1982, 1992), so the neat about turn in the Mabo
ruling at the close of the twentieth settled nothing. Rather, as Australian
commentators have been the first to recognize, this landmark judgment
opens up new and no less disputed configurations of the ‘commonwealth’
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which Australia aspires to be.3 In this chapter I want to map some of the
continuities and circumlocutions in the territorial governance of Australia
which disconcert the coordinates of Colonies and Commonwealth, settlers
and aborigines, waste and cultivation and make space for lags, pleats and
lacunae in its geographies of dis/possession. As well as countenancing the
commotion of passages – of families and transports, migrants and minerals,
tourists and soap operas – that thread through and against such binary
cartographies of the Australian body politic, these ‘wormholes’ admit my
own journeys into this strangely familiar continent as visible traces in this
account.

If it was the ghost of Captain Maconochie that first conjured Australia
in my geographical imagination, it was the historian Paul Carter’s book
The road to Botany Bay (1987) which focused my attention. It was one of
those books that became a rite of passage for graduate students of my
generation and one which made Australia travel in ways few academic
texts have done before or since. This self-styled ‘spatial history’ traces the
practices of place-naming – explorations, surveys, maps, inventories –
which he argues brought Australia into being, as against simply ascertain-
ing something which was already there. For Carter, this kind of history
‘begins and ends in language’ (1987: xxiii) and the portable inscriptions
which aligned the land to their makers’ passing intent. His account of
Geography as a praxis of earth-writing found a warm reception in a
discipline just then beginning an energetic engagement with the politics of
representation, and which later solidified into something of an orthodoxy
in cultural geography (see Thrift, 1991). The kinds of geographies that
move me, then and now, do not sit comfortably in such prohibitively
meaningful worlds but they prefigured my first journey to Australia some
five years later in important ways. Not least, it was at an early conference
exploring these approaches at University College London in 1987 that
I first met Jane Jacobs, newly arrived from Australia to start her doctoral
research here, whose work and friendship drew me closer to her country.4

Like Carter, I want to map the unsettling of Australia not as a process
of un-making history ‘where the past has been settled even more effectively
than the country’ (1987: xx), but of history continually in the making. In
the Bergsonian terms which have so influenced such alternative histor-
icities, this means acknowledging ‘the continuous progress of the past
which gnaws into the future and which swells as it advances’ (Bergson,
1983/1907: 498). But I want also to counter their shared tendency to treat
space as an immobilizing dimension in which the infinitely creative business
of history is brought to earth and somehow rendered inert. If territoriality
is to be appreciated in performative terms, then this repudiation of history
as a uni-directional sequence of events has to be matched with a repudia-
tion of geography as a uni-versal plane on which such a history unfurls (see
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Massey, 1999a). The hectic patterns of very different kinds of comings and
goings, encounters and separations, occupations and dwellings in which
territoriality inheres, fold space as well as time in multiple, relational and
provisional configurations. In these complicated space–times there are, as
Nigel Thrift has put it, ‘no stable and complete orders, only tentative and
fractional orderings’ (1999: 302).

Where Carter’s spatial history provides clear directions to Botany Bay,
there are few signposts to Wagga Wagga or dual places, like Uluru/Ayer’s
Rock, and no bearings at all for the places that non-European (even non-
British) migrants have made their home. In other words, it maps an
Australia in which the colonial spatiality of discovery/naming becomes
omnipresent, categorically displacing ‘Aborigines’ to a nostalgic hunter-
gatherer past and confining ‘migrants’ to the terrain of British settlement
(see also Gelder and Jacobs, 1995). Part of the problem I think is precisely
Carter’s insistence on the primacy of language and his pre-occupation with
naming as a definitive spatial practice, which mimic the colonial impulse to
empty the world out and render it legible in European terms.5 I shift
emphasis here to other spatial practices in the constitution of Australia,
notably those of sovereignty and property, in which the word is a no less
potent but much more uncertain and situated agent of territorial govern-
ance. Most obviously, the polished formalities of the letter of the law and
parliamentary statute permit as much as they restrict the latitude for
(re)inscribing territorializations. But, just as significantly, percolating
through territorialities of any kind are more visceral, fraught and tacit
practices which connect bodies and soils, identities and places, in ways that
disrupt the scripted geometries of dis/possession and admit more heteroge-
neous geographies of belonging.

In this chapter I interrogate conflicting efforts to renegotiate the
colonial settlement of Australia as it configures ‘the land’ and ‘the native’ in
the fabric of the nation. I work this interrogation through an interweaving
of three documentary moments in the territorialization of Australia: the
seven judgments (one dissenting) comprising the 1992 Australian High
Court (Mabo) ruling itself; the Australian parliamentary debates (in the
House of Representatives and the Senate) which culminated in the Native
Title Act of 1993; and the 1836–37 British House of Commons Select
Committee Report on Aborigines (British settlements) which deliberated
the impact of settlement on Aboriginal peoples in the midst of Australian
colonization.6 I am less interested in the textuality of these documentary
moments than in their fallibility as mediators in the assemblage of sover-
eignty and property and the cartographies of the nation which they freight.
My purpose is to highlight the eddies and fissures in the territorialization of
socio-material relations which overspill and undermine the borders of their
scriptual intent.
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unquiet lands: (dis)locations in the body of the law

[We need to get] rid of the assumption that the ownership of land
naturally breaks itself up into estates, conceived as creatures of
inherent legal principle. (Justices Dean and Gauldron, ALR, 1992:
441, para. G)

In discharging its duty to declare the common law of Australia, this
court is not free to adopt rules that accord with contemporary
notions of justice and human rights if their adoption would fracture
the skeleton of principle which gives the body of our law its shape and
internal consistency. (Justice Brennan, ALR, 1992: 416, para. E)

My first visit to Australia (October–November 1993) coincided with the
frenzied political climax of the Government’s legislative response to the
Mabo judgment in which the ruling Labor Party, in uneasy alliance with a
handful of Democrats and Greens and against a bitter Opposition coalition
of Liberal and National Parties, steered its Native Title Bill on to the statute
book just before Christmas in 1993 (see figure 4.2). This legislative process,
like the Mabo judgment itself, was mindful of international as well as
national agendas. Prime Minister Paul Keating used the Australian launch
of the UN International Year for the World’s Indigenous People in Redfern,
Sydney in December 1992 to peg Australia’s laggardly record on indi-
genous land rights and governance to those of other settler-nations (Abor-
iginal Law Bulletin, 1993).

Based in Melbourne and travelling by car and plane around Victoria,
New South Wales and ACT (Australia Capital Territory), sometimes in the
company of Jane Jacobs, I became keenly aware of a land that exceeds its
settlement. One journey in particular brought this home forcefully. Return-
ing to Canberra to catch a plane back to Melbourne after a weekend spent
in the spectacular Blue Mountains north-west of Sydney, replete with
heritage sites and tourist trails, we decided on impulse to take the ‘scenic
route’ to the airport. Within an hour the orderly tarmac came to an abrupt
end and the comfort of our hirecar succumbed to the dust and craters,
bends and forks of a dirt track. A two-hour motorway trip turned into a
six-hour cross-country epic that bore no relation to the distance on the map
and reduced us to nervous silence as our flight time came and went and an
unlit darkness fell.

During these travels, talk of Mabo and native title was everywhere but
Aboriginal voices were confined in my hearing to the television, radio and
newspapers. This reinforced an immediate and enduring impression from
the documentary records of legal and parliamentary proceedings that the
rhetorical evocation of Aboriginal people, who are constantly spoken
about or ‘for’ through personal or expert European witness, resounds with
their absence (see de Certeau, 1985). This ghostly effect is all too apparent
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in the materials I interrogate here and comes into focus in the second part
of the chapter which deals with the shifting place of ‘the native’ in the
governance of the nation. In this first section I want to deal with the other
dimension of territoriality, the land itself, which by virtue of its own
liveliness and the vicissitudes of possessory practices is never finally or
completely settled.

Grand theories and conventional wisdoms of various kinds have cast
private property in heroic terms, as a geometric mantle levelling the rude
earth before the irresistable and comprehensive advance of colonialism
(and/or capitalism, civilization, modernity).7 Thus incorporated into the
law, land appears synonymous with property; an isotropic plane parcelled
up into discrete and mutually exclusive estates (Blomley, 1994). But as the
fragments from the Mabo judgment which open this section suggest, in
practice the ‘lay of the land’ and the ‘body of the law’ are neither as quiet
nor as seamlessly interwoven as such accounts would have it. Rather, land
is a much more energetic configuration of earth and air, water and
minerals, animals and plants, as well as people than a surface area
contained by lines on a map (Ingold, 1986: 147). I want to explore two
currents in the more fluid possessory landscape that this documentary
moment admits and which, through the political networks of parliamen-
tary debate and legislation, were channelled in contested and provisional
ways in the Native Title Act 1993. First, the performative nature of
territoriality is nowhere more evident than in the convolutions of common
law which infuse the Mabo judgment. Here I pick up on one of the most
significant dis-locations between its transposition from England with the
first fleet and its assumption of a distinctively Australian habit in the Mabo
case, namely, the disturbance of the relationship between sovereignty and
property as coincident parameters of ‘settlement’. Secondly, the proprietory
landscape is complicated by a variety of legal rights which fall short of
freehold, the gold standard of private property,8 and which configure
different kinds of entitlement to various substantive qualities and capacities
of the land, often in relation to the same area or plot (Simpson, 1986).
I consider the implications of the majority judgment’s cautious admission
of this ‘proprietary pluralism’ for the accommodation of native title within
the same universe of partial and provisional land rights as a host of ‘settler’
titles in Australia, from pastoral leases and mining licenses to squatter
grants and game permits.

Common law as it came to be understood by the end of the eighteenth
century rested on the pronouncements of judges whose proceedings sub-
jected heterogeneous practices to rulings made ‘permanent and certain’ in
the legal record (Fitzpatrick, 1992: 60–2).9 But for all these efforts to
regularize it as written or positive law, common law then and now bears
the hallmark of ‘customary’ modes of justice and, as a consequence, is less
conventional and more amenable to the variability of circumstance than
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public or statute law (Murphy, 1994). One of the most well-worn common
law maxims, that ‘possession is nine tenths of the law’ (see Epstein, 1979),
pricked the consciences of many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English
commentators witnessing the dispossession of the labouring poor by the
parliamentary enclosures of the commons at home and of native peoples by
the colonial ‘settlement’ of foreign lands.10 Sir William Blackstone, a
leading contemporary legal figure, for example, was moved to ask:

So long as it [colonization by settlement] was confined to the stocking
and cultivation of desert uninhabited countries, it kept strictly within the
limits of the law of nature. But how far the seising on countries already
peopled, and driving out or massacring the innocent and defenceless
natives, merely because they differed from their invaders in language, in
religion, in customs, in government, or in colour; how far such a conduct
was consonant to nature, to reason, or to christianity, deserved well to be
considered by those who have rendered their names immortal by thus
civilizing mankind. (Blackstone, 1803/1765, ch. 1: 7)11

In the colonial context his question was largely rhetorical, although it was
vigorously taken up by the House of Commons Select Committee on
Aborigines (British Settlements) which held such a system of colonization
to be ‘based upon a principle of unrighteousness’ (BPP, 1836: 515). But it
becomes pivotal to the Mabo judges’ declaration of the common law of
Australia and is cited by the leading judge, Justice Brennan, in his ruling
(ALR, 1992: 418, para. D).

The majority judges held that Aboriginal land rights had not been
extinguished by the assumption of Crown sovereignty but, more than this,
that these antecedent rights represented a ‘burden’ on the Crown from the
first under the provisions of English common law. Justice Brennan (with the
majority) sought repeatedly to underline that

As the Governments of the Australian Colonies and, latterly, the Govern-
ments of the Commonwealth, States and Territories have alienated or
appropriated to their own purposes most of the land in this country
during the last 200 years, the Australian Aboriginal peoples have been
substantially dispossessed of their traditional land. They were dispos-
sessed by the Crown’s exercise of its sovereign powers to grant land to
whom it chose and to appropriate to itself the beneficial ownership of
parcels of land for the Crown’s purposes. . . . Their dispossession
underwrote the development of the nation. . . . It is appropriate to
identify [these] events . . . in order to dispel the misconception that it is
the common law rather than the action of Governments which made
many of the indigenous people of this country trespassers on their own
land. (ALR, 1992: 434 passim)

For the first time in Anglo-Australian jurisprudence the Mabo judgment
disentangled sovereignty and property and opened up the space between
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the Crown’s radical title to the territory of the colony, a matter of public
law, and its absolute beneficial title to the land, the jurisdiction of the
common law (Edgeworth, 1994). This space also served to demonstrate the
distance the High Court of Australia had come from the feudal vestiges of
English law which it had inherited and to assert its independence in
declaring the common law of Australia. Accounting for the majority
judges’ departure from previous High Court rulings on the issue, Justice
Brennan went so far as to note that

it is not immaterial to the resolution of the present problem that, since
the Australia Act 1986 (Cth) came into operation, the law of this country
is entirely free of Imperial control. The law which governs Australia is
Australian law. (ALR, 1992: 416 para. F)

It is this interval between sovereignty and property that furnished the
majority judges with the legal grounds to admit the existence of Aboriginal
land rights into Australian common law, in circumstances where these had
not been expressly extinguished by valid Crown grants or statutory acts.
Vacant Crown land and, by extension, Crown land with invalid or expired
third-party leases or licenses, thus became subject to native title claims (see
figure 4.3).12

Moreover, in the course of their deliberations four of the majority
judges variously queried the privileged status of cultivation in European
political and legal theory as the only hallmark of proprietary interest
capable of recognition at common law.13 Citing precedents from North
American Courts and the International Court of Justice, Justice Toohey
argued that

It is presence amounting to occupancy which is the foundation of the title
and which attracts protection, and it is that which must be proved to
establish title . . . not the occupation of a particular society or way of life.
(ALR, 1992: 486: para. B)

This broader definition of occupancy required proof of the meaningful use
of land ‘from the point of view of the members of the society [of users/
claimants]’ (ALR, 1992: 486 para. C). It opened the way to acknowledging
more varied and robust forms of native title in accordance with traditional
uses, rights and obligations, irrespective of whether or not they conformed
to ‘English or European modes or legal notions’ (Justices Deane and
Gauldron, ALR, 1992: 441 para. C).14

In their different ways, then, the majority judges in the Mabo case
make tentative trails across the ‘unbridgeable gulf’ between Aboriginal and
European territorial practices, belaboured by anthropologists (see Ingold,
1986) and popularized by travel writers like Bruce Chatwin (1987).
Consonant with their efforts to establish an autonomous jurisprudence,
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they moved cautiously towards incorporating the traditional customs of
indigenous peoples into the corpus of Australian common law. But, as we
saw at the start of this section, the interval between sovereignty and
property also marks the junction at which the High Court judges set about
plastering over the cracks that their own deliberations had exposed in the
‘body of the law’ by affirming Australia’s territorial integrity as a sovereign
nation and ruling challenges to the acquisition of Crown sovereignty
outside their jurisdiction (Patton, 1996; Reynolds, 1998).

Figure 4.3 Official map of land tenure in Post-Mabo Australia (adapted from Gelder and Jacobs,

1998: 140)
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Unsurprisingly, the Mabo ruling provoked consternation among those
in the mining and pastoral industries who felt their territorial interests were
compromised, as well as the legislatures of States dominated by these
industries and in which the majority of native title claims could be
anticipated.15 Habitual champions of ‘law and order’, they now impugned
the High Court for indulging in ‘judicial activism’ and overturning ‘two
hundred and five years of settled land law’ (see, for example, Michael Cobb
(NSW, National Party), Hansard (HoR), 24/11/93: 3587; Morgan, 1992).
At the same time Mabo gave unprecedented grounds for hope in the long
struggle of indigenous Australians to recover their stake in the country.
While this stake was strategically focused in the statutory networks of
Aboriginal representation, like the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders
Commission (ATSIC) on advancing native land rights, it was taken by
others to embrace the larger questions of self-governance and sovereignty
(see, for example, Mansell, 1992; Pearson, 1993b).

The Government of the day shared the High Court’s inclination to
distance Australia from its colonial ties. Prime Minister Paul Keating,
introducing the Native Title Bill on its first reading in Parliament, put it
with characteristic verve.

Mr Speaker, some seem to see the High Court as having just handed
Australia a problem. The fact is that the High Court has handed this
nation an opportunity . . . [for us to] make the Mabo decision an historic
turning point: the basis of a new relationship between indigenous and
other Australians. (Hansard (HoR), 16/11/93: 2877)

While seeking to ‘protect native title to the maximum extent practicable’
(ibid.), the Government’s legislative process, unlike the proceedings of the
High Court, had to negotiate the political hurdles of securing a majority in
parliamentary divisions, countering the opposition of major interest groups
and State legislatures, and holding on to the Labor Party’s electoral
support.16 The outcome, inevitably, was a compromise which saw the
‘practicability’ of protection for native title restricted by stringent criteria
for determining who qualified as ‘native’ (which are taken up below) and
by assurances to other land owners that their titles were secure, which went
beyond those signalled in the Mabo judgment. Those forms of property
exempt from native title claims were defined in the Bill, and by the Prime
Minister, at the outset.

Only validated freehold grants, residential, commercial and pastoral or
agricultural leases, and validated Crown actions basically involving
public works, will extinguish Native Title. Naturally, existing reserva-
tions for the benefit of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people will be
preserved. (Hansard (HoR), 16/11/93: 2879)
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Notwithstanding these compromises, the parliamentary debates are
marked by a persistent tension between Government efforts to protect
legislatively the extant native title rights now recognized at common law,
and a concerted Opposition strategy which sought to cast the legislation as
an attempt to ‘create’ a new form of land right specific to Aboriginal people
that threatened the proprietory interests of other Australians and the
integrity of the nation.17 The Senate Labor Party leader Gareth Evans
insisted, for example, that

I would not wish it to be thought that the existence and recognition of
native title is itself a special measure, because that native title is part of
the common law of the land. It is no different in its essential character
from other kinds of proprietary right recognized as a matter of common
law. (Hansard (Senate), 16/12/93: 5030)

Several of his colleagues in the House of Representatives, like backbencher
Neville Newell (NSW, Labor Party), argued that common law native title
did not threaten other land titles but could, as it already did under the
statutory provisions operating in several national parks, like Uluru and
Kakadu, co-exist with mining or pastoral interests.

The native title bill is not, as the opposition would have us believe, a
‘land grab’ or a ‘free-for-all’. It is simply a recognition under common
law of the traditional rights and interests of the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander community. It is not a vehicle that will open Australia up
to farcical land claims, nor is it a bill that will end Australia’s mining or
agricultural operations. There are many examples of mining operations
on traditional aboriginal land where the local aboriginal people and the
mining company enjoy a very harmonious relationship. (Hansard (HoR),
25/11/93: 3723)

But the supple understanding of law, land and history which such
arguments, like the Mabo judgment itself, implied was met with an
instinctive, and sometimes cynical, incomprehension by Opposition speak-
ers whose interventions recite a variety of cherished certainties, three of
which echo through the Hansard record like choral refrains. First, that such
a ‘radical new’ departure in the law of the land should be the prerogative of
Parliament and not the High Court. Thus, for example, Senator Short
(Victoria, Liberal Party), argued that

Overturning terra nullius and establishing a new form of land right,
native title, regardless of whether one thinks it’s a good or bad idea, is
surely the proper responsibility of parliament and the people and not of
the judiciary. (Hansard (Senate), 15/12/93: 4709)

Secondly, that native title legislation threatened investment in, and exploi-
tation of, the land – the ‘bedrock’ of Australia’s economic prosperity.
Senator Calvert (Tasmania, Liberal Party), for example, charged that
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Something like 330 million hectares, or about 43 percent of our total
land, are held under pastoral lease. . . . The bill will provide native
titleholders with the right to veto and impede the economic development
of such land. This will place directly at risk some of our large export
earning industries. (ibid., 15/12/93: 4695)

And thirdly, that the clock could not now be put back to rectify past
injustices (however regrettable, etc.). As Senator MacGibbon (Queensland,
Liberal Party), for example, observed

With the best will in the world we cannot go back and correct the wrongs
of years ago. . . . Let us not bog ourselves down, flagellating ourselves
about the wrongs that occurred in the past. They are beyond change; they
just cannot be altered. (ibid., 15/12/93: 4704)

After all the talk of an ‘historic moment’ with which speaker after
speaker, whether for or against the legislation, prefaced their contribution
to the long hours and late nights of parliamentary debate, the final pro-
visions of the Native Title Act assented to on 24 December 1993 pertained
to less than a quarter of the land area and 7 per cent of indigenous people,
whose total numbers amount to under 2 per cent of the Australian
population. For its most reactionary opponents, Native Title remained a
contradiction in terms. For many indigenous Australians displaced over
several generations from their cultural ties with the land, it proved legally
and socially remote. But, perhaps the most troubling legacy of the 1993 Act
was that it reiterated the settler–native parameters of the nation even as the
Government sought to shift the political terrain of post-Mabo Australia
towards a more heterogeneous and fluid accommodation of indigenous and
migrant passages and to realign its place in the world from a European
antipodes to an Asian neighbour.

unruly subjects: (re)placing the ‘native’ in the nation

Most average suburban whites in this country can expect to live
their lives without ever meeting one of this country’s original inhab-
itants. They will never talk to an Aboriginal Australian, let alone know
one. (Chris Pyne (South Australia, Liberal Party), Hansard (HoR),
24/11/93: 3516)

Policy makers must accept that indigenous people are not a special
category of disadvantaged souls who require attention or even
caring and gentleness. We are peoples with rights and imperatives
of our own. (Mick Dodson, ATSIC Social Justice Commissioner,
Sydney Morning Herald, 9/5/95)

During my second visit to Australia (April–May 1997) I was invited to
Rockhampton, a rural town in tropical central Queensland, to give a
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seminar in the Social Sciences Faculty at the University campus there at the
same time as the town was hosting ‘Beef ‘97’. This bi-annual gathering is
simultaneously a national celebration of cattle cultures and communities
and an international forum for the promotion of the Australian beef
industry. An ‘international visitor’s’ pass had been arranged for me to join
a group of south-east Asian government delegates at a lunch, followed by a
display of ‘traditional dancing’ in a nearby Aboriginal cultural centre. It
was a surreal and uncomfortable occasion for an out-of-place ‘Pommie’
woman. In the company of several, mainly Korean and Filipino, officials
(and their wives) intent on breeding stock and bull semen I met for the first
time a handful of the people who inhabit the designations ‘aborigine’
and ‘pastoralist’ that populate the parliamentary record. Beef ‘97 had
also brought the campaign entourage of Pauline Hanson’s ‘One Nation’
Party to town, peddling her white Australia invective on home turf
(http://www.onenation.com.au). She was met by a vocal crowd of protest-
ors, indigenous Australians among them, but there was no doubting the
resonance of her message with these cattle farmers’ collective sense of
themselves as a beleaguered minority.18 This place was a long way from the
cosmopolitan streets of Melbourne and Sydney and the cool corridors of
government in Canberra. I was left wondering whether the folk attending
Beef ‘97 were that much more familiar to ‘most average suburban whites’
than the ‘Aborigines’ habitually cast as strangers in the nation and whose
presence is measured in terms of welfare rather than rights.

Twin descendents of the colonial antonym of ‘settler’ and ‘native’, the
designations ‘pastoralist’ and ‘aborigine’ continue to configure the territo-
rial practices and imaginaries of Australia through their antagonistic
enfolding in the land. With the magnetism of a compass their categorical
polarity gives the country its bearings, reiterating the contours of belonging
and the spaces of dis/possession even as the people these categories purport
to describe slip their moorings or re-cognize themselves as social minor-
ities.19 How can such a culturally diverse and overwhelmingly urbanized
society still be in thrall to this terrene binary? How is it articulated in the
impossible polity of the ‘average Australian’ and with what consequences
for ongoing efforts to renegotiate the place of the ‘native’ in the governance
of the nation? I want to address these questions here by tracing (dis)
continuities in the configuration of ‘settler/pastoralists’ and ‘native/
aborigines’ between the deliberations of the Australian Parliament during
the passage of the Native Title Act 1993 and those of the British House of
Commons Select Committee on Aborigines of 1836–37, some 160 years
before. This is a wormhole travelled by several Commonwealth parlia-
mentarians and Mabo judges in the tracks of one of Australia’s most
influential historians, Henry Reynolds.

Having admitted native title into Australian common law and deter-
mined that its content ‘must be ascertained as a matter of fact by reference
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to [the traditional] laws and customs’ of native titleholders predating the
advent of British Settlement (ALR, 1992: 429), the High Court left the
detailed business of establishing and regulating native title to the ‘evolu-
tion’ of case law (see Bartlett, 1993). One of the primary purposes of the
1993 Native Title Act was to put more flesh on these rudimentary common
law bones. The Act defined native title as

. . . the communal, group or individual rights and interests of Aboriginal
peoples or Torres Strait Islanders in relation to land or waters where:
(a) the rights and interests are possessed under the traditional laws

acknowledged, and the traditional customs observed, by the Aborig-
inal peoples or Torres Strait Islanders; and

(b) the Aboriginal peoples or Torres Strait Islanders, by those laws and
customs, have a connection with the land or waters; and

(c) the rights and interests are recognized by the common law of
Australia. (Native Title Act 1993, Part 15 ‘definitions’, clause 223
(1): 104)

At the same time, ‘Aboriginal peoples’ are defined in the Act as ‘peoples of
the Aboriginal race of Australia’ (ibid., clause 253: 122) who, as numerous
speakers recall, were specifically excluded from the Constitution of the
Australian nation drawn up in 1901 and only gained the formal status and
rights of citizenship following a public referendum in 1967.20

The common ground between the political parties, such as it was, lay
in their acknowledgement of the widespread incidence of poverty and
social exclusion among Aboriginal communities today, in terms of any
number of indices of health, education and standard of living. Hansard also
records occasional references to the regular audience of Aboriginal observ-
ers in the public galleries, and the influence of a close working relationship
with the ATSIC on the language adopted by Government proponents of
the Bill, particularly that of ministers (Dodson, 1994). But these feint
Aboriginal presences in the parliamentary performance of the nation are
overshadowed in the Hansard record by a more insistent spectre – racism.
The ‘R word’, as one parliamentarian coyly refers to it, smoulders through
the typeface in angry exchanges and mutual loathings and lurks behind a
patina of self-censorship on the part of leading Opposition speakers who
complain that their views on ‘Aboriginality’ have been stifled by a prevail-
ing climate of ‘political correctness’ (see, for example, Tim Fischer (Leader
of the Australian National Party), Hansard (HoR), 23/11/93: 3425).21

The Native Title Act 1993, like the Mabo ruling, explicitly rejected the
‘legal social darwinism’ that had consigned Aboriginal people to a position
‘too low on the scale of social organisation’ to constitute an effective polity.
The machinery of native title tribunals set out in the Act sought to extend
the evidentiary repertoire, and the role of Aboriginal expertise in its
interpretation, to reinforce the High Court’s tentative incorporation of
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indigenous laws and customs into Australian common law. However, the
legalistic vocabulary of ‘native title’ which both adopt and the lingering
purchase of race as a categorical marker of Aboriginality nourished more
practised prejudices invested in the term ‘native’ and in those it designates,
with which this chapter began (see Pearson, 1993c: 78). In the careful
wording of the Act, and the Court, Aboriginal genealogy of itself does not
constitute evidence of native title. The primary criteria of ‘a continuous
connection to the land’ placed the onus of proof on the performative
continuity or practical observance of traditional laws and customs pre-
dating ‘settlement’ by community members today, however fragmented or
dispersed they had become (Keon-Cohen, 1993).22 As the Labor Party
Leader in the Senate explained in rejecting a proposed Green Party
amendment to these provisions in the Bill,

we see a continuing connection of some kind, not necessarily physical,
with the area in question in accordance with their customs and laws still
needing to be established. . . . Where, for example, a particular sacred site
is on the land in question . . . that site may be inaccessible [due to fencing,
for example], but it still has dreaming stories about it which form part of
the continuing character of the particular community and while that
community may be physically detached from the sacred site, that site is
still very much a part of the community’s ongoing cultural environment.
(Senator Gareth Evans, Hansard (Senate), 16/12/93: 5347 and 5349)

Cross-party acknowledgement that only a fraction of the already small
number of indigenous Australians were likely to benefit from native title
under the provisions of the Act arose in large part from this distinction
between genealogy and cultural practice.

The legal significance of the term ‘native title’, as a fragile but
continuous thread of recognition that the indigenous peoples of colonized
territories observed their own proprietory laws and customs, was easily
corrupted. Undaunted by the climate of ‘political correctness’ or the ‘7 per
cent’ estimate of potential beneficiaries, some Opposition speakers per-
sisted in framing the legislation in racial terms. Peter Slipper (Queensland,
Liberal Party) was not alone in declaring it ‘racist’, amounting to ‘apartheid
in reverse’ by giving

. . . one group of Australians virtually a blank cheque at the expense of
other Australians. In other words, all Australians are equal, but some are
more equal than others. (Hansard (HoR), 23/11/93: 3475)

But others of his Coalition colleagues were more concerned by the porosity
of the racial categories sustaining this perverse analogy, and which could
open native title up to all manner of ‘Aboriginal pretenders’. For Senator
Panizza (Western Australia, Liberal Party), for example, any ‘dilution’ of
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the supposed geneological parameters of ‘Aboriginality’ threatened to swell
the ranks of claimants alarmingly if left unchecked.

As the years go by what will happen to the degree of Aboriginality? . . .
in the racing game, the cattle industry or anything like that, entries are
out of the stud book after four generations. I want to know what will be
the minimum claim for Aboriginality in 99 years time? (Hansard (Sen-
ate), 16/12/93: 5473)23

While for some, like Raymond Braithwaite (Queensland, National Party),
it was the possibility that Aboriginality might not be confined to a matter
of genealogy that seemed to be most troubling:

A lot of people want to know what Aboriginality is. . . . As I understand
it, if I were accepted by an Aboriginal community and were prepared to
accept Aboriginal ways and live with that Aboriginal community, I could
be classified as an Aboriginal. (Hansard (HoR), 25/11/93: 3751)

Such nostalgic urges to cement the place of the ‘native’ in the Austra-
lian body politic by evoking the certainties of a racially fortified categoriza-
tion of Aboriginality expose their own treacherousness. They also mark the
discursive limits of this Parliament, attracting cross-party opprobrium and
locating ‘the R word’ at the extremities of the Opposition benches. But the
malignance of such obdurate racism constantly overspills these convenient
confines in the pages of Hansard, lingering in a widely held conviction that
‘the’ Aboriginal relationship to land was ‘too unsophisticated’ to involve
any form of ownership. It is a conviction that ripples through the ‘com-
monsense’ currency of conservative Australian opinion in which the famil-
iar itch of the ‘primitive’ and the universal pretensions of a Eurocentric
definition of property is given a new twist, characterized by Gelder and
Jacobs as the ‘new racism’ (1998). The political and legal encoding of
property in Europe, as we saw in the previous section, privileges settled
cultivation. This privileging itself presumes and reinforces a conceptual
separation between the realms of society and nature, and their mutual
reordering through the vortex of labour. Mapped back into and through
the racialization of ‘Aborigines’, this proprietorial assemblage is as compli-
cit in displacing them from the company of ‘civilized men’ into that of de
Vattel’s ‘roving beasts’ as any scientific enterprise (see Vogel, 1988).24 As
the maveric former Liberal Party Senator, Fred Chaney, remarked of his
fellow Western Australians in a series of media interviews during the Native
Title debates,

The idea that Aboriginals have some rights of their own, as against
privileges which are given to them by a benevolent government, is quite
foreign to Western Australian thinking. . . . An attitude [remains] that
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Aboriginals can almost be treated like kangaroos and simply moved on
whenever there is a competing (land) use. (quoted by Chris Haviland
(NSW, Labor Party), Hansard (HoR), 23/11/93: 3484)

The self-fulfilling and long-buried premise of this posture, for all its
twists and turns, is one of the most resilient threads connecting Colonial
and Commonwealth parliamentary deliberations. Just as its traces are
exposed by those opposing the repudiation of this premise in the Mabo
ruling and Native Title legislation in the Australian Parliament today, so
the record of voices against the grain of the colonial Acts of the nineteenth-
century British Parliament complicate its historical career. The salience of
property to the racialization of Aboriginal peoples is illustrated with
unselfconscious clarity by a sequence of questions and answers in the
evidence of Archdeacon Broughton to the British House of Commons
Select Committee in 1835 on the treatment of Aborigines in New South
Wales.

