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“...and already the knowing animals are
aware that we are not really at home in our
interpreted world.”

—Rainer Maria Rilke, “Duino Elegies”
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BESTIARY: AN INTRODUCTION

Philip Armstrong and Laurence Simmons

Every so often there emerges a new intellectual paradigm that provokes
a flurry of new knowledge. Over the last two decades the humanities
and social sciences have been experiencing such an event: the ‘animal
turn’, comparable in significance to the ‘linguistic turn’ that revolution-
ized humanities and social science disciplines from the mid-twentieth
century onwards." As well as flipping some familiar areas of knowledge
on their heads, the inter- and multi-disciplinary field of ‘animal studies’
gives a new license to scholars in the humanities and social sciences to
speak with authority about aspects of the so-called ‘natural world’.?
Researchers in animal studies examine the cultural, philosophical,
economic and social means by which humans and animals interact.’
Along with material practices—such as farming, hunting, science, pet-
keeping and so on—significant modes of this interaction also occur at
the levels of art, thought and popular culture. This is because the very
idea of the human—the way we understand and experience ourselves
as humans—is closely tied up with ideas about animals. Many of the
concepts, dispositions and sensibilities that comprise human nature’ rely
upon perceived differences and similarities between ourselves and other
animals: distinctions between nature and culture, reason and instinct,

' We owe the phrase ‘animal turn’ to Sarah Franklin, who used it in conversation
during the annual conference of the Cultural Studies Association of Australasia, in
December 2003, the event that first gave rise to this volume and several of the papers
included in it.

? In this respect animal studies obviously has much in common with socio-cultural
forms of environmental studies and with ecocriticism, fields that have also gathered
a powerful academic and scholarly momentum in recent decades. In many cases the
origins, methods and aims of animal studies are shared with those of environmental
and ecocritical studies, but ultimately the two paradigms should be considered simul-
taneously distinct and complementary, especially since each sometimes critiques the
other’s methodologies, assumptions and findings.

* For fuller explanation of the field, and its development, see the inaugural editorial
by Kenneth Shapiro in the journal Society and Animals (Shapiro 1993); see also the ten-
year anniversary issue of the journal, which assesses the gains made by animal studies
scholarship over its first decade (Shapiro 2002).
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mind and body; commonly invoked traits such as humaneness, inhu-
manity, beastliness, compassion, sentiment. What makes animal studies
fresh and challenging is that its practitioners consider humans as animals
amongst other animals, while refusing to do so from an exclusively or
necessarily biological point of view. (It is for this reason that the field
1s sometimes referred to as ‘Human-Animal Studies’).

Such approaches represent a breakdown of two powerful hegemonies:
that of the life sciences, which had until recently ruled the animal king-
dom as their sole domain, subject only to the laws of positivism; and
that of humanism, which dictated that studies in culture, history, phi-
losophy and society should focus exclusively on the human. Challenges
to this ‘two cultures’ model of knowledge have come thick and fast
over the last decade or so, from thinkers as diverse in their approaches
as Bruno Latour (1993), Edward O. Wilson (1999) and Stephen Jay
Gould (2003). Earlier, Michel Foucault anticipated this disassembly of
Enlightenment categories of knowledge when he introduced his history
of the modern order of things by citing Jorge Luis Borges’s pastiche
of a “certain Chinese encyclopedia,” according to which

animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c)
tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f') fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included
in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with
a very fine camelhair brush, (1) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water
pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies. (Borges, cited in
Foucault [1966] 1994, xv)

Like the pre-modern bestiary, Borges’s hoax reminds us of the artifi-
ciality of any mode of thought that seeks “to tame the wild profusion
of existing things.” His catalogue insists that the relationship between
human meanings and animal phenomena is inseparable, myriad, aston-
ishing and unsettling. The creatures that occupy our taxonomies are
never purely nonhuman. They are never free of us. Their bodies, habits
and habitats are shaped by human designs; they are contaminated by,
but also resistant to, our philosophies, theologies, representations, inter-
ests, intentions. On the other hand, and just as surely, our concepts and
practices are never purely human in the first place. For we are not free
of the animals either, although the tradition of humanism—whose ruins
we inhabit—promised that we should be. Animality infests us, plagues
us, goes feral on us, As Bruno Latour has suggested, if we are to speak
of anthropomorphism in our view of animals, must we not also speak
of zoomorphism in our perceptions of the human? (1993, 137)
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The present volume, then, is kind of mixed human-animal habitat
into which diverse species have been introduced, to intermingle and
interbreed, appropriately or not. The essays collected here track the
cultural organisms that result, whose flesh is (at least partly) conceptual
and textual: paper tigers, beast fables, anthropomorphs, humanimals,
I’animot. So it seems best to introduce this collection by emulating
one of the oldest of textual assemblies designed for knowing animals:
the bestiary.

On Agents and Anthropomorphs

During the heyday of modernity,
anthropomorphism—finding human
qualities in nonhuman beings—became
an epistemological vice, a symptom of
knowing animals mistakenly. As Brian
Boyd puts it,

the positivists of the nineteenth and
carly twentieth centuries rejected ‘an-
thropomorphism’ in studying animal
behavior, declaring unscientific our
age-old tendency to read animals in
mentalistic terms. Animal behavior
would be measured in laboratories
and explained not in ‘proximate’
terms but in ‘functional’ ones: not
as the actions of agents, but as the
passive products of evolution, as
the workings of survival machines.
(p- 232 this volume)

Despite the authority of this scientific positivism, however, anthropo-
morphs never became extinct. Rather they multiplied and mutated,
especially in the arts and in popular culture. Now—as the rule of
modernity decays—humanities scholars, social scientists, writers and
artists have begun to coax these anthropomorphs out of hiding, to re-
evaluate the mixed-breed byproducts of the modern attempt to separate
(human) society from (nonhuman) nature.*

* For an excellent recent sampling of animal studies work on anthropomorphism
see Daston and Mitman (2003).
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Some of the essays in this volume examine the socio-cultural dimen-
sions of scientific knowledges (see those by Landstrém, de Vos, and
Armstrong). But animal studies can also bring the insights and methods
of science to bear on human artistic and cultural production. Brian
Boyd’s chapter offers a magisterial survey of the potential implications
of evolutionary theory for study of the arts, focusing particularly on
the meaning and function of nonhuman animals in narrative fiction,
from the Book of Genesis to Moby-Dick, from Shakespeare’s Caliban
to the cyborgs of science fiction, from the satire of Gulliver’s Travels to
the animal fables of contemporary cartoonists and graphic novelists.
According to Boyd, the enduring power of anthropomorphism in our
narratives suggests a mental structure with evolutionary origins and
advantages, whose function is to allow children and adults to account
for and respond to nonhuman events, causes and agents—including
other animals—in a socially integrated and advantageous way.

In common with the majority of animal studies work, Boyd’s pursuit
of this thesis allows him to challenge many of the taken-for-granted
distinctions between humans and other animals. For example he returns
repeatedly to the issue of agency, thereby contributing a new perspec-
tive on some key questions raised by scholars in animal studies over
the last decade: to what extent is our view of agency overdetermined
by an Enlightenment model of rational calculation and conscious
decisionmaking? What other kinds of agency—unconscious, instinctual,
unpredictable—might be at work in any given situation? How can we
understand agency as an effect arising from networks of action and
causation, rather than a simple product of individual (human) choice?’
For Boyd, fictional narrative offers an excellent opportunity to address
these inquiries, for it is here that “we return, we have to return, to sto-
ries with people and with animals, too, as agents” (p. 237 this volume).
He concludes that the innumerable animal actors in children’s stories,
ancient myths and (some) modern fiction represent the necessary per-
sistence of a broader, less complacent view of the place of humans in
the world than that propounded by twentieth-century positivism.

® For an account of these debates see Armstrong (2005).
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Sur Panimot

As well as re-awakening
dialogue between the sci-
ences and the arts, the
‘question of the animal’
has provoked—and ben-
efited from—contributions
by some of the contempo-
rary world’s most innova-
tive philosophers. Lanimot
is the offspring of such an
intervention.

L’animot is not an ani-
mal, nor is it #e animal. I’animot is first of all a word, and it contains
embedded within it mot, the French word for word. The French term
combines a singular article with an ending that sounds plural but cannot
be. It is chimerical in that—like the classical Chimaera—it possesses
a “monstrousness derived precisely from the multiplicity of animals”
(Derrida 2002, 409). Jacques Derrida proposes the neologism of ’animot
to problematize his objections to the singular hegemonic reference to
the animal, rather than the multiplicity of nonhuman life forms, as well
as the argument that nonhuman life forms are the site for questions
of the (human) Other. Three elements exist in Derrida’s formulation
Ecce amimot: “the plural of animals [can be] heard in the singular”; the
“suffix mot in Panimot should bring us back to the word”; and, finally,
it is not a question of ‘giving speech back’ to animals (for this would
simply be another instance of the anthropomorphic allegorization that
we find in fables and literature) but

perhaps of acceding to a thinking, however fabulous and chimerical it
might be, that thinks the absence of the name and of the word otherwise,
as something other than privation. (2002, 415-16)

Laurence Simmons’s chapter in this volume introduces I’animot and
uses Derrida’s critique of the institution of speciesism to explore the
paradoxical nature of shame. He argues that the unwarranted shame
of concentration camp survivors points toward an inherent, ontological
shame in human consciousness. The only escape from this primordial
shame might lie in an encounter with an animal: Emmanuel Levinas’s
account of the dog Bobby, whose wagging tail and barking voice restored
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the humanity and reversed the shame of the prisoners in Camp 1492,
and Derrida’s account of his cat, whose indifferent gaze at his naked
body in the bathroom makes the philosopher rethink nakedness and
shame from the point of view of the cat, who has no sense of his own
nakedness nor of the peculiar symbolic value that humans attach to
the genitals.

On Bipeds

Bipedality—walking, running,
standing on two legs—is often
casually cited as the prime evo-
lutionary adaptation that distin-
guishes the human from other
animals. But bipedality in general
has a long and varied history
among many animals: we need
only think of the intermittent
running style of lizards such as
the basilisk, or even cockroaches;
the sprinting of birds such as the ostrich; the hopping of marsupials
such as kangaroos and mammals such as springhares and jerboas; and at
least two types of octopus are known to ‘walk’ bipedally. Furthermore,
as circus trainers know, many animals that do not use biped locomotion
in nature can be trained to walk on hind legs.

Despite the remoteness of their body morphology and their evolu-
tion, in his chapter Alphonso Lingis yokes together humans and birds
as bipeds. This makes, he suggests, more intriguing “some of the feats
of intelligence and ingenuity performed by birds; of all the mammals
only humans are capable of anything remotely like them” (p. 43 this
volume). There are nutcrackers who if they see another bird watching
them while they cache food return later, alone, to hide the food again;
pigeons who will pretend to have found a food source, lead other
birds to it, and then sneak back to the true source; crows who wait at
pedestrian crossings for the light to turn red and when the cars stop
hop onto the pedestrian crossing, place walnuts from nearby trees on
the road, hop back to the curb and wait for the light to change green
and cars to run over the nuts; New Caledonian crows that use trimmed
and sculptured hooked twigs for retrieving insects or make spears out of
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barbed pandanus leaves to fossick on the ground; or nutcrackers who
can hide over thirty thousand seeds and recover them under eighteen
inches of snow up to six months later (see Emery 2006).

For Lingis such activities can be understood within the Kantian tradi-
tion which recognizes that “cognitive trial and error involves the ability
to form abstract concepts or categories, which in turn presupposes the
perception of space and time” (p. 47). For Kant, however, this intuition
of space and time was distinctly human. But Lingis insists that birds
are not merely involved in associative learning; they make the same
kinds of internal connections as do mammalian brains, and intelligence
arises from these connections. They display an avian intelligence: they
understand rule versus rote learning; use transitive inference to make
connections and predict outcomes; engage in problem solving; display
numerical competence; mentally map their territories; create and use
tools; and understand object permanence to keep track of objects that
are out of sight. They have a self-conscious body image, as evidenced
by the preening peacock or the bird of paradise, and an aesthetic sense
(which for Kant presupposed a conceptual intelligence), confirmed
by the performances of bowerbirds and bowerfish in magnificently
constructed ‘theatres’ that caused Darwin to speculate that perhaps
the females perceived ‘beauty’ in the male display. Archaeologists and
paleontologists speak of hominid bipedalism and note that the fossil
record of our lineage documents the primacy of our two-footedness
over the development of the human brain by at least 2 million years.
Nevertheless, as Lingis avers, something connects the foot and the
brain, or two feet and the brain. Nearly everything written in anatomy
textbooks about the brains of birds is wrong. So think again the next
time you are tempted to use the insult ‘bird brain’.

On Boids

A brood of hens, a charm of finches, a gaggle of geese, a knot of
toads, a leap of leopards, a plague of locusts, a richness of martens,
a school of fish, a string of ponies: these are just some of the ‘terms
of venery’, the collective terms or nouns of multitude, which early
hunters used to characterize their prey, and which we now use to
characterize groups of animals—see the delightful An Exaltation of Larks
by James Lipton (1968). Animals are never one but always ‘as one’; in
fact we humans train animals to herd each other. We have produced
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the ‘cutting horse’, derived from
American cowboy culture, spe-
cifically trained to defeat cattle’s
herding instinct allowing it to
separate off’ (cut) one individual at
a time, and herding dogs (stock-
dogs or sheepdogs) who help a
shepherd contain and control a
herd by using their understand-
ing of the stock animals’ herding
behavior to be able to move the
whole group as a unit. Now there
also exists an animal known as a
boid. A generic flocking or swarming creature, fish or fowl, created using
a mathematical algorithm of O(n?) by computer programmers in 1986
(Reynolds 1987). Sophisticated boids are later found in Batman Returns
(1992), which contained computer-simulated bat swarms and penguin
flocks, and also in the shifting shoals of fish of Finding Nemo (2003).
Flocking is a particularly evocative—think of watching the V-forma-
tions of migrating ducks and geese—example of ‘emergence’ where
complex global behavior can arise from the interaction of simple local
rules. But, as anyone who has watched Hitchcock’s The Burds (1963)
knows, flocking may also become threatening; it may become what Allan
Smith, following Deleuze and Guattari, describes as a condition

of acute intensity, of demonized volatility; of swarms, hordes and packs;
of contagious transport of impersonal affects and teeming multiplicities; of
uncontrolled edges and borders; of outsider groups, fringe groups, nomad
armies, raiding parties, gangs, cabals, crime societies, and crowds as
particles of anarchic energies. (p. 160 this volume)

In his chapter Smith recounts the experiences of the New Zealand
painter Bill Hammond who

stayed for one month with a small group of artists, photographers and
an archivist on the subantarctic Auckland Islands. Among other things
on these bleak islands, Hammond was profoundly impressed by the sight
of hundreds of big sea-birds lined up for hours at a time along the rocky
foreshore, staring out to sea. (p. 168 this volume)

This scenario of innumerable watching birds being watched in turn by
the artist becomes the source material for an entire painted ornitho-
logical ocuvre by Hammond. Hammond’s birds, notes Smith, have
unusual patience. They gather in what novelist and sociologist, Elias
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Canetti called “tranquil packs.” According to Canetti, writing in Crowds
and Power (and yes, we human animals also flock!), “the tranquil pack is
one of expectation. It is full of patience, a patience which is particu-
larly striking when people are gathered together in this way” (Canetti,
1992, 115).

On Colonusts

Seabirds such as those observed by
Hammond are sometimes said to live
in colonies. Zoographers (¢.2.) also use
the term ‘colonist’ to describe spe-
cies that take up residence in a new
ecosystem of their own accord—thus
for example the Royal Society for
the Protection of Birds promises
ramblers in Northwood Hill the
chance to observe “almost 50 pairs of
little egrets, a recent colonist” (RSPB,
“Northward Hill”). In the language
of human society and history, the term ‘colonist’ is most often used
of a particular kind of self-introduced species, namely human invad-
ers and settlers, for example those who migrated from Europe to the
Americas, South Asia, Africa, Australia and New Zealand from the
sixteenth century onwards. These migrant flocks took with them a
variety of other colonists, however: plant and animal species which they
introduced—sometimes deliberately and sometimes inadvertently—in a
process which Alfred Crosby has called “biological imperialism” (1986).
A number of these nonhuman species functioned as agents (¢.v.) of
the colonial project pursued by their human introducers: for example
the longhorn cattle driven onto the Great Plains of North America to
displace the indigenous buffalo and the American Indian cultures who
depended on them, or the innumerable sheep whose pastures have
overridden the native title of aboriginal peoples and eaten away the
natural ecosystems of Australia and New Zealand.

Philip Armstrong’s essay deals with some of these unwitting colo-
nists—cows, sheep, chickens—while asking what it means for the
animals themselves to be assigned this kind of agency, and exploring
the impact upon them of the historical shift from an imperial to a
globalized world. In particular, Armstrong examines the way the visual
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imagery of these beasts 1s farmed—domesticated, branded, milked,
shorn, rendered, processed—by contemporary agribusiness interests
and their antagonists, those advocating for animal welfare and rights.
As he suggests, the result of these manipulations is a field of vision
populated by new strains: singing cows, cartoon bovines, mammalian
preparations, broilers, vivisectionists, activists.

