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Abstract 

Humans are not alone in this world nor have we ever been. This inter-disciplinary 

project develops an approach to understanding species difference through a 

phenomenology-informed, material-semiotic investigation human/cattle co-emergence. 

Cattle (Bos taurus) have been selected because of their outsized significance in the 

transformations that have defined contemporary human life. By identifying a select set of 

sites and developing a situated investigation around a “beastly figure” representative of 

each of them, this project demonstrates the co-productive and emergent qualities of our 

interspecies relationships and makes a case for situated co-emergence as an ethical and 

ontological paradigm for animal studies.  

Over the course of the text, I will consider several “beastly figures” each of which 

offers an example of co-emergent human/cattle processes. I come to these figures through 

a process of “tracing,” starting with my own situated position and moving toward an 

encounter (albeit a mediated one) with the world-making frame of another being. The 

dissertation begins with a “0” chapter on the wild aurochs, an animal predating or 

excluded from the human/cattle domestication relationship. Each subsequent chapter 

takes up a different figure of human/cattle entanglement to highlight a passageway of 

encounter between species or identify an emergent whole that the integration of our 

species creates. Chapter 1 follows the alphabet back to its beastly source, provides an 
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overview of the tracing methodology, and makes a case for the importance of cattle 

specifically. Chapter 2 considers the medieval bestiary as a material object, a medium for 

encountering an animal other, and as a model for understanding projects of knowing 

animals. The next three chapters consider contemporary entanglements between humans 

and cattle and the emergent potentials of each. All this builds toward a conclusion, which 

pulls together the threads of each chapter to emphasize the ethical importance of 

consideration of individual experience. This leads to a proposal for a practice of ascetic 

release as a compassionate method for a future coexistence.  

This work identifies contemporary patterns of struggle where the meaning of 

species difference is negotiated. It maps these moments as sites of material and semiotic 

passage, highlighting our complicated human dependency on the animal other. Finally, it 

recommends a reassessment of both human-exceptionalism and anthropocentrism, and 

indicates the viability of an alternate conceptual paradigm. The paradigm I propose 

acknowledges that our position as humans frames any philosophical perspective on other 

animals but it also refuses to place ourselves at the center of value. This paradigm 

develops from a recognition that anything we might plausibly call our “humanity” is 

always codetermined with others and is an expression of our “animality” not a 

transcendence of it. Rather, true “transcendence" comes from a recognition of ways that 

we are participants in forces beyond our full control and that these larger, emergent 

phenomena act upon us, shaping our experience as living beings.  
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Introduction: Project Overview 

In the book of the earth it is written: 
nothing can die.  

—Mary Oliver, “Ghosts,” New and Selected Poems, Vol.1 

We often imagine our human species as circumscribed and autonomous, 

encountering other animals as if they came from elsewhere. In fact, we humans have 

always lived alongside numerous other animals, already fully entangled in and shaped by 

complicated ecologies of survival and flourishing. Overtime, some other animals grew to 

be especially close to us. They became “companion species,” to use Donna Haraway’s 

terminology. Co-productive and cohabitational, the connection between ourselves and 

these animals are bonds of intimacy through which both participants are transformed 

(2008 15). The connections between ourselves and others is ongoing and is constantly 

producing traces: the remainders, reminders, and after-effects of the past that we carry 

among us. 

We often imagine ourselves above the rest of terrestrial life and we focus our 

attention on activities—art, politics, technological advancement—that we see as 

distinctly human, wholly separate from nonhuman life. Yet, all these “human 

accomplishments” came about in the context of relationships with nonhumans, and so are 

not the single-handed work of “man alone.” Everything we call our own has always been 

fully dependent on other living things and so every distinctly human trait is marked by 

traces of otherness.  
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This otherness runs deep. Each “animal companion” once lived entirely 

independent of us, and developed its own particular “species nature”—its own center 

from which its specificity, propensities, habits, lifeworlds, and forms emerged. When we 

incorporate another animal into our world, we find its natural difference remarkable, 

complimenting or clashing with our own needs and desires.The particular territorial 

consciousness of dogs, for example, compliments and exaggerates our own. Their distinct 

nature makes them useful as guardians of our treasured places and, in turn, they have, for 

many, come to define a sense of family and shape the lived experience of home. Or 

consider the horse, a species with a body, not by design but by accident, that is capable of 

carrying a human adult, and that had long achieved sense of a speed and a subtlety of 

awareness that came to benefit armies on the move. As a result, horse-riding nations 

dominated horse-less peoples and perpetuated come cultures and languages over others 

(Raulff 2017). 

Despite this, scholarship across disciplines rarely considers the integral role of 

nonhuman animals within human life and the special ethical, affective, and ontological 

problems the other animals present to the central questions of culture, politics, art, etc. 

Roughly since Donna Haraway’s publication of Primate Visions in 1989, animal studies 
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has developed into a robust field within the social sciences and the humanities.  The 1

interdisciplinary field addresses the presence of other animals in human life, taking as its 

object phenomena (other animals) that have historically been the purview of the sciences.  

When done right, animal studies has the potential to be more than simply a new 

object of study for the humanities. Attention to how animality has been constructed has 

the potential to fundamentally challenge the basic assumptions of the human subject that 

are at the center of mainstream Western thought. Cary Wolfe, a literary theorist and 

leading scholar in animal studies, argues that,  

…animal studies, if taken seriously, would not so much extend or refine a 
certain mode of cultural studies as bring it to an end. This is so because 
animal studies, if it is to be something other than a mere thematics, 
fundamentally challenges the schema of the knowing subject and its 
anthropocentric underpinnings sustained and reproduced in the current 
disciplinary protocols of cultural studies (not to mention literary studies). 
(2009, 568-569) 

At the same time, “posthumanist”  scholars like Wolfe have been criticized by others in 2

Animal Studies who wish to highlight the importance of calling out violence against 

animals as a form of oppression and who see attempts to undermine humanist values as 

 Haraway’s influence on animal studies, and this project in particular, is enormous, but she was 1

not the first person in the humanities to address animal issues. Various discussions of animals 
were ongoing. To name a few: in philosophy such as Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation (1975), 
Marjorie Grene’s The Understanding of Nature (1974), or Margot Norris’s Beasts of the Modern 
Imagination (1985). There are other landmark works in disciplines of history (e.g. Harriet Ritvo’s 
The Animal Estate, 1987) and comparative literature (such as Andrée Collard’s Rape of the Wild 
published posthumously in 1989). Nevertheless, Haraway’s critique of popular and scientific 
primatology in Primate Visions demonstrated how representations of an animal other could be 
deeply entangled with “persistent western narratives” of “difference,” “reproduction,” and 
“survival” (337), and so inspired a generation of “interdisciplinary synthesis” that, according to 
Cary Wolfe, “in effect defined a new, resolutely cultural studies era in what would come to be 
called animal studies” (Wolfe 2009, 565).

 Some, like Donna Haraway, have explicitly rejected the label “posthumanist” (2008, 17), but 2

they are nevertheless generally understood in those terms.
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rejection of value all together and the idle celebration of hybridity. These scholars have 

come to define the field of critical animal studies, positioning themselves in contrast with 

what they see as the insufficiently political, and therefore “uncritical,” animal studies. For 

example, sociologist John Sorenson calls the influence of Haraway and Jacques Derrida 

in animal studies “pernicious” and argues that,  

…their arcane writing and irrationalism is largely meaningless, as it is 
dissociated from popular struggles and undermines activism. Deliberately 
vague and apolitical, postmodern animal studies avoids any direct 
commitment to animals or to serious criticism of their exploitation. (2014, 
xix) 

Sorenson’s criticism of animal studies as “irrationalism” has much in common 

with, for example, Marxist critic Terry Eagleton’s critique of postmodern currents literary 

criticism (Eagleton 2003). In both cases, “postmodernism” is associated with an anti-

individualist, moral relativism. Sorenson and Eagleton both see anti-essentialist theory as 

antithetical to radical politics and, worse, complicit in supporting exploitive power 

structures. Sorenson contrasts posthumanist animal studies scholars who don’t “offer 

much to animals” with those in critical animal studies, a field that “explicitly aligns itself 

with the animal rights movement” (2014, xix).  

I view this as a false binary. The apparent division between posthumanist animal 

studies and critical animal studies is not essential or necessary. It can be a challenge to 

connect theoretical scholarship to the pragmatic needs of activists, but this is not a unique 
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problem for postmodernism, anti-essentialism, or any other meta-theoretical approach.  3

Further, a turn to greater essentialism, dogmatism, or prescriptivism are not inherently 

more practical than an anti-dogmatic, anti-essentialist openness. 

This can be seen, for example, in the recent popularization of a performative 

model of gender within queer and non-binary communities, deeply indebted to the 

obscurely written, anti-essentialist philosophy of Judith Butler and others like her. As 

Butler demonstrates in her work, challenging fundamental assumptions about the nature 

of subjectivity can have the effect of expanding the space of possibility for a greater 

scope of “livable lives” (Butler 2004, 226). Animal studies, like contemporary feminist 

philosophy, need not be divided into “critical” and “posthumanist” camps. In its best 

form, it incorporates the insights of both (as well as contributions from other scholarly 

communities with an investment in animal issues such as in history, ethology, and 

sustainability).  

Because the apparent division between these two schools is built on a false 

premise, there is an opportunity for work that can integrate some key insights of 

posthumanist animal studies while also responding to the urgency of the overwhelming, 

ongoing violence against other animals. Beastly Traces is an inter-disciplinary project 

that develops a cultural philosophy of species difference through an investigation of 

multiple sites of human/animal co-emergence. Attending specifically to cattle (Bos 

taurus), yet looking to quite distinct locations of exchange—in science, medicine, 

 In my view, it is the economic structure of scholarship in the academy which is responsible for 3

the fact that some theoretical projects can be supported institutionally even as they become 
increasingly disconnected from the pressing questions of the time.
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communication, religion, etc.—this work identifies contemporary patterns of struggle 

where the meaning of species difference is negotiated. It makes a case for what I’m 

calling a “situated co-emergence” approach as an ethical and ontological paradigm for 

animal studies. It maps a set of figures as moments of material and semiotic passage, 

highlighting the persistence of the “beastly trace” and the complexity of human 

interdependency with other animals. 

  In this chapter, I begin by outlining the central motivations for this investigation. 

I then identify my own particular intervention in this area and basic goals of the project 

by outlining the methodology for the study and its primary tools and the philosophy 

behind them. I indicate what I take to be the situated co-emergence approach to Animal 

Studies (and post-humanist thought more generally), an approach that is indebted to 

Donna Haraway and Jacques Derrida more than any other theorists, but that also has 

roots in the work of semiotic anthropologists, feminist philosophers, media theorists, and 

Buddhist practitioners/scholars, among many others. The final section of this chapter 

provides an overview of the subsequent chapters, identifying their figures and indicating 

the key points of each investigation. 

Intro.1: Motivations for Research 

Cultural Studies often overlooks the role of nonhumans as agents in human 

culture. Despite the poststructuralist critique of universal human attributes, cultural 

studies often assumes a universally anthropocentric perspective (Steiner 2010, Whitt & 
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Slack 1994). In addition, even most critical approaches to nonhuman ethics begin with 

questions of human/nonhuman comparability, and, in this way, they dismiss the 

importance of interspecies coproduction in the formation of both human and nonhuman 

bodies and cultures.  When taken as given that ethical considerations should start at the 4

question of whether nonhuman capacities for intelligence, suffering, or agency are 

roughly equivalent to that of humans we overlook how human relationships with 

nonhumans make human capacities for including intelligence, suffering, and agency 

possible.  While there is value in comparative-species analysis, this project demonstrates 5

the viability of a more ecological and phenomenological approach. Situated co-

emergence is a theoretical frame that uses attention to materiality and semiotics to bring 

together ethical and cultural analysis. Knowledge production begins in immediacy and 

particularity, but it participates in larger patterns. Human and nonhuman lives, feelings, 

and ideas emerge alongside one another—always already in a position of mutual-

dependence. 

This project is an intervention into humanist philosophy, ethics, and cultural 

theory, made all the more critical in a time of global climate change, mass extinction, and 

 Nearly all ethical arguments for inclusion of animals within modern philosophy begin here: 4

making an argument for extending humanist ethics to other species by recognizing our 
resemblances and identifying shared qualities. The utilitarian tradition exemplified by Peter 
Singer’s Animal Liberation, as well as the rights-based approach defined by Tom Regan, follow 
this pattern of reasoning (Singer 1975, Regan 1983). These approaches reinforce a reification of 
an isolated human/animal subject, despite the evidence against such an ontology. Interspecies 
coproduction offers another frame for considering ethical and cultural questions of species 
difference—allowing for multiplicity, alternate phenomenologies of agency, among other things. 

 From a purely positivist (objectivity-oriented materialist) perspective, the evolution of human 5

life is not possible without a variety of ecological relationships including with numerous non-
human animals. Other, more specific, evaluations of human capacities have their own particular 
dependencies on nonhuman animal lives. 
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intense technological mediation. These phenomena are interrelated expressions of human 

expansion and technological proliferation, which together are producing a massive 

transformation of global landscape and habitat everywhere in the world (and extending 

far beyond the Earth, as well). In the geologic time scale, the Earth’s entrance into the 

Anthropocene  is concurrent with a massive extinction event on a scale comparable to 6

only five others in the fossil record (Kolbert 2014, Crutzen 2006, Chakrabarty 2009). An 

estimated 20 to 50 percent of all species on the planet are expected to disappear within 

this century, approximately three species every hour, a rate beyond our capability to 

document (Wilson 2002). Stephen M. Meyer states it succinctly: “The extinction crisis—

the race to save the composition, structure, and organization of biodiversity as it exists 

today—is over, and we have lost” (Meyer 2006). 

But, life goes on. The proliferation of humans has led to an even greater 

proliferation of animals kept as “livestock.” At the same time, other species, once key to 

daily human activities, have gone into decline. Horses, for example, were once a 

necessary part of human transportation, war, and statecraft, such that few cities or farms 

were without them. Those that remain, in the U.S. at least, are largely relegated to 

racetracks and scenes of the picturesque (Raulff 2017).   

Horses were eclipsed by mechanical forms of transportation such as cars, but a 

handful of farmed species were assimilated into industrial-scale production systems for 

the creation of a variety of consumer goods. While the bio diversity of animals is steeply 

 The “age of the human,” a designation proposed by Eugene Stoermer and Nobel Laureate Paul 6

Crutzen in the newsletter of the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme in 2000 and later 
in Nature (Crutzen 2002).
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declining, this handful species—mainly chickens, cattle, pigs, sheep, and goats—

proliferate. In particular, technological innovations including genetic engineering and 

anti-biotic use have allowed “chicken,” as a commodity, to become an everyday food for 

billions (McKenna 2017). To offer one metric, consider that, according to the Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the UN, a “stock” of more than 21 billion chickens in 

the world means about three chickens currently in existence for every one person (FAO 

2017, estimate refers to 2014).  While chickens outnumber any other animal used for 7

human food, cattle come in second at approximately 1.38 billion worldwide—about one 

cow, calf, or bull for every five people in the world (FAO, 2017). They are thus the most 

numerous larger-than-human animal on the planet. And, the ecological burden of so many 

ruminants is considerable. 

Large-scale animal agriculture is a significant part of the total human harm to 

complex ecosystems. A widely cited study from the UN’s FAO, titled “Livestock’s Long 

Shadow,” for example, concluded that livestock production, because of its contribution to 

climate change, land degradation, air pollution, water shortages, and loss of biodiversity, 

is “one of the top two or three most significant contributors to the most serious 

environmental problems at every scale, from local to global” (Steinfeld et al. 2006, xxvi). 

They found that while much attention has been payed to the effect of car emissions, 

livestock agriculture produces more greenhouse gas than the entire transportation sector 

 And, while chickens can live more than 10 years in undisturbed conditions, the industrial 7

“broiler” chicken is typically slaughtered after fewer than ten weeks (Flanders & Gillespie 2009, 
696). This means that the number of chickens who live and die in a given year is several times 
higher then that 21 billion “stock” estimate.
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combined. Livestock agriculture produces an estimated 18% of greenhouse gas emissions 

from all human activity. In addition, it produces an estimated 64% of ammonia emissions, 

which contribute to acid rain (ibid. xxvii). 

There has been a deep “imbrication,” or overlapping, of humans with all 

ecosystems. Few nonhuman species escape some degree of human control and, with 

evermore advanced agricultural technology, a greater amount of nonhuman life relies on 

humanity for sustenance, reproduction, social organization, etc. From the perspective of 

an animal species like the chicken, there has been a radical insertion of humans and 

human technology into every life-perpetuating activity that was once the chicken’s 

domain (insemination, foraging, nest-building, etc.). At the same time, chickens are more 

and more concentrated in dense spaces where each individual encounters few living 

things other than other chickens.  

At the same time, while the average person eats much more poultry on a regular 

basis than people had in the past, they encounter a living chicken much less often then 

they would have, even in an urban environment. The proliferation of livestock animal 

species has lead to fewer personal encounters with an actual living animal, such that the 

chicken in its normal, living form can be easily forgotten.   8

In this way, most of us experience an increasing mediation between the human 

and the living nonhuman world developing alongside us. There is a greater intermediary 

distance among people and between human and non-human agents—a larger roll for the 

 Even common language indicates this. E.g. the “whole chicken” one can buy at a grocery store 8

is far from whole (it has already had its head, feathers, and intestines removed). 
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medium through which action and communication take place. This has the effect of both 

connecting us more intimately to ever further zones and separating us from one-another 

and from the nonhuman world. Meaning and material come to us through longer chains 

of production, transportation, processing, and re-presentation than ever before, and our 

lives are increasingly composed of multiply deferred and mediated experiences. The long 

chains of contemporary food systems and the isolation produced by digital connectivity 

have been criticized by popular authors (e.g. Pollan 2006, Turkle 2011, Schlosser 2012). 

These long chains of mediation are a significant signature of twenty-first-century life, not 

just on the human level, but also, by way of us-humans and our technology, for all living 

things. 

Thinking of ourselves as animals rather than only as humans, and understanding 

our life as always co-emergent with nonhuman life, is all the more necessary in this 

multi-layered crisis. As humanity is interjected everywhere and we witness both a loss 

and a proliferation of animals though a mediated lens, it is crucial that we rethink the 

human in a post-humanist light—opening the space of our identification to include other 

life.  

We should not, for example, continue to imagine that agency is the sole property 

of Homo sapiens. After all, much of what we humans do has nothing to do with our 

objective, purposeful intentions. We, too, operate on “instinctual” patterns where 

individual reactions to certain stimuli have unintended and sometimes self-destructing 

consequences in aggregate. Most of us struggle daily to keep healthy habits and so we 
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can see that there can be a vast gap between “knowing the good” and doing it. Any 

agency I have here exists only within the affordances of my “species nature” that, among 

other things, encourages me to seek out fat and sugar when I’m distracted or prepares my 

muscles to run fast when I really need to stand still and make a presentation in public.  

Other animals, too, have agency in their lives afforded by their conditions, and no 

CAFO (factory farm), however total, fully removes that agency from life (although some 

conditions come very close). Moment to moment, an active animal makes innumerable 

decisions, directing attention to various objects and redirecting to pursue new ideas.  

To be clear, the cattle trace that I’m following is not only the trace of a cow’s 

agency. The beastly trace I’m interested in is the broader mark left of “cattle nature”—

that is, the patterns of behavior, biology, and ecology that turn around the species at 

various biological scales. The friendly nudge I receive from a socialized heifer (young 

female cow) that encourages me to scratch her cheek leaves me with a pleasant feeling 

and a memory that contributes to how I imagine human/cow contact. This is an example 

of unmediated interspecies contact and the trace is, partly, the trace of her willful, 

agential act of contact. The memory I have of my mother taking a lactase-enzyme 

supplement whenever we would sit down as a family to eat pizza is also a cattle trace in 

my life. That small glimpse into my mother’s vulnerability or the connection between 

food and health was a product of a mediated relationship between us and cattle and has 

much less to do with any agential act of the cow’s. Both of these small moments are 

examples of where cattle have had a causal effect on me rippling subtly through my life. 
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This project responds to this tension by treating equally a set of distinct moments 

within a particular inter-species relationship. In considering “the question of the animal,” 

Beastly Traces responds to the critique offered by Derrida to question how “within the 

strict enclosure of this definite article (‘the Animal’ and not ‘animals’) ... are all the living 

things that man does not recognize as his fellows, his neighbors or his brothers. And that 

is so despite the infinite space that separates the lizard from the dog, the protozoon from 

the dolphin, the shark from the lamb, the parrot from the chimpanzee” (Derrida 2008). 

While understanding “human/animal relations” is paramount for our age, the process of 

understanding will require a careful differentiation among the wide variety of non-human 

beings with which humans relate. For this reason, Beastly Traces is not primarily a 

consideration of “the animal” but is first a consideration of an animal, one example of 

human/non-human relationship. It is only after the specificity of a particular inter-species 

is explored that these details can be read against other examples of human/non-human co-

emergence.  

In considering the co-production of humans and animals, many species are worthy 

of attention. Nevertheless, cattle stand out as an animal with especially deep cultural 

roots and contemporary entanglements with humans.  Cattle have left their trace deeply 9

in our lives, and, despite the distance of material removal from most of us, their role 

continues as their population grows alongside ours. In many ways, the effect of cattle 

culture has been reduced as farmed animals are increasingly enclosed and at a distance 

 See Werner (2012) and Valenze (2012) for a few recent examples of work emphasizing the 9

importance of the human/cattle relationship. 
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from ordinary human life. But in other ways, this has only amplified their effect on us. 

Concentrated cattle agriculture (and livestock agriculture in general) has boosted and 

distorted the cattle trace on global ecology and on human life through its ever more vast 

scale. When the distribution of  consumable cows’ milk spreads wider, so too does new 

microbial ecologies in consumers’ guts, so too does the symbolism and ritual of a food 

culture, etc. When cattle products are global commodities with a growing reach, their 

effect on us through diet, medicine, and other material culture is enormous. 

Cows and bulls fill the iconography of ancient Asian, European, and African 

cultures because cows and bulls themselves were a clear and remarkable presence in 

people’s lives. The cohabitation of human and cattle shaped not only mythology, but also 

architecture and design. It is such an ancient association that it is not improbable to 

wonder if the institution of domestication shaped our idea of political power and our 

ideas of intimate family. Political institutions, family norms, and cattle agriculture are 

deeply tied into to the messy thing we call “civilization.” While dogs became our 

“companions” in a nomadic time, cattle were part of a later arraignment of cohabitation 

in what’s been called the “agricultural revolution.” This fast reorganization of our human 

life began about 12,000 years ago and left us humans an increasingly sedentary species. 

We shifted from living as groups of families gathered into bands distributed through the 

wilderness to living in demarcated farms and, as population density gradually increased, 

into cities. We left behind a diverse diet of seasonably available wild things, to a more 

restricted and consistent diet build around a few storable grains. These vast changes 
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produced new forms of communication and even new material consciousness through the 

technology of writing (Harari 2015a).  

  

The process of systematic human/cattle cohabitation began in at least two isolated 

places (Middle East/Africa and India) as early as 6500-5500 BCE (e.g. see Stock and 

Gifforod-Gonzalez 2013). Cattle had a central role in the early urban complexes of the 

Mediterranean and South Asia, and made their way to the Far East, Western and Southern 

Africa. In the colonial period, cattle found foothold all over the Americas and Oceana, 

bringing with them numerous plant and bacterial organisms, and extending the social and 

economic effects of cattle-culture.  

While their undomesticated cousin, the aurochs (Bos primigenius), became extinct 

in the 17th century (Van Vuure 2005), today cattle comprise the largest group of farmed 

mammals and so have enormous impact on human culture, bodies, and the larger ecology. 

In industrialized societies, cattle are deferred at a greater material and semiotic remove 

from human life. Yet, they are still present as a trace in nearly all human activities. Cattle

—often called by their use-names of ox, cow, calf, or bull—are still key figures in the 

archive of humans and animals, producing human sentiment and giving rise to particular 

articulations of human species-identity. 

In the face of these conditions, this project is motivated by three related intentions 

that inspire every chapter’s analysis: 
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First, it is intended to advocate for a greater attention to and recognition of a 

fundamental mutual dependency between humans and other species. By showing our 

entanglement with cattle in unexpected places, I seek to impress upon the reader an 

alternate orientation, the value of an attention to the presence of otherness. Crucially, this 

otherness is not only a binary of difference when two species come together but it is also 

the establishment of a larger order beyond the contribution of either participant. 

Awareness of our entanglement is an awareness of the potential for emergent phenomena 

in human/nonhuman relationship; that is, those “higher level” phenomena that are only 

understandable beyond small the contributions of their constituents. While the 

contemporary proliferation of cattle in industrialized societies is very much a 

“controlled” or “engineered” enterprise undertaken for the maximization of profit and 

overseen by a governmental gaze, the full consequences of this undertaking are 

unpredictable and uncontrollable. The effects of human/cattle entanglement on human 

life is are not fully under our power. The unwitting production of “super bugs” as a result 

of routine use of antibiotics in concentrated animal agriculture (Martin et al., 2015), while 

predictable, is not an intended consequence of farm science. Nor was the unexpected 

bond of affection between a herd of cattle and one Texas ranching family that turned a 

livestock business to a vegan animal sanctuary (Hartman 2016). Further, the aggregate of 

these all these effects is obscure to us. As participants in this larger human/cattle system it 

is difficult for us to see it around us, yet our own experience and actions are shaped by 

the context in which we live. 
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Second, I suggest a methodology of investigation, a tracking of other animal life 

from the situated place of our own. Each of us, as human and as everything else we are, 

have particular relationships to cattle and to various beastly traces in our lives. This 

project is the collection of my own “archive of feelings” (Cvetkovich 2003). It is the 

writing of my own trace even as it is the tracing of others paths. Built on a 

phenomenological science, the goal is not to establish an objectivity but to work 

nevertheless to look past my own blind spots and to find patterns in apparent chaos. As 

equally an ethical and an empirical method, I seek knowledge without the “sacrifice” of 

my subjects on the dissection table. Similarly, I work to bring my whole self and not only 

a disassociated part of me to my writing and scholarship.  

Third, while this aspect of the project is often only implicit, I suggest a serious 

reevaluation and revision of our ongoing relationship with these other forms of life based 

on the transmission of meaning, matter, and affect beyond species lines. The lines we 

have historically drawn around the human are untenable and the dogmatic 

anthropocentrism of value that forms the basis of law and philosophy runs counter to 

much of our actual experience. Transformations will not take place overnight, nor will 

everyone’s new way of being look identical. The intention of this project is not to 

proscribe a particular lifestyle (such as veganism). Yet, it is also not to leave out the 

consideration of ordinary habits that may be productive of material loss and affective 

danger. Learning about our relationships to other species can be a way to open to an 

embodied “responsibility” (Levinas 2005) with them. As James Baldwin observed, “Not 
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everything that is faced can be changed; but nothing can be changed until it is 

faced” (2011, 42). Let us orient ourselves toward these problems so that positive changes 

can be collectively made manifest.  

Intro.2: Theory and Methodology 

The situated co-emergence approach advocated in this dissertation is indebted to 

Donna Haraway more than any other theorist. Haraway’s “situated knowledges” and her 

attention to co-emergence of humans and animals inspire some of the key terms of this 

project. Further, her imaginative use of cultural “figures” as allies in critique influences 

my own method.  

Donna Haraway’s 1988 essay, “The Science Question in Feminism and the 

Privilege of Partial Perspective,” outlines the “Situated knowledges” epistemological 

approach. In it, Haraway sought to provide feminist science studies a way to produce 

“simultaneously an account of radical historical contingency for all knowledge claims 

and knowing subjects… and a no-nonsense commitment to faithful accounts of a ‘real’ 

world…” (Haraway 1988, 579). It does this by emphasizing the location-specific quality 

of all claims to knowledge. For Haraway, situatedness offers an alternative to the “false 

vision promising transcendence of all limits and responsibility”—called simply “the god 

trick”—that she identifies with normal scientific discourse (Ibid., 582-583). Haraway’s 

situatedness links feminist science studies to a tradition of phenomenological philosophy 

beginning with Edmund Husserl (1967) through Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2013) and 
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Simone de Beauvoir (2000), all of whom consider immediate experience the ground of 

the “real,” rather than looking to a removed, “objective” account of phenomena. An 

attention to situatedness is crucially important for considerations of nonhuman animals as 

our investigation of other species takes place not from above, but rather from within one 

term of a species relationship. When considering other species, we must necessarily begin 

by recognizing that all our work takes place from within a human embodiment looking 

outward to other, nonhuman corporealities. While I reject an anthropocentrism of value, 

this anthropocentrism of perspective I make central to my approach. There are many 

useful moments of mixing, crossing, and forms of animal affinity, but there is no 

legitimate method for thinking of our relationship with other species from outside of our 

human positionality. 

The second key insight I borrow in part from Haraway is the ontological principle 

of coproduction—that all things are produced out of a relationship rather than an essence

—an especially useful insight in the context of human/nonhuman relationships. A form of 

this idea appears in her most well-known essay, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, 

Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century” (1991). It is central 

to her treatise on animals, The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and 

Significant Otherness (2003), and is expanded and redeveloped in her later book, When 

Species Meet (2007). In the latter, she summarizes this co-productive principle succinctly 

as: “The partners do not precede their relating; all that is, is the fruit of becoming 

with” (Ibid., 17).  
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Ontologies of coproduction are not unique to Haraway but are found in various 

forms elsewhere. While each has its own nuance, some alternative to the Western 

emphasis on the autonomous subject is found in many places. My own adoption of a 

coproductive ontology is drawn from Karan Barad’s “intra-action” (2007), Judith Butler’s 

concepts of “performativity” and “precarity" (1993, 2006), psychoanalytic and 

Foucaultian critiques of the subject (1970), Jacques Derrida’s “intertextuality” (1998), 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s paradigm of the “rhizome” or concept of the 

“assemblage” (1987), as well as from classical Buddhist thought where the idea of 

pratītyasamutpāda or “interdependent co-origination” is central. This is what Zen 

teacher, Thich Nhat Hanh, has called the principle of “inter-being” (e.g. 2009, 3).  

Further, the scientific study of life has repeatedly returned to the importance of 

the relationship between species or populations rather than focusing on each in isolation. 

Darwinian evolution itself is a coproductive model in that it views the species form as the 

product of “fitness” to a larger context. Subsequent work has repeatedly affirmed the 

importance of thinking of the individual (or the species) in the context of a system. From 

the discovery of the nitrogen cycle in the 19th century to the idea of the “ecological 

niche” introduced by G. Evelyn Hutchinson in the 20th century, there has been a growing 

recognition that life is best understood as a network of biological, physical, and 

geological interrelationships (Slobodkin 1993, Hutchinson 1965). The idea of 

“coevolution” became a major framework for understanding ecological change over time 

after a study by Ehrlich and Raven (1964) on the mutual adaptation of butterflies and 
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plants, and today, after the contributions of numerous scholars, it can be persuasively 

argued that “the study of the origins and evolution of interactions between species is as 

crucial to an understanding of the evolution of life as is the study of the origins and 

evolution of species” (Thompson 2014, 1). 

In the context of human/other-animal coproduction, it is important to note that the 

terms of interspecies cohesion have radically changed as the relationship to the more-

than-human world changes from foraging to agriculture to industrialization. Nevertheless, 

the fact of coproduction does not change. The dynamic of pressures and affordances in 

industrialized agriculture have little in common with those of forging populations in a 

savanna ecosystem, but, in each, communities of multiple species co-constitute one 

another. Even in their intensive and sequestered position within factory farms (what the 

industry calls “concentrated animal feed operations” or CAFOs), livestock animals have 

an effect on us, and despite our almost total domination of other life, humanity is still no 

less “the fruit of becoming with” (Haraway 2007, 17). 

This dissertation’s work comes out of an attempt to think situated-ness and co-

production together when considering material-semiotic-affective passages in a way that 

can link ethical and analytic analysis. Rather than approaching an understanding of other 

species “from above” (imagining ourselves into a position removed from the subject of 

interest) we do better to understand our particular location within the flows of meaning 

and within the community of human-animals. We come to be alongside other species 

even as we define ourselves against them.  

!21



In addition to situatedness and coproduction, I’ve found a third important analytic 

concept has also been important in understanding the subjects of my investigation: 

emergence. Emergence, as I use it, refers not merely to “novel” phenomena, but to 

phenomena of complex association that cannot be simply reduced to the properties or 

behavior of the constituents. To offer another definition, it is characterized by 

“phenomena that arise from and depend on some more basic phenomena yet are 

simultaneously autonomous from that base” (Bedau and Humphreys 2008, 1). By some 

accounts, this usage begins in British philosophy of science in the mid-nineteenth century 

as a way to explain how the patterns of life derive from more basic properties of 

constituent elements. It is a frame for understanding how “macro” patterns of evolution, 

for example, could be produced by the accumulation of “micro” patterns of elementary 

particles following basic physical laws (McLaughlin 2008, 19).  

Recourse to an idea of emergence became even more important in twentieth-

century systems-theory when attention turned to self-regulatory mechanisms and 

developed the principles of cybernetics (Clarke & Hansen 2009). One basic insight of 

cybernetics is that many things we take to be unitary wholes, such as the human body, are 

in fact dynamic systems made up of diverse components that, through various balance-

maintaining mechanisms, are self-perpetuating, i.e. “autopoietic”. While “emergence” is 

not a key term in the pioneering work of early cyberneticists, the idea that larger systems 

of organization could be produced out of the dynamic interactions of components is 

implicit in their work. 
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The self-producing/self-maintaining quality of some complex systems, such as a 

social community, are inherently emergent phenomena, though not all emergent 

phenomena are self-perpetuating (Bich 2006, 281). Gregory Bateson, for example, paid 

special attention to a cultural phenomenon he called “schismogenesis,” one type of 

emergence that can occur whenever a collection of similar individuals fall into some kind 

of self-reinforcing bifurcation (1987). Bateson’s schismogenesis occurs when a social 

whole becomes divided into complementary or oppositional groups, such as division of a 

community into moieties in some indigenous societies or the divisions of an 

industrialized society into social classes. The tendency toward schismogenesis can be 

regulated by, for example, rituals of social cohesion, or it can become so extreme that a 

society effectively destroys itself through internal conflict. Evolutionarily, speciation, the 

gradual division of a self-replicating living population into two or more reproductively 

distinct populations, is one type of schismogenesis produced by the eventually bifurcating 

interactions among individuals and interactions in relation to a community’s geographical 

environment.  

While there is much nuance to the various usages of the term, I am interested in 

emergence simply as a way to consider a complex system that is not fully reducible to its 

components. Emergence is ubiquitous in human and nonhuman systems. Multicellular 

organization, for example, arises out of the resource-seeking behaviors of single cell 

organisms. Regular shapes of flocking birds indicate how simple rules that benefit 

individuals can produce the recognizable patterns of flight formations. As one researcher 
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of psychiatry, David Kahn, summarizes, the “hallmark of emergence” is the observation 

that “something new is created from the collective interaction of initially individually 

interacting elements” (2016, 3). As in other kinds of complex systems, the emergent 

phenomena exert influence over the components potentially feeding back to affect the 

structure of the whole. As Kahn summarizes, “Emergence can… create a top-down 

feedback from the final emergent product to the individuals that went into making the 

product” (Ibid., 2). While the choices of individual birds give rise to the formation of 

flocks, for example, the particular shape of the flock then influences the subsequent 

choices of individuals. 

In contrast with more positivist approaches to understanding emergent 

phenomena, such as that of Jeffry Goldstein who sees subjectivity as the problem of 

“bias” to be overcome (2000, 13), a situated perspective is key to my approach. In fact, 

for an emergent phenomenon to be identified as such, it always forms part of a larger 

system that includes the observer’s own mechanisms of observation (Bich, 2006).  10

Emergence, then, is both an epistemological concept and an ontological one. While all 

unpredictable phenomena are not necessarily emergent phenomena (and vice versa), 

unpredictability gives us a clue as to the presence of an emergent force (Goldstein 2000, 

10-11). Speaking of a phenomenon as “emergent” in part means its characteristics cannot 

be known only from knowledge of the behavior or properties of its constituents. Rather, it 

can be observed in the patterns of association when individuals are joined. The larger 

 This fact of the observer’s production of a larger feedback system on the basis of observation 10

has been called “second order cybernetics” or “neocybernetics” (Clarke and Hanson, 2009). 
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forms of organization produced through our interspecies companionships act on, and 

shape, human life. As this force is outside of our agency, the ways that we humans will be 

shaped is never fully knowable or predictable.  

The emergent phenomena that are most important to this dissertation project do 

not come about through the cohesion of a large number of basically similar units (such as 

when birds gather in a flock), but rather through the association of two large populations, 

each made up of numerous individuals. Humans and bovines were two, large species 

bodies that came together into the association called “domestication.” As that term 

implies, we humans are often in a position of control or domination over cattle—

determining, for human benefit, the times and places of life, death, and reproduction. 

That most cattle exist in distinct breeds, “designed” for particular human purposes, makes 

clear that they have been effected by their long association with us. Nevertheless, the 

integration of human and “cow” has not only shaped bovine life, it has had profound 

effects on us humans as well. While most cattle today exist subject to human will, we 

humans are not sovereign over the symbiotic association between humans and cattle as a 

whole. Our individual and collective choices do not define all the emergent ways that this 

relationship has come to determine our human life. The ways human life has been shaped 

by the domestication relationship are not as apparent as the ways bovines have been 

shaped. They are harder to observe, yet, with a closer look of the kind I offer here, they 

can be identified. And when one looks for traces of this kind, are can be found all around 
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us, in all spheres of human activity, far beyond places where there is direct contact 

between species. 

Ironically, as I argue in the case of the alphabet (in Chapter 1), the “topdown 

feedback” of the emergent quality of the human/cattle system produces effects we usually 

misrecognize as examples of our uniqueness or superiority as humans. Alphabetic writing 

developed in the context of human-cattle relationship was marked by that relationship, 

and, I suggest, was produced by that relationship as an emergent phenomena. Rather than 

an act of an autonomous human subject, it was a product of the closer symbiosis we call 

domestication, even if one of the effects of alphabetic writing may have been to pull our 

attention away from other species into a greater anthropocentrism and to reify the idea of 

our humanity as transcendent of our animality. In other contexts, emergence can be seen 

when the coproduction of humans and cattle has shaped human society by the uneven 

distribution of health and disease, or the human responses to the transmission of affect 

(Chapters 3 and 4). 

With the key ideas of situatedness, coproduction, and emergence to help in my 

understanding, I take up a set of “beastly figures” to explore various modes of relating 

and hybridity of humans and cattle. The support I get from a set of beastly figures is not 

unlike Donna Haraway's use of what she has called her “family of displaced figures,” 

which function as nodes that collect, and can stand in for, more complicated networks of 

life and meaning, even if (or because) they stand outside acceptable frames (Penley, Ross, 

& Haraway 1990). My selection of beastly figures is also influenced by the figures of 
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transgressive affect, such as the “willful child” taken up by Sara Ahmed. Ahmed 

identified figures that reoccur in various texts and step beyond these texts as meaningful 

tropes in our own lives. Each are felt, as she describes it, as “a ghostly figure, perhaps, a 

trace or impression of a person, as someone, or as somewhere, I have been” (Ahmed 

2014, 18). The practice of this project is the identification and collection of “archives of 

feeling” (Cvetkovich 2003) that show in their richness a shared, albeit asymmetrical, 

world of multi-species life.  

This project is a record of movement. It collects a set of journeys I have made 

conceptually and through the vast archive of digital and print material in pursuit of the 

other animal that dwells or is implicated in my life as a human being. The end point of 

each of these journeys is meeting, an encounter, with the nonhuman. In these meeting 

places, a complex transmission of sign, affect, and material takes place. And the starting 

place of each of these journeys is here, in this moment, this body, this person, this task at 

hand. Each of these journeys is framed by a “beastly” figure that speaks to or conceals an 

aspect of our entanglement with the animal other.  

Each of these figures is a collection of “traces” of the other animal within human 

life. These traces are “vestiges or marks remaining and indicating the former presence, 

existence, or action of something” (OED). Further, reconstituting these traces in a 

collection is a practice of “tracing,” That is a practice of “mak[ing] out and follow[ing] 

(with the eye or mind) the course or line [of something]” (OED).  
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The primary method of this project is then to follow the other animal’s “line” left 

behind in the various archives accessible to me. My method is a form of “tracking,” not 

unlike ancient ways of following, through wilderness, disturbance and imprints left 

behind by another being. Like in wilderness tracking, marks of various kinds are 

identified so as to reconstruct an Other. Conspicuous absences can provide the shape of a 

lost presence. And following the trace of an Other is done in service of an eventual 

meeting, a “touching” and being touched by. 

As noted above, one important departure I have from Haraway is my attempt to 

avoid what I see as her unfortunate habit of turning away from some of the most difficult 

ethical concerns that arise when considering non-human life today. While Haraway is 

quite critical of the experiments performed on primates in her first major work on 

animals, Primate Visions (1989), she seems more complacent when addressing ethical 

issues in her later work on animals. Haraway’s project, in her later works, is to think of 

the human species as co-produced with other life and she productively makes use of the 

dog as a figure of the “companion animal.” As she notes, etymologically, the 

“companion” is one who shares food (literally, “bread”) with another and the dog has 

long been a “mess-mate” (2008, 295) of ours shaping and being shaped by our 

associations together.  

However, as ecofeminist Carol Adams has argued, after the publication of 

Haraway’s Companion Species Manifesto (2003), Haraway “protects the dominance that 

ontologises animals as edible just as the sheepdogs she celebrates protect the ontologised 
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‘livestock’. She renders unto the renderers the bodies of animals… because she cannot or 

will not acknowledge the possibility that livestock might also be companion 

species” (Tyler & Adams 2006). Haraway considers the ethical dimensions of 

companionship when she asks, “how… to eat well together?” (2008, 295). But she 

undermines her position when she does not take seriously the problem of how such 

“partners in becoming” can “eat well together” when one “companion” literally eats the 

other. This “ontologising,” as Adams terms it, when one of the guests finds she has 

become the main course, is a kind of “transubstantiation” taking place at the dinner table. 

The friend that becomes food is, perhaps, thus a “communion species,” rather than 

“companion species,” as William Grassie puts it (2015).  

In contrast with Haraway, this dissertation, considers directly some of the most 

uncomfortable sites of human/nonhuman encounter where intimacy and the purest form 

of objectification occur simultaneously (especially in Chapter 3). And, as will be 

developed more in the concluding chapter, looking directly at these scenes of violence is 

not a purely intellectual exercise. Discomfort can call on us to act differently, even if we 

don’t yet know how to change. With Haraway, I argue that humans and other species are 

“full partners in worlding, in becoming with” (2008, 301). But, unlike her, I take this to 

be more than a mere description of a state of an ongoing co-production. To be “full 

partners” participants must contribute something like an equal degree of their consent to 

the association. Humans and cattle, in this sense, are rarely full partners, but they could 

be. To be “full partners in worlding,” to my ears, is an invitation to reevaluate the current 
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state of our “becoming with.” To me it is a call to reject the assumption that other animals 

are mere objects, as this assumption denies in us, on a routine basis, our own capacity to 

feel-with. 

In this way, a rigorous, situated co-emergence project may, perhaps should, 

produce discomfort in the reader. Animal studies must be willing to look directly at the 

overwhelming violence brought to bear on nonhuman animals for the purpose of human 

profit. As a result, the scholar may find herself in a position much like Sara Ahmed’s 

“feminist killjoy”: bringing up difficult and often unwelcome conversations, disturbing 

the peace of the dinner table. Critical animal studies may be “the ones who ruin the 

atmosphere.” Like Ahmed’s feminists, they “might kill joy simply by not finding the 

objects that promise happiness to be quite so promising” (Ahmed 2010, 65).  

Like ecofeminists who have come before me, I understand my project of 

collecting an archive of beastly traces as a practice of intersectional feminism. It aims to 

“make livable” and “make grievable” a set of living beings routinely and legally deprived 

of comfort and life, to borrow the language of Judith Butler (2010). Specifically, it aims 

to show how the fundamental presence of non-human life within human life is an 

entrance for a more compassionate practice, a mode of kindness, a participation in a 

community understood to be a community of living beings.   

Yet, one peculiar thing about extending discourse to include nonhuman animals, 

which is distinct from the feminist project of extending discourse to include greater space 

for a diversity of gender/sexuality is the different location nonhuman animals have with 
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respect to (human) discourse itself. This distinguishes Animal Studies from many other 

intersectional inclusions and put new challenges in the way of amplifying the subaltern 

voice. Other animals cannot be invited to give lectures. Their novels cannot be included 

in a new cannon. They can't read our writing and tells us what they think about our 

analysis of them.  

Still, it is not accurate to say that nonhumans cannot communicate to us, or to 

claim they cannot produce meaning for themselves. It is not a stretch to say that all life is 

“semiotic,” in the sense that all living beings are meaning-making, interpretive, and 

communicative. Edwardo Kohn, for example, has argued that humans and other animals 

regularly reach across the species divide to communicate with “interspecies 

pidgin[s]” (2013). When a cat stands by a door and meows to be let in or when a human 

makes a kissing sound to attract a cat’s attention, each are reaching into an intersecting 

space of perception for the purpose of communication and creating a shared “language.” 

To see this, it is necessary to a broader understanding of “the sign” than is typical in the 

critical theory circles that build on the legacy of Ferdinand de Saussure. Because 

Saussurean semiotics has had such a wide influence on cultural studies broadly, and 

because his approach reenforces a mistaken human-exceptionalism, it is useful here to 

offer a quick “crash-course” in semiotics.  

Ferdinand de Saussure was a linguist and he took human language as his 

paradigm. He understood a “sign” as a communicative complex where there is an 

“arbitrary” relationship that links a “signifier” and a “signified” thing. To give an 
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example, there is nothing about the shape of the figure “9” that indicates a set of nine 

things, but, by well-establish convention, and in the context of other distinguishable 

signs, we understand the signifier “9” to refer to that particular number of objects. 

An alternate thread of semiotic thought considered meaning making more 

broadly. Charles Sanders Pierce, Jakob von Uexküll (2010), Gregory Bateson (1972), and  

recent scholars like Edwardo Kohn mentioned above (2013), have all worked to 

understand a larger field of meaning-making processes. To avoid ambiguity, I’ll use the 

terminology of 19th-century philosopher Charles Sanders Pierce.  

Pierce saw semiotics taking place in two sets of three. While Saussure saw a 

binary relation between signifier and signified within the sign, Pierce viewed the process 

in the form of a triad: a signifier, a signified, and, crucially, also an “interpretant” who 

does the work of linking the other two. In this way, Pierce identified how semiotics is 

always a situated process. No sign-system exists on its own abstractly. Rather, there is 

always a question of “for whom” a given thing is meaningful.  

Further, what Saussure took as the entirety of semiotics, Pierce considered one of 

three overlapping ways for signifier and signified to be linked (Hoopes 1991, 30). An 

arbitrary linkage between signifier and signified is called a “symbol” and in it there is an 

arbitrary relationship between signifier and signified made possible by a symbol system 

(as in language). Two other methods of representation take place through non-arbitrary 

means and rely less on a system of other signs. One of these is the “icon,” which links 

signified and signifier through an association of resemblance or “likenesses” on the basis 
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of the interpreter’s senses. The third form of representation, the “index,” is even more 

basic. Here signified and signifier are linked through a direct causal relationship. The 

expansion of mercury in a thermometer, for example, is a direct result of the heat in the 

air, so we can say that the size of mercury is an index of the air’s heat. 

To offer an illustration, the word “bike” is a symbol. Spoken aloud, this complex 

sound (the signifier) represents a set of actual things in the world (the signified) for us 

only because we have learned to make this particular association as we acquired the 

English language. There is nothing inherent to the word-sound itself, “bike,” that links it 

to the two-wheeled things we know. A painting of a bicycle on the pavement, on the other 

hand, represents bicycles (primarily) as an “icon.” While graphically simplified, the 

shape of two wheels, frame, and handlebars is linked to actual vehicles by way of a visual 

resemblance.  This connection is much easier to learn because it relies much less on a 11

shared system of signs. It requires instead a similar perceptual schema that makes paint 

on the pavement identifiable as the thing it represents. Keeping within our theme of 

bicycles, consider the bike bell that a conscientious cyclist rings when passing a 

pedestrian. The sound does not represent bike in a linguistic sense, nor does it resemble a 

bike in any iconic way, but it does indicate the relative presence of a bike to the 

pedestrian who hears it. The stereophonic experience of the bell sound allows us to 

determine the location of the bike in space. The louder the sound is on the left, the closer 

the bike is to the left side of my body. In this way, the relative loudness of the bell is 

 Icons need not be visual. An onomatopoeia like “tick-tock” is primarily linked to its signified 11

(the actual sound a clock makes) through a relationship of sonic rather than visual resemblance. 
In this way, an onomatopoeia is an example of an icon.
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linked to the relative position of the bike through a causal, indexical relationship.   it is, 

the closer the bike and rider are. The bell sound doesn’t resemble the bicycle, but is 

causally connected to it such that its intensity correlates with its relative presence. 

With this broader understanding of signs and meaning, it’s clear that all animals, 

not only humans, interpret the world.  When we include something as basic as the index 12

as a meaning-making tool it can be said that all life, even on a cellular level, is semiotic.   

Further, all animals “express” themselves. Intentionally or not, they leave a mark of 

themselves, or create a vibration, that others of their kind can identify and use to create 

meaning (at the vary least, any animal that uses sexual reproduction must initiate an 

expression so that another compatible individual can find its way to it).  

We humans are especially adept with the manipulation of abstract signs in 

language and other symbol-systems, yet we should not see the apparent “wordlessness” 

of other animals as an inherent lack (Derrida 2008). They cannot speak as a human 

would, but they too have forms of expression and communication that are invisible to us. 

Because human representational practices are only one of numerous existent forms of 

meaning making, considering semiotics beyond humanity is necessary for producing any 

complete semiotic theory. For this reason, a theory of nonhuman meaning is required for 

political considerations of materiality, affect, ontology, etc.   13

 Even the lowly tick, as Jakob von Uexküll classically demonstrates (2010). 12

 In different ways, Massumi (2014), Bennett (2010), Barad (2007), Oliver (2013), and Abram 13

(2011) all develop along this insight.
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Further, considering semiotics beyond the human is necessary for an ethics of 

human/other-animal relationships. This is because without some understanding of the 

intersections of human and nonhuman communication and interpretation we cannot 

“listen” to the expressions others make to define themselves. Without a posthuman  14

approach to semiotics, the ways that other animals make knowable their own 

observations, feelings, and needs will be invisible to us. 

Because of the three-part understanding of the sign and the inclusion of iconic and 

indexical processes as semiotic, a Piercean semiotics is a materialist one and it can be 

used to make sense of affect (feelings, emotions, motivations). If pricked by a pin 

unexpectedly, I cry out in pain. The intensity of my cry is an “index” of my pain. The 

sensation of pain was itself an index of the harm my body perceived from the prick. 

When I hear another’s cry, perhaps the squeal of a pig who accidentally touched an 

electric fence while I fed him, I feel an emotional sensation of sudden discomfort through 

an “iconic” process of representation.  This “mirroring” is an example of a way that 15

feelings move across the species divide through an intuitive experience of resemblance.   

through a recognition of my own resemblance to the being in pain. Tracing how animal 

material and animal meaning enter into human discourse on regular basis, we can identify 

the multiple obligations we have to those outside ourselves. The further consequences of 

 More on the posthuman below.14

 As as I recently observed at a visit to a family’s small, Ohio farm. Although she did not touch 15

the fence herself, the woman who was handing crackers to the pig when it happened was flushed 
with the shock of the pig’s sudden, intense squeal. Everyone present commented on the vicarious 
pain they felt hearing the sound.    
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this approach and its relevancy in the context of human/cattle coproduction will be 

explored in the conclusion chapter.  

In addition, a document that argues, among other things, for continued attention to 

the material, embodied, and situated qualities of representation would be hypocritical if it 

did not self-consciously reflect on and play with its own materiality, embodiment, and 

situated-ness. I follow a tradition in media studies, at least since Marshall McLuhan 

(1964), to bring attention to one’s own production of theory as a production within a 

given medium. Today, writers such as N. Katherine Hayles (2002), Ann Cvetkovich 

(2003), or Susan Kozel (2008) consider the act of writing academic work itself as a 

phenomenological investigation and creation of a material and affective archive—and 

even as a space of play. The practice of tracing is necessarily a movement through 

various media, media that have their own interactive relationship with the content 

presented. To follow the traces of animals back from my own life, I must be conscious of 

the manipulations, displacements, and affordances given by the technology and 

materiality of each. In addition, the particular life of Bos taurus as a co-productive 

species with ourselves has direct connections with media technologies diverse as 

phonetic writing that has turned us inward as a species (see Chapter 1) or vaccines which 

interact with our own inherited systems of micro pattern recognition to provide immunity 

(see Chapter 3). Only by drawing on many different intellectual traditions, bibliographies, 

and audiences, and working to harmonize insights across them, will the meaning of the 

beastly presence be brought forward. 
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For this reason, I conceive this dissertation as a “technotext.” That is, this is a text 

that itself reflects the insight that “[t]o change the material artifact is to transform the 

context and circumstances for interacting with the words, which inevitably changes the 

meanings of the words as well” (Hayles and Burdick 2002, 23). As a technotext, I write 

as a way to “reflexively interact with the inscription technologies that produce [my 

writing]” (23-24), making visible to the reader this transformation of meaning across 

material. I write in order to be productive of affect and critically consider the role of other 

animals in the material basis of my work’s own production as well as the problem of 

representation itself.  16

This project is informed by the principal insight of material(ist)-semiotics  on the 17

co-presence of meaning and matter. The persistent material basis to all thought, 

interpretation, and representation is central to Hayles’ most important works.  This 18

insight can be summarized in the slogan, “No ideas but in things,” a phrase occurring 

multiple times in William Carlos Williams’ epic poem, Paterson (Williams 1995; Hayles 

and Burdick 2002, 32). The emphasis on the inseparability of thought and matter can be 

read as pointedly against the Cartesian tradition of disembodied philosophy. In addition, 

it can be read in opposition to what I consider the “structuralist” approach to semiotics 

 For example, see the discussion of the “beastly book of beasts” in Chapter 2.16

 The idea of a “material-semiotics” appears in multiple theoretical approaches with slightly 17

different valences (e.g. Haraway 1989, Latour 2005, Deleuze & Guattari 1977). It is not 
necessary here to outline these difference but only to indicate the basic insight that they all share 
and which I find exemplified by N. Katherine Hayles in her work. 

 It is the central insight in her most well-known text How We Became Posthuman, a critique of 18

the digital as a space of transhumanist disembodiment (1999). 
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which has the danger of fully disconnecting the pattern from the instantiation of the 

pattern and emphasizing the epistemological concerns of a particular site over the 

ontological ones.  

Even in a digital age, when the algorithm, a kind of material-independent idea, 

has greater and greater effects on social and material organization (O’Neil 2017), one 

should not forget that the mobility of the digital “virtual” is only possible because of the 

properties and organizations of the non-digital “actual.” The apparently immaterial 

“cloud,” for example, is actually instantiated in vast server “farms,” dependent on 

infrastructures of energy and high-speed connectivity, about a third of which happens to 

be owned by Amazon and is leased as “space” to other companies (Metz 2016). The 

move from analog to digital communication appears to be a move away from materiality 

because it is a further shoring up of iconic and indexical semiotic operations into more 

fully symbolic forms. The record player, for example, converts grooves in vinyl into 

vibrations of sound through an indexical operation, while the CD or MP3 player converts 

a collection of 1’s and 0’s into sound by way of an arbitrary symbol-system, giving it a 

more materially-independent form. Nevertheless, a digital object is always instantiated 

materially at any given time. As a result, it is always somewhat vulnerable, for any 

number of reasons (magnetic disruptions, hard-driver error, local infections by malware, 

etc.), to unintended changes—a phenomenon known in computer parlance as “data 

corruption” (Bairavasundaram et al. 2008). 
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Returning to an ontological principle of material and semiotic co-presence is a 

practice of aligning the attention to the immediate and particular context of any sign-

reading. Crucial to that context is the scattered collection of things that are called the self: 

the things observed that form the locus of observation, the material supports that make 

possible or impossible the interpretation of signs. While I am not singular and am not 

alone, I am a starting place. This project will be successfully technotextual if it arises 

authentically from myself as writer, faithfully expressing a particular, non-universalized 

understanding of the entirety of things, and if it points from me to you, the reader(s), 

calling you to reconsider your embodiment and your inhabitation among others. 

To do so, this project draws on disparate sources, all of which have some 

relationship to myself and which embed some relationship outward, specifically toward 

the greater animal “kingdom” within which we, as humans, are “subjects.” I am writing 

with consciousness of both the limited audience of this particular instantiation of this 

project and possibility of future “reincarnations” that could engage with other audiences 

through other media. While this particular instantiation of this project is dictated by the 

static form of the dissertation document as set out by the guidelines of OSU’s graduate 

school, it is conceived as a starting place of further work, intended to take forms both 

within and outside of academia. For this reason, it is written as a modular text, one that 

can be read in partial segments that may be taken out of the larger context of the complete 

document without becoming meaningless. I write with the possibility in mind of opening 

it up through simple digital tools, such as the embedded link, that allow for hyper-textual 
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relations and non-liner reading paths,  or a future life as a wholly audio document. 19

Readers have permission to enter and exit the text as they will, leaving with different 

“take-aways” and relationships with these documents. 

While the format of the dissertation limits the extent to which I can create a truly 

multi-modal experience, I will at least include more images than is typical or, strictly 

speaking, necessary. The literate person’s ability to immerse herself into a text exists 

nowhere else among animals. Yet, text is the primary method for communicating this 

project as it is for most academic knowledge. Further, not all people have the same 

capacity or inclination for purely textual immersion, and all of us are capable of a vast 

array of other kinds of interpretive methods for interacting with the world and creating 

meaning—methods we share, to varying degrees, with other species. These need not be 

wholly neglected, even in academia. This text is far from a “universal” accessiblity, but 

including even a small amount of image drawn from other sources calls attention to the 

larger media ecosystem in which this project is also situated, and through which it can be 

made relevant. 

Intro.3: Outline of Chapters  

Following this introduction, the dissertation will consist of six chapters, each of 

which turns around a beastly figure of human/cattle encounter. Each figure stands at the 

boundary of cattle and human, charged with moving meaning, feeling, and material along 

 note about the ‘promise’ and the broader meaning of the hypertext?19

!40



passageways between different communities of terrestrial life. The collection of figures is 

an especially appropriate method for considering humans in relation to other animals as 

the catalog of diverse forms is a frequent mode for conceiving of animality as a plurality. 

As will be discussed in Chapter 2, the central figure for the figuration of this plurality of 

otherness is the bestiary, and it reoccurs in our now dominant frame for knowing the 

animals: the Linnaean taxonomy. As a “beastly book of beasts,” Beastly Traces, too, 

collects a “menagerie” of transitional figure archives, each of which has its own chapter. 

Three of these form a chronology of sorts—the aurochs, the alphabet, and the bestiary—

and three are more-or-less contemporary—fetal bovine serum, 269Life, and Kaliya, a 

particular “protected” cow. These, and a handful of minor characters, tell a story of our 

interdependence with animals and the emergent patterns of that relationship. These 

chapters are situated archives, collecting along a path from this body and this project of 

writing back to a point of encounter where human and cattle entered each other’s world-

making frame. There is no universal way to create an archive of these or other figures as 

my own role as archiver is motivated by numerous factors, including some that I cannot 

know. Unlike the objectified animals enclosed in a zoo for the edification of the zoo-goer, 

I see these beastly figures as something like the Sphinx of Thebes (herself a hybrid 

figure): if we can unravel their riddles on the nature of “man” they may offer passage, a 

passage into thinking and living differently.  
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0 - Aurochs - The Forgotten Marsh Walker: Beginning with a death, this 

chapter will present the aurochs as a figure of a lost “wild,” and consider how, despite its 

extinction and its near disappearance in human memory, it continues as a hidden presence 

in human cultural and material life. The life of humans and cattle as a symbiotic pair is 

marked by the extinction of the “wild bull,” so I present this as a “zero” chapter to 

emphasize the aurochs as a figure of a “before” with respect to human/cattle 

domestication. 

Once widespread among megafauna of Europe, Africa, and Asia, the aurochs was 

the progenitor and autonomous “cousin” of domestic cattle (much as wolves are to dogs). 

The last known aurochs, a cow, quietly perished in 1627 but because its death was 

recorded by royal gamekeepers, it can be given the dubious distinction of being the first 

species whose extinction was witnessed and documented as it occurred. The large red and 

black animal was the last of its kind, but the modern cow is now among the most prolific 

animals on the planet. The impact of cattle on world ecosystems (through their role in 

deforestation, pollution, and climate change) and on human bodies and culture (as a 

necessary part of the agricultural complex that gave rise to “civilization” as we know it) 

cannot be overstated. In contrast with the cow, who is, in a certain sense, the paradigm for 

the domestication relationship humans now have with other species, the aurochs was a 

fully independent creature: engaged in building a habitat around itself, which did not 

include us and which we could not fully know. According to the scraps of history we 

have, aurochs were often awe-inspiring to those who came in contact with them. 
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Nevertheless, they were increasingly a remainder of the past and an obstruction as a new 

human-saturated order came to dominate. If the aurochs had a radical autonomy from 

humanity, to what extent do cattle retain a potential for that difference even in their 

domestication? 