Q: Have they any property, properly so-called?
A: No property; they wear a portion of clothing which those in the interior can

scarcely be said to do.
Q: Nothing like assignments of land have been made to them?
A: They were made by Governor Macquarie, but it was found impossible to

attach them to the soil.
Q: They were totally averse to cultivating then?
A: Quite averse to permanent labour of any sort. I should say, that they have a

notion among themselves of certain portions of the country belonging to their
own particular tribe; they have frequently said to me that such a part was
their property; but that is all assigned now to Europeans. (BPP, 3/8/1835:
paras 232–234)

In the same vein various Opposition speakers in the Australian parliament
sought to confine the purchase of the Mabo ruling on Native Title to the
Murray Islands on the grounds that the Meriam people who brought the
case were ‘gardeners’ who cultivated family plots, whereas ‘mainland
Aborigines’ had no such appreciable traditions.25

However, this apparent continuity of reasoning belies significant dis-
crepancies in the ways it was pursued and the conclusions drawn by these
distant sets of parliamentarians. In the Australian Native Title debate,
numerous Opposition speakers confidently recite as a matter of settled
historical fact that

. . . [Australia’s] native inhabitants did not intensely utilise their land, as
much as simply traversing it, living as a nomadic people. . . . The reason
that no treaties were made does not represent a denial of Aboriginal
existence but, rather, that there was no leadership or cultural structure
with which to negotiate. (Tim Fischer (Leader of the National Party),
(Hansard (HoR), 23/11/93: 3425)
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The equally incontrovertible corollary, they conclude, was the legal incor-
poration of this ‘fact’ in the doctrine of terra nullius which legitimated

the acquisition of any territory inhabited by peoples whose civilisation
was thought to be less developed in terms of ownership of property or
political organisation. (Senator Hill (Senate Leader of the Opposition),
Hansard (Senate), 14/12/93: 4578)

The Report of the British Parliamentary Select Committee over 150 years
earlier covers the same ground but to very different effect.

Such indeed is the barbarous state of these people, and so entirely
destitute are they even of the rudest forms of civil polity, that their claims,
whether as sovereigns or proprietors of the soil, have been utterly
disregarded. The land has been taken from them without the assertion of
any other title than that of superior force and by the commissions under
which the Australian colonies are governed. (BPP, 1837: 84)

This account of the contemporary colonial perception of the political
organization of Aboriginal society is familiar but its import resides in the
settlers’ unjustifiable response to the situation. Far from constituting
legitimate grounds for their dispossession, the Committee argued that

So far as the lands of the aborigines are within any territory over which
the dominium of the Crown extends the acquisition of them by Her
Majesty’s subjects, upon any title of purchase, grant or otherwise, from
their present proprietors should be declared null and void. (BPP, 1837:
78)

It was a conclusion more in tune with the Mabo ruling than with the
comfortable histories of its parliamentary critics, and which identified a
remedial course of action more radical than anything in the Native Title
legislation.

As this disconcerting conjunction of racisms suggests, the dis-
placement of Aboriginal peoples in the Australian polity who, by definition,
were ‘there first’ is configured in and through their relations with the cate-
gorical figure of the ‘settler’ which harnesses the land to a homogeneous
territorial imaginary and, thereby, occupies the space of the nation. This
imaginary has been nourished for most of this century by a white Australia
immigration policy, pursued by successive Commonwealth Governments
until the Whitlam Labor administration dismantled it in 1972 (Markus,
1994). The National and Liberal Parties perpetuate this territorialization of
the ‘settler’ today by representing pastoralists and others who work the
land as the embodiment of Australian national identity. John Hewson,
Leader of the Liberal Party and key opponent of the Labor Government’s
Native Title legislation in the early 1990s, accused the then Prime Minister
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of ‘selling out the interests of average Australians, he is selling out the
miners, he is selling out the farmers and he is selling out those who want
jobs’ (Hansard (HoR), 25/11/93: 3742). Here the statistical polity of the
‘average Australian’ is neatly equated with such ‘men of the soil’. But for
many of his fellow Liberals, like Barry Wakelin (South Australia), these
same people had been rudely sidelined to the social and geographical
margins of the country: ‘As regional Australians we are stereotyped and
denigrated by many in the media and many of our political opponents’
(Hansard (HoR), 25/11/93: 3744). His fears are fuelled by those on the
Government benches and in the national press (see figure 4.4), who
caricatured the public appeal of Liberal and National Party rhetoric in
terms of ‘the redneck conservative elements in our society’ (Garrie Gibson
(Queensland, Labor Party), Hansard (HoR), 23/11/1993: 3421) and ‘the
ultra conservative rump of our community’ (Hon. Francis Walker (NSW,
Labor Party), Hansard (HoR), 25/11/93: 3734).

This precarious positioning of pastoralists/settlers in the assemblage of
Australia is not, as their representatives imply, a novel one. As at least one

Figure 4.4 ‘Rednecks’: the pastoralist

as metropolitan caricature (cartoonist:

Shakespeare; Sydney Morning Herald,

11/11/93)
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parliamentarian reminds the House, their status as political subjects has
been ambivalent, at best, from the outset of colonial government.

Much of this land is owned by the descendants of those early squatters
who gained this land at no monetary cost. We now often revere these
people as pioneers who were willing to go into the outback, fight the
hostile natives and gain this land for themselves. (Maggie Deahm (NSW,
Labor Party), Hansard (HoR), 23/11/93: 3473)

The British Parliamentary Committee on Aborigines (1836–37), to which
she goes on to refer, were rather less reverent, attributing what it saw as the
‘disastrous oppression of natives’ in the colonies to

. . . ignorance [and] the difficulty which distance interposes in checking
the cupidity and punishing the crimes of that adventurous class of
Europeans who lead the way in penetrating the territory of uncivilized
man. . . . This then appears to be the moment for the nation to declare
that with all its desire to give encouragement to emigration and to find a
soil to which our surplus population may retreat, it will tolerate no
scheme which implies violence or fraud in taking possession of such a
territory. (BPP, 1837: 75–6)

It went on to conclude that ‘The protection of aborigines should be the
duty of the Executive government, administered in Great Britain or by
Governors of Colonies not by local legislatures . . . made up of settlers who
have a vested interest in undermining native rights’ (BPP, 1837: 78).26

All the more startling then that in the face of their late twentieth
century predicament as a self-ascribed minority in the national polity, their
parliamentary representatives should align themselves with Aboriginal
people as co-habitants of the ‘outback’ and, thereby, as custodians of the
‘real’ Australia, even as they continued to prosecute their ‘vested interest in
undermining native rights’. Barry Wakelin’s concern with the denigration of
pastoralists as ‘regional Australians’, for example, lead him to claim that

we have been the closest to the aboriginal people for many generations
and we share in many ways some understanding of Australia’s urban
dominant culture. The comfortable clichés of the ignorant and the
politically correct roll off the tongue as many confess that they have had
little or no contact with aboriginal people. (Hansard (HoR), 25/11/93:
3744)

Tim Fischer, Leader of the National Party, was even more emphatic:

The National Party, above all, understands what it means to have a
strong attachment to the land. There are families in Australia who have
held their land for generations. Their forebears worked the land and were
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buried on the land. . . . It is not correct in all the circumstances to argue
that this attachment to the land is qualitatively different from the deep
attachment felt by Aboriginals and that the land has greater significance
to many native tribes. (ibid., 23/11/93: 3427)

The pastoralist emerging here from the sober pages of Hansard bears a
passing resemblance to that all-Australian Hollywood hero Crocodile
Dundee, allying Aboriginal bushlore and Anglo-Saxon certitude to cut a
swathe through the enervating sophistications and rampant vices of city life
(see Morris, 1988). As a political gambit, rallying the nation around such a
figure signals a desperate crisis of identity and a regional rift in the body
politic as potent as that between indigenous and non-indigenous Austra-
lians. Opposition politicians put themselves in the untenable position of
deriding the ‘land ignorant’ urban majority as ‘tourist[s] from the soft areas
in Australia’ (Senator John Panizza (Western Australia, Liberal Party),
Hansard (Senate), 16/12/93: 5413), while appealing to them as fellow
proprietors by insinuating that native title threatened

. . . thousands upon thousands of other Australians with all sorts of
interests, as well as normal other Australians who have a quarter acre
block in the back blocks of capital cities who worry about it as well.
(Senator Ian Campbell (WA, Liberal Party), Hansard (Senate), 17/12/93:
5011).27

Far from consolidating the space of the nation, like territorial tarmac, the
settler designation takes and loses shape in a mass of cross-cutting social
currents that do not originate in, or arrrive at, the same place in their
journeys towards becoming Australian (see Rowse, 1993c).

Australia’s tortuous negotiation of the etymological ties between
‘native’ and ‘nation’, which nourish European political imaginaries and
nationalist mythologies more widely, cuts to the quick of a persistent
dilemma for the settler-nation. The hyphen which holds this national
identity in place has become ever more tenuous as the pastoralist-hero who
embodies it is figuratively and socially displaced and the (re)assemblage of
Aboriginality as a practical polity emerges from its shadow. The categorical
‘we’ of the ‘settler’ appears from these debates in no less disarray than the
categorical ‘other’ of the ‘native’. For all its pliablity, the ‘average Austra-
lian’ being conjured in the parliamentary chamber and record, and circulat-
ing the globe in the celluloid community of Neighbours, does not inhabit
this territorial imaginary. But neither does such a polity of averages respect
difference or countenance its expression in the fabric of governance in the
ways that both the Mabo judgment and Native Title Act tentatively begin
to do.
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becoming a post-colonial country

It needs to be recognised that treating unequals equally can infringe
the principle of equality before the law as much as by treating equals
unequally. (Report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody, 1991: 5)

The Mabo ruling fuelled public anxieties in Australia which exceeded
the settler/Aboriginal coordinates of the disputed space of the nation.
Forceful political realignments in their name certainly took shape. Statu-
tory bodies like the ATSIC were brought into the Commonwealth’s Native
Title policy-making process in unprecedented ways even if the tribunals
set in place by the Act have not lived up to its promise in practice
(http//www.native.title.gov.aus). The highly organized mining and pastoral
lobbies orchestrated opposition to this legislative response through con-
certed media campaigns (see Gelder and Jacobs, 1998). And a new party,
‘One Nation’, exploited the reactionary political space it opened up in State
and Commonwealth elections. But for most Australians living in cities and
towns around the coast, including some 40 per cent of indigenous Austra-
lians, situating themselves in this historical and territorial renegotiation
proved a much more complicated business.

Mabo, and the Native Title legislation which it inspired, evokes con-
tinuities and tensions in the contested and restless constitution of the
Australian body politic. They provide pertinent reminders that territorial
struggles are not about a zero-sum allocation of a finite area of land but
articulate the pivotal role of property and sovereignty in constituting
persons and things, states and citizens and stablizing their boundaries and
relations in the socio-material ordering of the country. These territorial
practices are among the most powerful and durable parameters of govern-
ance, inhering in the categorical configuration of ‘settlers’ and ‘natives’ as
much as the wire fences that demarcate the land. Indeed, as reactionary
responses to the admission of ‘native title’ illustrate, they are the bedrock of
Australian histories and geographies that have effaced all trace of their
fraught and patchy making and become as definitive of this island con-
tinent as its ocean shoreline. However, as I have suggested in this chapter,
even these most intractable parameters of territorial governance are in
practice plastic achievements. The legal and parliamentary documents
which freight their purchase in space–time are themselves uncertain mes-
sengers in the intricate assemblage of the law of the land. To cast
territoriality in performative terms is not to diminish its potency or
durability but to focus attention on the tangle of socio-material agents and
frictional alignments in which it is suspended and to recognize that they
harbour other possibilities.

UNSETTLING AUSTRALIA 87



The Mabo judgment represents just such a significant realignment of
the parameters of settlement. Rather than coming out of the blue, the
majority judges mobilized fragile but persistent currents in English com-
mon law through the wormholes of territorial governance that admitted
‘native title’ and which had been woven into the constitutional fabric of
other settler-nations already. The most significant of these wormholes is the
epistemology of the common law itself which, as Tim Murphy suggests,
observes a medieval textuality that is ‘utterly indifferent to the pastness of
the past’; as much a manner of speaking in which the pivotal moment is
always now as a written code that foreshadows its interpretation (1994:
77). In the same breath, the Mabo judgment voiced an unwelcome
reminder to some of Australia’s largest landed interests that the leases and
licences which have sustained their own claims on the land, and those of
their forebears, fell well short of the heroic pretensions to unqualified
possession that they had accustomed themselves to assume.

On the narrowest interpretation, the Mabo judgment and Native Title
Act 1993 acknowledged the tenacious continuity of Aboriginal attachments
to the land in the interstices of ‘settlement’, a tenacity confined to a
minority of indigenous Australians and to some of the remotest parts of the
country. The larger significance of these documentary moments lies in their
cautious recognition of difference and multiplicity in the fabric of govern-
ance, substantive markers in Australia’s protracted shift towards becoming
a post-colonial nation. The incorporation of native title into the body of the
law departed from a political framing of Aboriginal interests in terms of
welfare delivery to a ‘disadvantaged race’. Instead, it was a modest and
belated step towards recognizing the Aboriginal presence in the nation as a
practical polity whose proprietary customs constituted legitimate rights on
their own terms to a stake in the land and the distribution of benefits
accruing from it, removing the ‘settlement’ fiction of terra nullius (see
figure 4.5). Just as importantly, both the judgment and the Act complicated
the spaces of dis/possession by countenancing the co-existence of native
and other forms of title to the same area of land, an acknowledgement of
‘proprietary pluralism’ reaffirmed some three years later by another High
Court ruling (Wik v. Queensland, CLR, 1996).

The register of ‘reconciliation’ which these documentary moments
share was bound up with a wider political climate of national transition.
The Keating Government allied its fortunes to a realignment of Australia’s
civic identity and institutions to accommodate the manifest cultural diver-
sity that constitutes its hybrid social texture today. As James Tully notes of
another nation navigating a passage from a ‘settler’ to a ‘post-colonial’
identity, Canada, such a transition involves

more than a civic awareness that citizens of other cultures exist in one’s
polity. One’s identity as a citizen is inseparable from a shared history with
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other citizens who are irreducibly different; whose cultures have inter-
acted with and enriched one’s own and made their mark on the basic
institutions of society. (1995: 205)

Such a reassemblage of the political fabric of the nation is anything but
straightforward. Those parliamentary parties which had opposed the
Native Title Act 1993 became the next Government and have set about re-
asserting the territoriality of ‘settlement’ through the political rhetoric of
‘One Australia’. As Leader of Opposition Business under the Keating
administration, the new Prime Minister John Howard (Liberal Party), like
many of his Coalition colleagues, had rejected native title as a threat to the
integrity of the settler-nation – ‘one country, one law, all of us living under
the same rules’. His administration’s response to Wik could not have been
more in contrast to its predecessor’s response to Mabo. Under pressure
from the pastoral lobby to strengthen their tenurial grip by converting
pastoral leases into freehold title, the Howard Government passed an Act
of Amendment watering down the provisions of the Native Title Act (see
Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1998).28

But post-Mabo, the tired liberal appeal to formal equality which
assimilates everyone into ‘one-nation’ by treating them ‘the same’ will no
longer wash. Its treachery is epitomized in Howard’s recent refusal to
‘apologize’ for the policy of ‘assimiliation’ (26/8/99) that forcibly removed

Figure 4.5 Terra nullius II: pay the rent (Aboriginal Law Bulletin, 1992, 2/57:5). (Photo by:

Sandy Scheltema, courtesy The Age)
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Aboriginal children from their families, and which he sought instead to
consign to the past as ‘the most blemished chapter in our national history’
(see Poole, 2000; Frow, 2001). Like land rights, this is not a chapter that
can be closed but an unsettling pulse in the body politic of a country
struggling towards a meaningful territorial renegotiation and accommoda-
tion of difference in the space of the nation.
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5

Reinventing Possession:
boundary disputes in the governance

of plant genetic resources

On the horizon are a whole new set of claims to proprietorship. . . .
They arise out of the very perception of hybrids, out of mixes of
techniques and persons, out of combinations of the human and non-
human, out of the interdigitation of different cultural practices. Not
socially innocent, not without their own likely effects, they presage
new projects of modernity. (Marilyn Strathern, 1999b: 122)

geo-politics in/of the flesh

On the busy calendar of international campaigns promoted by the United
Nations (UN), 16 October is designated as ‘World Food Day’ to mark the
anniversary of the founding of the Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO). The stated ambition of the FAO is to secure ‘food for all’ as a
human right, and in 1993 it dedicated World Food Day to making
connections between this mandate and sustaining ‘the biological diversity
of our planet’. The messenger of this event was a glossy document entitled
Harvesting nature’s diversity (FAO, 1993), spreading the word in each of
the five official languages of the UN. In the foreword to this document, the
Director-General explains its premise thus.

Humanity’s place in nature is still not widely understood. Human
influences on the environment are all pervasive: even those ecosystems
that appear most ‘natural’ have been altered directly or indirectly during
the course of time. Starting some 12,000 years ago, our forebears, as
farmers, fishermen, hunters and foresters, have created a rich diversity of
productive ecosystems. . . . Once lost, this heritage cannot be recovered
or restored. (FAO, 1993: 1)

At first sight, this may seem an unremarkable statement of the obvious. Its
heretical potency only snags our attention when set against the louder



claims reverberating in another chamber in the UN labyrinth – its Environ-
ment Programme. The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) (1992),1

a document which has the force of law, commits signatory states to

the conservation of biological diversity, the sustainable use of its compo-
nents and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising out of the
utilization of genetic resources, including by appropriate access to genetic
resources and by appropriate transfer of relevant technologies. (CBD,
1992: Article 1)

Here, ‘diversity’ is defined as ‘the variability among living organisms from
all sources . . .; this includes diversity within species, between species and of
ecosystems’ (ibid.: Article 2).

Where the FAO version articulates diversity as a heterogeneous
achievement in which human being and doing is enmeshed through long
and situated association in the spatial and corporeal fabric of botanical
becomings, the CBD account casts it in wholly biological terms, the
outcome of an evolutionary process divested of human presence. The one
conjures a world that is hybrid ‘all the way down’, enfolding humanity in
its ceaseless commotion time out of mind. The other conjures a world until
recently unmarked by the (invariably negative) ‘impacts’ of human society,
only countenancing hybridity as a technological accomplishment associated
with the advent of ‘genetic resources’. The intensely weighed and closely
vetted vocabularies of these international policy documents anticipate
Strathern’s assertion that the ‘very perception of hybrids’ is generating a
‘whole new set of claims to proprietorship’ by several years. More impor-
tantly, they bear witness to the political charge of hybridity in the fraught
assemblage of ‘nature’s diversity’ as the latest in a catalogue of phenomena
to be (re)configured as a terrain of global environmental governance.
Tagging the convoluted careers of such documents as both the artefacts and
mediators of geo-political struggles, affords us glimpses of the laborious
practices and serious stakes involved in ‘making the cut’ that demarcates
the natural from the social in the flesh of plants and (re)aligns its germinal
potencies in the fabric of human attachments. The terms on which hybrid-
ity is being codified in legal protocols governing rights in, and jurisdictions
over, plant germplasm heralds a de/re-territorizalization of the vital associa-
tions between plants and people no less consequential than that effected
through the calculus of cultivation in the lands enclosed by European
colonialism.

This contrapuntal staging of the very different configurations of
‘nature’s diversity’ articulated in the FAO and CBD documents is more than
just an analytical contrivance. It amplifies ongoing disputes between shift-
ing alliances of nation states and rival organizational networks within the
institutional apparatus of the UN to render the socio-material fabric of
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plants governable by subjecting its lively rhythms and patterns to the
orderly disciplines of the law. As Donna Haraway suggests:

The question of [what] kind of materiality genes are going to have for
different sorts of communities in the world is absolutely on the table, it’s
molten. . . . Multiple constituencies are daily engaged these days in . . .
these sorts of . . . translations . . . rarely [as a result of] goodwill and
choice, but literally being forced into some kind of exchange relationship
where genes are the boundary objects. (1995: 517)

To be effective, boundary objects have to be sufficiently plastic to satisfy
the informational requirements of several communities of practice yet
robust enough to bridge differences and so sustain working arrangements,
without imposing a naturalization of categories (see Bowker and Star,
1999: 297). Plant Genetic Resources (PGR) have just these qualities,
diagramming between communities, states and regions rich in plant genetic
diversity, notably Africa, Asia and Latin America, and those, notably North
America and Western Europe, generating the socio-technical and legal
means to exploit it commercially (see Kloppenburg, 1988; Fowler and
Mooney, 1990). This burgeoning traffic (re)convenes struggles between
‘first’ and ‘third’ world nations, multinational corporations and peasant
farmers, pitting patent law against plant lore in the intimate fabric of
knowledge practices that body forth in plant usage. Through the campaign-
ing activities of non-governmental organizations (see Posey and Dutfield,
1996: 245–81) PGR have become familiar envoys of global injustice in the
virtual political landscapes of the mass media as, for example, in the
broadsheet advertisement by the UK charity ActionAid illustrated in figure
5.1.2

In this chapter I want to dwell on a particular moment in the shifting
topology of the global governance of PGR, in which these collective acts of
translation can be observed in the (un)making – the fraught assemblage of
an International Undertaking on Plant Genetic Resources under the aus-
pices of the FAO in the 1980s (see Cooper, 1993). As the long-serving
Secretary of the Commission established to prosecute this Undertaking
(CPGR)3 recalled in an interview, it plied uncertain passage in already
hostile waters:

. . . An old colleague of mine headed the Spanish delegation and was
elected conference chairman [sic] in 1979. We discussed the PGR issue
and [he] agreed to present an argument for a network of genebanks
under FAO auspices through the Spanish delegation. [He] asked me to
prepare a draft resolution on a regulatory framework (which I did in
consultation with FAO legal advisors). Under pressure from the US
delegation, we finally did not submit it to conference, but the argument
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was echoed by other delegates, particularly from India. In 1981, it was
taken up much more forcefully by the Group of 77, led by the Mexican
delegation who introduced the draft resolution. (interview, 7/7/94)4

Figure 5.1 ActionAid poster campaign: ‘This will make you sick’ (The Observer, 2/7/00)
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As stipulated in Resolution 8/83 of the 22nd session of the FAO conference
in November 1983,

The objective of this Undertaking is to ensure the PGR of economic and/
or social interest, particularly for agriculture, will be explored, preserved,
evaluated and made available for plant breeding and scientific purposes.
This Undertaking is based on the universally accepted principle that PGR
are a heritage of mankind and consequently should be available without
restriction. (Article 1, FAO, 1983a: 50)

Despite, or perhaps, because of, its modest legal force, this non-binding
agreement gathered political momentum, accumulating additional powers
and instruments through a series of subsequent resolutions that came to
assume the collective habit of a ‘Global System for the Conservation and
Utilization of Plant Genetic Resources’ (CPGR, 1993).

Ten years on, over 130 countries could be counted as adherents to the
International Undertaking or members of the Commission for Plant
Genetic Resources. At its fifth session in 1993 the Commission secretariat
elaborated the organizational fabric of this ‘Global System’ in/as a diagram
(reproduced in figure 5.2), aware that it was as much a mapping of what
could be, as of what had been, accomplished.

In practice, this orderly contrivance belied a brittle alignment of forces
spun between national governments and FAO bureaucrats; delegates and
documents; legal protocols and technical procedures; talking and voting.
Not only did the portable inscriptions of collective resolution (C/8/83,
C/4/89, etc.) fail to paper over the cracks of persistent dissent, notably by
the United States,5 but the graphic coordinates of this ‘global system’ had
been disconcerted by the very different political impetus and instruments of
the Convention on Biological Diversity even before the ink was dry. At the
same time, its harnessing of political and legal energies to the constitution
of PGR as a ‘heritage of mankind’ marks a more durable interference in the
spatial practices of global environmental governance, testing the territorial
vernacular of sovereignty and property to their limits (Litfin, 1998).

I have chosen this moment in the assemblage of PGR precisely because
its precarious purchase refuses the analytical urge to solidify it as either the
foundation or culmination of some evolutionary process of global govern-
ance. Rather than a point of departure or arrival, the International
Undertaking emerges as a mediator in a provisional mode of ordering that
invites another way of travelling through the commotion of currents caught
up in the business of rendering PGR governable. Against the linear habits
of an institutional biography of CPGR or a developmental account of the
International Undertaking (see, for example, Kloppenburg and Kleinman,
1987a), the (de)composition of these happenings charts a mode of ordering
that is neither a discrete instance nor a complete state, but rather an
immanent gathering of forces.6 My journeying through the collective
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practices of this event mimics the assemblage of PGR, a coming and going
between talk and text, laboratories and fields, plants and people, knowl-
edges and rights, that exhausts neither the promiscuous bio-geographies of
plant association nor the geo-political possibilities of governing them. It
also bears witness to my own navigation of the FAO labyrinth and its
documentary archives, including verbatim records, legal instruments, min-
uted agreements and expert reports, in which the governmentality of PGR
inheres.7 Pursuing this signal acronym through these paper practices
affords glimpses of this boundary object at work, which are at once pale
echoes of the collective talk that it convenes and true to the lexical conduct
of law-making that intensifies its affects (see Goodrich et al., 1994).

In tracing constitutional tensions and fault-lines in the assemblage of
the International Undertaking, I want to hold on to their creative liminality,

Figure 5.2 Governing PGR: ‘the Global system’ (CPGR, 1993: agenda item 4, p. 14)
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not as divisions which prefigure this event, but rather as cracks inhabited
by its collective practices – in-between spaces that afford possibilities for
becoming otherwise. It is here that we can observe boundaries in the
(un)making as new proprietorial configurations of persons and things are
cut out of/into the already segmented fabric of human/plant associations.
My purpose is to interrogate these labours of division in terms of the legal
encoding of three such ‘cuts’ in the Resolutions of this governing collect-
ive and the political disputes that interfere in their would be
de/re-territorializations of PGR. The first is the cut between nature and
culture in the space of the flesh, the line that marks the evidentiary
boundary of legal claims to ownership, enrolling genes as material wit-
nesses to the discernment of such claims in the fabric of plants themselves
(see Battaglia, 1994). Here, the disputed question of what constitutes PGR
in the terms of the Undertaking comes under scrutiny. The second is the cut
between global and national in the space of the polity, the line that
configures the ‘we’ in whose name the collective governs, carving out its
jurisdiction over PGR as a ‘heritage of humankind’ from the practised
territorialities of sovereign nation states (see Lipschutz, 1998). Here the
issue of where political authority over PGR should reside comes into focus.
The third is the cut between heritage and invention in the space of the
subject, the line that constitutes singular creative acts/agents from the
spatio-temporal flux of botanical knowledge practices, prescribing the
person(s) to whom such innovations are attributable and entitling them to
proprietary benefits in their future use (see Strathern, 1998). Here, con-
troversies about what/whose practices count as knowledge production/ers
take centre stage.

1st cut – between nature and culture 

Probably, the total genetic change achieved by farmers over the
millennia was far greater than that achieved by the last hundred or
two years of more systematic science-based effort. (Simmonds,
1979: 11)

The first requirement of any governance regime is to define its object, an
activity that is more fraught than this familiar formulation makes it appear.
In the case of the International Undertaking, elaborating an answer to the
question of what constitutes PGR took five years of consultation, expert
opinion and debate, not to mention reams of paper, and still settled little.
The mutable potencies of plants and their lively habits of association with
soils and insects, people and water, proved no easier to circumscribe as
‘genetic’ entities than they had as ‘varietal’ forms in earlier efforts under
UPOV to establish plant breeders’ rights (see Berlan and Lewontin, 1986:
787). Even the formal definition of PGR eventually codified in the legal
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framework of the International Undertaking betrays the messy complica-
tions of drawing a line between nature and culture and of its holding steady
in the objects that are enjoined to bear witness to this boundary.8

For the purposes of this Undertaking, PGR means the reproductive or
vegetative propagating material of the following categories of plants:

i. cultivated varieties (cultivars) in current use and newly developed
varieties;

ii. obsolete cultivars;
iii. primitive cultivars (land races);
iv. wild and weed species, near relatives of cultivated varieties;
v. special genetic stocks (including elite and current breeders’ lines and

mutants. (Article 2(a) FAO, 1983a: 50)

As the disconcerting combination of precision and indeterminacy in
this catalogue of distinctions makes clear, nature and culture do not divulge
themselves in the fabric of plants like some sort of botanical apartheid that
marks out the wild and the domesticated as certain kinds. But neither are
they merely the projection of human categories on to an object that makes
no difference to their effectivity. Rather, in the manner of Rheinberger’s
(1997) epistemic things or Latour’s ‘factishes’ (1999a), PGR emerge as a
socio-material fabrication in which the histories and geographies of more
than vegetative associations that they make flesh are constituted through
and constitutive of this ordering event. In the multi-lingual business of the
FAO Conference, PGR proved a ready envoy of collective unanimity in
terms of its vital importance to world agriculture and food security, even as
national delegates disputed just what ‘it’ was. Such disputes enjoin different
understandings of the fusion of human and non-human energies embodied
in cultivated plants, freighting their hybridity with political consequences
for the determination of sovereignty and property. For the Mexican
delegate introducing the draft resolution on PGR to the FAO Conference in
1983, and speaking for the Group of 77 coalition of developing countries
(see note 4 above), the fabric of associations between plants and people is
so densely woven as to render their disentanglement perverse.

The labour of generations of peasants around the world, as well as the
gifts of nature, has allowed us to develop a long history of riches as
indispensable to our survival as the air we breathe. (Lopez-Portillo, FAO,
1983b: 294, author’s translation from Spanish)

From this perspective, hybridity is a mode of worldly inhabitation that
precedes the urge to separate out the social from the natural rather than a
gesture towards their reconciliation (see Ingold, 1993). Here, ‘making the
cut’ is a political exercise which has been conducted through western legal
and scientific practices that look to themselves as the benchmark for
substantiating social attributes in plant germplasm, disqualifying other
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modes of association and fostering long habits of unequal exchange
between north and south. In this spirit, proponents of the Undertaking saw
it as an opportunity for those at the sharp end of such exchanges to
challenge the legitimacy of this benchmark and expose its adverse conse-
quences not only for those that it dispossessed but also for the erosion of
plant biodiversity. At the next Conference two years later, Lopez-Portillo
warmed to his theme.

Historically, all manner of civilisations have depended on, or created,
hundreds of thousands of plant species and varieties for their daily
sustenance, for health and hygiene, for clothing, shelter, for light and
energy, for obtaining dyes and chemicals, for their magic and religion, for
their industries and wars, for their symbols and progress. In sum, for the
harmony and stability of their geography, their society and their culture.
. . . However, the western concept of civilisation and development and
the far-reaching economic and cultural subordination implicated in the
modernization of agriculture and eating habits, over several centuries,
has resulted in the significant reduction in the number of plant species
and cultivated varieties we see today. . . . (Lopez-Portillo, FAO, 1985a:
293, author’s translation from Spanish)

For opponents of the International Undertaking, principally those speaking
for countries at the forefront of instituting this benchmark and the loci of
its main economic beneficiaries, this argument and the Resolution it
informs marked the politicization of what to date had been a technical issue
objectively conducted by ‘science’.

The Canadian delegate, for example, sought to diminish the confusing
hybridity of PGR by inflating the compass of plant breeding from culti-
vated species and their near relatives to the totality of plant life, so
reaffirming the contribution of a nature untainted by social claims. In the
same breath, he minimizes the relative significance of scientific inter-
ventions in the (small) social contribution to plant breeding, obscuring their
critical association with its commercialization and distributive conse-
quences. Adopting the self-effacing facticity of science, he argued that:

Much of the misunderstanding which led to the politicization of this issue
comes from an abundance of opinions and a scarcity of factual informa-
tion on plant breeding. Fact number one. Nature accounts for 90% of all
plant breeding to this day and most of the balance is the result of
movement and manipulation of germplasm by millions of individuals
from countless cultures for thousands of years. The work done in
research laboratories during the last two centuries accounts for far less
than 1% of all plant breeding. (Fredette, FAO, 1985a: 298)

Such false modesty is shortlived. In the next sentence he enjoins science as
the guarantor of this ‘factual’ division of labours, retracing its own effects
in/as the corporeal cartography of plant germplasm, noting that:
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The term germplasm was only coined by German scientist August
Weismann in 1883, and the first attempt to deliberately search for,
classify and preserve wild plants and primitive cultivars from around the
world goes back to the pioneering work of Nikolai Vavilov in the 1920s.
(Fredette, FAO, 1985a: 299)9

From this perspective, hybridity is a scientific achievement that brings
social order to an a priori world of nature. But just as the solidification of
prejudicial practices into legal certainties proved an unreliable basis for
interpreting the constitutional territoriality of Australian settlement, so too
was this coagulation of knowledge practices into hard facts to prove a less
robust ally than opponents to the Undertaking would have it.