The histories of biological imperialism and globalization can pro-
duce unexpected consequences, however. These include the inadvertent
introduction of new species, the unanticipated results of deliberate
introduction, and the surprising reactions of native animals to the new
arrivals. At which point another category in the contemporary bestiary
1s invoked: that of the pest or feral species. As Rick de Vos points out
in his chapter on the thylacine or Tasmanian tiger, colonial farmers
sometimes cast a native animal in the role of pest, with lethal results for
the species. But apparently promising colonists can go native too—like
Conrad’s Mister Kurtz—and become the most vilified life forms around;
moreover sometimes the cure for this eventuality—the introduction of
yet another colonist for biological control of the first one—becomes
worse than the disease. New Zealand’s government spends many mil-
lions of dollars annually trying to control the destructive impact upon
the country’s national bird, the Kiwi, of mustelids (weasels, stoats and
ferrets) introduced in the late nineteenth century to limit the damage
done to (introduced) sheep pastures by the exponentially-increasing
population of rabbits, introduced several decades earlier to provide
pelts for the fur trade and quarry for (introduced) huntsmen.

As Gatharina Landstrom argues in her essay, as a consequence of
these layered histories of colonization, the apparently scientific discourse
of biological control finds itself inextricably caught up in significant
areas of social discourse such as nationalism, with its intense debates
over definitions of nativeness, the right to inhabitation, and belong-
ing. Such interactions exemplify the operation of ‘technoscience’,
that 1s, “the way in which modern society produces knowledge about
nature,” and in so doing “also produces culture” (p. 199 in this volume).
As Landstrom goes on to describe, technoscientific narratives about
humans, animals and the environment are one of the most authorita-
tive ways in which modern societies know animals—and simultaneously
come to know themselves.
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On Companion Species

One of the most influential
writers on technoscience
culture, Donna Haraway,
has recently reviewed her
famous “Cyborg Manifesto,”
concluding that “[b]y the
end of the millennium,
cyborgs could no longer do
the work of a proper herding
dog to gather up the threads
needed for critical enquiry”
(2003, 4). Hence she enlists
the help of companion species in exploring the technoscience societies
of the postindustrial West, and in particular the lived ‘naturecultures’
inhabited by humans and their most intimate relationship with other
animals. For Haraway, the typical companion animal is the domestic
dog, Canis familiaris, a species defined not by its physiological, genetic
or reproductive uniqueness, but by proximity to its significant other,
Homo sapiens. The dog is “a species in obligatory, constitutive, histori-
cal, protean relationship with human beings” (Haraway 2003, 11-12).
Certainly the dog (along with the domestic cat, as Laurence Simmons
suggests in his chapter) is the creature closest to the human in literal
terms: at our feet, on our beds, ahead of us on our walks, sneaking into
the kitchen behind our backs. But Haraway also surveys recent studies
in paleobiology, anthropology and archaeology which have focused on
ways in which the ancient relationship between canis and homo has been
one of co-evolution, whereby each species has shaped the other.
Thinking about dogs, then, entails worrying away at problematic
borders and boundaries, at “the sharp divisions of nature and cul-
ture” and at the “distinction between artificial and natural selection”
(Haraway 2003, 30). Ian Wedde’s essay, the last in this volume, also
implies that dogs appear most at home when occupying thresholds:
sitting at the door, on the steps, watching at the gate, patrolling the
beach between “cold water and warm sun” (p. 266 this volume). Wedde
trails the various kinds of “liminal wilderness” marked out by dogs. He
describes a conceptual space where social and natural worlds merge,
the meeting-place between history and the present. He whistles up the
mythical canids who acted as guardians of the underworld, funeral
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directors and guides to the world of the dead; he tracks down the
ways dogginess has nosed its way into our languages and literatures.
Like Haraway, Wedde’s overriding interest lies in the specific histories
of shared social evolution that have shaped canine and human bodies
and societies simultaneously. From the dogmatic injunctions of Leviticus
to the dogged cultures of Maori and European settlers in nineteenth-
century New Zealand, Wedde traces a number of the ways we have
made canids the agents (¢.2.) of our agricultural and social enterprises,
but also acknowledges the various ways in which “it is the dog that
makes us human” (Garber 1997, 42). Finally, and most evocatively, by
means of an elegiac narrative about his own much-missed companion
Vincent, Wedde treads the threshold between human and canid per-
ception, the time and space of a ‘dog-walking’ itinerary influenced by
canine olfactory and auditory markers, rather than dominated by the
human hunger for arrival at a fixed destination, or our appetite for
scenic satisfaction.

On the Disappeared

Dead as the Dodo, Massacred
like the Moa, Terminated as
the Thylacine. It is estimated
that more than 99.9 per-
cent of all species that have
ever lived are now extinct
and 784 extinctions have
been recorded since the
year 1500. Alfred Russell
Wallace, the co-founder of
the theory of evolution by
natural selection, was forced to lament in the 1870s “we live in a zoo-
logically impoverished world, from which all the hugest and fiercest,
and strangest forms have recently disappeared” (cited in Flannery and
Schouten 2001, xiii). Nevertheless, extinction, as Rick de Vos argues
in his chapter, is a complex phenomenon. At the one end of the spec-
trum we have the notion of a population of organisms evolving into
something else through a normal process of evolutionary life. The
disappearance of the phenotype occurs through the natural turn-over
of the generations (anagenesis) and this extinction of the parent spe-
cies where a subspecies is still alive is labeled ‘pseudo-extinction’ by the
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experts. In this light extinction becomes “a meta-commentary on the
fate of all living things” (De Vos, p. 184 this volume); “as unavoidable
as death and taxes” says Tim Flannery (Flannery and Schouten 2001,
xiil). At the opposite end of the spectrum we have mass extinctions
where huge numbers of the earth’s biota disappear simultancously
during geologically short intervals of intense species extinction. For
these events, which are global and where extinction occurs on both
land and sea, there appear to be three main causes: sea-level change;
volcanism; and asteroid/comet impact.

Between these two extremes exists a range of possibilities. Human
attempts to preserve critically endangered species have lead to the
creation of the conservation status ‘extinct in the wild’. But humans
are also infamously responsible for extinctions which are exacerbated
by the arrival of colonists (¢.z.): the introduction of predators (in par-
ticular the rat on Pacific islands), the destruction of habitats, or simple
human predation such as the clubbing of the great auk to death.
Many biologists believe we are in the early stages of a human-caused
mass extinction known as the Holocene extinction event; a period the
paleoanthropologist Richard Leakey has christened the sixth age of
extinction. They predict that 20 percent of all living species will become
extinct within thirty years and that one half of the animal and plant
species existing today will have vanished within the next one hundred
years (Leakey and Lewin 1996). No wonder our bookshops are full of
poignant stories that evocatively try and save, both visually and verbally,
the wonders of a lost world (see Flannery and Schouten 2001; Paddle
2000; Richard Wolfe 2003).

According to de Vos, these stories of remembrance and recupera-
tion are a means by which a narrative can ‘hold together’ an animal
according to a double logic. De Vos links this logic to Jacques Derrida’s
deconstruction of the Husserlian categories of ‘real’ and ‘ideal’ objects
whereby

the notion of the last of the species, a notion which is established using
historical evidence to identify a specific time, space and specimen, is
merged with that of an ideal state such as ‘the thylacine’ as species, a
category invoking an ontological or metaphysical presence. (p. 189)

Thus, de Vos concludes, stories of existence, which focus on the demise
of the last remaining animal,

utilize evidence of an historical absence in realizing the presence of an
ideal form. However, the temporal order of presentation inverts the his-
torical order.... The last animal provides a singular body and a singular
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moment... [and] is presented as both real and ideal in an enunciative
present, one which is separated from both the past, a time of presence,
and the future, a time of absence. (p. 190)

On the Humanimal

As the variety of species dwindles in the wild,
another kind of wildness proliferates in our cities and
the virtual habitats of human art and culture. The
term ‘Humanimal’ has begun to appear in a variety
of locations to describe this phenomenon. Allan
Smith borrows the term from an Auckland-based
experimental theatre troupe of the 1980s, who per-
haps borrowed it in turn from a “cheesy” TV show
mentioned by Cary Wolfe (2003, xiii). Smith’s hum-
animals, however, are the bird-folk who populate
the work of New Zealand painter Bill Hammond
(p. x this volume). Meanwhile, in her chapter on
“The Mark of the Beast,” Annie Potts discusses other humanimals (so
designated in a Discovery Channel programme of that name) whose
extreme body modifications are designed to take on the appearance
and qualities of nonhuman species. As Potts argues, the determination
to break down the humanist dichotomy between humans and other
animals—via performance, body modification or artistic and popular-
cultural production—has been a notable feature of Western societies
over recent decades. She charts the various odd beasts arising from this
phenomenon—mneoprimitives, misanthropes, biophiles, posthumanists,
cyborgs—and focuses on a few whose lives have been literally reshaped
by “the intersection of these various trends” (p. 139 in this volume). The
result is series of provocative suggestions—some drawn from the work
of fellow-contributor Alphonso Lingis—about ways in which suppos-
edly human dispositions and emotions might find their sources in our
relations, not only with other humans, but with other species as well.

Concluding that “we are always already animals too” (p. 152 in
this volume), Potts sums up one of the central themes that unites this
collection, and indeed animal studies more generally. Animals are and
have always been crucial in both defining and experiencing human
being—even if, for most of the modern period, this relation has operated
most powerfully in the form of negation. Under the sign of humanism,
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the positive of zoomorphic borrowings from animals that have helped
constitute human nature have been obscured, while the overt strategy
has been to define the human according to its difference from the ani-
mal. Replacing the term ‘human’ with the term ‘humanimal’ highlights
the need to remind ourselves of the works of these relationships, and
their consequences for us and for our animal others.

On Performers

Dressed in a safari outfit, a man stands
triumphantly on the back of a rhino-
ceros as he is forced to lumber around
a circus track; a beautiful, blonde
‘tiger-whisperer’ stands face-to-face
with a rare Siberian tiger, as if they
are poised to kiss; a large elephant,
its forequarters prodded repeatedly by
an ankus, is made to rear up and walk
on its hind legs; a giraffe in a bridle and harness is ridden at a gallop
around the circus ring. We have made these animals into performers.

John Simons has recently argued that “[a]nimals do not perform
being animals” (2002, 9). On the other hand, we humans do perform:
as Judith Butler has argued our gender and sexuality is all a matter of
performance and masquerade (Butler 1990).

It is performance that defines and enables us, to some extent and on some
occasions, to escape the seemingly overwhelming deterministic influences
of history....A human, then, is an animal that can perform][, |

writes Simons (2002, 9). However, as Alphonso Lingis describes in this
volume, many animals do perform being animals. Male bowerbirds
stage elaborate displays to attract a mate; lapwings act out injury to
draw predators from their nests; many species from cats to butterflies
put on or mimic displays of size, ferocity and scariness designed to face
down rivals or predators.

Yet there is something different about the ways animals are made
to perform for human benefit or entertainment; something unsettling
Perhaps the distinction is that in the latter case, an element of human
desire or enterprise has been forced into the performance. Hence we
train animals to do all manner of things, even to become like other
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animals—a giraffe can be ridden like a horse, an elephant can ‘walk
tall’ like a man. Imposing our own forms of performance on animals
is one of the ways in which we transform them into human cultural
products, whether it be in film, art, literature or at the circus.

Tanja Schwalm, in her chapter, examines the importance of this
behavioral zone of performance for the history and transformation of
the circus from the colonial politics of the early circus, a “showcase for
colonial conquest” where indigenous peoples were exhibited alongside
the animals they were associated with, to today’s virtual circus online.
“From colonization to environmentalism and consumer capitalism,”
she argues,

animal acts both mirror and reinforce the culturally ingrained values
and beliefs of the spectator.... Thus, the portrayal of animals in circuses
has shifted from a celebration of dominated and controlled objects of
spectacle and intimidation to evoking the interactions between supposedly
equal friends and partners. (pp. 99-100 this volume)

Other contributors also analyze the ways in which various forms of
human-animal performativity are at work in contemporary cultures.
Catharina Landstrom describes how Australian school children are
trained to act out modern passion plays with introduced species
unwittingly cast as the Vices. According to Landstrom, the function
of these traveling eco-circuses is to disseminate a particular form of
Australian nationalism, an environmentalist replay of the colonial
determination to master the environment. At the same time, as Rick
de Vos describes, other forms of Australian popular science are busy
performing extinction scenarios, which function—Tlike the ‘anti-conquest
narrative’ described by Mary Louise Pratt (1992, 7)—to exonerate
the settler culture from its role in the depredation of native species.
Meanwhile Philip Armstrong observes how, across the Tasman, the
debate over ethical farming plays out between animal advocates and
agribusiness: here again the issue is one of performativity, either in
the form of the media circus surrounding a conference on animals in
research, or the displays of ‘welfare practices’ played out in response
to consumer scrutiny.

On the Pigoon

Sus multiorganifer, a breed of genetically-modified pig in Margaret At-
wood’s novel Oryx and Crake (2003). Popularly known as pigoons because
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of their balloon-like bodies, these ani-
mals live confined in the laboratories
of the Organlnc corporation, whose
scientists have exploited the genetic
proximity between pigs and humans,
augmenting it with human stem-cells
to manufacture a species that grows
multiple organs for harvest and use by
ailing humans. As Helen Tiffin points
out in her chapter, Atwood’s pigoons constitute a satire of technoscience
culture, especially its complicity with consumer capitalism. They are
also a kind of humanimal (¢.2.) that challenges the boundary separating
humans and animals—and in this case, the role of social and moral
conventions according to which “[w]e are meant to be the flesh con-
sumers, not the consumed” (Tiffin, p. 247 this volume). Tiffin suggests
that cannibalism and meat-eating—respectively, prohibited and licensed
forms of flesh-eating (in most Western cultures, that is)—actually work
in conjunction to maintain what Cary Wolfe calls the “discourse of
species,” which relies “upon the ethical acceptability of the systematic,
institutionalized ‘noncriminal putting to death’ of animals based solely
on their species” (Wolfe, cited in Tiffin, p. 249 this volume).
Surveying a range of literary and other narratives, Tiffin focuses on
anxieties about cannibalism, unpicking the logic that distinguishes it
from other forms of meat consumption. She works back from Atwood’s
porcine-human hybrids, noting the existing similarities between humans
and pigs: the reputed similarity in the flavor if our two species’ flesh,
our shared vulnerability to sunburn, our shared tastes in food, our
shared physiological, emotional and metabolic traits. For both Tiffin
and Atwood, then, the pig seems all too human: pigoons simply make
visible the contradictions that already exist in the relationship between
humans and pigs—for example when Atwood remarks wryly that “to
set the queasy at ease” Organlnc claims “that none of the defunct
pigoons ended up as bacon and sausages: no one would want to eat an
animal whose cells might be identical with at least some of their own”
(2003, 23—4). The most disturbing characteristics of pigoons are really
just traits already shared by pigs and humans, rather than the results
of genetic meddling. Hence the novel’s protagonist, Jimmy, remembers
that as a child he found pigoons “slightly frightening, with their runny
noses and tiny, white-lashed pink eyes. They glanced up at him as if they
saw him, really saw him, and might have plans for him later” (Atwood




18 INTRODUCTION

2003, 26). This anticipation of a threatening form of nonhuman agency
(g-v.) becomes fulfilled in the novel’s post-apocalyptic future, when the
pigoons escape their laboratories and, having “acquired a degree of
human-like intelligence, and the human desire to hunt prey,” turn on
the few remaining Homo sapiens (Tiflin, p. 258 this volume). This satiri-
cal twist completes the breakdown of the distinctions—between human
and animal, between cannibalism and meat-eating—which are put to
the test by Tiffin:

In Oryx and Crake it is the former pigs (now pigoons) who have in a sense
become ‘cannibalistic’—depending of course on the definition of ‘canni-
bal’ in a situation where its meaning has been radically destabilized. (Tiffin,
p- 258 this volume)

On the Screen Beast

What is it we imagine when we imag-
ine a beast? In French the word béte
is used of the familiar, domesticated
animal whereas the word ‘beast’ in
English has a generalizing (uncivi-
lized, feral) quality. The trope of the 7|
beast, a philosopheme of the “more 5 '/
than human and animal,” is central - \/
to Western artistic, literary and philo-——*——
sophical canons. But more often than
not the seme of the beast has been
a mere projection, little more than
allegory of (human) fear and desire.
Hardly more than a screen that masks
our (human) anxieties.