Collecting an archive of the aurochs is a practice of imperfect resurrection. An 

extinct species, the only “life” now possible for the aurochs is a purely “virtual” one 

made possible by an archive. Writing of the loss of this animal from the world is an entry 

point into the problem of representation itself. Taking up the figure of the aurochs, I 

explore one form of the beastly trace: a ghostly silhouette of a being whose world-

creating ability is no more, but which hovers at the margins of the world that excluded it. 

Now only a trace of nonhuman life within human life, the aurochs offers an entry point to 

consider one of my central problems: the obligation we have to other life. The trace is a 

trace of something that can look back at us and knows something that we cannot fully 

know ourselves. It is also a passageway where communication can, in fact, take place. 

This chapter asks, how do we best mourn the loss of, not just an individual, but a whole 

species (and one of many)? When they died, a space of our own potential was lost with 

them. 

1 - Alphabet - Signs of the Cow-House: This chapter considers the alphabet 

itself as a beastly figure—an archive of human/animal relations with the “cow” in a 

position of primacy. The alphabet, seen as a beastly figure, is a useful tool to illustrate 
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and explore the central principles of my project’s approach: a phenomenological and 

situated epistemology. This contains the assumption that other animals, while being 

radically different than humans in some respects, are nevertheless knowing subjects who 

co-construct an environment (an umwelt, to use Uexküll’s term) materially and 

semiotically in concert with humans at points of contact, the long history and 

entanglement of humans with other species, and the emergent qualities of the human-

cattle relationship.  

The dissertation, if nothing else, is a great collection of letters. The alphabet is a 

powerful technology that allows me to refine and capture my word-thoughts and transmit 

them to a reader. Building on available capabilities, it facilitated a new mode of human 

communication and fundamentally transformed our way of conceiving of ourselves 

(McLuhan 1962) and our connection to the larger, more-than-human world (Abram 1997; 

Rotman 2008). Tracing back, we find that the alphabet that I use here was initially a set 

of icons built from a catalogue of recognizable animals and objects whose names were 

appropriated, through the rebus principle, to create phonetic signifiers. Further, we find 

that cattle have a position of primacy in this catalog—quite literally the “Alpha” position. 

The alphabet is an archive of a particular moment of human/other-animal encounter and a 

starting place of deeply-integrated coproduction. The original moment for this alphabet 

occurred in a period when many other components of the “civilizational system” were 

coming together, radically transforming the arrangement of human and nonhuman life. It 
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was a time when wild aurochs of the Nile valley were hunted and captured, and through 

this process, a speciation was occurring, giving rise to the animal we now call “cattle.”  

Tracing the figure of the alphabet back to the “cow-house,” we can identify some 

of the central features of the beastly trace as it is being conceived in this project and make 

a case for the selection of cattle (Bos taurus) as the “Alpha” figure of our modern human/

animal bestiary. Remembering the “A” as an icon of a cow face looking back at us, we 

have an opportunity to reimagine ourselves as one element in a larger coexistence. 

Recognizing that we are being seen as much as we see, and never totally outside of the 

totality of what we create together, we begin to know ourselves as humans anew. 

2 - Bestiary - The Beastly Book of Beasts: When the Western imaginary places 

us humans in symmetrical opposition to all other animals, the animal side of this binary 

balloons with diversity and difference. For this reason, the textual method to understand 

animality often takes the form of a catalog classifying diverse creatures. The paradigm 

for such a text (in the West) is the bestiary, a medieval genre of books that enumerated 

and described a set of known animals alongside illustrations. This dissertation, too, is a 

collection of animal figures, and so it is a bestiary of sorts.  

In this chapter, I consider the medieval bestiary as a project of knowing and as a 

material object. Like other codices of the time, the paper upon which drawings and 

descriptions of other animals was itself parchment, the skin of a mammal, often calfskin. 

In this way, the physical text of the bestiary was itself a kind of taxidermy, a chimerical 
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combination of the bodies of different species. The bestiary, made out of animals and 

illustrating animals, was a “beastly” book of beasts, not unlike J.K. Rowling’s fictional 

textbook/species, The Monster Book of Monsters (1999). 

The bestiary was a popular genre because it offered the reader a virtual encounter 

with other animals, but it also offered the pleasure of organization and classification, a 

containment of a variety of objects into an ordered list, which gave the reader a sense of 

mastery. Yet, no organizational scheme can ever fully encompass a complex set of 

phenomena. “Monsters,” as a kind of “showing” are produced by classifications that 

exclude them. In the late medieval and early modern periods, European Christians saw 

figures that fell outside ordinary categories as objects of “unnature” and as 

communications from the divine, warning humans against sin. Today, the kinds of hybrid 

creatures that fascinated and troubled European Christians are now central to the 

activities of science and medicine upon which we rely. Humanity as a material thing is 

shifting ever more towards a hybridity with other species, yet the classificatory schema 

upon which the idea of the human rests has only become more ridged and unstable. 

3 - Fetal Bovine Serum -  Medium of Life and Danger:  This chapter will 

follow the beastly trace of human tissue culture by tracking Fetal Bovine Serum as a 

layered hybrid figure in order to identify the emergent properties of contemporary inter-

species relationships. Essentially, the plasma portion of calf’s blood, Fetal Bovine Serum 

(FBS), is a critical material for the pharmaceutical, biotechnology, and diagnostic 
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industries, including in the manufacture of antiviral vaccines. We follow the vaccine 

injected into human bodies back through human tissue culture to the source of FBS in a 

site of traumatic encounter where living beings are reduced to objects. I argue that the 

production of FBS for laboratory use requires two kinds of purification. While laboratory 

suppliers emphasize their product’s purity with respect to pathogen contaminants, they 

also engage in a purification with respect to affect. They work to ensure the site of 

extraction will be invisible so that uncomfortable feeling will not produce unpredictable 

actions.  

Human tissue culture is a problem for the received binary of human/nonhuman. 

Genetically human and derived from a human body, some cell lines have lived for 

decades outside of any individual and, in the case of HeLa cells,  have been found to 20

spread between culture dishes without human intent. Legally, tissue removed from a 

patient becomes waste and, despite the genetic connection, cell lines derived from it are 

the laboratory’s patentable property. Moreover, the survival of human tissue outside a 

human body depends on a particular environment including a culture medium. Because 

these media are often derived from other animals, reflections on the ontological status of 

tissue culture must consider its “chimerical” nature—that is, its status as a living mixture 

of human and nonhuman animals. 

Further, the interspecies encounter in the culture dish is one moment in the longer 

archive of encounter discussed in this dissertation. Specifically, the use of FBS is a 

 The HeLa cell-line is the oldest and most used source of human tissue in the lab. The story of 20

the HeLa cell-line entered popular consciousness with the publication of Rebecca Skloot's The 
Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks (2011). It will be discussed more thoroughly in Chapter 3.
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moment in a longer material-semiotic nexus of human/cattle coproduction around the 

vectors of health and disease which shape the ongoing, two-way process of 

“domestication.” In part because of its undetermined “factors,” FBS is a medium for the 

production of growth, health, and human life more broadly. At the same time, its 

indeterminacy means it is a potential vector of disease and a disruptor to wellbeing. 

While the medical industry is primarily concerned with purification in a solely material 

sense (such as the prevention of disease-causing prions to survive into the medical 

product), this chapter traces a process of affective purification which is necessary for the 

operational use of fetal bovine serum in particular. The site of the “abattoir" is where the 

life of an individual cow or calf ends and a material commodity suitable for human use 

comes into being. When we attend to this moment of transformation, we may open 

ourselves as empathic animals to a “contamination” of feeling with unpredictable 

consequences. Because so many of the modern institutions supporting human health 

depend on the instrumentalization of other animals, “too much” feeling (Ahmed 2010) 

risks the stability of our current way of life and many of our methods for the production 

of knowledge. On the other hand, if we are capable of going forward without feeling, 

what kind of human life and knowledge do we then protect? 

4 - 269Life -  Marking Flesh for the Dead: Excessive feeling can inspire action 

that transgresses norms. This chapter will consider a contemporary animal-liberation 

movement founded with the explicit purpose of proliferating negative affect through 
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contemporary digital platforms. While fetal bovine serum is (nearly) cleansed of all its 

negative-feeling-provoking associations, the project of 269Life is the enactment of 

change through images and demonstrations that will make people uncomfortable with the 

status quo of human/other-animal relationships. Founded in Israel in 2012, activists 

representing 269Life have engaged in a variety of actions intended to disrupt animal 

industries and the ideological basis upon which they rest. Their initial focus was staging 

scenes of self-marking (tattoos and branding) where human bodies take the place of 

livestock animals in metaphoric scenes of violence (269Life 2012, 2013). 

In honor of a particular calf designated by the number 269, 269Life’s most well-

known practice is the public branding of volunteers with this number in solidarity with all 

animals killed in the livestock industry. An externalization of their own sympathetic pain 

for other animals, activists purport to be “speaking on behalf” of the “voiceless” when 

they proliferate images of their provocative demonstrations. In marking the body with a 

number, they are explicitly evoking the numbering of bodies with tattoos in German-run 

concentration camps during the Holocaust. In other ways, 269Life has deliberately 

coopted sites and language of human rights activism in order to popularize their cause—

taking what they call a “non-humans first” stance, but which feminist-vegan Shawndeez 

Davari Jadalizadeh critiques as an “anti-intersectional” approach (2015). I consider 

269Life as a movement involved in opening up to “feeling-with” other living beings (the 

farmed animals they suffer with) while simultaneously closing down the same kind of 
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empathy for groups of marginalized people. I will consider the challenges projects 

attempting to “give voice” to other animals encounter as I also argue for their necessity.   

5 - Kaliya - Companion of Mantra: This chapter will consider “Kaliya,” the first 

cow to reside at New Vrindaban, a temple community founded by disciples of Swami 

Prabhupada in the hills of West Virginia in 1968. New Vrindaban was conceived as a 

place to practice a simple life and to further the goals for which ISKCON, the 

International Society for Krishna Consciousness, was founded, including (in 

Prabhupada’s words) “to erect for the members and the society at large a holy place of 

transcendental pastimes dedicated to the personality of Krishna” (Nye 2012 18). It 

became a major site for the growing Hare Krishna movement with peak of approximately 

600 residents in 1986 (with many more visiting regularly and for holidays or festivals). In 

the Gaudiya Vaishnava theology of the movement, cows are ensouled beings, symbols of 

motherhood, and models for the shānta rasa—the devotional attitude of peacefulness. 

Cow-protection is also central to Krishna’s transcendent activity, so devotees engage in 

cow care and protection in order to participate in Krishna’s eternal play. Kaliya was the 

first cow to play this role at New Vrindaban and later became “the retired matriarch of 

New Vrindaban’s herd,” living at least until 1976 (Smullen 2016). Through the inclusion 

of cows, the site could become a “Goloka” (Krishna’s realm of cows) to the devotee 

residents. 
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A “sacred cow” is, in the English lexicon, an archetypical irrational attachment. 

But the practice of cow protection is no less rational than the practices of caring 

immensely for particular pet species while commodifying the bodies of livestock, a belief 

system of cognitive dissonance termed “carnism” by psychologist Melanie Joy (2009). A 

site of cow protection offers a case study in the practice of intimacy with otherness. A 

conception of intimacy with otherness is necessary for us to move from “the finite task of 

comprehending” to “the infinite task of encountering” (Oliver 2001, 90). Further, the 

meeting of human and cattle is the production of a larger emergent system, which we 

humans cannot exit to fully evaluate. In this sense, a meeting is an immanent experience 

of a “transcendent" phenomenon. This is a “mystic” practice, in the sense of a reaching 

toward something that cannot be fully known. In the lexicon of the Gaudiya Vaishnava 

tradition, this is understood through the metaphor of taste or rasa, the “joining the outside 

to the inside” (Schechner 2003, 337), and the flow of emotions that follow.  

However, is the use of cows for the purpose of ecstatic experience (not to mention 

other purposes, such as milking) simply another form of instrumentalization? Does it do 

an injustice when it reduces an autonomous being, with her own intrinsic value, to a 

subordinate being whose value is only based on our use of her? Kaliya was able to live 

out her full life at New Vrindaban. She was able to associate with other cows, including 

her children who were able to nurse and live alongside her, none of which would have 

been possible at a typical dairy farm in the US. Yet, she was still enclosed in a human-

built environment and not given over to the world to build ecological associations 
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according to her own will as a “wild” animal. This chapter will return to some of the 

observations made in discussing the aurochs and consider the tension between protection 

and autonomy.  

6 - Squeeze Machine - Touch and Release: The final chapter in our journey 

through the archive of human/cattle co-production will link some of the desperate themes 

of the previous chapters to consider the larger question of human-cattle co-emergence. I 

will return to the central argument of this project: that this relationship of different 

species has had various “unintended” effects on the participants best understood as 

examples of emergence; that a method of tracing is a viable, situated approach to 

knowledge of these interspecies and emergent phenomena from within a human subject 

position; and that identifying beastly traces of other animals within human life provides 

opportunities for a meeting with otherness, albeit a mediated one.  

This final chapter will open toward future horizons by exploring the conditions 

and import of this meeting. I suggest we conceive of an encounter between species as a 

meeting of equals, “face to face,” even if at a distance. Animal-scientist Temple 

Grandin’s “squeeze machine” provides this dissertation with its final figure. The “squeeze 

machine” was an early invention of Grandin and she credits it for helping her come out of 

a severe autistic isolation into a capacity to “understand the idea of kindness” and connect 

physically and socially with people and other animals (2006, 84). Grandin’s idea for the 

squeeze machine came when she saw the relaxing effect enclosure could have on cattle 
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when placed in a “cattle chute,” a device for holding the large animals in place so that 

people can inspect and manipulate their bodies. It was her first moment of seeing things 

from the “point of view” of other animals (167), a practice that became her life’s work. 

Grandin is a problematic figure for critical animal studies because, while she has 

worked to improve the animal industry, she has not challenged the basic logic upon 

which it conceives of the role of other animals in human life. Significantly, while Grandin 

advocates and teaches methods for seeing the world from the “cow’s eye view” (167), 

and while she describes her own way of thinking as an autistic person as closer to that of 

other animals, she nevertheless finds acceptable the use and slaughter of other animals for 

human benefit.  

The fact of the “symbiosis” between humans and cattle is the primary justification 

for this dual consciousness. Grandin subscribes to the view that our coproduction with 

domestic species is the establishment of “Ancient Contract,” a contract that requires us to 

care for other animals without abusing them but which allows us to take from them 

through slaughter the raw materials we want (235).  

I argue that a close attention to the dynamic of meeting with otherness, obliges us 

to find a different horizon for future meetings. Legally a contract is not valid without a 

significant degree of consent from both parties (Bix 2009). So, what would a “real” 

contract between species look like? In the closing, I suggest we return to a consideration 

of the aurochs as a paradigm for the “free” cow with whom we could build a new, more 

symmetrical relationship. This “rewilding” would require an active, if gradual, 
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“withdrawal” from the current mode of human/nonhuman imbrication, a practice of 

“renunciation.” Such a withdrawal would be a slow unlearning of the anthropocentric 

logic of instrumentalization and domination over others that so characterizes our current 

relationship. This withdrawal would mean a less connected relationship between humans 

and cattle, but it would produce not just a more “wild” cow but also a different kind of 

human. Meeting, then, as two coequal beings in a context of overlapping umwelts, we 

would have our best chance for our own enactment of freedom. It is only with caring 

attention to our mutual-emergence, and then pulling back so that cattle can return to their 

own more-autonomous flourishing that we can ask, will the cow and her calf “make 

room” for us? 
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0. Aurochs: The Forgotten the Marsh Walker 
 

Figure 0.1: Aurochs. The extinct wild cattle depicted by human painters approximately  
19,000 years ago. This particular section of the Lascaux Cave complex in France is 
known today as “the Great Black Bull” and, at seventeen feet, it is the largest prehistoric 
cave painting ever found. Aurochs males were primarily black in color while the young 
and females were predominantly red. Looking closely, one can see that the large black 
bull is overlapped by the silhouettes of two red calves or cows An awe-inspiring animal, 
the aurochs was a common subject for paleolithic artists (Aujoulat 2003). 
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For the past two weeks, these lines from Maurice Blanchot echoing in 
my head: “One thing must be understood: I have said nothing 
extraordinary or even surprising. What is extraordinary begins at the 
moment I stop. But I am no longer able to speak of it.”  

To begin with death. To work my way back into life, and then, finally 
to return to death. 

Or else: the vanity of trying to say anything about anyone. 
 -Paul Auster, “The Invention of Solitude,” Collected Prose 

Let us begin with an ending: the first recorded extinction of an animal species.  

Once widespread among megafauna of Europe, North Africa, and Asia, the last 

“wild bull” or “aurochs”  quietly perished in 1627 in the Forest of Jaktorów, a royal 21

hunting preserve of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth located southwest of Warsaw. 

Large, black or reddish-brown, with four strong hooved legs and two broad horns, the 

aurochs was an awe-inspiring animal, the subject of some of our (humans’) oldest art and 

poetry. Despite its strength, the population of this mighty animal declined over the 

centuries. When life left the last of the aurochs, it became the first animal species for 

which there is a place and a date recorded for the passing of the last individual.  Unlike 22

Sigismund III Vasa, the monarch who governed the preserve, the records of this 

nonhuman figure shows no ceremony. Yet, now looking back, this one beast marks the 

end of an era of much larger significance than that of Sigismund’s Poland. The record 

that notes her passing gives no name and offers no indication of the meaning of the 

 “Aurochs” is the most widely used English word for this extinct animal, but “urus” is also 21

found. It was given the Latin name Bos primigenius in 1827. “Aurochs” is both the singular and 
plural form of the noun.

 The next documented extinction, the dodo, followed four decades later. 22
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moment in world-historical terms. The royal inspector of the 1630 document simply 

reflects, “ In the last report [from 1620] it was written that there was one aurochs cow, 

but now the inhabitants of this village said that she died three years ago’” (van Vuure 

2005, 71). 

Looking back nearly four hundred years later, we can see that this 17th-century 

moment was a pivotal one. This closing of a species stands in contrast to the vast 

proliferation of livestock life, which is a major contributor to human-connected changes 

on a global scale. The transformation from aurochs to its domesticated descendant, cattle, 

had a profound impact on human culture and bodies, and, eventually, the entire ecological 

system of the Earth. The aurochs’ extinction is a significant moment in the timeline of the 

Anthropocene and can now be encountered as a figure that allows us to consider “the 

before” or “the outside” with respect to the human-livestock-animal complex, which has 

so defined global anthropogenic change. While the aurochs as a symbol and even as a 

remainder of life is planted firmly within human culture, it nevertheless indicates a space 

of “wildness”—a realm of life beyond and indifferent to our own. 

Nearly forgotten, aurochs as the ancestors of cattle have nevertheless shaped 

many aspects of human life and, as such, they are meaningful as a representation of all 

that was left behind in this age of vast species loss and extinction, as well as all that has 

changed in the time since. Still, the aurochs as a sign of loss has a vibrant presence in 

human cultural-material life. Tracing the aurochs, as I do in this chapter, is a practice of 

imperfect resurrection. It is returning the aurochs to the only life it can now have, i.e. a 
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symbolic one. Now only a remainder of nonhuman life within human life, the aurochs 

offers an entry point to consider this dissertation’s central problem: the tangled co-

production of humans with the other animals.  

This chapter introduces the idea of the beastly trace through an investigation of an 

animal species that lives now only as a spectral reminder. Telling the aurochs’ story 

allows us, the writer and readers, to travel to the edge of the human realm. We never 

leave behind our permanent condition of being-human, but we nevertheless can inhabit a 

space of overlap, a co-presence with other inhabitants of our “more-than-human 

world” (Abram 1997). The extinction of the aurochs presages a massive period of species 

death which has yet to abate. Because cattle agriculture is one significant factor in this 

mass extinction, it is a poignant irony that the disappearance of aurochs is the first 

recorded casualty. Remembering the aurochs prefaces the cow as a figure of outsized 

importance in human culture. Alternatively, the long shadow of cattle on humanity is the 

outsized afterward of the aurochs species. Looking to what came before “the 

cow” (cattle), indicates the absence at the ground of presence. Considering the extent to 

which the “wild” remains in the domestic cow indicates the presence of otherness even in 

a species over whom we humans dominate. Remembering  the aurochs is an act of 23

“resurrection,” but it is an imperfect one that cannot bring the pre-anthropocenic animal 

fully back to life. Nevertheless, we can still construct, through the living archive around 

us, a “virtual” aurochs, through which we can encounter this lost being. In piecing back 

 Literally, “re-membering” is returning the parts of a “dis-membered” figure into a new 23

wholeness.
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together the memories of a lost species life, we can express the grief that its loss 

represents with in us. As an act of mourning, recovering the traces of the aurochs is a 

reconciliation with the animal’s absence rather than an attempt to fill it. 

0.1 The Aurochs 

Linguistically, English speakers identify cattle in a way that’s different from how 

we name most animals. The accepted term for the species, “cattle,” has no gender-neutral 

singular. In common parlance, “cow” takes this roll but people who work with the 

animals are quick to point out that “cow” is the female of the species while “bull” 

designates an intact male, “calf” a child of any gender, “heifer” a female calf who has not 

yet given birth, “steer” a castrated male, and “ox” any individual who has been trained to 

pull a plow or wagon (typically a steer). Divided by gender, age, sexual ability, and use, 

these names communicate to the listener a set of social (and biopolitical) roles for the 

cattle individual. That “cow” persists in common American English as the name for an 

individual of the species tells us only that dairy is a more visible industry than beef (and 

that the use of castrated male cattle for plowing and transportation has almost entirely 

disappeared).  Knowledge of dogs often begins with breed categories like “pug” or “pit 24

bull." In contrast, it is common for non-farm people to fail to realize that the distinctive 

black-and-white pattern of cows and the bull’s typical depiction as black in color is a 

 Because of the prevalence of “cow” as the singular of the species (not just a term reserved for 24

females), I will use it flexibly in this dissertation. 
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function of the fact that a particular breed is common in dairy, the Holstein, and that 

black breeds like the Angus are often used for beef.  

Focused on use-value rather than pedigree, most people are not curious about the 

origins of the common bovine. The aurochs is a largely unknown extinct animal. It 

appears only in a few obscure places in our public culture: a name lent to a light SUV 

developed by Lamborghini,  for example, or in allusions here and there in George RR 25

Martin’s fantastical “Game of Thrones” series (1996). I encounter few who've heard of 

the beast or thought to ask what cattle are like in their wild form.  

When it does appear imaginatively, an aurochs enters under the rubric of the “wild 

bull.” With some species ambiguity, the wild bull is a (masculine) figure of dangerous 

freedom and powerful force. It appears only as a faint echo of a tribe of once living 

animals who existed, not for use, but in and for themselves. Aurochs were wild in this 

deeper sense. Before their extinction, they “roamed”—which is to say they lived in 

habitats not of human making. For millions of years, the animal we now know as cattle 

found their own way. 

Within the genus Bos, the aurochs likely became a distinct species in South Asia 

between 1.5 and 2 million years ago (based on fossil evidence and other material 

reconstructions). Throughout the Pleistocene, the aurochs spread through Asia, northern 

Africa, and Europe. Undomesticated, they often coexisted with humans as members of a 

larger “wilderness” ecology (van Vuure 2002, 3; Velten 2007, 12). While there is some 

 Unveiled in 2012, the Lamborghini Urus is not yet on the market. “Urus" is an archaic English 25

name for aurochs.
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controversy over dates, around the 8th millennium BCE some aurochs came under the 

power of humans for use and new genetic lines splintered from the larger gene pool 

aurochs (Zeder 2006, 317). This seems to have happened at least two independent times, 

creating the largest subspecies division of cattle. Aurochs domesticated in Africa, the 

Middle East, and Europe became the more common “taurine” varieties (such as the 

Holstein, the Angus, or the Longhorn) and aurochs domesticated in South Asia became 

the “zebu” varieties that have a distinctive hump (figure 0.2) (often known in North 

America as “Brahman” cattle). 

Figure 0.2: Zebu. Photo taken on the African island of Mayotte showing a zebu with its 
distinctive hump in profile (Laborderie 2005). 

In contemporary scientific classifications, cattle and aurochs are nested together 

among several other related animals. The Ungulate “clade” contains all hoofed mammals. 

Within Ungulate is the subfamily Bovinae (see Figure 0.3).  
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Figure 0.3: Bovinae.  A 20th century representation of the “cladogram” or “dendrogram” 
of animals in the Bovinae sub-family (Thenius 1969). The top row depicts three species 
in the Bos genus (guar, banteng, wild yak) and Bos primigenius (aurochs). Bos taurus 
(modern cattle) are decedents/cousins of B. primigenius. 

!62



Alongside cattle, this includes a variety of cow-like species (such as the North 

American bison). Within Bovinae is the genus Bos. As the genus, Bos gives us the prefix 

of several species names: Bos taurus (taurine cattle), Bos indicus (zebu cattle), and Bos 

primigenius (aurochs), as well as several related species of Asia that will not be the focus 

of this dissertation, Bos grunniens and Bos mutus (yaks), Bos javanicus (banteng), Bos 

gaurus (guar), Bos frontalis (mithun), and Bos sauveli (kouprey).  26

Species divisions within the Bos genus are a matter of dispute. It is debatable 

whether aurochs, zebu cattle, and taurine cattle should be considered one species, three 

species, or more. To use the common metaphor of the family, aurochs are the “cousins” 

of modern cattle in the same way that wolves are cousins to dogs and red junglefowl are 

cousins to chickens. All of these are cases where separations between wild and domestic 

populations have produced distinct traits and behavior.  

That the process of domestication has transformed these cousin sets is clear. Less 

obvious is the way that domestication worked to transformed the domesticators, us 

humans. In order to understand this process, it is useful to consider the “before picture.” 

What was this animal prior to its transformation into “beef” and “cow?” In this way we 

might better understand ourselves in relation to this animal and consider the phenomena 

emergent from the meeting of our species. 

From what scholars know, aurochs were larger than most modern cattle, estimated 

to be as tall as 1.8m at the shoulder, about 5’10’’ (Van Vuure 2005, 120). Aurochs males 

!  I hope to expand my research to include these important species in the future.  26
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and females were also more morphologically distinct from each other than are typical 

cattle bulls and cows. Based on eyewitness descriptions (including cave paintings such as 

Figure 0.1), an aurochs calf was born with a red-brown coat, and, if female, the coat 

remained this color. A young bull would become black or dark-brown as it aged, 

developing a lighter narrow stripe running along the spine. (Some accounts also describe 

a light color around bulls’ muzzles.) The distinct feature of modern cows, i.e. their large 

and cumbersome udders, were not nearly as prominent in the aurochs. Aurochs’ horns 

curved dangerously forward while the horns of cattle breeds today point in various 

directions and are sometimes totally absent (van Vuure 2005, 241).  

Early records of this species are numerous as they are the subject of some of the 

oldest human art long before the establishment of domestication. Arranged alongside 

other wild megafauna, they are the third-most-represented animal in the Upper Paleolithic 

period of cave paintings (after horses and European bison), and among the largest figures. 

Buried in the 17,000 BCE Lascaux cave paintings of southwest France, an aurochs is the 

subject of the largest single cave painting ever found (Figure 0.1). Some representations 

of aurochs may be even older. A recently excavated carved limestone slab has been 

estimated to be some 33,000 years old, the artwork of Europe’s first “anatomically 

modern” humans (Bourrillon et al. 2016) (Figure 0.4).  
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Figure 0.4: Aurochs in Limestone. A carved limestone slab depicting an aurochs in line 
and dot carving. Among the oldest human art (Bourrillon, et al. 2016). 

Ancient Egyptian art is one place where the the progress of differentiation 

between aurochs and cattle is recorded. It is wild aurochs, rather than domestic animals, 

that appear in some of the oldest art of Egypt (decorative cosmetic palettes made before 

3050 BCE) where they are associated with war and kingship. By 3000 BCE, the wild bull 

is the center of the Apis cult linked with masculine fertility and the god Ptah (Veltan 

2007, 34). A massive hunt was recorded in Egypt, carried out by the Pharaoh Amenhotep 

III (1417-1379 BCE), where a total of ninety-six bulls were reportedly killed in two 

excursions. 

Gradually, due to organized hunting and, perhaps even more so, as a result of 

habitat loss from conversions of arable land to agriculture, aurochs were relegated to the 

periphery and cattle became the focus of civilization. A stone relief from c. 1100 BCE 

depicts Rameses III hunting aurochs on the banks of Nile, but by classical antiquity 

(roughly beginning in the 8th century BCE) all the aurochs were extinct from North 
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Africa and Asia and cattle were becoming central to the new agricultural systems of the 

same areas. Cattle-based farming and growing areas of cattle pasture created pressure on 

aurochs’ ability to forage, so proliferation of domesticated animals directly challenged the 

viability of non-domesticated populations. 

0.2 A Life in Place: “the famous marsh walker” 

Concern for the distinct form of other animals has been central to the Western 

tradition of animal understanding on the bestiary and subsequent genre, as I discuss in 

Chapter 2. While the experience of an encounter with animal difference is necessary for 

understanding animal otherness, focus on the form can be reductionist. It’s important to 

think of any animal species not just in terms of their individual form, but rather as 

individuals in patters of collectivity and, as is the subject of this section, in relationship to 

a larger ecological environment. The aurochs archive indicates that pre-cattle aurochs and 

pre-cattle humans occupied distinct bio-regions, a bifurcation which collapsed with post-

domestication humans and cattle. 

By the time of the Roman Republic, aurochs had become part of folklore. The 

wild bulls of Greco-Roman mythology were presumably pre-domestication aurochs, but 

few were seen by literate people, so they were only described in second-hand or frontier 

accounts. Julius Caesar, for example, mentions aurochs in his account of the Gallic War 

in a short list of majestic animals to be found in a region then known as “the Hercynian 
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forest.”  Perhaps with some exaggeration, Caesar wrote, “[There are] those animals 27

which are called uri. These are a little below the elephant in size, and of the appearance, 

color, and shape of a bull. Their strength and speed are extraordinary; they spare neither 

man nor wild beast which they have espied” (Caesar 2013). 

While Caesar likened the animal to cattle in appearance, the historical relationship 

between these two species was not noted and Caesar treats the uri as he does other 

monstrous, or at least unusual, forest dwellers (including a type of deer said to have 

single branching horn). 

Nevertheless, even in Caesar’s account, we get a sense of the human relationship 

to the wild aurochs as one of difference. The uri described here is clearly a dangerous 

animal not to be approached without caution. We can hear some of the fear and the awe 

that the animals inspired. Not a mute creature at the mercy of human action, the aurochs 

here was a creature capable of acting upon the human observer. More so, it acts with 

intention. It senses us—“espy[ing]” in this translation (Ibid.)—picking us out of its 

surroundings, yet treating us as it would any other “beast.” With attention and an 

overwhelming power, it could determine our fate. 

In Northern Europe, farther from centers of Roman power, people encountered 

aurochs more frequently and the large animal was a regular part of symbolic 

understanding. Several hundred years after Julius Caesar’s excursion into Gallic territory 

in the imperial hinterland of the British Isles, aurochs were the subject of poetry.  

 The Hercynian forest probably included ranges now found in present day South Germany, 27

Austria, and Hungary. It was then the Northern frontier of Rome (Hyde 1918). 
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Most interesting is one poem, known as “the Old English Rune Poem” or “Anglo-

Saxon rune Poem,” which is preserved well today because it became a key text in the 

reconstruction of runic writing. Runes were a northern European writing system that was 

in use for Old English and Scandinavian languages before the adoption of the Latin 

script. Runic texts, often in the form of inscriptions on objects, preserve some of the 

oldest traces of pre-Christian Norse and Germanic cultures and religions. Here we can 

find hints to lead us in reconstruction of the aurochs as an independent animal. Gazed 

upon from afar, the aurochs here recorded is as a creature moving in its own particular 

ecology, an ecology that was then not solely defined by the needs of humans. 

Runes were a system of phonetic letters used in much of North and Western 

Europe before major Latin influence. This particular poem is important to the study of 

runes, as it explains the meaning of each letter in the form of riddle and thus gives a 

window into the life-world of European people before the influence of Rome and Roman 

Christianity.   28

Based on surviving texts in this “Futhark” alphabet, was primarily used in 

divination and personal inscriptions. It was primarily associated with secret prayer, 

magic, and mythic narrative (Halsall 1982). Each letter had both a denoted/phonetic and a 

connoted/iconic association linked through natural objects that further represented social 

values or fears. The first letter of the Runic was ᚠ, phonetically the “f” consonant (the “f” 

 This particular poem survives based on a manuscript called “Cottoning MS. Otho B x” which 28

was lost to fire in 1731. Before the fire, in 1705, a transliteration was published in London. A 
detailed treatment of this poem and the runic alphabet in general can be found in Halsall 1982.
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in Futhark), representing cattle and primarily associated with wealth. Other objects 

represented by letters include ice, the sun, Thor, and the grave. Different types of trees 

represent a disproportionate number of the objects represented (Halsall 1982). 

We will return in the next chapter to the importance of the cattle figure already 

seen here in the initial position of the Futhark alphabet. Now our interest is in the second 

letter of the series. The second letter of the Futhark, called ur or uruz phonetically 

denoted a “u” vowel sound and its iconic association was the aurochs (see figure 0.5). 

Figure 0.5: Ur  The runic letter, ur (also sometimes called uruz), here in its digitally-
rendered unicode form. The second letter in all runic alphabets, it approximately 
represents the “u” sound as well as signifying the wild aurochs. 

This letter, though emplaced in human script, was associated with the nonhuman 

“wild.” As such it indicates an alternative environment, a self-constructed emplacement 

different from our own. Encounters between humans and aurochs were encounters of life 

worlds and our record of them in this passage, like that of Caesar’s above, imply a 

meeting of human with an “aurochs-world”—a place that may have no place for us.  
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Dating to the 9th century, the anonymous author of the Rune Poem describes the 

ur symbol this way: 

ᚢ : The aurochs is fearless and large-horned,  
a fierce animal - it fights with its horns - 
the famous marsh walker; it is a brave animal. (van Vuure 2005, 240) 

While short, a few things can be gleaned from these three-lines. Most broadly, one 

can note that aurochs were important enough to the imagination of the author that they 

were chosen (or remembered) as the primary meaning associated with this particular 

letter. Drawing from a variety of natural forms, only three other non-Bos animals are 

associated with Runes in the Futhark alphabet: horses, fish, and ourselves. While, it is not 

clear whether aurochs were still part of the first-hand experience for the poem’s author, 

they at least loomed large in narratives associated with them. Furthermore, the aurochs is 

not just identified here by its description but is specifically regarded as “famous,” 

implying that it was especially well known or well-regarded by this author and their 

audience. 

Crucially, the poem describes some knowledge of the animal’s chosen habitat. 

When we talk about cattle in North-American English, we typically describe them as 

inhabiting “a pasture” or “the range.” These terms indicate areas of land deliberately set 

aside for livestock’s grazing, in contrast with areas set aside for growing vegetable crops 

or for human recreation (i.e. “a field”). “Pasture” defines a space of cattle-dwelling with 

respect to human-use intention and located in particular politics of human territorial 
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administration. It does not indicate a particular biome or an area through which a herd has 

chosen to forage.  

For this author, in contrast, the aurochs is not just “famous” but famous as the/a 

“marsh walker” (mōrstapa, sometimes rendered “moor stalker,” e.g. Halsall 1982, 107). 

As they were for Caesar, aurochs are not only known as creatures of strength and awe, 

but also they are also located in a particular cultural/ecological understanding of place. 

Caesar finds aurochs in a geography of conquest, the periphery of both civilization and 

empire. This Anglo-Saxon author, on the other hand, considers aurochs more locally and 

intimately—yet still in kind of periphery. Aurochs are identified not just in the forest, but 

in their habitat within the forest: the wetlands. 

Maureen Halsall, a scholar of Old English, calls this designation “an ignorantly 

inaccurate epithet for a forest creature” and suggests it has a “symbolic sense” as “a 

telling indicator of the way the aurochs lived like an outlaw, untamable and beyond the 

hedges of human control” (Ibid.). In fact, this association of aurochs with marshland 

coheres with other independent evidence about the aurochs habitat. We can suppose that 

the aurochs designation as a “marsh walker” was both literally descriptive and 

symbolically suggestive, indicating an untamable wild on the outside of the realm of 

human power.   

Perhaps the world specialist on the aurochs, Amsterdam-based  

environmental historian Cis van Vuure followed textual and archaeological records to 

reconstruct, as much as possible, the life and habitat of this extinct animal. He argues that 
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the aurochs, like their relatives the water buffalo (Bubalus arnee), most likely lived in 

wetlands during the summer and forests during the colder months (2002, 2005). For 

example, early Egyptian depictions of encounters with aurochs took place in Nile 

marshes.  

Further, consider the account of one Late Medieval Prussian hunt-master, Hans 

Freidrich von Flemin, writing not long before the aurochs’ extinction. He first described 

aurochs in a way that resonates with the above accounts that emphasize its separation 

from humanity, writing, “It is a harmful animal, very unfriendly disposed towards man.” 

He then offered a more ethological account useful here: “…and in the wilderness, in 

marshes and reed lands, it usually lies deep in the water, so that only its head can still be 

seen” (van Vuure 2005, 241).  

Van Vuure also sites linguistic evidence in places where aurochs survived the 

longest to link them to places and plants of the wetlands. He considers Polish, Lithuanian, 

and Latvian place names that connect aurochs with particular rivers or wetlands and mark 

out very local patterns of the aurochs distribution. Certain plant names in these regions 

indicate that they were coexistent with aurochs. For example, one type of marshlands 

grass has a name derived from the Lithuanian term for aurochs and may have been once 

observed alongside them (Ibid., 32-33).  In his larger ecological assessment, van Vuure 29

argues that the last populations of aurochs would have especially coexisted with 

distributions of wetland sedge (Carex spec. See Figure 0.6). 

 Known as “sweet grass” in English and Hierochloe odorata in Latin, its Lithuanian name is 29

taurele probably derived from tauras which was used to apply to aurochs. 
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Figure 0.6: European wetland sedge New seed pods on Carex acutiformis, a wetland 
sedge, in Kiev, Ukraine (Аимаина хикари 2014).  

This, of course, is in contrast with cattle, who aren’t usually imagined living in 

the wetlands. Situating the aurochs in a distinct habitat—as “marsh dweller”—offers us a 

trail to follow to approach this animal-other. Not just a figure of human representation, 

the aurochs had a place in particular ecologies of life in still and flowing water, among 

the trees and the marsh reeds. 
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Aurochs fit in these places also in the sense that they had an influence on these 

habitats. They, like all animals, integrated with other life, reducing some plants through 

grazing, which then allows other plants to proliferate through unintentional seed 

propagation. Aurochs made their lives in the biome by interacting with their environment. 

Today, wetlands have a peripheral place to us. Often unsuitable for human habitation, 

viewed as unattractive, and largely incompatible with human agriculture, wetland 

ecological bio-regions have been greatly reduced through human contact. Thinking about 

the aurochs in situ allows us to see our human selves in a peripheral place. The marsh 

walker stands outside us in its own place and so, looking to it, we are able to see 

ourselves as something other than as the axis around which the world turns, even if only 

for a moment. Seeing aurochs in the wild must have been something akin to the shift of 

perspective that Val Plumwood describes in her essay on being “prey” written after her 

near-death experience from a crocodile attack in Australia (2002). The crocodile looked 

to Plumwood as material for sustenance, reducing her to “food.” While the aurochs likely 

wanted humans to remain away, the terror must have been much the same—“[v]ery 

unfriendly disposed towards man,” as the hunt-master above describes it. Endangered by 

this time, the remaining aurochs population depended on the deliberate exclusion of 

“man.”  

Turn-of-the-century theorist of animal life Jakob von Uexküll offered this 

“fundamental principle”: “all animal subjects, from the simplest to the most complex, are 

inserted into their environments to the same degree of perfection” (2010, 50). Uexküll 
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argued that animals, even the most simple, have their own semiotic and phenomenal 

worlds, their own umwelt.  This is “a given animal’s perceptual life-world” where it 30

works in relation to its surroundings and is the subject of its own life (Dorion Sagan in 

Uexküll 2010, 2). It is “the subjective (subjectivized, meaningful) world of an 

organism” (Kull 2001, 7). All living things materially structure their environments; and 

with whatever senses they have, they relate to their environments representationally in 

order to relate to them materially. Uexküll argued, for example, that a tick, in reacting to 

the smell of butyric acid and being motivated to fall to its prey, experiences the world, 

constructing its umwelt in a way fundamentally different from our own (2010, 45). 

Conceiving aurochs as beings in an environment—and not only as isolated 

creatures juxtaposed with other species in a menagerie and organized together by the 

logic of human ownership, knowledge, or classification—is a necessary starting place to 

reimagine the Bos as capable of being an equal partner in its encounter with us humans. 

The cow is a beast with the capability of structuring its own universe, both materially and 

symbolically, both socially and ecologically. In this dissertation, I trace human/cattle co-

emergence by assembling my own menagerie of figures. But unlike isolating menageries 

that reinforce an anthropocentric world-view, I seek to assemble a collection of Bos/

anthropos hybrid figures that can take us out of a myopic anthropocentrism toward a 

 Simply the German for “environment,” Umwelt has become a technical term in English for the 30

phenomenal creation/relation to ones’ surroundings in part because of its use by Martin 
Heidegger. While Heidegger viewed animals as “poor in world,” lacking humans’ capacity for 
“world-making” (1995, 185-193), von Uexküll, who influenced Heidegger’s usage, made no 
essential distinction between humans and other animals. He has now been recognized for his 
path-making work on bio-semiotics. 
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plural perspective where species-difference can be seen as, among other things, a 

constituent of the human self.  

By definition, we cannot fully know the umwelt of another animal. To encounter 

another umwelt is to encounter another’s project of world-making. The quality of 

experience, the patterns picked out from backgrounds, the aspirations for becoming: these 

things are invisible to us. At the same time, we are never wholly ignorant. The umwelt of 

another is, in glimpses, made visible to us as we can recognize projects across species. 

For example, we can recognize an animal’s nest as its “home.” Recognizing the world-

making projects of other species can be crucial to our own survival when, for example, 

we must quickly anticipate the intentions implicit in a predator’s gaze in order to avoid 

becoming reduced to a mere material in its sustenance. 

Aurochs had the freedom to find their own place in the landscape, a logic of 

“home” from which we are not necessarily included. An aurochs created an umwelt and, 

in this case, a domain. It was a place where aurochs were (largely) sovereign and 

unhindered. The marsh walker is a creature with will and self-awareness, defining its own 

environment in disregard to us, fundamentally independent of the order of the anthropos. 

To conceive of the aurochs as a “marsh walker” is to approach it as a being living as 

“being for itself.”  31

Anthropologist of the Amazonian region Eduardo Kohn has drawn on Uexküll 

and others to advocate a new, inter-species, “anthropology of life” (2007, 4). He imagines 

 While Sartre has his own anthropocentric bias, I nevertheless use this phrase, “being for itself” 31

in his sense of consciousness defining its own purpose. It is also a phrase used in Derrida’s 
description of the “autobiographical animal” (Derrida 2008).

!76



this as an “expan[sion] of the reach of ethnography beyond the boundaries of the 

human” (Ibid., 3). As he argues, 

We humans live in a world that is not only built according to how we 
perceive it and the actions those perceptions inform. Our world is also 
defined by how we get caught up in the interpretive worlds, the multiple 
natures … of the other kinds of beings with whom we relate. (17)  

Our (human) world has been deeply defined by interpretive worlds of the cow, but 

the effect of this relationship has largely been made invisible because the primary 

relationship we have to this species is as “master” in a regime, that depends on our 

willingness to reduce cattle to material commodity. As will be discussed later (especially 

in chapter 3), it takes effort to keep the interpretive world of the cow from 

“contaminating” our cattle-derived commodities so that they can continue to serve their 

function in human-centered projects. As I will explore in the next chapter, being “caught 

up in the interpretive worlds” of nonhuman beings involve moments of meeting across 

species difference. These encounters are the origin points of each “beastly trace.” 

I begin this dissertation’s investigation of the interrelationship between human 

and cattle with reflections on the cattle without us, best exemplified by the aurochs as 

marsh walker. “Reanimating” the aurochs through imagining the world-making power of 

this lost species encourages a reconceiving of contemporary cattle as beings capable of 

defining for themselves the meaning of their own lives. But the story of the aurochs 

would not be complete if we ended here. This animal did not survive into modernity. 

Before its extinction, it lost its autonomy and the aura of awe in which it was once held. 
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Useless when compared to its cattle cousins, the aurochs became little more than an 

obstacle on the way to a more fully anthropogenic ordering of terrestrial life. 

0.3 Life Without a Place: as an obstacle in the way of things to come 

The prior vision of the aurochs as a sovereign of its own domain disappeared, 

replaced by a conception of the aurochs as a figure of displacement. The image of an 

animal who fit in its own landscape and made its own world apart from human 

knowledge (exemplified by the description of the Old English Rune Poem) was gradually 

replaced by a figure at a disjunction with its habitat, ever more so a habitat imbricated 

with humans and ever more constructed according to human design.  

The last aurochs population held on in rural Poland but it rapidly dwindled and 

became increasingly “out of step” with the growing order. Descriptions from this period 

emphasize disruptive encounters with people rather than mutual autonomy. Aurochs’ 

obstinance, rather than their bravery, became a more prominent attributed characteristic. 

In an anthropocentric order, aurochs had no place; and their own domesticated cousin, 

cattle, had become a key participant in the forces that excluded aurochs from habitat and 

thus from survival. 

The last aurochs, who died in 1627, lived within a radically shrunken habitat. A 

large forest expanse containing several herds had come under the purview of the Polish 

Kingdom in the 13th century. But by 1476, this population was limited to only two 
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remaining herds, who then came into the personal possession of the Polish royal family. 

Eventually, record keepers noted only a single herd limited to the Jaktorów forest. 

In 1559, the last herd of aurochs in Poland was “once again over 50” when Swiss 

naturalist Anton Schneeberger wrote of them to his mentor, Conrad Gessner. 

Schneeberger’s account evokes some of the autonomy of will illustrated in the above 

accounts but in the context of the increasing disjunction between the aurochs and human 

constructions of place: 

The aurochs is not afraid of humans and will not flee when a human being 
comes near, it will hardly avoid him when he approaches it slowly. And if 
someone tries to scare it by screaming or throwing something, this will not 
scare it in the least but while it stays in its place it will actually open its 
mouth, widen it and close it again quickly, as if it is making fun at the 
human for his attempt. When it is standing in the road or somewhere else, 
one must go around it, even if one is driving a carriage, since it will not 
move off the road by itself. (Melletti and Burton 2014) 

Here, aurochs are shown as a useless and obstinate, impeding traffic with 

indifference to human command. They no longer belong in their environment, now 

defined by the logic of road and carriage, and are notable primarily in their disruption.  

Aurochs, in Schneeberger’s account, were not always the calm, if indignant, 

creature in the above passage. Sometimes they become aggressive, expressing even more 

a dissonant place in a world more and more determined by human crop and livestock 

agriculture. The bulls during mating season could become especially bold and agitated 

and could be destructive to farmland. Schneeberger observed, “In summer they leave the 

forests and go into the fields and devour mown grain and when they are satisfied they 

throw the rest apart with their horns” (Melletti and Burton 2014). 
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Through this period, the range for the dwindling aurochs herds declined. This 

limitation of range encroached upon their forging ability, a particularly precarious 

condition in the long and harsh winters of the 16th and 17th centuries.  The final herd 32

became reliant on the efforts of gamekeepers, who provided hay through the winter when 

foraging was difficult.   

In these strained conditions, other ruminant animals, especially their cousins the 

cattle, posed a direct threat to the available food for the aurochs, and their close proximity 

allowed for the transmission of disease. As van Vuure summarizes, “cattle… ousted the 

aurochs from their favorite feeding grounds,” and the last of the aurochs perished 

“through a combination of disinterestedness, corruption, cattle diseases, competition for 

food (with domestic cattle) and, to a lesser degree, hunting” (2005, 78). 

A 1564 inspector, observing the last herd remaining in the Jaktorów forest, wrote,  

Among those cows there is one very old, thin one, which will survive the 
winter only with difficulty. When we asked them why the aurochs were so 
thin and why they did not breed well, as a cause for this they told us that 
many horses and herds of cattle come to the places where the aurochs 
graze as well, as a result of which the aurochs cannot thrive, though there 
are quite a few calves. (Ibid., 69)  

A few generations later, all the aurochs were gone, leaving only their trace.  

 Significantly, recent reconstructive climatological research has indicated that the period leading 32

up to the aurochs extinction was a peak time for global cooling, especially in the non-tropical 
parts of the Northern hemisphere. An era known as the “Little Ice Age” (roughly between 1400 
and 1700 CE) (Mann et al. 2009), it preceded the current trend toward “global warming” 
beginning in the late 19th century. Regional variation exists and evidence is limited, but estimates 
identify the early to mid-1600s as the Little Ice Age’s lowest temperatures and harshest winters—
the same period when the last known aurochs herd dwindled in number and the species became 
extinct.
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0.4 Writing Extinctions 

As will be discussed more in the next chapter, cattle have a central place in the 

multi-species complex that characterizes the human relationship to other life, and so they 

are central to the reorganization of life that defines the Anthropocene—the geological 

period characterized by human changes to earth, atmosphere, and ecosystems, including 

mass extinction. That the aurochs species was also the first documented casualty of this 

mass extinction period is a sad and poignant irony. 

The story of the aurochs indicates that the development of domestication should 

be read alongside extinction as a parallel process. But while point of final death makes a 

clear boundary determinant, domestication is gradual. To “domesticate” is “to make, or 

settle as, a member of a household”(OED) In practice, it can be seen most clearly when 

it’s visible as a bifurcation of species where one animal becomes a “member of the 

[human] household” and another remains autonomous and outside.  33

Aurochs are those who were overlooked for, unsuitable for, or escaped the process 

of incorporation. Domestication required observation and a “means of communication” 

between species. Anthropologist Pat Shipman argues that this “animal connection,” a 

particularly human innovation like abstract language, “brought together apparently 

disparate developments of human evolution into one continuous theme” (2011, 12-13). 

Archaeological and biological evidence indicates that dogs are the first domesticated 

species.  

 Note that parasitism is also a kind of “membership” in a “household.” An idea I’ll return to in 33

the Conclusion. 
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The separation of canine populations into two branches, one still-autonomous the 

other human-connected, may have occurred as long ago as 2.6 million years. Shipman 

notes that this was not in order to create a new food source for people, as humans and 

wolves were fellow scavengers. Rather, she argues, it was a loose collaboration between 

species in order to produce “living tools” that would aid us in finding food, being aware 

of predators, etc. (Ibid.).  

Dogs could be collaborators in human gathering and scavenging, and keep up 

with our largely-nomadic lifestyle. As human populations then were small, wolves could 

continue to live in the margins as nomadic opportunists on their own terms. Cattle, in 

contrast, facilitated a sedentary agricultural regime that gradually divided the landscape 

into property. The aurochs‘ disappearance was a direct result of the human-cattle complex 

proliferating. After several thousand years, cattle culture eliminated the range of cattle’s 

wild cousin.  

Inevitably, and despite the efforts of game managers in Poland, aurochs could not 

hold on to life in the new ecological arrangement. Those Bos primigenius that were not 

amicable to humans could not adapt to the new organization of species-life and dwindled 

until they were entirely gone. They were early casualties in a snowball of deaths, an 

exponentially rapid rate of species death that has only occurred on a comparable scale 

five other times in the Earth’s history, the last of which was the death of large dinosaurs 

some 65 million years ago. Of course, species extinction has always taken place and is an 

essential part of the evolutionary process. According to one 2015 study, the rate of 
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vertebrate extinctions over the last century has been eight to 100 times higher than the 

estimated background rate (Ceballos et al. 2015). 

It is important to note that anthropogenic changes have not eliminated all “wild” 

animal species, not even all large wild animals or Bovinae. Some megafauna populations 

are still intact, including lions, leopards, rhinoceroses, elephants, and cape buffalos in 

Africa, and bears, bison, and moose in North America. So to take the death of the aurochs 

as the final and definitive moment when “wildness” was lost would be Euro-centric. 

What makes the loss of the aurochs distinct is that it is a species just on the other side of a 

divide between this “normal” background rate of species turnover and the exacerbated 

rate of species loss associated with human proliferation. 

Symbolically, the death of the aurochs species is a convenient starting moment in 

this chain of species-death for which we humans can be said to be responsible. The 

aurochs is not the first human-caused extinction; but, as the first species whose extinction 

was directly observed and documented by humans and so often first in timelines of 

extinction, it is the leader of a kind of “memorial parade” where icons of absent animals 

pass by chronologically.  Because the death of the last aurochs was the first extinction 34

 E.g. The web-based timeline software Tiki-Toki begins its extinction timeline with the aurochs 34

(Tiki-Toki 2017) as does one from the National Geographic based on data from the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature Red List (National Geographic Society 2017)
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on record, it makes a convenient metonym for all the species death that has taken place as 

a result of human civilizational processes.  35

It is perhaps only a historical accident that provides the provenance of the 

aurochs’ record, putting it in a position of primacy in this archive of loss. Other animals 

also became extinct in this period (Maas 2017), but documentation of the aurochs was 

preserved well because they lived in area under the administration of the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth which was at its height. Through this political accident, a 

particular textual trace has remained that allows one to see the shadow of an alternative 

regime, one where humans were not the primary force that defined space and the 

organization of life. In the traces we see the departure of an arrangement of place that had 

put us humans more often in a position of awe, fear, or submission then of kingship with 

respect to the other animals. 

For many of us, there is an emotional character to considerations of mass 

extinction. We may have a felt experience of responsibility, a portion of a collective guilt 

over the death humans have caused. The “ghosts” of these extinct species can be found 

anywhere. Even here in Central Ohio, where I write this, some of the common sugar 

maple trees are old enough to have lived among the extinct eastern elk. A species of large 

 The more common species to be used metonymically to represent extinction in general is, of 35

course, the dodo, an animal that outlasted the aurochs by only a few decades (gone by 1690). 
While the aurochs can be said to be the first extinction to be documented as it occurred, the dodo 
is generally understood to be “the first species whose extinction was conceded—in writing—to 
have been caused by humans” (van Dooren 2014, 3)—a more self-conscious documentation. 
Significantly, the two extinctions are connected, as “the beginning of the end for the Dodo” came 
when the island of Mauritius began to be used (by the Dutch East India Company) as pasture and 
breeding ground for livestock, including cattle (Ibid., 2-3).
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deer, the eastern elk once inhabited the Eastern Woodlands region of North America 

(which includes Ohio). The last recorded eastern elk was a young male shot on 

September 1, 1877 in Centre County Pennsylvania (Shoemaker 1915/2001, 34). Does the 

land look differently knowing that this animal once was here and now will never return?  

The hunt-masters, bureaucrats, and naturalists who noted the condition of the last 

aurochs did not share this affective experience because they did not see the death of this 

herd as foreshadowing a future extinction crisis. That a God-created species could fully 

disappear from the Earth was not widely accepted and fossils of extinct animals, such as 

the mammoth, were thought to be evidence of existing animals somewhere in the world 

(Mooallem 2014). While now part of the large extinction archive, the last aurochs was 

not mourned in any way (at least, not in any way recorded). The record of its 

disappearance was as mundane as any other record keeping. They could not see that in 

livestock, plant, and human integration—and subsequently in the recovery of the energy 

of fossilized life through the extraction of carbon—we humans catalyzed a global 

transformation that is now at the limit of what we can collectively control.  

A large body of art, science, and philosophy has developed to grapple with the 

loss of species diversity, a whole “extinction culture.”  Species die at such a rapid rate 36

that biologists and artists have been unable to find an expression of mourning that could 

 I get this phrase from a talk by Rick Livingston in 2013 and I have in mind the multiple forms 36

of artistic, scientific, or religious acts of witnessing mass species death in the Anthropocene. As 
Ursula K. Heise explores in Imagining Extinction, “The sheer volume of texts and images 
concerning particular endangered species or the general panorama of biodiversity loss has by now 
turned into so large-scale a phenomenon that it deserves the attention of cultural scholars” (2016, 
2). 
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be sufficient to the scale of loss.  If the aurochs is the first in our parade of the 37

disappeared, our own human extinction now looms as perhaps the last.  

0.5 Death as a Sign of Life 

The last aurochs death in 1627, the burial of the Bos primigenius, seals the 

ascending sovereignty of cattle as the key animal species with whom humans have built a 

relationship. A foundational participant in the global anthropization  of ecology, cattle 38

are the primary companion for humans in the creation of a global order where we act as 

rulers.  As I argue later, cattle can be seen as a kind of “king of the beasts” insofar as 39

they are the nonhuman animal that has left the greatest trace within us, the largest force 

on the creation of the human as we know it. 

Fundamentally, the aurochs could not exist in a new regime of space defined by 

human predation and hierarchy. Specifically, it could not exist within the particular multi-

species agricultural complex on its way to globalization. By the time of the last aurochs 

herds, hunting aurochs had become the privilege of nobility (van Vuure 2002, 3). The 

 Some artistic works that reflect on this loss include Isabella Kirkland’s painting in the “Taxa” 37

series titled, “Gone” (2004); Maya Lin’s interactive web-memorial, “What Is Missing?” (2012); 
Feral Theater of Brighton’s “Funeral for Lost Species,” (2011), and the US-based collaborative 
spiritual art project called “ex•inc•tion wit•ness” (Extinction Witness) started in 2012. Each of 
these, to some degree, act like a funeral as a ritual that assembles the memory or trace of a person 
through those who knew them.

 A geographical term defined broadly by Bernard Elissalde as “any intervention by human 38

societies that has an impact on natural elements,” and broken down into patterns of 
“appropriation, artificialization and development (the arrangement of space)” (2014).

 A hierarchical order which places humans in a position of ultimate power, it has been called the 39

“anthroparchy” (Cudworth 2005). A term that derives from “patriarchy,” anthroparchy, in 
Cudworth’s usage, emphasizes the relationship between ideologies that jointly maintain species 
and gender hierarchy.
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primary pressure on the remaining herds was an encroachment of space, “habitat loss” in 

the current parlance, a major factor in nearly all extinctions today (Fahrig 1997). In the 

1600s, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was a place of growing wealth and 

development, and it prospered among European empires because of its surplus production 

of grain (Olszewski 2007). All other sites of past aurochs’ prevalence had by then given 

way to a distinctive new organization of life, a complex of animals and plants managed 

by humans through a form of bio-power. This “agricultural revolution” was a multi-

species phenomenon that required vast changes in social norms and ideologies (Barker 

2006). It proliferated human life, but it also proliferated those species who had been 

incorporated into this complex, the largest and most resource-dependent of which is 

cattle. In addition to being a metonymic figure of extinction in general, aurochs 

extinction is also a water-mark defining a moment in the rise of this multi-species 

complex, the point at which the largest of the agriculturally significant species had fully 

displaced its closest non-incorporated relatives. 

The aurochs, as a figure, is a sign of absence; yet, as a sign, it is a material 

presence. If one looks closely at the story of this one species death, one can see it as a 

sign of an enormous proliferation of life—not only human life, but the lives of individual 

animals who do well in human habitats (such as the urban grey squirrel here in urban 

Ohio) and the lives of animals, known as “livestock,” artificially proliferated through 

human effort from the commodification of their bodies and their bodies’ products. Mass 

extinction is a loss with respect to species and diversity. It is a loss of ecological stability 
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and therefore an index of vulnerability. But, it is not necessarily a loss in terms of total 

individual lives. Seeing species through the lens of extinction indicates that it is not only 

a taxonomic category but an affective one. So, the question arises: With the current 

proliferation of cattle individuals, what exactly was lost when the last aurochs died?  

We might additionally consider how losses of relationality have already taken 

place before a species is completely gone. Social animals, like Bovinae species, build 

communities and collectivities. The social world of aurochs had already died before the 

last individual was gone. Aurochs were relational beings, connecting with others of their 

kind, as well as with non-aurochs species. This means that their death was the death of 

the relationships they built and maintained.  40

Humans are distinct from many other animals to the extent that we are able to 

interpose ourselves among other plants and animals. Like the “Oankali” of Octavia 

Butler’s science fiction (1997), we humans have placed ourselves into the reproductive 

processes of others, changing ourselves and others in the process. These new ecological 

relationships make a casualty of un-incorporable forms of animal life and their habitats if 

not to our benefit. The presence of life at death, or what we might think of as death as an 

expression of life, is on full display.  