At the time of the Undertaking, ‘genetic fingerprinting’ techniques
were affording new and more intimate mappings of the heritable material
of plants and plant populations. But as the authors of a background study
paper prepared at the request of the CPGR secretariat for its first extraordi-
nary session in 1994 were to suggest, these techniques raised as many
questions as they answered for the discernment of discrete or stable genetic
entities. They concluded that:

It is impossible, even at the present state of increased knowledge, to
earmark genetic entities ‘beyond reasonable doubt’ to any specific genetic
source-materials. In fact it is doubtful whether it will ever be possible.
Genetic diversity results from random events of mutation that may occur
at any time and in any population. Through selection the frequency of
specific genes or gene-combinations may be increased or decreased, but
not its actual occurrence. Uniqueness as a principle therefore makes in
fact no biological sense. (Hardon et al., 1994: 16)

As well as a mapping in the flesh, these genetic techniques were also being
used to retrace earlier scientific cartographies of plant germplasm in terms
of its global distribution. In other words, the question of what constitutes
PGR was closely bound up with fixing its location. Here the space of the
flesh and the business of demarcating the wild from the cultivated are
further complicated by the complex motions of plants and people and
multiple foldings of time–spaces that mark their passage. These complica-
tions in the natural histories and bio-geographies of plants are now well
documented.10 The collective mapping of PGR against this shifting topol-
ogy of plant associations afforded opportunities for new practices of
division, aligning ‘wild’ varieties and ‘land-races’ with native habitats or in-
situ sites and ‘cultivars’ and ‘breeders’ lines’ with scientific collections or
ex-situ sites. This bi-partite siting of plant germplasm and the governance
practices which it freights mirrored and entrenched the geo-political align-
ments of countries promoting and opposing the International Undertaking,
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placing the legal status and governmentality of this territorialization in
constant dispute (Kloppenburg and Kleinman, 1987b).

For the purposes of the Undertaking in-situ sites refer to ‘locations of
plant genetic resources in their natural habitat’ (Friis-Hansen, 1994),
primarily associated with those regions and countries designated as the
‘third world’. This collective cartography of PGR explicitly followed
Vavilov’s phytogeography of cultivated plants, a debt acknowledged in the
text accompanying the glossy version published in Harvesting nature’s
diversity (FAO, 1993) which is reproduced in figure 5.3.11 The difficulty for
those, like the Canadian delegate, who would rely on this mapping as a
secure scientific foundation is that its classificatory predicates, the concepts
of centres of agricultural origin and diversity, had already ‘been virtually
demolished by other sources of evidence’ (Harlan, 1971: 468). Moreover
the designation of these in-situ sites of PGR as ‘natural habitats’ contradicts
its own purifying impulse, as the differentiating potentialities of plant
mutation, migration and genetic drift that mark them out entangle natural
and human processes of selection (Simmonds, 1979). As an early opponent
to the Undertaking from the USA was forced to acknowledge,

A large amount of genetic material dealing specifically with crop genetic
resources is not present in this form in nature. It is present in primitive
forms of agriculture and it would mean preserving areas of primitive
agriculture. (Bommer, Assistant Director General Agriculture, FAO,
1979: 177)

His conclusion, that it would be difficult to ask developing countries to
undermine their ‘modernization’ efforts by protecting such ‘primitive’
agricultural practices, could not have been more at odds with that of
delegates speaking for such countries who, like Lopez-Portillo, held just
such protection as a vital defence against their ongoing erosion.

For the purposes of the Undertaking, ex-situ PGR refer to a network of
collections storing plant germplasm removed from its ‘native habitat’.
These ‘controlled environments’ include: seedbanks; field genebanks such
as arboreta, plantations and botanical gardens useful for vegetatively
propagated crops and trees; and in vitro storage facilities that conserve
plant parts, tissue or cells in a nutrient medium (FAO, 1993: 20). Among
the most important such collections are those of International Agricultural
Research Centres (IARCs) associated with the ‘green revolution’ (see Yapa,
1993), and a network of national research and storage facilities (see figure
5.4.). The distribution of these ex-situ genebanks is almost a mirror image
of that of in-situ sites, with industrialized countries predominating in terms
of their location, funding and management (see Wilkes, 1983).12 Such
facilities are liable to various technical and financial problems, but their
biggest shortcoming is that plants thus removed from the spaces of living
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association are no longer active in the process of differentiation that was
the raison d’être of global governance. For delegates from industrialized
countries, such sites underlined the removal of their holdings from the state
of nature and should have put them beyond the collective space of the flesh.
For those from developing countries, they harboured the spoils of acts of
appropriation that made their incorporation into the ‘global system’ all the
more imperative.

Making the cut between the natural and the social in the materiality of
PGR is a labour of division performed neither by ‘reading off’ an objective
demarcation between the wild and the cultivated in the flesh of plants, nor
through the technical determination of scientific practices. What is remark-
able, at least in hindsight, is how weakly the ‘genetic’ referent in PGR is
aligned in the collective. In the event, this potent acronym diagrams a space
of the flesh that is cellular rather than molecular in its material–semiotic
habits, allying these labours to an epistemological refrain of plant germ-
plasm and varieties that was already being outmoded by the digital calculus
of DNA (see Rabinow, 1996). In this, the boundaries between PGR as a gift
of nature or a social artefact return the disputations of this collective event
again and again to the alignments of sovereignty and property and the legal
practices that effect them.

Figure 5.4 Ex situ genebank collections of plant genetic diversity (FAO, 1993: 20)
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2nd cut – between global and national jurisdictions

Rethinking the meaning of democracy cannot be separated from a
fundamental rethinking of the principle of state sovereignty as a key
practice through which a specifically modern reification of spatio-
temporal relations affirms a specifically modern answer to all ques-
tions about who ‘we’ could possibly be. (Walker, 1991: 255)

If the object of the International Undertaking proved difficult to fix in the
flesh of plants, the ‘global’ body politic that it convened was no easier to
carve out from the practised territorialities of sovereign nation states (see
der Derian and Shapiro, 1989; Ruiz, 1991). The collective ‘we’ tentatively
gathering as/in this event was nothing if not ambitious – a polity of
humankind that took its cue from earlier episodes in global environmental
governance which had seen the oceans, Antarctica and outer space (re)con-
stituted through international treaties as ‘the common heritage of [hu]man-
kind’ (CHM) (Barrère, 1992; Buck, 1998).13 As Wolfgang Sachs has
observed, this codification of the globe as a commons proclaims the unity
of humanity not as some enlightenment fancy but as a ‘bio-physical fact’,
the social corollary of ‘one earth’ (1993: 107). In the words of one the most
influential advocates of this global polity,

Until recently, the planet was a large world in which human activities and
their effects were neatly compartmentalised within nations. The tradi-
tional forms of national sovereignty are increasingly being challenged by
the realities of ecological and economic interdependence. (WCED Report,
1987: 4)

The spatial vernacular of the ‘global commons’ both mimics and disrupts
the enduring currency of the commons as a parable of modern political
ordering that marks its narrative compass and practical limits (Goodrich,
1991; M. Shapiro, 1991). This currency harnesses rival impulses of ‘trag-
edy’ and ‘virtue’ vested in earlier sitings of the commons as spaces outside
the territorializations of sovereign nations or private property, such as in
the ‘backward’ countryside of industrializing England (Thompson, 1991)
or the ‘wilderness’ of North America to European settlers (Cronon, 1983).
Where the ‘tragic’ impulse persists in the characterization of remnant forms
of ‘pre-modern’ resource management in the third world as wasteful and
unsustainable (see Hardin, 1968),14 the global commons assume a virtuous
environmental hue as the last preserve of an original nature inherently
resistant to the contrivances of enclosure (Murphy, 1977).15

The International Undertaking was unambiguous in its collective
resolution to govern PGR in the name of humankind: ‘This Undertaking is
based on the universally accepted principle that PGR are a heritage of
mankind and consequently should be available without restriction’ (Article
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1, FAO, 1983a: 50). But just as the legal import of these nice words was
not readily apparent on first reading earlier in this chapter, so too was it
lost in confusion and disagreement in the event. The spirit of the Resolution
was best articulated by the Mexican delegate who proposed it to Con-
ference in 1983:

Genetic resources must effectively be considered in all respects as a
heritage of mankind and in consequence, germplasm should be made
freely available in all times and places. . . . Because of its importance to
life, both plant and animal, this heritage must be conserved and used
judiciously and carefully, which is to say, in the service of the interests
and needs of all humanity. (Lopez-Portillo, FAO, 1983b: 295, author’s
translation from Spanish)

Opponents, like the Canadian delegate, nonetheless made plain their
dissent from the assemblage of such a polity in PGR, contradicting the
habit of collectivity in his opening remarks to the next meeting of Con-
ference:

My delegation first wishes to emphasize and put on record that, despite
the impression created by the report of the 88th session of Council [CL/
88/rep/1: paras. 26–31], there is no consensus in either the Council or the
Conference on FAO’s activities and initiatives in this area. (Fredette,
FAO, 1985a: 298)

Others continued to invest these words with the same legal weight and
political force as the constitutional provisions of the global commons they
sought to emulate: ‘. . . we have been told, and in fact we know, that PGR
are the common heritage of mankind. No one doubts this’ (Amukoa,
Kenyan Delegation, FAO, 1983b: 288). Far from being a stray mistake, this
slippage between the ‘heritage of mankind’ and the established legal
concept of CHM litters the minutes and verbatim records of Conference
and Council deliberations (e.g. FAO, 1983c: para. 107).

However, as is obvious from the maps in figures 5.3 and 5.4, PGR
contravene the territorial vernacular of the global commons. Unlike Ant-
arctica or the oceans, the space of the polity cannot be constituted as an
‘outside’ of modern political ordering, but is thoroughly enmeshed through
a dense fabric of associations with the spatial practices of national sover-
eignty and private property. The collective assemblage of PGR as a
jurisdiction of global governance unsettles rather than reinforces these
coordinates, complicating the constitutional performance of International
law. In the first place, as we have seen, plant germplasm is mutable and
mobile within and between efforts to ‘fix’ it as/in in-situ ‘native habitats’
and ex-situ ‘collections’. Moreover, these sitings are already bound up with
projects of nation building whether through the legacies of colonial science
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or ongoing practices of state modernization. Constituting PGR as a ‘global
commons’ inevitably cross-cuts these territorializations, reconfiguring these
categorical spaces as connected points on multiple trajectories and shifting
the modality of jurisdiction to a governance of flows. Only by convening
‘free access to PGR’ in these terms could the geo-political interests and
assets of first and third world countries be rendered common currency in/as
the space of a global polity. This gathering of forces faltered at one of the
boldest gestures of collective intent, the Undertaking to establish

. . . an internationally coordinated network of national, regional and
international centres, including an international network of base collec-
tions in genebanks under the auspices and/or jurisdiction of the FAO.
(Article 7.1a, Resolution 8/83, FAO, 1983a, my emphasis)

While delegations from industrialized countries were happy to see
their long-accustomed access to in-situ germplasm in ‘developing’ countries
reaffirmed as a global commons, the prior claims of plant breeders’ rights
were repeatedly marshalled to effect the removal of ex-situ collections from
its constitutional compass (see the 3rd cut below). As the Mexican delegate
made clear, this insistence reinforced the very habits of unequal exchange
that the Undertaking set out to redress:

In an ideal world the best and easiest course would be for complete and
free exchange across the international network of genebanks, but we
cannot disguise or ignore the fact that until now the biggest and almost
exclusive benefits of this whole process have gone to transnational
companies. . . . Day by day those countries, which are the original
proprietors of genetic resources, are becoming obliged to pay for our
genetic material on its return from centres in industrialized countries.
(Lopez-Portillo, FAO, 1985a: 343–4, author’s translation)

Some measure of the persistence and intensity of this political fault-line is
evident in the collective recourse in 1989 to reiterating the constitutional
parameters of the Undertaking’s jurisdiction by formally voting on an
‘Agreed Interpretation’, three Conferences after its initial adoption.16 This
Resolution (C4/89) confirmed that the ‘global system’

. . . covers the conservation and use of ex-situ and in-situ biological
diversity in plant genes, genotypes and genepools at molecular, popula-
tion, species and ecosystem levels. (FAO, 1989a)17

In the meantime, the status of in-situ and ex-situ collections in terms of
their legal constitution and jurisdiction had been under prolonged inves-
tigation by FAO legal advisers (see CPGR, 1987a). They concluded that
under International law in-situ germplasm fell within the jurisdiction of the
nation state in which it was located, but that the situation for ex-situ
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collections was less clear-cut, particularly in the case of International
genebanks.18 Summarizing their advice, Lopez-Portillo spelt out the polit-
ical consequences of these obscure legalities:

. . . the genetic resources collected in any country in the world and stored
ex-situ become the legal property of the centre or the country in which
the genebank is found, passing to the place of storage, irrespective of the
place which originally produced it. Collections stored in national centres
are under national jurisdiction and cannot guarantee free availability,
notwithstanding declarations of good intent. Also collections stored in
CGIAR centres, appear to be the property of each centre falling under the
jurisdiction of its administrative council. (FAO, 1985a: 293, author’s
translation)

With industrialized countries intransigent in their opposition to the col-
lective realignment of ex-situ collections under their direct or indirect
jurisdiction, developing countries also began to retreat from the space of
the commons and to reassert their own sovereign rights over in-situ PGR.
One of the first to break ranks was the Ethiopian delegation, which argued
that

Genes are a valuable resource for any country. We think it is the
sovereign right of that country to make use of them by any means it
deems necessary and anybody who would like to acquire a genetic
resource should agree on the mode of its acquisition with the proprietor
[sic]. . . . We fail to understand why PGR should be considered any
differently. Ethiopia has reservations about the International Undertaking
on PGR . . . until the relevant articles are adequately amended. (Debabu,
FAO, 1985a: 307)

In the absence of any positive movement on the status of ex-situ germplasm
following the ‘Agreed interpretation’,19 support swelled among delegations
from developing countries for the Ethiopian position. In 1991, this realign-
ment of forces came to a head in the form of a Resolution (C3/91), formally
endorsing ‘that nation’s have sovereign rights over their PGR’ (FAO,
1991a), and annexing this Resolution to the legal provisions of the
International Undertaking.

Carving out a global jurisdiction for the governance of PGR in the
name of ‘humankind’ was frustrated not only by political divisions between
nations but by the frailties of Inter-national law in constituting such a
jurisdiction amidst, rather than ‘outside’, the spatial practices of national
sovereignty and private property. Where the protocol of the ‘common
heritage of mankind’ (see note 12) had been instrumental in the constitu-
tion of other ‘global commons’, the assemblage of a commons in PGR
breached the territorial vernacular of its legal provisions even as it haunted
the collective labours of division. Here, the CPGR was itself party to
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perpetuating confusion. For example, in the preamble to Resolution 4/89
drafted by the Commission secretariat, Conference was still being invited to
recognize that ‘plant genetic resources are a common heritage of mankind
to be preserved and made freely available for use’ (FAO, 1989a: 27).20 In
practice, as the Commission acknowledged in its own working sessions, the
legal status of the Undertaking to place genebank collections ‘under the
auspices and/or jurisdiction of the FAO’ amounted to little more than a
‘generic’ reference to some unspecified form of ‘control’ (CPGR, 1987b: 4).
In the event, the least line of resistance led to the adoption of the weakest of
four legal options considered, which saw the FAO constituted as a ‘trustee
on behalf of the International Community’ of germplasm collections
volunteered by Governments or International bodies. This arrangement
vested no beneficiary interest in, or direct managerial, administrative or
financial control over, any germplasm placed ‘under its auspices’ (1987b:
8). At the same time, in-situ PGR were effectively removed from the
common space of this global polity by the collective Resolution to affirm
the sovereign rights of nation states. The ‘heritage of mankind’ proved a
poor imitation of the legal principle of CHM in constituting a global
jurisdiction in the governance of PGR, coming rather closer to the more
modest legal provisions of the UNESCO Convention on the Protection of
World Cultural and Natural Heritage 1972 (CPGR, 1994c). But this was
only acknowledged in retrospect as CPGR entered negotiations to harmon-
ize the provisions of the Undertaking with those of the Convention on
Biological Diversity in 1994 and claimed, somewhat ingenuously, that there
had never been any intention ‘to exclude . . . either the overriding sovereign
rights of a state . . . or private property rights existing under national law’
(CPGR, 1994c: 6).

3rd cut – between heritage and invention 

It is a specifically western proclivity, and a late one at that, to treat
innovation as a product of the intellect and the products of the
intellect as separate from other aspects of the person. (Strathern,
1998: 231)

Like technology, property renders knowledge practices durable, attaching
and detaching people differentially to networks of heterogeneous others –
human and non-human, living and inert, whose capabilities are intricately
interwoven through practice (see Anderson, 1998). As we saw in the case of
‘real’ property in the last chapter, property law does not simply regulate the
relationship between pre-existing (natural) objects and (social) subjects but
is constitutive of the division in the socio-material fabric of worldly
associations that brings things and persons into being in particular ways.
Human/plant relations can be ‘cut’ a number of ways, for example through

108 HYBRID GEOGRAPHIES: NATURES CULTURES SPACES



their constitution in whole or in part (such as seeds or fruit) as objects of
‘physical’ property to which specific (and sometimes multiple) entitlements
pertain as a consequence of their attachment to land or customary use
(Correa, 1995). But the kind of property rights that have already made
their mark in this collective event, the plant breeders’ rights that compro-
mised the constitution of PGR as a polity of ‘humankind’, are of a different
order of proprietorial assemblage in the canon of western property law.
‘Intangible’ property describes objects ‘that subsist by virtue of human
mental life’ in which the effects of creativity are ‘transubstantiated’ in the
fabric of things (see Drahos, 1996).21 Here, the space of the subject is
constituted by prescribing discrete acts and singular agents (individual or
corporate) of creativity from the flux of knowledge practices through the
assignment of intellectual property rights (IPR), such as patents, copyright
and trademarks, which entitle the holder to prevent others from producing,
using, selling or importing, the designated ‘knowledge-object’ for a fixed
period (usually 17–20 years) (Cornish, 1999). As Woodmansee’s (1984)
study of the fraught legal constitution of the ‘author’ as a title-holder in
eighteenth-century copyright law illustrates so well, the subjects of prop-
erty no more prefigure the conduct of law than do its objects.

For all their ‘intangibility’ the evidence of the knowledge-object itself is
crucial to substantiating such rights and herein lies the rub for contriving
proprietorial subjects through IPR in relation to living things. Historically,
the jurisprudential distinction between ‘physical’ and ‘intangible’ property
has construed living things as belonging ‘by their very nature’ to the
domain of the physical, thereby ruling them outside the compass of IPR
(Hamilton, 1993). Not until the 1980s (i.e. contemporaneous with this
collective event) did legislation and case law, led by the US Supreme Court,
begin to shift these ontological coordinates by making a new cut between
biological and microbiological knowledge practices and objects that admit-
ted biochemical ‘in(ter)ventions’ and genetic entities into the company of
patentable things (Correa, 1995).22 In these circumstances, plant breeders’
rights (PBR) can be considered a ‘poor relation’ of IPR, assembled against
the jurisprudential grain through the laborious elaboration of an inter-
national convention signed in Paris in 1961 – the Union pour la Protection
des Obtentions Végétal (UPOV).23 PBR exercise a lower threshold of
‘inventiveness’ than patents, tailored to the specific socio-materialities of
plant propogation in the form of whole plants, seeds or other generative
parts, and evidenced in/as varietal entities that have to exhibit ‘stability,
uniformity and distinctiveness’ to substantiate entitlement (Aubertin and
Vivien, 1998: 42).24

Industrialized nations opposed to the collective Resolution to con-
stitute PGR as a ‘heritage of humankind’ were not always as forthright as
the US delegation in spelling out the kinds of knowledge practices and
practitioners prescribed as/by PBR:
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We recognize the concern of some Member nations regarding the effects
of breeders’ rights legislation on germplasm exchange. We are convinced
however, that such legislation causes little or no hindrance to free
germplasm exchange among plant scientists around the world. (Benja-
min, US delegation, FAO, 1983b: 285–6, my emphasis)

If science is the mode of knowing convened by the assemblage of IPR as the
benchmark of ‘inventiveness’, by the same token, the market is the calculus
of exchange by which what is worth knowing is calibrated.

My country is committed to free germplasm exchange that recognizes
private rights. . . . Plant breeding has been a major source of new varieties
to feed the world, while negating that initiative would have serious
detrimental effects to farmers and consumers worldwide. In the United
States alone, close to 90% of plant breeding maize is conducted by the
private sector; in vegetables it is 50% or more. (Gayoso, US delegation,
FAO, 1985b: 325)

For proponents of the Undertaking, it afforded an opportunity to challenge
the legitimacy of this ‘cut’ or, as Alfons Bora puts it, to confront it with the
law before the Law (1999: 145). If, as we have seen, the bodying forth of
social knowledges in the fabric of plants does not begin with science, the
challenge was to expose the prejudicial assumptions of western legalities
that privilege its practices and artefacts and reconfigure the space of the
subject in terms that did justice to other knowledge practices, practitioners
and artefacts. The Pakistani delegation articulated the collective resolve in
just these terms.

Is ownership an academic question? . . . Given, in fact, a hierarchy of
breeders’ rights ranging from a chance discovery of a mutation to
deliberate genetic engineering, which right in this hierarchy is an accept-
able right and which is not? . . . Given the long and chequered history
and legal philosophy of . . . patents and intellectual property concepts in
general in all the developed countries over the last 100 years or more, . . .
the work of the Commission should be the starting point for reaching
[a better] understanding. (Musharaf, Pakistani delegation, FAO, 1985b:
329)

If carving out a global jurisdiction in PGR as a ‘heritage in mankind’ had
exercised the territorial vernacular of modern political ordering, the
labours of division in the space of the proprietorial subject were to interfere
with its temporal syntax (see O’Neill, 1997). IPR combine the universal-
izing pretensions of science and law to affect a radical break with the past,
collapsing botanical becomings into the here and now of invention such
that a germplasm without history is folded into a future of monopoly
entitlement. Working against the long shadow of enclosure, proponents of
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the Undertaking insinuated another history into the proprietorial assem-
blage of PGR, affording recognition to the knowledge practices of genera-
tions of farmers embodied in the flesh of plants. In perhaps the most
inventive Resolution of this governing collective, Conference endorsed an
unprecedented legal provision for ‘farmers’ rights’ in PGR as part of the
‘Agreed interpretation’ of the Undertaking. Resolution 5/89 endorses

the concept of Farmers’ rights (Farmers’ rights means rights arising from
the past, present and future contributions of farmers in conserving,
improving, and making available PGR, particularly those in the Inter-
national Community, as trustee for present and future generations of
farmers, for the purpose of ensuring full benefits to farmers, and support-
ing the continuation of their contributions, as well as the attainment of
the overall purposes of the International Undertaking). (FAO, 1989a:
28–9)

As the Assistant Director-General of Agriculture at the FAO made clear in
his introduction to the Conference debate on the Resolution, farmers’
rights were conceived as a counter-balance to PBR, according ‘farmers’ a
form of recompense for their contribution as ‘donors of germplasm’
comparable in principle to that accorded plant breeders as ‘donors of
technology’ (Bonte-Friedheim, FAO, 1989b: 253). While farmers’ rights
were not an individual entitlement to proprietorial benefit, they did con-
stitute a legal mechanism for financial compensation akin to a collective
form of copyright protection for cultural knowledges where exclusive
rights cannot be substantiated in relation to a specified object (Correa,
1995).25 Just as importantly, they provided a formal means to stop the
prior and ongoing work of generations of farmers ‘disappearing into
doneness’ (Star, 1991b: 121), making the past permanently present as an
enduring heritage and ongoing contribution and entitlement to compensa-
tion.

The moral and practical force of this principle and its historicity were
accepted by some delegations from industrialized countries, like the
French:

It is clear to my delegation that the term ‘farmers’ must be understood in
the broadest sense, that is to say, to refer in a generic way to all men and
women of all countries and of both past and future generations, who
cultivate the earth/land (la terre) for their subsistence or to get an income.
(Piotet, FAO, 1989b: 264, author’s translation from French)

But others found this proprietorial realignment hard to swallow, casting
farmers’ rights as ‘antagonistic’ to the prevailing (scientific) order (Austra-
lian delegation, FAO 1989b: 263). It was left to the Canadian delegate
explicitly to refuse the knowledge practices recognized by these rights as
constituting ‘proper’ knowledge at all, urging that:
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Most farmers conserve and improve plant germplasm basically for their
own needs, not with the goal of conserving PGR as we understand the
term today. It is therefore difficult to clearly understand what the
resolution means when it refers to the concept of ‘supporting the
continuation of their [farmers’] contributions’ in the endorsing para-
graph. Surely we support the work of trusted experts . . . to best assist
farmers and farming communities in the protection and conservation of
PGR. (Tubino, FAO, 1989b: 269)

He even suggested alternative wording for the Resolution on ‘farmers’
rights’ that turned the very concept on its head, replacing farmers with
‘qualified groups engaged in genetic resource conservation in all regions of
the world’, and insisting that ‘without the application of scientific knowl-
edge, technology and financial investment to PGR, these resources are of
little use to solve the pressing problems and challenges facing agriculture’
(ibid.: 268).

Far from being an academic question, ownership is an intensely
political and practical business of law(’s)-making. The modality of inven-
tion constituted through/as IPR depends crucially on effecting a cut
between a proprietorial subject and object by displacing the physicality of
knowledge practices from the corporeal conduct of ‘thinking’ to its transac-
tion by the artefact (see Callon, 1998), like a plant variety in the case of
PBR. This is a prescription, as Vandana Shiva puts it,

. . . for a monoculture of knowledge which displaces other ways of
knowing, other objectives for knowledge creation and other modes of
knowledge sharing . . . that contributes immeasurably to our intellectual
and cultural impoverishment. (1993: 33)

Challenging this temporal projection of disembodied thoughts into dis-
sociated things, the space of the subject in this governing collective
complicated the historicities of socio-material attachment and exchange,
admitting other knowledge practices and practitioners into the company of
just entitlement. However, in its laborious balancing of powers between
PBR and farmers’ rights, this assemblage of PGR found itself overtaken by
the pace of legal change elsewhere as courts in the USA and Europe
extended patenting to the in(ter)ventions of genetic engineering (see note
22). Moreover, in making the cut between invention and heritage this
governing collective reiterates the calculus of cultivation reverberating from
the last chapter, drawing the proprietorial line at indigenous peoples whose
livelihood practices are as precariously placed in the space of the ‘develop-
ing’ nation as in that of colonial ‘settlement’ (see Kloppenburg, 1995; Posey
and Dutfield 1996).26
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de/reterritorializing PGR

‘. . . the notion of the global environment, far from marking human-
ity’s reintegration into the world, signals the culmination of a pro-
cess of separation. (Ingold, 1993: 31)

Like the deeds and fences that reconstituted human attachments to the land
by elevating ‘cultivation’ to a reason at law, so the impulse of enclosure is
at work here in the flesh, carving discrete acts/agents of ‘invention’ from the
flux of knowledge practices that body forth in the intimate fabric of plants.
Its modernizing embrace continues to draw ‘an expert knife through the
carcass of custom, cutting the use-right from the user’ (Thompson 1991:
134) and rendering the particularity of diverse socio-material belongings
commensurable through a universal legal standard that pegs entitlement to
the market. However, unlike those dispossessed by the colonial settlement
of the land whose absent presence in the conduct of law-making haunts the
last chapter, in the event of the Undertaking, their counterparts constitute a
majority voice in the chambers of inter-national governance. Here, the legal
conceit that hybrid plants are a product and instrument of modern science
is forced into dialogue with the subaltern historicities that it would silence,
redistributing hybridity through long and diversely practised habits of
human/plant association. In this, the collective assemblage of PGR affects a
post-colonial contra-modernity in which ‘the Third World, far from being
confined to its assigned space . . . penetrate[s] the inner sanctum of the First
World in the process of being Third World-ed’ (Prakash, quoted in Bhabha,
1994: 247).

These spaces and practices of division between nature and culture,
global and national, heritage and invention overlap and intermesh but are
not reducible one to the other, even as their collective alignment is a mutual
accomplishment. In tagging the documents that are the artefacts and
mediators of these labours of division we catch something of the act of
telling tales, the ‘fabulations’ as Deleuze would have it of a constituency in
the making (1995: 125–6). The collective event of the International Under-
taking is no more an ending than a beginning in the governance of PGR.
The CPGR continues to perform the ‘global system’ but has spent most of
its energies since 1993 ‘harmonizing’ its protocols and mandate with those
of the Convention on Biological Diversity, a realignment signalled by a
change of name to the Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and
Agriculture (CPGR/94/WG9/3). In these fraught negotiations, the ‘cuts’
freighted by its ‘soft-law’ Resolutions both endure and mutate. At its eighth
session in April 1999, the urgency of convening a common global agenda
on ‘agricultural biodiversity’ had become a ‘priority not only for universal
food and livelihood security but’, as one NGO participant put it, ‘a lifeline
for the FAO itself’ (Mulvaney, 1999). If PGR proved an ineffective witness
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to the constitution of a global commons it remains an effective boundary
object in making space for human/plant associations in the more pristine
‘natures’ of biodiversity. If the historicities of ‘heritage’ have lost some of
their force against the prohibitive modality of ‘invention’, their subaltern
impulse continues to make its mark as the device of ‘farmers’ rights’
remains in circulation, informing a proliferation of sui generis forms of
intellectual property right in the making (Crucible Group, 1994; Posey and
Dutfield, 1996).

If ‘hybrids presage new projects of modernity’, as Strathern suggests,
they do not simply reinforce the coordinates of modernization as the space
in which society begins and the ‘state of nature’ ends. The spaces of
political community convened as/by global environmental governance
refuse as much as they observe the universalizing pretensions of these
modern space–time coordinates, articulating a more dis-orderly ‘a-
modernity’ in which the pre/post/modern are all swept up (Patton, 2000).
As an imagined ‘space beyond modernity’, the idea of the ‘global commons’
and the political practices being forged in its name, demonstrate an
important silence in contemporary political and legal theory and their
characterizations of the disintegration of the universal pretensions of
Modern governance and justice. Such accounts focus on the tension
between the impulses of sovereignty and exchange, where sovereignty
‘tends toward . . . specifying and bounding both the spaces in which
subjects achieve eligibility and those in which the collective as a whole has
dominion’, and exchange ‘encourages flows and the relaxation of bounda-
ries to produce expanded domains in which things can circulate’ (Shapiro
M., 1991: 448). In legal terms this returns us to the dilemmas of governing
flows as/through ‘a zone of rights’ in which the uni-versality of the Law is
central to the very idea of legal order as the negation of the ‘state of nature’
(Fitzpatrick, 1992: 82). But the dis-ordering of these de/territorializations
inheres in the refusal of ‘things’ to observe the divisions that they are called
upon to witness, as well as in the disputes between nations ‘represented’ in
the event of global governance. The question of ‘what democracy could
possibly be in relation to “the people” in these un/re-makings of political
community (Walker, 1991) is not just a question of negotiating global
citizenship through the awkward vernacular of inter-national relations, but
through the affects of ‘things’ in these cosmopolitan assemblages (Stengers,
1996).

The parable of the commons, I suggest, marks the spatial inscription of
the mutually informing and contested contours of modern purifications of
the inside/outside boundaries of political community through the spatial
practices of sovereignty and of the social/natural boundaries of living
associations through the spatial practices of property (see figure 5.5).
Delimiting the narrative limits and practical possibilities of the modern
political imagination, the commons parable is an unavoidable and intensely
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contested boundary condition of all new worlds (Rose, 1986). Dis-placing
this parable to the terrain of global environmental governance provides an
important interference in its moral topology and impetus for new political
alignments and theoretical initiatives in the spatial configuration of socio-
material associations (Helgason and Pálsson, 1997). The distant territorial-
izations of the ‘tragedy’ of the local commons in the Third World and of
the ‘virtue’ of the pristine spaces of the global commons become impossible
intimates in the contested vernacular of biodiversity (Ostrum et al., 1999).
Here, the bio-prospecting alliances of western corporations, life sciences
and states engineering new commodities out of the ‘state of nature’ are
compelled to engage with communities and organizations of resistance in
the South, and their Northern allies, who rightly insist that there is no ‘state

Figure 5.5 De/re-territorializing plant genetic resources
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of nature’ only richly inhabited ecologies in which the precious metal of
bio-diversity is intimately bound up with the diversity of cultural practices
(Goldman, 1998).