However, the figure of the beast works to subvert the neatness and
naturalization of such “animal symbolism” and, for Barbara Creed,
the Screen Beast of cinema has the potential to

create a different order of the animal, one whose agency (desires, dreams)
challenges the bases on which the differences between human and animal
have historically and philosophically been founded. (p. 63 this volume)

Starting from Freud’s provocative, but ultimately unanswered, specula-
tion—"Do animals dream?”—Creed points to the ways in which the
imagining of the beast ‘on screen’ negotiates the always tenuous and
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problematic relationship between the cinematic text and the world, as
well as that between human and nonhuman animals. This relation is
heightened in the three Ring Kong films (1933, 1976, 2003) she takes
as her examples by the self-reflexiveness of the central male (human)
character’s occupation as filmmaker. As Creed shows, in these different
versions of the tale of Beauty and the Beast, Kong, the beast, is more
than animal, for he is capable of the same calculated brutality a human
can inflict, and more than human, in that he can sustain a credible
and emotionally moving bond with another (in his case human) animal.
And so we might read the empathetic relationship between woman
and beast in Aing Kong as both providing several kinds of challenge: a
critique of the greed and cruelty of the human animal; the offer of an
escape from a masculine, unilateral picture of the world (that, say, of
the film’s central character Denham); and finally, as Creed suggests,

a Darwinian critique of the theory that desire is founded in language
and that language distinguishes man from the animals. Kong is without
language, yet he is not without desire. In Freudian terms, Kong is able to
dream because he is an animal who desires. (p. 76 this volume)

Colloquially, béte also means ‘stupid’ in French and this is clearly what
we humans have been as we have lost our own humanity in our rela-
tions with the animal world. Perhaps, through an undermining of the
anthropocentric view of human society, the beast (on screen and else-
where) represents a dream of (animal) beings in a process of liberation
from this stupidity (bélise).

On Loographers

A ‘zoographer’, according
to the dictionary, is someone
“who describes animals, their
forms and habits” which
means, of course, the editors
and contributors of this vol-
ume. But as the diverse essays
in this volume indicate, the
human role as ‘describer’ and
the animal position as ‘the de-
scribed’ 1s never unambiguous
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or clear-cut. In describing animals, in ‘knowing animals’, our contribu-
tors describe and ‘know’ themselves. As Giorgio Agamben points out,
Linnaean taxonomy formalizes the modern humanist definition of ‘man’
as the animal who denies his own animality, but can only do so by
reference to another animal, through description(s) of that animal:

Homo sapiens, then, is neither a clearly defined species nor a substance;
it is, rather;, a machine or device for producing the recognition of the
human.... It is an optical machine constructed of a series of mirrors
in which man, looking at himself, sees his own image always already
deformed in the features of an ape. Homo...must recognize himself in a
non-man in order to be human. (2004, 26-7)

This contradictory yet constitutive relation between humans and other
animals has taken a multitude of forms, as Keith Thomas points out:
the human has thus been described

as a political animal (Aristotle); a laughing animal (Thomas Willis); a tool-
making animal (Benjamin Franklin); a religious animal (Edmund Burke);
and a cooking animal ( James Boswell, anticipating Lévi-Strauss)....as a
featherless biped, an animal which forms opinions and an animal which
carries a stick. What all such definitions have in common is that they
assume a polarity between the categories ‘man’ and ’animal’, and that
they invariably regard the animal as the inferior. In practice, of course,
the aim of such definitions has often been less to distinguish men from
animals than to propound some ideal of human behaviour, as when
Martin Luther in 1530 and Pope Leo XIII in 1891 each declared that
the possession of private property was an essential difference between
man and beasts. (Thomas 1984, 31)

To this list, we could add the following: Herman Melville’s description
of man as “a money-making animal” ([1851] 2002, 321); the Cartesian
emphasis on man as the talking animal; the Linnaean category of
Homo sapiens, the animal that knows, or thinks, or knows it thinks, or
thinks it knows.

All of these definitions of the human—the most over-defined of
beasts—come under close scrutiny in the work collected in this volume,
explicitly or implicitly. For as chapters by Lingis and Boyd demonstrate,
each of these self-stylings retains authority only insofar as it can ignore
the many languages, crafts, cultures, intelligences, intentions and agen-
cies of nonhuman animals. And our contributors leave us, perhaps,
with the choice about whether to accept some updated definitions of
the human: on one hand, Homo insapiens, the animal that doesn’t know
as much as it thinks, doesn’t even know it’s an animal, doesn’t know its
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place; on the other hand, a whole bestiary of new taxonomies provided
in the essays that follow.

Clearly, the essays collected here represent a multitude of species, and do
so in a range of genres. They address many different questions in a wide
variety of ways. But we suggest they share one motivation: to consider
the benefits (and not only for humans) of attempting to know animals
differently: more closely, less definitively, more carefully, less certainly.

Supplement: A Note on Images

The pictures accompanying our bestiary are variations, by Harry Kerr,
of well-known images from Renaissance and Enlightenment books of
beasts. The anthropomorphic Monk Fish (p. 3) is drawn from Conrad
Gesner’s Icones Animalium (1551-87). Such creatures demonstrated the
medieval belief that all things on earth had a marine equivalent. The
Chimera (p. 5), described by Homer as a lion in front, a dragon behind
and a she-goat in the middle, remains to this day the idiomatic hybrid:
our version is taken from Ulisse Aldrovandi’s Hustoria Monstrum (1642). So
is our portrait of the Harpy (p. 6), the insatiable woman/eagle hybrid
sent to torment King Phineus. The next picture shows another classical
confrontation between competing biped species: flocks of Cranes in
pitched battle with Scythian Pygmies (p. 8), as described by Pliny.

The Vegetable Lamb of Tartary (p. 9) derives from the 7ravels of Sir
John Mandeville (c. 1356), who found a plant bearing gourds which,
when cut in two, revealed “a little beast, in flesh, in bone, and blood,
as though it were a little lamb”. Similar crops of colonist sheep and
pasture can be found covering hillsides and plains in many parts of what
Alfred Crosby (1986) calls the ‘neo-Europes’ of Australia, New Zealand
and the Americas today. Another dutiful colonist, the companion animal
(p- 11), is illustrated by “The Dog in General” from Edward Topsell’s
History of Four-Footed Beasts (1607), while the disappeared Dodo (p. 12)
is Roelant Savery’s (1626), and the elephant-headed humanimal (p. 14)
can be traced, again, to Mandeville.

Topsell provides the source for our next few images. Our performer
(p- 15) 1s a version of the Mimick Dog, a type of canine “apt to imi-
tate all things it seeth, for which cause some have thought that it was
conceived by an Ape”. Topsell repeats Plutarch’s account of watching
a Mimick enact, before the Emperor in Rome, an entire dramatic



22 INTRODUCTION

production containing many different characters. Elsewhere he describes
the Manticora, a fearsome creature with a man’s face, three rows of
sharp teeth, a mouth that reaches both sides to its ears, a particular
taste for human flesh, and the body of a lion: our Manticora, however,
is a porcine-human splice, like Atwood’s pigoons (p. 17). Topsell’s curi-
ous Sphinx (p. 18) foreshadows Creed’s account of the screen beast,
especially since he classes it amongst the apes, adding that it possesses
the “breasts of women, and their favour, or visage, much like them™.
Finally, our zoographer takes the form of a Mermaid (p. 19), holding
her characteristic accessories, the comb and looking-glass. The mirror
of this particular specimen, like those held up by the zoographers col-
lected here, does not show a human face.
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PART ONE

THINKING ANIMALS






CHAPTER ONE

SHAME, LEVINAS’S DOG, DERRIDAS CAT
(AND SOME FISH)

Laurence Simmons

Ce que la honte découvre c’est I’étre qui se découvre.
[What shame reveals is being’s self-revelation].
—FEmmanuel Levinas, De [évasion

I am ashamed. I feel shame. I have felt ashamed, a growing shame about
what I write here, for many years now. This is the first time 1 acknowl-
edge it in public to you. This is the first time I confess my shame. Can
one confess shame? Shame is a strange feeling. One should not need
to, or be able to, confess shame. Perhaps, then, this is a testimony of
or to shame. But can there be a testimony ¢f shame? For it would seem
that there is no testimony of shame apart from shame itself. Shame
would be its own testimony. Should we say, then, that shame 1is itself
testimony blushing. In this sense this chapter on the rethinking of the
animal question, the connection between thinking about animals and
my own self~understanding, is simply the blush on my own shame. I will
seek to explore here an ontological shame that is prior to sexual shame
or the shame of a bad conscience linked to particular transgressions. I
shall also argue that the unwarranted shame of camp survivors points
towards this inherent, ontological shame in human consciousness and
suggest that the only escape from this shame might lie in the encounter
with the animal.

Testimony is shame? Shame is its own testimony? But is it so obvi-
ous that testimony is the same as shame? Shame, Primo Levi was to
acknowledge twenty years after his liberation from Auschwitz in 1 som-
merst ¢ 1 salvati (The Drowned and the Saved) (1989), became the intimate
and dominant experience of the camp survivor. Levi explores the feeling
of shame that coincided for camp survivors with reacquired freedom,
in an attempt to respond to the fact that so many suicides occurred
after (sometimes immediately after) liberation. He describes in detail a
moment of his own shame which occurred before liberation when on
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work detail during the dry August of 1944: tormented by thirst during
the task of clearing dusty rubble from a cellar, he finds a hidden spigot
dripping water and he secretly lay down to catch its falling drops. It is
an act which he hides from his compatriot Daniele who, nevertheless,
on the march back to camp comes to suspect the real meaning of Levi’s
supine position on the floor which he had previously observed from
a distance. Levi shamefacedly admits: “[T]hat act of omission, that
unshared glass of water, stood between us, transparent, not expressed,
but perceptible and ‘costly’” (1989, 61). As well as personal moments
of shame, Levi also describes the collectivized shame associated with
individual nakedness that was a condition of camp life. He writes:

One entered the Lager naked: indeed more than naked, deprived not
only of clothes and shoes (which were confiscated) but of the hair of
one’s head and all other hairs. .. public and collective nudity was a recur-
rent condition, typical and laden with significance. ... Now a naked and
barefoot man feels that all his nerves and tendons are severed: he is a
helpless prey. Clothes, even the foul clothes which were distributed, even
the crude clogs with their wooden soles, are a tenuous but indispensable
defence. Anyone who does not have them no longer perceives himself as
a human being, but rather as a worm: naked, slow, ignoble, prone on the
ground. He knows that he can be crushed at any moment. (ibid., 90)

Here the extremes of violence and discrimination against humans
become but a dimension of the violence and discrimination against
animals (but are still, however, caught up in a version of ‘speciesism’
to which I will return later). Naked, the camp inmate is fke a worm,
that lowest of the animals, “naked, slow, ignoble, prone on the ground.”
Shame, as if taken on like a mantle, becomes the dominant sentiment
of the camp survivors and Levi himself experiences it but resists it,
refuses its consequences; he always seeks to lead it back to a sense of
guilt. It opens up for him ‘a can of worms’. Again and again, he asks
himself the following question: “Are you ashamed because you are alive
in place of another?” (ibid., 62)'

Giorgio Agamben in The Remnants of Auschwitz finds Levi’s analysis
unsatisfying and laments Levi’s “incapacity to master shame” (1999,
88) perhaps because, in Agamben’s terms, his subject Levi, like the
Muselmann he writes about, really was the witness who bears witness to
the impossibility of bearing witness. Agamben cites another example

! See also Levi 1987, 581.
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from camp survivor and writer Robert Antelme, an example that he
feels confirms shame “has a different, darker and more difficult cause”
(cited in Agamben 1999, 103). Towards the end of the war, as the Allies
were approaching, the SS undertook a mad march to transfer prisoners
from Buchenwald to Dachau. Those who were weak and would have
slowed the march were routinely shot by the side of the road and at
times the killings would seem to take place by chance, without reason.
Antelme, in his volume significantly titled 7The Human Race, describes
the fate of a young Italian as follows:

The SS continues. ‘Du komme hier/” Another Italian steps out of the col-
umn, a student from Bologna. I know him. His face has turned pink. I
look at him closely. I still have that pink before my eyes. He stands there
at the side of the road. He doesn’t know what to do with his hands....
He turned pink after the SS man said to him, ‘Du komme hier/” He must
have glanced about him before he flushed; but yes it was he who had
been picked, and when he doubted it no longer, he turned pink. The SS
who was looking for a man, any man, to kill, had found him. And having
found him, he looked no further. He didn’t ask himself: Why him, instead
of someone else? And the Italian, having understood it was really him,
accepted this chance selection. He didn’t wonder: Why me, instead of
someone else? (Antelme 1992, 231-32)

The Italian student blushes. Blushes with shame. Why? Why should
the student who dies by the side of the road without visible reason be
ashamed? This is not the shame of the survivor, yet it is the shame
which bears witness. As Agamben says, “the student is not ashamed
for having survived. On the contrary, what survives him is shame”
(1999, 104). The discreet and horrifying blush. A sort of pleonasm
that says “Look, I am ashamed”; for in this case there is no ‘I except
in shame. It would be necessary to inhabit that shame. “[That flush,”
says Agamben, “is like a mute apostrophe flying through time to reach
us, to bear witness to him” (ibid.). That blush is the (still) living proof
of the Italian student’s own senseless death. Shame makes testimony
function as proof, but testimony, the probative value of testimony, does
not attest for the facts. For, as Agamben writes, shame is a marker of
time:
What lies before us now is a being beyond acceptance and refusal, beyond
the eternal past and the eternal present—an event that returns eternally
but that, precisely for this reason, is absolutely, eternally unassumable.
Beyond good and evil lies not the innocence of becoming but, rather,
a shame that is not only without guilt but even without time. (ibid.,

102-103)
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I need to speak these words that have left me naked, searching for
words not clothed in habit or formula, words that are uncovered in their
directness. I plan to speak here of nudity and offer a short history of
the nude, or, more correctly, the nakedness of shame. To help clothe
the issue of nakedness, and its relation to the question of the animal,
I have waiting in the wings Emmanuel Levinas and Jacques Derrida.
I am aware of following these thinkers in the sense of pursuing them
only to find them always further on when one reaches a place where
they have been. The sense of this is hard to follow. It is hard to fol-
low, to think in their wake, to think in a way that does justice to their
thought, precisely because it is so easy to follow them, to simply repeat.
To follow in this sense is merely to re-deploy a machine that someone
else has invented, a “machine for writing” as Derrida calls it (2002b,
71-160). But none of these thinkers ‘follow’ like this, even follow each
other like this. They do not simply repeat what they have read. They
invent. By means of an achronological logic they constitute invention
as invention. Only if my intervention here achieves inventiveness in
itself will it do justice to the inventiveness of their inventions. So I think
my discussion here must also be about ‘following’, or how hard it is to
follow, and I shall try to follow this up in a moment.

In 1935 Emmanuel Levinas published a short seminal essay entitled
On Escape (De Uévasion), which affirmed a fundamental insufficiency in the
human condition and the necessity of an escape from being, from the
ontological obsession of the Western tradition. On Escape announces
the issue with which all of Levinas’s philosophical writings will be
preoccupied: the issue of e issue from ontology. The issue we might
say of the genesis, the genealogy, of ethics. What the title of Levinas’s
essay refers to is the need to escape existence as such, to escape the
elementary and, as he also describes it, brutal truth that there is being,
il y a de létre.* Levinas has recourse to the word excendence, that which
would be the exit from existence, turning the senselessness of death
into sense.” He attributes to the self-identity of the human being a
certain duality that will be other than that of self-reference, tradition-

2 In this sense Levinas’s later concept of ‘otherwise-than-being” and his relationship
to Heidegger, whose name is never mentioned in On Escape but whose influence can
be felt throughout, is forged here.

% Levinas’s word is modeled upon ‘trans-scendence’ adding the prefix ‘ex’ or ‘out’
to the Latin scandere, ‘to climb’.
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ally attributed to the identity of the self since Descartes. This duality
takes on a dramatic form. Levinas writes:

Existence is an absolute that affirms itself without referring itself to any-
thing other. It is identity. But in this reference to himself man distinguishes
a kind of duality. His identity with himself loses that character of a logical
or tautological form: it takes on, as we shall go on to show, a dramatic
form. In the identity of the ego [mot], the identity of being reveals its
nature as enchainment because it appears in the form of suffering and it
is an invitation to evasion. So evasion is the need of going out of itself [l
besoin de sortir de soi-méme], that is to say, to break the most radical, most
irremissible enchainment, the fact that the ego is itself. (2003, 73)

Being is suffered as imprisonment, as being enchained. However,
experienced as suffering, being is already an invitation to escape. The
very identity of ‘the oneself” incorporates the need of being quit of
oneself. One’s self is from the start the need to leave oneself. The unity
of the self labors in the pain of a need to be outside itself. Levinas’s
own discourse is dramatic in the sense that it is a performance of eva-
sion itself.

It 1s crucial to his argument that Levinas’s analysis includes an explo-
ration of shame. Shame, according to Levinas, does not derive from
the consciousness of a lack, or an imperfection in our being. On the
contrary, shame, in Agamben’s gloss,

is grounded in our being’s incapacity to move away and break from
itself. If we experience shame in nudity, it is because we cannot hide
what we would like to remove from the field of vision; it is because the
unrestrainable impulse to flee from oneself is confronted by an equally
certain impossibility of evasion. (1999, 104-105)"

Levinas undresses shame of its moral character that up until now has
been the only characteristic of shame studied and has relegated it to
an ethical-moral dimension. Levinas poses shame as the conscience of
the human in front of him or herself, his or her existence, his or her
Dasein. Levinas shifts the accent from the social to the intimate and
helps us understand that the drama of this emotion is not to be found
in a disillusion with an ideal self, or ideality of the self, but rather in
an awareness of the presence of ourselves.