 Barbara Smuts, in another context, describes how she learned to view other individual animals 40

as “persons” through a recognition of the possibility of building relationships with them. In her 
2006 essay, she reflects, “In the context of an endangered species, what if we expanded our 
concerns about the disappearance of an abstract category to include the concrete reality of death 
by starvation or disease or poaching of multitudes of feeling, thinking, relational 
individuals?” (125-126).
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Thus, the tracing of the cow’s path in us is fundamentally a mark of death 

(humans and others) and simultaneously a concern of life. There is a trace that is left 

behind by individuals and species now dead, which lives and breathes, being reborn 

continually as life continues. This trace is material and semiotic, and it can be 

experienced immediately in the present phenomenologically as presence.  

There is an intimate and tangled relationship between humans and other animals. 

Making sense of it complicates ideas of materiality, symbol, and language. Speaking or 

writing about gone species is not itself a promise for making new ways for life to 

flourish. Extinction writing calls on us readers to look at ourselves, to wonder what could 

have been, and, importantly, what comes next. But, it gives us no map for our way 

forward. This writing can be an extended funeral that calls on readers to attend to the 

preciousness of life. It can be a haunting produced by past violence that implies a 

possibility of future justice. As Derrida notes in Specters of Marx, “Given that a revenant 

is always called upon to come and to come back, the thinking of the specter, contrary to 

what good sense leads us to believe, signals toward the future” (2006). The ghosts of 

extinction haunt us in the present because they point to futures when there may be 

unpredictable arrivals from the margins, or “strange strangers” to use Timothy Morton’s 

phrase (2012). The extinction of the aurochs marks the entry of a rival order—a 

productive, if often painful, reconfiguration whereby nonhuman animals, such as cattle, 

are radically integrated into human bodies and culture, an integration built on an 

overwriting of similarity, especially shared affect. The following chapters will consider 

!89



some of these strange strangers arriving out of the transformation of aurochs into cattle—

the “hybrid” figures and the figures of emergence who are more than the sum of their 

parts, both of which ultimately lead back to un-hybridized figure of the aurochs. 

This chapter began with a passage I first encountered as the epigraph to Edwidge 

Danticat’s memoir Brother, I’m Dying, an account of the death of her father and the 

struggle to maintain family across the border between of the US and Haiti (2007). It 

comes from Paul Auster’s long essay reflecting on the death of the author’s father. Both 

of these works, like all eulogies or obituaries, were, in writing about the death of an 

individual, necessarily also reflections on the life of this person. Writing about a life gone 

is always an imperfect reanimation, a bringing back to life, albeit only symbolically on 

the page and in the imagination of the reader. 

With ambiguous sentence fragments, Auster seems to speak on both particular and 

universal planes. In their sequence, they lead through a kind of dialectic: “To begin with 

death”—to write of something gone is always to begin with its death, its felt absence. “To 

work my way back into life”—that sign of an absence is also a presence, the life that once 

was is worked back into existence. It is simultaneously a writing into life of the author 

after an experience of grief (“to work my way back into life”).  

And yet, the life that remains is not the same as the life that was lost: “…and then, 

finally to return to death. Or else: the vanity of trying to say anything about anyone.” 

Auster lingers on this felling of failure of any work of art that seeks to resurrect life. The 

act of representing cannot resurrect the life it indicates. That absence in the center of the 
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presence must always remain unfilled. Auster calls us to consider this ineffectuality as a 

“vanity” inherent in any act of representation—a term which implies both a futility and 

an excessive pride. Writing into life is a perpetual failure, an always incomplete 

resurrection. In the final account, nothing can be said that can fully restore or deliver 

what was lost. The sign, in principle, never fully calls into being to the thing it indicates. 

At the same time, despite this futility, Auster seems to be indicating how the need 

to represent enthralls us. Refusing to tell the story of loss is also impossible. One can 

indicate absence only through words, through representational presence. Like the meta-

sign of the number “0,” the experience of loss has the potential to disrupt old forms of 

thought and call into being new systems of signs that would allow one to positively 

represent the felt nothingness (Rotman 1993).  

Writing about the other animals is like this: One can speak and one can listen in 

each other’s presence, but there is a space in between where meaning is lost. To write of 

other animals is to write in this space of loss. There is a silence that stands between us 

and the world, between each one of us and each other, but also between the body of all 

humans and the quality of ‘other’ in the other animals. While the writing of it is always, 

to some extent, in vain, one can begin with this impossibility of ever fully knowing each 

other, this death of understanding, and work our way back into life. One must begin with 

the trace, that which remains with us, and work our way into each other through the 

passage that connects us, even if we ultimately encounter a figure of the impossibility to 

know.  
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And again, to write about other animals in this historical moment is to write of 

death. Within a human-scale timeframe, we are now at a time of unprecedented death at 

the level of species extinction, and we are also at a time of unprecedented death in the 

massive scale by which livestock animals are “harvested” into food and other biological 

matter for human use. With other animals largely removed from view, it is easy to forget 

that as numerous as humans are on the Earth today, nonhuman animals used as livestock 

are several times more numerous. The measure of their life is a measure of incomparable 

deaths. The USDA records 9.1 billion animals killed in the US in 2014, compared with 

the 2014 living US population of 318.9 million, a factor of nearly 30 times (Humane 

Society of the United States 2017).  For another comparison, consider that in 2009 there 41

were an estimated 1.6 billion wild birds in all of Europe while the European meat and egg 

industry raised 1.9 billion chickens (Harari 2015), many of whom live less than a year 

before slaughter.  42

Tracing Danticat’s epigraph to its context in Auster’s essay, I found that Auster’s 

lines were written in reaction to another passage, this one from French philosopher 

Maurice Blanchot. In it one can see another expression of the intimate relationship 

between death and representation. Immediately before the passage I’ve used to begin this 

chapter, Auster writes, 

 Original data from the USDA, National Agricultural Statistics Service.41

 Although chickens can live 8 years or longer in safe environments, those destined for meat 42

(“broilers”) are typically slaughtered before they reach 13 weeks (Danforth 2014, 108). For this 
reason, the number of chickens raised in a given year is greater than the number alive at any 
given time. 
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For the past two weeks, these lines from Maurice Blanchot [are] echoing 
in my head: “One thing must be understood: I have said nothing 
extraordinary or even surprising. What is extraordinary begins at the 
moment I stop. But I am no longer able to speak of it.” (2010)  

The passage that echoed in Auster’s mind is the closing of a novel, Death 

Sentence, a love story in which a young woman dies, returns to life, and dies again 

(Blanchot 1998). Blanchot here offers a mystical resurrection where death and life are 

frame for thinking through the limits of language to speak of the sacred. As the narrator 

states, it is not the resurrection of a person from death that is a true miracle (whether that 

of Christ, Lazarus, or the character of Blanchot story), but rather it is something else, 

something beyond representation, that is the true miracle. No sign can capture that which 

is apodictic—immediately and undoubtedly known. So, the unspeakable is the subjective 

experience of life itself. 

Moving now from this Blanchot passage forward to another writer offering an 

interpretation if it, consider Kevin Hart. Hart sees this passage in particular as an 

expression of Blanchot’s conviction that the ordinary is a sacred space, especially 

because it is a place where life is lived despite, and even against, the inevitability of 

death. As he explains,  

To affirm resurrection from the dead would be not to acknowledge the 
eternal return of dying. This anterior or impossible death never offers itself 
to comprehension, although one can become vaguely aware of it when 
suffering or pointlessly waiting. We cannot experience dying, for we come 
upon it only when there is no ground, no traction, for consciousness to 
take hold. …at most, dying interrupts us, puts us to the test, but it can 
never be lived in the present. Indeed, it disperses the present and undoes 
any assurance we might have in the unity of the “I.” Frightful as this dying 
might seem, it is to be affirmed. (2004, 173-174) 
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Following this line of thought, the death of an entire species and its temporary 

resurrection through scientific reconstruction and other representation calls upon us to 

consider the death of our own species and, perhaps, undoes in us the unity of human 

“I”—the unity of our idea of what it means to be a human subject. In taking up the task of 

writing on the beastly trace, I do not seek to make whole again a fractured world. Nor do 

I seek to preserve life in “the refuge of art.”    43

The approach to animal studies here deployed, an approach I am calling “situated 

co-emergence,” is most obviously a hermeneutics of presence. It is a practice of attention 

directed toward (1) the mirrors we make of ourselves in the world, (2) toward the traces 

other animals leave in our very human lives, and, (3) toward the other things produced at 

the places of species encounter, things that are larger than the will of either participant. 

At the same time, situated co-emergence as an approach is also method founded 

on absence. To be “situated” is to be undone in every attempt to escape oneself. To attend 

to the “co-productive” is to have our exceptionalism, our autonomous sovereignty, 

interrupted. To identify the “emergent” is to be subsumed in a flood which wrecks the 

value of our individuality and put us in a position of being “enthralled,” beholden to awe, 

an awareness of the edge beyond which knowing has no traction. As Blanchot’s passage 

 Vladimir Nabokov closes his famous novel Lolita with a reference to the aurochs in reflection 43
on death and survival in art. Juxtaposing base and divine he writes, “I am thinking of aurochs and 
angels, the secret of durable pigments, prophetic sonnets, the refuge of art. And this is the only 
immortality you and I may share, my Lolita” (1955). For Nabokov’s narrator, condemned to 
execution for murder, aurochs are figures of lost (masculine) beauty: that wild and sublime thing 
that must die, but which can still exist immortally in representation. The beauty of this passage, 
however, is partly in the reader’s recognition of the vanity of the narrator’s dream, his dream for 
immortality and for a symbolic reunion with his underage love, Lolita. 

!94



indicates, the truly extraordinary things must be experienced living, not vainly 

resurrected in writing. The extraordinary is made known through representation but it 

begins at the moment writing stops. 

Recall the aurochs of Poland who seemed to mock those who would attempt to 

move it: “And if someone tries to scare it by screaming or throwing something, this will 

not scare it in the least but while it stays in its place it will actually open its mouth, widen 

it and close it again quickly, as if it is making fun at the human for his attempt.” Here, 

something lingers here just beyond knowing, an action whose meaning can only be 

signified by an erasure. Here, in this translation, this limit is indicated with the phrase “as 

if.” This aurochs’ indifference to the human observer is taken as a sign of sarcastic 

imitation, but the original purpose of opening and closing of the mouth is the private 

knowledge of the nonhuman. Its meaninglessness from our perspective becomes a small 

moment where writing stops and life begins. 

0.6. Looking and the Looking-Back 

The central method of this project is a tracing back from a site of human activity 

to the point of encounter between humans and nonhuman animals that a given trace 

depends on or archives. In the following chapter, I will trace back from the alphabet to an 

icon of the cow. In later chapters, I will undertake other kinds of material, semiotic, and 

phenomenological tracing to track some of the contours of transmission between humans 

and cattle and identify the emergent qualities of the human/cattle relationship. In this 
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section, I would like to explicate the idea of the trace and suggest an “end point”—the 

furthest extent of tracing back the origin of the trace, which I will call the “looking-

back.” 

This tracing is crucial because of the greater and greater remove from which we 

encounter other animal beings. The aurochs, when it was alive, was encountered more 

often in story (i.e. as a “famousness”) than in person. But in cattle cultures, the cow was 

present quite nearby, a feature of an ordinary life. Now, the animals out of which 

numerous materials are produced are far removed from most of our lives. There is a 

conspicuous absence, the present implication of life at a remove from our own. This 

conspicuous absence gives rise to a necessity for work which can call unto presence what 

is hidden from view.  

The artist Michael Mercil takes up this work in his 2008 “Virtual Pasture” 

installation at Ohio State University. He writes, “Sheep and cows once grazed our central 

campus grounds. Horses pulled delivery wagons to classrooms, auditoriums and 

dormitories. Now, except for pigeons, squirrels, rats, cats, raccoons and dogs, animals are 

mostly absent here.” Mercil's “Virtual Pasture” responded to the absence of once-present 

species by “reanimat[ing] OSU’s campus with a flock of sheep grazing off-site” through a 

projection of live images that Mercil transmitted to a large monitor installed in a public 

space on campus. Mercil describes his project as calling us to consider a few key 

questions, questions that also motivate this chapter and this dissertation: “Where, when 

and how do we encounter farm animals now? And, How might we re-establish contact 
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with those living creatures with which we share deep mutual dependence, but which we 

have made invisible to our daily life?” (See Figure 0.7).  

Figure 0.7: “Campus view from the Virtual Pasture” A photo by Michael Mercil of his 
own installation. “The Virtual Pasture” highlighted the departure of animals from OSU’s 
campus (2008). 

Similarly, in a now-classic essay, Marxist critic John Berger reflected on the 

absence of encounter with other species and the concurrent transformation of how other 

animals are imagined (1980). Berger was inspired to depart from his usual art criticism to 

consider the cultural forces shaping how other species are seen and experienced after a 

significant experience he had visiting a zoo. Berger reacted to what he called “that 

unprofessional, unexpressed but fundamental question asked of the zoo”—a question 

summarized in the essay’s title, “Why Look At Animals?” While other animals were fully 

!97



on display, Berger felt a sense of loss and lamented animal disappearances from the 

ordinary life of our mostly urban environments. 

In addition to zoos, images of “nature” proliferate in our popular culture, but these 

fail to see other animals as more than mere objects of spectacle. Reflecting on nature 

documentaries and their popularity, Berger writes, “In the accompanying ideology, 

animals are always the observed. The fact that they can observe us has lost all 

significance. They are the objects of our ever-extending knowledge. What we know about 

them is an index of our power, and thus an index of what separates us from them” (27). 

Berger argues that industrial technologies and the isolation of urban life produced a 

profound separation between humans and the natural world, leaving us with only 

artificial relationships with other animals and a pervading sense of alienation.  

Though problematic in some respects,  Berger’s analysis provides a helpful 44

starting place to understand the social constructions of the animal. While we humans find 

other animals all around us, they are categorized into particular forms that often reinforce 

a sense of difference between us and the “natural” world. In Berger’s view, the 

contemporary hegemony of industrialized-Western species categories, has meant we’ve 

lost the idea of the animal as a distinct kind of thing, and instead the category of animal 

has been “co-opted” into other categories. Specifically, into 1) “family” [i.e. pets ], 2) 45

 In a telling moment, Berger anticipates, and explicitly rejects, what we would now call an 44

intersectional critique. Considering the comparisons that might be made between the animals 
captured and on display in zoos and people captured and enclosed in “enforced marginalization" 
he quickly deflects, stating, “The zoo is a demonstration of the relations between man and 
animals; nothing else” (36).

 For him, pets, as fully dependent creatures, have destroyed “the parallelism of their separate 45

lives,” which would only be possible with real autonomy (25).
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“spectacle” [e.g. zoos , children’s books, etc.] (25), and even more often as, 3) “raw 46

material … processed like manufactured commodities” (23). Berger usefully exposes an 

ideological frame that classes other animals into a set of categories, determined not by 

taxonomy but by human use or nonuse. There is not simply a disappearance of other 

animal in outlives but a subordinated presence into categories of control. 

The further strength of Berger’s essay is the recognition of something very 

important that has been excluded in the hegemonic understanding of human and 

nonhuman life, that of the returning gaze of nonhuman animals onto humans. Berger 

argues that “the ultimate consequence of [nonhuman animal] marginalization” is the 

disappearance of the “look between animal and man” (28)—a look not just by humans at 

other animals, as in the case of animal spectacle, but which also operates in reverse. 

Crucially, for Berger, we have lost the sense that other animals can look back, putting us 

in a place within their own umwelt and seeing us in ways we cannot ever fully know. 

In Berger’s view, this “looking-back” phenomenon is now something of the past. 

It has been “extinguished” and is “irredeemable” (28), specifically in the context of the 

zoo and in capitalist modernity in general. I would argue, however, that the looking-back 

is ongoing and present whenever we enter into the sensory realm of other species. What 

has been lost is only the recognition of the looking-back and its importance in our 

interactions with animal others. We are constantly assimilated into the gaze of other 

species, and not just visually seen but known by them, perhaps even instrumentalized for 

 Berger pays special attention to the artificiality of the zoo, noting, “Everywhere animals 46

disappear. In zoos they constitute the living monument to their own disappearance” (26).
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their ends. We are frequently taken in as an object of their perception and understanding. 

The mass of human bodies which pass through a zoo—standing, playing, eating human 

bodies—enter the eye, ear, nose of those animals secluded from humans by glass. 

Observers, handlers, merchants, vets—we are studied and made known in numerous 

ways by those other beings.  

Yet, we (especially urban people) have lost a sense of vulnerability in the context 

of this gaze. Rarely (except in a few wilderness contexts) do people encounter a situation 

where we could be so radically instrumentalized as to threaten the integrity of our bodies 

(as one does when being seen by a wild lion out in the open, for example). This being-

known operates differently now than it did in the Paleolithic forest, but is real to no less 

of a degree. If anything, we are now more available to be known by other species in the 

sense that our large population and anthropocentric organization of space and time allows 

for the fullest expression to date (for ill or good) of what we humans together create 

around ourselves for ourselves. The leopard behind the glass of a zoo cage sees us, not at 

our best, our most harmonious, or our most vulnerable, but, nevertheless, at a true site of 

what we humans are expressing ourselves, en masse, in full view of an animal other. 

The gaze, or encounter, is “reversible” (Merleau-Ponty 1968, 144). In every act of 

knowing another being, we are also, in some way, the one being known. The looking-

back of the nonhuman animal is the presence of a knowing face which apprehends us in 

its own umwelt. As much as a cow is reduced to an object of trade and wealth, it is also a 
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being who can return the “look” of her human manager with perception, cognition, and 

the ability to respond.  

Crucially, the other animal perceives us (individually and as a species) in ways 

that we cannot fully know. Derrida, like Berger, also made the looking-back central to his 

discussion of the other animals, and he doesn’t make Berger’s mistake of thinking that 

human dominance of other animals has made it invalid. In a late lecture published as the 

essay, The Animal that Therefore I Am (2008), Derrida brings his consideration of the 

human as an animal with an image of a moment when he was interpolated by a 

nonhuman gaze, in this case from his own female cat companion: “I often ask myself, 

just to see, who I am—and who I am (following) at the moment when, caught naked, in 

silence, by the gaze of an animal, for example, the eyes of a cat….” (3-4). 

Nakedness has layered meanings as we are the only species for whom nakedness 

is a problem, and, in the Abrahamic traditions, is a sign of our fall from a position of 

intimacy with the divine.  I read this “nakedness” as a way to express the vulnerability 47

of being seen without knowing how exactly one is seen. When we stand before another, 

sensing ourselves being sensed, we risk being interpolated as an object of perception 

rather a subject of vision. We may be instrumentalized, seen only for our use to another in 

the construction of their umwelt rather than our more comfortable position as “the 

Master” of a vast “Nature.”  

 Harkening to the story of Eden, Derrida writes, “Before the cat that looks at me naked, would I 47

be ashamed like a beast that no longer has the sense of its nudity? Or, on the contrary, like a man 
who retains the sense of his nudity?” (5)
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We always experience the world from within our subjective position, but in seeing 

ourselves be seen, we experience a form of splitting where an image of ourselves as 

objects is juxtaposed with our own image of ourselves from within. The gaze of the cat 

presents a “call” (13) and we are asked to respond, but this response is never 

predetermined. When we meet the gaze of another species, we cannot comfortably 

inhabit a position of total species sovereignty. We cannot relegate animal consciousness 

to the margins if we find ourselves already the object of interpellation according to a 

logic we cannot fully know. 

This look-back from the other animal situates this understanding of ourselves 

from the outside from a specific place of alterity. In this way, it aligns with a situated 

approach that rejects “the view from nowhere,” the “god-eye trick,” that takes a position 

of ultimate, and thus impossible, epistemological power (Haraway 1988). Derrida is at 

pains to emphasize this isn’t a view from “the animal” because this figure of “the animal” 

has never been anything like a singular thing. It is always a view from a particular animal 

other (as discussed in the next chapter). Yet, the outline of the experience of ourselves 

being under the gaze of an Other is a universalizable phenomenon. It is at the center of 

any phenomenology of intersubjectivity, including that of humans. It is universal exactly 

because it is always particular in its manifestation, indicating a horizon or limit of 

knowability. 

When seen by his cat companion, Derrida describes himself as “naked under a 

gaze behind which there remains a bottomlessness, at the same time innocent and cruel 
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perhaps, perhaps sensitive and impassive, good and bad, uninterpretable, unreadable, 

undecidable, abyssal and secret” (12). The looking-back is a confirmation of an abyss— 

an encounter with difference and the unknown—but it is not only that. It is a gap between 

seer and seen. This is only one aspect of the phenomenological trace.  

Recognizing the abyss between us is useful in unlearning our assumption of 

epistemic superiority, but if we emphasize the wholly other quality of species encounter, 

we risk reifying the difference between humanity and other animals, and therefore risk 

perpetuating violence. The looking-back is also a channel through which communication 

passes.  

Donna Haraway, critiquing Derrida’s reflection on the abyss, argues, “With his 

cat, Derrida failed a simple obligation of companion species; he did not become curious 

about what the cat might actually be doing, feeling, thinking, or perhaps making available 

to him in looking back at him that morning” (2008, 20). In Haraway’s view, Derrida 

misses an opportunity to take his investigation further to “a possible introduction to 

other-worlding.”  

In his defense, Derrida does elsewhere acknowledge the communications of the 

cat. Note the clear sense of communication in the following passage:  

[L]et me entrust to you the hypothesis that crossed my mind the last time 
my gaze met that of a cat-pussycat that seemed to be imploring me, asking 
me clearly to open the door for it to go out, as she did, without waiting, as 
she often does, for example, when she first follows me into the bathroom 
then immediately regrets her decision. It is, moreover, a scene that is 
repeated every morning. The pussycat follows me when I wake up, into 
the bathroom, asking for her breakfast, but she demands to leave that said 
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bathroom as soon as it (or she) sees me naked, ready for everything and 
resolved to make her wait [all emphases added]. (13) 

 Still, his acknowledgment of interspecies communication is done in a banal 

mode, narrating the occurrence of his own ideas. Haraway is right to note that he does not 

seek to learn, in specificity, the expressions of other animals and in this way become 

knowledgeable with them in learning how to co-habit the world. I can’t help but read this 

discussion in the context of the one photo I know of which depicts Derrida with his cat 

(Figure 0.8). 

Figure 0.8: Derrida and cat. Derrida and his cat, Logos (Bassouls). 

Here, the philosopher and the cat seem to be comforted in each other’s presence 

but are not looking at each other at all. It’s as if a subtle communication is taking place 
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through touch, reassuring each that “all is well,” while their eyes and their attentions are 

on other things outside the frame.  

The beastly trace—the trace of the human/nonhuman encounter—is thus, on the 

one hand, the phenomenological sense of the “multiple and heterogeneous border of this 

abyssal rupture” (Ibid., 31), and on the other hand, it is the mark left on us of these 

ordinary banal scenes, learning, for example, to respond to the cat’s call when she asks 

for breakfast. It is a multiple and heterogeneous network of semiotic passage, conscious 

and unconscious adaptations to the deliberate communication and the incidental products 

of umwelt construction.  

I have turned to Berger and Derrida because I, too, take this looking-back to be 

fundamental to understanding the beastly trace. A beastly trace, such as the letter ‘A’ 

discussed in the next chapter, is a passageway for our presence to be known in the umwelt 

of another, even though it is differed at a great distance of time and place. The mediated 

presence of another animal can also be an opportunity to consider the mediated presence 

of ourselves in the perception of that species.  

Consider the animal gaze in figure 0.9. This image of a young male leopard seems 

to return our gaze, but we know it is only an effect of  pixels on a page, not a direct 

encounter with another being. Nevertheless, as a representation of a particular leopard, it 

is a meditated encounter with him. I see him in a distorted way, as a single frozen image 

rather than a dynamic and multi-sensory being. And he, in looking at the camera, sees me 

as mediated through distortions of technology and culture. Whether he knows it as such, 
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he sees himself being seen by the vast apparatus of human and technological 

infrastructure that reproduces his image. What, for example, was his experience of 

“humanity” in that moment? What did he know about how humans operate in the world 

that I cannot myself perceive? On the other hand, what can I know, even from such a 

picture taken out of context? What can I confidently hypothesize about the internal 

experience of this individual from cues like facial expression or bodily comportment?  48

All this makes up an encounter with other life. It is trace of seeing and being seen. It is an 

expression of the larger phenomena we create together.   

Figure 0.9: Leopard looking back. (Tambako) 

Representation—re-presentation—is a resurrection of that encounter with an 

“abyss,” and it is simultaneously a passage-making operation. It is the creation of a  two-

 I can see that this leopard has his ears back, which is often a sign of fear or aggression or the 48

anticipation of a fight (Johnson-Bennett 2011).
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way connection between ourselves and another. As Jacques Derrida writes, “The animal 

looks at us, and we are naked before it…. Thinking perhaps begins there” (2008, 397).  

For this dissertation to accomplish its goals, it must first make present to the 

reader all the animals, including ourselves, as a vast body of life still breathing in the face 

of death. Aurochs, as the first figure of our bestiary, give this project, through their 

departure, a passageway to enter. They are outside, when one writes of the 

“hybridization” that has taken place between humans and the other animal species. In the 

sections that follow, more cattle-human figures will populate our refuge. To write about 

animals with honesty is to write about violence, yet this is a project full of hope. All the 

“beastly” figures here will lead us to the edge of ourselves, into an interstitial place where 

we can meet something unusual, even at times, something monstrous. At every layer of 

materiality and semiotics, there is always something representable and something beyond 

representation, present in its absence. Complete resurrection through representation is 

impossible. Yet, the creation of a likeness of the other within ourselves is the starting 

place for knowing. The end of language is where the extraordinary begins. 
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Figure 0.10: Monument to the last aurochs A ghostly monument to the last aurochs in 
a landscape of green, located in the village of Jaktorów, Poland (Kuran 2005). The 
inscription reads: "The Auruch - Bos primigenius bojanus, the ancestor of domestic 
cattle, lived in this forest Jaktorów until the year 1627." 
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1. Alphabet: Signs of the Cow-House 

Figure 1.1: Hieroglyphic alphabet A selection of iconic figures used by ancient 
Egyptians for their phonetic value, including their semantic meaning and their 
approximate phonetic equivalent. This image is a section of an illustration of “Holy 
Carving Alphabet” (Appendix No. 7) by the artist Timothy Donaldson from his 2008 
book, Shapes for Sounds: (cowhouse). 
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But, where are the words? 
Not in my pocket. 
Not in the refrigerator. 
Not in my savings account. 

So I sit, harassed, with my notebook.  
It’s a joke, really, and not a good one. 
For fun I try a few commands myself. 
I say to the rain, stop raining. 
I say to the sun, that isn’t anywhere nearby, 
Come back, and come fast. 

Nothing happens. 

So this is all I can give you, 
not being the maker of what I do, 
but only the one that holds the pencil. 

abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz. 
Make of it what you will. 

  —Mary Oliver, “The Poet Is Told To Fill Up More Pages,” Swan: Poems and 
Prose Poems 

Where are the words? 

The words I’m now writing are right here on this page in front of me.  

And you, dear reader, have the same words in front of you, one after another, for 

your fleeting consideration. 

To whom do they belong, these simple marks in black, on screen or printed page? 

Do they belong to me as the writer, or to you as the reader? To those who educated me 

and the books I’ve read? To the future writers of English who will make these letters into 

new sculptures of shape, sound, and idea? 
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As you read this, whose voice do you hear speaking these words? Mine, as the 

author? Your own? While we might speak in different accents, you and I experience 

much the same thing when marks come together to form recognizable letter shapes 

dividing the white background with their black forms. Our eyes move across the page 

from left to right, one line after another, turning a static image on the page into an internal 

sound. The eye follows the trail of letters in a way not unlike a phonograph’s needle 

transforms a track on vinyl into vibrations of air, but through a different mechanism 

meditated by a human mind.   

This chapter considers the beastly trace at the origin of this alphabetic 

inauguration. As I discuss below, the transformation from pictographic writing to 

phonetic script encouraged a turning away from the nonhuman world toward solely 

human concerns. Further, allowing speech and linguistic thought to become disconnected 

from speaking/thinking bodies, it facilitated the imagining of a set of trans-human 

“ghosts” who were set against a finite conception of the human and disembodiment 

became a more legitimate aspiration (Rotman 2008).  

Yet, the alphabet itself archives a set of “beastly” icons. When writing our words 

with letters, we deploy these icons disconnected from the things they once signified. 

Regardless of the meaning in our words, we proliferate these traces of other animals 

when we write. 

As I argue below, the alphabet’s origin at a site of human/nonhuman 

interrelationship is not a pure accident. Rather, the alphabet’s beastly trace indicates one 
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example of the two-way transformation that was underway when we “brought the cow 

into the house” in a relationship of domestication. The alphabet as a symbol of this “cow 

house” makes a useful figure for this dissertation to consider the ways that the 

domination relationship changes us—often in ways we cannot control or even fully 

understand.  

This chapter will consider the same alphabet, taking these very letters (those with 

which I now write) as a starting point as I follow the tracks human/nonhuman 

relationships. I will consider how alphabetic writing, itself a uniquely human power, 

indicates the extent to which we, humans, are not the only, or even always, sovereign 

“makers” of all that we do. There are other animals at the origin point of this alphabet and 

it was only with them alongside us that this all-too-human activity of phonetically writing 

sounds has been made possible.  

Like Mary Oliver, I suggest that we reconceive each of ourselves as “not being 

the maker of what [we] do, but only the one that holds the pencil,” especially in the 

context of our relationships with other animals.  In other words, I suggest, we work to 

conceive of human experience as part of a larger field of contact with the nonhuman. 

Specifically, when we as literate people use marks on the page (or the screen, stone, etc.) 

to convey sound, language, and meaning, we are not expressing ourselves alone. Rather, 

we are writing alongside others with whom we share a world and a history. While reading 

a text is an activity limited to humans, it is an activity never fully separate from the 

interspecies context of its creation. For alphabet users, the alphabet carries the trace of 
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particular nonhuman animals through into our civilizational life, despite our distance 

from these other living beings. This dissertation project is premised on the possibility that 

one can identify some of these traces of nonhuman life whose hoofprint is left behind 

within us.  

In Mary Oliver’s poem above, the alphabet is a placeholder for something unsaid

—something she is compelled, yet unable, to express. Containing every English letter, it 

may stand for the entirety of language, even the entirety of “culture.” Unable to make the 

world as she would like it to be simply through her invocations, she gives herself over to 

be made by something else. She is a conduit of “language speaking itself” (Pattison 2000, 

169), and we, the readers—and not the author herself—are left with the responsibility of 

making any sense of it. 

Humans have always lived alongside other animal species, first as one foraging 

member in a network of ecology and later in a more intimately symbiotic form. Through a 

relationship of dominance and animal “agriculture,” we brought them into our homes and 

made their lives our business. In this, we created a “civilization.” It was a way of living 

that set us at a greater distance from the other “wild" species. Yet, we built our human 

lives ever more closely with these beings, shaping not just domesticated species, but also 

our own domesticating hands and ideas. This domestication relationship is, most often, an 

unequal one—humans are the ones who hold the sovereign power of life and death over 

others—yet it affects us in unpredictable ways. Domestication technology has been 

productive of new things, things beyond our expectations, beyond our control, and 
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beyond our full ability to know. We have a situated position within the domestication 

relationship, not outside of it, so investigation requires a humility. The relationship 

between humans and other animals is productive of emergent phenomena—that is, 

phenomena of complex systems that are more than simply the sum of their parts. It is a 

relationship that has produced vast effects on us humans, and the relationship as a whole 

has a power we cannot confine. This is most clearly true for relationships with a small set 

of species that have been especially important to human activity. Arguably, cattle, above 

all others, have laid their weight on us. As the alphabet itself indicates, they’ve had a 

“premier” role in human life. 

Even as we become more symbiotically integrated with other animals over time, 

they’ve become more removed from our awareness. Living, as most of us do, in a sphere 

where human issues present as the greatest concern, my contact with living cattle is 

limited and, unless I seek it out, rare. In a fundamental sense, in the global West at least, 

we feel our removal from the worlds of nonhuman life as the ground of our species life as 

humans. When we do interface with nonhuman otherness, it’s often in a mode of 

objectification, a “resourcing” (Haraway 1988) that transforms all other things into 

“material” for our use rather than agents to whose interests we must consider.  49

The alphabet as a semiotic technology is a premier example of this resourcing. 

The iconic linkage of each letter can be forgotten and only the difference between them is 

put to functional use. They are transformed from images with a likeness to things outside 

 To a lesser extent, we also work to overcome the otherness of nonhuman animals by 49

assimilating them into human roles such as when pets function in the family as if they were 
human children. 
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ourselves to arbitrary symbols made meaningful only by their relationship in a symbol-

system. Partly as a result of this appropriation, the alphabet technology has fundamentally 

changed us and our relationships to life outside ourselves. If the figure of the aurochs 

represents a before, a “wilderness” excluded from the making of a new anthropocentric 

order, then the figure of the cow-house represents an after, an inclusion of cattle into the 

human home and a transformation of human and cow from then on.  

In this chapter, I trace this alphabet back to its origins and consider the beastly 

trace itself as a method and philosophy. I consider how cattle, like the aurochs, are 

themselves knowing beings in whose world we are framed. By tracing back to its origins, 

one can find that the alphabet has archived a moment of encounter between human and 

nonhuman, a moment when humans and nonhuman animals entered into the umwelt of 

one another. I note the phenomenological sense of our distance from other species while 

indicating a potential reframing that acknowledges the extent to which we have never 

been the “masters” of what we do—including in the sense that we are transformed in 

ways beyond our control when we, as humans, seek to control others. This chapter also 

makes the case for situating Bos at the front of our inquiry into human/animal encounter, 

explaining why I’ve chosen a set of cattle figures for the chapters of this dissertation, 

each of which speak to dimensions of human entanglement with animal life.  

The words on this page begin as thoughts in the mind. I set them down, letter by 

letter, with figures on keys. They are stored and transferred as code in binary and digital 

processors remake them into marks of pixel or ink in its way to you. The words I 
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imagined are resurrected through letters through your own process for them to find voice 

in your own mind. Even when I do not name it, everything that makes this process 

possible is present here. When you’re finished, it is your task, to "make of it what you 

will” (Oliver 2010) 

1.1 From One Health to One Semiotics 

This dissertation project is centrally concerned with the encounter between 

humans and other animals. Humans have always lived in relationships with other species, 

so this is an ongoing encounter, made up of many diverse moments. In any moment of 

meeting, the encounter with other species is defined by kinds and degrees of mediation. 

Mediation is paradoxical in that it both separates us from one another and simultaneously 

connects us across distance. This meditation takes place on multiple scales. Only touch, 

of all sensory encounters, could be said to be “unmediated.”  Furthermore, our senses, 50

including touch, are frequently augmented, extending beyond the power of our body 

alone so that all around us there are opportunities for encounter across species-difference. 

If you’re reading this in any kind of building environment, there’s a very good chance 

that looking around you can see at least one icon or image of a nonhuman animal—a bird 

in a painting perhaps or an animal-derived logo. You may currently be relying on a 

material with an animal origin, such as a leather belt keeping your pants up or decorating 

your dress. Each of these are symbolically or materially meditated encounters with an 

 In the chapter on Fetal Bovine Serum, we will consider a kind of encounter that occurs between 50

species on the basis of touch, but that is rarely recognized as such.
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animal-otherness. Tracing back from one moment in time or space, we can identify the 

various “translations” that make that mediation encounter possible. As I will argue in this 

section, the alphabet is one such mediated encounter with species difference, albeit one 

across a great distance of time and through multiple semiotic translations. The letters we 

use here on this page are an archive of various beings or objects, and seeing them as such 

we can recognize the extent to which human-life continues to be shaped by this encounter 

with otherness. 

I didn’t consider that the alphabet itself could be a beastly trace until stumbling 

upon a reference to it in researching the connected history of human and animal 

medicine. Long interested in writing about animals and returning to the idea for my PhD 

work, I had already decided to focus on one particular species and had chosen the cow 

because of its frequent appearance in other things I was studying. There was the figure of 

“the cowboy,” for example, whose occupation with cattle set him apart from the 

indigenous people of the American West. At the other end of colonization, the Hindu 

veneration of the cow set an indigenous people apart from the British Raj and the Mogul 

rule before it. Going deeper in time, I was intrigued by the especially significant place of 

cattle in both religious discourse East and West, and in the development of medical 

science, such as the vaccine. That the cow sat there in something so basic as the alphabet 

came as a kind of revelation, and I saw how profoundly marked we are by this particular 

inter-species relationship. 

!117



It’s possible I had heard this animal connection before, but it wasn’t until I was 

reading the 1978 book, Cattle, Priests, and Progress in Medicine by Calvin Schwabe that 

I had my epiphany. I had come to the book with in interest in Schwabe’s role in the “One 

Health” movement and the case he makes that the “birth” of medical science took place 

in ancient Egypt in a setting where religion, human medicine, and veterinary science 

were all integrated together. As a way of contextualizing the beastly alphabet historically, 

I’d like to explain some of this work before I move on to consider the alphabet itself. 

Calvin Schwabe (b.1927) spent most of his career as a professor of veterinary 

medicine at UC-Davis and is best known as a pioneer in cross-species epidemiology. He 

advocated for a pioneering approach to medicine, which has come to be called the “One 

Health” approach (Schwabe used the phrase “One Medicine”). This is an ecological and 

interdisciplinary paradigm of disease and medicine that lends equal weight to 

environmental and inter-species factors that give rise to illness. Taking up a One Health 

approach requires the collaboration of specialists in fields that are typically considered 

separate, especially human and veterinary medicine, but also geographers and 

environmental scientists (and to a lesser extent, humanities scholars and social scientists).  

One key aspect of the One Health movement has been to argue for a greater 

recognition of the value of comparative medicine. Numerous insights in human health 

have come from studying nonhuman animals, yet the study of nonhuman animal 

physiology and disease has been largely relegated to veterinary science and is no longer 

central to the medical profession. Schwabe had no background in Egyptology, but he 
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became interested in the veterinary roots of human medicine and he sought to call into 

question the well-established bifurcation of these as distinct fields of inquiry. As he 

summarized in a later lecture, “…In virtually all ancient healing traditions no distinction 

was at first made between human and veterinary practice and Greek medicine, for 

example, began to separate into its two branches only in the third century BC” (Schwabe 

1994, 3). He also notes, “That fusion as ‘one medicine’ also remains true of most 

traditional medical systems throughout the world today.”   

Schwabe spent years collaborating with archeologists of ancient Egypt and 

together they uncovered evidence that the field of inquiry and technology that was to 

become human medicine arose without separation from veterinary medicine in an ancient 

Predynastic Egyptian agricultural society in the 4th millennium BCE (or earlier) that had 

developed around a small set of recently domesticated animals (Gordon & Schwabe 

2004, 31-52).  Alongside his Egyptologist collaborators, he discovered what he called 51

“the two earliest physiological theories devised by man.” These were a theory for 

“understanding the male's role in reproduction” and the idea that “flesh (i.e., muscle) 

contains an irritable, animating principle” (3). According to their research, these related 

theories of biological life were “products of the frequent ritual sacrifice and dissection of 

bulls by Egyptian priests” (4). 

 In 2004, Schwabe co-authored a more detailed account of ancient Egyptian human/veterinary 51

medicine with archaeologist Andrew Gordon. The Quick and the Dead: Biomedical Theory in 
Ancient Egypt elaborates on the role of cattle in medical inquiry and the scientific understandings 
which emerged from it. 
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According to Schwabe, the ability of temple priests to heal human and livestock 

parishioners increased the support they received. Furthermore, livestock animals were 

routinely kept and cared for in temples, and their anatomy was regularly inspected after 

death for divinatory purposes (72). In this way, a nascent medical science developed, 

identifying and then treating various kinds of human, cattle, and sheep diseases. As he 

writes, “The underlying biological observations which led to these theories' earliest at 

least implicit formulations in predynastic times… were possible because at least some 

Egyptian priests were healers of both people and cattle” (4). He notes that “Egyptian 

anatomical knowledge was largely of bovine origin, that is, that all anatomical 

hieroglyphs for internal organs and even some external structures, whether of man or 

animals, were pictures of the bovine not the human organ” (6). 

In addition, these priests incorporated their physiological theories into their 

philosophy and iconography, and so the human/cattle analog was key to the worldview of 

ancient Egyptian society more generally. Schwabe and his collaborators argue that the 

most recognizable symbol of this society, the ankh ( ), representing creative and sexual 

aspects of life, was itself built as an icon of  “the thoracic vertebra of a bull (the specially 

important region where the bull's sacred forelimb ‘joins’ its spine)” (Gordon & Schwabe 

2004, 99-108) (Figure 1.2). This was a deeply significant set of organs for priests’ inquiry 

into seminal fluid and the male role in reproductive life for which the bull was the 

archetype. 
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Figure 1.2: The ankh in the bull. One of the “thoracic vertebrae of a bull shown in 
caudal perspective” reproduced in Gordon & Schwabe 2004, p. 105, to illustrate its 
resemblance to the ankh symbol (in unicode form on the right).  

This medical-religious concern with cattle was inherited by the ancient cultures of 

the Mediterranean and fertile crescent through civilizations of antiquity, including 

Greece, Persia, and Rome, as evidenced by the cow's significance in the pantheon and 

mythical narratives of these cultures. Throughout these periods, cattle, and to a lesser 

degree other livestock animals such as goats, were the primary test subjects for 

investigations of anatomy and medicine, knowledge that was equally applicable to human 

and veterinary medicine. “We believe that we see here the beginnings, at least implicitly, 

of scientific method evolving from healing magic, including resort to analogy (from bull 

to man)” (16). 
!121

Particular Importance of Thoracic Vertebrae

105

Fig. 6.2 – One of the larger of the thoracic vertebrae of a bull shown in caudal perspective.
Note its long spinous process with slightly flared end portion and median line, the two

lateral processes and the vertebral canal through which passes the spinal cord.

body (as compared to an actual vertebra, Fig. 6.2). Such simplifications were
commonplace among hieroglyphs.

We suggest that in Predynastic times an ungulate’s thoracic vertebrae,
partly because some of these were connected by ‘living flesh’ to (i.e.,
hidden by) the bull’s ka-bearing forelimb (see Fig. 6.1 and Chapter 5), were



It is in this context, among other evidence of human reliance on cattle, Schwabe 

considered briefly the writing systems that developed within this cultural context. From 

the ancient Egyptian context onward, the relationship between humans and cattle was key 

to other kinds of learning that developed alongside medicine—technologies of record 

keeping and technologies of communication. While this is of passing interest to Schwabe, 

he notes, “Significantly, the first letter of our alphabet, of Canaanite-Phoenician origin, is 

derived from the uniform sign for cattle, alpu in Akkadian, alphu in Hebrew. As Greek 

alpha, it is a picture of a cow’s head with curved horns but is upside down” (1978, 22).  

Considering that cattle were present in other significant moments of human 

technological development—not just in medicine—I began to wonder if Schwabe’s One 

Health insight had a further extension. What if we expanded our concern beyond health 

and medicine to incorporate the animal and environmental role in a larger field of human 

activity? In addition to One Health, couldn’t we as easily justify a “One Science" or “One 

Technology" model that would look at the animal and environmental role in other 

ancillary practices and phenomena? I’ve begun to think we can move even further to 

theorize a “One History,” a “One Economics,” and even a “One Philosophy,” all 

grounded in the insight that human life and knowledge always exists in relationship to 

other animals and the environment (as is developed throughout this dissertation).  

In considering the alphabet as a beastly trace, I seek a veritable “One Semiotics” 

methodology, a consideration of human meaning-making as a set of practices and 
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technologies which developed alongside other species and that are best understood in 

their ecological context.   

Just as the ankh as a symbol is a semiotic mixture of human and animal, any 

given letter is itself a site of “translation,” in Bruno Latour’s sense, a kind of hybrid of 

“nature” and “culture,” the messiness of which is often “purified” as a part of our project 

of modernity. The creation of the alphabet in a transition from iconic to symbolic signs 

can be seen as an almost prototypical example of this modernist purification. Attending to 

the letters as sites of this hybridity offers us an opportunity to rethink a core conviction of 

our self-identity as “civilized” humans. If there is a bull at the heart of self-recognition 

through writing, then there is an opportunity for recognition where the integration human 

and nonhuman can be “ratified” (Latour 1993). 

1.2 Shapes for Sounds (cowhouse) 

I’d like now to consider directly the alphabet as a technology and as a historical 

artifact, noting the incorporation of nonhuman animals as linguistic icons and their shift 

into purely phonetic signs through the operation of the rebus principle. At its core, an 

alphabet is “a system of simple marks to represent the basic sounds of speech that a 

human being can make” (Donaldson 2008, pg #). Yet, as a complex operation of human 

(and nonhuman) life, it has its own “biography.” Sketching this life-in-writing will 

indicate the usefulness of the alphabet itself as a figure of the beastly trace.  
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While many other animals clearly communicate, and a few may be said to use a 

degree of language,  no other species has developed a system of sonic/visual translation 52

for the purpose of communication with anything like the complexity of our written 

languages. Our species seems especially prone to symbolic thought (Deacon 1998). On 

an evolutionary scale, the creation of written texts is a quite recent human activity—while 

we’ve been anatomical Homo sapiens for about 200,000 years, written language probably 

developed first in China around 5,000 BCE. Along with settled agriculture and 

urbanization, it arose independently at least three times, in Egypt and Sumer in about 

3,100 BCE, and in Mesoamerica by 300 BCE. By no means universal, written language is 

particular to humans and it has occurred apparently independently as an augmentation of  

human life. Writing has often been represented as the pinnacle of human achievement 

(e.g. Harris 1989) or, in another framing, “the basis of human oddness” (Ross 2007). Yet, 

despite the apparent peculiarity of human preoccupation with sign-making, the alphabet 

is like the settled agriculture it accompanies, a technology which arises from, depends on, 

and bears the traces of a relationship of interdependence with other species.  

Because my method is one of tracing back, beginning with this present moment 

unmediated experience and following it into its origin in a beastly encounter, I’m most 

 The idea of “language proper” as distinct from other forms of communication is a controversial 52

one. After a flurry of studies in the 1960s and 70s, controversy resulted in a shift of emphasis 
away from nonhuman language (Pepperberg 2016). Dolphins have long been subjects of interest 
in this issue. As Marc O Lammers and Julie N. Oswald reflect, “The question of whether dolphins 
possess or are capable of acquiring language persists to this day, both scientifically and in popular 
culture. Perhaps because science is poorly suited to prove a negative, or because methodological 
hurdles continue to hinder researchers investigating this question, the debate is likely to continue 
for some time to come” (Herzing and Johnson 2015,109). Key to this is the problem of 
distinguishing “true language” from “near language” in various species.
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interested in telling the story of this script, the one we are currently using to share in the 

present moment relationship of written communication. As an English speaker, I use the 

Latin alphabet, so its oldest ancestor is the primary subject of the story I’d like to tell. 

Many contemporary languages use scripts of other origins and they too have beastly 

traces within them, but they are beyond the scope of this project.   53

According to the existing evidence, the technology of writing that developed 

gradually into our own began first in Sumer (modern Southern Iraq) in the thirty-second 

century BCE, where records were kept by marking small clay objects, today called 

“tokens,” necessary for commercial transaction and accounting (Donaldson 21). Many of 

the first tokens represented livestock, as livestock were a significant way that wealth was 

accumulated and transmitted (Gordon & Schwabe 2004, 53).   54

While a complete technology at the time, this record-keeping was not yet writing 

per se, as it was not a recording of human speech but rather a “virtual” representation of 

property. Nevertheless, as tokens were simplified into pictures which could represent not 

just objects but their relation, they gave rise to what scholars call writing’s first 

  Chinese-origin scripts, for example, tell their own fascinating stories. Their beastly traces are 53

present both as embedded animal-shape figures and in their earliest forms as divination texts 
written on “oracle bones”—typically turtle shell and cattle scapula (Keightley 1985). It is also 
interesting to note that pigs often have a more central cultural significance than cattle in the East-
Asian context. For example, the general word for meat (rou) in Mandarin refers specifically to 
pork. Further, similar to “alphabet,” which is derived from icons meaning “cow” and “house,” as 
discussed below, the character for “house/home” in Chinese (and Japanese Kanji), �, is often 
seen as deriving from the conjunction of the “roof” radical with the “pig” radical. In other words, 
approximately 3,500 years ago, one created “home" “by putting a roof over a pig’s 
head” (Schneider and Sharma 2014, 21).

 The strong association between livestock (cattle, in particular) and wealth is evident here, and it 54

is embedded elsewhere in written and spoken language.
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“pictographic” stage (Donaldson 2008, 20). Gradually, the pictographs came to have a 

closer correspondence with spoken language and writing entered a “logographic stage,” 

where pictures represented not only the objects and their relationships but also indicated 

the sounds made by words they indicated and were organized in an order that paralleled 

sonic utterance. Later, writing entered a “phonographic stage” where words were reduced 

to their component sounds, their phonemes. These phonographic signs preserved their 

shape as they were organized into new words and so, with varying degrees of accuracy, 

could be used to transcribe anything spoken regardless of if a given word had ever been 

written down before. 

All these stages took place in the “fertile crescent” region of Afro-Asia several 

thousand years ago, and after some evolution and a few innovations (such as 

punctuation), they developed into the system we use here. The earliest phonographic 

writing may have been developed as early as 1800 BCE. One archeological site, in a 

place between the ancient Egyptian cities of Thebes and Abydos, preserves what may be 

the earliest inscriptions in the phonetic system that became our own (Donaldson 2006). 

Semi-phonetic and “logographic” hieroglyphics were in regular use by Egyptian scribes 

(Figure 1.1), but this is the oldest-known purely-phonetic system and it seems to have 

adopted new shapes for sounds based on Semitic rather than Kemetic (ancient Egyptian) 

spoken language. The phoneme-signs of this “Proto-Sinaitic” script were not arbitrarily 

created. Rather, they made mnemonic use of a set of recognizable icons whose common 

names indicated the sounds they represented. This “rebus” device already existed in 
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Kemetic hieroglyphs, but rather than creating a whole lexicon of pictographic signs, this 

group of Semitic-language people developed a smaller set of purely phonetic signs which 

could be combined to indicate all the needed phonemes for a word. This North Semitic 

script grew in use when it was adapted by Semitic-language people, including early 

Hebrew and Arabic speakers, and the Phoenicians whose influence spread across the 

Mediterranean to speakers of non-Semitic languages through Phoenicians’ prolific trade.  

The Phoenician script, like Hebrew and Arabic, was not a “true” alphabet, as it 

did not contain separate signs for the vowels between consonants. It was a “syllabary” or 

“consonantal alphabet” or, in modern parlance, an “abjad”—named for the first four 

letters of the Arabic script which preserves this phonographic characteristic.  

The Greeks created the alphabet proper when they adapted the Phoenician system 

for their own Indo-European language. Some Phoenician consonant letters that had no 

correspondence in Greek and so were given new sonic values, in this way producing the 

first (non-initial) “vowels.” The Greek system was adopted and adapted by their 

neighbors in Southern Europe, including the Romans (by way of the Etruscan script). 

With the rise of the Roman Empire and the proliferation of the Latin language, both 

Romance and non-Romance languages across Europe (including English) appropriated 

the Latin script. As a consequence of colonization and ongoing globalization, the Latin 

script is used across the world. Languages as diverse as Maori, Quechua, and Igbo use a 

modified Latin alphabet to transcribe speech, and many cultures that already had their 

own indigenous script have nevertheless incorporated Latin letters for use in loan words, 
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such as in Japan. This process, of course, has proliferated online as the Latin alphabet is 

embedded in many digital communication tools (Fischer 2004). For example, even if 

other scripts are rendered for the user, nearly all programing languages use Latin 

characters (and an English lexicon) for commands, mark-up, etc.   

Returning as close as we can to the origin of our phonographic script, we can see 

embedded in it a reflection of the context of its emergence. The signs of the alphabet 

archive the conditions in which this group of North-African, Semitic-language people 

found themselves. Letters were first drawings. As Timothy Donaldson notes, “Letters are 

highly specialized images…. Words are perceived as silhouette image-shapes… and 

writing is a highly evolved and specialized form of drawing” (Ibid., 9). Those ancient 

innovators picked out prominent features of their contextual environment to draw the 

particular letter shapes that evolved into those we still use. The original abjid worked 

because it was a catalog of objects that were visually recognizable and visually 

distinguishable, and whose names were also both commonly known and distinct from one 

another. We can assume that the objects included stood out to the abjid’s creators as 

significant, although we cannot know what other important objects were left out because 

of their visual similarity to other signs or their phonetic redundancy with other names. 

As a result, all derivative scripts contain within themselves an archive of this 

original moment. Based on the set of figures archived within the alphabet, we can see 

traces of interspecies encounter. While there is some debate about the original meaning of 

each letter, according to our best evidence, the Proto-Sinaitic script archives images of 
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human body parts (arm, hand, head), a few architectural features (house, fence) and tools 

(hook, goad, yarn), and several nonhuman animals. It begins with cattle (A)—the 

significance of which I will return to below—and includes snake (N), monkey (Q), and 

possibly fish (D). Even among the non-animal icons, several indicate an investment in 

technologies of animal use: The “L” initially referred to a goad or whip for herding, the 

“H” a fence for keeping livestock contained them within an enclosure, and the “Y” hook 

indicates the activity of fishing.  

The initial letter, the “A,” as a submerged icon of a nonhuman form of life. It is a 

remnant of an earlier stage of our cohabitation, and is there available for recovery. While 

rarely seen as such, the “A” can still be recognized by the pointed face and two curved 

horns which make cattle most identifiable, now upside-down, or pointed away from us 

(see figure 1.3).  

Figure 1.3: A brief history of A (Boardley 2010)  
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A memory of an ox face, the A is extensive. While less visibly recognizable, other 

non-Latin writing systems originate in the same Proto-Sinaitic script, so also contain a 

trace of the ox face. Hebrew’s alef (א) and Arabic’s alif (+) each derive from the same 

source and contain traces of their original reference to cattle. The Arabic letter alif, for 

example, can also be used as a word (ل-ف/) that can carry the meaning “familiar” or 

“domesticated.” Furthermore, there is ample evidence that the Phoenician characters also 

survived in South Asian scripts through Brāhmi (Salomon 1995). This means that the 

“a” ( ) of Devanagari (used to write Sanskrit, modern Hindi, and other Indian languages) 

is another forgotten icon of the cattle face, as is the spiritually significant “Om/

Aum" ( ).  

With the advent of printed type, and then again with digital technologies, the last 

500 years has seen a proliferation of literacy, spreading the figure of the ox-face-trace 

into nearly all realms of human life. At the same time, the shapes of letters have become 

relatively fixed as reproduction of each form is a mechanical rather than an organic 

process, variations in typeface notwithstanding (Donaldson 2008, 9).  

Significantly, the term “alphabet,” rather than a word deriving from a description 

of this technology’s function (e.g. as a “phonographic script”), is a metonym or 

synecdoche of itself. “Alphabet” refers to this whole set of symbols by the (Greek) names 

of the first two letters in its standard sequence, alpha and beta. The names of the A and B 

are thus spelled out phonetically in the alphabet itself. In an almost fractal way, the idea 
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of the alphabet is represented by a compound sign, deploying its own sign-making 

technology to indicate a portion of itself. 

In turn, the Greek alpha and beta (both the symbols and their names) derive from 

the Phoenician words aleph and bet which literally referred to “cattle” and “house” in the 

Phoenician language.  Phoenicians had an easier time learning their writing system than 55

we do because each letter was an icon for the word that contained its sound and the name 

of each letter described what that icon represented.  In English, we often teach children 56

to associate the letter with its sound by telling them, for example, “A is for apple,” “B is 

for bear,” but it can take considerable effort to make an iconic link between name, shape, 

and sound (e.g. consider the forced resemblance created between B/bee with a craft 

project in figure 1.4) 

Figure 1.4: B is for bee A craft project for children to build an association between letter 
name, shape, and sound. 

 The Hebrew abjid, also derived from Phoenician, and called the alefbet (ָאֶלְפֵּבית) is compound 55

of the names of the first two letters, aleph (ָאֶלף) and beth (ֵּבית). The former has lost the meaning 
of cow/cattle, but the latter beth is still present in the common term for house.

 It is the Greeks who gave the alpha something akin to the “A” vowel sound we use in English 56

today. The Phoenicians likely used it as a glottal stop or perhaps a weak consonant at the onset of 
a vowel, as it functions in Hebrew and Arabic.
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“Alphabet” then can be read both as the name of a particular technology of 

writing and as a conjunction of two figures: the cow and the house. Timothy Donaldson, 

a graphic designer and self-described “letter-worker,” whose research into the origin of 

our letter shapes has informed this section, also makes use of this “back translation” of 

“alphabet” into the conjunction “cow+house” for his intricately designed text on the 

subject, Shapes for Sounds (cowhouse) (2008). A visual account of the alphabet and its 

typographic development, Donaldson’s work exemplifies a method of situated tracing-

back across material and semiotic registers that I find crucial in my own investigation of 

the beastly contribution to human life. Donaldson’s work is concerned with the evolution 

through material media that gives us, as users of the Latin alphabet, our own particular 

way of representing sound with visual sign. At the end point of his journey backwards to 

the origin of modern English letters, he discovers a set of icons representing objects in the 

world before they were abstracted into phonemes. The “cowhouse” then is, for 

Donaldson, a sign of the set of all letter figures (the alphabet), as well as for the entirety 

of his project of tracing the evolution of “shapes for sounds.” Not only does Donaldson 

use the term “cowhouse” as an alternate title of his project but he uses a logo for his 

project created by taking the oldest known forms of the aleph and bet icons and 

conjoining them into a single shape (See figure 1.5). 
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Figure 1.5: Cowhouse (Donaldson 2008) 

It should now be clear why I’ve chosen the alphabet as the primary figure of this 

chapter and the for the trace of human/cattle coemergence more generally. It is a deeply 

layered sign, with reference and implication under every peel of the onion. A technology 

of sign making, it often stands for the process of sign making in general. Its name 

contains a portion of itself and gives a primary position to the central animal of my 

project (cattle).  

This is even more clear if we look past the “A” to consider the compound terms of 

the “alphabet” and make use of the fitting juxtaposition of items—the “cow” attached to 

the “house”—that seem to speak directly to the domestication relationship itself. The 

alphabet, riddled with beastly traces and putting the conjunction of house and cow at its 

beginning, is a perfect (metonymic) symbol of the hybridity of humans and cattle that is 

my central concern in this dissertation. When we take the “cow” into the human dwelling, 

the “house,” we create a hybrid of sorts. While all animals are umwelt-making beings (in 

von Uexküll’s sense), regardless of their position in captivity, there was a significant loss 

for aurochs to become cattle. The taking of the Bos into a human-built environment, 
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deferred or sublimated much of the cow’s ability to act on its own, to build its own 

association and alliances with other life-forms, to find, through its own agency, a sense of 

embeddedness in place, a sense of home. 

This joining of cattle and human through the alphabet is a strange and paradoxical 

symbiosis. As Donaldson views it, “The alphabet is one of the greatest inventions; it has 

enabled the preservation and clear understanding of people’s thoughts, and it is simple to 

learn” (9). But, it has also facilitated a separation between the human and the more-than-

human worlds and a set of “ghost effects” central to the metaphysical traditions of the 

West (Rotman 2008). The alphabet of the Fertile Crescent is a technology that 

empowered the human inclusion/enclosure of other species, and it is an example of the 

profound and unexpected changes written on human life as a result of this relationship of 

dominion we have over the larger sphere of animality, and with cattle in particular. 

Containing the Other in symbol allows for a deferment of a real experience of Otherness 

in the non-symbolic, unmediated encounter. In the next section, I will consider David 

Abram’s case that the alphabet, while building on our capacity to recognize other animal 

life, is the definitive technology that ruptured the human from the nonhuman world, 

giving rise to our overwhelming blindness to concerns outside of our own species. 

1.3 A Strange and Potent Technology 

To invent the alef-beit, 
decipher the grammar of crows, 
read a tangle of bare branches 
with vowels of the last leaves 
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scrawling their jittery speech 
on the sky’s pale page.  

—Emily Warn, “Seeding an Alphabet,” Shadow Architect 

As this poem by Jewish-American poet Emily Warn indicates, the “invention” of 

the alphabet built upon our older capacities of attention to other life around us. This 

section will focus on the hypothesis of phenomenologist philosopher David Abram that 

the efficacy of alphabetic technology has roots in our older animal capacities and that the 

alphabet’s use has served to separate us from felt connection with other species.  

At least since the nineteenth century, there has been a strong association between 

alphabetic technology and the achievement of “civilization.” As Rousseau expounds in 

his posthumously published “Essay on the origin the languages” (and Derrida makes 

much of in Of Grammatology): 

These three ways of writing correspond almost exactly to three different 
stages according to which one can consider men gathered into a nation. 
The depicting of objects is appropriate to a savage people; signs of words 
and of propositions, to a barbaric people; and the alphabet to civilized 
people. (2009) 

The association of alphabetic technology and civilization cannot hold without a 

heavy dose of ethnocentrism. Chinese culture in particular is no less “advanced” 

regardless of the dominance of pictographic signs suited Rousseau’s “barbaric people.” 