The socio-material hybridity of PGR, and its complex geographies and
histories, disturbs the territorial vernacular of global governance and
harbingers new spatialities of jurisdiction and (dis)possession that promise
to shift the political imaginaries of who and what constitutes ‘the com-
mons’ at the beginning of the twenty-first century. The politics of ‘global
ecology’ (Sachs, 1994) or ‘earth politics’ (von Weisäcker, 1994) are neces-
sarily more plural and partial than a global vision that maps a universal
subject, the ‘we’ of humanity, on to a powerful image of a finite terrain.
What is needed, as Shiv Visvanathan suggests, is ‘not a common future but
[a re-imagining of] the future as a commons’ (1991: 383).
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Section 3

L i v i n g S p a c e s

The facts cut me off. The clean boxes of history, geography, science,
art. What is the separateness of things when the current that flows
each to each is live? It is the livingness I want. (Jeanette Winterson,
1997: 85)

Just as humans and non-humans, subjects and objects are constituted
through the performance of myriad moments and modes of consumption,
so the distinction between them is rendered porous in the process as
‘things’ become familiar co-habitants in the living fabrics of association
that configure the geographies of the social. It is in these most intimate
and ordinary of encounters and accommodations that the bodily contours
taken to mark off discrete ‘individuals’ and/of certain kinds amidst the
heterogenous flux of the socio-material world gain a subversive potency
as liminal spaces in which self-effacing habits, tacit knowledges and
embodied desires refuse the apartheid distinction between nature and
society even as it continues to hold sway over the discursive conventions
of expert and commonsense accounts of the world. In the essays in this
section I want to turn from the spectacular spaces of wildlife and the
proprietary spaces of governmentality to explore this interval between
sense and sense-making in the quotidean spaces of everyday life. Here, as
Arjun Appadurai puts it,

the small habits of consumption, typically daily food habits, can
perform a percussive role in organizing large-scale consumption
patterns . . . made up of much more complex orders of repetition and
improvisation. (1996: 68)

Appadurai’s efforts are directed towards resituating the temporality
of consumption in terms of the polyvalent rhythms of history, periodicity
and process so as to avoid its treatment as the ‘end of the road for goods
and services’ (1996: 66). I ally this impulse to a reconsideration of the
spatiality of consumption against the confined conceits of the shopping
mall and the supermarket, the archetypal predestinations of goods
originated in the spaces of production. These chapters endeavour to
resituate consumption in more visceral terms, incorporating the multiple



sites of inhabitation connecting the bodily spaces that locate ‘our’ being-
in-the-world to the metabolic frailties and corporeal compulsions of
multifarious ‘others’ that share the precarious register of life and
redistribute its energies through all manner of intermediaries and
configurations. In this enterprise I take my cue from A.N. Whitehead’s
observation that ‘the body is only a peculiarly intimate bit of the world’
(1929: 113), to suggest that taking embodiment as the nexus of our
situatedness in the world is to foreground relationality, rather than
individuality, as the axiom of social life. This is a relationality, like
Whitehead’s ‘concresances’, Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘rhizomes’ or ANT’s
‘networks’, that necessarily extends the social beyond the human or, more
properly, through which the human and other kinds are con-figured in
particular and provisional ways. The inter-corporeal intimacies that body
forth through everyday consumption practices are nowhere more in
evidence that in that most carnal and compulsory of exchanges –
nourishment (see de Certeau et al., 1998).

Appadurai notes in his seminal book The social life of things (1986)
that food is a ready candidate when it comes to appreciating the inherent
tropic qualities of things. Variously mobilized as goods, products or
commodities, the stuff of food constantly shifts register between the
material and the metaphorical, between plant or animal and crop or
livestock, between calories and bodies (ibid.: 506–7). Moreover, as
Elspeth Probyn suggests, this mortal traffic ‘offers a very practical
figuring of an everyday ethics of living’ (1999: 224) in which food
complicates the geographies of intimacy, stretching and folding the time–
spaces of here and now, ‘us’ and ‘them’, producing and consuming in
complex and contested ways. However, I want to take issue with the
mute pliancy of the objects mobilized in both of their accounts in so far
as they restrict the terms on which ‘things’ are admitted into the social to
their animation by something else (human intention), excluding the
affectivity of ‘things’ on their own account – affects that can resist and
deflect the course of human designs (see Graves-Brown, 2000: 4). My
argument in the following chapters is that the lively currents in this inter-
corporeal commotion amount to more than simply a ‘traffic in things’ set
in motion by exclusively human subjects.1 To work against the
asymmetry of such ‘methodological animism’ is to recognize with Peter
Pels

. . . that materiality is not some quality distinguishing an object from a
subject – that one should, in fact, question the slippage from the
epistemological to the ontological notion of ‘object’ which undergirds
arguments of material anthropology. . . . It implies that the ‘material’ is
not necessarily on the receiving end of plastic power, a tabula rasa on
which signification is conferred by humans. (1998: 100–1)
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Configured in more relational terms, the corporeality of the body
and of the world fold through each other in the manner suggested by
Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the ‘reversibility of the flesh’ (1968). Tracing
this principle through the bodies caught up in the geographies of food
simultaneously exposes the neglected pulse of prehension, sensibility and
disposition in the fabric of ‘human’ being (and doing) and readmits what
Michel Serres would call the ‘sens of objects’ (1991: 13) into the
company of worldly agents with whom our lives are entangled. Far from
denying embodied difference, such a relational conception of social life is
what makes corporeal differentiation possible by requiring us to
distinguish between bodies in ways that appreciate their specificities and
respect the affects and affordances that flow between them and through
which each takes and holds (and changes) shape. Like Winterson, ‘it is
the livingness’ I want to hold on to in these last chapters, by attending to
the flesh of the ‘things’ as well as that of the (always human) subjects in
the metabolic spaces of consumption, and by exploring the ethical import
of their shared ‘corporeal imperative’ (Weiss, 1999: 128). Chapter 6
traces the polyvalent career of the soybean (Glycine max) as an industrial
crop and a Frankenstein food through its genetic enrolment to freight the
world’s leading herbicide – Roundup®. One of a litany of ‘food scares’ to
have complicated the cartography of connections within which people
situate their shopping and eating habits, GMHT (genetically modified
herbicide tolerant) soya disturbs the orderly transposition of socio-
material value from field to plate with a more monstrous topicality.
Chapter 7 takes up the ethical import of the everyday negotiation of such
hybrid geographies. Public anxieties around industrial foodstuffs and
growing consumer participation in alternative food networks, from
Fairtrade to organics, suggest that food is a ready messenger of
connectedness and considerability that is fleshing out the spaces and
practices of a relational ethics, even as academic and policy analysts
struggle to register or make sense of them.
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6

Transgressing Objectivity:
the monstrous topicality of ‘GM’ food

Eating scrambles neat demarcations and points to the messy inter-
connection of the local and the global, the inside and the outside . . .
food compels us to think about . . . the social as a surface
composed of relations of proximity. (Elspeth Probyn, 1998: 161)

eating space

From the mundane discomforts of indigestion or the sour grimaces that
mimic the odour of foodstuffs on the turn to the collective anxieties that
aggregate around any number of toxins and diseases freighted by food,
eating marks the most immediate and commonplace enactment of Merleau-
Ponty’s insistence that ‘the lived body is our general medium for having a
world’ (1962: 130). The metabolic impressions that the flesh of others
imparts to our own is an enduring axiom of social relations with the non-
human world and the porosity of the imagined borders which mark ‘us’ off
from ‘it’ (Douglas, 1966; Fiddes, 1991). The potency of this vector of inter-
corporeality seems to grow as the moments and spaces of cultivating and
eating, animal and meat, plant and fruit, become ever more convoluted.
The troubling spectres of fleshy mutability that haunt the shadowy regions
between field and plate mass with particular intensity in the event of ‘food
scares’. Such events are endemic to the relentless industrialization of food
over the last half-century and are emblematic of the threadbare fabric of
trust (dis)connecting industrial food production and consumption as we
enter the twenty-first century (Griffiths and Wallace, 1998).1

Listeria, Salmonella, E. coli, dioxin, chemical, hormone and antibiotic
residues and, scariest of all perhaps, ‘mad cows’ are now familiar inter-
lopers in the cheap abundance and superfluous choices enjoyed by those of
us accustomed to an industrial diet. But the ‘yuk factor’, as Derek Burke so
felicitously labels such gut apprehensions (1998), shifts ambivalently
through this catalogue of unwelcome familiars. What begins as a catalogue



of errors by accident – ‘rogue’ bacteria and proteins whose presence signals
a failure in the clinical production and distribution of milk and meat,
chickens and eggs,2 becomes a catalogue of errors by design – the traces of
scientific and economic rationalizations of plant and animal bodies as crops
and livestock that, in their multifarious incarnations as human foods,
become incorporated into our own (Fitzsimmons and Goodman, 1998).
Unlike Ulrich Beck’s neat demarcation between ‘natural hazards’ and
‘social risks’, the benchmark that heralds his Risk society (1989), the social
and the natural are not so readily distilled in this parade of disturbing
hybridities. Rather, such food scares freight all manner of metabolic
histories and geographies – the subconscious patina of eating taboos; the
medical registration of allergies and illness; the rampant mutability of
cellular life; and discursive ruptures in the credibility of ‘experts’. It is hard
to imagine a less propitious context for the clandestine advent of geneti-
cally modified (GM) foods – the more monstrous in their topicality for
being undetectable by texture, smell or appearance in the field and pos-
itively unrecognizable on the plate, anonymous ingredients in the welter of
processed foods that passes our lips.

Incredible as it seems with hindsight, the corporate and state agencies
most implicated in the fabric of industrial agri-food networks behaved as if
they were unaware of, or indifferent to, the potency of this dissonance
between popular apprehensions of the hyphenated spaces between growing
and eating and their own polished assertions that the hyphen is incidental,
conveying nothing significant – ‘trust us’.3 This disjunction in spatial
imaginaries is nicely illustrated by the juxtaposition of two humorous
depictions of the turbid interval between field and plate. The first is an
advertisement from the trade press in the late 1980s by one of the then
leading US agri-biotechnology companies, Arco Seed (see figure 6.1a).
Under the byline ‘Our taste is a product of culture’ is an image of a silver
platter and candelabras, the accoutrements of fine dining. The glow of the
candles reflects seductively off the platter on which an assortment of petri
dishes is served, their coded numbers visible beneath a decorative flourish
of parsley. Here the space–time coordinates of growing and eating are
neatly conjugated. The company’s technical claims to accelerate the corpo-
real improvement of crop plants are allied to a re-location of food’s
tastiness from the cultural sites of the restaurant/kitchen to the ‘tissue
culture’ of the laboratory. Yield and taste are identical scientific achieve-
ments. The second depiction is a cartoon from the French newspaper
France Soir in the late 1990s (see figure 6.1b). Its caption is ‘Le secret
alimentaire’, a pun in which the secrecy of industrial foodstuffs is what
keeps the potboiler of publicity simmering. The cartoon collides the cosy
gender relations of a mealtime scene, a woman bringing food to a table at
which a man is seated expectantly, with a tersely disconcerting exchange of
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words. His clichéd enquiry ‘What’s for supper?’ is met by the food-bearer’s
guileless reply, ‘If only I knew?’

More than any previous food scare, the abbreviated opacity of GM
has provided a vehicle for articulating this diffuse but mounting sense

Figure 6.1a Arco Seed Company advertisement from the late 1980s: ‘Our taste is a product of

culture’ (Busch et al., 1991: 227)

Figure 6.1b Cartoon from France Soir from the late 1990s: ‘Le secret alimentaire’ (Cartoonist:

Trez; France Soir 26/2/99)
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among food consumers that they no longer know what they are eating or,
just as significantly, trust authorities claiming to know better (Durant,
1998; ESRC, 1999). Implicit in this gathering unease is Probyn’s observa-
tion at the start of this chapter that eating complicates the clean cut
spatialities of local/global, inside/outside and public/private and forces us
to engage rather different geographical imaginations. But, where her
analysis of the McDonaldization of family and civic identities suggests a
liberating disruption to the stifling gender relations that are performed
through household food preparation and consumption routines, not every-
thing is rosy in the post/modern hypermarket. In the case of food scares in
general, and GM foods in particular, collective glimpses of the unfamiliar
folds of laboratories and corporate headquarters, law courts and govern-
ment offices that complicate the straight line from field to shelf are rather
more politically fraught. A case in point is taking place in Britain. Located
between the food cultures of the USA and continental Europe and an
epicentre of the tragic blunder of BSE–vCJD, Britain has become an
unlikely hotbed of civil and consumer defiance of the scientific and political
authorities that look after ‘the public interest’ in food matters and have
been so conspicuously compromised (Hinchliffe, 2001).

However, just as governments and corporations have been slow to
acknowledge the misfit between their own logistical cartographies of food
and the more intimate geographies inhabited by consumers, so too have the
research accounts of social scientists. The topological ‘compulsion’ that
Probyn attributes to eating has been widely resisted in agri-food studies
which have tended to fracture along an economic/cultural fault-line and,
through their conversations and alignments with political economy and
cultural studies respectively, to reiterate the compartmentalization of pro-
duction and consumption (see Goodman, 1999). The staple concepts of
agri-food studies, such as commodity chains (Friedland et al., 1981); filières
agro-alimentaires (Allaire and Boyar, 1989) and systems of provision (Fine
et al., 1996), share a tendency to configure the geographies of food as a uni-
lateral translation of socio-material value from field to plate, in which food
is little more than the terminus of the crop.4 If ‘consumption’ has been
something of an afterthought in these studies, cultural approaches have
been just as circumscribed in their attentions. While they have succeeded in
animating food consumption as a socially complex and consequential
process, their focus on shopping, cooking and eating identities and the
bodily register of these cultural practices (Lupton, 1996; Bell and Valentine,
1997) rarely strays much beyond the supermarket aisles, restaurant tables
and take-away menus where food, it appears, is replicated at will.5

Everything that matters in these bi-partite accounts of the geographies of
food seems to boil down to profitability or subjectivity. The matter of agri-
food becomes an absent presence, like the hyphen that holds the moments
of producing and consuming in place forgetting, as does Probyn, that the
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traffic between them is a traffic in and through ‘things’ (see Jackson,
1999).

As Probyn suggests, food, of all things, complicates these well-worn
distances between production and consumption in ways which should
‘render visible the lines of force that produce the pleats and folds of our
social lives’ (1996: 11). But the vegetal currency of Deleuzian philosophy to
which she appeals in this manoeuvre does more than alert us to the spatial
import of its rhizomatic diagramming between here and there, now and
then. It also complicates the fabric of ‘our social lives’ in ways that Probyn
does not interrogate, by extending the register of ‘bodies’ that count
beyond the human and admitting living things and their traces (not
restricted to the visible) into this vital topology. Evocations of the rhizome
in social theory rehearse its botanical identity as an ‘underground stem’
that produces branches under the soil surface from which shoots emerge
above ground, extending a plant’s reach in space and time. But, while such
evocations readily grasp its metaphorical purchase – the kinds of spatial-
ities the rhizome ‘stands for’, they rarely hold on to its material potency –
what rhizomes ‘do’ and the living spaces they inhabit (Buchanan, 1997).
This is a potency more commonly appreciated in the practical knowledges
of gardeners and growers through their dealings with clumping or invasive
plants like ferns and lilies, or potatoes (Rost et al., 1998: 101 and 399).

Thus, even as accounts of food consumption have become populated
by ‘body-subjects’, these fleshy concerns remain resolutely human in
scope.6 Yet it is the rhizome’s cellular plasticity that informs its figurative
use in Deleuzian bio-philosophy – the energetic exchanges and becomings
of plants and insects, plant cells and soil microbes, water and light that are
aligned in variable and heterogeneous ways against the genealogical unity
of the tree, which centres everything on itself and is rooted to the spot (see
Ansell-Pearson, 1999: 160–1). For Deleuze and Guattari, the rhizome
freights spatial practices and imaginations in which ‘the variability, the
polyvocality of directions, is an essential feature’ (1988: 382).7 In place of
the straight lines and orderly sequences of food chains, filières and systems
which project originary points of production through frictionless trajec-
tories to terminal points of consumption, the geographies mapped here are
more turbulent and more attentive to the multiplicity of possible paths ‘in-
between’ where things pick up speed and take on consistencies and
directions of their own.

In this chapter I ally this rhizome figure to forays into the lively worlds
of Leguminosae – a family of some 18,000 species of plants identifiable
taxonomically by the shared trait of a fruiting pod (Polhill and Raven,
1981), but more popularly known by their most colourful feature, a pea-
like flower. Leguminosae constitute nearly one-twelfth of all known flower-
ing plants and are second only to grasses (cereals) in terms of their
economic significance as food crops (ILDIS, 2000). More particularly,
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I want to weave two moments in the rhizomatic geographies of a particular
legume – the soybean (Glycine max). In its manifold guises as seed, plant,
bean, oil, flour and emulsifier (lecithin) (the list goes on),8 soya takes here
the analytical part of Serres’ ‘exluded middle/third’ (le tiers exclu) (1995); a
blank figure which announces the presence of absent ‘things’ in the fabric
of social orderings and compels us to attend to the significance of their
being left out of the narratives of social analysis (Hetherington and Lee,
2000).9 As such, it transacts the crop/food fault-line not simply by its
motility and indeterminacy but in its tendency to change the conditions of
possibility, the valency of connections along the way (Munro, 1997).

The two moments in the rhizomatic geographies of GM soya that
I trace below are those of its becoming an industrial crop and a Franken-
stein food. As industrial crop, the soybean is the artefact of energetic
associations between plants and people in which ecological adaptation,
seed selection and plant breeding have all left their mark on its agronomic
properties. In its GM incarnation the soybean has become one of a number
of transgenic crops fabricated under the trademark Roundup ReadyTM that
have been genetically enrolled to tolerate a broad spectrum (i.e. indiscrimi-
nate) glyphosate herbicide Roundup®. The crops and herbicides that bear
the Roundup logo are produced and marketed by Monsanto, one of the
largest agri-chemical corporations in the world.10 As Frankenstein food,
soya is among the most ubiquitous and discreet components of industrial
diets with two of its derivatives – soya flour and soya oil – finding their way
into a host of processed foodstuffs from margarine, confectionary and soft-
drinks to take-away and oven-ready meals. Here, soya galvanizes hectic
currents of anxiety about the surreptitious presence of transgenic materials
in the things we eat into improbable lines of force that are even now
realigning everyday eating habits and the organizational practices of food
retailers, manufacturers and government agencies. These moments of
becoming ‘genetically modified’ pervert the nutritional configuration of the
soybean’s social qualities as a protein-rich foodstuff and re-align its socio-
material valency in peculiar and contradictory ways.11

becoming industrial soybean

. . . to enrol animals, plants, proteins in the emerging collective, one
must first endow them with the social characteristics necessary for
their integration. (Bruno Latour, 1994b: 60)

For the connoisseur, the collection of 7,359 soybeans held at the University
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign is a worthy exhibition of the object of
their arcane enthusiasm (Hapgood, 1987). For the rest of us it is an obscure
reminder that even as we take ‘the’ soybean for granted as a certain kind it
is as manifestly heterogeneous and fraught a socio-material assemblage as
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any other in the migrant fabric of the USA. However intimately it has come
to be fixed as a scientific object, under the taxon Glycine max12 or the
microscopic scrutiny of the cellular anatomy of its proteins, lipids and root
nodules, the soybean retains the energetic and variable propensities of
plantlife. But such natural histories occlude much older ones which have
witnessed the soybean’s enrolment in social relations as a cultivated crop
over many centuries. Like wheat, maize, sorghum, potato and other staple
food plants, the complex relations between human, animal and plant
communities that are abridged in the notion of domestication have all left
their mark on the soybean’s transposition from its place as a regional
cultivar in north-east China for more than 3,000 years to that of an
industrial crop in north America since the early twentieth century (Han-
cock, 1992).13 Three glimpses of the social enrolment and shifting potencies
of the soybean signal the laborious and volatile directionalities of this
journey.

‘brings happiness’

The versatile growing and eating properties of soybeans made them highly
prized among peasant farmers, acquiring familiar names like ‘brings happi-
ness’ and ‘yellow jewel’, and saw them circulating as a dietary staple
throughout East Asia by 1,000 AD in a variety of guises from sprouts and
beans, to processed derivatives like bean curd and fermented pastes and
sauces (Kiple and Ornelas, 2000). These are properties known today in
terms of their nutritional value as a major source of plant protein and their
capacity to fix nitrogen from the soil, and so thrive in relatively poor
conditions. Like many plants united under the taxon Leguminosae,14 the
soybean’s nitrogen-fixing capability is associated with its distinctive root
nodules, which are themselves an expression of thoroughly symbiotic
relations between the plant’s root cells and soil bacteria. Under the lens of
twentieth-century science these metabolic intimacies are writ large (see
figure 6.2) in the enzymatic conversion of soil nitrogen by the bacterium
Rhizobium sp. and its journey through a tiny infection thread in the plant’s
root hairs into the cortex of the root to form a swollen mass of cells (the
nodule), drawing energy all the while from the carbohyrdrates provided by
the host plant (see Hirsch and LaRue, 1997).

The dense fabric of socio-material relations between plants and farm-
ers, soils and bacteria accumulated in Asia has engendered thousands of
genetically and phenotypically variable ‘land races’ of soybean with differ-
ent environmental and disease tolerances and susceptibilties associated with
their particular ecological nexus (Frankel and Bennett, 1970).15 These
range from indigestable flat-lying ‘wild’ varieties to those habituated by
selection to stand upright and bear larger more useful seeds and beans
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(Fowler and Mooney, 1990). The sub-species Glycine max, the accepted
taxon of the modern cultivated soybean, is itself a product of these ancient
associations, whose ancestry has been traced back to the ‘wild’ sub-species
Glycine soja (Bao et al., 1993). Thus, while the soybean’s hybridity has
been intensified and realigned by recent transgenic engineerings of its
cellular DNA, it does not originate in them anymore than it is the outcome
of purely ‘natural’ hybridization (see Rieseberg and Ellstrand, 1993). But, if
it was the soybean’s properties of nourishing both soils and people that
freighted its early enlistment into the social networks and practical knowl-
edges of Chinese peasant farmers, its enrolment as an industrial crop
articulates a very different kind of social ordering.

‘magical hybrids’

Accounts of the soybean’s arrival in North America celebrate a seaman-
merchant Samuel Bowen as the founding figure who, on his return from
speculative travels in China in 1765, brought the first seeds to a plantation
in Savannah, Georgia (Hymowitz and Harlan, 1983).16 But little of con-
sequence seems to have followed his intervention in terms of the soybean’s
career as an industrial crop. In Jack Kloppenberg’s (1988) compelling
history of the slow and fraught accretion of diverse acts through which the
biotechnological transformation of agricultural plants has proceeded, the

Figure 6.2 The soybean’s nitrogen fixing root nodule (adapted from Rost et al., 1998: 82,

figure 5.20)
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soybean’s reassemblage as an industrial commodity emerges as anything
but straightforward. Neither scientific ‘proofs’ of its extraordinary nutri-
tional value published in France in the late 1880s (Hapgood, 1987), nor
new cooking techniques imported from China in the 1930s to improve its
palatability (Lappé and Bailey, 1999), had much effect on establishing a
soybean market in the west.

Not until 1900 did it become enmeshed in the hectic scientific,
governmental and commercial networks configuring the institutional fabric
of US agri-food industrialization (see Kenney, 1986; Busch et al., 1991).
Over the next 30 years the soybean was targeted by a Department of
Agriculture ‘introduction programme’ that enlisted scientific, diplomatic
and naval energies in garnering over 4,000 varieties from across East Asia,
monitoring and selecting them in university experimental stations nation-
wide, and introducing the most successful ones into the US farming
repertoire (Evans, 1998). By 1924 a soybean crop of some 2.5 million acres
was recorded in the USA, mainly in the mid-west, with a market value as
animal fodder of US$24 million (Kiple and Ornelas, 2000).17 But the
soybean was proving a recalcitrant industrial subject not only in terms of
its commercial performance as a foodstuff, but also in terms of the
obstacles it presented to the new plant breeding techniques that promised
to realize the potential of the seed itself as an industrial commodity.

This promise took shape in the socio-technical project of hybridization
which was to become the talisman of agronomic science in the middle
decades of the twentieth century. As Henry Munger, a plant breeder writing
for the American Seed Association in 1952 put it, ‘the word “hybrid” has
magic in it at the present time’ (quoted in Kloppenberg, 1988: 124). Its
spell was first made flesh in the guise of F1 (first generation) hybrids which
codified the scientific and legal practices of Mendelian genetics and Plant
Breeders’ Rights in the name of crop improvement (see Fowler and
Mooney, 1990). The prototype for these early efforts in plant hybridization
was corn (Zea mays). The distinctive configuration of its male (tassle) and
female (silk) flower parts, which predisposes it to cross-fertilize with other
plants (outbreeding), made corn uniquely amenable to manual hybrid-
ization methods (Tudge, 1993: 178). Intervening in its fertilization, and
hence in the traits inherited by the next generation of plants, involved a
laborious but fairly straightforward process of pollination by hand (Good-
man et al., 1987: 39).18 Standing about two feet tall and bearing seeds in
fuzzy pods clustered near the stalk, the soybean (like the majority of crop
plants) is inbreeding with its flower parts anatomically arranged for self-
fertilization, making such hybridization techniques inpracticable (see figure
6.3).

As Mendel’s experiments with garden peas had suggested decades
before, the ‘improved’ traits exhibited in F1 plant hybrids do not pass to
subsequent generations (Tudge, 1993: 176). The ancient practice of saving
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seed from the harvest to sow next year’s crop became redundant as
hybridization required new F1 seed to be purchased afresh each year.
Notwithstanding the uncertain benefits of hybrid corn varieties (Berlan and
Lewontin, 1986: 788), government monies poured into campuses and
institutes world-wide to extend the technical purchase of reproductive
hybridization to a wider range of crop plants (Busch et al., 1991: 61–2).
But the unprecedented potential to turn seeds into commodities in their
own right required new legal instruments to secure the commercial viability
of these techniques. In the case of the soybean a coincidence of technical
and legal developments in the 1970s more effectively harnessed its energies
to this industrial social ordering. First, the axiom of hybridization shifted
from sexual intervention in the pollination process to manipulation of the
process of cellular division (mitosis), so-called tissue culture methods,
which increased the speed and ambit of hybrid development (Tudge,
1993).19 Secondly, the Plant Varieties Protection Act that came into force in
the USA in 1970, and was matched by parallel legislation elsewhere,
provided the legal instruments to inscribe the seeds that embodied these
socio-technical processes as discrete and attributable social artefacts
(UPOV, 1972). The acreage and value of soybeans rose sharply in the USA
through the 1970s and 1980s as research and development shifted to
private companies like Jacob Hartz Seed, the market leader in hybrid
soybean varieties. Moreover, increasing demand for vegetable oils as a
staple ingredient in processed foods enhanced the commodity value of soya,
and other palm-oil alternatives (Kloppenberg, 1988: 143). However, as
with many hybrid cultivars, the genetic impoverishment of the industrial

Figure 6.3 Glycine max: the soybean in the pod (Photo: Chris Johns; National Geographic,

172/1: 72, 1987)

TRANSGRESSING OBJECTIVITY 129



soybean increased its susceptiblity to all manner of pests and diseases,
while its mechanization as a monocultural crop magnified the economic
significance of ‘weeds’ as a contaminating presence in the field. Alongside
the sterile seed, hybridization had bred a remedial appetite for technical
fixes.

Roundup ReadyTM

By 1998 some 60 million acres of soybeans were being grown in the USA
with a harvest value of almost $12 billion, dwarfing production in Asia and
accounting for half of the total global crop.20 More remarkable still, as a
measure of its intensifying industrialization, nearly a third of this crop
consisted of Monsanto’s Roundup ReadyTM soybean, a genetically mod-
ified herbicide tolerant (GMHT) variety that had only been licensed for
commercial planting in the USA in 1996 (Food and Drink Federation,
1998). This startling entrance of GM soybeans had nothing to do with
improving the nutritional properties or commercial value of the bean.
Rather it signals the increasingly monopolistic impetus of corporate efforts
to enrol the seed into the service of other product lines in the agro-
industrial stable. Thus over 70 per cent of the current acreage of GM crops
world-wide is accounted for by herbicide-resistant varieties (ISAAA, 1998).
Existing hybridization techniques were quite capable of breeding pest- and
disease-resistance traits garnered from the diversity of the Asian soybean
land races into the branded hybrids of the US industrial crop (Tudge, 1993:
191). But the genetic modification of the soybean (and other crop plants)
presented a quicker and much more commercially attractive vehicle for
businesses like Monsanto, whose investment in hybrid seeds was fuelled by
their established interests in agri-chemicals (Kloppenberg, 1988). In this
latest industrial twist, the soybean was to be realigned to freight the world’s
leading herbicide, a glyphosate-based weed-killer developed and patented
by Monsanto in the 1970s under the Roundup® label that accounts for 17
per cent of their $9 billion annual sales today (Anderson L., 1999) (see
figure 6.4).21

If corn had been the prototype for early industrial hybrid plant
breeding techniques which treated plant varieties as plastic groups subject
to manipulation by cross-pollination and tissue culture, the tobacco plant
(Nicotinina tobacum) was to take its place in the biotechnology era in
which even these vestiges of difference were to be unstitched at the
molecular level through genetic engineering. Here, as Monsanto puts it on
its public information webpage,

The DNA from different organisms is essentially the same – simply a set
of instructions that direct cells to make the proteins that are the basis of
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life. Whether the DNA is from a micro-organism, a plant, an animal or a
human, it is made of the same materials. (Monsanto, 2000)

This matter of fact rendition of the highly contested dogma of molecular
genetics reduces the generative properties of all biological organisms to a
function of the genetic ‘programme’ encoded in their DNA (see Webster
and Goodwin, 1996; Lewontin, 1998). But it is a rendition that also
conveys the social import of this digital calculus in terms of the potential
for the ‘code’ to be ‘mastered’, unconstrained by the biological syntax of
morphogenic integrity.

Biotechnological plant breeding ‘recombines’ the DNA of the target
plant by altering its genetic sequence, or in the case of transgenic plants, by
adding one or more genes from a donor organism (Watson et al., 1992).
This recombinant (rDNA) process involves three key steps. The isolation of
the coding sequence for the gene(s) associated with the desired trait
(identification); the replication and transfer of this gene to plant cells
(T-DNA vector construction); and the regeneration and developmental
regulation of the gene in the target plant (propogation and expression
control) using conventional tissue culture techniques (Schmidt, 1995).
Early experiments to confer glyphosate tolerance to plants in the 1980s
involved the identification of the aroA gene from a glyphosate-resistent
mutagenized strain of the Salmonella typhimurium bacteria, its integration

Figure 6.4 Roundup ReadyTM crop notice in an Illinois field (The Guardian, 20/2/99)
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into tobacco plant cells via an Agrobacterium rhizogenes T-DNA vector
and subsequent expression as a modest increase in the regenerated plants’
glyphosate tolerance (Comai et al., 1985a, 1985b).22

In their corporate publicity, Monsanto present this rDNA process as a
straightforward extension of traditional plant breeding methods that sim-
ply ‘allows for the transfer of a greater variety of genetic information in a
more precise, controlled manner’ (Monsanto, 2000). As well as being a
matter of dispute within the life science community, this disarming con-
catenation belies the arduous business of experimental trial and error that
perturbs any veneer of ‘controlled precision’. Practitioners are all too aware
that each of these steps is fraught with all manner of technical, behavioural
and legal gliches that yield uncertain results and measure ‘success’ over a
9–12-year time-horizon from experimentation to commercial crop produc-
tion (Mazur, 1995). The influential work of Comai et al. (1985a), for
example, reported that, alongside increased glyphosate tolerance, their GM
tobacco plants exhibited 30 per cent impairment of growth over untreated
control plants. The commercial impetus to which scientific careers and
innovations in this field are harnessed, together with the obstinate specific-
ities of particular target plants and vectoral organisms, tend to be written
out of textbook accounts of rDNA procedures (e.g. Watson et al., 1992:
chapter 24). Their only trace in such catalogues of rDNA achievement is
the rapidity with which standardized accounts are outmoded as, for
example, with the circumvention of the vectoral step in biolistic methods
(see Walden and Wingender, 1995).

In their Roundup ReadyTM incarnation soybeans are hybrid agents of
corporate science in which the entanglement of technical and business
practices is incorporated in the seed. In technical terms, they manifest an
Agrobacterium-mediated gene transfer of mutant forms of EPSPS enzymes
(see note 21) from glyphosate-resistent soil bacteria Pseudomonas spp. and
Klebsiella pneumoniae which contain amino-acid substitutions that coun-
teract the suppression of the plant’s own EPSPS by glyphosate and so
increase the soybean’s tolerance level compared to that of unmodified
varieties (Hinchee et al., 1988). Only after several years of field trials was a
commercially viable balance struck between gains in glyphosate tolerance
and losses in yield (Delannay et al., 1991). But these technical achievements
are themselves performed through proprietary alignments of germplasm,
instrumentation and expertise. In this case, Monsanto’s acquisition of
Hartz Seed Inc. and collaboration with (and eventual takeover of) Agrace-
tus Inc. in the 1980s secured a vital alliance between the HartzTM catalogue
of hybrid soybean seeds and germplasm (Kloppenberg, 1988) and the
‘Accell’ gene gun technology of Agracetus Inc. (McCabe et al., 1988), to
achieve pole position in the GMHT seed market.23 It is a socio-material
ordering held in place by monopoly patents whose grip is reinscribed by the
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signature that seals every purchase agreement each time a farmer buys
Roundup ReadyTM seed.