* According to Levinas shame depends on “the very being of our being, on its
incapacity to break with itself. Shame is founded upon the solidarity of our being,
which obliges us to claim responsibility for ourselves™ (2003, 63).
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Let me see if I can unpick a little further the details of Levinas’s
analysis. To be ashamed is not the result of something external, rather it
originates in our own intimacy; what could be more intimate to us than
our physiological life? Levinas argues that, in its very nature as affect,
pleasure is always a deceit. At the moment of breaking the promise that
it appeared about to keep pleasure is swallowed up in shame. One is
ashamed not simply of an immoral or other misdeed. The lacerating
(déchirant 1s Levinas’s adjective) nature of shame derives from a conjunc-
tion of not being able to understand how one could have done such
a thing and not being able to deny that one did it. One is ashamed
of one’s self because one is ashamed of oneself. One has no power to
break away from oneself. The origin of original shame, and therefore
of shame over what is regarded simply as a lapse, is the impossibility
of concealing from oneself one’s nakedness. Either original shame does
not depend on original sin, or the origin of original sin is that one is
riveted to oneself, incapable of evasion. Adam was naked and he hid
himself, but even if he could hide himself from Eve or from God, he
could not hide his nakedness from himself. He could not hide his self
from himself. Thus an original shameful self-consciousness does not
depend on the gaze of others. Seeing oneself from the outside is a way
of clothing oneself, like Hans Andersen’s Emperor, with one’s unclothed-
ness. Nakedness is not being unclothed. Nakedness is not motivated by
the sense of having done something wrong; it is not conditioned by
one’s being finite. It is the condition of one’s being’ This state is both
paradoxical and insufficient. While recognizing that it is “our intimacy,
that is, our presence to ourselves, that is shameful” and that it “reveals
not our nothingness but rather the totality of our existence,” Levinas is
forced to acknowledge that shame “is, in the last analysis, an existence
that seeks excuses” (2003, 65), that it always affirms the necessity of an
effort to ‘go out of oneself’, of an escape from being.

In 1975 Levinas published an essay entitled “Nom d’un chien ou drout
naturel” (“The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights”) which was later
reprinted in his collection Difficile Liberté (Difficult Freedom) (1976). In

> The question of nakedness will be taken up by Derrida in a seminar at Cerisy-
La-Salle, L'’Animal autobiographique (see Mallet 1999), where he rethinks nakedness and
shame from the point of view of the animal who has no sense of its own nakedness
nor of the peculiar symbolic value that humans attach to the genitals (see the discussion
in Part III of my chapter). L’Animal autobiographique includes a section on the animal
according to Levinas.
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this essay, which refines and promises to resolve the question of onto-
logical shame, Levinas proposes an analogy between “the unspeakable
human holocaust and the unspoken animal one” (Llewelyn 1991, 235)
and he retells the story of a dog that strayed into the German camp
for Jewish prisoners where Levinas and his companions had become
accustomed to being treated “like dogs,” subject to a gaze that, as he
chillingly remarks, “stripped us of our human skin” and made him and
his companions into “a quasi-humanity [une quasi-humanité], a gang of
apes” (Levinas 1990, 153, translation modified). Levinas recounts the
story as follows:

[A]bout halfway through our long captivity, for a few short weeks, before
the sentinels chased him away, a wandering dog entered our lives. One
day he came to meet this rabble as we returned under guard from work.
He survived in some wild patch in the region of the camp. But we called
him Bobby, an exotic name, as one does with a cherished dog. He would
appear at morning assembly and was waiting for us as we returned, jump-
ing up and down and barking in delight. For him, there was no doubt
that we were men. (1990, 153)

Bobby evokes an important contradiction: on the one hand, to be ani-
mal is to be without freedom and dignity, it is to be of inferior status,
but, on the other, to be human in Camp 1492 is not constituted by the
gaze of “[t|he other men, called free,” (ibid.) but the ‘humanity’ of the
gaze of an animal, Bobby. For it is his wagging tail and barking voice
that restores the humanity and reverses the shame of the prisoners of
Camp 1492. For Levinas the line between animal and human is at
once broken but then re-instated as he is reluctant “to exalt the animal
to the moral rank of the human (as he understands these terms), or,
conversely, to disparage human beings by considering them little more
than animals” (Atterton 2004, 56). The situation is made more para-
doxical when Levinas then goes on to declare that “[t]his dog was the
last Kantian in Nazi Germany” (ibid.). This is a strange and enigmatic
statement which gives us much to think about. On the one hand, it is a
sentimentalizing anthropomorphism: for in recognizing the prisoners as
human, not the ‘animals’ the Nazis had made them, Bobby becomes a
‘Kantian’ philosopher. Elsewhere in his essay Levinas will declare of the
anthropomorphical gesture: “But enough of allegories! We have read
too many fables and we are still taking the name of a dog in the
figurative sense” (1990, 152). On the other hand, it represents a serious read-
ing of the Kantian categorical imperative: Bobby’s affection is a testa-
ment to the moral life of the imperative: “Act in such a way that you
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always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of
any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an
end” (Kant 1966, 91).° Nevertheless, although Bobby might represent
the last stand of (human) goodness, he can never really be ‘Kantian’
because for Kant “animals are not morally relevant creatures as such,
since they lack reason” (Clark 1997, 188) and Bobby remains, Levinas
hastens to add, “without the brain needed to universalize maxims”
(1990, 153). Thus what is given and appreciated at an affective level
must be denied intellectually and “the dog is granted the power to
be more than itself only insofar as it rigorously remains itself” (Clark
1997, 192). It will take the meditations of one of Levinas’s pupils to
advance from this double-bind and tease out the full implications of
Bobby’s gaze.

One Paris morning, while naked in his bathroom about to take a
shower, Jacques Derrida observes his cat observing him. Observe is not
quite the right word here; this ‘looking” of the cat is more directed,
more intentional, and more disturbing because of this. He was, Derrida
says, “faced with the cat’s eyes looking at me [qui me regarde] as it were
from head to toe, just to see [ pour voir], not hesitating to concentrate its
vision [sa vue]—in order to see, with a view to seeing—in the direction
of my sex” (2002a, 373, emphasis omitted). “Caught naked, in silence,
by the gaze [le regard | of an animal” (ibid., 372), Derrida has difficulty
overcoming his embarrassment. Why, he asks, does he “have trouble
repressing a reflex dictated by immodesty”? Why is he disturbed by “the
impropriety that comes of finding oneself naked, one’s sex exposed,
stark naked before a cat that looks at you without moving”? He gives
this old experience, the impropriety that comes “from appearing in
truth naked, in front of the insistent gaze of the animal, a benevo-
lent or pitiless gaze, surprised or cognizant,” a new name—animal-
séance—derived from the Irench for impropriety (malséance). “It is as
if,” Derrida continues, “I were ashamed... naked in front of this cat,
but also ashamed for being ashamed” (ibid.). So what he experiences
is a mirrored shame ashamed of itself, a sort of mise en abyme of shame
with the incomparable experience of nudity at its center. Nudity is
paradoxically proper to humans yet foreign to animals; it is doubly

6 Kant argued that moral law originates in pure reason and is enunciated by an a prior
synthetical judgement which he called the ‘categorical imperative’ (see Kant 1966).
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paradoxical for despite the fact that they are naked—while seemingly
covered in fur, feathers or scales, etc.—animals do not appear aware
that they are so. This is, says Derrida,

the property unique to animals and what in the final analysis distinguishes
them from man, is their being naked without knowing it. Not being
naked therefore, not having knowledge of their nudity, in short without
consciousness of good and evil. (ibid., 373)

Animals aren’t naked because they are naked and, as Derrida points out,
“no animal has ever thought to dress itself” (ibid.). We, of course, in
our anthropomorphization of them do dress them up; we desperately
cover their fur with our furcoats, putting Mr Toad in tweed jackets and
Miss Piggy in a tutu. Derrida continues:

There is no nudity ‘in nature’. There is only the sentiment, the effect, the
(conscious or unconscious) experience of existing in nakedness. Because
it ¢s naked, without existing in nakedness, the animal neither feels nor sees
itself naked. (ibid., 374, original emphasis)

Human beings are the only animals to have invented a garment to
cover their sex. They are human to the extent that they are able to be
naked, able that is to be ashamed, to know a sense of shame because
they are no longer naked. What we have, says Derrida, is “a state of
two nudities without nudity” (ibid., original emphasis). The animal exists
in a state of non-nudity because it is nude and the human being in a
state of nudity because he or she is no longer nude. He asks:

Before the cat that looks at me naked, would I be ashamed /k¢ an animal
that no longer has the sense of nudity? Or on the contrary, ke a man
who retains his sense of nudity? Who am I therefore? (ibid., original
emphasis)

Derrida in his bathroom no longer knows what to do or what direc-
tion to “throw himself” (his words) (ibid., 379). Will he chase the cat
away or simply hurry to “cover the obscenity of the event” (his words
again); in short, must he hurry to cover himself? Caught in the indeci-
sion between these two moves, true philosopher that he is, he begins
to wonder what ‘responding’ to the animal, an animal, means. (One
hopes his bathroom was heated!) He asks, first of all, if an animal
can ever reply in its own name and he remembers the passage from
Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland where Alice observes that it is impos-
sible to have a conversation with cats because, whatever you say to
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them, kittens only purr, rather than purring for ‘yes’ and mewing for
‘no’ (ihid., 377).

In Derrida’s essay where these events are recounted, “The Animal
that Therefore I Am,” first presented at Cerisy in a conference entitled
“The Autobiographical Animal” (Mallet 1999), the malaise of this
scene in the bathroom plays out over a crossing of borders between
human and animal. “The animal looks at us, and we are naked before
it. Thinking perhaps begins there” suggests Derrida (ibid., 397). Indeed,
Derrida goes back to the beginnings and Genesis, when “Man called
all the animals by their names” (ibid., 284)” and this naming marked
his ascendancy and domination over them. There is, notes Derrida, a
sense of vertigo, “the dizziness one feels before the abyss” (ibid., 387),
with the act of an all-powerful God who lets man do the naming of
animals of his own accord, in order to see what might happen, “to
see what he would call them” (Gen. 2:19), without knowing what was
going to end up happening, that is, “a God who sees something coming
without seeing it coming” (Derrida 2002a, 387). It is the same feeling
of vertigo which takes hold of Derrida when he runs away from an
animal that looks at him naked. He 1s forced to acknowledge:

For so long now it is as if the cat had been recalling itself and recalling
that, recalling me and reminding me of this awful tale of Genesis, without
breathing a word. Who was born first, before the names? Which one saw
the other come to this place so long ago? Who will have been the first
occupant, and thus the master? Who the subject? Who has remained the
despot, for so long now? (ibid., 387)

Derrida then moves on to recount the presumed distinctions made by the
philosophical tradition (Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, Heidegger, Levinas
and Lacan) between human and animal, distinctions that are based on
knowledge of nakedness (and thus good and evil), rationality, language,
priority. He plays on the French homonym e suzs’, which means both
‘I am’ and ‘I follow’, to reverse and displace the hierarchical relation
that has consistently relegated the animal to second place, and, with
a rapidly accelerating pace beginning about two centuries ago, led
to the management of animals raised for human consumption. The
scandal of that relation begins with the enormous presumption of an

7 Citing Dhormes’ translation of Genesis 2:20. See translator David Wills’ footnote
(in Derrida 2002a, 384, n. 14).
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opposition between a single species (‘man’) and millions of other living
species reduced to a single denomination (the animal). Thus the animal
that, in Descartes, and his successors’ terms, I, as a thinking human,
am therefore not—7je pense donc je (ne) suis (pas un amimal)|—becomes for
Derrida both the animal that he recognizes himself to be and that
which, in an anagrammatical reordering of the philosophical tradition,
he recognizes himself as following or coming after. L'animal que donc je
suis here means “the animal that therefore I am (following).” From this
point of view the animal exists in the abyss of a particularly differential
otherness. Different from the sameness of another human, yet also dif-
ferent from the incommensurability of an inanimate object. The gaze
of Derrida’s cat serves to undermine the ontological security of the
human animal that so confidently distinguishes itself from it. “Crossing
borders or the ends of man I come or surrender to the animal—to the
animal in itself, to the animal in me and the animal at unease with
itself,” writes Derrida (2002a, 372). This involves a recasting of the
Genesis myth whereby it is an animal that brings man to consciousness
of his nakedness, and of good and evil, rather than being the case (via
woman) of his fall. In these moments of nakedness, suggests Derrida,
“as with the eyes of the other, the gaze called animal offers to my sight
the abyssal limit of the human: the inhuman or ahuman [lankumain],
the ends of man” (ibid., 381).

There is another Derridean moment that involves a retelling of
the dynamics of the animal gaze. In the documentary film D’ailleurs,
Derrida (Derrida’s Elsewhere) directed by Safaa Fathy (1999) there is a
sequence with Derrida standing in front of the large glass windows
of the tropical aquarium at the Palais de la Porte Dorée which at the
time of filming was found underneath the Musée National des Arts
d’Afrique et d’Oceanie. Derrida declares that he feels like a fish in being
looked at by, and made subject to, the camera in the same way that
fish in the tanks are under the view and the surveillance of visitors to
the museum; and above all in being made to wait during the process
of filming. He speaks of

what I think is the patience and impatience of these fish here. They have
been inspected, imprisoned and surrounded by glass but they are of the
same species. I feel like a fish here forced to appear in front of the glass,
behind the glass stared at I am made to wait the time it takes. (Cited in
D’aillewrs, Derrida 1999)
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He also feels, he says, uncomfortably the “untranslatability’ of the rela-
tion to time experienced by different species, something which strikes
him whenever he sees an animal looking at him, and which he implicitly
relates to the temporal disjunction inherent in photography:

Every time I am confronted with an animal that looks at me one of the
first questions I ask myself about both the proximity and the infinite
distance that separates us concerns time. We live in the same instant, and
yet they have an experience of time that is absolutely untranslatable into
my own. (Cited in D’ailleurs, Derrida 1999)

What sort of proximity or being-with can one talk about in relation
to the animal?, Derrida asks in “The Animal That Therefore I Am.”
The “being-pressed, the being-with as being strictly attached, bound,
enchained, being-under-pressure, compressed, impressed, repressed,
pressed against” (Derrida 2002a, 380) all point this relation to a ‘being-
after-it’, with both senses of hunting or taming and succession or
inheritance. “The animal is there before me, there close to me, there in
front of me—1I who am (following) after it” (ibid.). For unlike Levinas,
who ultimately dismisses Bobby as an allegory, Derrida is willing to
follow/be the animal.

Any conclusion to my short itinerary of shame here must be unsat-
isfactory to the extent that Primo Levi’s chapter on shame remained
so. This is partially so because we are dealing with the depth of an
emotion, an affect, that up until now has been either ignored (because
talking about it is proof of one’s own weakness), or feared (because it
is held to belong to a tradition tied to Christian morality). Nevertheless,
shame, as we have seen, fascinates us because we discover in it the
opportunity, albeit painful, to confront the ego and rediscover the self
in its very intimacy, and to lift oneself beyond (to ‘evade’) the self. The
questions posed by the question of shame in each of the texts I have
examined cannot be answered or resolved easily, if only because they
uncover or lay bare one of the most complex characteristics of shame:
the capacity to actualize the opportunity to the authenticity of the self]
to alter sin into an expedient form whereby recognition of one’s guilt
is not exhausted in repentance but finds its expiation in the conquest
of the self.