But the linkage between alphabetic technology and Western thought is harder to shed 

even if it is romantically reversed. Media theorist Marshall McLuhan, for example, 

argued that “by the meaningless sign linked to the meaningless sound we have built the 
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shape and meaning of Western man” (1962, 65). The moveable-type printing-press 

exacerbated and intensified the changes implicit in alphabetic thought, in his view, and 

encouraged people “to abstain from noting interplay…both in our inner and external 

lives,” which “fosters a mentality that gradually resists any but a separative and 

compartmentalizing or specialist outlook” (126). A process that can only be reversed by 

new electronic media, which, according to McLuhan, will bring about a return to aural 

culture and new collective identification into a “global village.” 

In The Alphabet Versus the Goddess: The Conflict Between Word and Image, 

American surgeon Leonard Shlain took this a step further arguing that regular alphabetic 

communication altered the brain in such a way as to prefer a masculine “linear, 

sequential, reductionist” thinking over an older, feminine “holistic, simultaneous, 

synthetic, and concrete view of the world” to conclude that “misogyny and patriarchy rise 

and fall with the fortunes of the alphabetic written word” (1998, 3).  

In more subtle and persuasive account, mathematician-philosopher Brian Rotman 

considers the effect of alphabetic thinking in his book Becoming Beside Ourselves 

(2008). He describes alphabetic technology as an “ancient virtuality” (113), a method for 

communication that creates a “floating entity” within the text (7). The gestural, 

“indexical,”  signifiers whose meaning is clear in the embodied form of spoken language57

—terms like “I,” “this,” or “here”—become unmoored in written language. As a result, 

when speech is “captured” in writing, especially phonetic writing, it makes possible a set 

 As in Peirce’s semiotics (see Introduction).57
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of disembodied voices that float apart from any living person. The “I” of speech could be 

“replaced by an incorporeal, floating agency of the text” (110). In Rotman’s view, three 

of these disembodied voices have been especially influential: “the invisible God, the un-

embodied Mind, and the Infinite mathematical agent” (110). These three “ghosts” were 

imagined and carried by the alphabet’s influential Greek and Hebrew forms, and together 

were fundamental to the “inauguration of Western culture” as we know it (109). 

But, while fascinating, this account is incomplete if it does not make the 

connection not just between the characteristic features of the Western tradition (e.g. 

patriarchy, or the invisible God) and the alphabet technology, but also each of these with 

the relationship of domination over animals within domestication which predates, or at 

least correlates early on, with each. To come closer to a “One Semiotics” account of the 

alphabet and domination culture it is useful to consider at length a theorist of the alphabet 

effect who links the alphabetic technology to non-alphabetic and not-specifically-human 

activities of tracking, and whose work suggests that the adoption of the alphabet had a 

significant effect on the way we literate humans conceive of our place in the larger circle 

of things. 

David Abram is best known for his phrase “the more-than-human world,” which 

many ecologists have borrowed to replace or clarify the more problematic or imprecise 

term “nature.” Abram’s work has been primarily focused on understanding our deep 

interconnectedness with other terrestrial life, a concern I share. To understand the effect 

of alphabetic thinking, it is important to recognize that, evolutionarily, the human 
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alphabetic enterprise developed out of capacities originally adapted for other purposes. 

Long before phonetic writing, human visual systems were already quite capable of 

pattern recognition. It was necessary for our survival to identify other beings not just in 

their presence, but also in the marks they left on other life and on the landscape.  

As Abram describes it,  

The earthly terrain in which we find ourselves, and upon which we depend 
for all our nourishment, is shot through with suggestive scrawls and traces. 
…We read these traces with organs honed over millennia by our tribal 
ancestors, moving instinctively from one track to the next, picking up the 
trail afresh whenever it leaves off, hunting the meaning, which would be 
the meeting with the Other. (1996, 64).  

At its most basic, writing is a form of track-making, a form not altogether distinct 

from the other trails or marks left in the wild by ourselves and others. Like a language’s 

script, these marks were identified and interpreted as remainders of, or path-ways to, 

agential beings, human, or more often, nonhuman, whose world-making practices left 

certain identifiable changes, with or without intention. This ability to interpret markings 

of life, not just the presence of life itself, allowed ancient pre-humans and humans to 

better negotiate an environment filled with predators, prey, competitors, and others. Like 

writing, these tracks were “read” as a “text” by non-literate people in the sense that they 

led one to know or encounter other things, and so had an available semiotic meaning. In 

perceiving these “tracks”—not just visual marks but also sounds, smells, textures—early 

humans, like all other animal species, brought together all their senses in the interest of 

discovering the things that lay just beyond their perceptual reach. 
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In Abram’s estimate, the first human “writing” was merely the self-reflective 

consideration of the tracks we ourselves had left on the land and the recognition that 

these tracks were just as capable of being deliberately used to representing our own lives 

to ourselves and to others. Not just readers of signs but makers of signs to be read, we 

found that with simple modification, these tracks could not merely be the indexical 

indicators of activity but could be deliberately produced to represent other beings despite 

their absence in the moment of mark-making itself. This early representational art was 

then a new form of sleight of hand driven by our deep concern with other animals, in 

which our mark-making practice can create the apparent presence of another species. The 

paintings and carvings of non-literate people on all continents, preserved on rock walls, 

skin, etc., always refer primarily to the more-than-human world in their representations 

and only secondarily to humans ourselves. Gradually, of course, these images, once 

evoking the particularity of an instance of encounter with nonhuman life, could became 

generalized, becoming then pictographs, icons that represented or recreated a given kind 

of encounter, a generalizable experience of encounter, perhaps in the past. Once these 

icons were organized, they could be arranged in sequences explaining relationships or 

telling narratives, and writing as we normally think of it could begin. 

As described above, our script is traceable to the particular iconic system used by 

ancient Egyptians, which developed phonetic significance through the rebus principle and 

inspired other systems in the region. Phonetic writing is limited insofar as it requires a 

shared spoken language of readers. As a translation of sounds into images, it depends on 
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the readers’ fluency in a particular oral symbol-system (i.e. a spoken language). In 

contrast, a pictographic system, like Chinese ideograms, represents ideas more than 

sounds, and so it can be learned by speakers of various languages (which is why 

Mandarin speakers, Cantonese speakers, and Japanese speakers can use much of the same 

symbols to communicate in writing). Nevertheless, phonetic writing opens up a larger set 

of possible written expressions, as written signs need not be limited by a finite set of 

mutually understood word icons, but rather a smaller set of interchangeable phonetic 

signs.  

As Abram points out, phonetic writing (more so than pictographs) brings together 

two senses—hearing and sight—into a fixed relationship. This is, in fact, a form of 

learned synesthesia. Synesthesia has been defined as “an experience in which stimulation 

in one sensory or cognitive stream leads to associated experiences in a second, 

unstimulated stream” (Hubbard 2007). While classic synesthesia might be, for example, 

an accidental association between tone and color, phonetic writing is a grapheme(shape)/

sound association that must be conditioned through deliberate repetition.  

Before writing, our capacity to bring together the senses (specifically sight and 

sound) was used to perceive the unity of another being. The sound of a rustling in the 

bushes gives one an immediate sense of the size and movement of an unseen animal, for 

example. Phonographic writing is built on this capacity to develop a different association 

of sensory stimulation. A visual symbol gives rise to a particular sound (the sound of a 

human phoneme) and, in reverse, a spoken sound evokes the picture of a particular shape. 
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We call those of us well trained in this synesthesia “literate,” and for us literate people, 

the association between visual shape and phoneme is so strong we cannot suppress it. 

Like my synesthetic friend who can’t help, when she hears particular words, to taste 

certain tastes as if they were actually in her mouth, I cannot look at a sign written in 

English and not hear the words, as if heard or spoken to myself.  

Crucially for Abram, once the letters had been abstracted away from the objects 

they represent, the indebtedness of writing to the “more-than-human perceptual field … 

could now be entirely forgotten” (Ibid., 67). According to Abram, this transition from 

“reading” the landscape to reading images as sounds is the root of the disjunction we feel 

between ourselves and this more-than-human world. For this reason, Abram calls 

alphabetic writing a “strange and potent technology,” which gave rise to an “intellectual 

distance from the nonhuman environment” (64). 

As discussed above, Greek and Hebrew, share a phonographic writing system 

with roots in the Phoenician script, and they together form the two major sources of the 

Western intellectual tradition. Thus, it is logical for Abram to conclude that the shared 

sense of disjunction in these traditions, despite their different language families, 

mythologies, and intellectual methodologies, arises from the use of the phonographic 

writing system itself. As Abram argues, while pictographic systems (such as that of 

Chinese) still to some extent rely on the resemblance of shapes to a set of nonhuman 

figures, alphabets shed their associations to any more-than-human world.  
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Abjids and alphabets sever the iconic connection, making the associations 

between shapes and sounds/meaning arbitrary and thus turning us as a species inward to 

focus on solely human concerns. Abram imagines that “‘language’ was beginning to 

separate itself from the animate flux of the world, and so becoming a ponderable 

presence in its own right” (70). The phonograph allows a scribe a new kind of reflexivity: 

the ability to ponder his/her own self through the externalization of thought. But it did so 

in a way that bypassed any other living thing. As Abram summarizes, “With the advent of 

the aleph-beth, a new distance opens between human culture and the rest of nature” (66).  

Significantly, while the accounts of Abram, Rotman, and others reject the 

traditional ethnocentrism that places the alphabet along with the West as the highest form 

of human achievement, they have not taken a truly comparative perspective as they do 

not consider non-Western phonographic cultures. The vast tradition of thought expressed 

in Arabic script, for example, a writing system that shares the same source as that of 

Hebrew and Greek, needs consideration if one were to make a strong causal claim. The 

traditions of thought connected to the Arabic script through Islam may share much of the 

characteristics of disjunction with the more-than-human world, and it may have much 

indebtedness to Greek and Hebrew thought such that we could class it together with 

Western thought for our purposes.  

While there is not space here to do justice to such an investigation, is it worth 

noting that a case study of the South Asian cultural legacy would be necessary to fully 

evaluate the claims of Abram or Rotman. Insofar as ancient South Asia found its 
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expression through writing, it did so by way of systems derived from the phonographic 

Brahmi script. Brahmi gave rise to Devanagari, the writing system of Sanskrit, Hindi, and 

others, as well as the scripts of non-Indo-European languages, such as Tibetan and Thai. 

These “Dharmic” cultural traditions, while arguably just as patriarchal, and despite their 

turn away from iconic representations into phonetic ones, don’t have the same kind of 

emphasis on an “invisible God.” Gods, when worshiped, are typically quite visible and 

materially embodied. Furthermore, they do not exhibit the degree of rejection of concern 

for nonhuman animals as have the dominant Western traditions.  58

All this is to say, we should be cautious to attribute a one-to-one association 

between phonographic writing and any larger cultural effect, such as the felt disjunction 

of humanity from the larger sphere of life. It is not necessary for my analysis to argue that 

the alphabet necessarily gives rise to a turning-away from other animals. Rather, it is 

more productive for me to consider the unpredictable potential for it to do so. The 

alphabet is, in my view, one of many unpredictable—if paradoxical—effects of “bringing 

the cow into the house”—i.e. domestication.  

If we accept Abram’s account, the alphabet as a technology depends on capacities 

we developed in order to relate to other beings at the same time as it replaced a need or 

 The practice of "cow protection" will be discussed in Chapter 5. For another example, one of 58

the oldest examples of Brahmi writing and a key set of historical artifacts in Buddhist 
history is the Edicts of Ashoka, written in the second century BCE. Many begin with an 
explicit celebration of care for other animals quite in contrast with the subordination of 
other animals narrated in the Hebrew Genesis. “Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, has 
caused this Dhamma edict to be written. Here (in my domain) no living beings are to be 
slaughtered or offered in sacrifice” (Dhammika 1993)
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motivation to do so. In my analysis, the alphabet arose not only in a context of human-

cattle relationship but is, in part, a product of that relationship. Building on our inter-

species relational capacities, the development and adoption of this new technology wasn’t 

possible or necessary until a settled agricultural society—built in large part around cattle

—made it so. The alphabet, as a mechanism of departure from other species or as a 

mechanism of attention to them, is nevertheless an emergent effect of human/nonhuman 

integration. Any transformations it has written on the human mind are some of many 

unpredictable results of our close associations with other animals. Despite our position of 

domination within the domestication relationship, these emergent effects are not fully 

manageable; they are beyond our ability to fully know and fully control. This may 

include the tendency toward domination itself, more specifically the biopolitical control 

over life that characterizes livestock domestication,  and which, one could plausibly 59

argue, gave rise to the male domination of women in patriarchy. In other words, the 

conjoining of “cow” and “house” gave rise to the conditions that made the alphabet 

possible, and subsequent alphabetic effects (Western ghosts, patriarchy, 

anthropocentrism, etc.) are best understood as possibilities inherent in this interspecies 

conjunction. Other inherent possibilities were expressed in, for example, the Chinese 

cultural complex, which also became largely patriarchal, even though the alphabet was 

not adopted.  

 Though not necessarily the domestication relationship built on a more reciprocal exchange that 59

characterizes the older phenomenon of humans taking dogs “into the house,” which predates 
agriculture.
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Furthermore, it is important to note that the emergent patterns of species 

integration are not merely in the past, as generalizations about “Chinese” and “Western” 

culture imply. They are very much ongoing. As noted above, while our vast digital 

networks are made possible by magnetic displacements in binary code, digital interfaces, 

and, even more so, in programing languages, they are still largely alphabetical. And, 

despite the predictions of McLuhan, and emoji keyboards notwithstanding, linear 

phonetic literacy is continuing to proliferate as more and more communication takes 

place online through a textual interface rather than face-to-face. Insofar as the digital 

revolution relied on the industrial revolution before it, the industrial revolution relied on 

the agricultural revolution; and technologies that emerged in agriculture, like the 

alphabet, have been central to subsequent human activities.  

Of course, we should not simply reduce all agricultural culture to cattle/human 

conjunction, or even livestock culture more broadly. There are numerous species 

incorporated into the various civilizational complexes and many other factors besides.  60

What we have is a vast system of complexity not reducible to a linear chain of Newtonian 

causality (even a metaphoric one). My project is much more modest: 1) to argue strongly 

for the inclusion of other animals in our all-too-often anthropocentric accounts of history, 

semiotics, cultural studies, etc.; 2) to explore the importance of Bos taurus, in particular, 

in the formation of humanity; 3) to demonstrate the viability of a “beastly traces” 

approach, which moves from a location situated within a (particular) human perspective 

 Including, importantly, the preagricultural formation of our capacities and proclivities as 60

sapiens, which took place in the complicated multi-species context of an ancient East Africa. 
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“back” along various trails toward a moment of meeting between human and nonhuman; 

and finally, 4) to consider import of interspecies conjunction as a phenomenon rooted in 

this meeting of “face” to “face,” which is both a confrontation with an “abyss” of 

difference and place of overlap where a transmission of meaning and an establishment of 

“kinship” is possible (even sometimes despite our intentions).   

In the following sections, I will make use of the alphabet in two more ways before 

I move on to subsequent chapters and other figures of cattle/human conjunction. Having 

followed the alphabet from here back to origin, I have considered it as both a technology 

and a figure of the human/nonhuman domestication relationship and explored alphabetic 

thinking as an emergent effect of this conjunction. I will next take up the cow as a species 

in an “alpha” position with respect to other animals shaping human life. Finally, I will 

expand on the idea of the “beastly trace” as it is a central concept and methodology for 

this project.  

1.4 Alpha Cow 

“Why does the alphabet begin with the letter A?”  

A simple question, it is rarely asked by adults who find it so ordinary as to take it 

for granted.  

Yet the first-century Greek essayist Plutarch records such a debate in his 

“Questions” section of the Moralia (Goodwin 1878). At a feast for the Muses, the 

geometrician Hermeas asks the group and receives various answers. The grammarian 
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Protogenes offers a complicated explanation based on the supposed superiority of vowels 

over consonants, long vowels over short vowels, and the A's use as the initial vowel in 

vowel clusters. The Platonist scribe Plutarch suggests that the initial position of the letter 

A derives from the fact that the particular sound of the Alpha is the easiest to shape with 

the mouth and therefore the first sound children make.  

The modern historian, however, cannot find either of the explanations satisfactory, 

as the initial position of the “A” predates the alphabet’s adaptation into Greek; and prior 

to this appropriation, it did not have the long vowel value. In its Semitic forms, Alpha and 

related letters represent a glottal stop or weak consonant and only rarely an implied 

unstressed vowel, but it nevertheless begins the traditional list of letters in Semitic 

languages, such as Hebrew and Arabic.  

Plutarch’s teacher, Ammonius, offers a more plausible explanation.  Making 61

rhetorical recourse to Plutarch’s home city of Thebes, which, according to Greek lore, 

was founded by the Phoenician hero Cadmus, Ammonius exclaims, “What! have you, 

being a Boeotian, nothing to say for Cadmus, who (as the story goes) placed Alpha the 

first in order, because a cow is called Alpha by the Phoenicians, and they account it not 

the second or third (as Hesiod doth) but the first of their necessary things?” (Ibid.) A 

definitive explanation for the alphabetical primacy of A is probably lost to time. That it 

was Cadmus who made the alphabetical order is doubtful, but the historical evidence 

does suggest that the Greek writing system was indeed derived from that of Phoenicia 

 It is a more plausible explanation to me, at any rate. This is not the explanation Plutarch 61

himself prefers. 
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(Donaldson year). The initial position of the A in the earliest catalog of sound-shapes may 

have been arbitrary, but it seems to indicate the central role of cattle in the world-making 

practices of ancient Mediterranean agriculturalists. An animal of utmost importance to 

ancient Near Eastern cultures, the cattle face had a recognizable enough form to lend its 

name to the initial sound shape. As a result of the proliferation of this writing system, the 

sign Alpha has come to signify primacy or utmost value in many fields. 

Consider one common use of “alpha” to designate the dominant individual of a 

community. This popular usage derives from a mid-century ethological view that a wolf 

pack is made up of a group of individuals vying for dominance and ruled by the most 

powerful male wolf, who controls the distribution of food and sex. This model was first 

proposed by animal behaviorist Rudolph Schenkel, who actually suggested a pack was 

ruled not by a dominant male, but by a pair of "α animals” who “by incessant control and 

repression of all types of competition (within the same sex)… defend their social 

position” (1947). Schenkel’s view is no longer accepted.  His conclusion came through 

the study of unrelated captive adults and subsequent work on wild wolves indicate that 

their communal organization is mainly built around families with parents leading a group 

of their children.  Nevertheless, the idea of the alpha wolf was bolstered by the 62

stereotype of wolves as vicious and aggressive, as well as the assumption that 

evolutionary pressure is primarily competitive rather than cooperative. As a result, a man 

is being aggressive, dominant, or domineering is seen as an example of “alpha male” 

 The general consensus is now that a wild wolf pack “is usually a family including a breeding 62

pair and their offspring of the previous 1-3 years, or sometimes two or three such families” (Mech 
1999).

!148



behavior. Whether this alpha male should be taken as a model of masculinity to imitate 

(e.g. How to Become an Alpha Male, Alexander 2005) or a pathology to overcome (e.g. 

Alpha Male Syndrome, Ludeman & Erlandson 2006), it is nevertheless a common trope.  

For another example, consider the hierarchy of assigned value the ‘A’ signifies in 

other contexts. According to one study, the widespread use of letter “grades,” or “marks,” 

alongside percentages to designate achievement was first used at Mount Holyoke in 1897 

where “A” designated “excellent, equivalent to percents 95—100” (anyone with a score 

below a 75% was a failing student and received an “E”) (Durm 1993). Meat “grades” 

were proposed in the same period, and the USDA began to develop grading standards in 

1916, initially only for beef (USDA 2016). Today, the USDA applies grading to all kinds 

of agricultural products through the Agricultural Marketing Service. The designation “A” 

is the highest quality of beef in the Canadian system, but the USDA, despite popular 

usage, assigns cattle meat to the quality grades: “Prime / Choice / Select / Standard / 

Commercial / Utility.” These final grades are derived from evaluations of the degree of 

“marbling” (intramuscular fat) and of “carcass maturity” (not strictly chronological 

maturity), the latter of which is assigned a letter grade (from A to E) based on skeletal 

ossification, with “A” given to those carcasses found to have the least ossification 

equivalent to an animal of 9 to 30 months (Hale, Goodson, & Savell 2013).  

What these examples have in common, apart from both being sites of human/

animal relation, is the sense in which the serial order of the letters of the alphabet 

provides a convenient metaphor to think about another kind of hierarchies of value or 
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dominance. It is with this popular trope in mind that I suggest we “put the cow back in 

alpha,” which is to say, uncovering the cow at the origin of the alpha sign and the A class 

calls us to consider the place of cattle with respect to us humans. I suggest that we should 

reconsider the extent to which cattle, like the A for which they lent their shape, have had 

an outsized importance in, and (in an indirect way) an outsized control over, our human 

life. 

My choice to center Bos taurus, the “cow,” as a particular species of focus in 

studying the trace of nonhuman animals in human life is not arbitrary. Cattle, then and 

now, have a particularly strong significance—an alpha position, if you will, when looking 

out from the prospective of our situated place within the human. While all species have 

intrinsic value to themselves, a human perspective looking out toward other animals 

should put cattle in the front of our investigation. Not only does the historical record 

imply that cattle were central to the practices of the earliest human civilizations, but their 

traces proliferate throughout contemporary human culture. Furthermore, as I will discuss 

below, they remain central to some of the most important ecological challenges of human 

life today. It is not an exaggeration to say that the cow, an animal hidden in this common 

sign of primacy, should be recognized as the “alpha” animal-other. 

Cattle are not the first animal to come into a relationship of domestication with 

our ancestors. That distinction goes to dogs. Cattle are also not currently the most 

numerous farmed animal. In individual numbers, no species comes close to chickens, 

now the most numerous bird species on the planet. Nevertheless, the development of 
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livestock agriculture—some 10,500 years ago with cattle, sheep, and goats—had 

profound effects on human life. Furthermore, as I will outline below, cattle have had an 

outsized role in human history from European colonialism to many contemporary cultural 

identities. That the cow is the paradigmatic livestock animal and example of mobile 

wealth in general, is embedded in numerous etymologies and expressions. Cattle are 

appropriated for more than their meat with numerous products, including leather, milk, 

and plastics deriving from their bodies. Finally, as environmentalists are increasingly 

recognizing, cattle agriculture has a disproportionate effect on global climate and 

ecological change. It is not an exaggeration to say we cannot imagine the human species 

without the influence of cattle, and so cattle are a central concern if we are to find a new 

way of relating to other terrestrial life. 

It’s difficult to summarize the role of cattle in human history because the species 

has been co central for so long across such a wide area. Among the earliest species to 

come into a domestication relationship with us, cattle spread through trade and human 

migration across Europe, Africa, and Asia well before the modern period. As Florian 

Werner summarizes, “Cows played an instrumental part in allowing humankind to settle 

down and to gradually transition from the nomadic existence of hunters and gathers to 

advanced sedentary civilizations” (Werner 2011, 10). The bull and cow appear regularly 

in ancient Greek culture. For example, goddess Hera was described by Homer positively 

as the “cow-eyed one,” and the temple marking the place where she supposedly married 

Zeus is on the island of Euboea “good for cows” (Ibid., 85). Zeus himself became a white 
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bull in order to abduct Europa. Cattle figures, used in idiom, metaphor, and mythology 

were a way of knowing and they appear in so many places in Greek culture that one 

scholar calls “the bovine idiom” simply “ubiquitous” (McInerney 2010, 5-6). The ancient 

Hebrews were also deeply marked by the human-cattle complex. The red heifer is a 

crucial sacrifice in the establishment of the temple, and a common, Biblical Hebrew term 

for cattle, behemah, can refer to all domesticated animals. These foundational societies in 

Western culture were so shaped by cattle culture that science critic Jeremy Rifkin could 

plausibly state, “The religious and secular life of Western civilization has been erected on 

the broad shoulders of these powerful ungulates” (1992, 2).  

It is not only Greek and Hebrew culture that has held them in high esteem, of 

course, as Evans-Pritchard noted in his classic Nuer Religion when he wrote, “Start on 

whatever subject I would, and approach it from whatever angle, we would soon be 

speaking of cows and oxen, heifers and steers” and “cherchez la vache is the best advice 

that can be given to those who desire to understand Nuer behavior” (1956). South Asia, 

has also been deeply affected by the presence of cattle such that the cow is often treated 

as the holiest animal, is protected, and is a central figure contemporary of Indian Hindu 

national identity (as will be explored in Chapter 5). 

Cattle were also full participants in colonization. Christopher Columbus, in 

addition to inaugurating the Atlantic slave trade, brought the first cattle to the Americas 

his second voyage in 1493 (Gillespie and Flanders 2009, 5); and cattle accompanied both 

English and Spanish conquistadores and missionaries (Werner 2011,  10). Many of the 
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colonists set their cattle loose into new habitats so their populations could grow without 

human effort. The proliferation of cattle, especially in Spanish colonies, was so extensive 

that one late sixteenth-century French visitor to Mexico could write of the “great, level 

plains, stretching endlessly and everywhere covered with an infinite number of 

cattle” (Crosby 2004, 177). Cattle, of course, were one of many animal and plant 

introductions brought by Europeans to the Americas and the Pacific, but they were a 

significant one. As Jared Diamond argues in his book Guns, Germs, and Steel, European 

domination over indigenous people outside Eurasia was abetted by the epidemic diseases 

that they brought and had a greater resistance to. These diseases were largely zoonotic 

(they came to humans from another animal species) and resistance had been developed 

through long contact with the herd animals who carried them, principally cattle (1999).  

In tracing back to these originating moments of human-cattle complex, we can 

easily find indications that cattle were the paradigmatic object of capital accumulation. 

Consider the Phoenician view, noted by Plutarch above, that cattle is primary in that it is 

the primary possession that a person should have.  

The previous chapter noted the appearance of aurochs in the “Old English Rune 

Poem.” In addition to the aurochs rune, there is another character, the first in the 

“futhark” series, which, like our A, derives from the Phoenician aleph (though is 

pronounced like an F). This letter “ᚠ ” called “feoh,” specifically signified wealth. As 

Halsall notes, “There can be little doubt that, when first invented, the initial rune name 
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signified ‘cattle,’ the most valuable possession of a people…” (1981, 97). Our modern 

English fee derives from this Old English feoh.  

Other English financial terms have their roots in the human-cattle complex. The 

term “pecuniary,” for example, derives from the Latin term for cattle, pecus. 

Significantly, the most basic term for movable wealth, i.e. “capital,” itself derives from 

the practice of counting animals by the head (Latin capitalis, “of the head”) and shares a 

common etymological ancestor with our generic term for the species “cattle.” This Latin 

root also gives us “chattel,” another term for moveable property that has especially come 

to signify a system of human captivity that treats people as property of others (i.e. 

“chattel slavery”). In fact, it is not hard to make the case that the idea and methods of 

taking living bodies as property were first developed on livestock before being applied to 

African people (e.g. the slave brand), as Marjorie Spiegel persuasively argues (1988). 

Among all meats today, beef is the most universally valued, with sirloin steak selling at a 

higher price per pound than any other regularly consumed meat (USDA 2017).  

Perhaps the reason that the association between cattle and wealth is so strong is 

not only because of their large size and relative docility, but also because their bodies 

have been found useful to humans in so many ways, not only for meat. Europeans and 

South Asians especially have historically consumed cows’ milk, giving rise to the clearest 

inherited adaptation humans have had to living with cows: the ability to digest lactose, 

the sugar in milk, into adulthood. Due to refrigeration, pasteurization, and the persistent 

cultural association between milk and health, dairy consumption has become not only a 
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rural phenomenon but a global and urban one (Valenze 2011). Many communities have 

made use of other cattle products, including dung as cooking and heating fuel. In South 

Asia, cattle urine is believed to have healing properties, and in East Africa, blood drained 

in small amounts from living animals is a supplemental food source.  

Today, the variety of products made from cattle bodies has vastly increased. The 

industrial slaughterhouse separates an animal carcass into edible and inedible material     

and aggregates them into commodities for different markets (Leoci 2014, 21-23). Not 

only are blood portions used in tissue culture (as will be discussed in chapter three) but 

they may also be used as ingredients for a variety of glues, resins, and finishes. Fats and 

fatty acids find their way into antifreeze, cement, and hair conditioner. Proteins may be 

used in the manufacture of plastics and adhesives. 

Cattle bodies have even been used to supplement cattle feed itself, a practice 

known as “intra-species recycling” (Ibid., 132). This practice has been identified as a link 

in cycle that allows for the transmission of the pathogen that causes Bovine Spongiform 

Encephalitis, also known as “mad cow disease.” As a result, it has been banned in the EU 

since 2001, though it is still allowed on US farms (Simmons et al. 2017). 

Cattle are the most abundant large mammal in earth’s history, and with a global 

population of about 1.3 billion and an average weight of more than 500kg, their 

combined weight is an estimated 350 million tons, making the cattle population the 

largest combined mass of any single species on Earth, more than double of that of all 

living humans (Werner 2011, 11). To support that biomass with food requires an 
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enormous amount of land. Approximately 26% of all ice-free land on the Earth is used for 

livestock grazing, and 33% of cropland is used for livestock feed (FAO 2012). Cattle-

based agriculture is a key contributor to global ecological harm, such as deforestation, 

species extinction, and water eco-system health. As argued by the influential study from 

the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations Livestock’s Long 

Shadow, livestock production is "one of the top two or three most significant contributors 

to the most serious environmental problems at every scale, from local to global" because 

of its contribution to climate change, land degradation, air pollution, water shortages, and 

loss of biodiversity (Steinfeld et al. 2006, xxvi). According to the documentary, 

Cowspiracy (2014), evidence of the effect of the livestock industry on ecological health is 

overwhelming yet ignored by mainstream environmental organizations because of 

cultural and political dependence on eating animals.  

All this evidence is intended to emphasize the importance of cattle in human life. 

From their historical role as evidenced in language to their continuing importance 

materially, economically, and in the current state of global ecological crisis, the cow is an 

“alpha” animal in the human alphabet of other species.  

1.5 As an Archive of Beastly Traces 

The alphabet is the technology (or at least one of the technologies) that I use here 

to express myself, to connect as a thinking being to you, my reader. The alphabet is my 

figure for this chapter on the beastly trace because I come to this project with a situated 
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location, and it is my primary tool to encounter the symbolic world. Crucially, I write not 

only as an English speaker, a man, or a human, but also an animal. As Derrida explores, 

writing, broadly understood, is the creation of life’s trace (2008). While we humans are 

the alphabetical animal, it is not in opposition to animality that we write. Rather, writing 

emerges from a more universal quality of living such that we always leave a remainder of 

ourselves as we engage in the activities of our lives, Against the dominant “theology” of 

the Western tradition, I argue that our human species is not a midway point between brute 

and angel, not a rational protagonist at war with its animal self. Humans are, from a 

biological perspective, completely and always fully animals in everything that we do. As 

I see it, our humanity is always a specificity of animality and never a force in opposition 

to it. The alphabet as a technology emerges from our capacities as animals. More so, it 

comes into form from the hand of an animal among animals, a co-production. 

Derrida criticizes philosophers in the Western tradition who have largely “made 

the animal a theorem, something seen and not seeing” (Ibid., 14). He wonders what 

would follow if the experience of a particular cat looking back to see his nakedness were 

his “primary mirror”— his first way of knowing himself in the world. Crucially for me, 

he is interested in the extent to which his individual life and work is “following” this 

“trace” of radical otherness into the world (10).  63

Derrida developed the idea of the “trace” as a way of understanding the heart of 

the deconstructive project. While not explicit until later writing, as Hélène Cixous 

 “That is the track I am following, the track I am ferreting out, following the traces of this 63

‘wholly other they call “animal,’” for example, “cat”’” (14). 
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observes, the figure of the animal other is present in the earliest example of the Derridean 

trace. She writes, 

…With the first trace of the thinking of the trace in Of Grammatology, the 
whole machine that tends to replace the word “writing” in the ordinary 
sense by “trace” or the word “speech” by trace, had as its final purpose 
that writing, speech, trace are not the proper characteristic of the human. 
There is animal trace, animals write. From the beginning, the 
deconstruction of the properly human, and thus of its empire, its rights, is 
in place. Jacques Derrida has always resisted the opposition between the 
human and the animal, just as he does the opposition and thus the 
hierarchization between man and woman; this is the absolutely permanent, 
archoriginary trait of his political trajectory. (Cheah and Guerlac 2009, 43)  

Derrida purposefully leaves the definition of “la trace” open, but I will be more 

explicit about my use of this key term. While it is not the same trace as Derrida’s, there is 

no doubt significant overlap. The trace in Derrida is most often taken to be a term in close 

relationship to the idea of ‘différance,’ a deliberate misspelling of the French difference 

and a central deconstructive concept (first introduced in Derrida 1978, 75). Writing in the 

semiotic tradition of Ferdinand de Saussure, Derrida is especially interested how a single 

sign within a system of arbitrary signs—one where the meaning is in an arbitrary 

relationship with the things that signify meaning —produces a necessary internalization 64

of difference. In ordinary language, the word for a thing does not resemble the thing, nor 

is its form directly linked to the thing that it signifies. Rather, the term for an object in the 

world is intelligible because of a whole system of language which consistently maps 

other possible meanings on to other things. A symbol is constituted out of that which is 

i.e. semiotic systems made up of “symbols” as opposed to the other sign-making processes 64

called “icons” and “indexes” in the language of Pierce (see introduction). 
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“outside” it and meaning is only possible through gaps of difference, gaps often 

simplified into binaries of opposition. In this way, the given term contains a “trace” of 

exactly the thing or things that it excludes. A given term’s meaning implicates a chain of 

significance, continually deferring a resolution into a total system.  

To use the primary example of this project, the term “human” has content to the 

extent to which it excludes those things that are understood to be not human and, in this 

way, these nonhuman things form, by exclusion, the human concept. In contemporary 

parlance, “animal” does a significant portion of that work, constituting what we 

understand to be human through a process of exclusion. Of particular consequence is the 

way that “humanity” is both a moral as well as an empirical concept, a slippage that 

allows an association between humanness (as species membership) and humaneness (a 

caring and rational way of being), and inversely between the brute (the animal which 

seems to lack human language) and brutality (a cruelty of being). Through an 

equivocation of humanity as both an ontological state and an aspiration to achieve, the 

division between human and animal is not only a division of species, but what Agamben 

calls, “a mobile border within living man” (2004, 15). Claiming that a human can 

somehow fail to be human on account of their race, gender, criminality, disability, etc.  

allows for a machine of violence or exploitation to be turned on them without remorse. 

As Eng et al. summarize:  

In conventional Western political and moral psychology at least since 
Plato, the human describes a normative subject with a conflicted 
interiority where reason ultimately reigns, or ought to reign, supreme over 
passions. In terms of its exteriority, the material limits of the human are 
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circumscribed by a defensible body — “a body worth defending,” in Ed 
Cohen’s suggestive phrase. While connections among human beings are 
possible and necessary, individuality and subjectivity precede association 
and intersubjectivity. (2011, 7) 

To enumerate the multiple valences of beastly trace within humanity, I identify 

three Derridean traces:  

1) The trace of “the animal” within “the human” is primarily the “animality” that 

is implicitly excluded in the constitution of “humanity.” “The animal” is a present 

absence, a necessary citational referent whenever we speak of “humanity” even when 

animality isn’t specifically mentioned. The concept of “human rights,” for example, 

builds itself explicitly around a universalization of human needs and experience. As much 

as it has worked to create a wider tent for humanity, improving the conditions of people 

previously deemed sub-human, it is necessarily also a project of exclusion, demarcating a 

community of subjects bounded on the basis of species. As has been noted by theorists of 

science (e.g. Haraway 1991), only the concept of the artifact or “the machine” carries as 

much weight as “the animal” in constituting by exclusion what it means to be “human.” 

The set of things falling loosely within “the animal” is vast, not just in the plurality of 

species but also in the plurality of signs that represent animality, its components, and 

related signs. In this way, that which is outside is what constitutes the sign “human” and 

is inexhaustible and always deferred into the future. 

2) Derrida’s work on textuality extends to other species. The life of all animals, 

not just human writing, leaves a trace through a process of difference and differentiation. 
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As Berger and Segarra summarize, “If animals ‘write,’ …and the very word ‘animal’ 

refers to the most basic trace of life, i.e. animation — then it means that when or since 

humans write, they do it in their capacity as animals, living traces leaving traces” (year, 

5). Other animals leave their mark on the world through semiotic projects, coming to 

know and moving in relation to that knowledge. In this way, the beastly trace is found 

whenever there is evidence of other animals not just as objects but as meaning-making 

beings. Numerous examples of this nonhuman trace can be found within human life. 

Often buried, we become most clearly the beastly trace in human life when we become 

aware of ourselves under the gaze of the animal other. Our life becomes a potential 

material or resource for the inscription of nonhuman life upon us. 

3) The idea of the trace in Derrida can indicate a methodology. Derrida resisted 

the effort to understand deconstruction as a method per se, preferring to “put aside 

traditional philosophical concepts” (Wood & Bernasconi 1988, 3). Rather than the 

systemization of deconstruction to a mechanical operation, Derrida described 

deconstruction as “an event.” Nevertheless, for my purposes, I can understand it loosely 

as an approach. At very least, the action of tracing, not just the object of the trace, is a 

reoccurring trope in Derrida’s work (and in the work of Heidegger, which inspired some 

of Derrida’s thought). A tracing or tracking follows the path of those things that are 

absent but nevertheless necessary for a given presence to be possible. It is a direction of 

investigation toward the hidden, but which never expects a final arrival in an original or 

foundational moment. 
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My own idea of the beastly trace includes this set of meanings, as well as a 

slightly larger field. If we investigate particular instances of the life that the sign “human” 

indicates, we find that there is also another set of traces particular to it. Without 

exhausting the list of possible nonhuman-animal traces, they can be categorized as: 1) 

material traces of non-human animal bodies that make possible a particular instantiation 

of human life possible; 2) a wider set of semiotic (in a Piercean sense) traces which have 

iconic or indexical relationships to nonhuman animals; and, 3) the full set of 

consequences felt by humans and produced by the phenomenological experience of 

nonhuman animals, the construction of their umwelt, the marks that they leave as 

intentional beings. Looking at things this way, the beastly trace is present across the full 

material-semiotic-phenomenological field, albeit in different amounts and different 

urgencies.  

This is crucial to recognizing beastly traces as an antidote to the prevailing 

assumption that humans, humanity, and human social life are autonomous with respect to 

other species and are always in a position of dominance. In various modes, a beastly trace 

is present everywhere. As Thich Nhat Hanh notes, “Looking deeply into a human being, 

we find that humans are made only of non-human elements: animals, vegetables, and 

minerals. The moment we see this, we see human beings as a reality, not a wrong 

perception.…This is because that is; if this is not, then that will not be” (2000). Following 

the beastly trace requires this kind of orientation, an orientation at odds with the given 
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anthropocentric narrative. Tracing is an event and it is also a practice. It is a practice of 

attention directed toward the animate otherness present in our lives on all scales.  

It is crucial for this work that the idea of the beastly trace be understood as the 

trace of a living thing, a knowing being. For this reason, a beastly trace’s origin is 

trackable up until the encounter with the unknowablity of another’s experience. The 

looking-back experience should thus be understood as foundational to the beastly trace. 

We can follow any beastly trace until we reach the limit of our ability to know another as 

it knows us. 

I hope it is now clear why the alphabet/cow-house is a perfect figure for the 

beastly trace writ-large: 1) The alphabet is a crucial component of the thoroughly 

symbolic quality of contemporary human activity. 2) The alphabet is a submerged 

expression of the deeply interspecies or symbiotic nature of humanity. 3) In its ancient, 

cattle origin, it indicates how transmissions, both semiotic and material, move between 

species at points of contact. 4) The alphabet as an effect of how cow/human intertwining 

demonstrates the unpredictable and “transcendent” quality of emergence in any human/

nonhuman relationship—a radical new phenomenon that comes about when complex 

beings come into close relationships, transforming both members. 5) As philosopher 

David Abram argues, it is the problematic technology which makes possible our self-

experience of rupture with the nonhuman world. If we accept this account then the 

alphabet as cow-house indicates the paradox that our felt alienation from “nature” is itself 

a product of integration of ourselves into a more closely symbiotic relationship with 
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animal others. 6) Finally, the alphabet/cow-house also indicates the primacy of Bos in the 

story of human life. 

The alphabet is the alpha of this dissertation, coming after only the zero-point of 

the unentangled aurochs. In the following chapters, I will consider a set of other cattle 

figures as distinct moments of human/cattle encounter and co-emergence: the vellum 

bestiary, fetal bovine serum, the 269Life movement, and a “protected” cow named Kaliya

—each of which tell different stories of attachment, translation, transformation, and loss. 

If I, like all of us, am in a state of “not being the maker of what I do, but only the one that 

holds the pencil,” then I must write without full knowledge of the import of what I make. 

There is an innumerable set of microcosms within all these letters, words, and ideas, 

many I myself cannot see. I hope that they reach you, dear reader, in some way. This 

writing, like any mediation, both joins and separates. Through it, we pass together 

through a gateway of knowing. The journey will bring us back to our starting places. I 

hope it will bring us into a better understanding of ourselves so we can more 

authentically be what we already are. 
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2. Bestiary: The Beastly Book of Beasts 

Figure 2.1: The monster, Grover. A favorite book of my children when they were 
young, The Monster at the End of This Book, features The Muppets character, Grover 
(Stone and Smolin 1971). To encourage a young reader to interact with the book medium, 
he seems to speak directly to the child in a way cognizant of his own position within the 
text. Here the text reads “Shhhhh / Listen, I have an idea. If you do not turn any pages, 
we will never get to the end of this book. / And that is good, because there is a Monster at 
the end of this book. / So please so not turn the page.” If readers can resist Grover’s pleas, 
they will discover that the “monster” we are warned of is none other than Grover himself. 
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I thought myself lion and serpent. Thought 
myself body enough for two, for we. 
Found comfort in never being lonely. 

What burst from my back, from my bones, what lived 
along the ridge from crown to crown, from mane? 
to forked tongue beneath the skin. What clamor 
  
we made in the birthing. What hiss and rumble 
at the splitting, at the horns and beard,? 
at the glottal bleat. What bridges our back. 
  
What strong neck, what bright eye. What menagerie 
are we. What we’ve made of ourselves. 
  

— Donika Kelly, “Love Poem: Chimera,” Bestiary: Poems 

How does a book bring its figures to life? 

A classic of children’s literature, The Monster at the End of this Book: Staring 

Lovable, Furry Old Grover, was writen by Jon Stone, one of the original writers and 

producers for the innovative Sesame Street television show. The book had already sold 

more than 10 million copies by the time of the death of the author, Jon Stone, in 1997 

(Gelder 1997). In its first pages, the “star” character, Grover, meets the reader and is 

frightened to learn that the reader’s page turning will bring him both ever closer to the 

monster foretold book’s own title. The child reader, typically along with a parent, turns 

one page after another despite Grover’s pleadings and his unsuccessful attempts to use 

wood, glue, and bricks as actual obstacles to stop the reader from moving the narrative 

forward in time. The child, of course, is invited to disobey Grover’s naive protestations 

and safely arrives at the last pages to discover that the “monster” is none other than 
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“lovable, furry old Grover” himself. Grover, with apparent knowledge of his own 

position within the text seems to come off the page into a kind of life. Yet, despite the 

book’s form as a static object, Grover is always ignorant of the text’s inevitable 

conclusion. The child’s turning of pages animates him even as it brings him dangerously 

closer to his greatest fear. 

This chapter discusses another kind of animating text, the bestiary, a “book of 

beasts” that fascinated medieval readers and a genre that has numerous descendants 

today. Like the alphabet, the bestiary is a catalog of beastly figures. Unlike the alphabet, 

the bestiary depends on the animal objects to display their animal-otherness, which are 

not lost into their function as “shapes for sound.” Rather, they stand for an encounter, 

however far removed, between humans and another species.  

In the material bestiary text there is a kind of subterfuge taking place. The power 

of the text to animate is the invisible medium of the experience, and so the virtual animal 

takes precedence over the actual animal body from which the text was made. 

Furthermore, the animals of the bestiary are enclosed into the text, reduced in their 

possibility to be for themselves, limited in their defined locations in the catalogue. The 

bestiary’s beasts existed for humanity as creations of a Christian God using “nature” itself 

a text for our edification. The order the bestiary reinforced, like the species orders we 

now take for granted, made possible a monstrous “unnature,” a disruption of order. For 

the medieval and early modern reader, a monster that didn’t fit into the categories of the 

bestiary offered another kind of divine message, a punishment or a warning. Today, we 

!167



maintain other categories, and these categories produce other kinds of monsters. In 

considering the state of human/other-animal relationships we must recognize our 

assumed categories of difference and the monstrous figures these produce. Without a 

shared frame to read hybridity for anything other than a problem or an opportunity, we 

live in a state of contradiction, condemning what we also create.  

As educator Henry Jenkins notes in the introduction to T is for Transmedia: 

Learning Through Transmedia Play, “Part of what makes The Monster at the End of the 

Book so compelling is that it is as reflexive about the nature of the printed book as a 

medium as Sesame Street was about our experiences of watching television. …[It] builds 

off what we know of Grover on television but it creates a new kind of experience that 

takes advantage of the distinctive affordances of the printed book, which is designed to be 

read aloud in the child’s bedroom or playroom” (Herr-Stephenson et al. 2013, 6).  

In this sense, The Monster at the End of this Book is an example of a “technotext,” 

to use N. Katherine Hayles’ term. In her work on digital literature, Writing Machines, 

Hayles coins the term “technotext” to refer to those documents that express through their 

construction the insight that “[t]o change the material artifact is to transform the context 

and circumstances for interacting with the words, which inevitably changes the meanings 

of the words as well” (Hayles and Burdick 2002, 23). The technotext is a “meta” work in 

which the words on the page “reflexively interact with the inscription technologies that 

produce them” (23-24). The Monster at the End of this Book does this when Grover reacts 
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to the written page on which he sits and calls attention to the reader’s own ability to move 

the story forward with the turning of each page.  

As noted in my introduction, I, too, write with a technotextual intention. I write to 

produce affect and critically consider the role of other animals in the material and 

semiotic basis of my own technologies of textual production. This affords me a way to 

consider the cow’s role in human life and our own distinctiveness as a species with a 

particularly interest in symbolic communication. In the previous chapter, I encouraged 

the readers’ reengagement with this very letter catalog as a collection of once iconic 

figures, figures that once represented something other than pure sound and that carry a 

trace of that lost meaning. In this chapter, I’d like the reader to consider a later and 

dominating textual form, the printed book, as another kind of beastly figure. Words and 

pages joining one another in a bound book developed a new form of integration between 

human and nonhuman animal, now an even more immediately material one, came about 

with new deferments for the living animal enabled through the collection of other animals 

into written taxonomies.  

Much of Hayles influential work on digital media has revolved around the central 

insight that there can be “No ideas but in things” (Hayles and Burdick 2002, 32),  in 65

other words, that all cognition, communication, semiotics, take place in material forms—

whether that be human bodies, computers, or texts—and further, that the material form 

that carries the signs, effects, or is a part of those signs’ meaning. In her ground-breaking 

 A slogan attributed to William Carlos Williams’ in his epic poem Paterson (Williams 1995). 65
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work How We Became Posthuman (1999), Hayles argues that the idea that we could 

transcend the body as we become digital is always doomed to fail. There will be no 

“uploading” of the mind into the computer, nor will we leave our embodied identity 

behind as we make ourselves anew in our avatars. The digital platform is always an 

extension of our embodiment and never a replacement of it.  

I follow Hayles in seeing materiality as a structure, through, or on, which many 

things can exist: art, text, recorded knowledge, a reflected subjecthood, memories of one 

another, etc. The text’s meaning is enabled and informed by its material instantiation—

the shape of the letters, the source-material of the pages, the construction of its format, 

etc. This is an awareness of interplay of the material and semiotic. Signs for interpretation 

are always materially instantiated and materiality is always known and figured through 

the meaning-making and production of signs. The transmission of internal indices 

through touch and breath, for example, or the exemplars through which any abstract 

concept is known, all these are fully material and fully semiotic. No sign survives without 

a particular material instantiation. There is always a thingness for every message, a 

thingness that frames—and can disrupt—the meaning of the communication. 

What I’m most interested in here is the tendency in our approach to animal others, 

a tendency to reduce the unassimilable presence of the thing to a sign within a system of 

signs. We would like the animal to live for us as a tool of meaning, but its presence, even 

its mediated presence within a virtual technology, disrupts this project. Its instantiation is 

unforgiving and it lies in wait for a time when our project is most vulnerable. Aspects of 
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otherness in the traces of the beasts begin to stand out and refuse our systemization and 

our reductionism. 

Grover, of The Monster at the End of this Book, is one of many Muppets 

developed by Jim Henson and originally performed by Frank Oz for the Sesame Street 

program. While many Muppets represent humans or other animals, Grover, blue and 

furry, is one of many cuddly creatures described as “monsters.” Like the insatiable 

Cookie Monster, Grover doesn’t fit into any received human or nonhuman animal 

category. His quality of disruption is, of course, a tame one. There is little of the horror 

we see from monsters we will discuss below, and if anything, the monster Muppet simply 

becomes another type of animal, albeit a fantastical one. Nevertheless, because the idea 

of a “monster” still holds some of that fearful fascination, the potential for horror and the 

breaking out from boundaries, The Monster at the End of this Book has the power to 

excite. What does a child expect to find at the end of the book on the first reading? 

Perhaps the child, at least in a small way, wonders: if Grover can talk to the reader and 

seem to be aware of his position within the text, could the monster he’s warning us of 

step even further from the book and truly cross from the virtual into the actual?  

Like Grover, I must warn that turning pages in this document will bring you 

closer to monsters. In The Monster at the End of this Book, the lovable Grover and the 

monster on the last page turn out to have been one and the same all along. The monsters 

I’m interested in have also always been around us but, through the operation of the text, 

they will be highlighted and made known. This text, too, asks us to consider the limits of 
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lovability in the face of monstrosity. Must those irreconcilably different be disparaged, or 

can the hybrid be “ratified”  (Latour 1993) into our assembly of unmodern things? As 

much as there is a material and embodied quality of text, the virtuality of sign-making 

allows for its “magical” quality, its seeming ability to (re)animate life. The text, like other 

forms of media, allows for a simulated encounter, which is, I argue, always a deferred 

encounter—simultaneously linking and placing at a remove—and nevertheless 

potentially productive of feeling, sometimes to excess.   

Donika Kelly’s “Love Poem: Chimera” from her recent collection, Bestiary 

(2016), describes a hybrid “birthing” of a “menagerie” of animals within a single body. It 

is left for us to see if there is, in fact, “room enough for two.” As we continue to outline a 

hybrid menagerie of beastly figures, we will also ask ourselves what new thing is made in 

the symbiotic entanglement of human and cattle. Let us listen, for “What clamor / we 

made in the birthing.”  

2.1 Knowing The (Other)Animal(s) 

As Philip Armstrong and Laurence Simmons summarize well in their introduction 

to the collection Knowing Animals,  

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, interests, intentions. On the other 
hand, and just as surely, our concepts and practices are never purely 
human in the first place. (2007, 2) 
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An investigation into the bestiary reveals all these themes. Representational 

projects always distort their objects or capture them incompletely based on the biases and 

motivations of the representer; and human projects intended to put the diversity of other 

animals into a legible order are shaped by human intentions and suppositions at least as 

much as by the forms of the other animals themselves. At the same time, as we saw with 

the alphabet, nothing, no matter how “human,” has been formed by the particular 

presences of other animals in our midst.  

This chapter considers the bestiary as a paradigm and antecedent of other textual 

projects collecting and ordering animals (including this one). The medieval book of 

beasts was distinct from the disciplined scientific ordering that followed, but the new 

systems of classification, exemplified by Linnaeus, departed less from the bestiary than 

might be supposed. Still, the bestiary was, in various ways, a more “beastly” object for 

the medieval reader than most contemporary catalogs of animals, and the beastly quality 

of the book of beasts itself is central to the project here.  

The medieval bestiary is a useful point of reference not least because it has made 

its way into many contemporary works of animal studies scholars where it has been a 

recurring trope for the human project of representation of the other animals. In the 

assembly of a bestiary, one wrestles with the human experience of the multiplicity of 

nonhuman animality.  

Armstrong and Simmons call the bestiary “one of the oldest of textual assemblies 

designed for knowing animals” (Ibid., 3). In their introduction to their collection of 
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essays, they make use of the bestiary as a playful entry point to key themes in what has 

been called the “animal turn,” which they view as “comparable in significance to the 

‘linguistic turn’ that revolutionized humanities and social science disciplines” (1). In 

order to introduce a set of key concepts in the animal turn, they provide an (alphabetic) 

set of fantastic creatures, each with an illustration (by artist Harry Kerr).  If animal 66

studies is to do the work of “consider[ing] humans as animals amongst other animals, 

while refusing to do so from an exclusively or necessarily biological point of view,” then 

it must address the plurality of animal differences without reducing them to one half of a 

human/animal binary. As a result, we might undermine core assumptions that divide, for 

example, the humanities from the sciences, and, in this way, we might “know animals 

differently: more closely, less definitively, more carefully, less certainly” (Ibid.,21) for 

our own benefit as well as theirs.  

A crucial figure for the consideration of the plurality of other animals, which, if 

taken seriously, undermines the basis of the human/animal dichotomy is illustrated by 

Derrida’s l’animot. Harry Kerr illustrates this creature with a drawing of the chimera 

based on a painting for Ulisse Aldrovandi’s 1642 Historia Monstrum (Ibid., 21) (see 

figure 2.2). Derrida was concerned with the Western philosophical tradition, which failed 

to ever recognize the problem “based on principle” of “the general singular that is the 

animal” (2008, 40). Derrida described this general singular (the animal) as a 

“philosophical right [that] presents itself as that of ‘common sense’” (41). Derrida, too, 

 Specifically, they consider: Agents and Anthropomorphs, Sur l’animot, Bipeds, Boids, 66

Colonists, Companion Species, the Disappeared, the Humanimal, Performers, the Pigoon, the 
Screen Beast, and Zoographers.
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uses the metaphor of the bestiary, calling the general singular animal as a problem rooted 

in the “philosophical bestiary, …a bestiary at the origin of philosophy” (39). 

Figure 2.2: The chimera  As drawn by Harry Kerr for Armstrong and Simmons 2007 (5) 
to illustrate a discussion of Derrida’s figure of l’animot. Derrida’s l’animot embodies a 
critique of the general, undifferentiated animal. 

Derrida argues that there can be no accounting of nonhuman animals without 

consideration of the “immense multiplicity of other living things that cannot in any way 

be homogenized” (Ibid., 48). There is no thing we could call “the animal” because the 

differences between each nonhuman animal is at least as great as the difference between 

humans and any given other animal. Derrida coins his new term l’animot to challenge the 

general-singular animal, among other things. This word combines a singular article with 
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“animals” in the plural, and its chimerical quality carries a “monstrousness derived 

precisely from the multiplicity of animals” (409).  

A complimentary analysis was put forward independently by feminist scholars of 

science Lynda Birke and Luciana Parisi (1999). As they argue, the construction of women 

and non-white racial groups as more “animal” (that is more instinctual, without reason, 

and more biologically determined) depends on this hegemonic understanding of the 

difference between humans and animals as a binary. They describe the human/animal 

difference as the “chasm…so beloved of Western culture [and] written into the history of 

scientific observation” (59). Like Derrida, they critique this dualism between human and 

animal which “posits one species (Homo sapiens) against a generic animal—presumably, 

the whole of the animal kingdom” (59).  

Birke and Parisi understand this construction of a “generic animal” as an instance 

of “‘the homogenization of the colonized’  in which the colonized Other is always seen 67

in ways that reduce individuality” (59-60). When humans are contrasted with the generic 

animal it necessarily creates a misleading understanding of nonhuman animals defined 

not by any characteristic they share, but only by a lack of whatever feature we find 

especially significant in ourselves. The generic animal is so far from any particular 

animal that it is in effect “a mythical beast” (60). For an idea of a general animal to stand 

for all nonhuman animals, it must be an impossible mixture of things that ceases to have 

anything in common with any actual animal. A creature defined by nothing other than the 

 An expression they get from Val Plumwood (1993, 53-55) who follows Albert Memmi in The 67

Colonizer and the Colonized where this homogenization is understood as a “dehumanization” 
identified by the “mark of the plural” (2013, 129-130).

!176



characteristics or capacities useful for whatever rhetorical purpose is at hand it is nothing 

other than our own shadow image—a film negative that is only the inverse of whatever 

quality we take to be essential to our own humanity.  

In Derrida’s critique, not only is l’animot meant to be neither singular nor plural, 

it also includes the (French) word for “word,” itself, i.e. mot. In this way, Derrida intends 

the phrase to point to one of the central ways that other animals have been constructed in 

contrast with humans, that is, lacking voice or the ability to speak. Derrida calls us to 

think outside of the hegemonic binary by thinking of the other animal’s otherness as a 

difference not a lack on the part of the different. How might we think of a being that is 

marked from our perspective by “the absence of the name and of the word” (2002, 416), 

but which is actually a fullness from its own situated perspective. Nothing is missing 

from its the inherent perfection of nonhuman species. They are not incompletely on their 

way to us any more than we are incompletely on our way to (one of) them. Derrida 

suggests that the proper thinking of animals (or vegetables, or God, for that matter) 

“requires a thinking of difference and not of opposition” (Cadava et al. 1991, 269).  

How, then, do we do animal studies without a “general animal?” Critique of the 

general animal concept does call into question the possibility of a unified discipline that 

would consider human relationships to other animal species in their entirety; and animal 

studies, as problematic as this is for the future of the discipline, is formed around the 

failure of the Western philosophical legacy to see humanity as one among a plurality of 

species—another kind of lack. Alternatively, animal studies might be seen to rightly 
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contain numerous other fields, including anthropology, which necessarily considers the 

behavior of a particular animal, just one of which we happen to all be members. This kind 

of lacuna at the heart of a discipline’s identity is not unique to animal studies, of course.  68

Nevertheless, I suggest two crucial interventions in/for animal studies: 1) While we can 

be generalists with respect to our critique of the hegemonic ideas of animality, we must 

become specialists in our investigation of nonhuman life, careful not to reduce other 

beings to the qualities we see most important to ourselves. 2) Animal studies must be 

rooted in an understanding of the one thing that does most fundamentally (though not 

strictly speaking, essentially) separate us from the other animals, that is, our own situated 

position within the human.  

With respect to the first intervention, I have already discussed in the last chapter 

why I have chosen cattle as the species of concern for this project. Every chapter, 

including this one, turns to varying degrees around a human/cattle figure, and any 

conclusions that may apply to other species should be filtered through a recognition of 

my own concern with one species, albeit a particularly important one. Another scholar of 

animal studies might limit their concern not by species but by human use—animals in 

zoos, for example—but whenever we seek to approach something like an ethology of 

another animal, or seek to approach an awareness of what might be another animal’s 

perspective, we must consider what we know about that species in particular (an idea I 

will return to in the last chapter).  

 Consider the struggle that the discipline of religious studies has had to define itself by the 68

slippery idea of “religion” (see for example the discussion in Josephson-Storm 2012, 2017). 
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As to the second point, that we are always situated within the human, let me 

explain further. As I discuss below, taxonomies of animals have struggled with the 

question of where the human being belongs. How do we stand outside ourselves in order 

to include humans on par with other species? Frequently this is a recourse to a “god’s eye 

view” as Haraway calls it, an imaginary “view from nowhere” (1998). This exercise of 

“objectivity” is sometimes fruitful, but one should always be aware that the mode of 

objectivity requires a subtraction of the subject from experience. It does not come prior to 

experience. As phenomenologists have long argued, true objectivity is impossible. Any 

consideration of an object is necessarily a consideration from a particular position.  