The Grower agrees not to supply any of this seed to anyone for planting
and agrees not to save any crop produced from this seed for replanting or
supply saved seed to anyone for replanting. The grower agrees not to use
this seed or provide it to anyone for crop breeding, research, or seed
production. If a herbicide containing the same active ingredient as
Roundup® Ultra herbicide (or one with a similar mode of action) is used
over the top of Roundup ReadyTM soybeans, the Grower agrees to use
only the Roundup® branded herbicide. (Purchase log report form,
HartzTM Seed Company; quoted in Lappé and Bailey, 1999: 53)24

Amidst the profusion of proteins and patents, viruses and devices that
bind the soybean so intimately to this industrial assemblage, its perform-
ance still cannot be relied upon as, like other GM organisms, its lively
potencies find expression in deviant and unintended directions.25 The
Roundup®/Roundup ReadyTM package is promoted as ‘an intelligent
environment-friendly solution’ because glyphosate ‘breaks down quickly in
the soil’ and, under test conditions, GMHT soybeans require lower treat-
ment levels which ‘experts anticipate’ means that herbicide use ‘can be
reduced by a third’ (Monsanto, 1996). Unsettling such carefully worded
claims is evidence that metabolizing high levels of glyphosate induces
physiological and biochemical changes in soya plants and microbial soil
organisms in ways which inhibit their beneficial interaction and raise
phyto-oestrogen levels in the plant that may pose a potential health risk to
humans and other mammals (Nottingham, 1998; Raganarsdottir, 2000).26

Moreover, the first two-year study by the USDA (United States Department
of Agriculture) of its on-farm use in conjunction with GMHT soya, cotton
and maize found that there was no measurable reduction in glyphosate
application in more than half the study’s regional crop combinations (7/12)
and no significant difference in yield over non-GMHT crops in two-thirds
of regional crop combinations (12/18) (New Scientist, 10/7/99). For all its
precision engineering, then, the GM incarnation of the soybean no more
stays put in the germinal fabric of the seed or the field boundaries of the
crop than did its forebear ‘brings happiness’, but is metabolized and
redistributed through all manner of inter-corporeal relations in growing
and eating practices.

Becoming frankenstein food

These ways of everyday practice, these procedures and ruses of
consumers constitute the network of an antidiscipline. (de Certeau,
1988: 14)
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The arrival of the first shipment of 200,000 tons of US soybeans incorpor-
ating Roundup ReadyTM GMHT beans in Europe in October 1996 met
with a hostile reception. German Greenpeace demonstrators sporting white
‘biohazard’ jumpsuits and rabbit masks outside the Unilever headquarters
in Hamburg, one of Europe’s largest soybean importers, made headlines
with placards protesting ‘we don’t want to be laboratory rabbits’ and ‘no
to GM soybeans in our food’. So began what Time Magazine (1996) called
the ‘battle of the bean genes’, which has since become an energetic theatre
of environmental and consumer resistence to GM foods across Europe, not
least in Britain. Here, it did not take the ‘fourth estate’ long to displace the
rabbit mask with that most English touchstone of anxiety – the monstrous
visage of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (Turney, 1998; Bingham, 2001),
distilling disparate currents of apprehension into the tabloid slogan ‘Fran-
kenstein foods’ (Daily Mail, 4/5/96). It is a visage that has come to haunt
GM foods in ways quite as ‘magical’ in its hold on the public imagination
as hybrid seeds had been as a totem of scientific progress in the 1950s (see
figure 6.5).

The proliferation of small acts of refusal performed through diverse
registers and spaces of consumption from supermarket tills and school
meals to the diffuse vectors of popular sense-making, attest to the practical
potencies of doing and knowing that de Certeau evokes in his notion of
everyday life (see Conley, 1997: 111). These quotidian spaces disturb the

Figure 6.5 Frankenstein as the popular face of GM protests in the UK (The Observer,

21/2/99)
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socio-material valency of commodities, and the strategic cartographies that
they freight, by otherwise inhabiting agri-food networks and realigning the
properties of foodstuffs as they transact the interval between production
and consumption. Such countervailing currents in the topologies of grow-
ing and eating are not peculiar to food scares. But these events condense the
volatility of industrial orderings through the metabolic intimacies that their
fleshy traffic forges in its convoluted journeys from field to fork.

Over 40 per cent of the US soybean crop is exported, primarily to
Europe (and Japan) where the soybean is little grown. As a consequence, it
has fallen to other crops in the Roundup ReadyTM stable, like oil-seed rape
and sugar beet, and other brands of GMHT maize, to focus concerns here
about the genetic contamination of related ‘wild’ species and cultivated
varieties and the impacts of broad spectrum herbicide use on biodiversity
(English Nature, 1998).27 But some 60 per cent of Europe’s processed foods
contain soya derivatives and much of the public anxiety about GM foods
has been channelled through the soybean precisely because its surreptitious
presence is emblematic of the lack of advisory labelling and precautionary
testing that have attended GM’s arrival on the menu.28 In other words,
somewhere between field and plate the precious rDNA proteins that
proponents promise will ‘feed the world’ cease to matter enough to entitle
those destined to eat them to a means of discerning their presence or,
thereby, exercising a practical judgement of any kind. In this section I will
argue that this vanishing trick has fuelled the vacuum in trust which
Frankenstein foods have come to occupy. Having outlined the regulatory
protocols of ‘substantial equivalence’ which contrive a dis-junction in the
GMHT soybean’s transition from crop to food, I turn to consider the ‘ruses
and procedures of consumers’ to recuperate the socio-material connections
between growing and eating despite, or even because of, the wedge that
such protocols would drive between them.

substantial equivalence

In their efforts to transact the interval between field and plate Monsanto
gave a new twist to the promotional strategies of biotechnology companies
like Arco Seed Inc. (see figure 6.1a), that had erased the hyphen holding
agri-food networks in place by rendering crop and food ‘improvements’
coincidental scientific achievements. To counter mounting public opposi-
tion to its GMHT soybeans, the corporation launched a £3 million
publicity campaign in the British press in the autumn of 1998, including
seven full-page text advertisements. The first, under the byline ‘More
biotechnology plants mean less industrial ones’, promoted Monsanto’s
‘environmental’ claims for GMHT technologies as a departure from the
damaging chemical regime of ‘industrial’ crops. One of its sequels, entitled
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‘This strawberry tastes just like a strawberry’, suggested that such momen-
tous changes to the crop in the field left no trace in the food on your plate,
which tasted just the same. The hyphen that had united the spaces of
production and consumption here marked a radical break, assuming the
proportions of the ocean traversed by the vessels shipping soybeans from
the USA to Europe.29

From the first portentous cargo’s arrival in Antwerp, and in marked
contrast to the scrupulous segregation of Roundup ReadyTM soybean seed,
US growers’ and shippers’ organizations joined Monsanto in insisting that
the separation of GMHT beans from conventional ones was unnecessary
because ‘they are no different’ and, in any event, was ‘technically’ impracti-
cable (American Soybean Association, 1996). These claims were attuned to
the global food safety protocols assembled by the Codex Alimentarius
Commission under the auspices of the United Nations and encoded in its
documentary proceedings (FAO/WHO, 1996). These protocols calibrate
the ‘risk’ of GM foods by assessing their difference from ‘conventional’
comparators against a normative benchmark of ‘substantial equivalence’.
In both theory and practice the determination of ‘equivalence’ depends on
the comparator species/variety selected, for which Codex provides few
criteria, and the parameters and specification of testing required to sub-
stantiate equivalence, which Codex restricts to genetic composition (see Ho
and Steinbrecher, 1998; Nature, 1999). Furthermore, claims to ‘substantial
equivalence’ are based on evidence supplied by the applicant in advance of
independent testing, thereby circumscribing regulatory scrutiny.30 Thus,
Monsanto’s application to the UK Advisory Committee on Novel Foods
and Processes (ACNFP) in 1994 for a licence to sell Roundup ReadyTM

soybeans anticipated the exemption of their product from regulatory
scrutiny on the grounds that ‘following the principles for the application of
substantial equivalence, there should be no further safety or nutritional
concerns of any significance’ (quoted in Anderson L., 1999: 16).

At the time of Monsanto’s application, the risk assessment of GM
foodstuffs (as opposed to crops) in the UK was divided between two main
Government advisory committees reporting to the Department of Health
and the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food. As well as the scrutiny
of the ACNFP, responsible for the safety of novel foodstuffs, it fell within
the purview of the Food Advisory Committee (FAC) responsible for food
labelling (Levidow and Carr, 1996). As a House of Commons Environ-
mental Audit Committee report later complained, these bodies (and their
agronomic counterparts) were dominated by scientific and industry
‘experts’ party to the technical and commercial thrust of genetic engineer-
ing. Moreover, it observed that their remits were so narrowly defined and
insulated that many of the ‘big’ questions fuelling public debate, such as the
impact of GM crops on biodiversity and what actual benefits their deriva-
tives offered consumers, fell between the respective regulatory competences
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of these committees and so remained effectively unaddressed (EAC,
1999).

The ACNFP accepted Monsanto’s ‘substantial equivalence’ case and
issued a licence for Roundup ReadyTM soybeans in 1995 on the under-
standing that their transgenic rDNA components were sufficiently degraded
by the processing of beans into soya meal and soya oil to effectively remove
them from the human food chain.31 Shortly afterwards the FAC, which had
begun drawing up guidelines for the labelling of GM foods in 1990 (MAFF,
1990) and had undertaken a consultation exercise on the issue in 1993,
advised the Government that products containing Roundup ReadyTM soya
required no consumer labelling since these soya derivatives had been
determined to be ‘substantially equivalent’ to non-GM ingredients. This
apparently seamless silencing of the advent of GMHT soya might have
provoked little more than the well-honed protests of consumer and envi-
ronmentalist organizations were it not for Monsanto’s loudly declared
determination to handle, transport and process its transgenic soybeans
commingled with conventional ones. Consumers were not only to be
deprived of the means of making a judgement but, by enlisting the entire
soybean market to the Roundup ReadyTM network, it became evident that
they were to be denied any alternative. The ‘objective’ considerations and
‘technical’ criteria that are the currency of regulatory authority, not least in
the minds of advisory committee members themselves, now appeared
uncomfortably aligned with a market strategy that undermined consumer
choice (Levidow, 1999).32 With misplaced parliamentary assurances on the
health risks associated with BSE still in the public spotlight, and other
European and Australasian countries adopting tougher stances on the
labelling of GM products, the British Government found ‘substantial
equivalence’ a poor bulwark against the GMHT soybean’s disorderly
potency as Frankenstein food.

nourishing disorder

The invisible ubiquity of soya, together with the corporate disregard for
consumer choice heralded by its Roundup ReadyTM incarnation, galvanized
disparate and, sometimes, contradictory currents of public anxiety about
GM foods into a concert of civic and consumer resistence performed
through, and fuelled by, intensive mass media attention (Hargreaves,
2000). Resistence manifested itself in all manner of carnivalesque protests,
internet traffic and organized direct action. Newspapers whose political
allegiances, journalistic styles and readerships had little else in common,
jostled to champion the ‘mood of the nation’ with sustained campaigns to
expose any number of elliptical relations between politicians, policy advis-
ers or scientists and bio-technology corporations. Equally unlikely allies
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emerged among public figures who lent their voices to the anti-GM chorus,
from the Prince of Wales’s efforts to muster the ‘moral majority’ against
‘tampering with the natural order’ (e.g. Daily Mail, 1/6/99) to the cosmo-
politan appeal of a coalition of celebrity chefs decrying the threatened
impoverishment of European food cultures (e.g. Independent on Sunday,
7/2/99).

While such conspicuous activities captured the headlines, the more
sobering signals of hardening public resistence to GM foods accumulated
from innumerable people exercising nothing more than the prosaic power
of choosing what to put in their shopping trolleys or to feed their children,
and what not. First registered by supermarket check-outs and customer
relations, these everyday acts of consumer resistence congealed into obsti-
nate ‘facts’ in the commercial and political landscape through the pervasive
metric of public opinion polls, questionnaire surveys and focus groups
(Porter, 1995).33 Faced with such inconvenient figures as ‘76 per cent of
European consumers demand labelling of GM foods (Eurobarometer, 1996
reported in Nature, 1997. 387:845–7)’, scientists, politicians and corporate
spokespeople sought vainly to contain their import by dismissing them as
‘irrational’ and ascribing them to public ‘ignorance’ and/or media mis-
representation of GM technologies (Boulter, 1997; ESRC, 1999). However,
those whose corporate fortunes are more closely attuned to ‘customer
behaviour’ in the food market, particularly the major retail chains which
had worked hard to ally themselves with ‘the consumer interest’ in Britain
(Marsden et al., 1999) and were accustomed to dictating terms to their
suppliers (Competition Commission, 2000), began to take them very
seriously indeed.

Far from assuaging consumer anxieties about GM foods, the sleek
alignment of industrial and regulatory practices to the contrivance of a
radical dis-junction between the production and consumption of Mon-
santo’s Roundup ReadyTM soya only fuelled scepticism and disbelief. Each
practised reassurance – ‘there is no evidence that . . .’ – touched collective
nerves exposed by the BSE–vCJD débâcle, nourishing a vernacular that
gave voice to people’s gut apprehensions of the metabolic intimacies
connecting field and plate. The interval between GM crop and food that
Monsanto’s advertising campaign would convince us is an empty blank,
instead became full of half-truths, shady practices, unknown quantities and
potentialities incarnate in the soybean (Consumers’ Association, 1999).
Among the many disorderly currents of anxiety that it has been transducing
into the countervailing forces of Frankenstein food, two stand out. The first
is a chronic distrust of the established arbiters of risk that thrives on echoed
remembrances of mendacious Government assurances and unreliable scien-
tific expertise, and their compromising associations with corporate business
(Rothman et al., 1996; Grove-White et al., 1997). The second is a wary
recognition of the fleshy mutability of living things which exceeds the
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designs of science or commerce and warrants a more precautionary
approach than that exhibited in hindsight by other food scares (Mayer et
al., 1996).

Some of the most instructive distillations of this visceral vernacular are
to be found in the subversive humour of cartoons which animate the
monstrous topicality of Frankenstein foods by disturbing the corporeal
archetypes that affirm the borders of, and between, ‘humans’ and ‘things’.
In the first of the examples below (figure 6.6a) distrust of GM foods is
made flesh not only in the startling size of the maize kernels on display but
also the two-headed grocer trying to persuade a woman shopper to
overcome her evident doubts about buying them. In the second example
(figure 6.6b) the lively potencies of ‘things’ themselves are embodied in a
transgenic vegetable that contradicts the dark-suited authority of a man
assuring his audience that ‘there’s absolutely nothing wrong’ with the GM
potato he is holding, by silently identifying itself as a carrot.

This vernacular insistence on the connectivities between crop and
food, gained practical momentum as food retailers harnessed it to their
corporate efforts to reassert themselves in the commodity markets by
subjecting GMHT soybeans to the disciplines of ‘product traceability’
(Valceschini, 1998).34 Product traceability transacts the interval between
production and consumption by tracing the bio-graphies of foodstuffs from
field to shelf through networks of protocols, devices and personnel and
rendering these journeys legible on the things they have become at point of
sale by means of product labelling (Murdoch et al., 2000). It was a

Figure 6.6a ‘The two-headed grocer’

(Cartoonist: Colin Wheeler; The Guardian,

1999)

Figure 6.6b ‘The GM vegetable answers

back’ (Cartoonist: Austin; The Guardian,

12/2/99)
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marketing strategy that had been sanctioned and promoted by the Govern-
ment in efforts to ‘re-build’ public trust in British beef in the wake of the
BSE–vCJD débâcle. But in the policy vacuum of ‘substantial equivalence’, it
was the corporate food retailers that took the initiative in the case of
GMHT soya.

Sainsburys, one of the UK’s leading food retailers, had been lobbying
the US soybean industry and the British Government ‘behind the scenes’ as
early as 1995 to reverse the policy of non-segregation and non-labelling
(Austin, 1999). In the absence of progress, the ‘big five’ companies account-
ing for some 80 per cent of the British food retail market followed
the example of one of their smaller competitors, Iceland, in March 1998
by banning GM foods and ingredients from their own brand products
(www.icelandfreeshop.com). As the company’s technical director explained
in an interview for a special supplement of The Independent newspaper on
GM foods:

We’re not opposed to biotechnology but it was clearly wrong that these
products were coming into the market and consumers were not being
given a choice. As a retailer we could probably have made lots of money
out of the technology but when we asked customers, 77% didn’t want us
to start selling GM foods. . . . Later we met the biotech industry and they
basically said that I was a backward European who didn’t like change.
They tried to suggest there were no issues with environmental impact and
food safety. They were so arrogant that I came back determined to do
something about it. (Bill Wadsworth, 12/10/99: 4)

The retailers’ strategy had a domino effect on the more reluctant food
processing industry as corporations like Nestlé and Unilever, fearing that
their branded products would lose market share, announced that they too
would not use GM ingredients.35 By May 1999 a European consortium of
leading food retailers and processors had formed to secure supplies of non-
GM ingredients and derivatives (ENDS, 1999). As they gathered pace,
these countervailing commercial currents boosted the market for non-GM
soya, primarily from Canada and Brazil, inflating the price and volume of
sales of soybeans guaranteed not to be Roundup ReadyTM. In the process,
this realignment of beans, contracts and devices that could tell and keep
GM and non-GM soya apart undermined the rubric of ‘equivalence’ and
dispelled the ‘impracticablity’ of their distinction.36

The British Government found its initial political embarrassment at
being seen to side with the US soybean industry rather than UK consumers
compounded by the initiatives of food retailers at home, and the readiness
of key politicians in the European Union to champion the prerogative of
‘consumer choice’ (Fischler, 1997). In 1997, the European Commission
agreed new definitions for novel food regulations (EC No. 258/97) requir-
ing all products which ‘may contain or may consist of genetically modified

140 HYBRID GEOGRAPHIES: NATURES CULTURES SPACES



organisms’ to be labelled and sold separately. Because GMHT soya prod-
ucts had been approved prior to this regulation coming into force, an
amendment was passed (No. 1139/98) specifically to include derivatives of
GMHT soya (and maize) within its scope (European Community, 1998).
Isolated, the Government finally shifted its public stance on GM foods in
1999. The Prime Minister, who had been one of their loudest advocates,
announced through a newspaper article bearing his name that he now
accepted that

There’s no doubt that there is potential for harm, both in terms of human
safety and in the diversity of our environment from GM food and crops
. . . [and that these are] cause for legitimate public concern. (Independent
on Sunday, 27/2/00: 28)

Shortly afterwards, in March, amendments to domestic legislation (the
Food Labelling (Amendment) Regulations) to bring UK food labelling
provisions in line with those of Europe came into force. In April, the
Government announced sweeping changes to the remits, membership
criteria and organization of the regulatory infrastructure for GM crops and
foods. Two new ‘strategic advisory commissions’ were set up to oversee
and ‘join-up’ the activities of the existing advisory bodies – the Agriculture,
Environment and Biotechnology Commission in the case of crops and the
Food Standards Agency for foodstuffs. Existing advisory committee mem-
bers with links to the biotechnology industry were ceremoniously replaced
with more ‘independent’ members representing a wider range of environ-
mental, consumer and ethical concerns and expertise (OST, 1999).37 As an
anti-disciplinary configuration of the soybean, Frankenstein food has been
proving a no less forceful or polyvalent current in the rhizomatic geog-
raphies of this extraordinary legume than that of its industrialization.

geographies in/of the flesh

[N]ot only are humans as material as the material they mold, but
humans themselves are molded, through their sensuousness, by
the ‘dead’ matter with which they are surrounded. (Peter Pels,
1998: 101)

The unlikely assortment of sites and sources from petri dishes to shopping
trolleys, technical papers and tabloid articles that I have spun together here
is as promiscuous in its affiliations as the monstrous topicality of the
soybean and as eclectic in its assemblage as the odd genetic bits and pieces
stitched together in the idiom of rDNA. My purpose in focusing on soya
itself has been to try to grasp agri-food networks not at one end or the
other, where everything has always already been settled, but in-between,
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where so much happens but very little is taken into account. Instead of the
blank figure that haunts the spatial imaginaries of commodity chains and
consumer cultures in agri-food studies, the soybean emerges as a lively
presence that agglomerates very diverse acts and complicates the distribu-
tion of powers and knowledges in the precarious business of growing and
eating. As industrial crop it incorporates and resists efforts to discipline its
germinal energies to freight a patented brand of herbicide and, thereby,
perpetuate the monopoly impulse which would otherwise have expired
with the patent at the end of the twentieth century. As Frankenstein food
the GMHT soybean’s immanent transgression of the confines of the seed
and the crop transduces consumer apprehensions of the metabolic inti-
macies between growing and eating into anti-disciplinary alliances with
environmental organizations, farming unions and retail corporations. Jour-
neying in multifarious guises, the soybean fleshes out the interval between
these distant but simultaneous moments, tracing rents and folds, currents
and frictions in the topological performance of producing and consuming,
global and local, ‘humans’ and ‘things’.

In both cases, as industrial crop and Frankenstein food, the molar
integrity of soya is redistributed analytically as these moments of becoming
are recognized as relational achievements performed through particular
socio-technological orderings, bodily metabolisms and patterns of associa-
tion, just as it decomposes morphologically in its own time. However, the
soybean’s assemblage as a socio-material hybrid does not begin (or end)
with its GMHT incarnation. In pushing its hybridity back through the
‘magical’ first generation hybrids of industrial plant breeding and more
ancient domestic familiars like ‘brings happiness’ we neither arrive at some
timeless germ of original ‘nature’, to which those who condemn GM as
‘unnatural’ would have us return, nor at its antipode whence to admit the
social into the fabric of the soybean is to render its GM configuration
indistinguishable from any other in the generic impress of cultivation (see
Ingold, 2000a: 77–88). As Roundup ReadyTM the soybean performs the
socio-material relations of growing and nourishing very differently from
those of its Asian kin. Its biological diversity and dietary profusion are
depleted to a catalogue of varieties that realigns these heterogeneous
potencies as the attributes of scientific inventiveness and reconfigures its
hybridity as a mark of ownership (see Callon and Law, 1995). The more
minutely the soybean’s nourishing properties as legume and protein are
‘mapped into knowledge’, as Stengers (1997: 118) puts it, the less these
seem to matter in this re-assemblage, as the plant’s intricate symbiosis with
soil bacteria is subsumed by the metabolics of glyphosate and its excep-
tional nutritional qualities are reduced to animal fodder, the detritus of oil
extraction. But for all their universalizing ambition, the strategic and
analytic cartographies made flesh in the GMHT soybean are partial and
provisional. Partial, in that they co-exist with other modes of ordering, not
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least in contemporary Asian networks where the soybean’s agricultural and
dietary embeddedness endures and still accounts for a third of the protein
intake of the human population today (Bao et al., 1993). Provisional, in
that resistence in Europe is already complicating the geographies of soya’s
planting, handling and shipping by strengthening the non-GMHT com-
modity market and organic food networks where the protocols of certifica-
tion preclude GM ingredients (Soil Association, 1999).

In tracing the polyvalent currents and affects of the soybean’s becom-
ing industrial crop and Frankenstein food, one no more crosses a border-
line marking off fact from fiction than one arrives at the purified domains
of nature and society (see Taussig, 1993). Amplifying the painful lessons of
previous food scares, most notably ‘mad cow disease’, the GMHT soybean
has complicated this distinction and the distribution of ‘ir/rationalities’ in
important ways. The imbroglio of anti-disciplinary knowledges and prac-
tices that it articulates as Frankenstein food is more promiscuous, but no
less complex, than that incarnate in Roundup ReadyTM. Where the rhizo-
matic geographies of earlier food scares had reiterated farming and reg-
ulatory practices and spaces as prominent landmarks in the visceral
mappings of consumer apprehension, the GMHT soybean has brought less
familiar agencies implicated in the pleats and folds of industrial agri-food
networks into far-reaching proximity. In its wake, the routine business of
biotechnology companies, university laboratories, experimental field sites
and government advisory panels through which GM crops and foods are
being assembled has been subject to unprecedented public scrutiny. In place
of the ‘irrational’ anxieties of a public ‘ignorant of the facts’, we find the
reasonable doubts of publics that have learnt to be sceptical of those who
authorize them and a gathering appreciation of the disputatious nature of
the ‘facts’ themselves (see, for example, Krebs and Kacelnick, 1997;
O’Riordan, 1999).38

Between the hyperbole of ‘feeding the world’, the obscurity of ‘sub-
stantial equivalence’ and the secrecy of ‘commercial confidentiality’, public
concerns over GM foods struggle to come to terms with scientific disagree-
ments over the interpretation of ‘the facts’ and with the partiality of their
production in terms of the kinds of questions and answers they evince when
scientific energies are so thoroughly enmeshed with those of commerce and
governance (see Myerson, 2000). These are lessons that have been hard
learned and cut deep in the British (and European) body politic. Those
whose authority they challenge will find no refuge from them in the
customary repertoire of fortifying the self-evidentiality of ‘the facts’, cloth-
ing their own judgements in the mantle of ‘objectivity’, or decrying the
wayward influence of ‘cultural, subjective and irrational factors’ on the
irreverent masses who call them into question (Boulter, 1997: 247). As well
as unsettling the provenance of ‘the facts’ and any prior claim to their
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allegiance, the Frankenstein effect disturbs the lumpen contours of ‘the
public’, urgently reminding us that ‘there are . . . no masses, there are only
ways of seeing people as masses’ (Williams, 1989: 11).

The topological compulsion that Probyn attributes to eating resonates
with everyday practical knowledges more readily than the strategic and
analytic calculi that plot straight lines from field to plate. Food scares, like
foods themselves, are apprehended viscerally as well as cognitively by
people remote from the business of growing and food production but alive
to the transgressive liminality of foodstuffs in transducing energies, sensa-
tions and diseases between bodies. It is not that such corporeal sensibilities
anchor perception and action in some primordial way, but rather, in the
manner of Merleau-Ponty’s notion of corporeal intentionality, that cogni-
tion itself works through them – never fully escaping its bodily inherence
(1968: 149–55). The tacit skills of smell, touch and taste body forth in the
habits and discernments of food consumers amidst the proliferation of
instructions like branding, nutritional labelling, or best-before dates. In the
case of GM foods, and GMHT soya derivatives specifically, rendering these
skills redundant by claiming that consumers wouldn’t be able to ‘taste the
difference’ was as ill-judged a response to public apprehensions as it was
disempowering. Rather than disqualify them from the compass of knowl-
edge practices that bear on what we eat and the topology of connections
made in the eating, they are a vital check on the monopoly of reason,
nourishing other possibilities, rationalities and judgements to which scien-
tific methods may be allied without being vested with the final word.

It is this matrix of knowledge practices that must be re-aligned if the
overstretched fabric of trust transacting the distant intimacies of growing
and eating is to be rewoven. As the interval between these moments
becomes both more complicated and more legible through events like food
scares, the burden of trust requires new and more reliable intermediaries
than those aligned in the Roundup ReadyTM soybean. The re-assemblage of
trust in industrial foodstuffs through practices like product traceability,
itself indebted to the protocols of alternative food networks such as
organics and Fairtrade (Whatmore and Thorne, 1997), complicates the
directionality and valency of forces between plate and field in important
ways. Not least, such practices enlarge the repertoire of ‘facts’ and the
company of those aligned in their production such that the place of
materiality in social life is redistributed through the metabolic geographies
freighted by food in terms of the bodily situatedness of being-in-the-world,
the volatile assemblage of living kinds and the vital traffic of energies
between them. Of all ‘things’, GM foods attest to the relational configura-
tion of the social and the material, subjects and objects, in which the ‘dead
matter’ of things refashioned through rDNA technologies transgress their
objectivity, harbouring other possibilities than the designs of those who
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fabricate them, and reminding us that we too are candidates for objectifica-
tion. In this, they force us to attend to ways in which the non-human makes
its presence felt in social life and to find ways of registering these mes-
sengers in our accounts of the world which help us learn ‘to laugh at and
make others laugh at reductionist strategies’ (Stengers, 1997: 90), like the
cartoon, perhaps, in which the vegetable answers back.
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7

Geographies of/for a More
Than Human World:
towards a relational ethics

Through exclusively social contracts, we have abandoned the bond
that connects us to the world. . . . What language do the things of
the world speak that we might come to an understanding of them
contractually? . . . In fact, the Earth speaks to us in terms of forces,
bonds and interactions . . . each of the partners in symbiosis thus
owes . . . life to the other, on pain of death. (Michel Serres, 1995:
39)

the place of ethics

The modernist ideals of universal democracy and justice realized through
legislative regimes centred on individual rights have been the subject of
sustained feminist and environmentalist critiques, reinvigorating political
and philosophical interest in the question of ethics. Feminist writing has
focused on deconstructing the discourse of rights, highlighting the gendered
(and racialized) character of the autonomous self configured as a rights-
bearing citizen of a sovereign state (see, for example, Cornell, 1985). By
contrast, environmentalist work has centred on extending the political and
discursive economy of rights to non-human beings, challenging established
concepts of personhood and subject-status (see, for example, Callicott,
1979). These efforts share parallel concerns to establish relational, as
opposed to individual, understandings of ethical agency and to recognize
the significance of embodied, as against abstract capacities, in shaping
ethical competence and considerability. Such concerns highlight the power
of the geographical imaginaries of traditional ethical discourses and the
difficulties of disrupting the entrenched cartographies of the nation,
the neighbourhood and the individual in fashioning new possibilities for
conviviality.



Earlier chapters in this book have already attended to particular issues
arising from these concerns, for example the ethical status of creatures like
leopards, crocodiles and elephants as they were mobilized in the Roman
arena and by conservation science today (chapters 2 and 3) and peoples
rendered ‘primitive’ and incomplete ‘persons’ by the political orderings of
European colonialism and their legacies for the constitution of universal
human rights and institutions of global citizenship at the end of the
twentieth century (chapters 4 and 5). This final chapter picks up these
themes to explore what I take to be creative tensions between feminist and
environmentalist efforts to empower those eclipsed in conventional ethical
discourse and the company of ethical subjects which it (re)iterates. I trace
some of the ways in which the conceptual and institutional parameters of
the civic constitution of the self as citizen, central to feminist concerns,
intersect with the humanist constitution of the subject as person at the
heart of environmentalist concerns. In both cases, although for different
reasons, I argue that dilemmas encountered by these attempts to construct
alternative ethical orderings are intimately bound up with their observance,
even in critique, of categorical distinctions between the cultural and the
natural, the social and the material, the human and the non-human
parodied in Michel Serres’ evocation of the world estranged by the terms of
Rousseau’s ‘social contract’ (see Assad, 1999: 158). In this, they remain
complicit in the humanist presumptions that characterize the discursive
economy of ethics struggling, like so many other forlorn sorties across these
impossible borders, to smuggle some semblance of the messy heterogeneity
of being-in-the-world back into their accounts of it. I go on to suggest a
number of consequences for instituting a relational understanding of
ethical considerability and affect, using the mundane example of eating
to shift from a discursive to a performative register which emphasizes
the importance of corporeality and hybridity as modes of conduct for
(re)assembling the spatial praxis of ethics in more than human terms.

homo ethicus

Ethical discourse has conventionally been framed in terms of an opposition
between natural law and social contract traditions, centred on competing
accounts of the primacy of ‘human nature’ as against civic order as the
foundational claim to ethical competence and considerability (Poole,
1991). Commonly misunderstood as some kind of unchanging normative
code inscribed in the heavens or the genes, natural law theories evoke the
capacity for reason as the definitive basis of a distinctively human ethical
standing. Early modern reinterpretations of a classical legacy, notably in
the work of Locke, shifted accounts of this distinctively human capacity
from the evocation of a ‘common good’ – the cluster of obligations
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generated by the patterns of interdependence in human social life – to that
of an ‘individual good’ – the result of voluntary transactions between
independent social agents.1 The most important implication of this shift
was to elevate the ‘moral significance of the separateness of persons’
(Buckle, 1991: 168). The emergence of the individual as the axiom of
modern society is inscribed in legal, political and religious institutions and
discourses. Since Kant, this founding figure of the autonomous self has
been most strongly associated with the social contract tradition of ethics
(Kymlicka, 1991). However, it is worth emphasizing that it is less the
significance accorded to this figure that marks out the social contract
tradition than the resolution it reaches for the social regulation of such
individuals. Natural law resolutions rely on some underlying uniformities
(of reasonableness) that can sustain the idea of universal (natural) human
goods and values. Social contract resolutions rest on particular social
institutions of contract (market) and rights (law) as the basis for establish-
ing universal (impartial) ‘laws of reason’ as the pre-condition of ethical
agency.

Contemporary elaborations of these debates can be seen in the philo-
sophical and legal dilemmas of squaring claims to human rights with those
to civil rights. The one represents a species claim to the possession of
reasoning faculties as the basis for the universal ethical considerability of
individuals by virtue of their constitution as human beings; the other, a
political appeal to these reasoning faculties as the basis for the ethical
considerability of individuals by virtue of their constitution as civic persons
(McHugh, 1992). Historical changes in the legal encoding of such claims
underline the unstable and disputed social meaning of both ‘human’ and
‘person’ as ethical subjects, for example in the treatment of women and
non-European peoples, instabilities which persist in the treatment of chil-
dren and those deemed mentally ‘unfit’. Despite these dilemmas, the figure
of the Cartesian individual as a pre-social vessel of abstract reason and will,
memorably captured in Latour’s image of the ‘mind-in-a-vat’ (1999a: 4),
continues to dominate the terms of ethical debate.2 Ethical agency is
reduced to the impartial and universal enactment of instrumental reason, or
‘enlightened self-interest’, institutionalized as a contractual polity of equiv-
alent self-present individuals divested of difference, context or circum-
stance.3 Such accounts of ethical agency rely upon spatially and temporally
stable conceptions of individual and collective social life – the sovereignty
of self and state – etched in the cartographies of the citizen and the nation.
Ironically, as Ross Poole suggests, in so far as ‘the modern world revolves
around the autonomous self and the sovereign state it has also destroyed
the conditions of their reproduction, reducing community to an infinitely
expanded network of market interactions’ (1991: 141).