Let me bring my discussion back to where I began with words
which I hoped were uncovered in their directness. Let me try to speak
naked, in or with full nakedness. Let me display the shame I somewhat
hesitantly confessed to you at the beginning. There would seem to be
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no single discipline that would properly and exhaustively confront the
problem of the animal, or animal problem. Rather it appears that the
various discourses of which humans are, and have been, capable at
once indicate the distance of the human animal from other animals,
and constitute the possibility for the human to turn back reflectively
to the other-than-human animal, to bridge such a rift. It is out of its
discursive distance or difference from the animal, and hence from itself
as animal, that the human can reflect and effect a reflective self-return.
It is exquisitely human to be capable of this openness through shame
to the other-than-human, indeed to be such an openness. Throughout
much of the history of metaphysics the essence of the human has been
repeatedly determined in opposition to the animal where the former is
understood to be in possession of a certain capacity or trait (language,
reason, spirit, subjectivity) the latter lacks. In the sense that it implies
a necessary relatedness mediated by shame, rather than a singularity
determined by essence, this state of ‘openness’ differs from other kinds
of (discredited) essentialist opposition between human and animal.
To signal this human capacity for ‘openness’ in relation to animality,
Derrida’s proposal is that in place of the concept ‘the animal’ we use the
(French) portmanteau neologism ‘/’animot’, a combination of the word
for animal and the word for ‘word’, and a homonym of the French
plural les anmimaux (animals). L'animot denotes a singular, living being
that cannot be subsumed under any species concept, and, as Derrida’s
translator notes, “[w]ith its singular article and plural-sounding ending,
it jars in oral French” (2002a, 405).
In a recent interview Derrida declared that:

The question of animality is not one question among others... I have
long considered it to be decisive... in itself and for its strategic value; and
that’s because, while it is difficult and enigmatic in itself; it also represents
the limit upon which all great questions are formed and determined.
(Cited in Derrida and Roudinesco 2004, 62-3)

He has explicitly linked the question of the animal to his exploration
elsewhere of the gift, hospitality, friendship, human rights and forgive-
ness. It is the issue of shame that opens out the question of the human
as the only ‘animal’ capable of forgiveness. Derrida remarks: “I am sure
you have seen shameful animals, animals giving all the signs of ‘feel-
ing guilty’, thus of remorse and regret, and animals fearing judgment
or punishment, animals hiding or exposing themselves to reproach or
chastisement” (2001b, 47). In two essays “On Forgiveness” (2001a) and
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“To Forgive: the Unforgivable and the Imprescriptible” (2001b), he
explores the aporia that there is forgiveness even, and especially, if the
other has done something unforgivable—as, of course, we ‘humans’
have repeatedly done to animals including the ‘human animal’. There is
forgiveness just when forgiveness is impossible, when it makes no sense
to grant or expect forgiveness, just when forgiveness is not only not owed
to the offender but when it is unimaginable. Forgiveness, like the gift
(par/don, for/give), begins by ( par) the impossible. The unforgivable is the
only possible correlate of forgiveness and the only way for forgiveness
to be a gift. This raises the question of whether forgiveness must pass
through words or whether it must pass beyond words. “Can one only
forgive or ask forgiveness when speaking or sharing the language of
the other.... Must one refuse the experience of forgiveness to whoever
does not speak? Or, on the contrary, must one make silence the very
element of forgiveness...?” (2001b, 47). These questions are ones that
would seem to exclude the animal. Yet Derrida writes:

It would be very imprudent to deny all animality access to forms of
sociality in which guilt, and therefore procedures of reparation, even of
mercy—begged or granted—are implicated in a very differentiated way.
There is no doubt an animal thank you or mercy. You know that certain
animals are just as capable of manifesting what can be interpreted as an
act of war, an aggressive accusation, as they are capable of manifesting
guilt, shame, discomfort, regret, anxiety in the face of punishment, and
so forth... one cannot deny this possibility, even this necessity of extra-
verbal forgiveness, even un-human [an-humain] forgiveness. (47—48)

Like lanimot, Derrida’s French neologism an-humain, is a homophone,
this time for inhAumain (inhuman/inhumane); but one that inscribes in
a process of reflexive othering the first two letters of an-tmal (or even
an-imot) as its negativizing prefix, and contains inscribed within it the
main, or hand of man/animal. As Derrida has shown in a body of texts
from Of Grammatology (1974) to Le toucher: Jean-Luc Nancy (1999), wherever
the motif of the ‘hand of man’ appears, the ‘question of the animal’ is
opened up once again.? To posit the un-human or ahuman [an-humain]
1s to suggest that beyond “the edge of the so-called human” lies

...a heterogeneous multiplicity of the living...relations of organization
or lack of organization among realms that are more and more difficult

% See in particular his discussion of Heidegger’s distinction between the human
hand and the ape’s ‘paw’ (Derrida 1987).
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to dissociate by means of the figures of the organic and the inorganic,
of life and/or death. These relations are at once close and abyssal, and
they can never be totally objectified. (Derrida 2002a, 399)

In a later sequence of Safaa Fathy’s film we view a fragment of Derrida’s
Paris seminar on “Pardon et Parjure” (“Forgiveness and Perjury”) and we
learn that it is on the basis of a wound, something that leaves a scar
within “living tissue,” that the possibility of forgiveness arises:

Even if ‘wound’ is a biological figure that refers to psychological or moral
pain or spiritual suffering... there is only a meaning to pardon, to recon-
ciliation there where the wound has left a memory, a trace, a scar to be
healed or soothed or dressed. (Cited in D’ailleurs, Derrida 1999)

The subject in this way is constituted by an unforgiven and unforgivable
wounding, which perhaps means that in asking forgiveness of the other,
lamimot in this case, or in responding to the request for forgiveness of
the other (and animals, as we have seen Derrida argue, may exhibit
‘an-humain forgiveness’), one is always already required to ask forgiveness
of oneself, asking it of the other within oneself.
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CHAPTER TWO

UNDERSTANDING AVIAN INTELLIGENCE

Alphonso Lingis

No situation appears more tragic, more offensive
for the heart and the mind—despite the ink clouds
projected by the Judeo-Christian tradition to mask
it—than that of a humanity that coexists with other
species of life on Earth which they share in enjoying,
but with whom it cannot communicate. It is under-
standable that the myths refuse to take this flaw in
creation as original, that they see in its apparition
the inaugural event of the human condition and its
infirmity.

—Claude Lévi-Strauss and Didier Eribon, De prés
et de loin.

How different are these two kinds of bipeds, humans and birds, whose
bodies and evolution are so remote from each other! The more intrigu-
ing then some of the feats of intelligence and ingenuity performed
by birds; of all the mammals only humans are capable of anything
remotely like them. Birds born in the spring that autumn fly by night
thousands of miles south to return the following spring to the very back
yard in which they were born. Who was the first human to think of
unraveling the cocoons of moths to make clothing? Is it the upright
posture and the reversed thumb that led to the hand-eye correlation
in the human primate, and, also lost in the mists of prehistory, made
possible the weaving of fibers into containers and clothing? Sociable
Weaverbirds employ some ten different movements to cross weave and
knot fibers into nests, where they fashion inverted entrances and also
false entrances to deceive predators. Hardly any mammals sing, but
song is the most important cultural activity in most known human
cultures and generational subcultures. Some paleoanthropologists sug-
gest that humans must have picked it up from birds. Many species of
birds incorporate extensive mimicry of other species, including humans
and inanimate sounds, into their songs. In courtship birds parade their
ornamentation, sing and dance; bowerbirds construct stages, theaters,
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and gardens for their performances and collect decorative objects for
them (Barber 1993, 46-57).

The astonishing advances made in microbiology, genetics, and
biochemistry in recent decades have brought new understanding to
the internal constituents of living organisms and their evolution. The
behavior of protein molecules, DNA, chromosomes, enzymes, and
the processes that distribute nutrients to cells have become intelligible.
Intelligible not simply in the sense that the constituents and interactions
of inert matter are intelligible; they are understood also to be intelligent:
adapted to the constitution, maintenance, survival, and reproduction
of these living organisms. To be sure, there is a huge factor of waste:
a fetus conceived is the product of the accidental joining of one sperm
out of millions with one egg out of hundreds, the outcome of one
chance out of three billion which misfire. The estimated ten to one
hundred million species of living organisms have evolved as a result of
mutations, occurring once in some ten billion replications of the DNA
molecules, and of horizontal gene transfer, that of transposons, genes
which are able to cut themselves out of one chromosome and splice
themselves into another, jumping from organism to organism, species to
species. The immense majority of these mutations are malfunctional and
maladapted to survive. But this process results in the unending variety
of species and individual organisms adapted to survive and reproduce
in the unending variety of material and biological environments.

Simple organisms and non-independent organisms such as sperma-
tozoa do not simply react to their environments but are sensitive to
them. Sperms and eggs are not free swimmers in the uterine fluids;
the ovarian follicle secretes a fluid for which the sperm has olfactory
receptors, and the egg rejects sperm of another species (Spehr et al.
2003). Simple plants extend their growth in the direction of light and air.
Complex animate organisms are not only sensitive to their environment,
but perceive, that is, their motor adaptations are responses to the way
their sense organs focus upon and organize the details of the visible,
audible, olfactory, and tangible field. A spider selectively responds to
vibrations of a certain range; it will not respond to a dead fly put on
its web, but will to a tuning fork vibrating at a certain frequency (Boys
1880). Ethologists exhibit the intelligibility of animal perceptions and
behaviors by showing how they are intelligent: means of adapting to
the environment individuals find themselves in, adapted to the constitu-
tion, maintenance, survival, and reproduction of these living organisms.
The eight thousand species of birds show the most extreme variation
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of any phyla—from ostriches to hummingbirds, vultures to birds of
paradise, flamingos to penguins—but ornithologists do not report on
morphological and behavioral traits without showing their adaptation to
environmental conditions. The sizes and shapes of beaks, the claws of
cockatoos, the stomach acids of vultures, are shown to be adapted for
specific foods; the color and number of eggs laid, the monogamous or
promiscuous or cooperative mating and breeding behaviors are shown
to be adapted for food availability, protection against predators, and
specific climatic conditions. Nothing appears arbitrary (Barber 1993).

Biologists avoid speaking of the animals being intelligent. They are
leery of anthropomorphism, for intelligence has from the first begin-
nings of science in Greek antiquity been taken to be distinctively
human. With the full launching of empirical sciences in modern times,
philosophy reserved to itself the analysis of the human, intelligent,
mind. The perception of an intelligent mind would involve more than
focusing successively upon one figure, perceiving the rest as background,
it involves mapping the outlying space, recalling and foreseeing its
extension. It involves cognitive trial and error, that is, the comparison
of the presently mapped out sector with sectors recalled and foreseen.
The intelligent mind is also self-conscious; its responses are not simply
intelligent in the sense that biologists show that the responses of a spi-
der are adapted for its survival and reproduction: the intelligent mind
perceives its own mappings and comparisons and directs its responses
accordingly. Its intellectual, imaginative or conceptual productions
can be independent of utilitarian purposes, responses serving for the
satisfaction of its biological needs and the reproduction of the species;
they could be produced for aesthetic satisfaction, the disinterested valu-
ation of beauty.

The first philosophers in Greek antiquity focused their attention on
operations of informative and logical language explicated through reflec-
tion; intelligence came to mean paradigmatically linguistically formed
knowledge and self-conscious reflection. Self-consciousness itself was
understood as an explicit formulation of one’s own mental operations,
and as operation of language upon language. But even as dominant
philosophies of the twentieth century contracted the philosophy of mind
into a philosophy of language, empirical disciplines were integrating
this linguistic and logical intelligence with what precedes it and makes
it possible. Developmental psychology and psychoanalysis mapped out
how stages in the acquisition of language—the shift from infantile
babbling to words used in the absence of things, the acquisition of



46 CGHAPTER TWO

the set of personal pronouns, of verb tenses and narrative order—are
correlated with different kinds of conflicts with others and emotional
complexes. Clinical and cognitive psychology and phenomenology
considerably broadened the sphere of the human mind, studying the
visual, auditory, and tactile discrimination of figure from ground and its
perceptual location, the inner sense of posture, the kinesthetic sense of
the location of one’s organs and limbs, the way memories are explicitly
recalled or latent, and the ways memories and imagination shape the
perceived field.

Evolutionary biology has broken down the separation between human
behavior and that of other animal species, and cognitive ecology, inte-
grating evolutionary ecology and cognitive science, is breaking down
the separation between human intelligence and the cognitive abilities
of other animal species (see Friedman 1996 and Dukas 1998). These
developments render obsolete the behaviorism of the founders of
ethology, Karl von Frisch, Nikolas Tinbergen, and Konrad Lorenz, for
which there is no empirical access to the mental processes of another
human, still less those of other species. Cognitive ecology opens the
possibility of understanding not only the intelligibility of the perception
and behavioral responses of other species, but their intelligence. It also
opens the possibility of new understanding of human intelligence.

We can predict that the ways the philosophy of mind has concep-
tualized the perception of space and time, cognitive trial and error,
categorizing intelligence and self-consciousness will be transformed
by these developments. But we also think that the phenomenological
philosophy elaborated in the last century has much to offer to cognitive
ecology. This philosophy had already broken the construction which the
modern philosophy of mind had given to human intelligence, through
scrupulous phenomenological description of the field of natural percep-
tion, the relationship between perceptions and behavioral responses, and
the self-awareness that is not or not yet formulated in linguistic reports
of one’s sensations, images, and concepts. There can be no question
of such a phenomenological understanding closing in on itself; as
the psychology of perception, exploring the way visual, auditory, and
tactile perception isolates a figure from a ground, integrates with the
biochemistry and neurology of the sense organs, so the study of the
intelligence of other species modeled after the study of human pre- or
sub-linguistic intelligence will be integrated with the new paradigms of
biochemistry, neurology, and genetics.
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1. Perception of Space and Time and the Formation of Categories

The philosophy of mind since Immanuel Kant has recognized that
cognitive trial and error involves the ability to form abstract concepts or
categories, which in turn presupposes the perception of space and time.
Kant argued that the ability not simply to be conscious of sensations
in the mind but to perceive spatially extended objects presupposes an
a priort intuition of space. He noted that the first science to be consti-
tuted, geometry, formulates the unlimited extension of space and the
possible forms of space. He took it that the human mind is innately
endowed with an immediate intuition of the space Euclidean geom-
etry describes. Similarly the human mind would be endowed with an
immediate intuition of the infinite dimension of time in which moments
irreversibly succeed one another. The intuition of space and time
make it possible to form abstract concepts or categories, to recognize
patterns of sensation to recur at successive moments of time and in
different sites in space. This intuition of space and time as such would
be distinctively human (Kant [1781] 1978).

We now understand that when the other animals are territorial, they
do not only stake out a territory through a range of movements and
actions; they form a ‘mental map’ of it. Mental mapping is recalling
and combining separate perceptions of spatially extended things and
sites such that their positions relative to one another are grasped. It
has been empirically established that bees, rats, and birds form mental
maps of this kind; they do not simply find their way back to the home
base by remembering a succession of landmarks, like Hansel and Gretel
looking at a trail of breadcrumbs. Birds do locate their nests by noting
nearby landmarks; if a flagpole or doghouse near a nest is moved, the
returning bird first looks for its nest near that flagpole or doghouse,
before searching the environment for it. But once it has located it, it
readily finds it from any number of different directions, as it locates a
food source again by any number of different routes (Hauser 2001).

Migratory birds extend these powers over often enormous distances.
Arctic Terns fly the whole extent of the globe, a round trip of 25-34,000
kilometers, seasonally moving from the Artic to the Antarctic, enjoying
more sunlight than any other biological species. Bristle-Thighed Curlews
fly 10,000 kilometers from Alaska to Polynesia, their longest nonstop
flight over Pacific waters being 3,200 kilometers. Lesser Golden-Plovers
migrate in an ellipse, going from northern Canada south by way of the
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eastern United States to South America, returning by way of Mexico
and the western United States. Ruby-Throated Hummingbirds, doubling
their weight from one tenth to one fifth of an ounce in preparation, fly
nonstop 900 kilometers over the Caribbean. Birds cross these distances
often at night, when sometimes clouds obscure both Earth’s surfaces
and the stars. Adolescent birds leave the first autumn of their lives, and
return to the very place where they were born. It has been established
that birds do follow ancestral migratory paths and follow rivers and
mountain ranges and note other topographical features. This however
is not simply a sequential memory but a genuine mapping; birds blown
off course, even hundreds of kilometers, regularly adjust their flight to
rejoin the route and arrive at their destination.

Classical philosophy of mind took our conceptual and categorizing
ability to presuppose a distinctively human intuition of pure space and
time, but is our natural perception of space and time indeed radically
different from that of birds? The phenomenology of perception noted
that in natural perception we do not locate things on Cartesian coor-
dinates but relative to spatially extended things; they are located as in
front of or behind, to the right or to the left, above or below our bodies
(see Merleau-Ponty 2003). And they are located relative to spatial things
or zones taken to be the center: our home base, the territory we stake
out. Our territory is segregated into a zone of supports, sustenance,
and implements within reach—our home territory; an outlying zone
of paths, obstacles, sustenance, and implements accessible—our life
space; and an outer zone of uncharted distances, horizons, sky, sun and
moon. As we stake out our territory, we make a mental map of it such
that we view sites relative to one another, approachable from various
routes. We can often see these maps, as when we take our bearings in
the landscape from heights where we can get a ‘bird’s eye view’ of the
territory, and we can thus depict our territory with the conventions of
mapmakers. A pure intuition of Euclidean space then does not make
possible the perception of spatially extended objects; instead this mental
mapping of the territory we inhabit and manage made possible the
conceptual construction of Euclidean space.

But the powers of location of birds exceeds those of our natural
perception. In Sweden a species of Nutcracker, a large jay-like bird,
gathers nuts from lowlands, then flies three or four miles to higher
ground to bury them in up to thirty thousand locations. In winter
the Nutcracker digs them up through up to eighteen inches of snow;
Nutcrackers have been observed to locate the hiding places under the
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snow in 86 percent of their attempts. Most humans would lose track
after a dozen caches. The Nutcracker’s performance presupposes a
mapping ability of extraordinary precision, an ability to cast that map
over a landscape most of whose detailed features are obliterated by
snow, and a detailed long-term memory (Barber 1993, 10).

None of us could, like many migratory birds, travel thousands of
miles and, relying only on our mental map and memory, find our way
back to our starting point. Still less find our way back without having
seen and remembered landmarks. White-Crowned Sparrows captured in
Boston, Massachusetts were shipped to Baton Rouge, Louisiana; when
winter came they flew directly to their wintering grounds in San José,
California. Once again they were captured and this time shipped to
Maryland, and again they were found in San José at the appropriate
time. A Manx Shearwater was taken from its home in Wales in the
British Isles, put on an airplane, and released in Boston, Massachusetts;
it had returned to its home in Wales twelve and a half days later.
Homing pigeons carried in closed boxes in airplanes or trains across
continents return to find the yard of the town from which they were
taken (Barber 1993).