There are many aspects of our positionality, but I am here most interested in the 

location of ourselves within the category of the human. While you and I cannot claim to 

speak for all humans, we can nevertheless know that both reader and writer would fall 

within the human species category. For this reason, there is a legitimate reason why all 

other animal species might be lumped together as an outside of the category of the 

human. As long as we treat the pairing “human/animal” as a dichotomy, we make an 

error, excluding ourselves from the category of the animal and treating all other animals 

as a grouped defined by a lack. “Human/nonhuman-animal” improves on this by making 

clear that “human” is a subset of “animal,” but it does not highlight the situated-ness that 

makes the opposition useful. For this reason, I suggest the binary “human/other-animals” 

as I have been using it here in this dissertation. This small attention to language, 

replacing the general-singular “animal” with the situated plural “other animals” does not 
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require a great linguistic leap and I hope it will gain the momentum to become a more 

common linguistic formulation. “Animals” can be a higher level of identification beyond 

the human indicating a set of experiences we all share. “Animal welfare,” for example, 

should properly include a concern for human wellbeing along with other animals. To be 

an animal is something we know intimately because we are members of this group. To 

speak of animals alone is to speak of a community we know from the inside. Similarly, 

we should always read “humans” as “we, humans” as the term always interpolates both 

the writer and the reader, especially when read as opposed to just heard.  69

As is clear from the title of this project, I also use another formulation to call 

attention to the problems with the general singular animal, that is the archaic term 

“beast.” Unlike “other-animals,” I don't suggest “beast” and “beastly” become terms to 

replace “animal.” Rather, I use it as a shorthand for other animals, which invokes their 

difference without reifying it. I use it to call attention to the problematic and imperfect 

social construction of human/nonhuman difference. And as the title of my project, the 

phrase “beastly traces” is meant to echo “bestiary” in the implication that this is a textual 

collection of nonhuman animal figures. I call out the traces of other animals in our lives 

as beastly traces to problematize the autonomy of humanity from the “beast” we define 

 One might critique this view with consideration of artificially intelligent beings who could also 69

read the texts I’m writing or who could consider humanity from the outside. As AI consciousness 
is a problem outside the scope of this project, I’ll leave that possibility open. Alternatively, one 
might call into question the universality of human readership by consideration of people born 
human who identify as other than our species. Unlike gender, but like categories of race, I wonder 
as to the extent to which dis-identity alone can free us from membership in the human species. 
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ourselves against. “Beast” has a cognate in the French “bêtes,” a term which often simply 

means “stupid.”  70

Crucially, the term “beast” is not taxonomic, nor is it neutral, but rather it clearly 

evokes particular connotations associated with a subset of animals. In contemporary 

informal English, “beast” is regularly used to express a masculine power. For example, in 

the British military, “beasting” is a form of hazing through over-exercise forced on new 

male recruits (Morris 2006). In bodybuilding discourse, “beast” refers to someone with 

strength and large muscle mass and is contrasted with the feminine “beauty” ideal (Bolin 

2003). In fashion, “Beasting” was chosen as the title for a set of photographs by Nick 

Knight depicting dirty male bodies wrestling while wearing large hairy masks published 

in the men’s fashion magazine Arena Homme + (2007). All these examples make clear 

that “the beast” does not, in fact, refer to all nonhuman animals, but only appears to do 

so. I hope that by juxtaposing the cow, a common feminization of Bos, with the 

masculinized animality beast, there might be a productive disharmony. My use of “beast” 

is intended as a playful way of calling on a difference that is illusory or misunderstood, 

while “other animals” is a precise turn of phrase, making clear our situated position 

within both human and animal.  

With those notes on thinking without the idea of a general animal, let us turn more 

directly to the central figure of this chapter, the bestiary itself. 

 We English speakers might consider the triangular position of “dumb.” A synonym of “stupid” 70

in common usage, at its root it means “mute,” and as noted above, speech is often taken to be the 
central lack of other animals with respect to us humans. 
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2.2 A Beastly Book of Beasts 

The bestiary, strictly speaking, is a genre of medieval manuscripts that cataloged a 

range of common and remarkable animals. According to Wilma George and Brundson 

Yapp, bestiaries are among “the commonest of all illustrated manuscripts of the 

Romanesque and Gothic Middle Ages other than Bibles, parts of Bibles, and church 

service books” (George and Yapp 1991, 1). 

Beyond its medieval readership, the bestiary is an important link in the Western 

chain of textual projects that take up the animal as an object of knowledge. As we will 

see, religious impulses were central to the medieval bestiary, yet elements of this non-

secular foundation influenced the now dominant Linnaean classification system and 

aspects of this implicit “theology” continue to appear in contemporary “common-sense” 

representations of other animals.  

The bestiary is further useful here as an illustration of several significant features 

identifiable in any project seeking knowledge of animal life through representation. 

Specifically, I will consider: 1) the bestiary’s representation of other animals as 

themselves a set of “texts” for us humans to “read” in order to understand our own 

location in a natural order, 2) the interaction between the materiality of the bestiary text 

and the ontology of animal representation, and, 3) the trace of animal otherness that 

persists within the bestiary’s virtual enclosure. 
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2.2.1: When we write about animals, we write about ourselves. In all 

representations of the nonhuman, the presence of humanity is identifiable everywhere and 

on multiple layers. Necessarily a human representational project is marked by the 

conditions of its own possibility. Its aspiration to know, no matter how “objective,” is 

always framed within the human and therefore shaped by features of this humanness. In 

the previous chapter on the alphabet, I emphasized the trace of the nonhuman within a 

project of representation ostensibly solely-human. The bestiary, more obviously a 

collection of beastly traces, is a useful figure to investigate the interplay of human and 

nonhuman presence within projects intended to “know” other animals. 

The structuralist anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss famously notes in his dispute 

with earlier theories of totemism, “…natural species are chosen not because they are 

‘good to eat’ but because they are ‘good to think’” (1963, 89). In other words, Lévi-

Strauss proposes that the relationship between a group of people and a species of animal 

(or other object) was not an artifact of a submerged functional use (such as as food, as 

was the view of Radcliffe-Brown and Malinowski, ibid. 62), but first of all a metaphoric 

relationship, a linking by way of a recognition of sets of perceived parallel relationships. 

As Alan Bleakley describes this “conceptual move” of Lévi-Strauss, “the animal is no 

longer treated as a presentational being, but as a sign in a system, a representation, 

forming the model for a structure of mind and a classification of the natural 

world” (Bleakley 1999, 129). 
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As we saw in the previous chapter, the distinctive shapes of animals (among other 

things) were incorporated into the alphabet’s catalog of sound-signs. The difference 

between, for example, cows and fish map csonveniently onto the difference of those 

linguistically-relevant phonemes. This is a clear example of the potential for other 

animals to be incorporated into human systems of meanings, but there is more to an 

animal life than its minimum recognizable difference. Other animals are “good to think 

[with]” because, among other things, they are living things with distinctive behavior as 

they themselves are meaning-making agents. Further, they are recognizable sets of 

individuals sharing characteristics across a class (e.g. species or genus), making, in the 

case of totemism, a convenient metaphoric tool for representing communities of people 

as distinct kinds (Lévi-Strauss 1963, 93). Add to this the particular propensity or urgency 

with which all animals to seek knowledge about each other for the sake of their own 

survival and we can see how, on multiple levels, other animals form a convenient 

metaphoric repertoire of symbols for any human project of representation.  

The medieval bestiary is an exemplary figure for this process. The medieval 

bestiary contains no entry for humans and yet human life (specifically Christian and male 

life) is its primary subject. Though not a self-consciously situated perspective,  i.e. one 71

 In my view, a situated perspective need not be a secular one (in fact certain forms of secularity 71

would be a limitation), so it is not in consideration of life as an expression of God’s plan per se 
that makes the medieval bestiary a non-situated representation of other animals. Rather, it is in the 
assumption that we could know fully God’s message in creation, that it would be a message for 
us, and that the (typically unnamed) author could access to the universal meaning of each animal. 
These things contribute to the bestiary’s use of the “god trick.” A more mystic approach to God, 
as a being we can meet but not fully know, is more likely to harmonize with a situated knowledge 
perspective.
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with self-conscious awareness of its own positional vantage-point, the bestiary authors 

were not shy about documenting life according to a human gaze looking outward toward 

the array of other animal life. 

T.H. White, whose translation of one Latin bestiary is widely available in English, 

suggests that the bestiary should be seen primarily as a “serious work of natural 

history” (1984, 231), but in this he takes a minority view. Most contemporary 

medievalists report that Latin bestiaries are understood “properly as spiritual literature, 

not as degraded natural history” (Clark 2006, 7). These two apparently opposing 

approaches—spiritual literature and natural history—which plainly different in the 

modern view, were not naturally separate within a medieval perspective. The Latin 

bestiary is perhaps best understood as a work of “natural theology.” It interprets the 

habits and life cycles of animals as moralistic and theological metaphors for religious life, 

not simply because other animals are a useful teaching tool but because of a theological 

understanding of the universe in which an anthropomorphic God created terrestrial life 

around a (male) human center. As such, creation itself was understood as a text written by 

God to lead humans according to his larger plan. And, while herbalists often sought 

within each plant’s shape a message from God about its particular use (i.e. the doctrine of 

“signatures” (Foucault 1970), bestiaries primarily read other-animal behavior as teaching 

guides for human to learn to live in the world as proper Christians, even as scrapbooks of 

various anecdotes and observation. For example, in the Latin bestiary translated by 

White, the phoenix’s rebirth in fire demonstrated the reality of Christ’s resurrection 

!185



(White 1984, 126) and the crocodile’s motionlessness during the day shared the same 

nature as “hypocritical, dissolute and avaricious people” and encouraged us to avoid such 

attitudes (50). 

Much can be said about the particular repertoire of animal figures constructed in 

the bestiary, their internal relationships and their correspondence with European political/

theological ecologies. Suffice to say, bestiaries were, like the totemistic affiliations of 

aboriginal peoples that so fascinated twentieth-century anthropologists, a method of 

metaphoric transposition whereby nonhuman animals came to stand for archetypical 

human classes and behaviors. They were simultaneously catalogs of living things, 

observed or hypothesized, and methods for teaching moral lessons, reenactments of 

Biblical myth, and symbolic enactments of God’s plan that humans have “dominion 

over” the created world (Gen. 1:28 Revised Standard Version).  

It is not an accident that when bestiary authors went beyond the catalog of 

animals to depict Biblical scenes, the most common scene to include was Adam’s naming 

of the animals (George and Yapp 1991, 41). Like many places noted in Genesis, Adam 

was himself named by God. But when it comes time for the other animals to have their 

proper designation, it is up to Adam. Genesis contains two slightly different creation 

narratives, but in the second, God forms the animals so that Adam “would not be 

alone” (Gen. 2:18 RSV).   

And out of the ground the LORD God formed every beast of the field, and 
every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he would 
call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the 
name thereof. God then brings each before Adam so that he might name 
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them, and search for his true companion.  And Adam gave names to all 
cattle, and to the fowl of the air, and to every beast of the field; but for 
Adam there was not found an help meet for him (Genesis 2:19-20, King 
James Version). 

Figure 2.3: Adam naming the animals With scroll in hand, Adams accounts for the 
other animals. From a twelfth century bestiary (Bestiary of the Library of St. Petersburg). 

We can see here that the representational act (the first human representational act 

in the Biblical narrative), the designation of a sign for each species, is a dividing one, a 

discovery of difference, and a difference of two kinds: difference among the animals 

(they each have their own name) and difference between Adam and the other animals 

(none are his proper companion). The beasts resemble us, as they, too, are made from the 

dust or clay of the earth, but the act of accounting for them is in vain, as there is none so 
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like Adam that he can find companionship. Eve, the division of humanity into two sexes, 

is then necessary, as she can be of the same nature of Adam (since she is formed of his 

bone) and thus man and woman, though different, when they join together, are still “one 

flesh” (Genesis 2:24, KJV). 

In the context of the illuminated manuscript, the naming of each animal was a 

kind of reading. Adam’s gaze on the representatives of each species translates its form 

into a proper name, a sound-sign that encapsulates the animal’s purpose and defining 

difference, just as the reader sees the collections of letters on a page and is capable of 

translating them into their proper sound-sign. Many who interacted with bestiaries were 

not themselves literate, so the act of reading was more miraculous than mundane.   

Furthermore, the Genesis myth offers the first evidence that a species’ form is not 

fixed but subject to the power of God to communicate a condemnation of sin when the 

serpent is punished for his role in seducing the first couple and is condemned go “upon 

thy belly… and dust shalt thou eat all the days of thy life” (Gen. 3:14 KJV).  

Only God (and, perhaps to a lesser extent the angels) existed for itself, not as a 

sign for something else. Humans, as the “image” of God, existed as a secondary facsimile 

of the divine, taking a limited part of the divine without sharing the same substance. The 

rest of creation was a further order beyond this, an expression of God’s “purpose” to be 

interpreted by the human. 

There was a certain interpenetration of humans and nonhuman animals, mediated 

through meaning, specifically the logic of resemblance and the narrative of Christian 
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redemption, which was a principle of action. Animals were understood as one of many 

media through which God communicated to humanity. In other words, nonhuman 

animals, even diabolical ones (like the serpent), allowed for a sense of divine presence. 

They were a material of passage, always capable of manifesting the miraculous.  

As we saw, the display of animal life before the first man was an enactment of the 

idea that life is a text to be read by (Christian) humanity. Rather than the written word 

and illustration being merely a representation of a life living for itself, material life was 

seen as an expression of a divine intention, a deliberate communication from God to 

humanity. In other words, rather than the text as a virtual reanimation of life, creation was 

seen as a virtual representation of God’s thought. The consideration of the diversity of 

animals in a bestiary then was an explanation, a translation, of a text written by God for 

the education of Man. God, in some formulations, revealed two “books” to be read 

alongside each other: the Bible and whole of nonhuman creation. This second book, the 

“book of nature,” was read by theologians, prophets, and scientists alike (Vanderjagt and 

Berkel 2005). 

Thus, medieval Christians saw other animals in a concurrence of the subjective 

and objective modes we “moderns” struggle to keep separate (Latour 1993). The bestiary, 

ostensibly about other animals, was a human reflection on human life by way of God. 

Some of this quality was banished in the modern period, but as is shown below, it could 

not be eliminated entirely. Representational projects are always telling stories to oneself, 

while the hermeneutic through which that story is told is always in flux. With a Christian 
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hermeneutic, an animal’s species-being was “empirically” a sign of God’s plan for 

humanity. This semiotic quality worked in only one direction (humans weren’t signs for 

animals to read), and it was the basis of our difference from other animals and our 

superior rank in the chain of being.  

2.2.2: When we write about animals, we hold their remains in our hands: The 

bestiary, as a representational project describing a set of mediated animal figures, was 

nevertheless a material object offering a “presentational” or “immediate” encounter with 

itself, a particular sensible “thing.”  

As should already be clear, its format as a book was not incidental to its ideology 

of representation. The bestiary’s existence as a bound text was crucial as the book 

medium (the codex) was central to Christian theology and identity. Writing was itself the 

paradigm for the act of creation and reading the paradigm for the act of interpretation, to 

such an extent that the species bodies of other animals were understood primarily as 

communications from God to humanity—“chapters” in this “book of nature.” 

Christianity arose in the Roman world along with a new medium of 

communication: the parchment codex, a bound book with text on two sides, enclosed in a 

cover. It supplanted the papyrus scroll, not always because it was more efficient. In the 

Roman world, “the codex book format became identified with Christianity, whereas the 

scroll became identified with paganism. The victory of the codex, and the victory of 

Christianity, became one and the same” (Winsbury 2009, 25). While papyrus could be a 
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more casual medium for ordinary writing, the parchment codex, and the vellum (young 

calf) parchment codex in particular, was a more durable and thus ultimately more sacred 

medium. In this process, “The book became the Book” (Winsbury 2009, 25). The 

bestiary, then, as a spiritual text, participated in the aura of the codex as a sacred artifact, 

and sacred medium.  

And the vellum of a parchment codex was not cheap. The highest quality pages 

were made of “uterine vellum” made from the skin of aborted or stillborn calves, as it 

was the thinnest and softest material. It took the skins of numerous animals for a single 

book, especially if the animals were young and therefore small. 

The Latin bestiaries, as well as their Greek and Arabic counterparts, were 

assemblages of text and image with an illustration typically adorning each entry along 

with calligraphic illuminations, usually provided later by someone skilled in drawing 

(George and Yapp 1991, 9).  Books in this period were typically read aloud in a group 

setting rather than read silently by an individual. They existed primarily in religious 

settings. As George and Yapp note, there is “no evidence that any bestiary was owned by 

a layman before the Reformation” and that “the book was essentially a religious 

production” (George and Yapp 1991, 8). In this way, like other illustrated manuscripts, it 

was a multi-sensory experience.  

The bestiary in particular lead the audiences through what anthropologist Tim 

Ingold calls a “journey on the page as much as much as in the mind” (Ingold 2011, 202). 

As he describes it, the movement of the eye and hand across the pages imitated a walk 
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through the landscape. The bestiary “furnished the mind with images that provided sense 

and direction to currents of experience.” Furthermore, for the non-modern audience, the 

text was not ontologically secondary to the thing it represented. 

Unlike in the dominant ontology of modernity, for these medieval writers the 

animals themselves are “compendia of stories told” (251) not merely objects about which 

stories were told. So, “‘the animal’ was, in effect, a node or knot in a skein of interwoven 

depictions, stories, sightings and observations, no one of which was ontologically prior to 

any other, and all of which – taken together – opened up pathways to the experience of 

God” (191). 

Furthermore, as medievalist Caroline Bynum argues, “In contrast to the modern 

tendency to draw sharp distinctions between animal, vegetable, and mineral or between 

animate and inanimate, the natural philosophers of the Middle Ages understood matter as 

the locus of generation and corruption.” They saw it “as organic, fertile, and in some 

sense alive” (Bynum 2011, 30). Aquatic creatures, for example, arose in “spontaneous 

generation” from mud and water. In the religious sphere, the bread of the eucharist was 

(and still is in some circles) understood as literally the body of Christ, not merely a 

metaphor for it. Many a crucifix could be seen to bleed spontaneously, and a relic of a 

saint’s body was frequently treated as if embedded with the life-force and power of the 

living saint him/herself. 

The illustrated book was no different. A codex book is not a dead object. If the 

living animal could be read as a spiritual text divinely authored, the bound book could be 
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biogenic (life producing), or even itself a quasi-living organism. The bestiary was not 

only a single present thing, but also an assembly of objects and a collection of 

remainders. “Resourced” for this human project (in the sense of used by Haraway 1988), 

the components of the text each had their own pasts, and so the codex is also a kind of 

animal “afterlife.” Its form as a material object then lent meaning and possibility to the 

signified objects it represented. As Bynum describes, “Medieval art was neither 

naturalistic nor illusionist. Unlike the painting of a Renaissance Madonna, for example, 

in which the artist concentrates on making the viewer see paint on canvas as fabric or 

skin…, a medieval image induces the viewer to notice that it is made from paint and 

wood or vellum and ink.” In particular, “depictions of Christ’s body as a charter on which 

nails or a flail write in blood ink are what they depict when the charter is drawn on real 

skin—that is, parchment” (Bynum 2011, 28). 

Thus, when the mortified skin of Christ was drawn on the skin of young animals, 

usually that of calves or goats, the story (gospel) of Christ—the “Word made flesh”—was 

narrated with words on flesh. Christ, the sacrificial “lamb of God,” was reborn through 

text on pages made of lamb, and a circle linking human, animal, and divine was 

completed by way of a complicated material-semiotic transubstantiation. 

It is significant for this dissertation to especially note the importance of vellum in 

the construction of these texts. The term “vellum,” like the English word “veal,” derives 

from the Latin, vitellus, for a young calf, though not all parchment was made of young 

bovines. Vellum is used to indicate a variety of skins of young animals that made up the 
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pages of a codex. The species origin of a particular manuscript page has only recently 

been determinable through genetic analysis; so vellum, even uterine vellum, has been 

applied to the material of codex pages that resembled true vellum by virtue of its softness 

and thinness. Nevertheless, the presence of cattle at this key juncture in textual culture 

underlines the exceptional dependence we humans have had with this particular species 

and allows us a passage into the bestiary as a cattle figure.  

There is an irony when we consider the fact that the bestiary represented the 

animals out of which it was composed. As we saw in the last chapter, the “A” is a 

submerged cattle icon. We could have also noted that, recursively, the English word 

“cattle” contains that icon as it’s own second latter. In a similarly meta-material-semiotic 

way, this vellum bestiary invariably included an entry for several bovines. “Bos” (cow), 

“Juvencus” (bull), were there, as was often an entry for a fanciful wild aurochs-like 

creature known as the “Bonnacon” This dangerous creature expels an acidic dung on 

anyone who pursues it (figure 2.4).  

Figure 2.4: The bonnacon.  This irrepressible cattle-like creature was known for its 
propensity to expel an acidic dung on pursuers. Aberdeen Bestiary MS 24, ca. 1200 CE, 
Folio 12r. 
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In this way, there is an implicit technotextual—and almost fractal quality—to the 

bestiary. On the skin of the page is written and drawn the animal from whose skin it 

came, calling attention to the living animal that once was (figure 2.5). 

Figure 2.5: Bestiary cow and calf.  A cow nurses her calf from the twelfth-century 
Ashmole Bestiary (Boolean Library MS, Ashmole 1511, Folio 30v). As the bestiary was 
often made of vellum (the skin of calves), this virtual animal was painted on a remnant of 
a material animal. 

Not only were the pages of the bestiary made out of a variety of animals, but the 

scribe’s quill was a feather of a goose, crow, or raven; and the ink usually a concoction 

based on oak-apples—a tumor of the oak tree formed around the larva of the gall wasp 

(Ingold 2011, 26). The vellum pages were gathered together into groups and sewn onto 

cord or leather thongs, which were connected to wooden boards covered in leather or 

cloth to make the cover.  
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Thus, the bestiary was a book of beasts in more ways than one. It contained an 

organized catalog of animals, and also, like all other parchment manuscripts, it was a 

book literally composed out of animal bodies. The codex was materially a work of literal 

“taxidermy” (i.e. a fabrication made of skin). This “thing,” once living, and not fully 

lifeless in a medieval ontology, is a kind of “afterlife” for the animals incorporated into it 

(Marvin 2006).   72

Furthermore, rather than the taxidermist who manipulates the animal remains in 

an effort to make something as close as possible to the living thing that was, the bestiary 

was a composition of multiple remains into a single object impossible in life. As 

taxidermy, it shares some qualities with the famous “Fiji mermaid” of the P.T. Barnum’s 

sideshow, which was composed out of the head and torso of a young monkey and the 

back part of a fish. In its hybridity, the bestiary resembles less the ordinary animals of 

experience and more the fantastic creatures, a few of which were also depicted within.  73

The mixed taxidermy animal is fantastical because it is a taxonomic exception, an animal 

in two or more categories at once, a kind of “monster.” More than a hybrid, which 

 Significantly, the remains of exotic animals made their way into Europe during the medieval 72

period in such a way as to be re-contextualized as magical species. The narwal horn, for example, 
was always experienced as a unicorn horn in Europe. This is another kind of “afterlife” of animal 
remains that was productive of divine connotations (Pluskowski 2004, 305-306).

 Incidentally, neither mermaids nor chimaera were to be found in a medieval bestiary. Sirens, 73

who sometimes appear as women with fish tails, were often depicted, but they were equally as 
likely to be depicted as women with the lower body of a bird. The chimaera was mentioned in 
classical narratives, including Homer, but did not remain in medieval imaginations. Other 
fantastic animal hybrids in the bestiary literature included: the manticore, which was described as 
a large cat with a human face, three rows of teeth, and a scorpion-like tale (it was believed to 
reside in India) (George and Yapp, 1991, 51); the centaur; the satyr; porcus marinus, a fish/pig; 
the basilisk, which was sometimes depicted as both bird and snake; and the improbable antlion 
(both ant and lion), among a few others. 
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implies a certain amount of blending, it could perhaps be better likened to the chimaera—

an animal composed of lion, goat, and snake, each retaining some amount of their 

separate identity.  74

In this regard, one monster of contemporary popular culture bears a striking 

resemblance to our “beastly book of beasts”: the living textbook known as “The Monster 

Book of Monsters,” (Figure 2.6) that appears in JK Rowling’s Harry Potter and the 

Prisoner of Azkaban (1999). Assigned as a required text for Hagrid’s Care of Magical 

Creatures class, Harry and the other students struggle to tame the living text enough to 

read it. “…Hasn’ — hasn’ anyone bin able ter open their books? …Yeh’ve got to stroke 

‘em," Hagrid admonishes (122-123). Significantly, unlike the medieval bestiaries which 

were each unique manuscripts, the Monster Book of Monsters designates an iterable 

published text. The title designates, therefore, not an individual monster but a whole 

species of monster books.  

Figure 2.6: The Monster Book of Monsters. A concept drawing for The Monster Book of 
Monsters, as it was to appear in the Harry Potter films (McCabe  2011, 505). 

 The chimaera is also a figure in the philosophical bestiary of Derrida. Roughly, it represents the 74

truth of the animal-word (le’animot) which is hunted and put to death as a result of a protagonist’s 
own shame or desire for modesty (41, 42, 45). It is an important enough figure that Derrida notes 
in an aside that the chimaera’s killer, Bellerophon, “deserves a ten-day conference alone” (2008 
42). 
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Even the rather sober analysis of the medieval bestiary by Brunsdon Yapp can’t 

help but recursively treat its own subject matter (a catalog and classification of animals) 

as a kind of organism. Bestiaries fall into “four families” with one subdivided on “the 

basis of birds” (Gearoge and Yapp 1991, 4). Using an evolutionary metaphor in 

comparison of other projects of bestiary reconstruction, Yapp writes, “The fully-

developed English bestiary has about as much relationship to the Physiologus as a body 

of a mammal has to that of a fish…” (George and Yapp 1991, 6). Crucially, if the bestiary 

is an animal, it is a kind rather than an individual. Like the figures represented within the 

text, a bestiary, as such, is a member of a “species,” a representative of a category which 

is defined in terms of its relationship to collectives of other types, each reproduced by 

way of human hands and adapting through time.  

Of course, the animals do not look back from the page directly into the eyes of the 

reader. The figure that traces the text of a vellum page touches dead skin whose nerves 

are no longer intact. Nevertheless, while the bestiary is on the one hand an 

“autobiographical” text—that is, a use of animals as symbols to say something about 

human life—it also makes possible a tactile interaction with other animals through skin, 

ink, and father quill, even if that presence goes unremarked. Fabricated by the labor of 

human plans, hands, and tools; the bestiary is a product of the full lives of nonhumans: 

biological processes which fabricated mammal skin tissue as well as everything required 

for a calf or its mother to locate and digest food, stay warm at night, and walk, however 

unwillingly, from stable to slaughter. Mediated here through a material process rather 
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than only a representational translation, it is a meeting place, a location of contact 

between human and nonhuman animal, where each, if for a moment, share the same 

world. 

2.2.3: When we write about animals, animals write themselves in: As we have 

seen, the bestiary’s animals are extensions of human self-reflective thought even as a 

parchment text in a person’s hand is a kind of meeting with an animal other. Before I 

move on to considerations of other consequences of animal representation, I’d like to 

consider the presence of nonhuman animals within the representations themselves.  

It is perhaps obvious that there are presences of otherness in representations of the 

bestiary’s animals. But after considering how much animal figures were taken to be 

allegories of human life and the deliberate communications of God to humanity, it is 

necessary now to return to the idea that there is nevertheless an irrepressible difference, 

never fully domesticated, within these representations, whereby difference, and even 

agency, makes itself present. 

As Yapp describes, “A bestiary is an attempt, not wholly unsuccessful or 

discreditable for the time at which it was produced, to give an account of some of the 

more conspicuous creatures that could be seen by the reader of that occurred in 

legends” (Yapp 1991, 1). Medieval readers sought a legible message from God to read in 

the bodies and behaviors of other animals because they, like all peoples, were met with an 

array of other species, so much like themselves and yet so different. This call to “give an 

account” of those creatures that the scholar finds “conspicuous” speaks directly to the 
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affective pull, the necessity, and even the enjoyment, which drives any project of 

knowing animals (even if the methods and standards for such an account differ from 

society to society). 

Other animals are “conspicuous” in that their difference affords certain 

possibilities. It is a central tenant of Saussarian semiotic theory, and it is this “differing/

deferring” feature of meaning-making that Derrida made central to the deconstructive 

idea of différance. In language, the paradigmatic system of symbols, a word’s meaning 

derives not only from its reference to an object or idea but just as much from its 

difference from other words and ideas. As Chris Barker summarizes, within the 

perspective of “structuralism and poststructuralism, difference is the mechanism for the 

generation of meaning. That is, meaning is not generated because an object or referent 

has an essential and intrinsic meaning but is produced because signs are phonetically and 

conceptually different from one another” (Barker 2004, 53). These differences are 

experienced phenomenologically, i.e. pre-conceptually, and are then assimilated into 

meaning. As Barker notes, “Difference is not an essence or attribute of an object but a 

relationship and position or perspective of signification” (Barker 2004, 53). Difference 

also plays a role in iconic and indexical signification.  

In the case of other animals, their “conspicuousness” is the offer of three related 

differentiation phenomena.  

First of all, an other animal species stands in a matrix of similarities and 

difference against us as humans such that their “true” difference becomes a problem. An 
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animal of an other species is not so different from us that their ontological status is a 

given and, at the same time, they are not so similar that we can include them fully into 

our social community (even with pets, they maintain a separate status). On other animal’s 

habits and forms are worthy of note and investigation because their difference presents 

itself as a conspicuous a problem for us. These differences that distinguish us from them 

become simply the “distinguishing characteristics” of a species. Here, to “give an 

account” means, in effect, to define an animal Other as a way to implicitly define aspects 

of the human subject. 

Second of all, each animal species stands out as different with respect to each 

other in such a way that a system of relationship can be built for the purpose of 

extrapolating that system to other fields. The “distinguishing characteristics” here are 

useful because they divide one species from an other, allowing us to create linkages or 

categories among them. These patterns of significance can then be extrapolated, 

metaphorically, to other areas of interest. Animals, as we have seen, are among our most 

ancient signs. Animals are “good to think [with]” because we meet them already in a 

position of difference from one another and from us in innumerable ways, ways that our 

perceptual systems are especially attuned to pick out. The assembly of other-animal 

traces makes a convenient lexicon for the creation of symbol-systems to use elsewhere. 

Through metaphor—a displacement made possible by patterns of iconic resemblance—

an assembly of animals becomes a tool for the organization of other knowledge.  
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Finally, other animals are “conspicuous” because they are agential beings whose 

qualities and actions are never fully known beforehand. An encounter with other animals, 

even domesticated ones, is always unpredictable because another animal can assert itself 

against us humans according to its own knowledge and with its own invisible agendas. 

There is always the potential that meetings will, on the one hand, harm or interrupt 

human life, or, and on the other, be some aid toward a human’s goals. This makes 

knowing animals an urgent project. Their basic difference, in this case, is the assertion of 

a particular self-maintaining being. It stands out most when it is most dissonant—in 

conflict—with the exception or agendas of the humans that meet it. 

The bestiary built on these natural differentiations first in its illustrations, which 

imitate the visual experience of encounter. By their color, shape, etc., each species is 

distinguishable and so can become an object of both systemic knowledge and symbolic 

displacement. The text offers more to suggest to the reader particular interpretations of 

the species image. Examples of all of the above kinds of conspicuousness can be found in 

the images and text of a medieval bestiary. Implicit definitions of the human and 

metaphoric displacement are both there, as we have seen, but so too are traces of 

nonhuman agential action.   

Consider the following passage in an entry for the Bos in one translated bestiary. 

Here the interpretation of the animal as an allegory for humanity gives way to something 

more empirical: 

The ox greatly enjoys company and seeks its accustomed partner to pull 
the plow, roaring frequently if separated. Oxen can predict the weather, 
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and they remain in their stalls when rain threatens (McCulloch 1962, 
148).  75

We see the indication of agency, a pattern of actions that run counter to the human 

and imply a body of nonhuman knowledge and intention, an internal interpretive pattern 

not fully accessible to humans.  

First of all, the ox asserts an alternate sociality. While plowing in twos is imposed 

upon him (the bovine that pulls the plow is typically a castrated male), he is not 

indifferent to his partner; and the ox’s necessity to maintain a social affiliation is known 

to the human through a communication. Without words but with a voice (a “roar”), the ox 

speaks and is heard. There is no reason to doubt the medieval author is incorrect in his 

interpretation of this behavior. It is well known today that cattle form bonds of regular 

affiliation that last for a long time—bonds we might simply call “friendships” (as does 

Hall 2002, 135).  

In the second observation above, the ox refuses to be relocated due to another 

kind of trans-human knowledge. I know of no contemporary validation of this assertion 

that cattle can predict the weather beyond human capabilities, but it’s not an unreasonable 

thesis. This “presage biology” (Acharya 2011), i.e. looking for patterns in plants and 

animals to forecast weather conditions, is culturally widespread, and many indigenous 

observations have been affirmed by biologists. For example, birds and bees seem to have 

an ability to sense a drop in barometric pressure, which leads them to seek shelter before 

 McCulloch gives the source as “Pseudo-Hugo of St. Victor, Books II and II of De bestiis et aliis 75

rebus, iii.19” (80)
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a storm (von Bartheld, 2011). Regardless of the explanation, we have a case of cattle 

agency, a “conspicuous” refusal to conform to the desires and expectations of humans. 

The ox’s refusal called for a human “account,” in this case, an account of another’s 

knowing—an attempt to encircle the umwelt of another species within our own 

understanding.  

In the medieval bestiary context, readers would have assumed a hierarchical 

relationship between humans and other animals. They did not adhere to the later 

Cartesian understanding of other animals as mere machines. Medieval understandings of 

other animals seem inconsistent and are hard to make sense of for the modern reader. In 

fact, there might not have been anything like a single “medieval perspective” on other 

animals. What is clear is that many had no problem thinking of other animals as capable 

of being agential beings. For example, there are many cases where nonhuman animals 

were put on trial for crimes, including heresy (Phillips 2013), and there is even one dog (a 

greyhound) that was popularly viewed as a saint (although the church later suppressed his 

veneration) (Schmidtt 2009).  

As written in the above subsections about the bestiary as a kind of “mirror” for 

humans to reflect back on ourselves and about the bestiary as a kind of “monster,” a 

hybrid animal afterlife can be encountered directly as a material object. I’d like to suggest 

here one other metaphor: the bestiary as a virtual “menagerie.” As implied above, the 

bestiary is not only “reaching out” toward animal difference, but it is also an attempt to 
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capture it. That is, the bestiary seeks to contain the animals in its pages within a 

circumscribed space.  

“Books are door-shaped / portals / carrying me / across oceans / and centuries, / 

helping me feel / less alone,” wrote the poet Margarita Engle  (2013). Books carry the 76

reader forward imaginatively but the animals on the page remained fixed in each of their 

given places. The door-shaped portal allows the individual reader to make a journey of 

sorts from one page to the next imagining, and in a mediated way, experiencing the forms 

of distant lands; but the virtual lives on the page do not move. They are always there 

where the reader left them. Recall the control over the monster the child performs in 

Grover’s book discussed at the opening. The door of the book’s cover is as much a cage 

of its nonhuman contents as it is a porthole of entry for the human reader.  

I use the metaphor of the “menagerie” here, though this term didn't come into use 

until well after the bestiary genre was created. In the eighteenth century, “menagerie” 

came to refer to “royal, seigneurial or civic premises,” which housed live exotic animals 

(Pluskowski 2004, 296). In this period, such animals were becoming more common in 

Europe and “menageries,” rather than other establishments (such as churches or sole 

individuals), were where the majority of exotic animals lived. The menagerie is often 

understood as a “messy” precursor to the more ordered and “scientific” zoological garden 

(zoos) but this distinction is not always clear—modern zoos play multiple, at times 

contradictory, social roles (Baratay & Hardouin-Fugier 2003).  

 Engle was writing in praise of books as a way to honor of the women who were forbidden from 76

reading in their patriarchal Cuban community. 
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The term “menagerie” comes to English from Latin manere, meaning “to stay/

remain,” by way of Old French, where it also acquired associations with “household.”  77

The animals of a menagerie are characterized by the fact that they are obliged to “stay 

put,” to live together in a kind of household. The diversity of the animal species housed 

together distinguished the “menagerie” from more species-limited species such as a 

“kennel” or a “stable”—where animals more accustomed to “staying put” are housed.  

The medieval bestiary predated the material menagerie, yet it was essentially the 

construction of a virtual menagerie through the technology of the codex. It would confine 

and order a diverse range of natural forms for the edification of a people.  

It was an act of knowing and a symbolic domination in multiple ways. The image 

of the animal on the page is a way of fixing a dynamic creature into a static form so that it 

can be looked upon and studied for as long as one would like. The foreign animals that 

the reader had never seen could be safely imported into the churches of Europe at the 

time. But, the dangerous animals were rendered harmless on the page. And, if one were 

too frightening to gaze upon, the reader could always turn the page to consider something 

less troubling. The lion might be too powerful and too far removed for most people to 

capture, but the scholar could at least cage it in text, and thus establish, or enact, a 

symbolic domination through a virtual dominion.  

Further, the chaotic array of difference could be held into a knowable order 

through systemization and generalization. An animal species could be rendered in an 

 Compare with the related English word “manor” (one’s estate) and the French phrase used in 77

English to refer to a sexual threesome, ménage à trois. 
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iconic form with image and description, limiting their individual variations and 

unpredictable behaviors. The relationships between and differences among each animal 

could also be ordered into a knowable hierarchy that would give a certain degree of 

material power over them. 

The reverse is then also true. As a bestiary was a virtual menagerie a menagerie of 

caged animals was a bestiary “come to life.” A collection of unusual animals was not only 

an ornament, it was a “text.” Each individual “specimen” was encountered in the 

symbolic context of ancient animal symbols. The lion, for example, in a cage in Northern 

Europe for the first time, was the first direct meeting the people there had with a lion, but 

their experience with lion iconography would have already been quite routine. The 

unmeditated encounter is then, from the person’s perspective, an instantiation of a prior 

textual encounter. This is still quite clear in the modern zoo, which collects animals into a 

legible order. Accompanying display text often reduces the animals to living illustrations 

of textual description rather than the reverse.  

2.3 The Monster and The Mooncalf 

The enclosure of animal others into a virtual menagerie as a method of 

containment relies on systemization, and this systemization is also defined by difference. 

Order always makes possible the failure of order. Or, in the theology of the Europe at the 

time, sometimes when God speaks, He speaks in monsters.  
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While the bestiary cataloged God’s communications by way of “nature,” God also 

communicated through “un-nature.” If the bestiary is a paradigmatic systemization of the 

diversity of other species into a textual form, it is important to consider what the bestiary 

leaves out: those individual aberrations that could not be fit into accepted species 

categories. These “monsters” were taken as another kind of divine message, a warning, 

and a punishment for sin. 

Miraculous phenomena that seemed to contradict the stable order of Nature, 

especially unusual births, were a growing concern of late medieval and early modern 

writers. These “monsters” or “prodigies”  were a frequent topic of speculation and 78

interpretation, and descriptions of them were among the first printed material (Spinks 

2009). Monstrous births were often understood as expressions of divine warning 

foretelling future disaster and the consequence of sin. This section will consider briefly 

the monsters that don’t fix into a bestiary’s species categories and their semiotic purport. 

My intention is to further explore the relationship between textual media and 

representations of other animals, and to indicate how categorization produces figures that 

fall out of categories. The figures of this dissertation are, in some ways, more like the 

monstrous births discussed here than the fixed and known animals of the bestiary. 

In the late medieval and early modern period, the bestiary genre was declining 

and other textual genre took over as the media through which other animals were 

represented. Pamphlets that depicted monstrous births were popular methods for debating 

 Our English word “protégé” was adopted from the French term for someone “protected” by a 78

lord or teacher and is not etymologically related to “prodigy” (OED). 
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religious questions with the rise of Protestantism, and a growing scientific enterprise 

made understanding “wondrous natural occurrences” key to understanding the order of 

the physical world. These interests together created a genre of “prodigy books” facilitated 

by the growing availability of printing, which collected a variety of accounts of 

miraculous births into single compendiums (New York Academy of Medicine). Interest in 

ordinary other animals as methods for interpreting God’s plan gradually decreased, and 

both scientific and religious people were increasingly interested in exceptional 

phenomena as the method whereby God communicated with humanity and/or Nature 

revealed her principles.  

While many media theorists have argued that the introduction of print media 

reproduced a “rationality” distinctive from the medieval manuscript culture, a strong case 

for direct media determinism cannot be made. As George and Yapp note in their study of 

bestiaries in England, the bestiary genre gradually shifted away from a exclusive focus on 

scriptural quotations and morality tales toward the greater inclusion of etymological 

reflections on animals’ names and natural history (1991, 6). At the same time, the 

sixteenth century saw a rise in accounts of prodigies and interpretations of omens as a 

framework for understanding the reformation and counter-reformation dividing Europe 

(Spinks 2009).   

One monster common in these collections, the “Monkcalf,” provides a useful 

figure for our consideration of hybridity and horror (Figure 2.7). Born dead, it was 

harmless, but now bound to the page as an image of ink or pixels, it might still provoke a 
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shudder. As a problem for the systematic understanding of nature, it survives long past its 

moment of terrestrial contact and may still trouble us with its inability to fit in a 

comfortable place within our animal catalogs. As a sign or metonym of sorts, enrolled in 

this dissertation as a gatekeeper, it looks forward with its closed eyes—are they laughing?

—toward a time where we might join it in understanding. The monkcalf was seen as an 

example of something so obviously unnatural that it could only be an expression of God’s 

abhorrence of sin. This monster indicates, for this project, toward the failure of nature’s 

systematic ordering.  

Figure 2.7: Luther’s Monk-Calf. As depicted in Deuttung der zwo grewlichen Figuren : 
Bapstesels zu Rom, vnd Munchkalbs zu Freyberg jn Meyssen funden. (Melanchthon 1523) 

Misshapen legs and loose wrinkled skin, the mooncalf was quickly documented 

by drawing of an available artist and its horoscope examined by an eminent astrologer, 
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based in Prague. Traditionally, a deformed or stillborn calf such as this was known as a 

“mooncalf” and it was often believed to be a product of the conjoinment of certain 

celestial cycles. Others, especially theologians, saw such births as human/nonhuman 

hybrids that could only be the product of sinful bestiality (such was the view of Ambroise 

Paré in his influential 16th century, On Monsters and Marvels, 1982, 73).   

The astrologer in this case determined that this strange calf was surly a divine 

rebuke of Martin Luther, a dangerous figure then rising in political prominence. Johann 

Cochlaeus, a prominent Catholic humanist, published this conclusion in a broadside less 

than a month after the calf’s birth and later disseminated various texts on the subject, 

including ones whose Latin title can be translated Against the Cowled Minotaur of 

Wittenberg, and one in German, A Christian Warning of the City of Rome to Germany 

(Smith 1914, 2). 

Quickly Luther joined in the interpretations and offered his own explanation of 

the creature. He called it the Mönchkalb, or “monk-calf,” a play on 

“mooncalf” (Mondkalb). For Luther, this creature was a “prodigy,” in favor of his 

movement. It was a sign of coming ruin and of God’s wrath against the Roman church. 

The mooncalf was an announcement that the end of the world was soon to come, and, 

more interesting to Luther, it was an allegory or metaphor for what was wrong about the 

current order. It was a kind of “divine hieroglyphic exhibiting a particular feature of 

God’s wrath” (Sheehan and Sosna 1991, 39). Luther argues, “That God has put the 

clerical dress and the holy cowl on a calf is an undoubted and plain sign that the whole of 
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monkery and nunnery is nothing else than a false, lying appearance and an outward 

pretense of a spiritual and godly life” (Smith 1914, 3). In addition, its large ears signified 

God’s denouncement of the Roman Church’s emphasis on confessions; the hanging 

tongue was a sign of the incoherence of Catholic doctrine.   

The image in Figure 2.7 was reproduced in Luther’s pamphlet from a wood cut 

made by the prominent Protestant artist Lucas Cranach the Elder based on the original 

drawing. It was circulated through multiple European translations.  These texts, now on 79

paper rather than vellum, “reanimate” a set of beastly figures. And the affective 

experience of meeting their virtual bodies is key to understanding their ontological 

significance. As Arnold Davidson explains, “Each monster is a divine hieroglyphic, 

exhibiting a particular feature of God's wrath” (Davidson 1991). Furthermore, meaning 

was made evident by the extent to which “horror” was produced in viewing them. 

Davidson quotes one 1579 introduction to Luther’s text who explains,  

…there is nothing can stir up the mind of man, and which can engender 
more fear unto the creatures than the horrible monsters, which are brought 
forth daily contrary to the works of Nature. The which [sic] the most times 
do note and demonstrate unto us the ire and wrath of God against us for 
our sins and wickedness, that we have and do daily commit against him. 
(ibid.) 

The horror that one experiences at the sight of these creatures (even in reprinted 

drawings) and their clear contrariness to nature demonstrate the divine author’s intention 

to call on the human view to transform according to the divine plan. More generally, 

 Ingrid Faust collects 24 broadsheets and pamphlets which depict this particular mooncalf 79

published between 1522 and 1630 (2003).
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monsters—figures that don’t fit into our established schema for knowing—are 

opportunities to understand at a higher level the logics of inclusion that created them. The 

affective dimension of our encounter with these monsters speaks to our own location with 

respect to them in particular, our own reliance on boundaries of meaning (between 

species, between life and death, between genders, etc.) for the survival of our own 

identities.  

  This kind of “monster” is a key idea in the writing of Derrida and Haraway, both 

of whom understand the monstrous as a kind of abject life that doesn’t fit comfortably 

within one’s system of meaning. For both Haraway and Derrida, the monstrous is a 

compliment, an inverted icon, a constituent outside, which can indicate the logical order 

of the particular system of meaning that cannot contain it. Haraway notes, “Remember 

that monsters have the same root as to demonstrate; monsters signify” (1992, 333). 

In Haraway’s work, the monstrous figures are key tools for understanding larger 

phenomena. In one essay, she discusses the potential within monstrous figures as 

“inappropriat/ed others” that do not “fit in the taxon,” that are “dislocated from the 

available maps specifying kinds of actors and kinds of narratives,” and which are “neither 

modern nor postmodern, but to insist on the amodern” (Ibid.). 

Derrida in contrast questions the extent to which monsters can truly be assimilated 

into understanding. He notes, “Monsters cannot be announced. One cannot say: ‘Here are 

our monsters,’ without immediately turning the monsters into pets” (Carroll 1990, 80). In 

this sense, Haraway’s monsters have lost their monstrousness at the moment when 
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they’ve been incorporated into her critical system. For example, her archetypical hybrid, 

the cyborg, is no longer a monster once she has made a figure of it. Derrida views 

monsters as figures of an unknowable future. Any attempt to know them was an effort to 

master them, to domesticate the real threat of their difference to our sense of safety.  

The bestiary is one way that other animals are virtually made present. Organized 

in a systematic order, made available page-by-page through the technology of the codex, 

our location as something apart is reified. As if from the position of God, we can stand 

above and maintain our position of control over the order of the other animals. The 

monster is a disruption of that order, though it is often used with the aim of establishing a 

new somehow-superior order. The compendium of monsters in a new method of 

containment and control whose aim may be to quiet our fear and put to rest the horror 

such monsters provoked.  

This is the function of Grover and the other Sesame Street monsters that opened 

this chapter. The primary intention of this chapter is to identify the bestiary as a 

monstrous figure in itself. Not only a collection of images and stories, it is itself a 

material object made from the bodies of various things. The systems that we use to come 

to know things are themselves things we can come to know and which can trouble the 

organization of our knowledge.    

This dissertation project is such a collection of monstrous figures. Like Haraway, 

I follow the traces of such figures as a method for uncovering a material-semiotic 

condition that exceeds normative categories. I hope to open a sphere of knowledge which 
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makes no claims for totality but which allows avenues for the imminent quality of 

otherness. Collecting and making an order out of monsters might be a way of opening 

into a new dilated order of understanding. One risks through this work a “domestication” 

of these monsters into “pets”; yet to relegate the monster as a figure of the unknowable is 

also problematic. If monsters are a horizon of knowledge then they must be approached, 

even if their full inclusion into a new system of meaning is impossible (or at that point 

they would no longer have their power as tools for unlearning our previous assumptions). 

I suggest we can make space for monsters to continue to challenge and grow with us, to 

be “companions” of a sort. My work is intended to build an open system. It is intended to 

build a system that is responsive to otherness without purporting to contain it. This 

requires understanding each figure on multiple levels. They are each tools, tropes, 

encounters with otherness, and material-semiotic actors in themselves.  

When a deformed calf was born on a farm in Saxony, in December of 1522, it was 

taken as a sign from the heavens instructing, or admonishing, Christendom. Whether this 

creature foretold the danger of the new Protestantism or decried the excesses of the 

Catholic church was under dispute. Either way, this monstrous birth could only be a 

message from beyond, a warning, and, in the language of the time, a “prodigy.”  

Yet it was not only a sign, but also a particular attempt at life. A mammal birth, 

this mooncalf was also someone’s almost child.  It was probably licked clean at birth by 80

a mother’s strong tongue. It was seen, smelled, tasted, and known. It may have been born 

 Can a cow be a “someone” or must she always only be a “something?” Can a calf also be a 80

“child?” Even our words can fail us when we attempt to expand the space of language to speak of 
a larger space of life.
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dead, as the reference to it as a “mooncalf” implies, or it may have lived just a short time. 

Fascinating for humans to behold and record, what came of this child’s body? The fate of 

the mooncalf after the miracle of its birth was not recorded. Was it simply left on the 

grass? Buried, burnt, or even eaten (its body, while deformed, is still eatable as meat, 

after all)? In all likelihood, the skin of this stillborn was saved, because it was useful. It 

could be made into the pages of the velum books that were central to the culture of 

Christendom. From the perspective of those at the time, its shape and the timing of its 

birth were the language through which God was expected to speak. The material disposal 

of its body after this religious act took place required no special ceremony. Like a 

Christmas tree left out with the trash, its role in religion and ceremony was over. 

Today there are other such figures that, when brought to light, trouble categories, 

and even sometimes produce a sense of horror. As much as we have domesticated the 

prodigies of the past by our ever-expanding systems of scientific knowledge, we have, in 

the same motion, expanded the problems for our categories of knowing. In the next 

chapter, I will consider one of these, human tissue culture and bovine serum, a hybrid 

figure and a problem for the received idea of the human.  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3. Fetal Bovine Serum: Medium of Live and Danger 

Figure 3.1: Human stem cells. Cells are grown in a culture medium that typically 
includes Fetal Bovine Serum (Science Source).  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The dying bull gave birth to you and now you are either  
blessed or cursed. The flood of that bull’s blood,  
is either going to drown you or liberate you,  
but it will not be wasted. 

—Jimmy Santiago Baca, “From Violence to Peace,” Black Mesa Poems 

How much do we know about the origin of substances that enter our body? I can 

read the ingredients label on a package of trail mix and, to some degree, get a sense that 

trees grew for my almonds and cashews. They may be labeled “organic,” telling me a 

limited amount about the methods of agriculture used. I may read that my chocolate is 

“fair trade certified” and feel some assurance of the economic relations and labor 

conditions implicit in its cultivation. Other potential “contaminants” may be noted for the 

purpose of allergy control, so my trail mix “may contain traces of…” or is “manufactured 

in a facility that also processes….”  

Less is made clear, however, about our medicine. As a quick experiment, I did a 

little research to see if I could trace back the two medicines I most often use. I found that 

the commercial pain-killer and fever-reducer, Aspirin, is a chemical analog of an herbal 

medicine derived from willow bark. By the mid-nineteenth century, it was already 

possible to synthesize an equivalent medicine through the combination of acetyl chloride 

and sodium salicylate, both of which are laboratory products not found in a pure form in 

any animal or plant (Jeffreys 2008, 47). Even more obscure is the popular pain medicine 

Ibuprofen. It is derived from a “propionic acid,” itself a product of decaying sugars. 

Ibuprofen, one can learn, is synthesized in the five step “Boot process” or the three step 
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“Hoechst process,” and the components of each are defined chemically; but they are 

completely obscure in their material origin (Adams 1992) (Figure 3.1). 

Holding up a given bottle of headache medicine and imagining where it ultimately 

“comes from” is nearly impossible, even for any nonscientist, however educated, 

informed, and motivated. Yet, we can be sure any substance used in a laboratory has its 

beginning elsewhere. Any chemically defined material has a process of recombination 

and refinement that created it out of some “natural resource.” Tracing back from our 

medicine cabinet, we would eventually find a human relationship with some nonhuman 

animal, plant, mineral, etc. 

Figure 3.2: Aspirin. Defined chemically rather than by origin, “Aspirin” here as represented by 
the encyclopedic website, Drug Details (Goyal 2016). 

There is a long chain of processes—purifications and combinations—that links an 

initial encounter with a non-human-derived material to a medicinal substance in the 

hands of doctors or consumers. Each link of this chain is a mediation—“the interposition 

of stages or processes between stimulus and result, or intention and realization,” as the 
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OED defines it. Any medication is a process of removal and transformation and 

simultaneously a linkage, a passage making, an entanglement. The mediation of material 

in our twenty-first century economies are processes that obscure themselves. Mediation 

in medicine is a process that reduces the life-giving sap of a tree, for example, to a series 

of linked atoms, defined by its function and potential as a molecule rather than its 

beginning as a piece in a larger nonhuman system. Considering how many substances are 

necessary as a catalyst or media, and are subsequently filtered out, understanding what a 

product is “made of” can become an exercise in ontological uncertainty.  

One medical product that has received more scrutiny than most as of late is the 

vaccine. In fact, the vaccine was controversial from its introduction in the nineteenth 

century, not only because it meant giving a patient a disease in order to defend them from 

the same disease, but also because of its early origin as an other-animal derived 

substance. 

Vaccines have a direct trace of other species in their very name. The first vaccine 

to be called such was developed by Edward Jenner and was first tested on a human in 

1796. Drawing on local knowledge that those who worked directly with cattle were less 

likely to contract smallpox, he successfully inoculated people through a transference of 

material from cowpox infected cattle lymphs. As a result the general term vaccine retains 

the Latin term for cow, vacca. 

The discovery of the vaccine relied on this interspecies resemblance. Many 

diseases for which vaccines have been developed are themselves the product of an 
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original “zoonosis,” the transmission of disease from other vertebrate animals to humans. 

Tuberculosis, for example, which is a quite ancient disease, probably first came to 

humans through close associations with cattle (Swabe 1999, 36). The human and bovine 

tuberculosis bacilli are distinct and produce different illness manifestations, but humans 

can acquire the disease from cattle and can act as a reservoir for the bovine form of the 

disease, reintroducing into livestock populations that were previously tuberculosis-free. 

As Joanna Swabe notes, “The greater the interdependence and residential proximity of 

humans and other animals, the greater the potential for disease to affect human-herd 

health” (Ibid.). 

Early proponents of vaccination encountered opposition in part because they ran 

up against the long-established view in the West that epidemic disease was a 

communication/punishment from God (like the medieval prodigy) as a result of human 

sin.  Other popular resistance to vaccination has sometimes been built on the horror of 81

interspecies mixture. Daniel D. Palmer (1845-1913), the founder of the chiropractic 

method, was one prominent figure that found the linkage between species made by the 

vaccine a reason for disgust. He wrote, "It is the very height of absurdity to strive to 

'protect' any person from smallpox or any other malady by inoculating them with a filthy 

animal poison” (Largent 2012, 46). Jeannette Vaught, writing about the anti-vaccine 

movement during the Jazz Age, notes that opponents cited “unnatural admixture,” and 

she observes that “the needle’s penetration of the skin and the resulting penetration of 

 One prominent religious leader, Rev. Edmund Massey, argued in 1722 that all disease is “a trial 81

of our faith or the punishment of our sins,” and therefore inoculation is “a diabolical operation 
which usurps an authority founded neither in the laws of nature or religion” (Williamson 2007).
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nonhuman fluid into the human body were potent threats to sexual, spiritual, and bodily 

purity” (Vaught 2013).  

The immune system does, after all, depend on pattern recognition. The vaccine 

works because the response to virus and bacteria pathogens operates through a meaning-

making process. The body’s response to pathogens requires recognition of a feature of the 

particular pathogen so the appropriate response can be given. A vaccine teaches a body 

about a pathogen iconically by showing an organism that resembles it. Specifically, 

human cells sense viruses by “recognition of their genomes or nucleic acids which 

accumulate during their replication” (Thompson et al. 2011). 

Further developments in immunology depended directly on other animal bodies. 

A century after Jenner, German doctor Robert Koch developed the foundations for 

bacteriology and the germ theory of disease by using an ox’s eye as a culture medium for 

microbes. Louis Pasteur refined the production of vaccines by way of zoonotic effects. 

He discovered that a disease microbe could be weakened if it was passed through the 

bodies of several other animals (typically six to eight dogs, guinea pigs, or rabbits per 

experiment) before being transferred to humans (Vaught 2013).  

The modern anti-vaccine movement is often traced to the controversial and 

ultimately fraudulent paper by Andrew Wakefield published by the British medical 

journal The Lancet in 1998, which purported a link between vaccination and autism in 

children. This controversy sparked a closer public attention to the components of 

vaccines, and the anti-fungal substance Thiomersal, which contains mercury, was 

!222



removed from most vaccines after a recommendation on a precautionary basis by the US 

Center of Disease Control (Baker 2008). 

Even here, however, the primary concern is not about the site of extraction or 

concern for ecological, labor, or other issues involved in the manufacture of vaccines, but 

rather on the effect these substances may have on our health, especially the heath of 

children. The controversy over vaccines is clearly delineated, pitting individual risk 

against the value of “herd immunity,” or contrasting one’s trust in the authority of 

scientific knowledge with skepticism of the scientific/medical establishment. Rarely does 

the other-life origin of vaccine material enter into the conversation; yet as this chapter 

seeks to show, the cow is present here.  

Tracing back to the point of entry, where the needle enters the arm and a 

foreignness (the weakened pathogen) is incorporated in a human body and made familiar 

and identifiable, we can find a moment of encounter, a meeting between human and 

bovine. We find on our way a site of post-human hybridity, a “chimerical” life-form that 

lives, grows, and reproduces in the habitat of the lab. Moving further along the beastly 

trace, we come face to face with a site of violence—a meeting which is not understood as 

such. This meeting is rather a site of an absolute and radical objectification and is 

nevertheless a moment of world-making rarely seen, which few people would feel 

comfortable witnessing, to say nothing of the experience of the cow herself.  

The consequence of viewing cattle as participants in the production of human 

health,is potentially a “dangerous” one. Bringing attention to the bovine’s role in human 

!223



health may put us uncomfortably off-balance and, if we fall (from our received 

understandings), where we will land is unpredictable. Regardless of the solidity of our 

position with respect to the “animal question,” knowing the origin of these medicines is 

unsettling.  

Yet, look we must. Turning away to stay undisturbed in our understanding of what 

it is to be “human” would only leave us more vulnerable to an accidental “contagion” 

later on. Seeing in a controlled setting may itself be an attempt at vaccination, albeit an 

imperfect one. 

In the above epigraph, I use an excerpt from Jimmy Santiago Baca’s poem, “From 

Violence to Peace.” The poem narrates Baca’s purchase by trade of a bull calf, his love of 

the animal, and its subsequent slaughter. Baca, overcome with remorse at his own act of 

violence, finds himself drunkenly harassing a neighbor, and the neighbor, feeling 

threatened, shoots him. Recovering in the hospital, Baca struggles to free himself from 

the “bloody wheel of violence/ I had ridden since childhood.” Baca, himself of Chicano 

and Apache decent, ends his poem with the uncertain words of a Curandero (an 

indigenous healer), who suggests that Baca’s act of violence killed something inside 

himself allowing for a new resurrection. The Curandero asks, “Did you realize, / when 

Jesus was raising Lazarus, / he groaned in his spirit and that bull groaned, / and when you 

killed the bull, it was raising you.” The “flood of the bull’s blood” might be a way for 

Baca to transform himself into a more peaceful person, not unlike the redemption in 
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Christ’s blood. But the outcome is not guaranteed. When the bull died, and “A quivering 

shadow of life-flame / darkened the air and it sputtered / a last drop of blood,” it may 

have also been Baca’s death foreshadowed.  

Similarly, the blood of the bovine fetus in the slaughterhouse is a perverse birth-

into-death that allows for human survival in the face of disease. Although human hands 

hold the bolt gun, the knife, and the needle, the abattoir is still a potential site of human 

peril. It is an example of a dangerous intermingling where the contamination of humans 

by both disease and unruly affect is nearly assured. If we want to end this cycle, we have 

to allow ourselves to witness our violence against animals—no matter how horrible—

even if what comes next is undetermined. Only in this way will this blood truly “not be 

wasted.” 

3.1 Laboratory Life 

The entry point of fetal bovine serum (FBS) into my life must have come at the 

tip of a needle, but I didn’t know it then. My track of uncovering began with Rebecca 

Skloot’s widely read work of medical journalism, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks 

(2010). Skloot reconstructs the history of the HeLa cell line, the first successful human 

tissue to survive outside of a complete human body. Suffering from abdominal pain in 

1951, Henrietta Lacks came to Johns Hopkins Hospital for treatment, but there was 

nothing they could do to save her and she died eight months later. Without her knowledge 

or consent, Lacks’ cancerous cervical-tissue biopsy was cultured by George Gey, and 
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unlike many previous attempts, these reproduced without difficulty. Gey named this line 

“HeLa” after the first syllables of Henrietta Lacks’ name, but it was some time before her 

identity was recovered.  