The commoditization of socio-material relations has disrupted this
configuration of political and ethical community on two fronts. First, by
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eroding the territorialized authority of the nation state to govern increas-
ingly global networks and mobilities of people and goods. Ethical commu-
nities bounded by national borders have become unsustainable because ‘the
nation state is no longer able to resolve the contradictions between
citizenship and humanity through claims to absolute authority’ (Walker,
1991: 256). Secondly, the expansion of market relations has also under-
mined the personalized jurisdiction of the individual citizen over a coherent
domain of the self (Giddens, 1991). As Haraway has observed,

the proper state for a western person is to have ownership of the self, to
have and hold a core identity, as if it were a possession. . . . Not to have
property of the self is not to be a subject and so not to have agency.
(1991a: 135)

However, this private domain of the rights-bearing citizen has long been
exposed as a masculine conceit. This has translated in different space–times
into the dispossession of women, poor people and black people of political
and ethical agency in their own right through, for example, their ‘con-
tractual’ guises as wives, servants and slaves (Pateman, 1989).4 Moreover,
this extended domain of the patriarchal self underpinning liberal citizen-
ship, the domain of the family and household, has itself become increas-
ingly friable (Gobetti, 1992). In short, the reliability of this political and
ethical constitution has become increasingly unconvincing as its spatial
encoding in the separate realms of public and private (civic and domestic)
competence has been progressively undermined by the disciplines of the
market and the state.

Recent work in the field of political philosophy is dominated by two
divergent responses to the limitations of the liberal conception of political
and ethical community sketched above.5 The first echoes a longstanding
communitarian tradition which predicates the capacity to participate as
ethically and politically competent subjects on the material satisfaction of
‘basic human needs’. As Porter puts it:

A concern for persons in their own right is not possible where the
primacy of rights relies on an atomist conception of the self-sufficient
individual. This notion maintains that human capacities need no particu-
lar social context in which to develop and hence is not attached to other
normative principles concerning what is good for humans or conducive
to their development. (1991: 127)

The more sophisticated communitarian accounts elaborated by writers
like Sandel and Macintyre, appeal to an inter-subjective conception of the
self as the basis of ethical agency. This conception seeks to qualify the
absolute distinction between self and other associated with the figure of
the sovereign individual ‘by allowing that, in certain moral circumstances,
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the relevant description of the self may embrace more than a single
empirically-individuated human being’ (Sandel, 1982: 79–80). This set of
responses has become politically influential with so-called ‘new commu-
nitarianism’ colouring the rhetoric of conventional political opponents of
free market liberalism, like Blair’s ‘New Labour’ Party in Britain and its
disavowel of the infamous Thatcherite dictum that ‘there is no such thing
as society’. In its concern with the material pre-conditions of human life,
this perspective re-engages with natural law arguments that ethical con-
siderability precedes formal rights, requiring answers to the question ‘rights
for what?’ At the same time it re-admits, in a limited way, non-human
figures into the landscape of ethical community as necessary material
‘resources’ to service human needs. The environmental implications of this
perspective were rehearsed in former US Vice-President Al Gore’s populist
manifesto Earth in balance, in which he argues that

we have tilted so far toward individual rights and so far away from any
sense of obligation that it is now difficult to muster an adequate defence
of any rights vested in the community at large or in the nation – much
less rights properly vested in all humankind. (1992: 278)

A second response to contemporary dilemmas in the conception and
practice of ethical community is that associated with a broader critique of
the foundational coordinates of modern society identified with post-
modernism (Squires, 1993). Such critiques engage in a radical deconstruc-
tion of the twin sovereignties of self and state. Here ‘the individual’ is
transformed into a site of multiple and fluid social identities, a repertoire
which can be creatively mobilized to ‘liberate’ oneself from a singular or
given subject-position. Among the more sustained expositions of this post-
modernist interpretation of political and ethical agency is Laclau and
Mouffe’s project of ‘radical democracy’ characterized as ‘a polyphony of
voices, each of which constructs its own irreducible discursive identity’
(1985: 191). Far from challenging the primacy of the individual as the
ethical subject, this approach seems to me to reinscribe the Cartesian
subject, merely replacing abstract reason with abstract desire or will. It
shifts the ground of ethical and political community from conventional
practices of contract between universally equivalent agents, to commu-
nicative practices of dialogue between radically different (but still exclu-
sively human) agents.6 While the bio-graphing individual evoked in this
post-modern vision liberates the possibilities of ethical community from the
involuntary associations of birth or propinquity, it does so by dislocating
the promise of dialogic engagement from any vestige of the fleshy business
of living.

The tensions between contractarian and natural law theories of ethical
competence and considerability mark ongoing dilemmas over the relation-
ship between social rationality and human mortality. The reified figure of
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the autonomous individual represents a cipher of abstract reason/will
which inscribes the binaries of mind/body, self/other, subject/object on to
the very possibility of ethical agency in modern society. Recent critiques
from communitarian and post-modernist positions envision new possib-
ilities but without interrogating or departing from the humanist presup-
positions of the ethical discourses with which they are engaged.
Communitarian approaches re-assert the situatedness of the individual and
point to the inter-subjective constitution of ethical agency. However, they
tend to do so by invoking normative configurations of community, like the
family, the neighbourhood and the nation, without examining the power
relations they enact. Moreover, this ‘situatedness’ is defined in terms of
relations between people. Where they are addressed at all, relations with
the rest of the world are treated as passive contextual extensions of human
well-being. By contrast, a post-modern insistence on the radical instability
of the individual tends to evoke highly disembodied, as well as dis-
embedded, social agents (O’Neill, 1985; Pile and Thrift, 1995). In a world
populated by such amorphous figures, constituted from cognitive and
linguistic possibilities unshackled by the corporeal baggage of living, ‘the
question of what human be-ing is’ (Porter, 1991: 16) becomes vacuous.

Emerging at the confluence of these various encounters with the
intellectual and practical dilemmas of ethical agency is a re-cognition of
formal justice as a derivative of more substantive moral propositions and
ethical claims. Increasingly, this has been accompanied by a creative re-
engagement with ideas of human nature not in terms of some ineluctable
essence of humanity, but in terms of the predicament of finitude, the
inherent decay and mortality of all living beings. As Cornell has put it, only
‘by coming to terms with finitude can we gain the humility necessary to
overcome the hubris of individualism’ (1985: 338). Bauman’s exploration
of the ethical implications of mortality (1992), Giddens notion of ‘life
politics’ (1991) and Beck’s account of ‘risk society’ (1989) all exemplify an
unprecedented interest in corporeality for understanding ethical consider-
ability and conduct. Exploring issues such as the legal determination of the
status and rights of the foetus and the medical certification of the condition
of death, these writers suggest that the more reflexively we ‘make ourselves’
as persons the more significant bodily awareness becomes to the perform-
ance of the social, heightening the sense of shared existential vulnerability
and finitude as a modality of political association and ethical recognition.

Such efforts echo everyday sensibilities and struggles to register con-
nectivities between, for example, environmental degradation, animal wel-
fare, and human health and well-being, often in the face of the pinched
rationalities of public policy-making and the authority of scientific exper-
tise (Hampson and Reppy, 1996). As we saw in the previous chapter, ‘food
scares’ have become one of the most potent touchstones of such apprehen-
sions about the uncertainties of human being, rendering them in the flesh
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through events like the trans-species carnage of so-called ‘mad cow disease’
and the clandestine arrival of genetically modified foods. These themes
have been taken up most persistently and powerfully by those seeking to
challenge the masculinist/humanist fantasy of an abstracted world of
equivalent moral agents, most notably in feminist and environmentalist
movements and critiques. These challenges centre respectively on concerns
with the embodiment of difference and rationality and with the ethical
significance of ‘non-human’ life forms and processes. In the following
sections, I draw out what I see as key issues, tensions and shortcomings in
these alternative accounts for the elaboration of a more relational under-
standing of ethical considerability and conduct.

feminist ethics: the embodiment of care?

When identities become pure, exclusive, innocent, the potential for
diverse and democratic collectivities is threatened. We are all
others of invention, otherness should not be reified but used as one
fertile resource of feminist solidarity. (Caraway, 1991: 1)

The celebration of difference in post-modern theories has been both highly
influential and disputatious in feminist political thinking. A number of
writers (see, for example, Ebert, 1991; Hennessy, 1993) distinguish
between two different clusters of feminist engagements with this issue. The
first, identified as ‘ludic post-modernism’, seeks to disrupt naturalized
conceptions of identity as a model for political practice and locates the
politics of difference in the discursive play of imagined possibilities in a
theatre of volatile subject-positions (exemplified by the work of Mouffe,
Young and Flax). The second, identified as ‘resistance post-modernism’,
locates the politics of difference not as the effect of rhetorical strategies but
of social struggles which ground the meanings contested in such strategies
in the materialities of everyday living (exemplified by the work of Benha-
bib, Cornell and Grosz). While the distinction between these feminist
accounts of a politics of difference is overdrawn and even somewhat
caricatured, it points up an important area of dispute about how difference
and its political (and ethical) import is constituted and understood. Echoing
tensions in Nietzsche’s writing, Diprose outlines the parameters of this
dispute in terms of whether we are more likely to ‘find our-selves’ by
looking inwards in an autonomous project of creative self-fabrication, or
by looking outwards to our effects and relations with others as they
configure our place in the world (1994: 87).

The first of these approaches employs individualist theories of differ-
ence, or what Kruks has called ‘an epistemology of provenance’ (1995: 4),
to fashion self-exploration as a political process in itself while relying on an
unspoken normative claim to the ethical equivalence of all ‘subject-
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positions’ in this privatized polity. Collective claims to political agency and
ethical considerability tend to be looked upon askance, as intrinsically
‘anti-difference’ (for example, see Young, 1989). This leaves feminism as a
political project precariously positioned by what Anderson (1992) calls the
‘double gesture’ of simultaneously asserting the theoretical universalism of
decentred subjectivity while resorting to the practical lie of strategic
essentialism to secure a space for women to identify common cause at all.
Ironically, as she points out:

the idea of subject-positions . . . precludes the possibility of an inter-
subjective perspective that would define the human subject not as purely
autonomous and self-present, nor as a mere place on intersecting grids,
but as constituted through its ongoing relations to others . . . (Anderson,
1992: 78)

It is the second of the feminist encounters with post-modern theories
which is the more suggestive to me as a means of negotiating the impasse of
individualism in reconstructions of ethical community. It centres on a
notion of difference-in-relation, as inter-subjectively constituted in the
context of practical or lived configurations of self and community. In place
of abstract or cognitive criteria, these always/already existing configura-
tions of self and community are ‘defined by contingent and particular social
attachments whose moral force consists partly in the fact that living by
them is inseparable from understanding ourselves as the particular persons
we are’ (Friedman, 1989: 278). This approach shares post-structuralist
suspicions of the liberal ambition of value homogeneity, but remains
committed to a practice of participatory communalism enacted through
particular economic, political, scientific and civic orderings which condi-
tion individual capacities and arenas for action. As a feminist enterprise, it
represents an attempt to understand the discursive construction of ‘woman’
across multiple modalities of difference by adopting a problematic which
can trace the connections between discursive practices and the exploitative
social orderings of meaning, being and struggle which permit and encode
them (hooks, 1990).

The ethical dimensions of this approach are best captured in Ben-
habib’s distinction between generalized and concrete others (1987). The
generalized other stands for a universal principle of equal considerability in
the right to be heard, to participate, to make a difference. The concrete
other stands for more immediately realized ethical principles – of care,
friendship, intimacy, solidarity and empathy which involve practical and
often asymmetrical enactments of responsibility. However, Benhabib’s elab-
oration of this inter-subjective conception of ethical agency reproduces the
Habermasian error of according a priveleged status to the abstract qualities
of rationality and language in the theory of ‘communicative action’. In an
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important step towards a more situated and practical approach to under-
standing ethical inter-subjectivity, Kruks argues that we should ‘begin from
the situation of an embodied and practically engaged self; . . . from what
human beings do in the world . . . so as to rediscover the totality of [her/his]
practical bonds with others’ (1995: 11–12). While this conception of a
materially-situated self has wider significance for the reconfiguration of
ethical community, to which I shall return later in my consideration of
environmental ethics, here I want to pursue two persistent themes in
feminist ethical thinking with which it resonates most suggestively. These
are the interconnected issues of corporeality (by which I mean both the
embodiment and mortality of living being) and the praxis of care.

Feminist concerns with the material situatedness of social identity and
of the particularity of sexed being have impelled a sustained consideration
of the politics of corporeality. These concerns have centred on the specific-
ities of women’s experiences as (potential) child-bearers, the objectification
of women’s bodies, and the signification of ‘woman’ as nature incarnate
(Plumwood, 1993). This is difficult terrain for feminists, with the spectre of
essentialism menacing any consideration of embodiment in relation to
gender and sexual identity (Fuss, 1989). But its avoidance became increas-
ingly problematic, giving rise to a growing realization that ‘to separate the
feminine from female morphology is misguided theoretically and politically
even in strategic contexts’ (Gross, 1986: 136). The concept of difference-in-
relation requires a ‘theory of the flesh’ (Moraga and Anzaldua, 1981: 23) to
elaborate an understanding of individual and collective becoming situated
in webs of connection that are practical as well as discursive; corporeal as
well as cognitive. Elizabeth Grosz’s elaboration of a ‘corporeal feminism’
(1989, 1994) provides perhaps the most sustained attempt to articulate just
such a theory.7 She builds on Irigaray’s understanding of difference as
always inscribed in/through the lived experiences of sexed bodies.

I want to go back to the natural material which makes up our bodies, in
which our lives and environment are grounded . . . a latent materiality
which our so-called human theories . . . move away from [and] progress
through . . . with a language which forgets the matter it designates and
through which it speaks. (Irigaray, 1986, Divine women, quoted in
Grosz, 1989: 172)

Here, the body is considered not as the passive container of logocentric
social being but as a living assemblage of corporeal dispositions and
relations which both register and orient our senses of the world. While
always configured through particular social orderings of meaning, technol-
ogy and practice, these corporeal properties are no less conditional of the
very capacities of cognition and communication that mark the abstracted
ideals of individual autonomy and human distinctiveness. As Gail Weiss
(1999) goes on to suggest in more recent work, such a ‘thinking through
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the body’ undermines the political myth of self-authorship and the privi-
leged ethical status of humans as uniquely rational subjects, attending
instead to the inter-corporeality of social conduct.

A second theme in feminist ethics that is particularly pertinent to the
elaboration of an inter-subjective conception of the situated self is the
praxis of care. This builds on the contention that feminisms can only move
beyond ‘the impasse of (in)difference’ (Probyn, 1993) by simultaneously
articulating questions of who am I with those of who is she? This ethical
incarnation of difference-in-relation derives from a number of impulses in
feminist work other than philosophy, particularly from psychoanalytic
feminism (Meyers, 1994). A major stimulus to such work has been the
empirically derived contention of psychologist Carol Gilligan (1982) that
women tend to articulate more relational senses of self and stronger senses
of responsibility for connected others than men – what she called a
‘different ethical voice’ to that institutionalized in conventional justice. The
recognition and enacting of these relational senses of self and responsibility
constitute what has become known as the ‘feminine care ethic’. While the
subject of dispute, this notion is concerned with ethical praxis and the
corporeal register of connectivities which secure the well-being of those
least mobile and most vulnerable, not as discursive subject-positions but as
kindred mortals, such as the hungry, the sick and the abused (Lovibond,
1994). This understanding of ethical agency and community recognizes a
bodily intentionality to human existence and social life that knits together
multiple and apparantly fragmentary collective identities, each of which is
itself the outcome of a multiplicity of prior and present praxes (Kruks,
1995: 15).8 Such an understanding certainly helps to substantiate an
appreciation of inter-subjectivity in corporeal terms, but this has tended to
be restricted in feminist accounts to relations between exclusively human
subjects. As Vicki Kirkby suggests,

it is so obvious that ‘the subject’ means, in fact, ‘the human subject’ that
it goes without saying. . . . Even theoretically ambitious feminisms
unwittingly tend to repair the sovereign subject through a politics of
inclusion that would restore humanity its full identity. (1997: 151)

It is here, in expanding the corpus of ‘beings that count’, that environ-
mental ethics promises to make an important contribution.

environmental ethics: enlarging the subject

The multiplicity of living organisms retain, ultimately, their peculiar if
ephemeral characters and identities but they are . . . mutually
defining. (Callicott, 1989: 111)
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In contrast to much feminist work, environmentalists have invested con-
siderable energies in trying to extend the ethical domain of the autonomous
self as a bearer of social rights beyond what Simon Glendinning calls ‘the
self-presence of human being’ (1998: 9).9 This has taken shape through the
often disputatious ethical currencies of animal liberation and environmen-
talism (Luke, 1997). The first of these, which might be termed moral
extensionism and is associated with longstanding concerns with animal
rights, transports the liberal figure of the individual rights-bearing ‘person’
wholesale to a range of non-human creatures (see, for example, Cavalieri
and Singer, 1993; Wise, 2000). These extensions are made either on the
cognitive criteria of reasoning and linguistic capacities, which are usually
restricted to primates and cetaceous mammals, or of sentience, a more
inclusive criterion centred on the capacity to suffer or experience pain and
covering all mammals with a central nervous system. Informed by new
perspectives in animal biology and psychology, particularly primate cogni-
tion, this approach culminates in the proposal of a ‘subject-of-life’ criterion
for extending ethical standing to all animate beings (Regan and Singer,
1989). Such approaches build on mainstream utilitarian or Kantian argu-
ments and are open to the critiques of liberal individualism rehearsed above
(see Benton, 1993), as well as the more far-reaching problems of trying to
gauge the alterity of other animals by extending the humanist register of
ethical considerability across the Cartesian divide.

The second approach, broadly aligned with deep ecological per-
spectives and sometimes informed by Gaian organiscism, has involved the
elaboration of various notions of expanded human consciousness to
encompass a recognition of our embeddedness in constitutive relations with
the non-human world (for example, Macauley, 1996; Gottlieb, 1997).
These efforts do not restrict the extension of ethical standing to non-human
animals but include vegetal organisms, inanimate elements and even the
planet itself under the collective term of ‘earth others’ (Bigwood, 1993).
This enlarged ethical community frequently relies upon the invocation of a
metaphysical dimension to being-in-the-world that sits uneasily with the
triumph of reason associated with the humanist ideals of western political
philosophy (see, for example, the critique of Ferry, 1992). Such efforts
share the conviction that the human should not be the measure of ethical
considerability and, just as importantly, that we cannot ‘expect to have
justice within the human community if we do not consider what this
concept might mean in terms of our relations with nonhumans’ (Gottlieb,
1997: xiv). The ironic conundrum of many such efforts, such as Mathews
concept of the ‘ecological self’ (1991), Naess’s notion of ‘self actualisation’
(1989) and Fox’s idea of the ‘transpersonal self’ (1990), is how to square
their insistence on the ethical standing of non-human nature in ‘its own
terms’ with the ineluctable humanism of their non-anthropocentric enter-
prise. In a sustained critique of these approaches, Plumwood has identified
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them with what she calls the ‘imperialism of the self’ (1993), in which the
ethical considerability of the non-human world is subsumed into the
compass of human being, even as they strive to construct an inter-subjective
conception of ethical agency. This highlights a key dilemma for environ-
mental ethics. Feminist difficulties with the masterful standard of cognitive
and linguistic competences, from which the ethical subject is fashioned, are
amplified for environmentalists whose constituency of would-be subjects is
more thoroughly excluded from this self-evident company than any human
(Dryzek, 1990).

This dilemma has stimulated an important development in recent
work on environmental ethics. Picking up Kruk’s insistence on a materially
situated, practically engaged, self as the embodiment of an inter-subjective
understanding of ethical agency, this work has begun (re)exploring an
understanding of relations between the self and the world centred on the
corporeal immersion of humankind in the biosphere. This conceptualiza-
tion of inter-subjectivity recognizes humans as ‘beings thoroughly entwined
with an extralinguistic world . . . [and that] to deny this entwinement is to
bind ourselves to a quest for an abstract and empty sovereignty that
destroys the world and is self-defeating’ (Coles, 1993: 231). Like feminist
evocations of a ‘theory of the flesh’, some of these explorations draw
inspiration from traditions of dialectical reasoning, like that of Adorno
(Coles, 1993), or phenomenology, such as the work of Merleau-Ponty
(Abram, 1988; Langer, 1990). One of the most suggestive such parallels is
that between Luce Irigaray’s reworking of Heideggerian concerns with the
neglected materiality of (human) being in The forgetting of air (1999) and
David Abram’s The spell of the sensuous (1997) in which he articulates the
relationality of a living world through the same vital medium to conjure a

. . . breathing landscape [that] is no longer just a passive backdrop
against which human history unfolds, but a potentized field of intelli-
gence in which our actions participate. As we awaken to the air, and to
the multiplicitous others that are implicated, with us, in its generative
depths, the shapes around us seem to . . . come alive. . . . (Abram, 1997:
260)

The emphasis in both these accounts is simultaneously on the corpo-
real embeddness of cognitive processes in the visceral dynamics of brain,
eye and skin, etc., and the con-figuration of human well-being with and
through that of other living beings (Matuarana and Varela, 1992). Argu-
ably it has been at this intersection between feminist and environmentalist
work that most has been achieved in terms of transforming these ideas into
an ethical praxis (e.g. Curtin, 1991; Donovan, 1993).10 Donna Haraway,
for example, credits environmental feminisms with having been ‘the most
insistent on some version of the world as active subject, not as a resource to
be mapped and appropriated by bourgeois, marxist or masculinist projects’
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(1991a: 199). Variously translating the webs of connectivity between the
life practices and well-being of different and particularly situated kinds,
these practical configurations of an ecological care ethic begin by acknowl-
edging that

to be embodied is to be capable of being affected by the bodies of others
and . . . is both a necessary and a sufficient condition for the generation
of a bodily imperative [that] attend[s] morally to the needs of bodies who
are unable to articulate those needs for themselves, the young, infirm,
dehumanized and includes bodies that are not human. (Weiss, 1999:
162–3)

The feminist and environmentalist approaches to the subject of ethical
considerability and community sketched in this section are ongoing and
contested discourses which inform a wide variety of political practices,
including on occasion each other, in ways that exceed the partiality of my
rendition. The main contributions that I would attribute to the particular
threads which I have traced are their various journeys towards a corporeal
conception of ethical considerability and conduct that starts to engage the
extra-linguistic ‘forces, bonds and interactions’ which Michel Serres urges
on our attention in the passage which opens this chapter. Moreover, they
are suggestive of the importance of spatial imaginaries and practices to
challenging the myopic parameters of ethical connectivity in ways which
complicate the geographies of intimacy and affect that configure conven-
tional understandings of the proper extent of ‘our’ worldly responsibili-
ties.

Equally, however, these approaches share shortcomings which are
important in terms of my broader argument. Even amidst the talk of inter-
subjectivity, embodiment and embeddedness, these accounts tend to treat
the ‘human’ and ‘non-human’ in terms of ‘social interactions between
already constituted objects’ (Rajchman, 2000: 12), thereby reiterating an a
priori distinction between separate worlds in need of some kind of remedial
re-connection. As a consequence, the remedies suggested by these feminist
and environmentalist accounts, however inadvertently, retain a residual
humanism that restricts the reconfiguration of ethical practice to terms in
which the ‘best the non-human can get out of [it] is to be permanently
represented [by ‘us’] as lesser humans’ (Haraway, 1992: 86) while the
subject of human-ness itself remains largely uninterrogated. Moreover,
although the distinction between general and concrete others is a heuristic
device which has no necessary spatial predisposition, feminist and environ-
mentalist care ethics have tended in practice to map it simplistically on to
the geographical binaries of distance/proximity, global/local, outside/inside,
for example in the praxis of a maternalist model of care (Ruddick, 1989) or
a localist model of ecology like ‘bioregionalism’ (Cheney, 1989). I now turn
to consider the implications of taking hybridity seriously as a means of
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disrupting the residual hold of this purification of (human) society and
(non-human) nature, and of the autonomous individual as the locus of
ethical subjectivity, to begin to explore some alternative cartographies of/
for living in a more than human world that apprehend the fleshy currency,
or what Gail Weiss (1999) calls the ‘bodily imperative’, of being-in-relation
with and through heterogeneous others.

hybrid cartographies for a relational ethics

What is inter-subjectivity between radically different kinds of sub-
jects? How do we designate radical otherness at the heart of ethical
relating? (Haraway, 1992: 89)

Bringing ideas of difference-in-relation to bear on the question of political
and ethical community has been most extensively explored in the work of
Haraway and Latour in their elaboration of concepts of hybridity. Har-
away’s argument is that we ‘cannot not want’ something called humanity
because nobody is self-made, least of all humans (1992: 64). But in order to
recuperate a progressive commitment to humanity as a moral community
the dualisms associated with humanism have to be jettisoned. This line of
argument informs several so-called ‘post-human’ efforts to reconfigure
ethical competence and conduct by disturbing the consolidation of differ-
ence at the borders between the ‘human’/‘non-human’. As Judith Halber-
stam and Ira Livingston suggest,

the human functions to domesticate and hierarchize difference within the
human (whether according to race, class, gender) and to absolutize
difference between the human and the nonhuman. The posthuman does
not reduce difference-from-others to difference-from-self, but rather
emerges in the pattern of resonance and interference between the two.
(1995: 10)

Haraway’s cyborg figure (1985), for example, articulates a political vision
which appreciates the unstable and porous borders between human, animal
and machine and the multiple modalities of subjugation that such an
appreciation brings into view. Here, the possibilities of social agency are
constituted through ‘webs of connection’ between radically different and
particularly embodied subjects, connectivities that are fashioned through
what she calls ‘shared conversations’ and ‘semiotic-material technologies’
(1991a: 192). Ethical praxis likewise emerges in the performance of
multiple lived worlds, weaving threads of meaning and matter through the
assemblage of mutually constituting subjects and patterns of association
that compromise the distinction between the ‘human’ and the ‘non-
human’.
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As with so many of Haraway’s provocative ideas, what she means by
‘semiotic-material technologies’ is hard to fix. Her favourite examples are
the body-technologies of prosthetics, genetics and organ transplants in
which particular codified knowledges become stabilized as technological
artefacts which, in turn, are grafted into and mobilized by living beings.
These examples tend to site the dilemmas of hybrid subjectivity, and the
cyborg figure used to signify them, within an individuated body-subject – ‘a
hybrid creature composed of organism and machine’ (1991b: 1). There is a
tension then in Haraway’s account of the status and configuration of her
hybrid subject – the cyborg. It is not clear whether, as Kruks asks, these
hybrid subjects stitch their own parts together, in which case they become
more cohesive than Haraway wants to admit, or whether this ‘stitching
together’ is better understood as an operation taking place from without
(1995: 9). If the first, then Haraway’s hybrid subject falls back on an
account of political and ethical agency which privileges cognitive and
discursive faculties in the constitution of ‘knowing selves’ (however partial
or unfinished the project of self-fabrication). If the second, then it is not
clear from Haraway’s account just what it is that connects these diverse
knowing selves together other than the capacity for ‘shared conversations’.
As Vicki Kirkby observes

Haraway’s ‘disassembled and reassembled recipe’ for cyborg graftings is
utterly dependent upon the calculus of one plus one, the logic wherein
pre-existent identities are then conjoined and melded. The cyborg’s
chimerical complications are therefore never so promiscuous that its
parts cannot be separated, even if only retrospectively. Put simply, for
Haraway, there once was not a cyborg. (1997: 147, original emphasis)

I am not so sure that it is (ever) that simple for Haraway. But, while
her account of hybridity successfully disrupts the purification of nature and
society and the relegation of ‘non-humans’ to a world of objects, I agree
that it is less help in trying to ‘flesh out’ the fabric of connectivity that
transacts difference and, therein, the promise of a more than human ethical
praxis. Such an exercise requires closer scrutiny of the inter-corporeal
complications of heterogeneous life practices, or what Deleuze and Guat-
tari characterize as the ‘overlapping territories of affectivity and becoming’
(1988: 267), than Haraway’s cyborg figuration of hybridity seems to
conjure.

In this context, I find Latour’s account of hybridity, figured in terms of
a ‘net-working’ effect, more suggestive for elaborating a relational under-
standing of ethical considerability and conduct. This networking ontology,
like the rhizomatics of Deleuze and Guattari, emphasizes the affective
relationships between heterogeneous actants, distributing their morpho-
logical particularity and mutability through all manner of energetic
exchanges within and between them.11 Cast in these terms, hybridity,
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signals not just the inter-connnectedness of pre-given entities but the
condition of immanent potentiality that harbours the very possibility of
their coming into being. Moreover, Latour spells out the difference that this
interpretation of hybridity makes for the re-ordering of ethical community
beyond the ‘human’. Hybrid networks he argues force us to ‘take into
account the objects that are no more the arbitrary stakes of [human] desire
alone than they are the simple receptacle of our mental categories’ (1993:
117). Articulated through the cartography of networks (or rhizomes),
hybridity disturbs the habits that reiterate the cumulative fault-lines
between human/subjects and non-human/objects prescribed by an ethical
reasoning abstracted from the particularity of embodiment and territori-
alized as the exclusive preserve of a ‘Society’ from which everything but the
universal human subject has been expunged. Instead a multitude of affec-
tive actants-in-relation take and hold their shape performatively, as pre-
carious achievements whose durability and reach is spun between the
potencies and frailties of more than human kinds. It is in assemblages such
as these that the ‘forces, bonds and interactions’ of Serres’ cryptic ‘natural
contract’ can make their presence felt in the vital topology of ethical
relations; lived relations which are neither rooted to the spot nor the
culmination of some singular chronology, but which stretch and fold
multiple space–times through provisional alignments of polyvalent rhythms
and passages of bodies and elements, energies and devices, memories and
skills.

Latour’s account of hybrid networking involves an important shift in
tense from relational ‘being’ to relational ‘becoming’ and a more fluid sense
of the spatiality and temporality of hybridity than Haraway’s cyborg figure.
These are important steps for my attempts to chart a topology of ethical
relating. Latour’s own gestures towards the ethical and political import of
his account of hybridity bring us to his image of a ‘parliament of things’
(1993) or, as he has put it more recently, ‘to the point that, today, the whole
planet is engaged in the making of politcs, law and, soon I suspect,
morality’ (1999a: 214). But this is the point at which I find Latour’s
extraordinary work most problematic because of its apparent indifference
to the witness of those living (and dying) at the sharp end of technoscien-
tific re-orderings (see Star, 1991a). There is, as I suggested in chapter 3, an
important divergence in analytical stance between ANT’s emphasis on the
effectivity of (quasi)objects and that of feminist science studies on the
affectivity of (body)subjects. But there is something more than this. As
Mark Elam has noted, there is something scriptural in the demeanour of
Latour’s writing that ‘assumes a position outside of action, only to re-
appear as science-in-action personified . . . [it is as though he] cannot help
re-enacting the imperial ambitions that infuse the networks he charts’
(1999: 21). In contrast, say, to Haraway’s sustained commitment to ‘taking
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sides’ or even the ‘cosmopolitics’ of Isabelle Stengers which he so admires,
Latour is too chary of situating his own knowledge practices or risking his
intellectual acumen by association beyond the academy to nourish the
kinds of connection between analytical adventure and everyday apprehen-
sion that are the measure of the ‘passionate’ mode of enquiry that I am
after here.12

My argument throughout this book has been that it is both more
interesting and more pressing to engage in a politics of hybridity that is not
defined as/by academic disputes like the so-called ‘science wars’, important
though these are, but in which the stakes are thoroughly and promiscously
distributed through the messy attachments, skills and intensities of differ-
ently embodied lives whose everyday conduct exceeds and perverts the
designs of parliaments, corporations and laboratories. For those of us
trained to earn our living in such centres of calculation, the epistemological
imperative to acknowledge the situatedness (and affectiveness) of our own
knowledge practices is at least well rehearsed, particularly in feminist
science studies. Of more concern to me in this section of the book is how
little onus science and technology studies seem to place on according such
close and respectful analytical attention to the practical knowledges and
vernaculars of everyday sense-making (Shotter, 1993). But this is no less
vital if, as Haraway insists,

taking responsibility for the social relations of science and technology
means refusing an anti-science metaphysics, a demonology of technology,
and so means embracing the skillful task of reconstructing the boundaries
of daily life, in partial connection with others, in communication with all
our parts. (1985: 100, my emphasis)

So, let me return to that most mundane of worldly transactions,
eating, to illustrate the steps I have taken here towards a relational ethics
that places corporeality and hybridity at its heart. As I noted in the
introduction to this section, food is one of the most potent vectors of the
‘bodily imperatives’ that enmesh us in the material fabric and diverse
company of ‘livingness’. The skills and (dis)comforts of growing, provision-
ing, cooking and eating have long accommodated and intensified the
proliferation of hybrids – through the cultivation of plants and animals; the
wayward energies of wastes and additives circulating in water, soils and in
the flesh; and the bacterial mutations and viral infections that traffic
between life and death (Cone and Martin, 1997). The rhythms and motions
of these inter-corporeal practices configure spaces of connectivity between
more-than-human life worlds; topologies of intimacy and affectivity that
confound conventional cartographies of distance and proximity, and local
and global scales. These are the kinds of performative and immanent
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geographies of/for relational ethics that I have been working towards in
this chapter; ‘projects of making’ more livable worlds made possible by the
‘ongoing interweaving of our lives’ with manifold others (Ingold, 2000b:
69).13

As I suggested in the previous chapter, food scares are events that
condense the metabolic intimacies habitual to eating, mapping gut appre-
hensions into cogitable rationalities that are discordant with those of
industrial food production. Perhaps the most archetypal such event in
recent times is that known popularly as Mad Cow Disease. An ‘unintended
consequence’ of the intensive feeding regime of the industrial cow, this
disease took passage through protein meal supplements derived from
rendered animal carcasses (including those of cows) and routinely fed to
cattle (and other animals) to speed growth and increase bodily productivity.
Its manifestation in an epidemic of the degenerative brain disease BSE
(Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy) in Britain’s cattle population in the
1980s and 1990s turned out, against scientific and Government assurances
at the time, not to stop there. Humans too began to exhibit pathologically
similar and equally fatal symptoms of infectivity in cases numerous and
distinctive enough to be categorized as a new variant of CJD (Creutzfeldt
Jakob Disease) (see Ratzan, 1998).14

The ethical (and political) import of the BSE–vCJD epidemic in Britain
begins by acknowledging the corporeal specificities of cows as herbivorous
ruminants, and following the incongruous ‘rationale’ of a feeding regime
indifferent to them through to the eating habits and food choices of
consumers. The practice provoked revulsion and disbelief in equal measure
among an unsuspecting public. What kind of rationality was it that could
make sense of such routine cannibalism? The rationalities both exposed
and overshadowed by the spectre of the disease were those of cost-cutting
and profit-margins in a corporate animal feed industry careless of the
offensive detail of how their products were derived, and of balance sheets
and productivity gains for farmers accustomed to gauging their husbandry
in terms of the metabolic conversion of inputs into outputs. At once ‘man-
made’ and ‘pathogenous’, the hybrid potency of the disease resonated with
gut apprehensions of the corporeal kinship and fleshy currency between
cows and people. Mad Cow Disease became an uncanny familiar in homes
and workplaces, conversations and mass media, extending its presence
through all manner of intermediaries: the sombre figures and graphs
plotting the rising incidence of disease and declining sales of meat (particu-
larly beef); hidden camera journeys into the once alien worlds of abattoirs
and rendering plants; and the sickening image that still endures of a cow
staggering, collapsing and trembling on a concrete farmyard floor. Scien-
tists, government ministers and industry spokespeople were disconcerted to
find their authoritative pronouncements and scripted assurances enmeshed
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as more or less compelling storylines in this intricate national drama
(Miller, 1999).