Birds do follow traditional migratory routes, following mountain
ranges and rivers, shorelines and forests, and, it has recently been
shown for pigeons, manmade highways. Adélie Penguins taken from
their coastal breeding grounds to the interior of Antarctica wandered
about confusedly on overcast days, but headed north-northeast back
to their breeding grounds when the sun came out. To navigate consis-
tently in one direction, it has been shown that birds have an ability to
gauge the position of the sun relative to the earth at successive times
of day. Studying the restlessness of confined birds during the migra-
tory season and their collective orientations, and projecting overhead
images of the stars which can be rotated has established that birds do
orient themselves by the night sky—as do the Tuareg of the Sahara,
leading their camel caravans by night, orienting themselves by the stars.
The Polynesian “Argonauts of the Pacific” were able to navigate the
vast expanses of the ocean by keen observation of, and remembering,
ocean and wind currents—and watching the movements of sea birds
(Lewis 1994). Recent research has brought to light in birds a sensitivity
to Earth’s magnetic field, which can supplement the other navigational
procedures when weather conditions curtail them. Minute magnetite
crystals in the heads of pigeons sensitive to magnetism have been
identified.
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Humans have had to devise prostheses—compasses, gyroscopes, and
radar—to navigate vast spaces as birds do.

II. Self-Consciousness

The philosophy of mind defined self-consciousness as a reflective move-
ment of the mind by which it becomes the object of observation for
itself. But we also speak of self-conscious behavior, behavior in which
we, in pride or embarrassment, become aware of how we look to
others, or deliberately contrive our posture and gestures out of this
awareness. Consider the display behavior of birds. It is most striking in
lekking birds—birds of paradise, hummingbirds, grouse, ruffs, snipes,
woodcocks, honeyguides, cotingids, manakins, flycatchers, sharpbills,
greenbuls, weaverfinches, Argus pheasants and Kakapo parrots—at least
ninety-seven species in fourteen different families. In these species, the
males typically have intensely colored and patterned plumage, often
with ornamental tails, extravagant secondary wing feathers, ruffs, crests,
wattles, and inflatable sonorous air sacks, and are often of significantly
greater size than the females, whose plumage is dominantly camouflage.
The males position themselves in arenas (leks, from the Swedish leka,
to play) or in display branches or ground areas they clear of vegeta-
tion, and display their extended plumage in dances or aerial acrobatics
accompanied with songs sometimes incorporating extensive mimicry of
other species. They compete with one another, engaging in mock and
sometimes real combats. The females visit these arenas and typically
most of them mate with only one or other of the males displaying,
then leave to build a nest and rear the young; the males take no part
in the protection or rearing of the young. The males are thus selected
not for territory and nutrients they control or offer but exclusively for
their display characteristics. Lekking birds were for Darwin the core
example of sexual selection independent of natural selection of the fit-
test. (Lek mating exists also in insect species, especially butterflies, bees,
and wasps; fish such as Cichlids; toads and treefrogs; in salamanders
and newts; in marine iguanas; and in mammals such as some deer and
antelope species, an African bat, an Australian marsupial, and at least
one population of dugongs.) (Kaplan and Rogers 2001).

How can we understand such behavior? The males of lekking spe-
cies are for us among the most striking and beautiful of birds—birds
of paradise, peafowl, Argus pheasants, hummingbirds—but could



UNDERSTANDING AVIAN INTELLIGENCE 51

one attribute to birds an aesthetic sense? Are not birds, as all species,
instinctually driven to seek the best genes for their offspring—mates
that are strong, healthy, able to escape predators? Could it be that the
females confound size and ostentatiousness with strength and biological
and reproductive vigor? Or could it be, as Amotz and Avishag Zahavi
have proposed, that they see in the males they select, because handi-
capped with impractical and excess plumage and ostentatious colors, a
supplementary vigor able to survive the predators they attract? (Zahavi
and Zahavi 1997). But field research has established that the mortal-
ity rate for the gaudy and noisy males is not greater than that for the
camouflaged females. Some researchers have conceded that they do
not know what traits trigger selection by the females; it has even been
proposed that the ‘selection’ is passive. But it is known that birds that
form stable mating bonds are always able to identify their mate though
we are at loss to identify individual birds, and that they especially focus
on the face and voice print; penguins and sea birds that nest in colonies
identify and care for their own offspring out of thousands.

And what kind of intelligence is there in these males? The layman
would be tempted to say they know they are gorgeous. It is objected
that they do not see themselves and would not recognize themselves in
a mirror. Are then their display, their dances and aerial acrobatics, and
their songs programmed instinctually and triggered by some perhaps
hormonal automatism?

Mirror recognition has been taken since Jacques Lacan as the essential
stage in the construction of self-consciousness; the correct use of the
personal pronoun ‘T" would follow it (before the “mirror stage” the child
says “candy!”; then in parallel to others: “Mummy has..., Daddy has...,
Johnny wants....”) (Lacan [1949] 2002). The mirror image would be
the original signifier for oneself as a publicly designatable whole. But,
separate and at a distance from one’s motor diagrams and feelings, it
would also split the subject and develop into an ideal image of oneself.
The phenomenology of perception has brought to light a more fun-
damental self-consciousness in our bodies. In integrating his limbs the
infant contracts a postural axis, which more and more integrates his
perceptual organs and body parts and orients it toward external objects
and objectives. This postural diagram produces an internal kinesthetic
sense of itself within the space in which our body functions. As we sit
we have an internal, postural sense of the position of our legs under the
table and do not have to look; as we reach to pound a nail on a high
spot on the wall, our body maintains its balance by a systematic shift
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in the positions and tensions of our legs. When we put on eyeglasses
or walk with a cane, or when we adorn ourselves with a plumed hat
and a cape, our internal sense of our body volume extends through
these prostheses or these adornments, and we pass through a room
filled with furniture in the same way that we sense passageways broad
enough for our naked bodies. We are internally conscious of how we
are walking—clumsily, rigidly, buoyantly, gracefully—and alter our gait,
without having to observe ourselves in a mirror (where the observation
will inevitably segment our movement).

This postural schema of itself doubles up into a ‘body image’, a
somewhat misleading term for what is a quasi-visual sense of how our
body looks from a viewing distance where it would be seen as a whole.
When we enter an empty room, we have a sense of being a visible
object too there, and quasi-see ourselves filling a good deal of the vis-
ible room or forming only a small outcrop in it. Though we have never
actually seen our gait from a distance, we can pick out which is us from
a projection of a file of people walking filmed in silhouette.

This reflexivity internal to our bodies enables us to remove some of
the enigma of a self-conscious mind. The explicit self-consciousness that
philosophers ascribed to intelligence, the I know that I am reasoning,
doubting, perceiving, remembering, they tended to conceive as an inter-
nal observation, an internal reorientation of the focus of consciousness
upon itself to observe its own sensations, mental images, concepts, and
operations. Yet philosophers of mind since Hume and Kant recognized
that there is no internal vision of an object that would be the self. The
ego 1s not something I find in an immaterial mental sphere; the I that
knows I am reasoning, discoursing, perceiving, remembering is where
my body feels and acts, and it is in positioning myself and shifting
my gaze that I locate myself in the visible field which extends ahead
continuously from the field just passed by and where things retained
or imagined focus and direct my attention to things now visible. It is
in saying “I” that I locate my words in the rumble of things and the
words of others. In speaking and gesticulating, in positioning, focusing,
and shifting my gaze my body postural schema generates a quasi-visual
image of myself such that I quasi-see where I am in the material envi-
ronment and in the course of passing things and words.

We watch a bird of paradise or an Argus pheasant performing his
display, his dance, his song, and we murmur “He knows he’s gorgeous!”
Like we know how we look through an internal sense of our postural
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schema our body generates when it integrates and orients its parts and
organs, which in turn produces a ‘body image’.

III. Non-utilitarian Values

Darwin proposed that the extravagant colors and ornamental plumage
of these birds evolved because females select them, and recent experi-
mentation on some species has demonstrated that females regularly
select the most extravagant: cut off' the tail ends of some male Jackson’s
Widowbirds and glue them to prolong further the tails of others, and
the females will chose the ones with the unnaturally ultralong tails;
paint over some of the eyes of the tails of peacocks and the peahens
choose the one with the most eyes (Pryke and Andersson 2005). Male
bowerbirds dance, perform acrobatics, and sing in veritable theaters
they construct, clearing the forest floor and then covering it with
woven mats of leaves, carpets of moss, or gardens of flowers, and then
erecting parallel walls they regularly paint with juices of berries, or
domed pavilions up to five feet high. In front they assemble extensive
collections of objects of specific colors, varying with the species and
also the individual: a Satin Bowerbird first covers the display area with
bright yellow leaves and flowers, and then on top arranges bright blue
objects—feathers, flowers, butterflies, berries, beetles, picces of blue
glass—one I observed on a university campus in New South Wales had
a gleaming collection of bright blue plastic bottle caps and drinking
straws. The bird strips the branches above of leaves such that beams
of sunlight illuminate his collection. Satin Bowerbirds have been exten-
sively observed—fifty-four bowers observed, with video cameras fixed on
some of them, over ten years in the Beaury State Forest Reserve—and
the researchers have determined that females visit a number of bowers
before selecting a mate, and they select mates who incorporate the most
extensive mimicry in their songs and whose bowers are best constructed
and have the rarest display objects (Loffredo and Borgia 1986; Collis
and Borgia 1992).

Male bowerbirds have nothing to do with the construction of nests,
which the females will build on their own, and there are no edible
objects in their display collections. Each male vigorously defends his
bower, for other males do try to destroy it and steal its display objects,
but does not defend a territory where the female will build her nest
(see Firth and Firth 2004).
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(There is also a bower fish: the Cyrtocara eucinostomus. The ten-centi-
meter-long males build bowers of sand some two meters from one
another; females prefer males with tall bowers. The bowers are designed
so that eggs roll to the center of a crater at the top of the bower for
fertilization. Females carry the fertilized eggs away and brood them in
their mouths.)

Charles Darwin could only wonder whether females perceive ‘beauty’
in the display of the males. But to suggest that will inevitably seem to
ethologists faithful to the scientific ambitions of founders von Frisch,
Tinbergen, and Lawrence the most blatant anthropomorphism.

Art was separated from its religious, political, and pedagogical uses
by the Enlightenment, and aesthetics constituted as a distinct discipline.
For Immanuel Kant, the aesthetic sense presupposes a conceptual
intelligence able to abstract from all practical nutrient or instrumental
features of an object, and to compare within categories. The Romantics
recognized art to be the highest activity of culture. Although the aes-
thetic sense was taken to be distinctively and universally human, nothing
in human cultures changes more across history and varies more from
culture to culture. In the West the canons of taste the Renaissance
and Enlightenment established have for the most dedicated artists lost
their authority. Today the theory of aesthetic taste is in disarray; the
Kantian conception that beauty and sublimity are the defining values
of the aesthetic no longer holds for painters, sculptors, poets, fiction
writers, or musicians.

Social scientists, clinical psychologists, neurologists, and geneticists
have been able to determine a few correlations. The physiology of the
eye explains why peoples in all cultures distinguish the same colors in
the continuum of the spectrum as primary, and see the same colors
as contrasting. Clinical psychologists have offered explanations for the
preference for certain kinds of order; social scientists have made correla-
tions of architectural and plastic forms with certain kinds of ecological
and socio-political systems. Ethnobiologists have offered explanations
why a certain cast of the face is seen as attractive across cultures, and
as eliciting sexual desire. Freud believed that the aesthetic is a sublima-
tion of the sexually attractive, but it is not the genitals themselves that
are usually first seen and that trigger intense emotional attachment,
but the youth, health, vigor, and also social and productive skills and
social rank of the preferred partner. Reproductive ability, security, and
wealth are also involved.
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But courtship and seduction among humans give rise to the unend-
ing elaboration of the erotic: teasing and infantile and private speech;
courtship games, ceremonies, and rituals; glamorous and impractical
garb, cosmetics and coiffures; amulets, potions, and jewelry; dances,
jousts, and competitions, including deadly competitions. If we have not
been able to understand how the system of leks and the constructions
of bowerbirds evolved, nor even how the extreme variations in extrava-
gance of the forty-two species of birds of paradise on New Guinea
evolved, we have also not been able to explain the extreme differences
in glamour, erotic ritual, and erotic music among medieval European
knights and medieval Japanese geishas, tattooed and cicatrized Africans
of the sub-Sahara and pre-Colombian Mayas, Victorian courtesans
and contemporary celebrities or subcults. If aesthetic taste is a yet
higher elaboration in the mind presupposing conceptual intelligence,
those of us who are compulsively drawn to certain elaborations of
erotic glamour cannot by self-conscious reflection produce an account
of how and why.

Immanuel Kant did note that humans first began to ornament
themselves with body parts borrowed from other species: plumes, furs,
tusks, shells, flowers. Some anthropologists have suggested that since
so few mammals sing at all, humans must have learned it from birds.
Indeed many dances in dispersed cultures are taken from the courtship
dances of Cranes, Bustards, Ruffs. The extraordinary similarity between
the adornments and display dances and rituals of lekking birds and
the erotic adornments, rituals, and dances of humans, and between the
display objects prized by Bowerbirds and objets d’art prized by humans,
suggests to us that, if we give up the Enlightenment conceit that the
aesthetic is the highest human cultural activity, we may make progress
by first constructing concepts and paradigms for the sense display
birds have of themselves and for the kind of perception exercised by
the females who select, and by then returning to the human realm of
erotic glamour.

The pair of long, highly decorative feathers of the King-of-Saxony bird
of paradise are valued as decorations both by bowerbirds and by Papuan
people. The selection process by which these feathers evolved was carried
out by female birds of paradise, not by humans or bowerbirds—but all
three species find them attractive. (Ligon 1999, 223)
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ANIMALS INCORPORATED






CHAPTER THREE

WHAT DO ANIMALS DREAM OF?
OR KING KONG AS DARWINIAN SCREEN ANIMAL'

Barbara Creed

All the philosophers... all of them say the same
thing: the animal is without language.

—Jacques Derrida, “The Animal That Therefore I
Am (More to Follow)”

What do animals dream of? Freud raised this question in T#e Interpretation
of Dreams but in an unfamiliar gesture (for one so curious) he chose not

to explore it any further. “I do not myself know what animals dream
of,” he says (1982, 211).

But a proverb, to which my attention was drawn by one of my students,
does claim to know. “What,” asks the proverb, “do geese dream of ?” And
it replies: “Of maize.” The whole theory that dreams are wish-fulfilments
is contained in these two phrases. (1982, 211-212)

Nicholas Royle comments on Freud’s evasiveness:

Doesn’t the whole of The Interpretation of Dreams tremble here, in this ques-
tion of animals’ dreams, in this edgy configuration of ignorance (“I do
not [myself ] know what animals dream of”) and desire (Freud’s theory,
“the whole theory that dreams are wish fulfilments”)? Is Freud not an
animal? (Royle 2003, 242)

Significantly, Freud concludes the chapter with a popular saying to
demonstrate how strongly we see dreams as ‘wish fulfillments:” “I should
never have imagined such a thing even in my wildest dreams” (1982,
213). What did Freud imagine in his “wildest dreams”? That animals
do dream? That the human and animal may share similar dreams?

' In Beasts of the Modern Imagination, Margaret Norris argues that some writers such
as Kafka, and artists such as Max Ernst, strove to “create as the animal” in order to
critique human culture (1985, 1). My concept of the screen animal of popular film is
indebted to Margaret Norris’s argument.
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Darwin certainly accepted the view that animals dream: “[A]ll the
higher animals, even birds have vivid dreams, and this is shewn by
their movements and the sounds uttered” (2004, 95-6). Quoting the
poet Jean Paul Richter, who said that “[t]he dream is an involuntary
art of poetry,” Darwin asserted that, insofar as animals did dream,
they also possessed “imagination” (2004, 96). If the latter were true
then we would have to completely re-think the relationship between
animal and human. Yet this is what the cinema, through the figure of
the screen animal, proposes.