The survival of human-derived cells outside of a human body had far reaching 

effects for research and medicine development. This cell line was used in the production 

of the first polio vaccine by Jonas Salk in 1954; they were the first human cell tissues 

cloned (1955); they were even the first human tissue to orbit the Earth (Korabi-Sputnik 2, 

1960 ) eight months before Yuri Gagarin took the first “manned” mission. HeLa cells 82

were injected into unaware test subjects to study cancer (1966) leading to new policies 

for human research ethics. 

Even after other cell lines had been established, HeLa cells were powerfully 

capable of self-perpetuation. In 1967, it was found that HeLa cells had contaminated 

other cell lines, traveling in air-born dust particles to other habitable petri dishes and 

mistakenly grown under other names. The HeLa line is considered “immortal,” in 

contrast with “finite” cell lines, because of a mutation, typical of cancer, that allows them 

divide indefinitely, unlimited by usual cellular “senescence.” 

HeLa cells have been used for numerous studies demonstrating the effect of 

chemical compounds or radiation on human cells, producing insights into HIV/AIDS and 

cancer treatment, among other things. In 1989, the link between Human Papilloma Virus 

and cervical cancer was discovered, and HPV was identified in the HeLa cells 

 Along with two dogs, two rats, and forty mice.82
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themselves. HeLa cells are still the most used human tissue cell line for research and the 

production of vaccines. Skloot cites one estimate that all the HeLa cells ever grown could 

together weigh some 50 million metric tons (2011, 2).  

The use of animal tissue in laboratory settings is large and growing. One market 

research analysis estimated the 2014 global cell culture market at “USD 16.35 billion” 

and projected an annual increase of 10.7% over the next five years (Grand View Research 

2016). This market research report divides the North American cell culture market into 

several segments defined by their application, which gives us some sense of the primary 

uses. They identify the highest revenue area as “manufacturing biopharmaceuticals” 

followed by the “production of vaccines.” They note in particular that “there has been a 

significant increase in the usage of protein-based biopharmaceuticals” as a result of new 

methods of genetic engineering, which allow proteins to be manufactured from living 

cells more easily. Other applications include “drug development,” “gene therapy,” 

“toxicity testing,” and “cancer research.” 

Skloot focuses a good part of her study on the human story and the social justice 

questions that surround the case, emphasizing the irony that Lacks, an African American 

woman treated in a segregated hospital ward and whose decedents struggled to pay their 

medical costs, gave rise to a multibillion dollar industry. Skloot’s primary living source 

was Deborah, Lacks’ daughter. Too young at the time of her mother’s death to have much 

memory of her but desperate to understand the true fate of her mother’s body, Deborah 

collaborated with Skloot to put together the medical history with the life of Lacks and her 
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descendants. The human story was compelling enough to make into a TV movie by HBO 

with Oprah Winfrey in 2017.  

Though biologically human, HeLa cell cultures are not “persons,” which gives 

rise to difficult post-humanist questions. Skloot’s study highlights issues of ownership 

and rights of the family. Are HeLa cells an extension of Lacks’ life, part of the inheritance 

of her family? Or, are they medical substance which should belong to those who invest in 

their production? As a result of the book’s popularity, the NIH entered into an agreement 

in 2013 with the remaining Lacks descendants to give them some control of research 

using the HeLa genome, but not because the family has any inherent right over the living 

material derived from Lacks’ life. Rather, they did so on a medical privacy basis because 

of what the family’s shared genetic material might reveal about them.  

Since the publication of Skloot’s book, histories of the HeLa cell line are careful 

to include some selection of the ethical questions that surround the cells. These histories 

frame the discussion by highlighting the tension between the needs of researchers to 

increase medical knowledge so as to create beneficial medicines and therapies and the 

rights of patients or research subjects. The Berkley Science Review’s timeline of HeLa 

cells for example (Figure 3.3) emphasizes the “cost” of “scientific advancement.” 

Achievements, such as “1953: Polio Vaccine” and “1955: Cloning,” are interspersed with 

moments of “Ethics.” These include an entry for 1966 when “Scientists injected HeLa 

cells into unwitting test subjects to study how cancer spreads, prompting the HIH to 

establish medical internal review boards and informed consent,” and 2013 when “The 
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complete HeLa cell genome was sequenced and published without the Lacks family’s 

knowledge” (Del Carpo 2014). In the view of this timeline, each of these moments of 

ethical concern are opportunities for institutional correction allowing scientific 

advancement to continue.  

Figure 3.3: Timeline of HeLa. Berkeley Science Review’s timeline of HeLa cells 
emphasizing the cost of to human rights of “scientific advancement.” (Del Carpo 2014) 

One place where posthuman problematics troubles ordinary human-rights 

concerns is the question of ownership over human cell lines. Courts have regularly found 

that “patients and other human research participants do not retain ownership interests in 

their excised tissue” (Allen et al. 2010).  HeLa cells were never patented, so their is no 

restriction on individuals owning HeLa cell tissue. The Lacks family has been able to get 

some control over the distribution of their family’s genetic data, by way of the NIH, as an 

expression of their right to privacy. But, the family does not have control over the use of 
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any of the cell tissue in any other regard. Since the success of the HeLa tissue line, the 

biopsied tissue of other individuals has been used to begin other cell lines, several of 

which have been patented by researchers. Typically, this laboratory work has been 

undertaken without the knowledge or consent of the living donors. In a 1990 decision, 

Moore v. Regents of the University of California, the California Supreme Court upheld 

the right of researchers to make patentable cell lines from patients without informing 

them, on the condition that patients consent to the initial tissue-extraction, even if the 

patients are only expecting the tissue to be used to diagnose a disease. The plaintiff, John 

Moore, was determined to have no right to the immortal cell-line derived from his own 

cancerous spleen—a cell line known as “Mo.” The court found that Moore’s right to have 

only medically necessary procedures did not extend to any inherent right to control the 

use of cells that had once been his own. In the view of Justice Edward Panelli, such a 

power is unacceptable as it would “threaten… to destroy the economic incentive to 

conduct important medical research” (AP 1990).  

These questions hinge on a set of assumptions inherited from the modernist/

humanist tradition that inform US law and the scientific community. Such framings make 

invisible or meaningless the felt interests individuals have based on their non-modern 

ideas of value, substance, and identity. Those with counter-hegemonic ontologies are 

often marked as religious and so are assumed to be without a rational basis. Other issues 

come to the fore when we consider the “monstrous” species-status of HeLa cell life. 

!230



Human cell lines are not the same as full human beings, nor are they simply mute 

material and laboratory apparatus.  

In one telling moment, Skloot describes Deborah Lacks’ quest in the 1970s to 

learn as much as possible about what had been done to the HeLa cells. At that time, 

Deborah viewed the studies done to HeLa cells as an extension of the mistreatment she 

experienced in the hospital during her mother’s last days. Each new experiment was a 

course of harm and suffering on her mother, continuing to be enacted on her mother, 

never allowing her to rest. As Skloot reports, “When she found out scientists had been 

using HeLa cells to study viruses like AIDS and Ebola, Deborah imagined her mother 

eternally suffering the symptoms of each disease…. To Deborah, this sounded like a 

violent assault on her mother” (2011). 

When the popular podcast Radiolab reported on this part of the HeLa story, the 

host, Jad Abumrad, asked with stops and starts, “Had a scientist ever like sat down with 

her… I mean just explained to her like this is… Because it strikes me it wouldn't be that 

hard to explain…” (Radiolab 2010). From the modernist/humanist perspective, simply 

“telling” someone the “truth” of one’s cells would be enough; but in fact, the ontological 

status of human tissue outside of human bodies is not as simple, and the affective interest 

one might have in cells derived from one’s mother’s body (not to mention one’s own) 

should not be so easily disregarded.  

Contrast this with the often-legally-enshrined view that there is a social harm in 

the “desecration” of a human body.  Ohio law, for example, defines “abuse of a corpse” 
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as any treatment of a human corpse that would knowingly “outrage reasonable family 

sensibilities,” and defines “gross abuse of a corpse” as any treatment that would “would 

outrage reasonable community sensibilities” (knowingly or not) (Ohio Revised Code, § 

2927.01). Thus, non-living biological material taken after death is protected according to 

the wishes of the family, but living biological material taken before the death of the 

individual is considered exempt from protection, despite however much “outrage” the 

individual or family might experience. The simplest explanation for this disparity is 

contrasting social contexts in which each might be likely to occur. The disposal of a 

human body is understood to (properly) occur in a sacred context (unless consent is given 

otherwise), and the continuation of living human cells occurs almost exclusively in a 

scientific context. The distinction between these two spheres is made clear in the on-

going struggle for indigenous Americans to assert their legal interest in the remains of 

ancient people and artifacts. Based on counter-ontological claims that one’s ancestors’ 

“spirit journey” is interrupted if their body is exhumed and placed in a museum or 

archeological repository, indigenous people have successfully litigated to remove ancient 

American remains from the scientific sphere of archeology and ceremonially return them 

to the earth.  

It is with this in mind that we should, for example, read critically Skloot’s report 

that, “When she saw a Newsweek article called PEOPLE-PLANTS that said scientists 

had crossed Henrietta Lacks’s cells with tobacco cells, Deborah thought they’d created a 

human-plant monster that was half her mother, half tobacco” (2011). It is only with an 
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investment in modernist assumptions that we can say definitively that this human/tobacco 

concoction is not “half her mother.” As we saw in the last chapter, there is a certain 

“monstrousness” in any organism that falls between categories—in this case, between 

species. 

In fact, as Skloot reports, Deborah and others in the Lacks family didn’t find the 

need to “convert” to a modernist ontology to come to terms with Henrietta Lacks’ 

“immortal” life.  They retained their counter-ontological worldview rooted in African 

American Christianity and simply reframed their understanding that Henrietta’s soul 

continued to live in the HeLa cell line. While Deborah initially experienced turmoil to 

think of her mother’s unending suffering, she later came to see HeLa cells as Henrietta’s 

“rebirth” into a “spiritual body” continuing on for the benefit of human beings, not unlike 

that of a protective angel (Ibid., 198).   83

My point here is not that we should take up a vitalist perspective and view human 

tissue cultures as ensouled beings; rather, I suggest we leave the question of the 

ontological status of human cell lines productively open, exploring all the challenges and 

questions their existence provokes. Human tissue cultures provide a useful case study to 

support a post-humanist perspective critical of many “common sense” assumptions about 

human-ness. Genetically Homo sapiens, but living outside any complete human body, 

this cell line allows for the production of scientific knowledge and the production of 

useful material, which would not have been otherwise possible or ethically acceptable 

 “Beautiful and otherworldly—glowing green and moving like water, calm and ethereal, looking 83

precisely like heavenly bodies might look. They could even float through the air.” (Skloot 2011, 
198)
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with persons. Not only should we ask, to whom these cells belong and what connection 

they retain to the identity of the individual from which they came, but also, we should 

question their species. 

Figure 3.4: HeLa Profile A screen shot from the American Type Culture Collection 
(ATCC), an online catalog of microorganisms and cell lines available for purchase. 
(ATCC 2018) 

The American Type Culture Collection catalog  entry in figure 3.4 indicates 84

some of this category problem as it tacitly represents the cells as both human and 

nonhuman. It tells us the HeLa cells are “Organism: Homo sapiens, human,” and they are 

even given identifiers we would typically reserve to whole people, such as “Gender: 

female” and “Ethnicity: Black.” We see that “Age” is listed at “31 years adult,” the age of 

Henrietta Lacks when her tissue was extracted in 1951, not the age of the HeLa cell line 

itself. Studies that utilize HeLa cells are predicated on the assumption that they are in 

 Itself a kind of bestiary.84

!234



effect human tissue, and therefore research on HeLa cells has applications for human 

health. Yet, were these designations strictly factual, we would not be able to legally 

purchase HeLa for $499.17 or any other price, nor could we choose an indefinite “Qty.” 

HeLa cells must fail, morally, to be considered human. 

All that is to say that the circulation of HeLa cells in the world is as both human 

and nonhuman object. While the scientific establishment treats the laboratory as a virtual 

space existing outside of natural processes it studies, it has been argued that HeLa cells 

would be best understood as a new form of life, specifically as “a new microbial species” 

with their own ecological niche, the laboratory and the culture dish (Van Valen 1991). 

HeLa cells reproduce asexually and can vastly outlive any individual human, as their 

reproduction does not result in an incremental shortening of the telomere sequences at the 

end of each chromosome, which is normally associated with aging and mortality. Under 

the right conditions, they reproduce beyond human intentions and have been known to 

contaminate other tissue cultures by way of air-born dust. In this way HeLa cells are truly 

a “trans-human” life-form—that is, they are a new stage of human evolution, not toward 

something more complicated or “higher” on the ladder of life, but a kind of offshoot from 

the tree of humanity. An emergent kind of “laboratory life,” they come into being as a 

new life-form at the same time they establish a new scientific “fact” (Latour 1986). 

Peter Boxall offers a useful analysis in the context of post-humanist literature. He 

points to “this difficult relationship between Henrietta’s body as self-identical sovereign 

subject (a black woman standing five feet tall) and her body as an endlessly proliferating 
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mass of cells…” (2013, 89). This failure of the integrity of the sovereign subject here is a 

central challenge to “the way that we understand our inhabitation of our bodies, and the 

way that we conceive of the spatial, temporal and physical limits of our being” (88). In 

Boxall’s view, Skloot’s work on the HeLa cells forces us to ask how we should “adapt” 

our idea of human rights to “a situation which so effectively disaggregates the compound 

of body and soul,” a compound that “has allowed for our conception of the human” in the 

first place.  

So, while “Henrietta’s cells have now been living outside her body far longer than 

they ever lived inside it” (Skloot 2011), each individual cell contains Henrietta’s entire 

DNA, and so it contains a model of her whole body within it. As Boxall notes, “…it is 

precisely this distinction between the inside and the outside of the body, between personal 

inner space and public outer space, that Henrietta’s case so strikingly disables…. the 

endless replication of her living tissue… confound[ing] our capacity to bind being within 

the figure of the human” (2013, 89).  

The result is that this industry of human tissue culture has “done away with the 

idea of our inside as the hidden province of the soul, as the place in which the quasi 

divine element of the self dwells,” and “we are compelled to recognize that the inside is 

coterminous with the outside, all the world made of the same oozing stuff” (92). We must 

lose the idea that the self is “the guardian of its own discrete memories” and “the myth of 

a consciousness that is not reducible to animal matter, that is animated in some way by 

spirit, or by the divine” (92).  
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In Boxall’s view, works of fiction are beginning to address the problem of the 

reproducible body, and they offer an opportunity for “a new way of thinking about the 

relationship between spirit and matter… a remarkable remapping of the way that history 

and consciousness cling to the flesh” (93). The result of this remapping is unclear, and, in 

my view, we should not assume that HeLa cells will produce only secular solutions that 

necessarily abandon the “myth of consciousness” as irreducible to matter. As the Lacks 

family’s own reinterpretation indicates, it is perfectly possible to reimagine cell tissue 

diffused all over the world as still a single “guardian” of a particular inner world.   

3.2 The (Tissue) Medium is the Message 

The above investigation follows the point of contact with a vaccine back to a post-

human lifeform. Here I’ll go further to consider the origin of the material upon which 

human tissue survives and to introduce the beastly quality of this figure.  

Like any organism, HeLa cells require particular conditions for survival. Skloot’s 

own work and recent interest in HeLa cells from a theoretical perspective have 

understandably focused on the HeLa cells themselves and have neglected the medium on 

which they depend. Nevertheless, the media of tissue culture is a significant part of the 

infrastructure that makes this laboratory life possible. Further, the border between 

organism and medium is clear functionally, but is less clear ontologically, calling us to 

consider the interspecies and hybrid qualities of this figure. 
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The role of the material support necessary for human tissue survival in the 

laboratory is not inconsequential. Economically, as the Grand View Research market 

analysis report notes, the “largest share of the cell culture market” is not the cells 

themselves but is “occupied by culture systems as the equipment included in this 

segmented is of central importance to any cell culture process.” Further technological 

advances only make the roll of the culture systems greater as advancements in “spheroid 

and complex bioreactors” allow for three-dimensional cell cultures (rather than the 

conventional two-dimensional petri dish) (Grand View Research 2016). 

In highlighting the role of the medium that sustains human tissue culture, it’s 

worth recalling the famous dictum by the media theorist Marshall McLuhan that “the 

medium is the message” (1964). In the most basic sense, this slogan is a call to set aside 

the foreground of a communication—the semiotic “content,” the “meaning”—and attend 

to the background, that is, the material or technological basis that makes the 

communication possible. McLuhan argued that the effect on a society of a given message 

(a given television program, for example) is far less than the effect of that communication 

technology in general (e.g. the social effect of television at the expense of other 

technologies). This principle is applied as much to other technologies that aren’t 

communication technologies per se, such as trains or light bulbs. As McLuhan explained, 

In a culture like ours, long accustomed to splitting and dividing all things 
as a means of control, it is sometimes a bit of a shock to be reminded that, 
in operational and practical fact, the medium is the message. This is 
merely to say that the personal and social consequences of any medium—
that is, of any extension of ourselves—result from the new scale that is 
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introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves, or by any new 
technology (McLuhan 1964). 

As McLuhan argued, while our attention is naturally focused on details of what is 

being carried across, there is much reason to consider the extensions made possible by the 

medium itself. Similarly, I’m interested in turning my attention to a particular “medium,” 

which falls into the background when we consider significant new biotechnologies. 

Naturally, we mainly concern ourselves with the products of medical science, the health 

outcomes that they produce, or, on rarer occasions, the new forms of life they make 

possible. But, one should not overlook the very substances required for laboratory power. 

These also offer new “extensions of ourselves,” extensions which are also departures 

from other previous ways of relating to the world. In McLuhan’s sense, the whole culture 

system is the “medium,” which makes this extension of human life possible; but I am 

more narrowly interested here in the “growth medium” in the laboratory sense, as the 

material within the sterile dish intended to provide sustenance and structure for the living 

cell or microorganism.   

In the Radiolab story about the Lacks family and HeLa cells, we hear of the 

growth media only as the “food” that George Gey’s assistant, Mary Toy Kubicek, “gave” 

to the first HeLa cells. A film titled, “Living Human Cells in Culture,” made by the C.M. 

Pomerat Tissue Culture Laboratory at the University of Texas in 1956, explained the 

process of HeLa tissue culture to the public and notes only the “nutrient fluid” that 

sustains the cells in petri dishes.  
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In The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, Skloot offers a little more. As she 

describes it, George Gey (and his wife, Margaret) invested considerable attention to 

developing a recipe for the culture medium necessary for the survival human tissue. The 

initial concoction, which has been called the “Gey Culture Medium,” is a precise mixture 

of nonhuman animal ingredients, including “the plasma of chickens, purée of calf fetuses, 

special salts, and blood from human umbilical cords” (Skloot 2011). Many of these 

ingredients were readily available in the hospital setting where Gey worked—the 

umbilical cord blood came directly from the maternity ward whenever a baby was born. 

For others, Gey had to travel further afield. Skloot describes the collection of one media-

ingredient in a vivid paragraph: 

George visited local slaughterhouses at least once a week to collect cow 
fetuses and chicken blood. He’d drive there in his rusted-out old Chevy, its 
left fender flapping against the pavement, shooting sparks. Well before 
dawn, in a rundown wooden building with a sawdust floor and wide gaps 
in the walls, Gey would grab a screaming chicken by the legs, yank it 
upside down from its cage, and wrestle it to its back on a butcher block. 
He’d hold its feet in one hand and pin its neck motionless to the wood 
with his elbow. With his free hand, he’d squirt the bird’s chest with 
alcohol, and plunge a syringe needle into the chicken’s heart to draw 
blood. Then he’d stand the bird upright, saying, “Sorry, old fella,” and put 
it back in its cage. Every once in a while, when a chicken dropped dead 
from the stress, George took it home so Margaret could fry it for dinner 
(36). 

We can see, at least in Skloot’s telling, something of the hands-on and bricolage-

quality of the early medium. Gey acquired some “material” directly from the 

slaughterhouse, visiting more than one every week so that he would get enough fetuses to 

purée into a sufficient quantity of liquid. The technique for extraction and processing into 
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a useable medium was developed in the practice of doing it and it was later taught to 

others. For chicken plasma, the Geys extracted it directly from the hearts of living 

animals they kept in their own barn, making use of chicken bodies as dinner when any 

one of them died. The material basis of Gey’s medium, the “life blood” (quite literally) of 

HeLa cells, originated, like so much medicine before it, in the animal barn. Here animal 

bodies were reduced to their most basic form. Like in the process of creating meat but 

more so, the bodies of animals are transformed into a substance conceptually and 

specially removed from the individuality or “personality” of their source. Yet, at the same 

source, some of the habitual personalization lingered—each chicken received at least a 

perfunctory apology as they were made to offer their sacrifice to science.  

Skloot’s narration of the HeLa story continues, but the role of the growth media 

then drops out. HeLa’s life in Gey’s laboratory is soon eclipsed when the larger scientific 

community recognizes its importance for the development a polio vaccine. Soon, a much 

larger scale of HeLa cell production is needed, and with it a larger scale for the 

production of culture media. Harry Eagle, then working at the National Institute of 

Health, took the lead in systematizing HeLa production for the purpose of polio vaccine 

manufacture. The growth medium had to become more standardized. Eagle undertook 

extensive experimentation with HeLa cells, as well as mouse fibroblast cells, and 

developed a more precise medium recipe that became the standard support for any 

mammalian cells. Eagle identified 27 components—13 amino acids, 7 vitamins, glucose, 

and 6 salts—and mixed them with human or bovine serum for what is called “Eagle's 

!241



Basal Medium,” or “Basal Medium Eagle (BME)” (Lynch 2008). The BME is “basal” in 

the sense that it provides the minimum or “base” level sustenance for the cell organism. 

Since its development, BME has been superseded by other media recipes, including the 

modification “Dulbecco′s Modified Eagle′s Medium (DME),” which is more amino-acid 

and vitamin-rich than Eagle’s original, as well as cell-type specific formulas, such as the 

Roswell Park Memorial Institute medium (RPMI) designed specifically for a type of 

white blood cells called “lymphocytes.” 

Still, most cell culture medium recipes are fundamentally the same as Gey’s 

original concoction in that they are all recipes of particular nutrients mixed into a base of 

animal blood-plasma (or serum). While Gey extracted blood from his own flock of 

chickens and supplemented them with a mixture of cattle tissue, by far the most common 

source of serum today is blood of cow fetuses, a substance known commercially as “Fetal 

Bovine Serum” (FBS). FBS provides much of the growth factors, proteins, and other 

nutrients for cultured cells and, at least in stem-cell culture, provides about one-fifth of a 

medium’s volume (Marx 2013).  

Technically, the term “bovine” refers to a subfamily of hooved mammals, which 

includes domestic cattle, as well as bison, yaks, and others; and “serum” can refer to any 

one of a variety of products derived from blood. In medical laboratory nomenclature, 

“serum” here refers to the extra-cellular portion of the blood that has had the coagulant 

proteins removed, and “bovine" denotes that is a serum derived from the most commonly 

available bovine: Bos taurus. “Fetal” in this context can refer to unborn calves at any 
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stage of development, but they are usually older in gestational age. This is simply 

because older fetuses have a larger blood quantity and so allowing fetuses to age 

produces more sellable serum. By one estimate, an annual 500,000 liters of FBS are sold 

per year, produced from the “harvesting” of an estimated 1,000,000 cow fetuses 

(Gstrunthaler et al. 2013). 

3.4 Health, Danger, Feeling, and Emergence  

Crucially, while several key compounds of Eagle’s recipe were defined, there 

was one “medium” for these compounds that is left undetermined: the serum. As one 

industry brochure describes it,  

Serum provides all of the growth factors, vitamins, co-factors, hormones, 
attachment factors (fibronectin, laminin), transport factors (albumin, globulin, 
transferrin), nutrients (nucleosides, amino acids, fatty acids, lipids), trace 
elements and other factors which limit free radicals, toxins and heavy metals. 
Serum is a very complex product and only a small percentage of the components 
have been fully identified. Therefore it remains the most effective growth product 
for cell culture available today [emphasis added]. (PAA) 

Some fully “standardized” media exist that do not rely on serum, but these are 

often limited to specific tissue-types and are not used generally. As serum contains a 

complex mixture of biochemical components, each of which may have a crucial role in 

the maintenance of living tissue, many laboratory technicians are reluctant to abandon 

undefined, unstandardized serum. As an article for an industry magazine Lab Manager, 

explains, culture-media recipes rely on “animal derived components like bovine serum to 

supply the ‘magic dust’ that kept cells viable and productive” (DePalma 2012). This 
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“magic dust” is important because it is the unknown space—the space of potentiality— 

that is productive of cell health.  

There has been a gradual trend toward these standardized media, but not because 

of ethical concerns. Rather, the shift toward standardized media comes about over 

worries about contamination and disease. In Lab Manager, DePalma’s article is meant to 

explain why some manufacturers of biological products have abandoned serum based 

media. In part, the shift towards standardization has been the result of scientific rigor. 

Variability in media results in subtle variability in experimental results. But DePalma 

notes, “More important, regulators are concerned about the possible transmission of 

infectious prions from animal sources to human patients” (Ibid., ). In a sense, both 

disease and variability are “contaminants:” the contamination of knowledge and the 

contamination of human bodies. 

The risk of disease agents has pushed therapeutic laboratories to avoid some 

undefined, animal-derived ingredients but this trend is tempered by the greater cost of 

chemically defined media, whose components are produced individually (Marx 2013). 

Animal-derived proteins may cause “an immune response,” but, the author notes, there is 

a certain amount of “alchemy” in cell cultures, as “cells can be unpredictable, growing 

more readily in one medium than another for no apparent reason” (Ibid., ). As a result, 

there is reluctance on the part of lab technicians to give up methods that have worked in 

the past.  
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Furthermore, the FBS market is a loosely regulated industry so unscrupulous 

entrepreneurs have an opportunity for misrepresentation of a product’s true origin 

(Gerhard Gstraunthaler et al. 2013). One study showed that about 30,000 liters were 

marked as having an New Zealand origin, only 15,000 liters of FBS were collected in the 

country during the same period. Some fetal serum may have come from elsewhere while 

other “fetal” serum is actually a mixture of fetal and calf or adult serum. When GE 

Healthcare acquired PAA Laboratories based in Linz, Austria in 2011, it published an 

“Urgent Field Safety Notice” identifying numerous “label non-conformances” of PAA 

Laboratories FBS products over the past decade (Ibid.).  

While most FBS is used in North America and Europe, it often originates in 

Brazil, Argentina, South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand. This is in part because cattle 

herds are more likely to roam freely together, which means there is a greater chance that 

cows are pregnant at slaughter (Ibid.). The larger factor, however, is the specter of bovine 

spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), more often known as “mad-cow disease,” that haunts 

bovine-derived laboratory products.    

BSE is caused by a rogue “prion.” This “miss-folded” protein can cause other 

proteins to fold abnormally and subtle cascading effect through the body. BSE prions 

cause a chronic disease in human known as Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. Creutzfeldt-Jakob 

has no known treatment. Dangerously, the period between infection and symptoms can be 

as long as 16 years, so contamination in food or medical products can be spread widely 

before the extent of illness is discovered (Valleron et al. 2001). An outbreak of BSE in the 
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UK beginning in 1987 lead to 177 deaths to Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease as of 2014 and, 

because of the slow nature of the disease, deaths may still be ongoing.  

There has been no recorded case of Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease caused by 

biomedical products, but the danger is quite present. Currently, there is no practical 

method for detecting the presence of such a prion in animal products and there is no 

process to ensure that such a contaminant isn't transferred in meat or animal-derived 

medicine. 

The altered prion protein that causes BSE resides primarily in the brain, spine, 

and digestive track of an animal. It is transmitted through the consumption of these 

tissues, not through simple contact. Cattle, as herbivores, would not normally spread the 

disease from one to another. However, a livestock-industry practice known as “intra-

species recycling” makes BSE proliferation possible (Leoci 2014, 132). Literally a form 

of cannibalism, such “recycling” is a occurs when the tissue of animals are processed into 

foods given to the same species. Typically, slaughterhouse by-products, such as blood, 

the source of such products may include cattle too sick to be suitable for human 

consumption. Blood and other substances are dried and powdered so that they can be 

added as an inexpensive supplement to animal feed—including as a protein source in calf 

milk replacers.  

Intra-species recycling has been banned in the EU since 2001, but it still allowed 

on US farms (Simmons, et al. 2017).  In North America, where cheap soybean and corn 85

 And, while interspecies recycling has been banned, livestock in Europe, including herbivores 85

like cattle, are still regularly fed “by-products” of other farmed animals.
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protein is more available cattle, the economic motivation for intra-species recycling is 

less than in Europe, but it is not banned here and still occurs as a regular part of some 

farm systems. As a result of the BSE outbreak, the US Food and Drug Administration 

asked manufactures to avoid animal-derived components in therapeutics, but they were 

not entirely eliminated (Marx 2013). As a result of the specter of BSE, FBS 

manufacturers often rely on cattle slaughtered in Australia and New Zealand, where there 

have been no BSE cases and where populations of animals are less likely to have been 

contaminated by European animals. 

Unpredictability is apparent in the advertisements and catalogs of FBS 

manufacturers as a notable anxiety over purity. Consider the banner advertisement for MP 

Biomedical’s FBS (Figure 3.5). The nearly clear pick liquid and the clean petri dishes 

emphasize the “full traceability and security” promised in the text.  

Figure 3.5: MP Biomedicals sera advertisement (MP Biomedicals) 

Another company, Nucleus Biologics, advertises its FBS with the slogan 

“Traceable. Trusted. Tested.” In their banner ad, they emphasize the Australian identity of 

their FBS and redundantly tells us that their FBS comes from a “single origin and single 
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source” (Figure 3.6), and on their website they reassure consumers with a chart of a 

“Partial List of Tests Completed” to insure various features (Nucleus Biologics 2017).  

Figure 3.6: Nucleus Biologics FBS advertisement  (Nucleus Biologics 2017)  

The dangerous prions that produce BSE and the irregularities that might produce 

unreplicable results are just the other side of the same quality of unpredictability that is 

praised as the life-giving “magic dust” that makes FBS so useful for cell culture. The 

internal systems of life and blood are complex in the technical sense that they are not 

fully known, even that they are not fully knowable. Scientific knowledge approaches this 

complexity horizon to the extent that FBS may eventually be rendered unnecessary. In the 

meantime, the scientific community relies on this opening to the unpredictable, and so do 

the rest of us by way of medical technologies like the vaccine. FBS is a linkage between 

human and cattle bodies. It is an opening of a passage-way from one to the other across 
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which things can pass. This linkage of complexity to complexity facilitates emergent 

phenomena, which are neither only biological or only cultural.  

3.5 “…where it all comes from?” 

Conspicuously absent from advertisements for FBS is the bovine itself. In contrast 

with other commercial products like milk, where the mystique of the product is partly 

produced by an image of an idyllic setting of human/cattle cohabitation (Linné and 

Pederson 2016), the emphasis on the traceable origin of FBS occludes another aspect of 

the origin: the animal itself. While the “bovine” clearly printed on the label indicates the 

species, there is little window available to view or come to know the animal itself, its 

concerns, its emotions, the conditions of its death, etc. While we can easily imagine an 

image of an apple being picked to advertise apple juice, there is never a representation of 

the site of serum extraction itself on FBS advertisements.  

Tellingly, while catalogs like those above go to great pains to emphasize the 

purity of their product, the clean origin, and the many processes it undergoes to reduce 

contaminants, there is no attempt to reassure the laboratory scientist, who would be 

purchasing this, of the good treatment of the cattle. Rather, the bovine part of fetal bovine 

serum is its least important aspect. One way to think of this is as itself another practice of 

purification, that is, the purification of affect. Knowing that representations of the bovine 

in FBS would unpleasant and produce an unpredictable reaction on the part of the 
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consumer, manufacturers are careful not to let images or representations of the site of 

production escape.  

The linking between humans and cattle that takes place as a result of the FBS 

system has the potential to transmit not only prions and magic dust, but also transmits 

vicarious feeling. We, humans, rely every day on our ability to mirror and anticipate the 

feelings and actions of others—not only other humans, but other animal species, too. This 

opening to otherness is a great opportunity for collectivity and collaboration, but it is also 

a dangerous passageway where feelings as a result of empathy may overwhelm us or lead 

us into destructive action. Affect, like disease, is mobile across species. It is coproduced 

in relationships with other species. Affect is more difficult to define and identify than a 

virus, but no less impactful on forms life takes. 

The moment of death is a powerful and dangerous one for the transmission of 

affect, and various social institutions have made use of it. For example, the public 

execution or the ritual of animal sacrifice found in all ancient cultures (and many modern 

ones) are contexts where the powerful affect at the site of death is channeled into the 

mystification of authority or religious awe. When death is witnessed, the thin line that 

divides a subject and an object is made apparent, and one may be confronted with a 

profound sense of their own mortality or, occasionally, immortality.   

Animal agriculture, especially in its concentrated and industrialized form, relies 

on the capture and pacification of dangerous affect. The slaughterhouse is an enclosed 

place where few visit. Products extracted at that site are cleansed of association with 
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process of killing through an “occultation”—a process of covering over, a purification. 

The modern site of meat production is a hidden place where certain “slights of hand” 

transform the living-and-feeling into the material for food or other use. Not only is the 

site of slaughter is hidden from view, but increasingly the site of livestock-animal lives is 

hidden behind fences and tall walls, and even through laws, such as the “ag-gag” laws 

that criminalize investigative journalism around animal facilities in some US states (Delta 

& Matsuura 2016, 14, 64).  

Consider the affect implicit in Skloot’s account of Gey’s origin method of 

medium extraction: the “screaming chicken” that Gey must “wrestle” before he plunges 

his needle into its living body; the apology, “Sorry, old fella,” that he offers when he 

returns it to its cage (2011). Here we can see the traces of emotion’s movement from 

body to body across time and species. The chicken’s scream and struggle prompts Gey’s 

feelings and his perception of iconic resemblance gives rise to the recognition of 

subjecthood implied by the apology. The scream and apology is remembered and it is 

retold to Skloot who sculpts it into new narrative, which I read and reframe for you, 

reader. This is a pathway of a beastly trace that moves because of the emotion it touches. 

It’s difficult to access images or representations of the site of blood extraction for 

today’s FBS. When sifting through issues of Lab Manager magazine to see if and how 

FBS was represented, I came across one telling illustration of this obfuscation and a 

tentative desire to know. Lab Manager publishes a regular comic drawn and written by 

Edward Dunphy, a lab manager himself, where a certain playfulness gives space to a 
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working-out of the affect involved in laboratory life. In this particular strip, a lab 

assistant, noting the “freezers full” of bovine serum, asks a manager “where it all comes 

from,” to which the manager replies, echoing dogmatic religious discourse, “There are 

things man was not meant to know.” The final panel shows a cow in an enormous blender 

offering a plaintiff “moooo?” (Figure 3.7) 

Figure 3.7: Lab Bratz considers bovine serum (Dunphy 2006) 

Here, in a space set aside for humor and a certain transgressiveness, a degree of 

recognition takes place. The occasion of the affect attached to bovine serum is the basis 

of its humor. Neither the assistant nor the manager seem to know where this “always”-

used substance comes from and, indeed, they might be horrified to find out. The manager 

must keep the origin of the substance obscured, perhaps because he recognizes that the 

reaction of his assistant would be unpredictable and potentially disruptive of the 

efficiency of the laboratory's business.  
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The strip also has a subtle indication of the affective relationship between human 

and other animal. The cow’s call does not stand as merely the cry of a soulless object. 

Dunphy’s cow gets a speech bubble like any person and her cry is punctuated with a 

question mark. She is, at least to a limited extent, personified as a thinking, feeling being, 

albeit one without knowledge of what is to come. This “moooo?” is to me a sign of the 

possibility that we could hear the other animal call out and feel with her.   

Reading a little deeper, it is notable what the artist further obscures even as he 

exposes the obfuscation. Tellingly, the comic does not consider the origin of the more-

common, fetal bovine serum but only bovine serum in general. The cow in the giant 

blender could be absurd enough to offset a sense of horror. A fetus pulled from a dying 

cow’s womb and dumped in a giant blender would be closer to the truth—and harder to 

stomach.  

The enclosure that walls off affect takes place not only through literal barriers of 

sight, or only through institutions that obscure the origins of things, but they also take 

place through an internal “walling off” that allows for two competing sentiments to 

coexist. Taking down the internal barriers and allowing the feelings other beings express 

to enter one’s deep self is dangerous. Doing so might disrupt one’s habits and ways of 

life. Cognitive dissonance is maintained as a strategy to avoid risk. 

The psychologist Melanie Joy introduced the term “carnism” to describe an 

implicit belief system that conditions people to see particular animal species as food 

while caring for others. Joy argues that, while there are material forces that keep 
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conditions of death hidden from view, it is not necessarily the case that “if 

slaughterhouses had glass walls, everyone would be vegetarian” (a slogan broadly 

attributed to Paul McCartney). In fact, many know well the conditions of slaughter and 

continue to eat meat. She argues that the meat industry relies on a willful unknowledge, a 

“knowing without knowing,” that she calls the “essence of carnism” (2011, 71). If we feel 

for cattle, the cow in the blender is all too real. If we are protected against affect 

transference by the ideologies of carnism, her cry goes unheard. 

My primary goal here is not to prescribe a particular action everyone should take 

in reaction to this knowledge, but I do think we have an obligation not to look away. We 

must not choose to remain ignorant of our effects on the world and on other animals. This 

dissertation is not intended to subject the reader to footage of factory farms or of 

industrial cattle slaughter, but I’d like to spend a moment discussing how bovine serum 

is, in fact, extracted, even though this telling will be uncomfortable (for both of us).  

As mentioned above, Fetal Bovine Serum is the blood of cattle fetuses rather than 

adult, or even young, animals. Fetal serum is used because it has more growth factors 

than adult serum and fewer antibodies. In addition, it is more sterile, as disease agents, 

such as BSE, are less likely to pass through the uterine wall (PAA). Like with Gey's 

chickens, the fetal blood is extracted directly from the heart through “cardiac puncture,” 

as this “minimizes the danger of serum contaminations with micro-organisms from the 

fetus itself, and its environment” (Jochems et al. 2012).  
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Descriptions of this process are hard to find. There must be internal conversations 

about tools and best practices, but they are not available to the public. One of the few 

animal advocacy organizations to have considered FBS, Humane Research Australia, 

describes the process in more detail:  

After slaughter and bleeding of the cow at an abattoir [slaughterhouse], the 
mother's uterus containing the calf fetus is removed during the 
evisceration process (removal of the mother's internal organs) and 
transferred to the blood collection room. A needle is then inserted between 
the fetus's ribs directly into its heart and the blood is vacuumed into a 
sterile collection bag. This process is aimed at minimizing the risk of 
contamination of the serum with micro-organisms from the fetus and its 
environment. (2016)  

Because undeveloped fetuses would have too small a heart to puncture, the fetus 

must be at least three months old (Ibid.), but there is no upper limit for gestational age, 

and larger animals maximize the amount of serum that can be extracted. The fetus may 

die by suffocate in the uterus when its mother is killed. In a quick-moving 

slaughterhouse, it is still living when it is cut from its placenta and the needle is plunged 

into its heart. As the calf is considered an organ of the mother, not a living being in itself, 

there are no laws that limit the painfulness of its slaughter. The practice is done without 

stunning or anesthesia (Jochems et al. 2012). 

FBS is an extreme, but perfectly logical, extension of the reasoning that divides 

humans from other species and values other animals only as material for human use. If 

we are able to close ourselves off from the painful effect of other animals’ suffering, then 

we can continue to use them as resources for human health and pleasure. But if we 
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compel ourselves to look closely, we may begin to feel with them, making it difficult to 

continue as before.  

We have what could only be described as a horrific scene, every bit as troubling 

as the monstrous births that inspired late Medieval pamphlets (discussed in Chapter 2). 

The tableau at the moment of extraction is a perfect scene of transgression, a graphic 

disruption of received categories: It is a birth which is simultaneously a death; the 

transformation of a living being (or two living beings) into a collection of objects, 

materials, products; a scene of foreclosed motherhood (is she a mother if she dies before 

her calf is born, if her calf dies before it can truly live?); a violation of a vulnerable 

body’s integrity—a needle straight to the heart.  

We should remember that this is a moment of co-world-making here. Like face of 

the cow in the alphabet that is the trace of a moment of meeting (in the context of early 

agriculture), FBS can also be traced to a particular set of meeting places. The cow at 

slaughter is nevertheless the master of her interpretive world. She is the creator of an 

umwelt, around herself that meets our own. Like Derrida’s cat who looks-back at him and 

knows things about him he cannot know, the pregnant cow at slaughter sees things in us 

that we cannot fully see from within our own sphere. While she is the literally vulnerable 

and violated one, we, too, are “naked” in her vision, exposed for what we are in a way we 

would like not to see (Derrida 2008). Just as I argue above that the animals of Berger’s 

zoo have a particular viewpoint to see into a human “species nature” that may not be 

apparent to us, so, too, the dying cow is afforded a vision of what the human is capable 
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of. Like all meeting places, here is a co-production of world. I can’t help but ask, is this 

the co-world we want? 

It is significant that the “kill floor,” the place where animals are transformed from 

living into dead, is often the least visited room in the slaughterhouse. Journalists are often 

prohibited from seeing it, and there is evidence that it is inspected less often than other 

parts of the process because of the discomfort inspectors feel being there for a long 

period of time (Pollan 2014). It is also a workplace for the most precarious workers, often 

immigrants who have few other options. And the turnover for workers is very high, 

“anywhere from 75 percent to 100 percent a year” (Ibid.). Over the last 25 years, 

unionization has radically declined, and few in the meatpacking industry are unionized 

today. These precarious workers must make much effort to seal their empathic impulses 

as they put a pneumonic bolt gun to the forehead of one animal after another.  

Fetal bovine serum and other substances are often described as slaughterhouse 

“byproducts.” But, this is somewhat misleading as they are simply one of many 

commercial products that an “animal unit” can produce. The selling of blood for medical 

use is as much part of the economic calculation of these business as is the selling of 

“Prime,” “Choice,” “Select,” Standard,” “Commercial,” or “Utility” grade meat. A cow’s 

value is equal to the milk she produces in life and the other materials she produces in 

death. Even the body of a fetuses after their blood is extracted may be have value as fine 

leather, or as the “recycled” material in animal feed. 
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There are a few videos and images of fetal bovine serum extraction distributed by 

animal rights organizations, but they are rare.  Perhaps, animal rights and vegan 86

communities have rarely identify fetal bovine serum or similar animal-derived medicines 

as a places of concern because they are too busy exposing the larger meat industry, but I 

suspect there are other reasons. For one thing, these products fall between the two typical 

areas of concern for animal liberation: it is neither a food product, nor is it a laboratory 

animal in need of rescue. In addition, bovine serum’s usefulness in producing human 

health and medical knowledge make it problematic for vegans who nevertheless also 

want to avoid life-threatening diseases.  

If there is more publicity about FBS, would the vegan community be pushed 

toward the anti-vaccine movement and refuse other mainstream medical treatments, or 

would we vegans need to partition ourselves internally, practice our own carnist 

“knowing without knowing” (Joy 2011, 71) so as to continue without disrupting the 

habits of our life? I can’t say for myself which course is best. Still, I cannot simply note 

the complexity of these issues and stop there.   87

More than medicinal and scientific research, a new application for tissue culture is 

poised to hit the consumer market in the form of “in vitro meat.” Just as HeLa cells can 

be grown on a mass scale to produce vaccines, cattle muscle cells can be grown in 

 One example is the Spanish-language LeonVegano.net, who posted the only video of raw FBS 86

extraction that I know of. Provocatively titled “La realidad de la LECHE: Para vegetarianos” (the 
reality of milk: for vegetarians), this video shows the extraction of a living fetus from the body of 
a Holstein cow, the iconic black-and-white breed commonly used for dairy production. 

 This, I think, is where Haraway fails, as she is not willing to look deeply at the level of 87

violence carried out routinely against other animals and begin to respond to the call that we must 
act differently (as I discuss in the final chapter).
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layered strips to produce a food-safe product. The first animal tissue grown in culture and 

prepared for human consumption was presented by Dutch scientist Mark Post in 2013 to 

much fanfare (Lin 2017). Now several start-up companies are actively developing their 

own products. Some prominent animal-rights organizations, such as Mercy for Animals 

and PETA, have not only celebrated this development but invested in it (PETA 2014). As 

one PETA blogger wrote in March of this year, “We believe it’s the first important step 

toward realizing the dream of one day putting environmentally sound, humanely 

produced real meat into the hands and mouths of the people who insist on eating animal 

flesh” (PETA 2017). Dubbed “clean meat” by those who promote it, lab-grown 

consumable animal tissue is presented as both real “meat” and as a suitable food for 

ethical vegans. They argue that muscle tissue of nonhuman animals can be grown outside 

of the bodies of animals in a more efficient manner than growing a whole animal, using 

less water, land, etc. and producing less methane or other pollutants. Lab tissue is not 

understood to be “alive” in the ethically relevant sense—it is without nerves or neurons, 

so it can feel no pain. 

Yet, following the “clean” meat culture backward from the lab, it seems a little 

dirtier. Post’s own vision is not an animal-agriculture-free product. Unlike HeLa’s 

“immortalized" cells, lab-grown meat would be produced from cell-lines with a finite 

lifespan.  Post imagined a product still dependent on “a limited herd of donor animals…88

that you keep in stock and that you get your cells from there” (Collins 2012). 

 HeLa is “immortalized” because it began life as cells with a cancerous mutation.88

!259



Furthermore, all of his experiments depended on a culture medium that included animal 

serums, including FBS (Ibid.). As a result, at least one blogger argues, “While laboratory-

grown meat would probably reduce animal suffering, it’s important to keep in mind that it 

is not vegan, it is not cruelty-free, it's still wasteful, and animals will suffer for 

laboratory-grown meat” (Lin 2017).   89

FBS is not alone in making the culture dish an uncomfortable space of human/

nonhuman-animal encounter. For another example, consider a product called Matrigel. 

Matrigel is a complicated protein-rich gel derived from mouse tumors and used to coat 

petri dishes before implanting a cell culture, especially stem cells (Marx 2013). The 

substance begins life in a sarcoma tumor introduced into living mice. These tumors are 

allowed to grow to a suitable size before the mice are “sacrificed” and the Matrigel 

material is extracted (Kibbey 1994). 

To be human is to be shaped by the nonhuman, and feeling for other animals, 

including the refusal to do so, is one aspect of this co-emergence. We are each differently 

located and have different structures of feeling, as well as different inclinations toward 

empathy and the compulsions it produces. Because of our circumstances, we each have 

different capacities to act and effect change, whether to benefit humans or other animals. 

Yet, while there is no universal code of action we could all live by, it may be that we all 

have a responsibility to act. I suggest that we must not turn away from these 

 It’s interesting to note that before Mark Post developed lab-grown meat, a provocative project 89

by “tissue artists” Oron Catts and Ionat Zurr explored similar lines. In 2004, they produced a 
miniature “leather” jacket grown from an immortal cell line of mouse tissue, which they called 
“Victimless Leather” (Wired 2004). Whether such an art project is, in fact, “victimless” is up for 
the same debate as lab-grown meat.
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uncomfortable things but face them directly, even if they make us uncomfortable. At least 

I know in myself that ignorance is worse than discomfort, and that learning to feel with 

others and to struggle to act accordingly provides purpose. This is a practice of attention, 

staying with those uncomfortable things for as long as we can, and opening our hearts 

even when doing so puts us in danger of having to remake our values and lifestyles.  

As a commercial product used in laboratories, which in turn produce various 

kinds of medical products and knowledge, bovine serum is one crucial link in a chain that 

connects living cattle to modern human health. But, as as we have seen, its function 

requires a kind of purification practice that removes both material and affective contagion 

so that it can be a medium through which other kinds of information and material is 

passed.  

The product of this process are literally injected into us through vaccines, and our 

human bodies are partially constituted by bovine elements. So, while the discussion of 

the cow-house as a beastly trace emphasized semiotic movement (the iteration of a sign 

and its transference from icon to symbol in Peirce’s sense), and the discussion of Kaliya 

(in chapter 6) emphasizes the experience of mystery at the point of encounter, this chapter 

tracks bovine serum as a material substance, incorporated into human bodies, but largely 

“cleaned” of its semiotic messages—especially those associated with difficult emotion. In 

this way, this chapter deals with a different kind of invisibility than the other chapters. 

While the look of Kaliya—like Derrida’s cat or the animals in Berger’s zoo visit—

indicates the “abyss” of difference, the use of bovine serum as a functional replacement 
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for human blood, indicates a substantial material sameness of human and cattle. At the 

same time, the absence of the cow (i.e. the sign of the once living creature) in the use of 

bovine serum indicates the “danger” of affective identity. In other words, because the 

scene of violence in the abattoir where the blood is extracted is such that if we were to 

identify with the cow as a being with feelings like ours we would not be able to use 

bovine serum as readily as we do, the use of bovine serum relies on the imposition of a 

vail. Obfuscation of sameness rather than the abyss of difference is the form of 

invisibility that is relevant here. 

While serum is a kind of blood without meaning, it has its own kind of 

“message.” By attending to the medium of cells, not just the cells themselves, we can see 

how a particular “extension” of life is made possible. The new lifeform that is the HeLa 

cell is a “hybrid” or “chimerical” one that relies on both human and nonhuman-animal 

elements. In this way, extensions of human bodies require “extensions" of other species 

bodies, extensions that do not so much empower as extend into every more improbable 

mode of confinement and site of violence. The freedom to continue living that the 

extension of human bodies offers depends on the appropriation of cattle bodies, the 

disassembly of individuals into material, and the cooptation of health. The long 

entanglement of humans and cattle that is the domestication relationship transforms not 

just the bodies of cows but also human bodies through extensions of this kind, as well as 

through the vulnerability to disease and affect that such extensions make possible. This is 

the two-way process of domestication that has always been an entanglement of health and 
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disease. Like most of citizens of an industrialized nation, I, too, have been vaccinated, so 

I, too, have a trace of bovine in my blood. I participate in this chimera-becoming.  

Treating serum as an object in the foreground rather than the medium that 

supports human (and “posthuman” life), this figure forces into visibility the violence in 

our interrelationship with Bos taurus. While I am physically strengthened by this trace, I 

am also made vulnerable to the plaintive call of the cow in the blender. because this 

substance (and others like it) underlies a very precious quality, i.e. health, the horror at 

the site of its production rests in us without easy resolution. Like the prions that hang 

dangerously at the edge of serum production and determine the geographical logic of the 

serum market, tracing back to the calf risks our own “infection” through other vectors 

that might elicit empathy. Simply, there is a danger in feeling too much. The industry 

around tissue culture and FBS works to occlude the animal origin of ordinary human life 

but other movements do the opposite. In the following chapter, I consider a radical 

animal rights organization that deliberately, and with a sophisticated attention to the 

materiality of communication, works to make the comfortable uncomfortable and to 

make the trace of the cow known on the human body.  

To be alive is to be made actual by other living things, often in ways beyond our 

control. Our “hybridity” is more fundamental to our existence then is illustrated by 

bovine serum alone, because otherness is the ground of our being. We come into—and 

out of—existence by that which we are not. To come into knowledge of a mutual 

vulnerability between ourselves and other beings can produce feelings of fear, 
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discomfort, anger, or even guilt. Yet, this vulnerability is also the basis of awe and 

connectedness. FBS, like the other beastly figures, is an entry point to a space at a site of 

intersection between us and other beings. Never fully out of ourselves, it is also a space 

partially within a sphere of otherness. I suggest a practice of attention. If nothing else, let’ 

us not turn away from pain at these sites. Better, let’s consider what we might do to make 

a world where feelings can more easily cross species lines. Only then can joy and beauty 

be capable of crossing over. 
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4. 269Life: Marking Flesh for the Dead 

Figure 4.1: Activist with 269 brand. The leg of an activist just after a public branding 
demonstration in France. (Merry Photography 2015) 
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When you are tender, you speak your plural.  
—Roland Barthes. “Tenderness,” A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments 

Along with tattoos, the ancient Hebrews explicitly forbid the “cutting the body for 

the dead” (Lev. 19:28 NIV) a practice that may have been common among other cultures 

of the region. According to a second millennium BCE Ugaritic poem, for example, when 

the god El learned of the death of another god, Baal, he descended from his high throne 

to sit on the ground. He covered himself with dirt and grass, tore his clothing down to a 

loincloth, bruised and cut his body with a stone, and shaved off his beard (Pham 2000, 

19-20). In the Greek tradition, self-mutilation is also well known. Perhaps the most 

famous act of self-harm is that of Oedipus, who, after learning that he had murdered his 

father and committed in incest with his mother, gouged out his own eyes in remorse. As 

Oedipus explains in Sophocles’ tragedy, “…The misery, all at once, over and over the 

stabbing daggers, stab of memory raking me inside. …What good were eyes to me? 

Nothing I could see could bring me joy” (1984).  

Deliberate, outward harm to one’s own body can be motivated by many things. 

“Body marking” can be a broad set of practices, from cutting due to immediate emotional 

distress, to piercing and tattooing; the divisions between those that are deemed normative 

and those that are non-normative forms of body marking are socially constructed (Inckle 

2009). Marking the body can be an expression of social identity or a dis-identification 

with one’s own body. It can be a ritual of transition, a form of homo-social bonding, a 
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way of maintaining memory or exercising control, or an enactment of mourning. It can 

also be all of these things at once. 

At least since the 1990s, psychologists like Armando Favazza recognized that 

self-mutilation is not necessarily a form of attempted or simulated suicide. He argued that 

it could be better understood as “a morbid self-help effort” that provides “rapid but 

temporary relief” from “feelings of depersonalization, guilt, rejection, … boredom” and 

unwanted thoughts (Favazza 1998).  

Another stream of thought has focused on understanding self-mutilation in 

semiotic terms. Cutting the body can be seen as making visible and material an internal 

pain that is hidden and amorphous. It is an attempt to represent affective distress on the 

surface of the body so that it can be read and understood by oneself and others. 

Exemplifying that approach, Marilee Strong describes one patient’s self-cutting on her 

arms as “a way of mapping the pain she felt inside” (1998). Using another 

communicative metaphor, Strong described self-cutting as a “bright red scream,” a way 

for repressed expressions of emotional distress to find their voice. In her view, self-harm 

is “a primitive yet powerful form of communication for people unable to adequately 

verbalize their feelings… a concrete expression for the pain they feel inside—a language 

written on the body, through blood, wounds, and scars” (Ibid.).  

The subject of this chapter, the radical animal liberation (RAL) movement 

269Life, took shape through another form of communicative self-harm. While there are 

multiple reasons why one would mark their bodies with a 269 brand or tattoo—as an 
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indication of social identity, for example—I’m interested in the way that this movement 

has found a material, visible avenue of expression for a vicarious, empathic pain on 

behalf of other species. Unlike the scientific discourse around FBS that occludes the 

affective dimensions of animal agriculture, 269Life’s central purpose has been to make 

the pain of other animals visible using the human body as a material medium for iconic 

signification. In the discussion of FBS, I suggested that purification methods deployed to 

control the passage of feeling from cattle were incomplete, and that just as FBS offers 

both life-giving “magic dust” and a potential for dangerous prions, the system around 

concentrated animal agriculture is productive of affect that can be transmitted to people 

with unpredictable results. 269Life is one such result. Further, it is itself one method by 

which more feeling for animals is distributed.  

This chapter will consider some of that affective spill and will situate myself in its 

flow. There are many people today who, upon learning about the large-scale treatment of 

livestock animals, have felt pulled into pain to the extent that they have changed their 

lives to minimize their feeling of responsibility (by giving up meat-based foods, for 

example). Further, some of these people have dedicated considerable time to the 

spreading this set of sentiments and actions to others. By proliferating representations of 

violence against animals rather than minimizing them, they work to bring about a social 

transformation where other animals would have to suffer less actual violence. 

As other chapters have emphasized, if we attend to the material and semiotic 

entailment between humans and cattle, we find we are confronted directly with the 
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mystery of death. In the case of fetal bovine serum, the relationship between humans and 

cattle is predicated on reducing the bodies of nonhuman animals into raw material in the 

production of human health; and while the unpredictable vitality of serum is crucial for 

the manufacture of new forms of life, it also requires an obfuscation of lived experience 

of cattle life and, especially, the conditions of death. This obfuscation is a prophylactic 

method to reduce the possibility of affect contamination not unlike the methods used to 

reduce the prions productive of BSE. Moreover, like these other prophylactic methods, it 

is not 100% effective. In terms of affect transmission, with the desire to know and a few 

basic research skills, the graphic scene of bovine death can be reconstructed and flavors 

of discomfort (including horror) are produced.  

This chapter will pursue similar questions, this time from the vantage point of 

communities and organizations who make it their work to speak on behalf of the other 

animals, to be a “voice for the voiceless,” reproducing discomfort, disgust, and sadness 

with the goal of reducing pain among other animals. While my sympathies lie with this 

kind of project generally, and my own dissertation can be seen as operating in a similar 

vein, I will here be focusing particular attention on those groups whose experience of 

sympathetic-pain for other animals is translated into anger and even violence (especially 

against others’ property and against oneself) as a desperate, if often fruitless, method of 

speaking on behalf of other animals. Especially in a technologically mediated society 

where obfuscation of violence is made possible, the human expression of ethical 

equivalence among animals can be an explosive one.  
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269Life is a political project intended to bring about a new social organization. It 

is also an expression of mourning. In the face of the hundreds of billions, even trillions, 

of other animals killed every year for human use (Barwick 2015), it is not surprising that 

some people feel the need to, like El, climb off our throne and cut our bodies with stones. 

This “bright red scream” may do nothing to help other animals; in fact, it may exacerbate 

divisions among people and even occlude some forms of human oppression, but it will 

make visible something that is otherwise hidden. It is a passageway for one kind of 

feeling-with to take place.  

4.1 Swimming Against the Stream 

As with each of the beastly traces that make up this project, I come to the figure 

of 269Life from my own situated location. To make sense of the role of media and affect 

in radical animal rights movements, I must go further back in my life and recount some 

of this project’s deeper motivation. 

 Perhaps it began with PBS nature documentaries. It seemed like every program 

rich with the beautiful diversity of animal life closed with scenes of environmental 

devastation and the futile calls for a radical change totally outside the reach of my ten-

year-old hands. As I remember it, it was a program on ocean life that did me in. After 

learning about the improbable habits of deep-water fish and watching with longing the 

elegance of dolphins, I watched in horror as the calm narrator described the devastation 

caused by overfishing. I can still see the vivid image of nets heavy with dying fish 
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spilling into a ship’s hull, one body pilling onto another, flopping helplessly as they 

drowned in the air.  

It didn’t help that my peers couldn’t identify. While I had been raised nearly 

vegetarian by Buddhist, counter-culture parents, my suburban friends had more 

traditional diets and upbringings. A shy and sensitive child, I was tormented by my 

inability to make others understand what was wrong. Upset by a fifth-grade project 

involving keeping live crayfish in kiddy-pools in the classroom, I told the class the 

crustaceans were “like people” if we just “give them a chance,” and I can still remember 

the pain I felt when hearing my teacher’s laughter.  

My parents kept their reasons for being vegetarian to themselves and they often 

bought me deli slices and canned tuna fish thinking I might need the protein. Still, there’s 

no doubt their lifestyle made it easier for me to give up meat and self-identity as 

vegetarian when I was about twelve. It took some self-control to resist the rich, salty 

items at restaurants when out shopping with my parents, but I was familiar with so many 

other tasty, meat-free foods it wasn’t too hard to make the transition.  

I didn't know any other vegetarians outside my family, but the next year I became 

good friends with a Hindu student who had been raised “pure” vegetarian (no meat, no 

eggs). Soon, the value of vegetarianism became a frequent topic of heated discussions 

among my circle of lunchroom friends, and I became clearer in my own thinking. Would 

I eat meat if I was trapped on a deserted island with no other way to survive? (Yes.) 

Where did I draw the line between animals and plants? (The brain/feeling pain.) And I 
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countered with my own repertoire of challenges: If you wouldn’t eat your dog, why 

would you eat a pig? Would you eat meat if you had to kill it yourself? Being vegetarian 

was becoming a crucial part of my identity, one of the first things I wanted to know about 

new people I met.  

I met my first vegan in high school but I didn’t understand why he would take 

compassion for animals so far. After all, no animal had to die for me to drink milk and eat 

eggs, so what was the problem? Cheese was a large part of my diet, and becoming vegan 

seemed extreme. Being vegetarian rather than vegan was part of how I showed to others 

that I was reasonable; I wasn’t like those people. 

It wasn’t until I was in college that my thinking started to change. I still know few 

vegans, but I was more curious about their position. I had also come to realize I was 

somewhat lactose intolerant. Back then, soy milk was the only dairy alternative, but I 

tried it and found it worked just as well on my morning cereal.  