The symptoms being so widely witnessed only became officially con-
solidated around the acronym BSE in 1987. Early government policy
towards the disease was informed by the report of the Southwood Report
(1989) which broadly accepted the then preferred theory that scrapie, a
disease endemic in the sheep population, was the most likely infective agent
being transmitted through animal feed to cattle. The Southwood Report
concluded that ‘from the present evidence it is most unlikely that BSE will
have any implications for human health’ (ibid: conclusions para. 9.2).
Seven years later in 1996, the British Government finally admitted that the
disease could, and had, spread to humans. This about-face followed the
unwelcome advice of its Expert Panel on BSE in 1995. The Panel accepted
evidential claims supporting another theory, that the infective agents in BSE
(like scrapie and other transmissable spongiform encephalopathies – TSEs)
were ‘proteinaceous infectious particles’, or ‘prions’ (see Ridley and Baker,
1998). They concluded that it was much more likely that the BSE epidemic
had been caused by the recycling of BSE-infected cow carcasses in cattle
feed, rather than those of scrapie-infected sheep, and that the disease was
capable of transmission to humans through the ingestion of infected tissue
and body fluids, blood transfusion and the like.15

As the sticky properties of prions gained scientific and policy adher-
ents, so too did they become potent spokesthings for the porosity of the
corporeal borders between cows and people, effecting their indifference to
species location and slow tempo replication in the spatial and temporal
ordering of agri-food networks (see Hinchliffe, 2001). As such, they bore
credible witness to the metabolic geographies bodying forth in the gut
apprehensions of eating. Incarnating connectivities between the sites and
practices of food production and consumption, animal and human well-
being, these ‘rogue’ proteins proved unlikely allies in undermining the
prevailing commercial, policy and scientific cartographies of affectivity and
responsibility and making space for more relational ethical possibilities.
The realignments of inter-corporeal sensibilities to collective modes of
sense-making nourished by BSE have been honed through any number of
subsequent food scares in Europe, galvanizing changes in shopping and
eating habits, producing and retailing practices, and policy architectures
and instruments. Red meat, particularly beef, consumption has never
recovered. More and more people are choosing organic and/or animal
welfare certificated foods. The rationale and practices of product trace-
ability developed in these ‘alternative’ food networks, are increasingly
becoming mainstream marketing and policy standards (see Murdoch et al.,
2000). Such polyvalent mappings into knowledge of the affectivity of
embodied difference diagram new modes of connectivity that are the stuff
of ethical relating.
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becoming other-wise

. . . in the cyborg context of . . . hybrids of nature/culture, the
question is not who will get to be human, but what kinds of couplings
across the humanist divide are possible – or unavoidable. (Wolfe,
1998: 84)

In an effort to articulate a relational understanding of ethical connectivity
that does not presume or reinforce the cartographies of humanism, I have
identified corporeality and hybridity as key modalities for reconfiguring the
spaces and constituencies of ethical practice. Far from abandoning the
collective moral claims of humanity, this enterprise is concerned with
recuperating them from the grip of a universal ethical subject configured as
the autonomous self, and recognizing that their efficacy depends on
admitting more than human difference into the compass of considerability.
As Katherine Hayles argues in her account of How we became post-
human,

to think of the subject as an autonomous self . . . authorizes the fear that
if the boundaries are breached at all, there will be nothing to stop the
self’s complete dissolution. . . . When the human is seen as part of a
distributed system, the full expression of human capability can be seen
precisely to depend on the splice rather than being imperiled by it. (1999:
290, original emphasis)

But, like the traces of one-plus-one logic that haunt Haraway’s cyborg, the
‘splice’ here betrays Hayles’s post-human as a cybernetic novelty; an
epochal breach in the otherwise settled borders between the human and the
non-human, and one expressive of ‘our’ capabilities. The splice merely
stitches over the cut. The kind of relational ethics that I have been working
towards here casts hybridity in a different tense, defined less by its
departure from patterns of being that went before than with how it
articulates the fluxes of becoming that complicate the spacings–timings of
social life, and expressive of the creative impulse of more than human
energies.16 On this account, hybridity compels us to acknowledge that not
only does ‘humanity’ always already ‘dwell among badly analysed compos-
ites [like nature or the non-human] but that ‘we’ ourselves [the human-all-
too-human] are badly analysed composites’ (Ansell-Pearson, 1997: 7).

Taking feminist and environmentalist critiques of the individualist
currency of mainstream ethical discourse as my starting points, I have
argued that their various efforts to articulate more relational ethical praxes
by either ‘embodying’ or ‘enlarging’ the company of ethical subjects are
often thwarted by a residual humanism that condemns them to trafficking
between (human)/society and (non-human)/nature as pre-constituted
domains of categorically different kinds of being. The radical pluralism of
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hybridity variously invited by science studies can only do its work by
refusing the Cartesian terms of this settlement in which ‘human identity is
wagered entirely on the use of “words”, while the animal body, with all its
inarticulate sounds, is relegated to the mechanical universe of automatons
and chiming clocks’ (Senior, 1997: 62). It is a settlement that both
diminishes human conduct, reducing it to the dictates of a disembodied
reason, and disqualifies everything else from the company of agential
efficacy. In so far as they temper the lingering one-plus-one calculus of
‘couplings’, hybridity and corporeality redirect our attention to the affec-
tive relations between heterogeneous bodies in terms of their specific
enunciative consistencies within a material–semiotic register of mutual
prehensions and sensibilities that exceeds the signal monopoly of the word
(Hansen, 2000a: 13). Learning (how) to map these affectivities into
knowledge, like

learning to swim or learning a foreign language means composing the
singular points of one’s own body or one’s own language with those of
another shape or element which tears us apart but also propels us into a
hitherto unknown . . . world of problems. (Deleuze, 1968: 164)

In the manner of ‘food scares’, hybridity and corporeality trip those
habits of thought that hold ‘the body’ apart from other bodies and ‘the
human’ apart from other mortals, motioning instead to the shifting fabric
of differentiation produced through their lively enfolding and which, as de
Landa puts it, ‘keeps the world from closing’ (1999, 36). In this they
amplify the repertoire of skills and associations enjoined in the praxis of
ethical relating and help to open up the ‘possibility and actuality of
connections, arrangements, lineages, machines’ (Grosz, 1994: 197) in at
least three ways. First, by dispersing ethical considerability beyond the
unified (and always) human subject without resorting to its wholesale
extension to other living kinds. It is no longer, as Wolfe puts it, a ‘question
of who will get to be human’ but rather one of how the ‘we’ of ethical
communities is to be renegotiated on account of its heterogeneous, inter-
corporeal composition. Secondly, by complicating this bodily redistribution
of ethical subjectivity in terms of the profusion of intermediaries – instru-
ments, signals, machines, elements – which insinuate their energies and
inertias in the intimate assemblages of corporeal becoming. Hybridity and
corporeality interfere, in other words, with ethical prescriptions that would
disown such familiars, making it possible

instead of demonizing technologies [to] assess their promise and those of
the new bodily configurations [afforded] by them in terms of the extent
to which they promote and preserve the space of differentiation that
makes our corporeal exchanges possible. (Weiss, 1999: 6)
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And thirdly, by releasing the spatial imaginaries of ethical community from
both the geo-metrics of universalism and the confines of propinquity and
genealogy, they disturb the territorializations of self, kinship, neighbour-
hood and nation and invite other ‘languages of attachment’ (Ignatieff,
1984: 139).
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Notes

chapter 1

1 For example, environmental sociology (Hannigan, 1995); environmental
anthropology (Descola and Palsson, 1996); environmental history (Bird,
1987); and environmental politics (Dobson and Lucardie, 1995).

2 Of course there are notable exceptions to this generalization. Massey (1999b)
provides a useful survey of, and intervention in, these ongoing conversations.

3 There are remarkable echoes in Fitzsimmons’s critique of Marxist geographers’
‘peculiar silence on the question of nature’ of Merleau-Ponty’s critique of the
‘astounding’ lack of attention of Marxist philosophers to the question of
nature (1970: 63). Still the most important exception to this ‘silence’ identified
by Fitzsimmons is Neil Smith’s book, Uneven development (1990/1984).

4 For a critique of dialectical analysis within the geographical fold, see Castree’s
critique (1996) of Harvey’s treatment of nature (1996). On a larger canvass,
Cary Wolfe’s Critical environments explores the problem for Marxist dialectics
in terms of the dilemmas of retaining a strong sense of contradiction without it
degenerating into ‘mere antinomy’ or falling into the false assurance of some
notion of teleological inevitability (1998: 132).

5 The significance of this stance is that it unsettles any account which is inclined
to render messy fragile net-workings as slick consolidated totalities like
Science, Capitalism, or the State and, so, recovers a myriad of life-size
orderings overshadowed by their heroics (see Gibson-Graham, 1996). The
description of such ontological stances as ‘modest’ is first, and best, made by
John Law (1994), but see also Callon and Latour (1981). The term ‘situated
knowledges’ is, of course, Donna Haraway’s (1991a), but it has been widely
misconceived as an argument about localizing positionality (for useful clar-
ification, see also Haraway, 2000: 71).

6 While publications do not capture the half of these conversational networks
some useful way-markers include review essays (Murdoch, 1997a, 1997b); a
retrospective on ANT by ‘practitioners’ (Law and Hassard, 1999); and two
journal special issues published in 2000 – Society and Space (18/2) on ANT
(edited by Hetherington and Law) and Body and Society (6/3–4) on ‘bodies of
nature’ (edited by Macnaghten and Urry). See also Michael (2000).

7 I have some problems with amalgamating the diverse countercurrents to the
humanist assumptions of social theory into a singular notion like Nigel Thrift’s
‘non-representational theory’ because of the irresistable tendency for ‘it’ to be



reified along the way – in the manner of ANT. However, in so far as it provides
a serviceable ‘flag of convenience’ that fosters conversations and alliances
between diverse theoretical projects and impulses that variously challenge
‘I think before I act’ conceptions of social agency and freight more radical
means to register the heterogeneity of social life then I am content to sail under
it.

8 The net-workings of ANT are reminiscent of the ‘rhizomatics’ of Deleuze and
Guattari (1988), a connection on which Latour comments directly in an
interview with Crawford (1993: 262).

9 As the term bio-philosophy implies, the contributions of biologists and philos-
ophers are thoroughly mixed in this enterprise. For example, contemporary
biologists like Margulis and Fester (1991), Matuarana and Varela (1992),
Goodwin (1994) and Rose (1997) have made striking contributions to these
debates.

10 The cognitive and linguistic competences that conventionally define the fully-
fledged subject and social actor are patriarchal constructs from which various
categories of ‘humans’ have been, and are still being, excluded. Moreover, their
status as the distinguishing mark of ‘humanity’ is troubled by the comparable
skills of other classes of animals (notably, primates and cetaceous mammals)
and broader reassessments of animal cognition (see Ingold, 1988b; Noske,
1989).

11 Merleau-Ponty died working on a new philosophy of nature that was elaborat-
ing an ‘account of Earth as an intertwining (after Husserl) and enfolding of
humans within nature that is an embrace’ (Johnson and Smith (1990: xxxi).
Some preliminary sense of this project can be gleaned from the collection of his
lectures (1952–60) in which ‘nature’ is one of his themes (Merleau-Ponty,
1970).

12 Some years after graduating from UCL, I returned as a research assistant and
so crossed the threshold of the staff common room through a door with the
inscrutable nameplate ‘Maconochie Room’. It was here that I first encountered
Australia. Overseeing the daily rhythms of coffee, sandwiches and talk was,
and still is so far as I’m aware, a short rank of monochrome (male) figures,
commemorating the passage of eminent professors. Most celebrated among
them was Captain Alexander Maconochie, first Professor of geography at UCL
in the 1830s, Secretary of the Royal Geographical Society in 1833 and one-
time Governor of the penal colony on Van Dieman’s Land (now Tasmania) in
the 1840s, but dismissed for his pursuit of a reformist agenda (Clay, 2001).
The very same. In that ‘first encounter’ cartographies of empire and discipline
collided with my own itinerant childhood spent among various of Britain’s
faded military outposts, tripping over the unspoken colour-coded cordons of
daily life.

Section 1: Introduction

1 A series of variously negative responses to Cronon’s essay were published in a
special issue of Environmental History in 1997. Both the temper and substance
of these responses attest to the deeply-rooted place of the wilderness ideal in
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the institutional fabric and popular culture of North America, particularly the
United States, that Cronon sought to expose as dangerous ‘habits of thinking’
(1995: 81).

2 See also the interventions of the Luke’s Eco-politics (1997) from a North
American (US) perspective, and Ferry’s Le nouvel ordre écologique (1992)
from a European (French) perspective.

3 The exception is a rather fragile line of interest in domestication that links, in
very different ways, the work of Geographers like Ian Simmons (1996) and
Robin Donkin (1989) and more recent post-colonial cultural geographies (e.g.
Anderson K., 1997; Willems-Braun, 1997) with the cultural geography of Carl
Sauer (see, Leighly, 1963) and the bio-geography of the 1950s and 1960s (e.g.
George, 1962).

chapter 2

1 Ridley Scott’s blockbuster movie Gladiators, released a year or so after an
earlier version of this chapter was published, provides a telling reminder of the
enduring fascination of the Roman gladiatorial spectacle in western popular
culture. The camera works to incorporate the cinema audience into the
spectatorial ranks of those in the amphitheatre, seducing them/us into sharing
the visceral passions of the event.

2 Modern biology, informed by cellular ultrastructure through electron micros-
copy and detailed knowledge of gene sequences, is rewriting these long-
standing classificatory systems (Sagan, 1992). See, for example, Margulis and
Schwartz (1982) and Woese et al. (1990).

3 While species interactions have become the credible subject of Ecology, and the
social dynamics of animal groups have attracted some passionate exponents,
the funding priorities and professional culture of the biological sciences remain
wedded to a Cartesian conception of animal life as enumerable biological units
of interest primarily in terms of their aggregate population trends or genetic
diversity (Senior, 1997).

4 Interestingly, the taxonomy of such cat-like creatures in the modern zoological
science that superseded the vagaries of this Roman nomenclature is itself under
assault from genomic classificatory methods (see note 2 above). Recent evi-
dence presented at the American Genetics Association, for example, has
suggested that the phenotypic menagerie of 32 sub-species of Puma (including
panthers and cougars) compromises only six genetically distinguishable sub-
species (Pennisi, 1999: 2081).

5 As Jennison points out, some degree of crowd-pleasing poetic licence seems
likely to be associated with the phrase ‘African beasts’, particularly in the
Augustan age and later, making it less than reliable evidence of precise
geographic origins (1937: 53).

6 Toynbee (1973) makes clear that such ‘realistic’ depictions of animal hunts and
venationes have to be seen in the context of a much larger repertoire of animal
art, particularly mythological and pastoral renditions but also commemorative
depictions of companion animals among the Roman elite, especially horses and
dogs.
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7 Grove (1995: 20) notes that by the reign of Emperor Claudius (AD 41–54) the
river Tiber had silted up to such an extent that most commercial port activities
had to be shifted from Ostia to Civitavecchia.

8 There are parallels here with the earnest turn to science in the debate about
banning stag hunting in the UK to determine whether or not these animals
‘really’ experience trauma and fear in the chase and at bay by proxy measure-
ments of hormonal and chemical levels in their bodies (Bateson, 1997). This is
a classic example of what Ted Porter (1995) calls the ‘pursuit of objectivity’ in
science and public life.

9 See Doyle (1997: 28) for an engaging example of this kind of slippage in the
excitable language of genetic engineering involving the metonymic substitution
of ‘code-script’ for organism in Schrodinger’s treatment of the ‘Chromosone’.
It is a slippage much in evidence in the hyperbole surrounding the USA/UK
science establishment’s launch of the ‘draft blueprint of the Human Genome’
(Guardian supplement, 26/6/2000).

chapter 3

1 I accept that this technical tendency, or what Latour calls ‘double-click’
networks (1999b: 20), is a rather hackneyed translation of ANT but, nonethe-
less, the socio-technical emphasis is real enough in the corpus of work that
pays allegiance to this potent acronym.

2 It is not that those working with ‘ANT’ have ignored non-human life forms,
one has only to think of Callon’s scallops (1986), Latour’s microbes (1988) or
even elephants themselves (Cussins, 1997), but rather to note the striking
contrast in the kinds of non-humans that figure overwhelmingly in ANT
accounts as against those in feminist science studies.

3 A sub-species of Loxodonta africana – L. a. cyclotis – has been described in the
forests of west Africa, smaller in size than its more numerous savannah
relatives (Kingdon, 1997).

4 Whether by accident or design the ISIS acronym mimics the name of the
ancient Egyptian goddess of fertility.

5 Thus, for example, the accidental death of a keeper in the elephant enclosure at
London Zoo in 2001, led to the re-location of the elephants to a wildlife park
and the closure of one of the zoo’s most popular visitor attractions.

6 The research at Paignton Zoo which informs this chapter coincided with the
filming of a six-part BBC documentary series on the working life of zookeepers
which was first broadcast in the spring of 1998.

7 Earthwatch projects span archaeology, palaeontology, geology and anthro-
pology as well as life sciences. But the majority of field projects, about 87 of
the 127 projects in the 1997 brochure and some 63 per cent of the total
number of volunteers concern animal, plant, bird or marine life, and ecology
(Scientific Officer, interview 10/11/97).

8 The appearance of Earthwatch on a special edition of the Holiday travel
programme on BBC1 (16/11/99), with television personality Charlie Dim-
mock, suggests that this ambivalence remains salient even after the relaunch of
Earthwatch as an Institute.

9 For a fuller exposition of this medical research, see Berg and Mol (1998).

NOTES 171



Section 2: Introduction

1 This latest rupture in the legal fabric of property is often traced to a battle in
the US courts in the late 1970s between John Moore, asserting rights to
property in his person, and the medical centre at UCLA, asserting rights to
intellectual property in the ‘Mo cell line’ derived (without his consent) from his
spleen. The medics won (see Rabinow, 1992b). The Human Genome Project
affords a more recent and concerted example of this ‘vampire’ mode of bio-
prospecting (see Cunningham, 1998), stimulating the US Patent and Trade-
mark Office to issue some 1,250 patents on human gene sequences in the last
two decades of the twentieth century (Anderson L., 1999: 79).

2 This insistence is shared but differently framed and pursued in liberal (e.g.
Reeve, 1986), Marxist (e.g. Tribe, 1978) and post-structuralist (e.g. Kelley
1990) accounts (for a discussion, see Shapiro I., 1991).

chapter 4

1 For example, Paul Carter (1987) cites the journals of Captain James Cook and
the botanist Sir Joseph Banks about their encounters with Australia aboard the
Endeavour (Banks Sir J., The Endeavour journal 1768–1771, J.C. Beaglehole
(ed.), 1962. Sydney; and Cook J., The journals of Captain James Cook on his
voyages of discovery, Volume 1: ‘The voyage of the Endeavour, 1768–1771’,
J.C. Beaglehole et al. (eds), 1955. Cambridge). Ross Gibson (1992) cites the
letters of early colonists like Thomas Watling which first appeared in his native
Scotland in 1794, Letters from an exile at Botany Bay to his aunt in Dumfries
and is now available in Foss P. (ed.), 1988. Island in the stream. Pluto Press,
Sydney). William Lines (1991) cites the journals of Surveyor Generals Charles
Sturt and Thomas Mitchell whose explorations of the Murray basin in the
1820s and 1830s recorded daily encounters with Aboriginal people, sometimes
upwards of 200 in number, while still claiming to discover an uninhabited
country (Sturt C., 1834 (2nd edition). Two expeditons into the interior of
southern Australia. 2 volumes. Smith Elder & Co., London); and Mitchell T.L.,
1839. Three expeditions into the interior of Eastern Australia. 3 volyumes, vol.
2. T & W. Boone).

2 These shifting renditions of the ‘state of nature’ and its inhabitants ‘natural
man’ were by no means uncontested. Secular natural law theories met constant
challenges from various currents of dissenting Christian moral discourse, from
the Spanish Thomists during the fifteenth and sixteenth century Spanish
colonization of Latin America (see Pagden, 1987) through to the philanthropic
crusades against slavery and the abuse of Aboriginal peoples in late eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century England. These impulses were perfectly compatible
with colonialism as the same moral discourses underwrote the promulgation of
Christianity as a ‘civilizing’ force, but by the end of the nineteenth century their
currency had been decisively overshadowed by that of science in framing the
project of empire.

3 See, for example, Brennan (1991); Pearson (1993b); Rowse (1993a); Dodson
(1994); Reynolds (1996).

4 See in particular, Jane Jacobs’ Edge of empire (1995) and more recent work
with Ken Gelder Uncanny Australia (1998).
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5 For this reason, and despite several references to Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘A
thousand plateaus’, it seems to me that Carter’s spatial history bears rather
more superficial resemblance to their ‘rhizomatics’ than some have claimed (see
Rodman, 1993).

6 The British House of Commons Select Committee was established in 1834
following a motion by Mr Thomas Fowell Buxton, the political heir to the
slavery abolitionist William Wilberforce and co-founder of the British and
Foreign Aborigines Protection Society in the same year, who chaired its
proceedings. The Committee reported in 1837 and, while Australia is not its
primary focus, the hasty parliamentary passage of the ‘South Australia Coloni-
zation Bill’ in the summer of 1834 provided a fresh stimulus to their con-
demnation of colonial ‘settlement’ practices (Minutes of Parliament (GB),
1834). Among those called to give evidence to the Committee was a prepon-
derance of clergymen, many of whom held out ‘Christian instruction’ as the
only realistic recompense for the ill-treatment of Aboriginal peoples in the
colonies.

7 Property preoccupied debates in liberal philosophy and political economy in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Liberal currents took their lead from
Locke, for whom private property is the cornerstone of civic governance and
the liberty of the individual. Critics, from Marx and Engels to Henry George,
cast it as the bastion of capitalism and/or class privilege. For useful overviews
of these variegated debates, see Honoré (1961); Macpherson (1978); and Ryan
(1984).

8 The familiar face of these heroic accounts of private property is the figure C.B.
Macpherson identified as the ‘possessive individual’ (1962). Here, rights to
occupy, use, alienate and benefit from land are bundled together and vested in
a single person/proprietor as freehold or fee simple title (see also Vogel, 1988).
But as several early modern historians and political philosophers have noted,
this modern figure is not one that would have been recognized by those, like
Locke and others writing in the natural law tradition, in whose texts it is now
routinely originated (see, for example, Squadrito, 1979; Tully, 1993: chapter 2;
Macfarlane, 1998).

9 This understanding of English Common Law was itself considerably more
formalized than in earlier configurations of governance. The seventeenth-
century jurist Sir John Davies, for example, observed in 1674 that

The common law of England is nothing else but the Common Custom of the
Realm. . . . It can be recorded and registered no-where but in the memory of
the people. For a Custom taketh beginning and groweth to perfection . . .
when a reasonable act once done is found to be good and beneficial to the
people, and agreeable to their nature and disposition, then do they use it and
practise it again and again, and so by often reiteration time out of mind, it
obtaineth the force of a Law. (cited in Reynolds, 1996: 75)

10 Common law occupancy was key to the dispossession of customary or
common land use in Britain (and Ireland), which had contributed a major
component of the diet and fuel of the labouring poor (Goodrich, 1991). It was
progressively removed by parliamentary statute – with some 100 Enclosure
Acts between 1800 and 1834 (Neeson, 1993). Those dispossessed by these acts
and/or who actively opposed them made up a considerable part of those
transported as convicts and emigrants to Australia (Thompson, 1991).
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11 While Blackstone’s Commentaries on the laws of England met with a variable
reception at home, they attained a substantial reputation in the colonies. Eight
editions were published in his lifetime (1723–80) and another 15 by 1854
(Jones, 1972).

12 While the Mabo judgment’s admission of ‘native title’ into common law broke
new legal ground by establishing land rights without the jurisdiction of
Parliament, it had been preceded by several piecemeal legislative provisions,
notably under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (Northern Territories) 1976 and
in association with National Park designations. However, even where native
title recognized at common law approaches ‘full ownership’ in the terms set
out by the Mabo ruling, it remains subject to important limitations (see
Bartlett, 1993: 42):

i. it cannot be alienated (or sold) other than by surrender to the Crown;
ii. beneficial title is communal and held in trust while personal titles,

whether of individual, family or band, are transferable by custom;
iii. it does not constitute permissive occupancy and can be legally and

validly extinguished by the Crown under strict conditions.

13 In this, the majority judgment accords with Kant’s objection to natural law
theorists like Locke or, later, utilitarian theorists like Bentham. He argued that
while cultivation can confirm title, in that it signals to others that a piece of
land has already been taken in rightful possession, this fact may be conveyed
‘by many other signs that cost less trouble’ (Kant, 1887: 97, cited in Vogel,
1988).

14 Indeed the majority judges’ insistence that their ruling on the common law
status of native title applied to the whole of Australia was based on a
recognition that the circumstances of the Meriam case, characterized by the
cultivation of garden plots passed through family lines between generations,
did not set it apart in legal terms from those on mainland characterized by
more seasonal patterns of land use and more collective proprietorial practices
(see Rowse (1993b) for a discussion of the implications of the Mabo ruling for
interpreting indigenous ‘traditions’).

15 Western Australia, Northern Territories and Queensland, the States with the
largest proportion of their land under pastoral and mining leases and the
highest proportion of indigenous Australians within them, were the most
vigorous in their opposition to the Native Title Bill. They framed their
opposition in terms of resisting efforts by the Commonwealth Government in
Canberra to infringe their established regional jurisdiction over land manage-
ment.

16 Two currents in these political wheeling and dealings are of particular note. In
contrast to the sustained opposition of the corporate mining lobby, the Labour
Government won the support of the National Farmers’ Federation for their
Native Title legislation, against the grain of many of their regional con-
stituencies and their traditional allegiance to the National Party. As the
Government was building these alliances, Opposition politicians led by the
Premier of Western Australia, Richard Court, were engaging in political
manoeuvres to undermine the Commonwealth legislative process by passing
State legislation that extinguished common law native title and replaced it with
an impoverished form of statutory provision.
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17 There are occasional Opposition voices, notably that of Dr Wooldridge,
Deputy Leader of the Liberal Party, whose speeches (Hansard (HoR),
24/11/93: 3599–603) are clearly sympathetic to native title and regretful of the
lack of a bi-partisan approach to the legislation. But even these speakers follow
their party whip to vote against the Bill.

18 Pauline Hanson lost her parliamentary seat in the 1998 elections and, at the
time of writing, her One Nation party was being investigated by the Australian
Police for fraud.

19 There are currently some 145,000 pastoralists, in comparison with 260,000
indigenous Australians, a number that has been in decline since the end of the
First World War and is now falling at an accelerated rate. While a minority of
pastoralists are among the wealthiest landholders in the country, corporate
business forms are much less widespread in the pastoral industry than in the
mining industry and the majority of them make moderate and uncertain livings
(see Lawrence, 1990).

20 The Commonwealth Constitution makes only two passing references to Abo-
riginal people. One excludes them from the law-making powers of the
Commonwealth (section 51 subsection xxvi) and the other excludes them from
the census enumeration of the Commonwealth and the States (section 127),
both of which were conceived in terms of governing Australia’s immigrant
population. For a discussion of the political context of the 1967 referendum
see Attwood and Markus (1999).

21 In establishing their credentials for talking about/for Aboriginal people, MPs
referred variously to the size of the Aboriginal population in their con-
stituency; recollections of visits and interactions with Aboriginal communities;
and, somewhat bizarrely, their appreciation of ‘Aboriginal culture’. Tim
Fischer (Leader of the National Party), for example, countered charges of
racism against a party conference address he made by referring to ‘my praise of
Aboriginal culture as manifested through their rock art, crafts, music, dance
and their tribal customs and practices’ (Hansard (HoR), 23/11/93: 3425).

22 In addition to establishing a quasi-judicial regime for dealing with native title
claims, past and future, the Native Title Act 1993 also set up a national fund
for the acquisition of land by indigenous Australians who did not benefit
directly from native title and foreshadowed a wider-ranging ‘social justice
package’ (Peterson and Sanders, 1998: 21). These procedures and bureau-
cracies built on those already established under the 1967 Land Acts.

23 Senator Panzinni described himself as a ‘first generation Australian’ and noted
that his own grandchildren would likely inherit only a ‘fraction of his Italian
blood’. The same notion of race as a biologically derived category was used by
Michael Cobb MP (NSW, National Party) to question the credentials of Eddie
Mabo as a plaintiff for the Meriam people whose case made history in the
High Court, on the grounds that he was ‘only’ the adoptive son of a
community family.

24 The association between moral order and settled social forms goes back to
ancient Greece (see Greenblatt, 1991: 68–70). Its reconfiguration through the
assemblage of private property was woven through a discourse of ‘improve-
ment’ in which both the person and the land were honed through the discipline
of labour. For Locke, for example, the justification of private property could
not be exceeded by the size of a person’s landholding except by ‘the perishing
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of anything uselessly in it’ (1988 (1690), para. 46: 300). In similar vein, J.S.
Mill declared two centuries later that

Whenever, in any country, the proprietor, generally speaking, ceases to be the
improver, political economy has nothing to say in defence of private prop-
erty. . . . In no sound theory of private property was it ever contemplated that
the proprietor of land should be merely a sinecurist quartered on it.
(1961/1870: 231)

25 The Deputy Leader of the Opposition in the Senate, Senator Richard Alston
(Victoria, Liberal Party), for example, declared the High Court ruling ‘the
greatest obiter dicta in history’ (Hansard (Senate), 16/12/93: 5024). More
explicitly, the Pastoralists and Graziers’ Association of Western Australia, in
their evidence to the Legal and Constitutional Affairs Committee on the Native
Title Bill, argued that it was ‘conferring a title proved for a settled agrarian and
fishing community on a nomadic people of a completely different race and
lifestyle’ (quoted by Senator Chris Evans (Senate Leader of the Labour Party),
Hansard (Senate) 14/12/93: 4583).

26 Reynolds (see particularly, 1988, 1992) interprets the Committee’s conclu-
sions, and the subsequent efforts by colonial administrators to govern the
acquisition of land and treatment of Aboriginal peoples by settlers in Australia
from Britain, as evidence of an overriding concern with protecting native rights
and welfare. While this was unquestionably a priority in their considerations,
the frequent contradiction between these efforts, the terms of the statutory
Acts establishing colonies and what was happening on the ground, suggests
that any such concerns were compromised in practice by commercial and fiscal
considerations. Moreover the Christian morality which pervades the report, as
noted above, was also a mainstay of the civilizing pretensions of colonialism.