The Screen Amimal

The question of the animal, or, in Derrida’s words, the “massively
unavoidable” question of the animal, is central to the history of the
cinema (1994, 85). Since its beginnings, the cinema has developed a
unique relationship with the animal. It has not only represented the
animal in genres from fantasy to horror, but, as Jonathan Burt (2002)
shows, it has also drawn upon images of animals in motion as a basis
for developments in film technology. The cinema has rapidly emerged
as one of the most technically innovative aesthetic forms of all times.
The history of special effects in film includes stop-motion model ani-
mation, front and rear projection, the traveling matte, the Steadicam,
blue screens, latex prosthetics, pneumatic body forms, and now CGI
animation. In venturing into the terrain of the animal, the cinema
has filmed real animals, even starred them as lead characters in films
such as Black Beauty (1946, 1971, 1994), The Bear (1989) and The Horse
Whisperer (1988) but it has also created a fictional animal—this is a
‘screen animal’ as the star of films as diverse as King Kong (1933, 1976,
2005), Moby Dick (1930, 1956), Bambr (1942), The Lion King (1994), The
Thing (1982) and Max Mon Amour (1986). The cinematic construction
of the screen animal is conceived outside a Cartesian epistemology
that regarded the animal as an irrational machine. With its vast array
of complex special effects technologies, the cinema is able to approach
the creation of the animal as a Darwinian being, a creature with the
power to feel and to communicate:

By expanding the definition of community to include animals, Darwin’s
work precipitated the subsequent search for modes of communication
between animals and human beings. (Lippit 76-77)
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The screen animal has the potential to collapse the dualistic or dichoto-
mous thinking of Western philosophy that has separated human from
animal, mind from body, and civilization from nature. As such the screen
animal can also be viewed as a Deleuzian “body without organs”, that
is, as a body of becoming, freed from its habituated modes of being
and free from conventional expectations as to how it should behave
and act (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 149-66). Western civilization has
rendered the animal inferior, even abject, by means of essentialist and
formulaic notions that the animal is without language or feelings. If we
think of the body of the screen animal as potentially “a body without
organs” we can disinvest it of humanist and philosophical fantasies
about the animal as other. The screen animal is an artifice, a construct
that some films deploy in order to challenge the anthropocentric basis
of modern society and culture. The story of the screen animal—its
past and future—is only just being told.

Insofar as the screen animal is a technological figure, its significance
is different from that of an actual animal—it signifies far more than
the ‘world of nature’ or feelings of sympathy or protectiveness toward
the animal. The filmmaker can use the screen animal to foreground
questions about the anthropocentric nature of human society. In his
study, Animals in Film, Jonathan Burt argues that “animal imagery is not
seen in quite the same way as other forms of representation” (2002,
161). Burt discusses the fact that viewers react in very different ways to
scenes that depict animal suffering even when it is clear that the animal
is not being harmed in any way. He argues that the “refusal to read
the animal image purely as an image” has important consequences for
how we see the role of the animal in film. “This split within the animal
image—the artificial image that never can quite be read as artificial—is
one that ruptures all readings of it” (Burt 2002, 162—-163). In other
words the animal image can be read in different but related ways—for
its humane as well as its philosophical and ethical meanings. The screen
animal is also a Darwinian creature, endowed with all of the qualities
that Darwin argued animals possess—intelligence, emotions and the
ability to feel pain and pleasure, happiness and misery, love and hate,
shame and dread (2004, 100). And of course the screen animal dreams.
In Darwin’s view “there is no fundamental difference between man and
the higher mammals in their mental faculties” (86). He argued that
some animals, such as dogs, also possess a sense of humor. Darwin’s
defense of the animal has rarely, if at all, been discussed in relation to
film. Yet the cinema is very Darwinian: many films draw on the screen
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animal to endorse the Darwinian view of the animal, which undermines
humanity’s anthropocentric view of the world. Thus the screen animal
is primarily designed to become an actor in a fiction, but it also signifies
meanings beyond itself, drawing attention to wider issues.

Insofar as the screen animal is portrayed as possessing mental faculties
and expressing emotions, it does not follow that this should be dismissed
as an act of anthropomorphism. This latter concept has been employed
all too often to establish and maintain a spurious dividing line between
human and animal, making it clear that ‘human’ characteristics of
intelligence and emotions have been wrongly attributed to the ‘non-
human’ creature. The figure of the screen animal—particularly in the
horror film—challenges this view by collapsing the boundary between
‘human’ and ‘nonhuman’ and replacing it with a continuum. “Man in
his arrogance thinks himself a great work[,] worthy the interposition of
a deity... [It is] more humble & I believe true to consider him created
from animals” (Darwin 2004, xvi).

As James Twitchell has pointed out, the animals of the horror film
constitute a “modern bestiary” (1985, 258—301). This catalogue includes
a range of anonymous creatures such as werewolves, vampires, apes,
sharks, birds, crocodiles, dinosaurs, and other assorted birds and beasts.
In many films, the monstrous animal is also an identity, often a sympa-
thetic figure with a name or recognizable face: King Kong, the Wolf
Man, the Creature from the Black Lagoon, the Beast (Beauty’s partner),
Max Mon Amour, the Fly, Cujo, Godzilla, Mothra and Mother Alien.
A major reason why human culture needs the animal monster is that
the latter not only reminds us of our debt to nature, but also serves to
critique human society. The horror film thus offers much more than the
pleasure of vicarious thrills: Aing Kong presents a critique of civilization,
animal captivity, zoos and exhibition; T#e Fly of science and animal
experimentation; Wolfen of hunting and species extinction; Afens of the
immoral behavior of science and the military; and Alen Resurrection of
the human animal itself.

In the majority of horror films, the portrayal of the screen ani-
mal fulfils the main condition of the uncanny: it is both familiar yet
unfamiliar on at least two counts. It is doubly doubled—a double of
its referent in the real and a double of the human animal. Thus the
screen animal belongs to the realm of the uncanny and can evoke in
the spectator a sense of unease, of déa vu, of having experienced some-
thing before, which evades conscious memory (Royle 2003, 172-186).
This ‘something’, this ‘trace’ of another event is the human experi-
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ence both of being an animal and of becoming animal. In Darwinian
terms the screen animal signifies the collapse of boundaries between
human and animal; in Freudian terms the zoocentric or screen animal
signifies repressed human desire; in Deleuzian terms, it is an animal in
the process of ‘becoming’ something other; and in Derridean terms it
presents a ‘trace’ of something else, a trace that gives rise to different
questions about the human-animal relation.

I am thus suggesting that the cinema has created a different order
of the animal, one whose agency (desires, dreams) challenges the bases
on which the differences between human and animal have historically
and philosophically been founded. The screen animal subverts cultural
notions of what constitutes the ‘human’ by giving rise to fantasies that
violate the taboos that uphold the social fabric. These include the
taboos on murder, cannibalism and bestiality—taboos that Western
cultures have conventionally thought of as being central to civilization.
A number of horror films depict the screen animal in such a way that
the viewer is compelled to raise questions about the anthropocentric
nature of human society. This is true of the three versions of Ring
Kong made in 1933, 1976 and 2005. One way to approach the issues
raised in these films is through the metaphor of the dream—the ques-
tion with which I opened this discussion. What do animals dream of?
What does Kong dream of?

Various writers have pointed to the fact that King Kong can be
interpreted as a dream—the filmmaker’s dream, the woman’s dream,
the film as a dreamwork. This chapter argues that equally Aing Kong
can be interpreted as the dream of the animal, of Kong himself. The
King Rong films represent the screen animal’s dream—a dream of inter-
species love and loss, desire and death. But of course this recurring
and changing dream is ultimately the dream of the culture that has
produced the film in the first place. The culture dreams of the animal
dreaming... beset by nightmares, even.

King Kong (Merian Cooper & Ernest B. Schoedsack, 1933)

King Kong is the first of the great screen animals—a construction or
assemblage designed to thrill and move the audience with the mystery
of its construction. The surrealists lauded the technological elements
of the film. Jean Ferry drew attention to the fact that Kong was an
automaton and that much of the film’s pleasure derived from watching
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Kong move on screen. He describes Kong’s movements and the “acute
sensation of unheimlich with which the presence of automata and trickery
imbues the whole film” as deeply “poetic” (Ferry [1934] 1978, 107).

King Rong tells the story of a party of explorers, led by Carl Denham,
a filmmaker and showman, searching for an uncharted island known
to sailors as “Skull Island” and the monstrous beast said to inhabit the
island. In the hope of finding the Beast, Denham has brought along a
young woman, Ann Darrow (Fay Wray), to play the role of Beauty. He
plans to film her terrified reactions on first sighting the monster. After
landing on the fog-drenched island, the travelers encounter a primitive
world—a savage tribe, human sacrifice, the monstrous ape Kong, and
a vast wall designed to keep human and animal apart. After a series of
mishaps, the islanders seize Ann and present her to Kong as a human
sacrifice. Having never seen a white woman, a curious Kong seizes Ann
and takes her to his mountainous cavern where he falls in love. After a
series of perilous adventures, the group rescues Ann and captures Kong
who Denham imprisons in the hold of the ship. “He’s always been King
of his world,” says Denham cruelly, “but we’ll teach him fear!” Back in
New York, Denham puts King Kong on display at a Broadway theatre
where he delivers a speech to the expectant audience:

Look at Kong! He was a King and a God in the world he knew, but now
he comes to civilization merely a captive, a show to gratify your curiosity.
Ladies and Gentlemen, look at Kong!

The curtain rises to reveal the once-magnificent Kong, his arms out-
stretched and chained above his head. When he sees Ann with her
lover, Jack, Kong becomes enraged. Blinded by camera flashlights, Kong
bursts his chains and charges amongst the horrified audience. Causing
havoc in the streets of New York, Kong finds Ann and carries her to
the top of the Empire State building where he tries to defend himself
against the hail of bullets from four fighter planes. Mortally wounded,
Kong lifts Ann from the ledge, where he has placed her, for one last
look. The God of Skull Island tries to ward of the bullets, but to no
avail. Kong falls from the spire and hurtles to the ground where he
dies. Standing over Kong, Denham states: “It wasn’t the airplanes. It
was Beauty killed the Beast!”
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King Kong’s Dream

In the 1933 classic by Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack,
Kong’s desire is clearly sexual. The repeated use of the subjective
camera in the cave sequence not only encourages us to identify with
Kong but also to interpret events from Kong’s point of view, even to
see the sequence as a projection of Kong’s desire, his dream. Holding
her limp body in one giant paw, Kong lifts up his hard-won prize and,
overcome with curiosity, gently peels off strips of her clothing. With the
other paw, he holds up her torn clothing to his nostrils and sniffs her
perfume. Again, we watch Ann from Kong’s subjective gaze as Ann
opens her eyes, looks at Kong in horror, but stifles a desire to scream.
The music becomes softer, even lyrical. In a playful mood, Kong begins
to tickle Ann who utters an indignant cry.

Ann’s face conveys a ‘what next?’ expression as Kong refuses to let
her go. This shot cuts again to wide angle as Kong then proceeds to
tickle her bare skin. Half naked, Ann cries out as she struggles to prise
herself free from Kong’s hairy paw. Kong tickles her again and again.
And then Kong sniffs her body scent, which lingers on his fingers. The
scene is playful and sexual at the same time. This sexually charged
interaction is cut short when Kong, hearing a rock fall in the cavern,
1s forced to halt his play and lumber oft' to investigate.

This famous scene upset the censors and was cut from prints shortly
after the film’s release; it has only been recently restored, mainly to
theatrical prints. No doubt today the scene has lost some of its power
to shock. Writing in 1986, David Hogan argued that the scene is not
“especially titillating”: “The scene is benign, utterly charming, and a
masterpiece of special effects technique” (98). Others have had quite
different responses. In 1934 the surrealist Jean Ferry applauded King
Kong for its poetic qualities, which include its special effects, violent
dream-like qualities and its “monstrous eroticism” by which he meant
“the monster’s unbridled love for the woman, cannibalism, human
sacrifice” (1978, 107). I agree with Ferry: the erotic charge of the cave
scene is very powerful. The scene does not literally portray a sexual
encounter but relies on symbols of and allusions to sexual desire as well
as playing with the erotics of touch and scent. Sexuality is present in
the capture, the dark cavern, animal cries, fur brushing against smooth
skin, primitive dangers.

A most important characteristic of the screen animal is that we are
encouraged to see through animal eyes—to identify with its desires,
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pleasures and pains. King Kong also encourages us to feel through the
animal’s body, to experience its enormous power, energy and otherness.
Kong’s encounter with Ann is dominated by touch and scent and it is
through these sensations that Ann and Kong’s bodies are linked. Kong
is a Darwinian creature in that he brings human and animal together,
reminding us “of the great cleft produced in our human being by the
repression of the animal and living body” (Norris 1985, 3) King Kong
1s concerned, not so much with the limits of identification between
human and animal, but with its possibilities, which are made much
easier because the ape, more than any other creature, shares so much in
common with the human. The more we are encouraged to identify with
Kong, the more the filmmaker is able to undermine or shift the bound-
ary between human and animal. As Burt argues, “identification between
human and animal does not automatically imply anthropomorphism,
or even its opposite, the bestialization of man” (2002, 69). Although
Kong is a projection of the human imaginary, there are moments in
the text, gaps and contradictions, in which Kong is given a ‘voice’, a
point of view that offers a critique of the human. Darwin’s belief that
“all animals and plants have descended from some one prototype...
from some one primordial form” (2003, 909) finally eroded what had
been a relatively fixed boundary between human and animal. The idea
that humankind was one animal species among many and that civilized
human beings might still bear ‘the mark of the beast’ challenged a
belief in human perfection. This gave rise to the fear of devolution—a
fear that reverberates throughout Aing Kong. The idea that the human
race might ‘slip back’ into primitive barbarism, or worse still, a form
of bestiality, is voiced in the film by Denham when he describes the
vast wall on Skull Island designed to protect the inhabitants from the
great Ape. He says the wall was “built so long ago the people who
live there have slipped back, forgotten the higher civilization that built
it” (my emphasis). King Kong powerfully illustrates a modernist fantasy
of what the world might look like if human kind began to devolve, to
‘slip back’ into a more primitive state. In its critique of modern civili-
zation, the film also argues that human kind has devolved in a moral
and philosophical sense. New York is represented as a modern urban
jungle in which greed is the ruling principle.

Merian C. Cooper always said that a dream provided the inspiration
for Kong. He claimed to have had a dream of a giant ape rampaging
through New York City destroying everything in his wake. From its very
beginning, the film emphasizes the importance of the dream. When
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Denham attempts to persuade Ann to accept his offer, he emphasizes
how the voyage will fulfill all of her dreams: “It’s money, adventure and
fame. It’s the thrill of a lifetime.” For Denham the voyage represents
the pinnacle of his career, the fulfillment of his greatest dream: “I'm
going to make the greatest picture in the world. Something no one
has seen or even heard of.” Many critics have drawn attention to the
film’s use of dream imagery. Noel Carroll discusses the way in which
the film uses the image of the encroaching, dense fog: “Imagery of
fog or mist recurs throughout the rest of the film with grey-miasmic
connotations of obscurity, primordialness, fantasy, dream-likeness, and
ghostly presence” (1984, 129). Jean Ierry interpreted the entire film,
with its “violent, oneiric power” (1978, 107) as a dream work in which
the dreamer is “pursued by a too pressing danger,” an animal or thing
who keeps approaching, from whom there is no escape (ibid., 106).
King Kong represents an unheimliches nightmare. Carroll sees the film as
exploring the “threshold, and the unseen/unthinkable thing beyond
it” (1984, 129). Given the film’s intense investment in the trope of
dreaming, it is important to ask how the activity of dreaming affects
the other main character of the film—Kong himself.

What does Kong dream of? Like the classic Beast of the Beauty and
the Beast tale, Kong dreams of finding a mate, an exotic ‘other’ who
is very different from himself—a tiny, white, helpless, smooth-skinned
creature who arouses in him feelings of protectiveness, playfulness and
desire. Having found the object of his desire, Kong’s dream is to keep
her. Perhaps he also entertains a nightmare in which he is a captive,
lost in a strange, hostile place where he will be sacrificed to a different
kind of monster. This becomes Kong’s ‘threshold’, the ‘unthinkable
thing’ that will destroy him. Once worshipped by primitive people as
a deity, Kong is sacrificed by the civilized world to a god beyond his
comprehension. Kong’s fall from deity to demon parallels the journey
of the animal and its role in human history—an important theme of

the 1976 remake of King Rong.

Bestiality and the Box Office

The 1933 Ring Rong draws on the theme of bestiality to explore the
possibilities of devolution. If man is capable of ‘slipping back’, might
not it be possible for ape and human to mate? Although Kong is por-
trayed as a terrifying monster, he nonetheless is a hugely sympathetic
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figure—a Darwinian animal possessing intelligence and emotions. King
Kong posed the terrifying possibility that the two species were not as
different as many believed. In the 1930s Darwin’s ideas continued to
create controversy in the Western world. Eight years earlier America had
been rocked by the Scopes monkey trial, in which a school teacher was
arrested and charged with teaching Darwin’s theory of evolution. There
had been a censorship controversy over Ingagi (1930) which purported
to show scenes of bestiality between tribal women and gorillas. In 1932
Paramount filmed 7The Island of Lost Souls based on H. G. Wells’s novel
The Island of Doctor Moreau, in which a ruthless doctor, influenced by
Darwinian ideas, attempts to create human beings from animals. In the
film, the hero finds himself attracted to a beautiful woman, unaware of
her true origins as one of the “beast-people,” in whom the “stubborn
beast flesh” continues to grow back. The film was banned in many
countries as well as in parts of the United States.