The final shift came one night when I was out walking between social events on a 

busy Saturday and I ran into an activist handing out pro-vegan leaflets for the 

organization Mercy For Animals. I stopped and talked and learned information that 

would make my vegetarian stance seem hypocritical. The meat and the rest of the animal 

protein industries were not separate. Egg-laying chickens, for example, were killed for 

meat once their peak egg-laying period ended, and male chicks of egg-lying varieties 

were killed right after hatching. So, while chickens didn’t have to die for me to eat eggs, 

every purchase of an egg was supporting an industry that routinely killed chickens.  
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My resolve fell into place, though my transition was gradual. I spent a time being 

a “freegan,” only eating dairy and eggs if it was free or left over but not purchasing it 

myself.  That turned out to be a hard line to draw. By then, I was spending a lot of time 

with my girlfriend’s young son. If I bought him the pizza he wanted and then ate his 

leftovers, was I really just buying it for myself? Not long after my daughter was born, 

when I was twenty-three, I made the full transition.  

Being vegan only solidified my identity as an “animal advocate” and it’s fair to 

say this project has its roots in several papers I wrote as an undergraduate philosophy 

student. Shortly after college, I helped start a vegan bakery, began volunteering for Mercy 

for Animals, attending protests, and handing out leaflets like the one that had inspired me. 

Like a religious zealot, I wanted spread veganism to the world, and my community of 

like-minded people grew.  

But, the early pain I felt in the face of overwhelming animal death didn't subside. 

The devastation of ecosystems and the slaughter of animals continued, and everything I 

was doing seemed minuscule in comparison to the problem. This pain could come up at 

unexpected times and overwhelm me. In social settings, innocent questions by non-

vegans could fill me with emotion, making it hard for me to be articulate. I found it 

difficult to eat with others when non-vegan food was on the table. I saw a slice of bacon 

or a sausage as a strip of flesh torn out of the body of a screaming innocent. I saw a fish 

on a plate as the emptying of oceans, another being dying before its time.  
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By the time I applied to grad school, I felt I couldn’t study something I felt so 

strongly about. There wouldn’t be a place for my radical views in academia, and fighting 

against the resistance would be too exhausting.  Being an advocate for other animals in 90

such public settings would mean embarrassing myself when my emotions got the best of 

me. I was too sensitive to make it the center of my work. I often felt like the “killjoy” in a 

room of omnivores, feeling “too much” in a way that made others uncomfortable.  91

Studying other things was rewarding and I learned a lot, but I kept coming back to 

the animals. Often the theorists we read would be blatantly anthropocentric, or their ideas 

would strike me as especially useful for thinking about the social construction of human/

animal difference. After a painful separation with my partner and some soul-searching 

about whether I should stay in grad school, I decided to return to animal issues. By then, I 

had discovered a body scholarship that dealt with exactly the things I was so compelled 

by and a community of scholars who seemed to share the urgency with which I came to 

animal and environmental issues. 

Perhaps by then I had learned how better to hold my despair at bay, how to better 

remain unattached to others not seeing the way I do, how to look at a sausage and see not 

only a product of violence but also someone else’s expression of comfort, the food they 

used to connect back to their roots, family, the familiar. By then, I’d become skeptical of 

 While I was mainly worried I wouldn’t find institutional support for my research interests, 90

some academics have been targeted by legal action for their environmental activism (Kahn 2010).

 Like the “feminist killjoy” of Sara Ahmed, the vegan killjoy disrupts a normative system of 91

value by “not finding the objects that promise happiness to be quite so promising” (Ahmed 2010, 
65) and thus she becomes an abject body herself. As Richard Twine argues, a “vegan killjoy” is 
an “‘affect alien’ who must willfully struggle against a dominant affective order and 
community” (2014). 
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the call to veganism as the fix-all for all problems. I’d seen that animal-advocates, too, 

can perpetuate violence, and that focusing on animal issues without seeing the larger 

relationships of systemic oppression can do more harm than good. I had learned to sit 

with the uncomfortable knowledge of what might be our inevitable human destiny: to kill 

and be killed by our desires, to lead ourselves into extinction.  

 It is with all this that I came to begin the project that you now hold in your hands. 

My intention is not to convert every reader to veganism, but something much more 

modest. I write, first of all, to persuade the reader that other animals matter, that they are 

part of us whether we see them or not. I write to call for a little humility, to know that we 

humans have never been fully in charge of what we become—that we’ve always done 

this thing called civilization with a community of species. I write to show that other 

animals are hidden behind the ordinary. That there is violence, but that there is also 

beauty. I write to open the questions that I care about, some of the most urgent questions 

of our time, not because I have the answers, but because only in the questions might we 

have a chance for survival.  

I’ve written this autobiographical selection because I want to make clear my 

situated-ness with regard to animal activism. I want to make clear that any objectivity I 

enact has been learned through practice, a distancing move I have only been able to make 

as I allowed a larger picture to come into view. Objectivity on animal issues, for me, has 

meant coming to terms with the limitations of the human, and especially my own 
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limitations as an individual. I can only write about animals as a scholar because I have 

learned how to get comfortable with powerlessness.  

My story may not be typical in some ways, but it speaks to the animal liberation 

movement more generally and shows some of the ways that affect is transferred between 

bodies through media. I don’t know what makes one child swim against the stream and 

another double-down on the status quo, but I know my own story toward vegan activism 

was shaped by mediated encounters with other animals. The death of fish on the fishing 

boat was “real,” but it was framed in a particular way to elicit a response. If I had 

encountered the same scene as the child of fishermen or in the context of a wanderlust, I 

might have seen it as an opportunity of employment or travel. The rational arguments for 

veganism notwithstanding, would I have been as persuaded if the information about 

factory farming hadn’t been accompanied with a leaflet showing the blooded bodies of 

egg-laying chickens in battery cages? The emotions I felt served to reinforce my 

difference from many peers and also to unify me with a like-mined “in group” who I 

sought as allies.  

There was something in those scenes of video that “touched” me. And that 

touching was the deliberate project of others who had been similarly touched. The 

modern Animal Liberation movement has made a proliferation of mediated affect central 

to its project because it is motivated by a sense of enormous loss. As one vegan Twitter 

user describes it, “Being vegan is like trying to save drowning animals and your friends 

and family are throwing them back in the water” (Figure 4.2).  
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Figure 4.2: The pain of being vegan. A Twitter screen shot of a post by user 
@A1vegang expressing a sentiment that has now been “liked” and “retweeted” by 
hundreds of other users. (A1 VeGan 2017) 

I reproduce this post as an image above because it’s important to consider not just 

the message or the sentiment it expresses, but to recognize it as a use of a particular 

digital medium of expression. While early theorists of “cyberspace” often considered it a 

space detached from physical reality, more recently, theorists have seen platforms like 

Twitter as “a re-appropriation of public space” that can assemble alternate trans-national 

associations, whether of Occupy activists (Gerbaudo 2012) or Russian-funded “bots” 

masquerading as disgruntled Trump supporters. Digital social media are platforms, not so 

much for disembodiment as for mediated embodiment. The body is no less relevant, but it 

takes a new form and is permitted new extensions and new limitations. A1 VeGan’s 

expression of hopelessness and frustration is not simply text on the page, or a free-

floating avatar. Rather, his profile image—a light-skinned face of apparent African decent 

with a trim beard and eyes to the camera—is as important as the words themselves. So, 
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too, are the smaller images of some of the 415 Twitter profiles who make up the 

“retweets” or “likes.” The Animal Liberation movement, like other social-political 

associations, finds a life on the new digital forms of distributed association, even as it 

decries the new forms of mechanistic disassociation of other-animal bodies.  

Unpredictable and emergent phenomena take place in contradiction. Digital social 

extension is the other side of the same force that give us the material processes that allow 

for animal sequester behind factory-farmed walls. Both are entwined as forms of 

material-semiotic mediation, separations and connections across greater distances and 

through greater integration and deferment. 

4.2 Blood and Number 

It is in this context that 269Life comes into being, and so it makes an interesting 

case study. 269Life, although only a few years old, has had striking success in their 

project to distribute a set of symbols and sentiments. By using digital media as part of a 

provocative strategy for animal liberation activism, “269” has become a global symbol of 

the Radical Animal Liberation community. It is a provocation for considering the 

difference between human and animal bodies and the extent to which the suffering of one 

can be mapped upon another. But, the 269 sign is also a cooptation of the discourse of 

intra-human violence and oppression.  

The origin story of the movement is key to its own mythology. According it its 

own account, it began with a calf born on a rural Israeli farm on May 10, 2012 (Ahituv 
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2013). Like most calves born in the animal industry, he was separated from his mother 

shortly after birth and taken to a cowshed near the town of Azor near Tel Aviv, where he 

was given regular cattle-feed intended to make him gain weight quickly so that his body 

would be valuable as meat. As an object of property, he was given a number on a tag 

attached to a piercing in his ear, in his case the three-digit designation “269.” Described 

as having a “direct and inquisitive” gaze, his white color made him stand out against the 

background of black-and-white calves (Ibid.) (Figure 4.3).  

Figure 4.3: The calf 269. Photograph taken by Tamir Bar Yehuda and posted to the 
photo-sharing platform, Flikr. Rather than offering the image alone, the above is my own 
screen-capture from 10/16/2017. It includes thumbnail photos of others in the series 
below it in order to situate the photo in its digital social-media context. (Yehuda 2012) 
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This one calf would have been lost in the sea of others like him if it were not for 

the work of Sasha Boojer, who immigrated to Tel Aviv from Moldova as a child and 

worked as a security guard. A vegan since adolescence, he engaged in traditional activism 

but felt frustrated by its ineffectiveness. Together with photographer Tamir Bar Yehuda, 

he visited several farms before he found the “photogenic” calf 269. As he described it,  

We decided that he would be the one to represent the organization, based 
on the thought that an individual will stir greater solidarity than large 
numbers. He has a personality, feelings − he’s special. He gives the meal a 
face. (Ahituv 2013).

Soon, Boojer and other activists organized a provocative new way for spreading 

the story of calf 269. After several rehearsals, activists gathered in an urban square in Tel 

Aviv with only a few observers looking on. Demonstrators raised a black banner with a 

white calf head which read, “FEAR IS FEAR / BLOOD IS BLOOD / SUFFERING IS 

SUFFERING.” Boojer and two others were dressed in only their underwear with an ear 

tag in the style of cattle. As onlookers watched and took photographs, the three activists 

waited in a small makeshift pen surrounded by barbed wire. Soon, other activists dressed 

in black cloths and black balaclavas arrived, and they forcibly pulled those representing 

livestock to the ground. Those representing the animal industry held down those 

representing the livestock one-by-one and seared them with a white-hot metal brand, then 

tied them with chains around their necks. Grimacing with pain, the activists did not cry 

out. After the branding, they looked out blankly and disengaged as they laid on the 

asphalt. Flies attracted to the smell of flesh begin to gather on their wounds (269Life 

2012). The three marked with the number 269 were immediately taken to the ER and 
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treated for third degree burns, but the brands intentionally left a scar on each of them 

(Ahituv 2013).  

The carefully choreographed demonstration was observed by only a few 

pedestrians who happened to be present, but they were not its primary audience. The 

event was carefully filmed and the film edited so that it could have the greatest impact 

online. Posted to YouTube on October 2, 2012 under the title, “Shocking demo in Israel: 

activists got branded by hot steel - 269life," it entered the consciousness of a particular 

segment of the animal liberation community (269Life 2012). As of October 17, 2017, the 

video had 420,257 views.  The video is stark and there is no commentary or soundtrack. 92

The attention-grabbing display, however, invites further engagement as links potentially 

connect the viewers to a website and Facebook group.  

Whether prearranged or independent copies, several videos linked to 269Life 

followed in following months. The next video chronologically, is called “Día 

Internacional de los derechos animales - 269life,” posted two months later by the Spanish 

language organization “Anima,” it follows the exact format of the first demonstration, 

with the same number of branded activists, the same pen, and even the same attire 

(Animaorgar 2012).  

 A previous video, posted May 22, 2011 also called “269 life” is still available on YouTube and 92

shows an earlier, less successful attempt to get the 269Life message out. Simply showing a cow 
and a young calf, apparently at ease, resting in a field. The opening of the video is overplayed 
with text that reads “This mothers [sic.] baby is just as important to her as yours is to you. / After 
this video was made. This calf was taken from its mother. You can make a difference by going 
Vegan” (Sammans 2011).
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 A year after the initial demonstration, the 269Life movement was already active 

in more than 40 cities in many different countries including the United States, the UK, 

Germany, India, France, Croatia, Iran, and China, and an estimated 1,000 individuals had 

volunteered to be tattooed with the number (Ahituv 2013). At one mass tattooing event 

back in Tel Aviv’s Rabin Square, volunteers performed as unwilling other-animals 

“‘taken’ by tough-looking guards, ‘forcibly’ seated on a chair and tattooed” (Ahituv 

2013).  

These performances are intended to call attention to the suffering of animals by 

replacing other-animal bodies with human bodies and carrying out stylized scenes typical 

of the animal industry. The replacement of human for other-animal is an iconic semiotic 

linkage—it operates on the basis of resemblance implicitly making a statement of moral 

equivalence. The sign above the initial demonstration (“FEAR IS FEAR / BLOOD IS 

BLOOD / SUFFERING IS SUFFERING,”) makes this equivalence clear.  

The association between a numbered tattoo representing livestock animals and the 

numbered tattoos of holocaust survivors is explicit. One Israeli tow-truck driver 

published his tattoo online with a testimonial describing how the number on his arm 

sparked a conversation with a descendant of a concentration camp survivor that lead to 

tears and a new vegan family (Ahituv 2013). Some 269Life activists have described their 

work as calling attention to the “animal holocaust” (Jadalizadeh 2015). At one public 

branding event in the US that took place on January 27, 2013, the International Day of 

Commemoration in Memory of the Victims of the Holocaust, activist Emily Barwick 
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explained, “I definitely wanted to tie the attitude toward animals in the meat, dairy, and 

egg industries with the way the Nazis treated Jewish people in the Holocaust” (Ahituv 

2013). Boojer himself explained to Haaretz,  

We pondered a great deal about the connection with the Holocaust…. But 
in the end, we decided that the indifference to animals is so vast and 
intolerable that this is perhaps the only thing that can stir people to think 
critically and take action. We have to crack that indifference, and from our 
point of view the comparison to the Holocaust is one of the means for 
doing that (Ahituv 2013). 

Further, it is not only violence that is enacted, but violence of a particular kind. 

The marking of flesh with a number signifies a loss of “personhood” characteristic of 

industrial society. Rather than a name, like a companion animal (or the namelessness of a 

wild animal), an industrialized animal is identified with a number emphasizing its 

objecthood in an economic schema. It is moved from the status as individual to that of a 

replaceable commodity. The number 269 paradoxically represents both this process of 

dis-individuation and the recovery of individual identity on the part of the activists. 

Volunteers are not tagged with a new number each time (as are livestock animals) nor are 

they branded with a corporate marker of ownership. Rather, by all receiving a single 

number, they work to recover the life of an individual animal against its 

commodification. The marking of a human body with a sign that represents both an 

individual animal and the industry that “de-persons” other animals gives this “body-

marking” a multi-layered symbolism in an economical manner. 

Also, by enacting something painful (especially as a brand, but even as a tattoo), 

participants taking part in performance and iconic replacement of human for other-
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animals is not only for the benefit of observers. As one tattooed Israeli explains, 

“Sometimes I look at my tattoo and try to imagine what the animals go through. …My 

feelings have ranged between great pride and total hatred of people” (Ahituv 2013). The 

pain that they undergo simulates an externalizes the pain they feel on behalf of others. 

The marking reinforces a participant’s investment in connecting with this pain, and it 

make visible the suffering of other animals to others. If in a visible place, the marking 

offers an opportunity to “bear witness” to others for years to come.  

In addition to branding and tattooing, 269Life activists have tried other 

provocative actions. In March of 2013, a group placed the heads of a cow and two sheep 

reportedly taken from the refuse bins of a slaughterhouse, as well as several dead fish, in 

fountains in Tel Aviv, Jaffa, and Holon, dying the water red. Activists spray-painted, 

“Free 269” and “The slaughterhouses have become transparent” (Ahituv 2013). 

According to one activist, the Holon action, which occurred two days later, was carried 

out independently from the Tel Aviv and Jaffa actions, indicating the “viral” nature of 

their organization (Ibid.).  

The purpose for much of this activism makes apparent what is otherwise invisible, 

leading people to make connections between what they eat and the violence it involves. 

As one anonymous activist told Haaretz, “The bottom line is, ‘Look into the eyes of the 

food you are eating.’ …I am shocked anew every time I enter a supermarket or pass by a 

fish stand in the food markets, or when I see a commercial for meat. …To be shocked by 
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heads in fountains is pure hypocrisy − because, after all, people buy legs, tongues, 

gizzards, hearts and ribs of animals” (Ahituv 2013). 

269life was founded with an “uncompromising demand for animal liberation” and 

the “aim to bring the pain and horror other animals face each and every day out of the 

suppressed darkness and into the realm of everyday life” (269Life 2013). In some of their 

actions and in the manifesto called the “Non-Humans First Declaration,” 269Life 

emphasizes what feminist vegan scholar Shawndeez Davari Jadalizadeh has called an 

“anti-intersectional” understanding of animal liberation. They argue that struggles for 

animal liberation should take precedence over other struggles stating that, “No one 

should be excluded from participation in animal rights activities based on their views on 

human issues” (Jadalizadeh 2015). They further state that “tactics should prioritize non-

human animals. …No tactical idea should be excluded from the discussion based on its 

conflict with human rights ideology.” They “call on human beings to free their own (non-

human) slaves before demanding their own rights” (Ibid.).   

One early 269Life activist, Santiago Gomez, has argued against intersectional 

understandings within the animal liberation movement that claim that all oppressions are 

connected and resistance to racism, sexism, and speciesism should be part of “one 

struggle.” He calls efforts to be empathic to “those poor slaughterhouse workers” or other 

victimized humans a “normalization” and a “way to whitewash oppressor/oppressed 

relations through the creation of a false sense of symmetry and sameness” (Jadalizadeh 

2015). For this reason, Gomez argues in support of the Israeli occupation of Palestine 
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because it limits the amounts of cattle that can enter and has nearly destroyed the Gaza 

fishing industry.  

Founder Sasha Boojer has called intersectionality “a bankrupt ideology” and 

publicly hoped death upon non-vegans on social media, including saying that he hopes 

Kim Kardashian “dies a slow and painful death” for wearing fur. He also shared a 

message that reads, “Save an animal. Encourage hunters to drink and drive” (Ibid.).   

Many of the 269Life demonstrations simulate (or enact) violence against women, 

albeit women activists who volunteer for the painful body marking. They have explicitly 

used the tropes of antisemitism and racism to argue the “real” violence is against animals 

(such as a demonstration for “ending human-supremacy” on March 21st, the UN’s 

International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination). At another event in the 

Czech Republic, activists staged a simulated slave auction on the International Day of 

Remembrance of the Victims of Slavery, complete with a nineteenth-century style auction 

announcement (Jadalizadeh 2015).  

Jadalizadeh argues that all this together means that the 269Life framework and 

activism “wholeheartedly support hegemonic narratives of violence and power” and 

“perpetuate violence against marginalized groups.” By coopting the symbology of intra-

human marginalization, she argues, “269 is profiting off of violence against oppressed 

bodies.” Furthermore, in her view, it is a “cooptation of compassion” itself. As they work 

to open an avenue for feeling with other animals, they also work to close the door to 

feeling for other, more-marginalized communities of people.  
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4.3 A Voice for the Voiceless 

269Life, like many other animal liberation organizations, is not primarily engaged 

in animal rescue, lobbying, legal action, sabotage, or other material attempts to improve 

the conditions of animals. They are also not focused on the spread of a vegan lifestyle; 

rather, they are primarily engaged in a change of sentiment. 

269Life's provocative tactics innovate on a format pioneered by Ingrid Newkirk, 

the founder of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA). Newkirk has argued, 

“Our tactics may be shocking or ‘in your face’ but they yield results. …We are envelope 

pushers with a serious mission: We aren’t here to win a popularity contest, or to reiterate 

what’s already understood. For us, it’s do or die for the animals, and, bit by bit, society is 

changing, not us” (Newkirk 2015). Perhaps her most well-known and controversial tactic 

is the use of nudity, specifically nude women, often models, in advertisements along with 

slogans such as “I’d rather be naked than wear fur.” They have also included nearly 

naked people in demonstrations made to appear bloody in shrink-wrap or cages, or on a 

plate, with a slogans like, “Try to relate to who’s on your plate” (PETA 2017). Like the 

269Life branding demonstrations, they place a human body in the location of an 

objectified animal. By making this iconic connection, they attempt to trouble the ethical 

division between human and nonhuman—but also open themselves to criticism, often 

from within the animal liberation community, that they are insufficiently sensitive to how 

these tactics reinforce oppressive divisions between human groups. In this case, the 
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attention-grabbing appeal of nude, female demonstrators may be reinforcing the 

objectification of women’s bodies even as it is attempting to attempt to trouble the 

objectification of other animals.  

What all these, and many other less provocative tactics, have in common is their 

deliberate attempts to use existing media to transform cultural sentiment.  Their work is 93

a politics in aesthetic forms, intended to bring about a new “distribution of the 

sensible” (Rancière 2004). As they explain it, “Veganism is an essential step that any 

responsible and sensible person must take. Yet it is not enough. …Change will come once 

a cultural shift occurs and a substantial debate commences” (269Life 2013).  

Consider the explicit explanations offered by an advertisement for the “Posters 

Against Cruelty” campaign in Figure 4.4. This collaborative project between various 

animal liberation organizations encourages people (especially college students in the US) 

to sign up to a receive a regular poster template for distribution in their area. In this 

image, which was shared on social media among animal liberation groups, we see a 

specific poster diagramed and its sentiment-changing tactics explained. An image is 

chosen because it “promotes empathy by balancing cuteness and sadness,” and we learn 

that the word “freedom” is effective because it “provokes a positive response in most 

Americans because they generally hold this as a core value.” Finally, a media ecology is 

 In contrast, organizations like Mercy For Animals, founded by Nathan Runckle in 1999, have 93

taken up other less-provocative but no less effective tactics, such as undercover footage in large-
scale farms on the one hand, and high-profile celebrity endorsements and vegan education on the 
other. 

!288



connected to this poster through links to “free tools to help people change” and 

motivation to “tear off sheets [that] encourage immediate action.”  

Figure 4.4: Posters Against Cruelty advertisement (Mercy For Animals 2017) 

These deliberate strategies to shape the sentiment of the larger culture are often 

understood in specifically mediated terms where activists are a conduit for mute animals. 

The ubiquitous slogan for this—and not just in the animal liberation movement—is for 

activists to become a “voice for the voiceless.” In her essay, “The Ventriloquist’s Burden: 

Animal Advocacy and the Problem of Speaking for Others,” Lauren Corman notes this 

trope of speaking on behalf of mute animals, identifies twenty of the “myriad 

organizations that draw on voice as part of their official designation,” and names several 

prominent animal advocates who make use of the trope, including Tom Regan (2016). 

These advocates make use of a deeply entrenched construction of the human in Western 
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thought as the one species capable of speech. So, she argues, while activists are 

challenging assumptions about the right to treat other animals as objects, they reinforce 

other speciesist cultural assumptions. Advocates understand themselves to be “conduits 

or translators for animals,” through which nonhuman animals can become known. 

Furthermore, in a political public sphere where power and self-representation are closely 

linked, voice and voicelessness “are ways of describing unequal positions of 

power” (Ibid.).  

Corman argues that the cultural assumption of the “mute animal” is harmful 

insofar as it misrepresents nonhuman animals as incapable of expressing feelings, needs, 

requests, etc., and thus without agency or subjecthood. “Voice functions paradoxically 

because it both attempts to highlight subjectivity at the same moment that it inadvertently 

erases it (through the proclamation that animals are voiceless and advocates alone are 

their voices)” (Ibid.). For animal liberation activists, “As much as they position 

themselves and their work as animals’ voices (in the sense that advocates enable public 

recognition [i.e., hearing] of animals’ suffering), they likewise necessarily position 

animals as being unheard, which signals their condition of suffering as one of profound 

victimhood” (Ibid.). 

In contrast with other intra-human liberation struggles, this puts animal liberation 

in a peculiar place, advocating and speaking for a community that cannot participate in 

the conversation. For example, slogans like, “Nothing about us without us” that apply to 
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discussions of underrepresented groups of humans cannot be applied to animal liberation. 

Author, J.M. Coetzee, while speaking in praise of animal advocacy, notes,   

The campaign of human beings for animal rights is curious in one respect: 
that the creatures on whose behalf human beings are acting are unaware of 
what their benefactors are up to and, if they succeed, are unlikely to thank 
them. There is even a sense in which animals do not know what is wrong. 

They do certainly not know what is wrong in the same way that we human 
beings know what is wrong. Thus, however close the well-meaning 
benefactor may feel to his or her fellow animals, the animal-rights 
campaign remains a human project from beginning to end. (2007) 

While I do not accept Coetzee’s claim that animal liberation is, in fact, “a human 

project from beginning to end”—after all, as I have argued throughout, no human is fully 

independent of the beastly trace—I do think he is pointing to a particular problem of 

“voice” that exists, not just in animal liberation movements but also in animal studies 

more generally. While nonhuman animals communicate with humans in various ways, 

they cannot enter the public debate as autonomous participants.  

As Kari Weil has suggested, animal studies’ problem of “voice” is akin to similar 

issues in trauma studies, first of all because “the violence done to animal and their 

habitats” is a kind of trauma, and also because of the challenge of “how one can give 

testimony to an experience that cannot be spoken or that may be distorted by speaking it.” 

In this way, both trauma studies and animal studies “stretches to the limit questions of 

language, of epistemology, and of ethics” (2010, 4). 

This problem of representing other animals on behalf of themselves is not limited 

to those who struggle for animal liberation, for, as Helena Pederson frames it, all 
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representations of other animals are complicated by our own implication in the violence 

perpetrated against them:  

For millions of animals, their relationship with humans means forced 
labour, forced mating and breeding, disruption of family relations or other 
relations with members of their own species, severely restricted 
possibilities for movement, physical harm, stress, suffering, and premature 
death. As animal studies scholars, we should ask ourselves, what kind of 
knowledge can be produced under such conditions? (2014, 14)

The animal liberation claim to speak on behalf of other animals, after all, occurs 

in the context of many other mediated representations, especially those of advertisers, 

who offer a very different idea of the kinds of things cattle on a farm might say. Consider, 

for example, the social media accounts of two Swedish dairy companies created to look 

like the cows themselves are posting about their lives (Linné 2014). A photo of a cow 

standing next to a kitten is labeled, “Trying to get more likes,” as if the cow herself is 

interested in her social media presence and is capable of doing the things necessary to 

maintain it (23) (Figure 4.5). As Linné argues, “Ultimately, this personalization furthers 

the end goal of the dairy industry, to objectify cows… by promising an unproblematic 

interspecies relationship… that, in reality, is an illusion” (25). It is a paradoxical 

anthropomorphism that, by its obvious unbelievability, can “trivialize the cows’ lives and 

questions about their welfare” (25); and yet, can also imply things about the cows’ 

condition that are taken as fact, such as the sunny, outdoor pasture of the cow below. 
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Figure 4.5: Trying to get more likes. An image of an anthropomorphic Swedish dairy 
cow “posing” with a kitten “to get more likes” is posted on Bregottfabriken@ Instagram 
as a part of a social media advertising strategy. (Linné 2014, 23)   

So, while Haraway has implied that the “demands individual animals might 

make” are “ventriloquized in animal rights idiom” (2008, 296), we cannot simply refuse 

to speak on the behalf of others, leaving that up to advertisers or others with vested 

interests in maintaining exploitation. Rather, in a self-critical and self-situated way—that 
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is, not claiming objectivity—we can make a reasonable guess as to the pain (and joy) 

other animals experience in various conditions. Corman herself does not suggest we do 

away completely with the trope of “the voice for the voiceless”; rather, she critically 

intervenes in its use to suggest that we must keep in mind the extent to which nonhuman 

animals do, in fact, have a voice in what she calls an “embodied” or “material” sense 

(albeit not necessarily an auditory or aural one) (2016). 

Corman draws from postcolonial scholar Saraswati Raju, who, in writing with 

respect to “third-world women,” argues, “Ideally, the researched should speak for 

themselves, but what if they cannot? Not because they do not have knowledge, but 

because they are not equipped with the language that can be heard and responded to by 

those who make the decisions” (Corman 2016, 18). The role of the privileged is not 

simply to be satisfied in remaining silent so that they do not do an injustice in 

misrepresenting the voice of the disadvantage, but rather their position of privilege 

necessitates advocacy when, in many circumstances, the disadvantaged are without 

access to ears of the powerful. 

While other animal expressions do not have a place in most governmental 

institutions, they nevertheless have modes of organization and belonging we can 

understand more broadly as political in a non-humanist sense. As Birke and Parisi note in 

their essay, “Animals, Becoming,” “Nonhumans may not have a political voice in 

Western culture; but they have political interests and can form alliances. We must pay 

more heed to the deep interconnections between many kinds of politics” (1999).  
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It is worth emphasizing: the apparent “muteness” of other animals is not a 

function of their lack. Rather, it is a function of their distance from us, their position 

outside the sphere of the human in which we are located. It is as much a lack of ours that 

we cannot hear the full meanings of their expressions. 

That the other animals’ voices are not heard in the dominant mode of political 

discourse is true, but this does not mean that they do not speak. The appropriate work of 

the animal advocate is to be listening to the voices of all animals, to be in relationship to 

them, and to represent, as accurately as possible, the interests of other animals in a larger 

social-cultural-political sphere. 

Recent work on a “post-humanist anthropology” offers a useful paradigm for 

investigating communication at sites where species difference is articulated (e.g. Kohn 

2013). The extent to which the “voice” of “the cow” expresses itself through my work 

here is an open question. Rather than complete ethical clarity, we can attend to the 

boundary crossings that take place in all these sites: boundaries of skin and the rupture of 

neat divisions between humans and non-humans in the face of biomedical compatibility; 

boundaries of mundane and sacred and the movement of affect across species; boundaries 

between the public street and the private slaughterhouse; and boundaries overcome by 

compassion or violated by violence. Despite the walls we may imagine stand between 

species, matter and feelings do not stay put. They are encountered “out of place.” Each of 

these crossings points to entanglements where human and non-human lives depend upon 

one another. 
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These crossings are both semiotics and material and the materiality of 

embodiment does not necessarily become less important the longer the chain of 

mediation. By staging something graphic and violent that violates the integrity of the 

body, 269Life activists tapped into the paradoxical potential of contemporary digital 

media. Rather than leaving the body behind, the “carnality” of the body (both on the 

screen and off) has a central place in attracting views and shares. The carnality of the 

body under view stimulates a bodily reaction on the part of the viewers. The element of 

shock and horror that one might experience witnessing such a scene makes the video a 

greater subject of fascination. A similar point is made by Linda Williams in her 

discussion of hardcore pornography (1999). Rather than becoming a mere simulacrum of 

life, the digital platform makes the visual materiality of the body on the screen, and the 

visceral resonances of the viewer’s body, all the more important. Like hardcore 

pornography, it depends on a kind of “frenzy of the visible,” an “out of control 

confession” (Ibid.). 

As Vivian Sobchack argues in the context of cinema, people are “moved” and 

“touched” by what they see. The experience of cinema requires an embodied, or carnal, 

experience where all our senses are “all our senses are mobilized” in a “synaesthetic 

system” (2004, 80). As bodies encounter each other on the screen and, in this case, 

violate the normal boundaries of those encounters, the viewer can have a participatory 

experience where “our naturalized sensory hierarchy and habitual sensual economy are 

altered and rearranged” (Ibid.).  
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I suggest that this emphasis on the carnal horror of animal agriculture is part of a 

larger cultural complex of vegan communities that includes other projects of vegan 

bodily representation. The horror of animal agriculture becomes semiotically associated 

with the body of the human omnivore. The meat-eater gradually comes to be experienced 

by vegans as an abject thing. Even the bodies of own non-vegan family members can 

become uncomfortably linked to the blood and violence that sustains them. Consider the 

response of one participant in a 2007 study administered by the New Zealand Center for 

Human-Animal Studies on vegans and sexuality. Described as a “41-year-old vegan 

woman” she says, 

I would not want to be intimate with someone whose body is literally 
made up from the bodies of others who have died for their sustenance. 
Non- vegetarian bodies smell different to me. Even though I might find 
someone really attractive, I wouldn’t want to get close to them in a 
physical sense if their body was derived from meat. For me, this 
constitutes my very personal form of ethical sexuality (Potts and Parry 
2014, 33-34). 

The authors of the study discussed a unique “vegan sexuality,” in which one 

might feel a “visceral or embodied” aversion to intimacy with omnivorous people. The 

media fascination with this initial study and the subsequent backlash from (male) 

omnivores to the idea of a “vegansexual” indicate that visceral and embodied reactions 

can occur on both sides of the vegan/omnivore divide, and they are deeply entangled in 

the politics of gender and food. 

The practice of reimagining of the lives of other animals to see them more as our 

kin, can paradoxically lead to other kinds of binary thinking. While the cow can be a part 
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of the shared family of “earthlings,” the omnivorous human “carnist” is now experienced 

as an evil Other threatening the integrity of that family. While I engage in the project of 

building compassion towards other animals, I must be careful to recall that everyone is 

located in their own situated place. I have been given certain knowledge, certain 

affordances and room of motion, and even if, as I believe, animal liberation should 

become a global ethics, not everyone has the same privilege to take time to learn and to 

change their way of living. As Joran Alexander Stein states succinctly, “It’s hard to want 

to eat meat once you know what a slaughterhouse looks like, but it’s also hard to 

concentrate on ethical philosophy when you’re hungry” (Berlant and Stein 2015).  

Truly representing the other animals as more than mute victims requires 

expanding beyond other tropes of suffering victims in animal liberation discourse. 

Corman notes that there is “a growing discursive shift in advocacy toward representations 

of animals’ subjectivities including but beyond victimhood” (2016). Quoting Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty on representations of third-world women as victims, Corman posits that 

to only represent animals as suffering beings “‘freezes them’
 
as objects, constituted 

through victimization” (Ibid.). Other species should also be recognized for their capacity 

to experience pleasure, play, and rest, as well as their capacity to engage meaningfully 

with others (not just humans). Representing other animals in a broader way can be an 

action of voluntary mediation on their behalf that expands our ability to see and to 

include others in our seeing.
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269Life participants are motivated to brand and tattoo because of the pain they 

feel on behalf of other animals trapped behind the fences of farms and the walls of 

slaughterhouses. This is one effect of the spillage of feeling from livestock settings 

cordoned off from sight where radical objectivization takes place. But there are other 

ways to feel with or feel as a result of species encounter. And these other affects can 

motivate other actions, build other kinds of associations between species. In the next 

chapter I consider one site that offers an alternative to the Western-originating modernist 

objectification that animal agriculture is built upon. This place of association between 

humans and cattle has built itself around a very different ideological structure.  
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5. Kaliya: Companion of Mantra 

Figure 5.1: Kaliya and Swami Prabhupada. (Gosh 1976)  
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We need another and a wiser and perhaps a more mystical concept of 
animals. …They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other 
nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners 
of the splendour and travail of the earth. 

—Henry Beston, “Autumn, Ocean, and Birds,” The Outermost House 

I first met Krishna devotees in my late teens and early twenties, and they 

fascinated me. Their distinctive orange attire and signature hairstyle among the men— 

short everywhere but a small tuft in the back (called a shikha)—where quite distinct and 

recalled another time and place from my own. I met them at a time when my own 

religious roots, as Buddhist and Jewish, were an uncertain legacy for me, and I was 

fascinated by the assurance with which they announced their difference. The sense of a 

lurking dogmatism put me off, but the music they played (called kirtan) had a great 

appeal. I was drawn to the idea that music could be a means of meditation rather than a 

method for personal gain. The devotees told me that they saw the Buddha as an avatar 

(manifestation) of Krishna, so I quietly reversed that and, during kirtan, visualized 

Krishna as something of a Buddha or Bodhisattva, appearing in my mind to guide me 

toward awakening.  

And then there’s the food. Already vegetarian but not yet vegan at that time, I 

loved the community meal that followed a service where we shared the rich, flavorful, 

egg-and-meat-free Indian dishes called prasad or prasadam. In fact, vegetarianism, 

Ayurvedic cooking, and ritual context for eating is key to the Hare Krishna movement’s 

transformation from South Asian-specific to a global movement. According to religion 
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scholar Anna S. King, Hare Krishna prasadam is “a major vehicle of proselytization, a 

sacred cuisine, a health cure, a worldwide charitable enterprise, and increasingly a 

successful method of fundraising” (2012). Vegetarianism is one important aspect of a 

larger philosophy that provides appeals to new converts by providing a sense of meaning 

and purpose (Dein & Barlow 1999).  

Furthermore, the Krishna Consciousness movement has had a significant 

influence on the larger vegetarian and animal protection communities over the last half-

century. Numerous vegetarian restaurants were started by Krishna devotees and many 

devotees became involved in animal rights activism (Rosen 2004). Most famously, 

George Harrison, lead guitarist of the Beatles, who became a devotee in the late 1960s, 

quickly became one of the most prominent advocates of the vegetarian lifestyle in the 

West. Later in the 1990s, again through the combination of Krishna Consciousness and 

popular music, a handful of straightedge hardcore-punk musicians embraced the Hare 

Krishna tradition, and in the process, began a turn toward veganism within the hardcore 

community (Pike 2017, 151-153). 

Vegetarianism is not simply a practice of abstinence for Krishna devotees. It is the 

cultivation of abundance. Prasadam, a sanctified food, should be laden with rich flavors 

and inspiring to see, smell, and taste. To devotees, eating food prepared by cooks 

chanting mantra, offered to Krishna through His icon (the murti), and eaten after chanting 

Krishna’s name in kirtan is to have an experience that is more “real” than the ordinary 

material reality around them. It is the participation of the practitioner in a mythic 
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narrative, a sacred structure that gives meaning to ordinary life and so is experienced, like 

Eliade’s hierophany, as a “revelation of an absolute reality, opposed to the non-reality of 

the vast surrounding expanse” (Eliade 1959). The life story of Krishna’s time on Earth is, 

for devotees, is a “manifestation of the sacred [that] ontologically founds the 

world” (Ibid.). In the language of poststructuralist theory, retellings of the narrative of 

Krishna, rather than a derivative representation of an imagined past, is the construction of 

a “hyperreal,” a representation that, from the perspective of devotees, comes before the 

material—a “map that precedes the territory” (Baudrillard 1994, 1).  94

Just as important as mantra and prasadam in constructing this ontologically-prior 

hyperreal is cow protection. Although it requires a larger material space for organization, 

a space well beyond the shrine-room, it is no less a part of the religious ideal. From the 

perspective of Krishna devotees, human purpose and the full-engagement with Krishna 

consciousness requires living in rural communities oriented around a benevolent form of 

cattle agriculture. A rural Hare Krishna community is distinguished by the presence of 

cattle and the particular methods of co-habitation, use, and care that devotees engage in.  

Not far from where I write there is such a community—a “land of cows,” or 

Goloka, called New Vrindaban. A temple community in rural West Virginia, it was 

developed to be a model for the global Hare Krishna movement’s “back to the land” 

 While David Mason doesn’t explicitly explore the link to poststructuralist theory, he makes 94

such a connection when he describes a devotional theatrical performance this way: “The Braj 
devotee dispenses with the strictly material nature of the temple image, or of the rain on the Braj 
plain, or of the ras lila actor, so as to experience these objects and phenomena, cognitively, as 
surpassing nature… so that a hyper-real situation impinges in a physical, visceral way” (Mason 
2009, 154).
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project. New Vrindaban offers a case study in the practice of intimacy with otherness and 

will open this chapter’s discussion on the mystical quality of encounter and emergence. 

Further, this site of cattle care will provide a basis for considering the tension between 

protection and respect for autonomy, as well as how we might be able to live 

harmoniously with other animals, which will be developed further in the following 

chapter.  

But before we go there, I’d like to turn back to the passage that opened this 

chapter. In these often-quoted lines, naturalist Henry Beston suggests that we need “a 

more mystical concept” of other animals, and, at the same time, that other animals should 

be imagined as “other nations.” These two frames, linked in the idea of a sacred and 

distinct sphere of wilderness that informed movements of environmental protection 

(especially in the US), nevertheless offer two distinct ways of enacting an ethics of 

otherness. In the New Vrindaban context, however, a mystical frame for viewing other 

animals does not imply autonomousness. 

Beston (1888-1968) was troubled by his time serving as an ambulance driver in 

the First World War and was dismayed by the changes wrought by “modernization.” He 

responded first by writing fabulous children’s stories and then by nature writing in the 

tradition of Thoreau. Beston described himself as a “scholar with a poetic joy in the 

visible world” (1928). His careful descriptions of what he saw as a vanishing natural 

landscape was an inspiration to environmentalists, such as Rachel Carson, who described 

The Outermost House as the only book to have ever influenced her (Lear 2009). In this 
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way, his writing formed a link between romantic nature writing and a burgeoning 

environmental movement. 

Not quite a call to action, the full passage excerpted above is an expression of 

counter-hegemonic passion for the intrinsic value of nonhuman animal life. The uncut 

passage reads,  

We need another and a wiser and perhaps a more mystical concept of 
animals. Remote from universal nature, and living by complicated artifice, 
man in civilization surveys the create through the glass of his knowledge 
and sees thereby a feather magnified and the whole image in distortion. 
We patronize them in their incompleteness, for their tragic fate of having 
taken form so far below ourselves. And therein we err, and greatly err. For 
the animal shall not be measured by man. In a world older and more 
complete than ours they move finished and complete, gifted with 
extensions of the senses we have lost or never attained, living by voices 
we shall never hear. They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they 
are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow 
prisoners of the splendour and travail of the earth. (Beston, 1928) 

To encounter other animal species then requires an appreciation of their difference 

while also recognizing our “universal nature.” In Beston’s view, because of our lifestyle 

of technological immersion, we can see other animals in scientific detail yet 

simultaneously lose our ability to see other animals in their entirety. Other animals 

exceed our attempts to know them, no matter how detailed our science. They need not be 

figures that lack in comparison to us, but rather are complete and “gifted” in ways we 

cannot fathom.  

Beston’s work is sprinkled with religious language. In his view, we live in “an 

earth sustained by an ever-creating, outpouring stream of the divine imagination” (1929). 
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In this way, he builds on the eighteenth-century tradition of “wilderness sublime,” where 

particular landscapes were understood to have the power to give us a “glimpse [of] the 

face of God” because they were places where “one could not help feeling insignificant 

and [be] reminded of one’s own mortality” (Cronon 1995, 4). 

Beston was deeply troubled by our loss as humans of a sacred experience with the 

more-than-human world. Describing a “Dionysian ecstasy of night and spring” among the 

almost deafening call of toads and frogs in the marsh, Beston laments, “What has come 

over man that he has so lost this animal faith? If he wishes to stay alive as a creature of 

the earth, it is to this faith that he must cling at all possible cost…” (2000, 96). To lose 

this “animal faith” is to lose our “vital and primitive strength,” the connection of our 

human soul to our animal body (Ibid.). We can recover this sense of the “mysterious 

wills” of our own bodies and allow for a bodily or “earthly” faith, but only in 

appreciation—in awe—of the larger natural world. Beston captures this sentiment in 

writing, “It was a fine music from the march, and in these our times I wish that all the 

world had been there to hear” (Ibid.).  

This turn to the sacred “wilderness” in Romantic and environmentalist writing has 

been roundly critiqued by many. Perhaps the most influential critique is from historian 

William Cronon, who argued that  “wilderness [as an idea] represents a flight from 

history. Seen as the original garden, it is a place outside of time…” (Ibid., 10). He argued 

that the idea of a wilderness sublime “embodies a dualistic vision in which the human is 

entirely outside the natural,” and that “we thereby leave ourselves little hope of 
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discovering what an ethical, sustainable, honorable human place in nature might actually 

look like” (11). I will return to Cronon’s critique later in this chapter. Here I simply want 

to emphasize how the construction of nature as a place of sacredness and sublime is tied 

to the idea of nature as a place far from, or even spoiled by, the presence of human life.   

Because of this correlation between sacredness and an unspoiled wilderness at a 

remove from human life, the other metaphor Beston used in this passage is compatible. 

He describes other animals as “other nations caught without selves in the net of life and 

time.” It, too, considers animals at a remove, a distinct body, autonomous and 

unknowable. Calling them “other nations,” Beston appeals to a humanist understanding 

of equality across cultural difference and refigures it for humans and other animals to 

imply a sameness of value and vulnerability while allowing for a vast difference of 

perspective. The metaphor of other nations also implies a parallel sovereignty, that other 

animals should be given their own space and autonomy just as we would for another 

nation recognized in the international community.  

The communities of cow protection, however, do something else entirely. While 

experiencing cattle in a mystical way, they practice an integration of human and 

nonhuman quite differently than the parallel sovereignty of “other nations.” This 

paradigm has its own limits, but I put it forth as an example of an alternative way of 

conceiving of difference that allows for relationships of intimacy. Coming (largely) from 

outside of the Western intellectual tradition, the Hare Krishna approach to the mystical 

animal other can be a useful reference for other projects working to redevelop our ways 
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of relating to other animals. Cattle, of course, are animals in a domestication relationship 

with us. They have long been shaped by cohabitation with people, and thus have a very 

different relationship to people than did the birds living around the dunes of Cape Cod 

that Beston had in mind when he was writing. By investigating a real, living, 

“spiritualized” relationship with an animal other, we can better evaluate the call to return 

to something “mystic” and consider a beastly trace as a place of unknowing, even when it 

is embedded within human culture. 

In general, critical animal studies has avoided engagement with religious 

discourse and religious communities. Criticizing this, Amie Breeze Harper has argued 

that hegemonic vegan and animal liberation discourse often reiterates racialized tropes of 

being “civilized” and “modern,” and consequently tends to overlook the contributions or 

epistemologies of non-white people (2010). In addition, an aspect of this implicit appeal 

to “modernity” within critical animal studies and animal liberation discourse marginalizes 

those ways of caring for animals marked as “religious,” including modes of the 

“mystical.” New materialist philosophies have also generally failed to consider the vast 

set of counter-ontologies that thrive today, and primarily focus on critiquing the “dead 

matter” paradigm of scientific modernism. Considering religious ontologies need not 

force us to uplift the strongest forces of anti-science religious discourse, but should be 

included in our evaluation of human/animal issues. 

!308



2.1 Kaliya at New Vrindaban 

High in the hills of northern West Virginia, among the farthest reaches of the 

sprawl of greater Wheeling, sits the town of New Vrindaban, an ashram first established 

by two students according to the wishes of their guru, A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami 

Prabhupāda (1896-1977) under the auspices of his organization, the International Society 

for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON). Journeying there today, one first encounters signs 

to the “Palace of Gold” and then finds the structure’s outer walls—painted pink and, in 

places, crumbling. This glittering, ornate “palace” was constructed as an act of communal 

devotion, first as Prabhupāda’s intended home on the land, and then, after his death, as a 

memorial of sorts, housing many of his personal items as well as several life-sized wax 

sculptures of the guru. Scattered between the central temple and the Palace are multi-

story statues of Chaitanya, the fifteenth-century founder of the Gaudiya Vaishna tradition 

of Bhakti Hinduism, and his companion Niyananda, their arms raised in joyful dance. 

Nearby is a pond and a rose garden. A dozen or so peacocks wander about (peacocks 

being another animal associated with Krishna). A separate area houses the cattle. Many 

cows live with their young calves nearby are regularly milked, while others are too old to 

milk and are “retired” but remain as part of the herd.  

Kaliya, the first of these “protected” cows, came to New Vrindaban in the spring 

of 1969 shortly after its establishment the previous year. There is no record of Kaliya 

before she came to the intentional farm community, but there are many records of the 

guru writing to his students and encouraging them to establish New Vrindaban as a place 
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for cows. Shortly after land was purchased for New Vrindaban and at a time when there 

were only two residents, Swami Prabhupada wrote to his devotees there, saying, “I am 

anxiously awaiting receipt of your first cow.” A month later he admonished them, “I do 

not understand why you still have no cows.... New Vrindaban without cows does not look 

good” (Hayagriva Dasa 1986). Finally, still before the first spring at the community, a 

visitor left sufficient money and another devotee took up residence to act as a cow herd. A 

devotee, Hayagriva Dasa, describes,  

George Henderson, now teaching mathematics at Rutgers, visits for a 
couple of days. Laughing, he recalls the time Prabhupada challenged him 
to display the universal form. When he leaves, he gives us a check for two 
hundred dollars. “Buy that cow,” he says. / When Prabhupada wants a 
cow, Lord Krishna dictates to random souls to give in charity. And when 
the cow needs a cowherdsman, Lord Krishna, directing the wanderings of 
all living beings, sends us Paramananda and his wife Satyabhama. (Ibid.) 

Buy that cow they did. After making sure they had a fence to hold her, they chose 

a “seven-year-old cow that has just lost her calf,” who is described as “part Jersey and 

part Holstein, black with a white stripe down her nose” (Ibid.). As noted by devotee 

Madhava Smullen, her white mark resembled the forehead marking, called a tilak, worn 

by devotees, marking them as Vaishnavites (devotees of Vishnu or his avatars including 

Krishna) (2015). As soon as the new cow was purchased, she was taken to the farm 

community and incorporated symbolically and materially: “She is fed by Ranandhir, 

milked by Paramananda, and garlanded by Satyabhama” (Hayagriva Dasa 1986). 
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Figure 5.2: Kaliya with other cows and devotees. Kaliya is identifiable by the white 
mark on her head that contrasts with her black body. (Smullen 2016)  

The paradigmatic dairy cow today is the black-and-white Holstein, a breed that 

has roots in the Netherlands and has been in the US since the beginning of Dutch 

colonization in the 1600s. Kaliya was, at least partially, a taurine cow, and so not a 

member of the cattle sub-species indigenous to South Asia, the zebu. As a descendant of 

Jersey cattle, Kaliya had ancestry among a community isolated from other European 

cattle on the island of Jersey in the English Channel and was introduced to the mainland 

in the 1700s (Weaver 2012, 26). Described as “alert,” “gentile,” and “people-oriented,” 

Jersey cattle are a smaller breed valued for their rich milk and high fertility they are a 

popular dairy breed in the US (Ibid.). While the creation of a community that resembled 
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Krishna’s birth-village in North India, Vrindaban, was paramount, devotees considered all 

sub-species of cattle as equivalently worthy of care. Whatever her lineage, Kaliya came 

to New Vrindaban because of the particular importance of cattle to the community there.  

Swami Prabhupada came to the United States with the express intention of 

spreading a new understanding of human purpose and what he understood as the surest 

path to intimacy with the divine. This program was rooted in a Bhakti (devotional) 

movement popular in Bengal, which viewed itself as the proper inheritance of the older 

Vedic tradition. Prabhupada gained numerous followers in his eleven years of 

international teaching. He left behind an organization, the International Society for 

Krishna Consciousness, that, even after a period of scandal and controversy, has survived 

and grown, even giving rise to other spinoff organizations with the same core 

philosophy.  95

At the time of New Vrindaban’s founding, the dairy industry in West Virginia was 

on a steady decline, as dairy and beef agriculture continued to shift westward. This 

decline continued well into the 1990s.  In 1985, many farmers took advantage of a 96

federal initiative known as the “Whole Herd Buyout Program,” which was part of the 

1985 farm bill that intended to aid cattle ranchers and reduce a national milk surplus by 

purchasing dairy cattle for slaughter or export (Hamilton 1986).   

 See especially Rochford (2007) for a study of the changes in the movement in the tumultuous period 95

after Prabhupāda’s death, with special attention to the move from a celibacy paradigm to a more family-
friendly model and the gradual “Hinduization” of some aspects of the movement.

 “The number of dairy cows fell from about 34,000 in 1985 to about 24,000 in 1990, and annual milk 96

production fell from 382 million pounds to 270 million pounds” (Sperow 2012).
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For the residents at New Vrindaban, nothing of the kind would be conceivable. 

Not only is cattle/human agriculture considered the ideal state for civilization regardless 

of its profitability, but their role in the agricultural relationship is first of all understood 

through the practice of “cow protection.”  

Interestingly, studies of the Vedic records indicate that cattle were regularly 

sacrificed and eaten in that period (Jha 2002; Lodrick 1981, 53-54). In the oldest Vedic 

text, the Rig Veda (c. 1500 BCE), cows are eaten regularly, both as ritual foods and when 

welcoming a guest of high status (Doniger 2014, 502). While there is much debate about 

how and why a transition took place, it is clear that by the start of the colonial period the 

cow was no longer eaten by Hindus of middle and high caste and had gained a special 

status as a protected animal. Among other things, the cow became a symbol of 

motherhood, generosity, and gentleness. It is “the paradigmatic animal that yields food 

without being killed” (Ibid., 504). People of lower castes, especially the so-called 

“untouchable” castes (today called “Dalits,” meaning “broken” or “oppressed”), 

continued to eat beef and were involved in “unclean” industries, including disposal of 

dead animals and leather work. 

The divisions of caste, food, and religious identity became more stark during the 

Mughal period (1526-1857) when Muslim dynasties dominated North India. As Muslims 

rejected pork as an expression of religious identity, cattle protection became an increasing 

signifier of Hindu identity. Like many highly significant terms, cows are overdetermined 

with symbolic meaning. Cattle are protected, in part, because they are symbols of wealth, 
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and so their protection is among the duties of those born among the warriors/noble castes 

(the Kshatriyas). Refusal to eat beef, and vegetarianism in general, is a practice of 

piousness, a sign of high caste, and a method for purification of the body/mind. 

Furthermore, not only forgoing beef, but actively supporting cattle is a regular practice of 

many Hindus and Hindu communities. Cows are given space to wander the streets in 

many Indian cities, and feeding cows is considered an enjoyable and karmically-

beneficial activity.  

During the colonial period, Europeans were troubled by India’s apparent worship 

of animals, which was, in the Christian view, “the ultimate degradation of God and 

humanity… [and] proof that Hindus worshipped the devil” (Stuart 2006, 51). The most 

prominent instance of this diabolical “animal worship” was the reverence for the cow, 

and it was frequently commented on in colonial travelogs. By the nineteenth century, cow 

protection was linked to Hindu-nationalist identity and anti-colonial activism. Mahatma 

Gandhi, for example, held up cow-protection as evidence of the high state of nonviolence 

in Indian society, and he used the image of “calf love” (vatsalya), the love between a calf 

and its mother, as a paradigm for an Indian nation (Doniger 2014, 504). In an analysis of 

the imagery associated with the cow protection movement during the colonial period, 

Christopher Pinney notes, “In much of the visual imagery the cow encompassed all the 

gods, but was also depicted as securing all the diversity of India’s communities. In 

practice, however, and in the use made of these images, a more discriminatory message 
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was stressed in which the cow came to represent a Hindu identity and nationality that 

required protection from non-Hindus” (2004, 107).  

While Gandhi’s Congress Party and other centrist or secular parties held control 

of Indian national government for decades, the Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party 

(BJP) gained significant ground in 1990s and the BJP’s Narendra Modi was elected to 

India’s highest office in 2014. Along with this changing political landscape, legal and 

extra-legal attempts to end cattle slaughter have also gained ground. Several Indian 

regional governments have passed laws variously banning slaughter or import of beef and 

as of April 2017, cow slaughter is banned in 84% of India’s states and union territories 

(UTs). The North-Western state of Gujarat recently instituted the strictest laws aimed at 

protecting cows. There, individuals found guilty of cow slaughter can receive a life-

sentence for their crime (Saldanha 2017).  

Even more troublingly, extra-legal lynchings and hate crimes carried out on the 

basis of cow-protection have increased. Often perpetrated by Hindu “Gau Rakshak 

Samitis” (cow protection organizations), these attacks target the large Muslim and Dalit 

minorities who are viewed with suspicion by caste Hindus. Attacks are more common in 

states where the regional government is controlled by Hindu-nationalist parties and where 

justice for the harmed is hard to come by. According to a study based on media reports, in 

one-fifth of cases charges were filed against the victims of the attacks for violation of the 

beef ban (Abraham & Rao 2017). This study, conducted in June of 2017, found that 

“2017 is on track to be worst-ever year for cow-related violence” (Ibid.). There has been 

!315



significant popular push-back in defense of vulnerable minorities, however. A public 

flogging of several Dalit youths in Gujarat state, ostensibly in response to the youths’ 

desecration of a dead cow, triggered a series of street protests calling for reform and the 

popular outrage lead to the resignation of the state’s chief minister, Anandiben Patel (Jain 

2016).  

On the other side of the continent, the European encounter with Indian 

vegetarianism and cow protection gave rise to European self-reflection. While European 

vegetarian movements predate the colonial period, as Tristram Stuart describes it, 

“Europeans became fixated with the belief system underlying the Indians’ vegetarianism 

and nearly every traveller marveled at it. …Encountering Indian vegetarianism triggered 

a review of European morality” (2006, 50). As one Englishman wrote in the 1680s, it was 

“a sad thing” that in mistreating animals, “Christians, very many of them, must go to 

School, and learn of Infidels and Heathens to reform their Lives and Manners” (Ibid., 53).  

European and American ISKCON devotees exist in this complicated context. On 

the one hand, they follow a long tradition of orientalism that has both praised and 

denigrated Hindus for the special kindness they gave to cows. At the same time, they also 

follow in a long Hindu tradition that has taken cow-protection as the pinnacle of a general 

ethics of nonviolence, at the same time as some carried out violence against other people 

on behalf of cows as an expression of xenophobic religious nationalism. It is through 

these complicated frames that Hayagriva Dasa sees this new cow when she arrives on the 

farm. He writes, “Her big, brown, tranquil eyes tell us that she appreciates being 
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protected from slaughter houses. Happily, her milk is rich and plentiful” (Hayagriva Dasa 

1986). 

Traditions associated with Krishna are especially connected with the practice of 

cow protection by way of Krishna’s biographical narrative. According to tradition, 

Krishna, a transcendent God-head and simultaneously an earthly being, was born into a 

cow-herding family in Vrindavan, North India. His youthful exploits often revolve around 

cows, cow-maidens, and butter; and it is these same exploits that are evoked in the 

cultivation of Krishna devotion (bhakti). Among other titles, Krishna is known as Govina, 

“finder of cows,” or Gopala, “protector of cows.” As the cow is significant in the material 

Vrindaban, it also continues to be central to Krishna’s divine pastimes in his transcendent 

abode, the Kṛishṇaloka. Prabhupāda recommended the singing of passages from the Śrī 

Brahma-saṁhitā, the first of which Prabhupāda translates,  

I worship Govinda, the primeval Lord, the first progenitor, who is tending 
the cows, yielding all desire, in abodes built with spiritual gems, 
surrounded by millions of purpose-trees, always served with great 
reverence and affection by hundreds of thousands of Lakṣmīs, or gopīs 
(Prabhupada 1975, 269). 

Among the seven stated purposes for which Prabhupāda founded ISKCON was, 

“To erect for the members and for society at large a holy place of transcendental pastimes 

dedicated to the personality of Krishna,” and, “To bring the members closer together for 

the purpose of teaching a simpler, more natural way of life.”   97

 Originally written in 1953 and widely available in ISKCON literature. Reprinted in Bryant and Ekstrand 97

The Hare Krishna Movement: The Postcharismatic Fate of a Religious Transplant (2004, 405).
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New Vrindaban was expressly just such a site to carry out this mission when it 

was founded in 1968 by two of Prabhupāda’s first American devotees, Kirtanananda Dasa 

and Hayagriva Dasa. Kirtanananda (1937-2011, born Keith Gordon Ham, and later 

renamed Swami Bhaktipada), became the director of the activity of the community 

through its peak until deep controversy forced his resignation in 1993. Hayagriva Dasa 

(born Howard Wheeler) was his long-time companion, who taught as a lecturer in 

English at Ohio State University during the first period of their residence on the land. 

Commuting weekly between Columbus and what would become New Vrindaban, 

Hayagriva Dasa founded the “OSU Yoga Society,” which he himself describes as “a front 

for ISKCON” (1986). 

The land in rural West Virginia was offered to ISKCON as a site for an ashram by 

American “mystic” Richard Rose, who owned a large farm there. Before visiting it, 

Prabhupada named the area after Vrindavan, a town and major pilgrimage site in the 

north Indian state of Uttar Pradesh believed to be the location of Krishna’s appearance 

some 3000 years ago. In a key letter written from Montreal to Kirtanananda in the United 

States, and dated June 14, 1968, Prabhupada outlined his vision for the community. In 

this letter, Prabhupāda seems to be primarily concerned with two things: the value of 

living simply and without modern amenities so as to turn away from material pleasure 

and draw closer to Krishna, and the importance of the cow for Krishna and for the 

economy of the village. 

This New Vrindaban… promises to be a great step forward for Krishna 
Consciousness in America.… Prabhupada has requested that 7 temples be 
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established there. Its main activity will be cow protection and to show the 
world that simply by living with cows and land and chanting HARE 
KRISHNA a perfect society will prevail (Prabhupada 1968). 
  