27 Opposition leaders in the Commonwealth and some State Parliaments (notably
those in Western Australia and Northern Territories) launched a concerted
media campaign against Native Title, insinuating their territorial anxieties into
the ‘suburban backyard’. For example, John Howard, in his infamous ‘One
Australia’ speech (17/11/93), warned that ‘other Australians want to be sure
that they do indeed own their own home or farm and that they won’t have to
go to court to defend them’ (cited by Hon. Gary Johns (Queensland, Labour
Party) (Hansard (HoR), 24/11/93: 3596). Similar scare tactics were mobilized
in campaigns run by the corporate mining lobby, the Australian Mining
Industry Council, and its spokespeople like Hugh Morgan (1992). Here
cartographic propaganda, exaggerating the extent of Native Title on maps like
that in figure 4.3, was a favourite weapon (see Gelder and Jacobs, 1998:
139–41).

28 These ‘amendments’ to native title have attracted an ‘early warning’ decision
from the UN’s Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, the
first ever issued to a developed nation (Mercer, 1997).

chapter 5

1 The Convention on Biological Diversity has a much larger remit than domesti-
cated plants and animals and takes its impetus from the conservation and
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utilization of all living resources (see Takacs, 1996), relegating the question of
Plant Genetic Resources (PGR) for agriculture to chapter 14 (CBD, 1992).

2 RiceTec Inc. of Texas applied to register Basmati as a company trademark in
1998. It later withdrew this blanket patent application in the face of concerted
opposition from the Governments of India and Pakistan and other agri-
technology companies in the USA. The decision of the US Patent and Trade-
mark Office in August 2001 permitted the patent registration of three specific
hybrid varieties – Texmati, Jasmati and Kasmati – developed by the company
over a ten year period of cross-breeding with American long grain rice
varieties. The decision was greeted by both the company and its opponents as
a ‘victory’ (The Guardian, 23/08/01).

3 Following the request of Conference resolution (9/83), the Commission for
Plant Genetic Resources (CPGR) was formally established within the terms of
Article VI paragraph I of the FAO constitution by a resolution of the FAO
Council (1/85) at its meeting of 24 November 1983.

4 The Group of 77 was an influential alignment of lately independent nations
pursuing a New International Economic Order against the hegemony of
industrialized countries, particularly the USA in the 1970s and early 1980s
(Larschan and Brennan, 1983; Fowler and Mooney, 1990: 187–200). In 1975
it comprised 103 out of a total 138 member states of the United Nations. Its
influence has dissipated since the late 1980s, replaced by the Cairns group
alliance associated with World Trade Organization/GATT negotiations, and
the strengthening of regional trading blocs like NAFTA (North American Free
Trade Area), the European Union and ASEAN (Association of South East
Asian Nations).

5 While the United States delegation was the most vociferous opponent of the
International Undertaking, other industrialized countries, including the UK,
Canada, France, Germany, Switzerland and Japan, shared some of its objec-
tions. By 1993 the USA, Canada and Japan remain notable for their absence
from the list of adherents to the Undertaking.

6 The Deleuzian terminology of the ‘event’ (see Deleuze, 1990/1969) that affects
this analytical modality of immanence can be found elsewhere in bio-
philosophy, for example, Whitehead’s notion of ‘concresences’ (1929), and de
Landa’s notion of ‘temporary coagulations’ (1997: 104) which is directly
derivative of Deleuze.

7 These documentary archives are made up of written records from three main
procedural bodies conducting the business of the FAO in relation to PGR.
First, the official reports of the bi-annual Conference of the FAO, at which
delegates from all member countries debate and vote on the business of the
meeting. These reports minute the items of business, wording of resolutions
and voting procedures and are identified by the documentary prefix – C (year/
rep). Secondly, the verbatim records of Conference debates that are conducted
through two Commissions charged with reporting back to the plenary sessions
for voting. These records are identified by the documentary prefix – C (year/
commission no./PV [proceedings verbatim]). And thirdly, the reports of the bi-
annual meetings of the CPGR itself which record the agenda, discussion papers
and minutes in which representatives of any FAO member country can
participate. These are identified by the documentary prefix – CPGR (year/rep).
Occasional reference is made to documentary reports and verbatim records of
meetings of the FAO Council that is made up of about 50 representatives
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elected by member countries and meets two or three times between Confer-
ences. These are identified by the documentary prefix – CL (year/rep).

8 These slippery distinctions are elaborated for discussion as an agenda item at
the 2nd session of the CPGR. Wild relatives are identified as ‘the products of
nature’; weedy relatives as the ‘botanical bridge between wild relatives and
modern plant varieties’; primitive cultivars as ‘plants that have evolved as a
result of both natural and human selection’; and ‘modern varieties’ as being
‘the result of plant breeding’ (CPGR, 1987a: 2).

9 It is worth noting that Weismann’s theory of ‘germplasm’ (1892), which held
that the development of hereditary traits was a function of the reproductive or
germ-cells sequestered from the rest of the body (and its living environment),
derived from his experimental work with insect embryos and roundworms. As
developmental biologists like Bonner (1974) pointed out some time ago, this
‘principle’ does not hold good for plants (the cells of which are totipotent).
More recently, the cloning of Dolly the sheep using cells obtained from the
udder of an adult sheep, further undermined this principle in relation to
mammals (Wilmut et al., 1997). For a useful discussion, see Webster and
Goodwin (1996).

10 For example, in the archaeology of domestication (Clutton-Brock, 1989),
histories of colonial exploration (Grove, 1995) and botanical science (Drayton,
2000), and, more recently, the accounts of ethnobotany (Balick and Cox,
1996).

11 As Harlan (1971) points out, the Vavilovian cartography of centres of agri-
cultural origin and diversity that has become such a landmark almost invari-
ably incorporates significant amendments made by his collaborator
Zhukovsky, as in the case of the FAO version reproduced here. His expansion
of the number and extent of these centres, some defining a whole continent,
exhausted the meaningfulness of the ‘centres’ concept.

12 According to an FAO survey of these ex-situ germplasm collections in 1994,
just over half of all accessions were held in genebanks in industrialized
countries, about one-third in developing countries and the remainder in the
international network of IARCs administered by CGIAR (Consultative Group
for International Agricultural Research) (CPGR, 1994b). CGIAR was estab-
lished in 1971 with funding from the Rockerfeller and Ford Foundations, the
FAO, the World Bank and the UN Development Programme (CPGR, 1987a:
10–15).

13 The global commons are taken to describe those environmental phenomena
and spaces that do not fall under national jurisdiction or private property
rights, notably oceans, Antarctica, the earth’s biosphere and outer space, all of
which are the subject of more less established international treaties or proto-
cols (Buck, 1998). They are constituted in international law as a ‘common
heritage of [hu]mankind (CHM), a legal concept first established in the UN
Law of the Sea in 1967 (Kotz, 1976) that has four main principles (see
Larschan and Brennan, 1983). The designated commons should:

(i) not be subject to appropriation;
(ii) involve all nations in its management;
(iii) actively share in any benefits;
(iv) be dedicated to exclusively peaceful purposes.
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14 The ‘tragic’ rendition of the commons can be traced to the eighteenth/
nineteenth century enclosure of the English commons when ‘improvement’ and
the ‘national interest’ cast local commons as a hindrance to commercial and
state interests (Xenos, 1989). First articulated by propagandists for parliamen-
tary enclosure, like Thomas Malthus (Thompson, 1991: 107), the ‘tragedy of
the commons’ has been deployed more recently in the project of ‘third world
development’ (Roberts and Emel, 1992). The most influential exponent of this
twentieth-century variant is Garrett Hardin, for whom ‘freedom in a commons
brings ruin to all’ (1968: 124).

15 The ‘virtuous’ currency of the commons can be traced back to the natural law
tradition of seventeenth-century political debate, where the ‘state of nature’
signified a gift from God invested in ‘man’ as an earthly commonwealth (see
Squadrito, 1979; Shapiro I., 1991). The dilemma for the theological cast of
this early modern political commentary centred on reconciling the nascent
figure of the autonomous individual with the moral economy of common-
wealth (see, for example, Chalk, 1991). The most influential exposition of this
fraught reconciliation is found in the work of John Locke, particularly his Two
treatises on government (1988/1690), which is still a touchstone of liberal
democratic political theory (see Tully, 1980).

16 The ‘Agreed Interpretation’ (Resolution C 4/89) was formally incorporated as
an annex (annex I) to the International Undertaking (Resolution C8/83),
securing it as an integral part of its legal provisions.

17 The shift in definitional emphasis from the ‘vegetative and propogating’
materials of plants to the ‘biological diversity of plant genes, etc.’ was
significant but largely unnoticed in the collective ontology of PGR.

18 The report found that the legal status of materials held in ex situ collections is
determined primarily on the principles of law and the legislation of the state
where the collection is located and, hence, was inevitably varied. The situation
for the CGIAR-administered network of International collections was even
more complicated with, for example, IARCs exhibiting a wide range of
constitutional arrangements. These findings were based on information
restricted to those public genebanks that responded to FAO enquiries and
excluded private collections (CPGR, 1987a).

19 The grand design of an ‘international genebank’ envisaged by the FAO’s
Committee on Agriculture (COAG) as part of an International Convention for
PGR back in 1983, complete with floor plans and budget estimates (FAO,
1983c), bore little relation to the arrangements secured by the Undertaking
some ten years later. The only significant gesture towards this global jurisdic-
tion was the transfer of the administration of the IARC network of genebanks
from CGIAR to the International Board for Plant Genetic Resources (IBPGR)
in 1994; itself an FAO satellite organization set up in 1974 (see Kloppenburg,
1988: 161–7).

20 Unsurprisingly the research literature is no less confused than the FAO
Conference records on the applicability of the ‘common heritage of human-
kind’ principle to the International Undertaking (e.g. Juma, 1989; Ramak-
rishna, 1992; Flitner, 1998).

21 This distinction between physical (or tangible) and intangible property in
western jurisprudence is indebted to that made in Roman law between
corporeal and incorporeal things (Drahos, 1996).
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22 The criteria of ‘invention’ exercised in patent law, for example, require that the
knowledge-object is useful (i.e. it must have an industrial or commercial
application); novel (i.e. it must be original and not already known in the public
domain); and non-obvious (i.e. it must be more inventive than ‘mere discovery’
of something that already exists) (Cornish, 1999). The US Supreme Court
ruling in Diamond v. Chakrabarty (1980) is now taken as the landmark
decision effecting the ontological shift that admitted microbiological knowl-
edge practices and knowledge-objects as patentable ‘inventions’.

23 At the time of the International Undertaking on PGR no developing countries
had implemented legislation along UPOV lines and none was a member of the
Union. This remained the case until Latin American countries party to
establishing the North American Free Trade Area were obliged to join UPOV
as a condition of NAFTA membership. Under the original terms of the UPOV
Convention, farmers re-using seeds from their own harvest and plant breeders’
using protected varieties to produce further improvements were exempt from
the prohibition on third-party use of protected varieties. These exemptions
were revoked in the 1991 revisions to bring UPOV into line with Trade
Related aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) provisions being
constituted by the World Trade Organization (see Correa, 1995) (see note 24
below).

24 This shift was extended to plant varieties by the European Patent Office in
1983 in its reinterpretation of Article 53 of the European Patent Convention
(1973) which had specifically excluded ‘plant or animal varieties or essentially
biological processes for the production of plants or animals’ from the scope of
permissable patent claims. In a ruling on a case brought to the appeal board by
Ciba-Geigy, varieties produced by genetic engineering were deemed to be
‘novel plants’ rather than ‘new varieties’ and hence patentable. This principle
has since been incorporated into revisions to the UPOV Convention (1991).
For overviews of these developments in IPR in relation to living things
contemporaneous with the event under discussion see Sedjo, 1992 (for a US
perspective) and Bergmans, 1991 (for a European perspective).

25 Under the Farmers’ rights provisions of the Undertaking, entitlements to
compensation were vested in the FAO as a ‘trustee of the international
community’ to fund community seedbanks and traditional land management
and conservation practices. In practice, its trusteeship suffered from under-
funding, as financial contributions to the International Fund failed to material-
ize, and was contested by some member countries who wanted it to be vested
in nation states (e.g. Turkey; see FAO, 1989b). It is also worth reiterating that
the purchase of Farmers’ rights as ‘rights’ was compromised by the non-
binding or ‘soft-law’ status of the Undertaking (Correa, 1995).

26 The itch of the primitive that consigned indigenous peoples to ‘the state of
nature’, expelling them from the compass of the social in imperial mappings of
terra nullius, persists today in their incorporation into the genomic mappings
of the life sciences as subjects of bio-prospecting (Cunningham, 1998). The
extension of IPR to the patenting of such genomic ‘inventions’ is itself intensely
contested within scientific and legal communities (see Gannon et al., 1995;
Black, 1998)

27 Lipietz describes the Rio Summit as ‘a diplomatic Vietnam’ for the Bush
(senior) administration (1995: 9). The Clinton administration signed the
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Convention on Biological Diversity in summer 1993, but Congress refused to
ratify it in summer 1994. It remains unsigned by the USA.

Section 3: Introduction

1 A similar point is made by Derrida in a conversation with J.L. Nancy where he
explains his rare treatment of ‘the subject’ as a product of the fact that ‘the
discourse of the subject, even if it locates difference . . . continues to link
subjectivity with man’ (1991: 105). Moreover, Appadurai himself makes the
limits of his project in The social life of things (1986) clear in an interview in
which he describes it as an effort ‘to milk the conceit that we need to forget
people for a moment and think of things themselves, as in some kind of way
having a life’ (Bell, 2000: 27, original emphasis).

chapter 6

1 This is not to suggest that food-born toxicities and diseases are peculiar to the
industrial era. Adulterated and rotten foodstuffs were historically common-
place, and industrial preservation and transport technologies have extended
their compass and durability (see Kiple and Ornelas, 2000).

2 It is worth noting how frequently scientific authorities evoke the term ‘rogue’
to explain food scares to the wider public through the media. For example, in
the case of BSE–vCJD, the prions implicated in transmissable spongiform
encephalopathies (TSEs) were characterized as ‘rogue proteins’, and in the
food poisoning outbreak in Lanarkshire in 1997, the bacterial strain E. coli
0157 was identified as the ‘rogue bacteria’ responsible. It seems that such
potent agents only emerge into the glare of public acclaim at moments of
rupture in the disciplinary practices and accounts of science.

3 Michel Serres makes much of the hyphen’s replacement of the inverted
capitalized omega as the conventional sign of union or connection between
two words. He argues that it imprints diacritically the meaning of the ‘middle
ground’ or ‘excluded third’, thus acting as a shorthand for his various
metaphorical figures of absent presence – the parasite; the tiers instruit; the
blank figure of the joker (see Assad, 1999: 132–4). Deleuze takes a similar tack
when he insists on the significance of the conjunction ‘and’ in his mode of
thinking, which he argues ‘has enough force to shake and uproot the verb “to
be” ’ emphasizing between-ness as ‘another way of travelling, . . . coming and
going rather than starting and finishing’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988: 25).

4 Exceptions which stretch across economic/cultural, production/consumption
divides are growing in number in response to the practical imperatives of
addressing the crises in farm livelihoods and consumer confidence engendered
by industrialization. See, for example, Whatmore and Thorne (1997) on
Fairtrade networks; Cook and Crang (1998a, 1998b) on consumer under-
standings of the origins of foods; Fitzsimmons and Goodman (1998) on
alternative food networks; and Murdoch et al. (2000) on the construction of
‘quality’ foods.

5 Exceptions to this exclusive focus on the meaningfulness of foods in (human)
cultural practices include ‘popular’ bio-graphies of staple foodstuffs and their
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active role in human history, e.g. Zuckerman (1998) on the potato; and
Hobhouse (1999) on tea and sugar.

6 An exception to this is Adams’s gestures towards a ‘feminist-vegetarian agenda’
(1990).

7 As Deleuze and Guattari note (1988: 519, footnote 13), this contrast between
arborescent and rhizomatic forms of thinking is also taken up by Michel Serres
(1975) to rather different effect in his examination of the networking assem-
blage of the tree itself and its use in a variety of scientific domains.

8 The Soya Bean Information Centre (whose publicity does not acknowledge
that it is funded by Monsanto) claims in an information sheet that ‘experts
estimate that up to 30,000 food products contain soya derivatives as ingre-
dients’ (Monsanto, 1996). As well as a host of human and non-human
foodstuffs, Hapgood illustrates the soybean’s versatility in his National Geo-
graphic article (1987) with a painting by the artist James Gurney which
includes more than 60 soy products – from glues and petrol, fire hydrant foam
and plastic, to the paint used in the painting itself.

9 For parallels with Merleau-Ponty’s visible/invisible and his concerns with the
presentation of absence, see Carey (2000: 31–2).

10 The Monsanto Corporation is not unfamiliar with controversy in relation to
its products. These include the defoliant Agent Orange, used extensively in the
Vietnam War, and the bovine growth hormone rBST (recombinant bovine
somatotropin) designed to boost milk yields and banned by the European
Union (Palast, 1999).

11 The high protein and fatty acid components of soya make it a valuable
component of vegetarian alternatives to meat and dairy products in today’s
industrial diet. However, health claims made for these products have been
called into question by scientists breaking ranks with the US Food and Drug
Administration’s position. They point to the toxicity of the oestrogen-like
properties of isoflavones in the bio-chemistry of soya (Fallon and Enig, 2000;
Institute of Food Research, 2000).

12 The modern soybean taxon Glycine max is located as a sub-species of the tribe
(Phaseolae) within the largest of the three Leguminosae sub-families (Papilio-
noideae) (ILDIS, 2000).

13 North-east China was recognized by the early twentieth-century Soviet bota-
nist Vavilov as one of the eight ‘centres of origin’ for the world’s most
important crop plants, which have since become closely allied to the identifica-
tion of ‘centres of plant genetic diversity’ (see chapter 5).

14 These nitrogen-fixing root nodules are general in two of the three sub-families
of Leguminosae (Mimosoideae and Papilionoideae) but rare in the third
(Caesalpinioideae) (ILDIS, 2000).

15 To this extent the soybean, and leguminous plants more generally, are excellent
illustrations of new arguments in evolutionary theory which cast the genea-
logical emphasis of Darwinian ideas in a much more relational light, either in
terms of the ‘co-evolution’ of different species (see Eldridge, 1995) or, more
radically, of evolutionary symbiosis at the cellular level (see Margulis and
Fester, 1991).

16 The soybean’s earlier presence in Europe was recorded in 1737 by the Swedish
botanist Carolus Linnaeus in an inventory of plants growing in a garden in
Holland (see Hapgood, 1987: 79). Another US Naval officer, Matthew Perry, is
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credited with its introduction to the west in 1825 (Kiple and Ornelas, 2000:
1855).

17 Until the advent of GM varieties, nearly all of today’s US soybean crop can be
traced as descendants of just six plants from this period of concerted acquisi-
tion (Fowler and Mooney, 1990: 84).

18 Kloppenberg gives the example of seed-corn firms employing some 125,000
labourers over a 2–4 week period to de-tassle their breeding crop (1988:
112).

19 Unlike animals, the cellular potential of plants is highly plastic with a large
numbers of cells that are totipotent, that is that have the potential to generate
an entire plant with all its various tissues (Tudge, 1993: 186–7).

20 The United States, China, Brazil and Argentina account for over 90 per cent of
the global soybean crop today.

21 Glyphosate is the active ingredient of Monsanto’s Roundup® herbicide,
typically comprising 41 per cent. Glyphosate (N-phosphonomethyl glycine) is
a post-emergence broad spectrum herbicide that kills all green plants not
engineered to tolerate it. It works by inhibiting aromatic amino acid bio-
synthesis in the leaf chloroplasts, specifically the enzyme 5-enol-
pyruvylshikimicacid 3-phosphate (EPSP) synthase, thereby disabling the
conversion of light into chemical energy and so preventing plant growth
(Schulz et al., 1990: 7–8). The other 59 per cent of Roundup® is made up of a
range of ‘inert’ ingredients, including Polyethyloxylated tallow amine surfac-
tant (POEA) to de-clog applicators and facilitate even spray coverage, which
harbour toxicities of their own (Lappé and Bailey, 1999: 54). Monsanto’s
monopoly on commercial glyphosate herbicide through its Roundup® brand
patent ran out in 2000. The corporation is already involved in legal suits in the
United States to prevent its Swiss competitor AstraZeneca from testing their
rival glyphosate herbicide brand Touchdown® on its Roundup ReadyTM

soybeans (Daily Telegraph, 22/1/99).
22 It is worth noting that Comai’s research team was employed by Calgene Inc.,

one of the US pioneers in biotechnology (acquired by Monsanto in 1997). The
prevalence of corporate scientists among the authors of research articles in key
journals like Bio/Technology, Trends in Biotechnology, Science and Nature is
remarkable (at least to this outsider), but is rarely the subject of reflection, let
alone concern, within these pages. This commercialization of biotechnological
science has effectively obscured the distinction between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’
research and compromised the self-proclaimed ‘objectivity’ of scientists as their
practices and results ‘disappear’ behind the cordon of commercial confidential-
ity (Rothman et al., 1996).

23 In addition to Roundup ReadyTM soybeans, Monsanto have also patented GM
tobacco, cotton, sugar beet, corn (maize), and canola (oilseed rape) seed.
Ironically, Agracetus Inc. was awarded a patent granting rights to all forms of
genetically engineered soybeans by the European Patent Office in March 1994,
a patent that has been hotly challenged by Monsanto among other agri-
biotechnology corporations (Stone, 1995).

24 Monsanto is actively (and successfully) prosecuting farmers, mainly in the US
mid-west and Canadian prairies, whom it suspects of acquiring its herbicide or
GMHT seed outside the terms of this contract. Pinkertons private investigation
agency has been employed to secure evidence on its behalf (Washington Post,
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3/2/99 and 2/5/99; Independent on Sunday, 14/3/99). The logical trajectory of
this monopoly impulse is harboured in the infamous ‘terminator technology’
owned by Monsanto which could be used to ‘switch off’ the germinal
properties of Roundup Ready® seeds and effectively sterilize them to prevent
‘unauthorized’ use.

25 The anti-GM scientist Mae-Wan Ho (1999: 61) summarizes the theories of
biological complexity which counter the reductivist logic of genetic determin-
ism, and their practical consequence for genetic engineering, in terms of three
counter-propositions. A gene does not determine a function, rather genes
perform in a complex network in which their relationship to characteristics is
non-linear and multidimensional. Genes and genomes are not stable and
unchanging, rather they are dynamic and fluid, generating ‘adaptive’ mutations
in particular environmental contexts. Genes do not stay where they are put,
rather they ‘move’ within and between species, recombining in unintended
ways. These propositions are now finding their way from the critical ‘fringes’
of the scientific community to the emerging orthodoxies of post-genomic
research (see Sarkar, 1998).

26 Like other organophosphate pesticides, glyphosate’s rate of environmental
decomposition varies dramatically from the experimental in vitro conditions of
the laboratory and the field test site, to the variable in vivo conditions
of particular soils, hydrological environments and farming practices. More-
over, they have proved to be toxic to the nervous and immune systems of
mammals (Raganarsdottir, 2000). Monsanto’s successful applications in the
USA, UK and Australia to triple the permissible level of glyphosate residues in
its Roundup ReadyTM soybeans from six to 20 parts per million (Nature
Biotechnology (1997), 15: 1233) suggests that claimed reductions in volume of
application will be tempered by increased intensity of application. The UK’s
Pesticide Safety Directorate report (1999) on GMHT crops concluded that
‘there is currently a lack of independent research to allow an accurate
prediction of the potential impacts’ of GMHT technologies on pesticide use
and its environmental consequences (executive summary, point 5).

27 Prior approval for the commercial or large-scale release of GMOs was first
required in 1997. At this time, the Advisory Committee on Releases to the
Environment (ACRE) was responsible for licensing experimental planting in
the UK, while the Advisory Committee on Pesticides (ACP) was responsible for
advising on the safety of pesticide products, usage and residues. English
Nature, the statutory body responsible for nature conservation in England led
the science/policy opposition to the failure of these advisory committees to
address wildlife or biodiversity concerns within their remits. This opposition
arose, at least in part, in response to Monsanto’s efforts to secure a licence for
field trials in Roundup ReadyTM oil-seed rape (English Nature, 1998).

28 The main UK precedent for the licensing of a derivative transgenic food
product at the time was the treatment of a tomato paste made from the GM
FlavrsavrTM variety. This product was licensed by the Advisory Committee on
Novel Foods and Processes (ACNFP) in 1997 and labelling was required by
the Food Advisory Committee (FAC). It entered the UK marketplace clearly
labelled as a GM product and caused little public outcry or consumer backlash
as a result. Since then, the patent rights on FlavrsavrTM tomatoes have passed
to Monsanto with its takeover of rival biotech company Calgene in 1997.
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29 These advertisements were produced by the London-based agency Bartle,
Bogle and Hegarty. They were subsequently condemned by the British Adver-
tising Standards Agency for representing Monsanto’s environmental claims
about its GMHT products in ‘confusing’, ‘misleading’, ‘unproven’ and ‘wrong’
ways, and expressing the corporation’s own opinion of transgenic engineering
as an extension of traditional plant breeding methods as ‘accepted fact’, when
it is a matter of dispute within the scientific community (Guardian, 1/3/99;
Living Earth, 1999, 202: 8).

30 The Advisory Committee on Novel Foods and Processes relied on animal trials
of Roundup Ready® soybeans lasting no more than a matter of months to
satisfy their ‘test’ requirements for impacts on human health (Derek Burke,
Chair of ACNFP, interviewed on BBC television’s Panorama programme,
18/5/1999). The adequacy of animal analogues for ‘testing’ the toxicological
effects of human foods is an acknowledged problem among OECD govern-
ment scientists (New Scientist, 1999).

31 It is noteworthy that a subsequent study by the Advisory Committee on
Animal Feeding Stuffs, which reports to the Food Standards Agency, found
that ‘DNA fragments large enough to contain potentially functional genes
survived processing in many of the samples [of animal feedstuffs] studied’
(Observer, 15/10/2000). Animal feeds are the primary destination of soya meal
and UK retailers are currently extending their GM soya ban to their meat
supply networks while the Food Standards Agency is pressing for the compul-
sory labelling of food derivatives from animals raised on GM feed.

32 It is a marketing strategy that Monsanto had used before with its rBHT
(Bovine Growth Hormone), patented under the brand name Posilac®, where it
fought against European (and US) efforts to separate rBHT milk and conven-
tional milk and label products derived from hormone-treated milk. The
corporation’s rationale for its dogged and politically damaging resistance to
the segregation and labelling of GMHT soybeans was economic. Labelling
would ‘stigmatize’ the product and its derivatives, associating it with ‘risk’ in
the public mind and segregation would permit this perception to find expres-
sion through market choice.

33 These included a Mori Poll in 1996 (on behalf of Greenpeace) and a widely
leaked report by Stanley Greenberg for Monsanto that showed public opposi-
tion to GM crops rising from 38–50 per cent between 1997 and 1998 in the
UK, and from 47–57 per cent among AB social classes (Ford, 2000: 77).

34 Unlike quality assurance systems, ‘product traceability’ is more closely allied to
the certification practices of alternative food networks like organics or Fair-
trade.

35 Major fast-food chains and local education authorities responsible for school
meals joined food retailers and processors in banning GM ingredients. For a
telling exposition of the US industry’s position on labelling, see Miller H.
(1999).

36 These include genetic ‘fingerprinting’ techniques that can detect modifications
in soya products to a fraction of 1 per cent and the extension of current
segregation practices (e.g. for beans of different protein or oil content) to non-
GM soya with a minimal price premium (see Buckwell and Brookes, 1999).

37 It is important not to exaggerate this political gesture in view of the fact that
11 of the 13 members of ACRE were not eligible to renew their committee
membership anyway.
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38 One is reminded here of Rachel Carson’s careful, passionate science and the
way in which her opposition to the programmatic use of the pesticide DDT
earned her personal and professional vilification by corporate and government
scientists who questioned her scientific credentials as an ‘unmarried woman’
and ‘probable communist’ (Lear, 1997: 428–35).

chapter 7

1 Notable reworkings of the natural law tradition include those of Aquinas and
Grotius, but Locke’s work best epitomizes early modern tensions between
notions of ‘common good’ and ‘individual good’ (see Tuck, 1979; Tully,
1993).

2 Contemporary writers in this Kantian tradition have modified their reliance on
the impartiality of justice by recognizing that competent moral agents are
contracted on unequal terms; a theme pursued most influentially by John
Rawls (1971) in his ‘difference principle’, and by Will Kymlicka (1991) in his
notion of the ‘pluralist contract’.

3 Persons in law can be non-individuals, for example states, corporations, unions
etc. McHugh has argued that if the concept of the ‘security of the individual’
(central to human rights law) were extended from persons to human beings,
this would contribute towards the realization of substantive equality (i.e. in
terms of the material prerequisites for participating as equal members of a
polity) (1992: 460).

4 It is no coincidence that the language of early women’s struggles for political
rights, notably in the writings of Mary Wollstonecraft, should borrow from
those for the abolition of slavery in likening the status of wives to that of slaves
(see Ferguson, 1992).

5 This is not to suggest that these are the only responses (for example, Haber-
masian critical theory is also notable) but rather that they have been the most
influential in the sense of being translated into discourses beyond the acad-
emy.

6 Interestingly, Mouffe points to similar problems to those raised here with what
she calls ‘a certain type of extreme postmodern fragmentation of the social’
(1995: 262) – but without identifying any alleged ‘extremists’.

7 See also Diprose’s notion of ‘corporeal schema’ which takes up Merleau-
Ponty’s idea of the body’s directional activity or ‘intentional arc’ (1994: 106)
and the special issue of Hypatia on ‘feminism and the body’ (fall, 1991).

8 See also, Leder (1990a, 1990b) and Levin (1990).
9 The ethical standing of animals has been a matter of longstanding dispute in

moral philosophy, well in advance of contemporary environmentalism. Partic-
ularly influential contributions include the Thomist legacy of Thomas Aquinas
in the natural law tradition and the utilitarian legacy of Jeremy Bentham in the
social contract tradition (see Midgley, 1983). For an excellent fictional rendi-
tion of these philosophical arguments see Coetzee’s The lives of animals
(1999).

10 A good example is the global network DAWN (Development with Women
working for a New Era) which since 1984 has sought to articulate material
connectivities between environmental, livelihood and health issues and the
centrality of ‘third world’ women in this nexus (Braidotti et al., 1994).
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11 Ansell-Pearson (1997) provides a useful account of Deleuze and Guattari’s
acknowledged debt to Bergson’s philosophical account of creative evolution
(1983/1907) and the biologist von Uexküll’s contrapuntal conception of
biological processes and forms (1992/1934) (see also Ingold, 1995a).

12 Obviously this is not to suggest that Latour is not passionate about his work.
One has only to think of the title and style of his book about the unrealized
blueprint for a rapid transport system in Paris – Aramis or the love of
technology (1996), or his zealous efforts to ally science and science studies
(1999a) against their caricatured enmity in the so-called ‘science wars’. But
rather that his work is not passionate in the sense taken in this book from
Game and Metcalf’s Passionate sociology, namely that he ‘masterfully refuse[s]
to place [himself] within the social life [he] studies’ (1996: 5). In so far as he
positions himself beyond the academy at all it is by dissociation. For example,
his aversion to ‘a conception of left-wing radicalism that has not yet been
renewed as forcefully as science has been’ (1997b: xvii); or his repudiation of
the misguided terms on which ‘green’ parties and movements have sought to
put ‘nature’ on the political agenda (1999c).

13 Ingold’s ‘weaving’/‘making’ variant of the Heideggerian distinction between
‘dwelling’ and ‘building’ purposefully rejects its insistence that human ration-
ality and subjectivity mark an absolute break from the animal world (see also
Glendinning, 1998: 73–4).

14 These transpecies infectivities were not limited to cattle and humans but have
been recorded in increasing numbers in companion animals (notably cats) and
zoo animals (notably deer), giving rise to the generic term TSEs (transpecies
spongiform encephalopathies) (Ridley and Baker, 1998).

15 The most exhaustive account of the shifting sands of Government policy and
scientific advice towards BSE–vCJD in the 1980s–1990s and assessment of the
distribution of responsibility for its devastating failings is provided by the
voluminous report of the Lord Phillips’ enquiry into BSE (see BSE Inquiry,
1999 and associated website).

16 ‘Couplings’, like ‘cyborgs’, betoken a version of hybridity in which difference
is prefigured in the alterity of already constituted kinds. By contrast, the
emphasis in my account on the indeterminacy of difference draws on Bergson’s
bio-philosophy, particularly his notion of differentiation as an explosive
‘internal’ life force (1983/1907), subsequently taken up and reworked by
Deleuze (1994/1968) (and with Guattari (1988/1980)). This distinction is
important in understanding the contrast between, say, the approaches of
Latour and Haraway to hybridity. For valuable discussion on these points, see
Ansell-Pearson (1999: 33–69) and Hansen (2000b).
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