The Bible forbids bestiality, which erodes the boundary between
human and animal. “Neither shalt thou lie with any beast to defile
thyself therewith: neither shall any woman stand before a beast to lie
down thereto; it is confusion” (Leviticus 18:23). It was the writings of
Charles Darwin that challenged the classical attempt to maintain definite
boundaries between human and animal. Although Darwin himself did
not write about bestiality, his writings undermined the religious and
cultural taboos that prohibited such discussions and encouraged the
‘confusion’ that the Bible warned against. Darwinian ideas collapsed
the traditional boundaries between the human and animal worlds in
recent Western cultures and eroded man’s view of himself as the centre
of the universe. Although the censorship codes of the day forbade the
depiction of anything that suggested bestiality or miscegenation, the
1933 Ring Kong nonetheless played on this trope. Ironically, it is Kong’s
desire for Ann, with which we are encouraged to identify, that is central
to the Beast’s sympathetic appeal. It was not that bestiality was box-
office poison—on the contrary, the lure of bestiality ensured that a film
would enjoy box-office success. In her important study, Zracking King
Kong (1998), Cynthia Erb has documented the promotional strategies
employed to ensure the success of King Kong. Erb argues that because
the animal film had passed its heyday by the early thirties, RKO dis-
tributors urged exhibitors to promote the film as a romance. Although
the film’s sexual theme is portrayed only indirectly through symbolism
and inference, the intention is clear enough. Not everyone at the time
was disturbed by Ring Rong’s play with sexuality. In 1934, the surreal-
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ist, Jean Ferry, lauded AKing Rong because of its erotic depiction of the
theme of bestiality and lamour fou. In listing the evidence for the fact
that King Kong is a love story, Ferry wrote:

[In the last analysis why does King Kong carry off this white woman
mnstead of devouring her, why does he tear off her clothes then sniff their
perfume, why does he defend her against the other monsters, why does
he pursue her when she is ravished by him... why does he let himself
be gunned down by aeroplanes to keep her? As one of my neighbours
said: “In any case he can’t do anything with her.” That remains to be
seen. (1978, 107)

Although it centers upon a huge phallic monster, the film’s eroticism
is conveyed not through the threat of penetration but through ‘animal
erotics’—touch, scent and the primitive. As Midas Dekkers argues, the
eroticism of the film “relies not on open sex, but precisely on symbols
and allusions” (1994, 163).

Since the discovery of the great apes, human kind has been obsessed
with the relationship between ape and man, an obsession that was
fuelled in 1859 by Darwin’s On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural
Selection. Although gorillas (as Dian Fossey revealed in the 1970s) are
gentle, herbivorous animals, they have been widely portrayed as sav-
age meat-caters and sexual monsters with a proclivity for the female
of the human species. Stories about “the ardent desire” of male apes
for white women were known in Europe well before the nineteenth
century (Dekkers 1994, 44). Ted Gott (2005) has traced the influence
of the popular belief that the gorilla desired the human female on art
and popular culture. He focuses on the great French gorilla-sculptor,
Emmanuel Frémiet, and his famous and controversial works. The first,
“Gorilla carrying off a Negress” (1859), depicts a female ape with a
dead black woman under her arm. The second, “Gorilla carrying off
a woman” (1887) was even more controversial than the first sculpture
because the latter depicts a male, not a female gorilla, and its captive
1s a white woman who unlike her 1859 predecessor is very much alive.
Gott’s paper accompanied a fascinating exhibition, Kiss of the Beast: from
Paris Salon to King Rong, that explored the image of the gorilla and other
beasts, in science, art, literature, film and popular culture from the late
nineteenth century to the present.

The exhibition argued for a profound connection between the great
apes and the human animal. Gott argues that various classic works of
European art, such as the landscape paintings of the Swiss symbol-
ist Arnold Bocklin and the “moody engravings” of French illustrator
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Gustave Doré, influenced King Kong. But the dominant influence was
Frémiet:

Central to most of the posters issued on the release of King Kong in 1933
is the film’s most enduring leitmotif—the fair maiden, helpless in the
clutches of the monstrous, aggressive gorilla—an image that bears an
uncanny ancestral resemblance to Frémiet’s celebrated sculpture. It goes
without saying that the confrontation between Kong and Fay Wray is
what makes the movie. (Gott 2005, 53)

Like Frémiet, the directors of the 1933 Ring Rong also “shared many
of the same cultural influences including a passion for anthropology
and prehistory” (ibid., 50). In discussing Frémiet’s “Gorilla carrying
off a woman,” Gott points out that “[r]ather than being an innocent
victim, the woman wears part of a gorilla’s jawbone as a hair adorn-
ment, indicating her status as a Stone Age predator” (ibid., 42). The
1933 Ring Kong certainly plays on the popular myth of the gorilla as a
savage sexual monster, but Kong is also portrayed as gentle, intelligent,
communicative and courageous. The two remakes of King Rong also
emphasize these qualities, but if’ anything the films, no doubt influenced
by changing attitudes to the ape world, are even more sympathetic to
Kong than the original.

King Kong (John Guillermin, 1976)

John Guillermin’s 1976 remake of Ring Rong creates a different kind
of screen animal from the original version. Fans of the original film
were outraged that the remake had eschewed Willis O’Brien’s method
of stop-motion animation to create the mighty ape and instead use
an actor, Rick Baker, in an ape suit. They argued that the latter rep-
resented a failure of imagination and contributed to the film’s lack of
poetry. Nonetheless, Rick Baker’s performance conveys a wide range of
actions and emotions in order to present Kong as a screen animal with
a range of communicative powers. Although the film was a box-office
success, some critics attacked it for taking the fairytale magic out of the
original and concentrating instead on offering a critique of seventies
greed. Others found its self-aware campiness charming, and its attempt
not simply to copy the original, refreshing. The remake deals explicitly
with the implied sexual themes of the original film and by extension
the clear collapse of boundaries between human and animal. It uses
humor to make its theme more acceptable.
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The 1976 Ring Kong was made in a very different social climate from
the 1930s, when apes were still considered aggressive and dangerous.
By the seventies traditional distinctions between ape and human were
being more decisively eroded. The general public was aware of the
findings of researchers such as Jane Goodall, who studied the social
learning, thinking and culture of the wild chimpanzee, and Dian Fossey,
who worked and lived in close contact with a group of mountain gorillas
in Africa for thirteen years. Her revolutionary approach made it clear
that it was possible for intimate contact between human and gorillas in
the wild. Changing attitudes rapidly found their way into the cinema.
1968 saw the release of Planet of The Apes. Based on Pierre Boulle’s
1963 novel, it not only collapses the distinction between human and
ape but reverses the history of evolution. Here a group of astronauts
enter a world in which the apes have evolved and the humans have
devolved—the former are the rulers, the latter their slaves. Planet of the
Apes rapidly became a classic and was followed by four sequels which
also represent a number of the ape characters as more sympathetic
than the humans. Changing attitudes no doubt influenced Guillermin’s
film, which represents Kong as highly intelligent, self aware and com-
municative. The seventies also saw a renewed interest in the theories of
Charles Darwin, as exemplified by publication of the Norton Critical
Editions of Darwin.

Guillermin’s film presents the theme of bestiality as a way of opening
up the debate about the border between human and animal in a direct
and confronting manner. The controversial sex scene in the 1933 King
Kong is portrayed very differently in Guillermin’s version. This differ-
ence stems from the characterization of Ann’s counterpart—renamed
Dwan—played by Jessica Lange. She is a somewhat lively party girl,
a product of the hippie seventies, who talks too much when nervous.
She is also portrayed as a feisty feminist who asserts her own needs and
desires. Throughout the scene of their first encounter, we are encour-
aged to identify with Kong who clearly desires this exotic creature,
semi-clad in sacrificial jungle garb, beads and a half-moon necklet.
First Dwan attempts to escape but Kong bars her way. Dwan’s fearful
expression soon fades as she realizes that Kong means her no harm.
However, when Kong picks her up in his paw, she becomes hysterical.
“You, put me down!” she yells, screaming that she is afraid of heights.
Kong’s furrowed brow reveals his confusion. Next she pounds his
nostrils, calling him a “chauvinist pig” and challenging him to eat her.
“I didn’t mean that” she hastily adds. “Sometimes, I get too physical.
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It’s a sign of insecurity, you know. Like when you knock down trees.”
“Such a nice ape,” she says, stroking his paw. “You know we’re going
to be great friends. I'm a Libra. What sign are you?... I bet you are an
Aries.” Her silly chatter is designed to mask the scene’s overt sexuality.
When Kong lowers her to the ground she runs away, falling flat in the
mud. Again Kong imprisons her in his giant paw.

The remake is famous for what some critics have referred to as the
soft porn sequence. Kong carries a mud-spattered Dwan to a waterfall
where he sits her in his giant leathery paw and lets her wash herself
clean. As Dwan realizes that Kong is infatuated with her, she relaxes
and begins to enjoy herself. Sensitive to Dwan’s every need, Kong, the
romantic simian lover, takes huge puffs of breath and gently blows
her dry. We watch Dwan from Kong’s viewpoint as she swoons with
pleasure. Kong is obsessed with the tiny figure in his paw—she is like
an elf or strange fairy, spirited into the primitive world of colossal
monsters. “Oh, come on Kong,” she says. “Forget about me. This thing
is never going to work!” Compared to her 1933 counterpart, Jessica
Lange, nearly fifty years later, is allowed to know what it is that Kong
desires and dreams about. Like his predecessor, Kong wants the woman,
but now she does not reject him. In contrast to the original, the 1976
version does not focus on devolution and the human-animal bound-
ary; here woman takes the side of the animal. The impossibly idyllic
scenes between Dwan and Kong (even their names are in harmony)
point to an Arcadian desire. Kong gently prods Dwan with his fingers
as he begins to remove her clothing. Just as the scene verges on becom-
ing too sexually explicit, a giant Freudian reptile slithers into view to
ruin this primitive Eden. Symbolically, the film points to a time when
human and animal, woman and beast, may well have lived together
in a state of harmony.

In Guillermin’s remake the true serpent is man himself—represented
by the leader of the expedition, Fred Wilson (Charles Grodin), an avari-
cilous, nasty oil executive who destroys Kong’s primitive paradise and
eventually Kong himself. Jack Prescott (Jefl' Bridges), an anthropolo-
gist in love with Dwan, is fully aware of Kong’s religious significance.
When Wilson says that the islanders will be better off without Kong,
he replies:

No, you’re dead wrong. He was the terror and mystery of their lives, and
the magic. A year from now they’ll be an island of burnt-out drunks.
When we took Kong we kidnapped their God.
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In contrast to the original, the final sequence does not include Denham’s
famous lines where he proclaims, over Kong’s dead body, that it was
Beauty who killed the Beast. Instead the camera pulls back to show
a vast crowd of onlookers gathering around the body of Kong. It is
man’s greed that has killed the Beast. Kong’s death scene is also more
bloody and brutal. Standing at the top of the World Trade Centre,
Kong is attacked by flamethrowers as well as biplanes spurting bullets.
As he lies dying we see his body is covered in bloody wounds, his eyes
fill with blood instead of tears. In contrast to Ann, Dwan tries to save
Kongs life and weeps when he dies.

King Kong (Peter Jackson, 2005)

Peter Jackson’s Kong is a very different creation from his two forebears
and no doubt the changes have been influenced by new research find-
ings into the ape world over the intervening thirty years since the first
re-make. Recent research reveals that gorillas use tools, have their own
language, and demonstrate self-awareness. Genetic findings also reveal
that chimpanzees and the earliest hominids engaged in sexual relations
and gene swapping for at least 1.2 million years before the two spe-
cies went their separate ways. Recent findings in genetic research have
revealed that the chimpanzee shares enough DNA with us (99 percent)
that it would be possible for a human and ape to bear offspring (Cauchi
2003, 8) In response to the Great Ape Project (GAP) based in Seattle,
the government of Spain, in a world first, has just introduced a bill
into parliament that gives “chimpanzees, gorillas, orang-utans and other
great apes some of the fundamental rights granted to human beings”
(Rennie 2006, 10). No doubt influenced by the most recent genetic
findings about the closeness of human and ape, Jackson makes Kong
a screen character in his own right with a distinct personality. Kong’s
face reveals a myriad of complex emotions—his eyes convey a sense of
intelligence, pride and valor—but it is the suggestion of craftiness that
is most captivating. The relationship between Kong and Ann (Naomi
Watts) has again changed. In Jackson’s film, Kong’s feelings for the
woman are distinguished less by eroticism and more by the yearning
for a companion. Kong’s dream is for a friend with whom he might
play and share the beauty of his island. Jackson’s version is essentially
about making friends—love, play, performance, dancing. (Given new
findings about the closeness of human and ape, it is possible that any
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suggestion of bestiality would have been too confronting for contem-
porary audiences.) Jackson uses the symbolic significance of play to
present an argument about the disappearance of nature and the animal
world. As in the 1976 remake, Jackson’s film also portrays Ann as in
sympathy with Kong—a friend who attempts to protect and save him
from his terrible fate.

The controversial sexual scene is very different in Jackson’s film.
Kong takes Ann to his cave where he pretends not to notice her futile
attempts to escape. Point of view shots that alternate between Ann’s
perspective and that of Kong encourage us to identify with both woman
and animal. We look at Ann from Kong’s eyes as he snarls ferociously in
an attempt to cower her. Independent and fiery, Ann returns his angry
stare. She soon realizes that underneath Kong is nothing but a big softy.
Suddenly Ann breaks into a vaudeville routine. Kong beats his chest;
he is greatly amused and wants more. Ann twirls, juggles, and leaps
through the air. Pretending to be unimpressed, Kong, repeatedly knocks
her over, grunting with pleasure at her loss of balance and composure.
“Stop!” “No!” she yells. “That’s all there is. There isn’t any more!”
Furious that the performance is over, Kong hurls rocks and pounds
his chest. Then, like a sulky child, he swings around the rock face and
disappears. Kong, it seems, wants more than anything a friend.

When Ann is attacked by a series of jaw-snapping prehistoric crea-
tures, Kong comes to the rescue. When the last brute is dispatched,
Kong stalks off, still annoyed by her earlier behavior. “Wait!” she cries.
This is all Kong needs to hear. He picks Ann up and slings her over his
massive shoulder. From this moment the two form an unlikely couple.
Kong takes his tiny friend back to his cave. Ann juggles and performs
for him and together they watch the sun rise. “It’s beautiful,” she says.
Then looking up at Kong, she repeats the words, “Beautiful!” In an
enchanting moment, Woman and Beast are united—companions and
friends. In contrast to the two earlier versions their feelings for each
other are expressed at a more abstract level through the rhythms of
time and nature. This moment is revisited later in New York when Kong
and Ann find each other and, oblivious to the impending tragedy, slide
playfully together across the ice in Central Park.

Their emotional bond is made painfully clear in the final sequence
when Ann and Kong hold each other’s gaze in a moment of deep
empathy. The final sequence focuses on love and loss—loss of a beloved,
loss of innocence, the end of the human-animal bond, the destruc-
tion of the animal world. When Kong climbs to the top of the spire,
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Ann follows. When Ann falls, Kong risks his life to rescue her. When
the planes circle Kong, Ann desperately tries to ward off' the attack.
As Kong, mortally wounded, loses his grasp and falls to his death,
Anne weeps. Jackson’s Kong is a brilliant creation, a screen animal
who holds our sympathies throughout the film. The portrayal of his
feelings for Ann is credible and emotionally moving, suggesting that
postmodern audiences have accepted the screen animal as an actor
in its own right. One of the most devastating scenes occurs when the
camera focuses on Kong’s look of despair as he is exhibited in chains
before an incredulous audience on Broadway. The desolation we read
in his eyes is a testament to the power of the screen animal to evoke
an emotional response from the spectator. It also recalls the look of
countless caged animals put on public display in the zoos of the world
(and especially the starving zoo animals that Jackson includes among the
images of depression-era New York that open the film). By emphasizing
Kong’s loneliness and his desire for a friend, rather than the theme of
bestiality, the film offers a less poetic and primal version of the Beauty
and the Beast fairy tale. Instead, however, Jackson is able to emphasize
the crucial need for new bonds to be established between the human
and animal worlds. Ring Kong as a twenty-first-century fairy tale is not
about the traditional question of finding a prince for Beauty; rather it
focuses on the tragedy of the animal.

King Kong and the Animal Question

It would be easy to dismiss Kong’s story as an expression of cinematic
appropriation—a ‘humanized’ animal with no voice of its own, but King
Kong 1s much more than this. The film belongs to a zoocentric tradition
in film that seeks to represent the narrative from the point of view of
the animal in order to present a critique of man and the phallocentric
basis of modern culture. As Margot Norris argues, it is possible for the
author and artist to create with his or her own “animality”, to “create
as the animal” (1985, 1). Norris argues that the origins of the biocentric
tradition in literature and art can be traced to Darwin.

The creators of Ring Rong, from Willis O’Brien to Peter Jackson, have
all attempted to think as Kong, to give him a point of view, particularly
through the film’s subjective camera work. All three films explore the
animal question but from different perspectives: the 1933 version focuses
on Darwinian themes of devolution and desire; the 1976 remake on
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human greed and the end of nature; and Peter Jackson’s film on the
need for the unification of human and ape through community and
mutual respect. All three King Kong films create a space in which the
animal is able to dream. Kong’s dream is not a simple one in which
desire is paramount; rather Kong’s dream involves a critique of the
human animal—his greed and cruelty—as well as the end of human
civilization, symbolized by Kong’s destructive rampage through New
York. In the end, the nightmare is out of control; the beast must be
killed. Kong’s dream of a union with woman is replaced by the night-
mare of his own death.

As Noel Carroll points out in his important article on Aing Kong, the
film invites numerous interpretations