In a pamphlet composed primarily to describe the movement to New York State 

draft board, Prabhupada explained,  

If you seriously want to convert this spot into New Vṛndāvana, I shall 
advise you not to make it very much modernized. ...Nor should you make 
it too luxurious, as Europeans and Americans are generally accustomed. 
Better to live there without modern amenities and to live a natural, healthy 
life for executing Kṛṣṇa consciousness. It may be an ideal village where 
the residents will have plain living and high thinking.... I do not know 
whether these ideals can be given practical shape, but I think like that, that 
people may be happy in any place with land or cow.... The less we are 
anxious for maintaining our body, the more we become favorable for 
advancing Kṛṣṇa consciousness (Bjorkan 1990, 232-233).  

In imitating Vrindavan at the time of Krishna’s appearance, devotees could more 

easily cultivate their attitude, their rasa, of devotion and participate in Krishna’s 

transcendent play: 

Vṛndāvana does not require to be modernized, because Kṛṣṇa’s Vṛndāvana 
is a transcendental village. They completely depend on nature’s beauty and 
nature’s protection. The community in which Kṛṣṇa preferred to belong 
was the vaiśya community, because Nanda Mahārāja (Kṛṣṇa’s foster 
father, with whom he spent His childhood while on Earth) happened to be 
a vaiśya king, or landholder, and his main business was cow protection. It 
is understood that he had 900,000 cows, and Kṛṣṇa and Balarāma, along 
with Kṛṣṇa’s many cowherd boy friends, used to take charge of them. 
(Ibid., 232-233) 

In a 1968 letter, where Prabhupada outlined his vision for cows at New 

Vrindaban, the importance of cow protection to the symbolic center of the community is 

prominent: 
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We have to maintain the animals throughout their life. We must not make 
any program for selling them to the slaughterhouses. That is the way of 
cow protection. Krishna by His practical example taught us to give all 
protection to the cows and that should be the main business of New 
Vrindaban. Vrindaban is also known as Gokula. Go means cows, and kula 
means congregation. Therefore the special feature of New Vrindaban will 
be cow protection, and by doing so, we shall not be loser (Hayagriva Dasa 
1986). 

Rural India’s practices are taken as the paradigm of a mutually beneficial human-

cattle relationship. Here, cows and bulls are used for a variety of purposes that support 

the agricultural economy:  

In India of course, a cow is protected and the cowherdsmen they derive 
sufficient profit by such protection. Cow dung is used as fuel. Cow dung 
dried in the sunshine kept in stock for utilizing them as fuel in the villages. 
They get wheat and other cereals produced from the field. There is milk 
and vegetables and the fuel is cow dung, and thus, they are self-
independent in every village. There are hand weavers for the cloth. And 
the country oil-mill (consisting of a bull walking in circle round two big 
grinding stones, attached with yoke) grinds the oil seeds into oil (Ibid). 

Just as Krishna spent every morning attending to cattle in his transcendent abode, 

so, too, should devotees of Krishna occupy themselves. According to Prabhupada, 

“Krishna by His practical example taught us to give all protection to the cows, and that 

should be the main business of New Vrindaban” (Smullen 2015). As a devotee later 

explained, “The cow’s milk could be used to create all kinds of staple foods, and their 

dung dried and used as fuel… Bulls could pull plows to till the ground for food grains. 

Together, they offered the chance of a peaceful, self-sufficient life free from the modern 

world’s stressful rat race and favorable for advancing in Krishna consciousness” (Ibid.). 
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In addition, in the Vaishnava view, cattle, like humans and other animals, have 

souls that continue on after death through cycles of reincarnation. According to 

Prabhupāda, cows in the Kṛṣṇaloka are themselves beings who have escaped the fetters of 

material existence who live in a state of permanent śānta rasa: “The cows in Kṛṣṇa’s 

abode are also liberated souls. They are called surabhi cows. There are many popular 

pictures showing how Kṛṣṇa loves the cows, how He embraces and kisses them. That 

passive relationship with Kṛṣṇa is called śānta. Their perfect happiness is achieved when 

Kṛṣṇa comes and simply touches them” (Prabhupada 1968, 313). Like these surabhi 

cows, cattle at New Vrindaban are embedded with a rasa of śānta, or “peacefulness,” a 

first level of rasa for devotees to cultivate. In this vain, Hayagriva Dasa’s first account of 

Kaliya’s acquisition describes the cow as “a gentle soul” with “big, brown, tranquil 

eyes” (Hayagriva Dasa 1986).  

In this way, the shared being of humans and other animals is due to the nature of 

their souls and their journeys on the wheel of rebirth. Unlike typical animal rights 

discourse, in the orthodox ISKCON view, what we share with other animals is not due to 

our shared nature as living things with a common evolutionary origin. Taking a literal 

view of textual creation narratives, Prabhupada believed that Krishna created all creatures 

in their current state of diversity at the beginning of this world-cycle several billion years 

ago. Prabhupada called Darwinian evolution “nonsense” and his followers 

“rascals" (1979).  
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In the ISKCON view, humans and all animals have an immortal and immaterial 

soul, and it is Krishna as a “Supersoul” creator that is the linking mechanism between the 

conscious self and the material world. Humans and other animals are seeking a reunion 

with the divine in a transcendent Vrindavan. Cows special status as Krishna’s chosen 

animal means that accompanying cows, caring for them, drinking their milk, and 

protecting them from harm are all actions that facilitate the human soul’s departure from 

its physical fetters. The devotional affective mode, the appropriate rasa, that such actions 

produce, makes such a departure possible. Thus, humans and cattle, in this view, are not 

co-evolved companions but rather co-entrapped spiritual beings residing in an impure 

material world and journeying together through lives on their way toward a transcendent 

state of intimacy with the divine.  

In this way, transcendence of the material plane must be achieved by a particular 

material arrangement that would bring people more easily into an intimacy with Kṛṣṇa. 

This cattle-centered economy has never been fully achieved at New Vrindaban, as a self-

sufficient system of human-cattle agriculture has not been established. For example, no 

un-castrated bulls live on the land, and so a mainstream company must be hired to 

artificially inseminate the cows so that calves will be born and their mothers will produce 

milk. 

While Prabhupada initially founded ISKCON with the specific intention to have it 

operate apart from the larger Hindu and Hindu-American culture, it has since returned to 

be an important movement in India itself. As such ,it has had a growing role in 
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advocating cow protection, and devotees have established many charities that rescue ill-

treated or abandoned cows, such as the Vrindavan Care for Cows in India (King 2012, 

191). Furthermore, ISKCON temples outside of India are more often attended and 

supported by people of South Asian Hindu decent rather than converts or convert 

families. The retired cows of New Vrindaban, for example, are today largely supported by 

donations from the larger Hindu-American population rather than through the self-

sufficient labor of farm community (Anna King 2012, 191). 

It’s not clear how long Kaliya lived, but the ISKCON community’s records make 

note of her especially when she interacted with Prabhupada. The records of these 

meetings demonstrate some of the ways that cattle are imbued with multiple meanings. 

When Prabhupada finally visited New Vrindaban, he was offered some of Kaliya’s fresh 

milk and noted, “I haven’t tasted milk like this in fifty years.… We don’t have such fatty 

cows in India,… In days past, yes, but now no one can feed them nicely,” adding, “That 

is the way the Vedas calculate a man’s wealth—in cows and grains” (Hayagriva Das). 

In 1976, seven years after their first meeting (when Kaliya was fourteen and had 

given birth to eight calves), Prabhupada made his last visit to New Vrindaban before his 

death. As Smullen describes it: 

Towards the end of his visit, Prabhupada walked with a large group of 
devotees to go see Sri Sri Radha Vrindaban Nath in the farmhouse temple 
at the old Vrindaban farm, where Kaliya resided. It was a beautiful 
morning, the rays of the rising sun shining hazily through a light mist. 

As Prabhupada rounded a curve and spotted the Vrindaban farmhouse in 
the distance, one of the devotees, Advaitacarya Das, pointed to a small 
herd of cows far up at the top of “Govardhana Hill,” which rose to their 
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left. “Srila Prabhupada, look!” he said. “There’s Kaliya. She’s our first 
cow. You used to drink her milk.” (2016) 

Suddenly, as Prabhupada looked up at her, Kaliya broke away from her herd and 

made her way alone down the steep bank. Matching the devotees’ pace, she stepped out 

right in front of Srila Prabhupada, and began walking with him as if she were his pet calf. 

“Ah,” Srila Prabhupada said simply. “My dear old friend Kaliya.” 

She continued to walk with him for some time, a quiet connection hanging 
between them that the devotees all felt. Then, finally Kaliya picked up her 
pace and disappeared over the horizon. (Ibid.) 

At this point, Kaliya, like Prabhupada, was also coming to the end of her life.  98

She is described as “having maladies common to aging cows of her breed, such as 

blindness in one eye and respiratory problems” (Ibid.) and was then “retired” which 

meant she was able to live with the rest of the herd without having to work or give milk.  

Nevertheless, Kaliya continued to inspire. As Madhava Smullen records, a 

devotee named Amburish Das reflected on Kaliya, then the smallest cow in the 

community at 800 pounds, saying she “never pushed and shoved to eat grain as the other 

cows did, but stood patiently waiting her turn. ‘There may be some mild cows, but 

Mother Kaliya is even more than mild – she is a devotee,’ he said. ‘Her humility is 

unmatched’” (Ibid.). 

Another devotee named Advaita, upon witnessing Kaliya’s interaction with 

Prabhupada, noted, “For me, it was a mystical experience.… Srila Prabhupada was 

 A cow can live for 15-20 years, though the typical dairy cow is slaughtered after their peak productivity 98

is over, at about five years.
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always preaching that we’re all trying to get to Vrindavana, where Krishna and his 

cowherd boy friends are eternally playing and taking care of the cows. And to see Kaliya 

come down the hill and walk with him like that just made it all very real” (Ibid.). 

2.2 Messmates of Prasadam 

Donna Haraway writes in the closing section of When Species Meet, “Animals are 

everywhere full partners in worlding, in becoming with” (2008, 301). For Haraway, other 

animals with whom we life are our “companions,” which she notes has at its 

etymological root the Latin cum panis (with bread). A companion is one with whom we 

share food, a “messmate” (17). 

The metaphor of eating reoccurs throughout When Species Meet. Eating operates 

as a way of thinking about the consumption of knowledge or perspective in the practice 

of holding together “simultaneously true and unharmonizable things,” while also 

highlighting a particular material co-constitution of humans and non-human animals 

around food. But less theorized is the use of the mouth is as a productive thing. Through 

its utterance, it can contribute to the production of a particular world, symbolically and 

through affect. Through discourse and other expressions, particular material relationships 

are constituted.  

In the opening section, Haraway gives her core positive claim another form, a 

form that both summarizes its terms and alludes to the productive power of the mouth: 

“The partners do not precede their relating; all that is, is the fruit of becoming with: those 
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are the mantras of companion species” (Ibid., 17). They are “mantras,” perhaps, because 

they are regularly repeated as guidelines for the work of thinking with other animals. But, 

her use of the term also indicates another that is relationally embedded in her discourse. 

By summarizing the core of her philosophy in terms of sacred sounds, Haraway hints, 

unintentionally perhaps, toward this other use of the mouth apart from eating. We are 

“messmates” with other animals, eating the things of the world in imperfect digestion; but 

are we also mantra-mates, co-constituting an affective and not-purely-material world 

through the production of not-wholly-material vibration? What happens when we take 

seriously these “mantras of companion species” and look with them at the companion 

species of mantra?  

The Bhakti tradition also makes much use of the tongue, both metaphorically and 

literally. As a practitioner of the Bhakti tradition of Chaitanya, Prabhupāda taught that an 

ISKCON devotee should take up a set of practices and prohibitions intended to purify the 

soul of its material connections and bring it into a realization of its intimacy with this 

supreme God-Head, Krishna. Central to the practice of realization is the recitation of the 

Kṛṣṇa mahamantra: “Hare Kṛṣṇa Hare Kṛṣṇa, Kṛṣṇa Kṛṣṇa, Hare Hare, Hare Rāma Hare 

Rāma, Rāma Rāma, Hare Hare.” This is viewed as the most effective way to purify the 

soul from material pollution in this degenerate age, the Kāli Yuga. As Prabhupāda 

explained,  

The transcendental vibration established by the chanting of Hare Kṛṣṇa... 
is the sublime method for reviving our transcendental consciousness. As 
living spiritual souls, we are all originally Kṛṣṇa consciousness entities, 
but due to our association with matter from time immemorial, our 
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consciousness is now adulterated by the material atmosphere. (Bjorkan 
1990, 50) 

He further summarized the connection between mantra and prasad through the 

tongue: “We may be surprised to know that Kṛṣṇa is realized through the tongue, not 

through the eyes. After the tongue the other senses follow, but the tongue is the chief. We 

have to control the tongue. How does one control it? Simply chant Hare Kṛṣṇa and taste 

Kṛṣṇa prasādam” (Ibid., 188). Here, “control” of the tongue is emphasized as the key to 

achieving an intimate experience of Krishna. The tongue, as a material fetter on our non-

material essence, is thus understood as having a kind of agency of its own, yet one that 

can be tamed through particular conscious actions. The two central actions noted here are 

the recitation of mantra and the eating of prasadam, both of which have the power to 

transform the essential nature of human life. 

As devotee Steven Rosen writes, “...Vaishnava tradition tells us that Krishna, by 

His immense transcendental energies, can actually convert matter into spirit. ...Material 

foodstuffs offered to Krishna become completely spiritualized by lovingly placing them 

in His presence” (2004, 15). This food must be vegetarian, as that is the only food that, 

according to the Bhagavad-gita, Krishna desires to be offered to him. (The Indian 

understanding of vegetarianism excludes eggs as well as animal flesh, but includes dairy 

products.) According to Rosen, “Offering prasadam is at the heart of a loving exchange 

with the Lord” (Ibid., 13). It operates in “three-tiered” form: the food is initially offered 

to us by Kṛṣṇa “through the earth and through mother cow”; we offer it back through 
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devotional ritual; and Krishna’s mercy is consumed through the now spiritualized 

substance. 

Not only is the tongue used for the recitation of mantra and the consumption of 

spiritualized food, the process of cultivating devotional emotion is understood through 

reference to taste. The Bhakti tradition, as it is practiced by the Gaudiya Vishnava lineage 

of which Prabhupāda is a part, developed a philosophy of loving devotion to God out of 

an aesthetic theory rooted in theater and poetics. As Richard Schechner notes, Western 

understandings of performance have historically emphasized on the sense of sight,  a 99

sense that requires a distance between viewer and viewed and that, according to 

Schechner, “engenders focus or differentiation; encourages analysis or breaking apart into 

logical strings; privileges meaning, theme, narration” (2010, 333). In contrast, the 

aesthetic theories that gave rise to the Bhakti tradition emphasize taste as the most 

accurate metaphor for the affective of performance, a sense that requires a more intimate 

relationship with the thing being sensed. This is known as rasa. In Schechner’s 

description, 

Rasa is flavor, taste, the sensation one gets when food is perceived, 
brought within reach, touched, taken into the mouth, chewed, mixed, 
savored, and swallowed.... Rasa also means “juice,” the stuff that conveys 
the flavor, the medium of tasting. The juices of eating originate both in the 
food and from the body.... Rasa is sensuous, proximate, experiential.... 
Rasa fills space, joining the outside to the inside. Food is actively taken 
into the body, becomes part of the body, works from the inside. What is 
outside is transformed into what is inside. An aesthetic founded on rasa is 
fundamentally different than one founded on the “theatron,” the rationally 
ordered, analytically distanced panoptic. (Ibid., 337) 

  The root of the term “theater,” for example, is the Greek theatron, “a place for seeing.”99
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In his account, a rasa-guided performance “is not something that happens in front 

of the spectator, a vision for the eyes, but ‘in the gut,’ an experience that takes place 

inside the body specifically engaging the enteric nervous system” (Ibid., 345). Steven 

Rosen also notes the mutuality of taster and tasted, which produces the rasa of the 

traditional Indian system of understanding of food, Aryuveda. “Aryuveda bases its 

nutritional science on a… set of measurements, the most important of these being the 

effects produced by the six rasas - sweet, sour, salty, hot, bitter, and astringent. These 

rasas refer to the food’s ultimate response in the body—not necessarily to how the foods 

taste” (Ibid., 66). 

In rasa theory, the emotions of the performance that are internalized by the 

audience are parallel to the flavors of food. A successful performance is achieved by the 

artful blending and juxtaposition of these flavors, which the true connoisseur can 

appreciate. As Schechner points out, “The Sanskrit word translated as ‘connoisseur’ is 

bhakta, which can also mean a person ecstatically devoted to a god, particularly Krishna 

who is celebrated by means of singing, dancing, and feasting” (Ibid.). These emotions are 

understood to be one’s participation in a transcendent mood, a sthāyi-bhāva, which exists 

independently of any individual experiencer. The traditional rasa system delineated a 

finite set of rasas, in some accounts eight and in some nine or eleven, each with a 

corresponding sthāyi-bhāva.  

In the Bhakti system, the sthāyi-bhāva of love is central and it is delineated into 

five forms of love, which are directed toward Kṛṣṇa: The most basic form is that of śānta, 
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peace, where the devotee sees God as supreme and distant; the second is dāsya, servitude, 

the state where the devotee considers Kṛṣṇa the master and him or herself a servant; third 

is sākhya, where the devotee considers himself a friend or companion of Kṛṣṇa; fourth is 

vātsālya, where the devotee worships Kṛṣṇa as a parent would a child; and the most total 

and intimate form of love for Kṛṣṇa is mādhurya, a state of nearly erotic love for Kṛṣṇa 

exemplified by his consort, Rādhā (Dimock 1966, 22-23). These states are not mutually 

exclusive, but are all cultivated by the devotee. As Prabhupada describes it, “Spiritual life 

means to be in association with the Supreme Lord and to exist in bliss and knowledge 

eternally. Such eternal association means to play with Kṛṣṇa, to dance with and love 

Kṛṣṇa. Or Kṛṣṇa can become your child - whatever you like” (Prabhupada 1968, 313). 

we must also ask ourselves to what extent animals, their bodies and lifeworlds 

are, and should be, accessible to us.” Pedersen calls this “an epistemological step to the 

side” and “a more respectful approach to animals and animal life in which we will not 

interfere.” (2014, 16-17)  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6. Squeeze Machine: Touch and Release 

Figure 6.1: Two bulls touching heads. Photo by the author, Sunrise Sanctuary, Ohio. 
Nov. 2016. 
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One of the reasons I write is that I have often felt not at home in the world. 
I was raised thinking that I was at the head of all creation; I was a superior 
being because I could choose right actions over wrong actions. But, 
regarding myself as a superior being, I felt very separate from everything. 
Writing makes me feel part of everything again. I’m trying to catalog the 
everything—an action that indicates that I think the everything is worth 
something. My hope is that at some point the everything will see that I’m 
amenable to it, or, rather very much like it, and then will welcome me into 
it.  

—Hannah Gamble “Why I Write About Animals, or, My Body Is the Animal I 
Write About,” 2013 

This dissertation is an archive of a journey. Following several lines of hoofprints, 

I seek out the traces within the human sphere of a long and ongoing relationship between 

humans and bovine. When the once-autonomous aurochs came into the human “house” 

and became cattle (those who are counted by heads), our life as a species began to 

undergo a change. The effects are diverse and not always visible. They are hidden, in part 

because we humans live and know ourselves as subjects only after the “cow-

house” (alphabetic and interspecies) transformation. Yet, by beginning in one place (my 

own self-reflective location) and following a path outward through space or backward 

through time, numerous identifiable traces of this co-living are identifiable. This process 

has revealed, in different ways, that the “mastery” that humans have over other species is 
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partially an illusion. While one person with sufficient funds has the power of life and 

death over any number of cattle, we do not have control over how that power will shape 

us.  

Even in the act of killing we may have unintended echoes within us, as Baca’s 

narrative poem indicates (see chapter three). Wendell Berry expresses a similar sentiment 

in his poem, “Anger Against Beasts”: “The blow survives in the man. / His triumph is a 

wound. Spent, / he must wait the slow / unalterable forgiveness of time” (2012, 182). If 

one blow leaves a wound within “the man,” what then is the collective effect of a 

thousand years of blows? And not just blows, but also the stroking hand giving care and 

affection, the deliberate hands carrying out the shaping of life through castration and 

breeding, the milking hands, the veterinarian’s hands, the hands holding brands and 

lassos, the hands shoving shit to fertilize the fields, the hands shaping dung into patties 

for cooking, the hands learning about life through the life of another, the hands making 

drawings of nonhuman faces, the hands writing poems of cattle life, etc.? Whether a 

wound or a tingle of delight, traces are left behind within us.  

Life together has meant a blending, the creation of hybrids and chimeras, the 

incorporation of other species into the home and economic lives of humans. And life 

together has meant a greater differentiation, a hardening of the line that divides humanity 

from the other animals, a differentiation that increasingly isolates cattle into a separate 

sphere of life behind walls and fences embedded within a human geography but held 

apart and out of view. This dissertation is a collection of a small set of these hybrids into 

!333



a “bestiary” of cattle figures. Such an act of collection can be a form of relegation, 

inclusion into a knowable order that reifies the difference between the reader’s location 

and the figures collected; or, as I intend here, it can be an open text that invites readers to 

locate themselves partly within and without, calling us to acknowledge our own strange 

hybrid position also as products of the domestication relationship.  

A trace of the cow in the human is a mark of coproduction, the basic fact of our 

human nature as a process of “becoming with” other life. Furthermore, as I argue 

throughout, the process of becoming-with means the creation of a larger system that is 

not reducible to a simple meeting of two things. The emergent system we create together 

feeds-back onto the lives of the individual constituents. The beastly traces within 

humanity also include the marks of the unpredictable forces that act on us as a result of 

intimate association. We meet these forces from a particular position with our partial 

perspective from within, yet we can nevertheless recognize the “transcendent.”  

Identifying the fact of emergence shaping the systems in which we live provides 

the opportunity for some humility, but it does not tell us how to live or what direction(s) a 

complex system will head bringing us along with it. The current state of the global 

ecosystem is an unprecedented and therefore unpredictable one.  

Is this era of population explosions and mass extinction, a) a period of transition 

that will purge anything incompatible with a new stable anthropocentric order? b) one 

extreme end of a pendulum swing that moves around a point of equilibrium between 

human and nonhuman life? c) evidence that a social/ecological collapse is under way that 
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will purge all of the human experiment? Or d) some else entirely? As a system of such 

complexity, we can only say with confidence that our ecological future will be exceed any 

succinct summary.  

According to systems theory, if our state of proliferation and overlapping with 

other life will be a sustainable one, it must develop a mechanism of self-regulation. As 

Jochen Fromm summarize,: “The feedback is used to control a system, and the feedback 

signal indicates at the same time the current state of the controlled element” (2005). 

Integrating these two qualities defines the self-regulating mechanism, a representation of 

the current state and acting to change that state based on the representation. The 

thermostat, for example, is a simple feedback device that must both measure temperature 

(an indexical representation) and act on it (by turning on or off the heat).  

But, what then could be an emergent feedback loop that would, on a large scale, 

represent the health of the ecosystem and also act upon it to change it? One can hope that 

international organizations like the UN would be able to perform these functions, but it’s 

not clear that we will be able to organize ourselves in a deliberate way to engineer such a 

solution. One fundamental challenge is that we, as complex participants in the system, 

would need to create an iconic model of the entirety with sufficient accuracy. Like 

Borges’s fable of the cartographers who drew a map with such detail that it ended up 

covering the entire territory of the Empire (Borges 2000), such a model would be hard to 

contain within itself. Isn't it more likely that, like the unintended effects of collective 
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economic decisions that has produced global climate change, self-regulating feedback 

will also be an emergent property of numerous unintended micro-actions? 

Consider the role of emotion as a feedback system for the body. Without a master 

planner, and often in conflict with our own will, a feeling of anxiety is an emergent 

phenomenon that both indicates a state of being (perhaps a condition of vulnerability) and 

controls the totality of the system in a such a way that the state of being of the body can 

change (e.g. by prompting one to relocate to a safer place). As dysfunctional as affect can 

be in creating the right conditions for individual flourishing, it nevertheless operates as 

our primary mechanism for self-regulation. Contentment both represents and maintains a 

state of well-being, and discontentment pulls us forward to seek difference.  

Furthermore, as those in the developing field of affect studies have often 

reminded us, feeling is not simply an internal state. It is transferable, infectious, it 

exceeds the life of an individual to move from body to body. It also accumulates in 

material culture—in archives of trauma, memorials, or monuments—to perpetuate 

particular collections of feelings into the future (Cvetkovich 2003). While other invisible 

emergent regulation systems may exist, collective affect is one mechanism whereby 

collective states of being are both represented and changed. Affect, as a collective system 

of knowledge and movement, is made possible by the iconic ability of mind to recognize 

the Other as a likeness of the self. The phenomenon of “empathy” (feeling-with) is not a 

given, so the condition whereby empathy is made more likely can be cultivated 

deliberately—as individual and collective work.  
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I argue that this means that learning to open to the feelings of the Other is a choice 

that makes more likely a conscious collectivity through which systemic regulation is 

possible. Furthermore, while we cannot know the collective effect of our actions, we can 

nevertheless influence change by individual emotional self-regulation. As participants in 

the system, it is not possible for us to avoid contributing to the state of the future. With 

our partial perspective, we are nevertheless in relationship to the entirety. We can act on 

that collective through mechanisms of self-knowledge, self-transformation

—“technologies of the self” to use Foucault’s language (1988).  

Lately, I’ve found the metaphor of resonance a useful one in thinking about how 

individuals come to know and to participate in collective change. Romand Coles’ recent 

work on “visionary pragmatism” usefully explores the value of thinking about our role to 

bring about change in terms of multi-modal resonance (2016, 38). The principle of 

resonance is built on the physical observation that a vibration or wave will drive another 

system to oscillate accordingly if their frequencies harmonize. A small force will be able 

to produce a large oscillation if its force is deployed periodically at the right regularity, 

and a small oscillation in exactly the right regularity can cancel or silence another 

vibration. In context, Coles considers, resonance of particular cultural “vibrations” can 

take place through the “amplificatory affinities of affect, bodily comportment, and 

spiritual sensibility among multiple sectors” and “the resonant audiovisual technologies 

that fold them together and proliferate their presence” (2016, 39).  
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These amplificatory affinities might be the resonance of Christian evangelism 

with free-market capitalism (as in Connolly 2008), or they might be parallel forces of 

democratization and inclusion (as in Coles 2016). Regardless, they depend on the 

interaction of multiple ideas, affects, and inscription technologies through which ideas 

and material arrangements are self-perpetuating. Coles advocates an approach to action 

research that proliferates “resonant receptivity” to further a “radically democratic 

perception and sensibility,” which “disclose the world as more temporally open” and 

make possible “game-transformative practices” (Ibid., 51). 

Each of us can be a “resonance chamber,” like the body of an acoustic instrument, 

that amplifies particular frequencies and cancels others for the perpetuation of a larger 

harmony. Our own being is the accumulation of things outside ourselves: beastly traces, 

lovers’ traces, ancestors’ traces, etc. By listening to the vibrations within, we begin to 

hear the vibrations of things outside ourselves that make up who we are. We can then 

resonate and amplify them according to our vision of a collective benefit. In my 

experience, this requires a deliberate practice of “deep listening” to oneself and others 

that requires and reinforces “respect, attentiveness, and empathy, and engenders a mutual 

desire to give” (Rosenberg 2003) so that the vibrations of others can be deeply integrated 

and a sympathetic frequency can be produced. The goal is not simply an amplification of 

others affect, but a deliberate practice of listening that allows us to get close to the state 

of being of another by seeing ourselves in a relationship of likeness to one another. In this 
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way, our own new affect can be a proper reflection of a shared state, and amplification of 

this shared state through action brings us together into a collective knowledge/regulation.  

The ability to recognize likeness and model an other’s being within ourselves is 

limited by a set of more-or-less stable boundaries that partition collectivities from one 

another through the logics of difference. In contrast with self-regulation through 

collective affect, there are other mechanisms whereby affect is foreclosed and boundaries 

are reified. Jochen Fromm, founder of the Complex Adaptive Systems Group, argues that 

in states of high complexity, new “codes” emerge that maintain closed entities to control 

and organize processes. For example, in biological evolution, genetic “code” along with a 

transcription technology developed out of a more chaotic collection of self-replicating 

organisms. This offered a mechanism whereby living organisms could maintain stability 

over generations in relatively uncertain environments. Furthermore, these codes and 

transcription technologies create boundedness—the division between “inside” and 

“outside” that define an organism in contrast with its context. As Fromm explains, “A 

code reduces dependency from the current moment and increases independence and 

autonomy. For evolution, a new code means the gateway to a new evolutionary 

system” (2005, 12).  

On a social level, it seems that “codes” of another kind maintain the boundaries of 

persistent social divisions, such as that of race, gender, caste, or class. Their transcription 

technologies are maintained by agents who benefit locally by their perpetuation. They 

respond to and recreate material-semiotic boundaries that define a collective in contrast 
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with an externality. These logics of difference are self-perpetuating because their internal 

mechanisms both represent and recreate states of division. Unlike the empathic 

mechanisms, these codes create the boundaries across which affect is less likely to pass. 

In phenomenological terms, this is the felt division between an “us” and a “them.”  

Just as we speak of “genes” in biological evolution, we might follow the lead of 

Richard Dawkins and think of these self-replicating cultural codes as “memes” (1978). 

But Dawkins seems to imagine memes as propositions in a philosophical sense, floating 

from mind to mind free of space and matter. For this reason, one should be careful not to 

perpetuate Dawkins’ inattention to the material instantiation of memetic code. In fact, a 

meme, just like a gene, requires a strict regime of material perpetuation. DNA depends on 

the precise chemical properties of particular enzymes to “transcribe” the code into 

messenger RNA that, in turn, creates transfer RNA, which creates a sequence of amino 

acids that constitute proteins. Similarly, a given meme has a material life-cycle dependent 

on particular transcription technologies both within and outside the human body. 

Consider, for example, how the complex set of memes that make up Christian philosophy 

(perhaps the paradigm of an irrational meme complex for the “new atheist" Dawkins), are 

not simply a set of ideas, but fundamentally depend on a particular material technology 

of transcription: the codex text (see Chapter 2).  

A meme survives best if it can maintain a steady “vibration” between neurons, the 

senses, and a collection of human material-culture. Just as genes do not fully determine a 

biological system, a given code does not fully determine the structure or behavior of a 
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multi-species collective any given instance. In order to understand the codes that define a 

level of organization “above” the biological, we will need to understand the multi-modal 

replication technologies that perpetuate them. 

Of special importance in considerations of ecological health are the codes and 

transcription technologies that perpetuate a hierarchical division between species. If we 

cannot represent iconically the affect of an other animal within ourselves, we close 

ourselves off from a vast body of knowledge about the wellbeing of these organisms. 

When we close off from others, forces of collective knowledge and mechanisms of 

collective change are more limited. Furthermore, each code that divides one group from 

another makes an internal division such that the traces of another within us becomes 

obscure and unthinkable.  

I envision each of the figures that lead each chapter of this dissertation as 

potential “code breakers.” Tracing them has meant moving freely along bridges that 

connect us to another species collectivity. The beastly figure makes recognizable a 

passage of movement between an aspect of ourselves and an aspect of another. By 

identifying figures of hybridity, I can see linkages across species that connect our states 

of being, forming a whole—a state of collective being. Through this, shared 

understanding and the ability to change for the benefit of the whole system is made more 

possible. By making often-obfuscated nonhuman lifeworlds apparent and tracing our 

lines of entanglement with these worlds, we can create a clearer mind and a more open 
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heart so that alternative resonances that benefit all can be reinforced. Thinking and acting 

critically and compassionately, we open toward a shared future. 

In order to explore the potentials of empathy and to suggest a direction of action, 

this chapter will offer one last figure, Temple Grandin’s “squeeze machine,” which marks 

a moment of cross-species identification, but which also perpetuates a code of species 

division on the basis of an “ancient contract” seen as the core of our symbiosis. I follow 

Derrida in calling for an end to the “sacrificial logic” that justifies systems of violence 

and  has sown division between “posthumanist” and “critical” animal studies. In contrast 

with this sacrificial logic, I suggest an alternate approach on the basis of an “interstitial 

truth” and “situated ethics.” Finally, I will consider the position of cattle in the enclosure 

and argue that affective-openness requires of us a self-regime of restraint and withdrawal 

that would allow the (literal and metaphorical) “release” of the cow into the world.  

6.1 The Cow That Made Us Human 

Figure 6.2: The Squeeze Machine. A front view of Temple Grandin’s “squeeze 
machine” from her 1992 paper, “Calming Effects of Deep Touch Pressure in Patients with 
Autistic Disorder, College Students, and Animals.”  
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Temple Grandin is a leading animal scientist and public advocate of autistic 

inclusion. Her first book, Emergence: Labeled Autistic (1996), was the first published 

memoir of a self-identified autistic person, and as the psychologist Oliver Sacks notes, it 

disrupted the “medical dogma for forty years or more that there was no ‘inside,’ no inner 

life, in the autistic, or that if there was it would be forever denied access or 

expression” (Grandin and Sacks 2006).  

According to her own account, her particular experience of the world as a person 

with Asperger Syndrome, gives her the ability to perceive the world more like other 

animals. Rather than interpreting the world primarily through language, Grandin “thinks 

in pictures” (2006).  Furthermore, her propensity to anxiety gives her a greater affinity 

with “prey” animals, such as cattle. Grandin points to “abstractification” as the mental 

habit of non-autistic people, which makes understanding other animals so difficult 

(2006). As a result of these subtle differences in attention, Grandin has been able to 

develop systems for the animal agriculture industry that decrease livestock anxiety and 

thus make them both more humane and more efficient for managers. By her own 

estimate, a full one-half of all livestock-handling facilities in the United States have been 

designed according to her specifications (Werner 2011, 6).  

As Cary Wolfe argues, Grandin’s case “helps us radically denaturalize many of 

the taken-for-granted modes of human perception” and her “insistence that disability 

becomes an important form of abledness in opening up trans-species modes of 

identification” helps us to rethink liberal democratic framework of subjectivity (Wolfe 
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2009, xxix-xxx). In particular, her assertion that she thinks without language challenges 

the long-held assumption that the quality most distinctive of humanity is our linguistic 

thought. As Grandin herself notes, “I would be denied the ability to think by scientists 

who maintain that language is essential for thinking” (2006). As Wolfe argues, Grandin’s 

ability to see what most people would not (but that which would be obvious to other 

animals) indicates that “not seeing” is as crucial to “normal” humanness as seeing is. 

And, it indicates that the invisible is not just simply “the visible in waiting” but rather is 

“heterogeneous to the visible” (2009, 132-133).  

For the purposes of this chapter, I’m interested in first investigating the key 

moment of identification across species that, according to Grandin’s own account, 

allowed her to expand beyond her autistic enclosure and begin to empathize with other 

people and an. I then consider critically the limits of her identification and the code she 

uses to reify the division of identification across species.  

 Grandin made her leap of identification and created her first invention when she 

was just a teenager. On her family’s farm, she watched the behavior of cattle as they 

entered the “cattle chute,” a device for holding the large animals in place so that people 

can inspect and manipulate their bodies, such as when giving them vaccines. Suffering 

intensely from her own anxiety, she noticed that the fear behavior of a cow who entered 

the chute decreased as the firm pressure of the device was deployed. The next time the 

young Grandin became overcome by a panic attack just a few days later, she recalled the 

observation of the cattle chute and asked to be put inside it herself. At first, she felt “a 
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few moments of sheer panic,” but “five seconds later I felt a wave of relaxation, and 

about thirty minutes later I asked Aunt Ann to release me. For about an hour afterward I 

felt very calm and serene” (Grandin 2008, 63). So powerful was the transformation that, 

she writes, “It was the first time I ever felt really comfortable in my own skin” (Ibid.).   

From this insight, Grandin created her own device, a “squeeze machine” that 

could give her the firm pressure and experience of enclosure she craved (see figure 6.2). 

A simulated “hug,” this device eventually allowed her to calm down enough that she 

could withstand the overwhelming experience of a hug from her own family. Grandin 

credits it for helping her come out of a severe autistic isolation into a capacity to 

“understand the idea of kindness” and connect physically and socially with people and 

other animals (2006, 84). This moment of insight was her first moment of seeing things 

from the “point of view” of other animals (167), a practice that became her life’s work. 

The squeeze machine makes another useful beastly figure to think with. A 

therapeutic device, it is a “hybrid” figure that connects humans and cattle by way of a 

shared machine. A mechanical replacement for human touch, it allows for an expansion 

of the emotional life of autistic people, and thus for a greater inclusion of this group of 

atypical people into the social body of humanity. At the same time, it is inextricably 

linked to an instrument of control, the cow chute, that extends the strength of the human 

to dominate the nonhuman. Thus, while it called Grandin into an experience of her own 

embodiment that had previously eluded her—and, through this mechanical enclosure, she 

was able to expand her sense of self to see an iconic resemblance with other people—it 
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also speaks to a vast disconnection whereby human resemblances with other animals are 

made less visible.  

The squeeze machine and the cattle chute both enclose their subjects, providing 

the calming experience of deep touch, but for fundamentally different reasons. The 

squeeze machine offers a technique for its user to manage emotions and thus expand their 

life beyond their autistic enclosure, while the cattle chute offers a technique for its user to 

hold another living being in a more vulnerable position, decreasing their ability and 

bodily autonomy so that a livestock manager can better control the life and death of the 

animal. One crucial difference between the two devices is the placement of the control 

levers themselves. The cattle chute is controlled by human hands outside the device. In its 

translation from cattle to human, Grandin’s moves the levers to the purview of the 

enclosed, giving the one squeezed the power to administer the degree of enclosure on 

themselves. 

Grandin and her squeeze machine are then problematic figures for critical animal 

studies. While she stands in a unique position to speak on behalf of other animals, and 

while her innovations have no doubt decreased the amount of suffering on American 

farms, her work perpetuates the basic logic of anthropocentrism that other animals exist 

for our use rather than for themselves. Wolfe pivots from Grandin’s own refiguration of 

disability as an exceptional capacity to consider a “post-identity theory” on the basis of a 

“shared finitude” (139) and “the necessity of an ethics based not on ability, activity, 

agency, and empowerment but on a compassion that is rooted in our vulnerability and 
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passivity” (141). However, Grandin’s own understanding of ethical relationships between 

humans and domesticated animals runs counter to such a view.  

In the afterword to her 2009 book, Animals Make Us Human: Creating the Best 

Life for Animals, Grandin responds directly to the question, “Why do you still work for 

the meat industry instead of being an activist against it?” (578) Grandin traces her 

perspective to a moment of self-reconciliation when she contemplated a herd of cattle in a 

facility she had designed. Looking out over the herd she thought about how they “were 

going to their death in a system that I had designed,” and she “started to cry.” This 

moment of sympathy was followed by “a flash of insight” that “none of the cattle that 

were at this slaughter plant would have been born if people had not bred and raised them. 

They would never have lived at all” (582). For this reason, in her view, taking their lives 

is acceptable.  

While she saw some horrible abuses in the animal industry, “From the very 

beginning of my career” she writes, “I saw that cattle could be raised right and given a 

good life and a painless death” (579). As Grandin describes in the forward to Florian 

Werner’s Cow: A Bovine Biography, the relationship between humans and cattle is “one 

that has developed over thousands of years and that is mutually beneficial to both 

species” (2011, 6). According to her, the relationship between humans and cattle should 

be conceived of as a “symbiotic” one built on a relationship of exchange where “we 

provide the farm animals with food and housing and in return, most of the offspring from 

the breeding cows on the ranches are used for food” (582).  

!347



For Grandin, there is a “fundamental truth” that “none of the cattle would have 

existed if people had not bred and raised them” (Ibid., 7). And she quotes positively 

Florian Werner’s contention that “it was only by letting themselves be domesticated by 

humans that [cattle] could rise to be the most widespread and numerous large mammal on 

earth. They paid the price of freedom for a symbiotic relationship with humans and were 

thus protected from the dangers and burdens of life in the wild” (Ibid.).  

Grandin cites the history and science journalist Stephen Budiansky as an 

inspiration for thinking of human relations with livestock as having a basis in an “ancient 

contract” (1992) . Budiansky targets the animal rights movement, which he criticizes as 100

engaging in “arid philosophizing, public buffoonery, and underground terrorism,” 

perpetuating “simplistic views toward animals and the natural world” (Ibid., 10). In 

contrast, he suggests a view of domestication “as the evolutionary product of a mutual 

strategy for survival” (15). Furthermore, they are now “dependent, permanently juvenile, 

by nature, not just by circumstance or training” and thus evolutionarily suited for life 

with us, more tolerant of captivity, and not able to live independently in the wild. He 

proposes his understanding as “an antidote to an image of a nature that never was, an 

Eden whose impossible standards man will never live up to” (17). Specifically, 

Budiansky disputes the claim that other animals would prefer freedom over the 

conditions of the farm, suggesting that they would freely choose their current condition 

(or as a result of a free choice in the past have now evolved to be fully dependent on us).  

 Grandin cites the article, “The ancient contract” published in the March 20, 1989 issue of U.S. 100

News & World Report. Budainsky’s argument was expanded into the book, The Covenant of the 
Wild: Why Animals Chose Domestication in 1992. 
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While Budiansky is mostly concerned with disputing the claims of the animal 

liberation perspective, Grandin makes clear that her understanding of the ancient contract 

is a reciprocal one. While we have the right to kill animals and use their bodily products 

(i.e. milk, eggs, wool), keeping the contract means we have particular obligations to other 

animals: “We must never abuse [livestock animals].… We owe it to the animals to give 

them decent living conditions and a painless death” (2008, 235).  

In my view, this idea of the ancient contract is an ideological tool that is designed 

to buttress a large set of habits, technologies, economies, and discourses that work 

together to perpetuate themselves. It is a small instance of “code” that interacts with other 

forces to maintain a system of unequal relationships between humans and other animals. 

Specifically, it perpetuates a semiotic wall that forecloses empathy across species. 

Through this internal wall, a material inclusion of livestock species into human spacial 

and economic systems is possible. The idea of the ancient contract works through the 

imagination. It is a mythology—a story to live by—situating an immediate circumstance 

into a larger narrative and so making a local imbalance of power or act of violence 

“reasonable” because it’s seen as an instance of a reciprocal exchange.  

Critical animal studies scholar James Stanescu explains, “There is something 

about the model of the ancient contract that could be attractive to us. It gives agency to 

the animals rather than keeping them as mere objects, and it puts them within a political 

relationship” (Stanescu 2015). Because it implies animal agency and a certain amount of 

human obligation, the contract can be seen as a moderate position between a radical 
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animal rights perspective and a total acceptance of exploitation. However, as Stanescu 

argues, the logic of the ancient contract runs quite close to the logic of domination that 

justifies other unequal relationships, such as what political scientist Carole Pateman calls 

“the sexual contract” regarding gender inequality (Pateman 1988). Pateman’s description 

of the “genius" of the sexual contract and the “political fiction” it maintains can be 

imported directly into our discussion of the ancient species contract:   

The genius of contract theorists has been to present both the original and 
actual contracts as exemplifying and securing original freedom. On the 
contrary, in contract theory universal freedom is always an hypothesis, a 
story, a political fiction. Contract always generates political right in the 
form of relations of domination and subordination. (Ibid., 8) 

The ancient species contract between humans and livestock animals is also a 

relation of subordination legitimized by an idea of an “original freedom.” While 

scavenger species, such as wolves, may well have entered into a relationship with 

humans in a largely consensual manner (and thus eventually become dogs), it is more 

difficult to imagine a herbivores species, such as aurochs, doing so. Their transformation 

into the domesticated cattle cannot have been based on an original consent. Furthermore, 

the theory of contract law is built on the assumption that participants have a reasonable 

understanding of what they are consenting to, and it is hard to imagine that an aurochs 

cow entering a human enclosure would have any reasonable understanding of the 

consequences for her descendants thousands of years later. 

More importantly, following Carole Pateman, the claim of contract theory (since 

Hobbes) that a historical act of consent for a particular social arrangement legitimizes a 
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current state of subordination is itself a “political fiction.” We should not imagine that a 

current state of unfreedom is acceptable even if our ancestors consented to it in the past.  

6.2 Sacrificing Sacrifice 

If we reject the ancient contract as a political fiction, what is the political fact? 

Both Grandin and Budiansky defend violence against livestock on the claim that animals 

within human enclosure are better off than their wild cousins. Grandin notes, “People 

forget that nature can be very harsh, and death in the wild is often more painful and 

stressful than death in a modern plant” (2009, 481). As anecdotal evidence, she describes 

a calf on a western ranch who was found still living despite having had its hide half 

peeled off by a coyote and comments, “If I had a choice, going to a well-run modern 

slaughter plant would be preferable to being ripped apart alive” (482). That, no doubt, is 

true for most of us. But what if our choice was between the freedom and vulnerability of 

wild existence and the veal calf? Many would rather risk a violent death than shortly after 

birth be placed in a small enclosure without room enough to turn around, without social 

contact of any kind, and fed a diet deliberately deficient in iron. There is nothing like this 

in “nature.” The world outside the cow-house can be harsh, but so can living under 

human control. While there are examples of benevolent treatment of livestock animals 

within human systems (e.g. the Hare Krishna farms I discuss above), they are far from the 

norm. As a practical strategy, one might take Grandin’s approach and work to improve 

conditions of livestock within animal agriculture, and the end result might be one where 
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cattle and other animals live better than they would if they were not under our care. 

However, if we were to take this approach to its logical extreme, we might find we 

needed to regulate among nonhuman animals in situations that would not otherwise 

involve us. As we worked to create a world where all animals are included within our 

human sphere of care and protection, we would need to eliminate predator/prey 

relationships. Ironically, this is often imagined in dystopian images of the animal 

liberation movement’s view.   101

Ethically, advocates for animals have often deployed deeply humanist paradigms 

retooled to include nonhumans. Extending human rights to include other animals (as in 

the classical animal rights view articulated in Regan’s 1983 The Case for Animal Rights), 

carries with it a set of assumptions about the individual in relationship to the state that 

may not apply to other species. The other classic ethical approach is utilitarianism (as laid 

out in Singer’s 1975 Animal Liberation). This mechanistic calculation of the good, 

however, disavows the affective power on which it depends. That is, in utilitarianism the 

shared feeling that motivates ethics is removed in order to create an apparent indifferent 

and scientific objectivity (see Wolfe 2003, McCance 2013, or Gandhi 2006 for versions 

of this critique).  

The fact is, we live in a close symbiotic relationship with cattle. We exist in a state 

of “a living together, companionship” (OED). Yet, we should be cautious of this term as a 

 Just recently, for example, I spoke to a class of high-schoolers about veganism and I was asked 101

whether I would have lions stop eating gazelles. I took the situated position that I’m a human 
talking to humans and would leave that question up to the lions; but it is nevertheless a legitimate 
inquiry that points to core questions about the tension between valuing general ecosystem health 
versus seeking to end the suffering of individuals, among other things.

!352



designation if by “together” we assume harmony, peacefulness, or true mutuality. Cattle 

have proliferated widely, so from a “selfish gene” perspective, the species has benefited 

from the relationship (Dawkins 1978). Humans, too, were able to explode our population 

with the “agricultural revolution”, but it did not truly benefit us as organisms. Yuvai 

Harari calls the agricultural revolution “history’s biggest fraud,” noting that the 

archeological evidence now suggests that while the agricultural revolution radically 

increased populations, it significantly reduced the wellbeing of human life, produced 

widespread malnutrition, and shortened human lifespans (2015, 79). 

  We cannot conclude that cattle have, or would, consent to the relationship simply 

because they have proliferated reproductively. We also cannot conclude that “they would 

not have existed without us” (Grandin, 2009) and so we therefore have a right to total 

control over them. This, after all, is the same patriarchal logic that would argue that a 

child is the property of the father simply because its existence depended on him.  

The relationship between humans and cattle is one characterized by a radical 

imbalance of power. A case can be made that the domestication relationship is not only 

“domination” but is a type of trans-species “biopower,” in a Foucauldian sense, made 

possible because, as Clair Palmer argues, at the root other animals are “beings that 

react” (Palmer 2001). 

The human/cattle relationship is a particular kind of symbiosis, but it is not a 

generous one. Yes, the animals we enclose are protected. The bolt gun is a swifter death 

than the coyote’s claw, and, at least if all of Grandin’s recommendations are followed, 
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there is little fear before the very last instant before death. Yet, while ensuring 

reproduction and proliferation, our drain on cattle has had negative effects on most 

dimensions of the animal’s subjective wellbeing. It has shortened lifespans, as livestock 

killed for human food are put to death at the point of the greatest point in a cost-benefit 

tradeoff—usually late adolescence—and in most farms, it has disrupted fundamental 

biological processes linked to wellbeing, such as forging and social bonding.  

An outward result of intensive animal agriculture is frequent observable examples 

of animals that develop “stereotypy.” In the behavioral context this refers to “abnormal, 

repetitious, and, apparently meaningless behaviors, such as gnawing, bar biting, and tail 

biting, which may go on for several hours each day” (Novek 2012, 128). These can be 

pacing, licking, over-grooming, rocking, etc., and they are observable in both autistic 

humans and other animals who are stimulation deprived (Grandin 2009, 30). Grandin 

makes clear that stereotypy cannot be a used as a measure of welfare, but it is often 

evidence that either “the animal is suffering now,” or “the animal was suffering sometime 

in the past but isn’t suffering now” (36-37). And she notes, “Wild-caught animals 

stereotype less than animals born and raised in captivity” probably because, unlike many 

captive animals, they “were living in a rich, natural environment when they were young 

and their brains were developing” (38). As Joel Novek notes, “One industry response [to 

stereotypy] has been tail ‘docking,’ cutting off the tails of young piglets without any pain 

killers to reduce injuries. Similar to debeaking in the poultry sector, this further 

victimizes the victims of factory farming” (128). 
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So, the fact of our symbiosis and the gene-proliferation advantages they confer 

can’t be evidence that the relationship is truly mutually beneficial. In the biological 

sciences, there is a term for a harmful symbiosis: parasitism. By one estimate, 50% of all 

animal species are parasitic symbionts (Parcer 2000, 169). It’s easy to see the parasitic 

quality of our relationship with cattle when we consider the vampiric quality of systems 

of extraction, like the role of Fetal Bovine Serum in the production of human health. In a 

very literal way, we extract health and wellbeing from one animal to support our own. 

What we have carried out on the other species might be among the most total of all 

parasitic relationships, as humans co-opted not just the life of the body but the full 

reproductive cycle of the organism. Being the greater benefactors of this parasitism 

doesn’t mean it is a result of our individual or collective agency, or that there aren’t also 

harms to humanity because of this association.  

 The current state of symbiosis is a complex biological integration that is not 

simple to untangle or reorganize. Nevertheless, some change is necessary. Otherwise, the 

current state of climate instability, species extinction, and extreme practices of enclosure 

in CAFOs (factory farms) that are productive of greater amounts of dangerous bacteria, 

not to mention human and nonhuman animal suffering, will all be ongoing.  

Derrida’s nakedness before his cat is one foundational moment for animal studies, 

but, as important as seeing and being-seen is, it lacks the ethical-affective imperative that 

motivates an attention to Otherness. We might do better to think with the moment that 

begins Peter Singer’s emotionally-moving (if philosophically limited) Animal Liberation. 
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In the introduction, Singer and his wife are confronted by the irony of a hostess who can 

say, “I do love animals” at the same time as she eats meat. Singer can’t ignore “the pig 

whose flesh was now in our hostess’s sandwiches” (Singer 1975, ix-x). His foundational 

epiphany was based on his ability to imaginatively resuscitate the flesh into animal again, 

to follow the trace of the sandwich to its animal source. While Singer then works to 

relegate feelings and calculate utility, it is his “precarity” (in Judith Butler’s sense), his 

inability to avoid feeling in the presence of animals, that I find most meaningful as a 

ground for animal studies. Ethical knowledge begins at our coproduction with non-

humans—not just ecologically, economically, and evolutionarily, but also semiotically 

and affectively. Our challenge is to develop practices to undo our normalization as 

autonomous, unitary subjects and so change the role we play in structural violence.  

This requires coming directly at the “code” that I’ve come to believe 

fundamentally perpetuates the system of other-animal exploitation, that is, the sacrificial 

logic whereby another life can be deposed of or held in captivity for human benefit. As 

Derrida puts it, our treatment of animals depends upon a “sacrificial structure” of 

discourse, predicated on “a noncriminal putting to death” (Cadava et al. 1991, 112). 

Derrida describes, “Discourses as original as those of Heidegger and Levinas disrupt, of 

course, a certain traditional humanism. In spite of the differences separating them, they 

nonetheless remain profound humanisms to the extent that they do not sacrifice sacrifice” 

(Ibid., 113). 
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This does not mean we should abandon our responsibility to other animals—

leaving them “out at the curb” so to speak. It doesn’t mean that we must immediately 

exile all species from our “house,” nor does it require self-sacrifice for the benefit of 

other species. Rather, I ask that we carefully reconsider our practices of enclosure, 

killing, intervention in reproduction, etc. and the circumstances that would justify them 

on the basis of a true mutual benefit of all. Our challenge is to open into a practice of care 

for the animal(s) with whom we have always co-emerged 

As useful as Donna Haraway’s work is in thinking through a situated perspective 

on co-emergence, her key later texts on other animal species (2003, 2008) ultimately 

justify a conservative position justifying the exploitive basis of our symbiosis. Haraway 

maintains the sacrificial structure of her discourse as she argues for the legitimacy of a 

large degree of “instrumentality” in our treatment of other animals.  

Zipporah Weisberg has taken Haraway to task for this, arguing that Haraway 

works to “reinforce rather than challenge instrumental domination and the 

institutionalized torture of animals” (2009, 39). Rather than identifying the fundamental 

divide between “critical” and “noncritical” animal studies as one between modernism and 

postmodernism, Weisberg makes an explicit parallel between this divide in animal studies 

and another divide in animal advocacy. She calls the CAS approach the “abolitionist 

position” (22) that seeks to abolish animal exploitation entirely, in contrast with 

Haraway’s “welfare” position that seeks improvements in the conditions of other animals 

without fundamentally changing our relationship with them. For Weisberg, CAS scholars 
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should adopt a position of “total opposition to all forms of systemic animal 

exploitation” (Ibid.).  

Haraway explicitly critiqued the domination paradigm within humanism in her 

first major work on animals, Primate Visions (1989), but took steps backward in her later 

work. As Weisberg summarizes, in Haraway’s early work she argues that “to the 

humanist… the world of the nonhuman is both a cosmic mirror for self-reflection and the 

raw material for self-reproduction” (24). Key to humanism is a position of “humanist 

exceptionalism,” the view that only members of the human species are independent of 

mutual co-production. Furthermore, in Primate Visions, Haraway emphasizes the 

pleasure in violence made possible by this humanism explicitly linking it to “sadism”  102

and takes Harry F. Harlow’s intensely un-empathic experiments on rhesus monkeys as a 

paradigm for this sado-humanism. 

Haraway’s discussions in her later works on animals, Companion Species 

Manifesto (2003) and When Species Meet (2008), while full of deep insights and 

observations, back-step on the above characterization. While still opposing forms of 

humanism, Haraway makes space for the appropriation of animal bodies and lives for 

human purposes. Haraway is clear in saying that her critique of sado-humanism does not 

necessarily stand in opposition to practices such as the slaughter of wild or livestock 

animals, dog breeding, methods of dominance in dog training, and even animal 

experimentation for the satisfaction of human curiosity.  

“Sadism produces the self as a fetish, an endlessly repetitive project. Sadism is a shadow twin 102

to modern humanism” (Haraway 1989, 233) 
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As Weisberg argues, “While suggesting that other animals and humans are 

entangled, co-constituted and so on, Haraway in fact reinforces the anthropocentric logic 

of mastery over nonhuman human others by naturalizing unequal instrumental relations 

between species—that is, relations in which humans are the users and nonhumans are the 

used” (Ibid., 28). At issue for Weisberg is specifically this “instrumentalization” of other 

animals for human ends. In contrast to Haraway, but following Herbert Marcuse, 

Weisberg argues that, “instrumentality is hierarchy, is calculability, is inequality, is 

violation, is unfreedom” (30). 

Haraway’s own attempt to split this difference is in advocating what she calls a 

“sharing of suffering” paradigm for human/other-animal relations (2008, 72). She 

discusses a fictional character, Baba Joseph (created by Nancy Farmer), who studied 

parasites by introducing tsetse flies into the cages of shaved guinea pigs. Rather than 

simply standing by and observing, Baba Joseph allowed himself to be bitten by tsetse 

flies as well so that he could “learn what the guinea pigs are suffering” (69). Haraway 

takes this as a model for a “nonmimetic sharing.” As she explains, “He sustained bites not 

to stand in as experimental object but to understand the rodents’ pain so as to do what he 

could about it, even if that was only to serve as witness to the need for something 

properly called forgiveness even in the most thoroughly justified instances of causing 

suffering” (75).  

Haraway presents an honest struggle to make sense of tangled issues. She comes 

at the issues with self-criticism and even includes a critique from another scholar on her 
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work. Recognizing the contradiction, she writes, “Yes, all the calculations still apply; yes, 

I will defend animal killing for reasons and in detailed material-semiotic conditions that I 

judge tolerable because of a greater good calculation. And no, that is never enough” (87). 

Weisberg describes this as “effectively admit[ing] to, but also rationaliz[ing], what we 

can only call the hypocrisy of her position” (2009, 36). I view Haraway’s honesty as a 

laudable struggle to make sense, and I, too, am not sure I can navigate the rough territory 

in a practical way to offer a new, non-humanist, non-sacrificial approach that would apply 

in all cases. But, it is clear to me that I would like to head in the particular direction that 

is away from killing, away from instrumental use of other animals, and toward mutual 

freedom. I would like to work for the conditions that would allow a mutual and reciprocal 

meeting between species, where neither is ruler, neither master, each irreducibly different, 

brought together in a consensual exchange. 

In fact, Joseph’s “sharing suffering” is primarily an attempt at an absolution of 

guilt. As Haraway quotes, Baba Joseph’s own explanation for his action is, “It’s wicked 

to cause pain, but if I share it, God may forgive me” (2008, 69). Haraway overlooks the 

religious language here, and so obfuscates the theological dimensions at the root of the 

paradigm of her sharing-suffering. This theology is, in my view, an extension of the 

sacrificial logic not a replacement of it. Here, Joseph, in a traditionally Christian mode, 

offers his own body as a sacrifice in absolution for the sin of what he undertakes. His 

hope for redemption is predicated on his willingness to reduce himself to the place of the 

sacrificial animal with respect to the divine.  
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Weisberg, in critique of Haraway's sharing-suffering model, argues, “It would 

simply never occur in reality… none of the scientists involved in the torture of the 

estimated 100 million animals who perish in laboratories each year around the world 

would poison, irradiate or electrocute themselves and so on in false solidarity with their 

victims” (2009, 40). While it’s true that few scientists would undertake these actions, I 

think Weisberg overlooks the plausibility of the sharing-suffering model in the context of 

a strong Christian redemption paradigm, even for secular scientists. 

Haraway’s Joseph does not do anything to aid the guinea pigs or ease their pain. 

His willingness to experience what the guinea pigs experience is limited. In particular, in 

his “sharing” he does not experience the unfreedom the guinea pigs experience when he 

offers his own body as an expression of his free will.  

This is not unlike Temple Grandin’s method for seeing the world from the “Cow’s 

eye view” (2006, 167). As Grandin explains, “The first thing I always do, because you 

can’t solve an animal mystery unless you put yourself in their place—literally in their 

place. You have to go where the animal goes, and do what the animal does”(Ibid.). This is 

nonmimetic in the sense that, like Joseph, Grandin isn’t simply imagining what it would 

be like to be in the other animals place, but is, in a limited way, putting herself in that 

place. However, like Joseph, it is only partially a nonmimetic participation.  

Belgian philosopher Vinciane Despret, while praising Grandin’s identification of 

the special intelligence of other animals and the “antidote” she provides to human 

exceptionalism (2016, 50), calls Grandin’s approach a kind of “oxymoron,” that is, “an 
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empathy without pathos” (49).  More precisely, it is “a technical form of empathy that 

rests not on the sharing of emotions but rather on the creation of a community of visual 

sensitivity” (49).  

Echoing Grandin’s own language of ancient contract, Despret calls her qualified 

empathy a “fabulatory wager” and “a pragmatic gesture”:   

In acting as if she were dealing with beings who, like her, see the world in 
a certain way, have a genius for detail and a talent for perception, she 
happens to get from these beings what constituted the object of the wager: 
better attunement to the intentions of the breeders and of the animals 
(Ibid., 50). 

After all, while Grandin describes her own way of thinking as an autistic person 

as closer to that of other animals, she nevertheless finds acceptable the use and slaughter 

of other animals for human benefit. Similarly, for Haraway’s Joseph, while his 

participation in the guinea pigs’ pain is productive of knowledge—perhaps he can better 

understand his experimental subject—it does not lead him to allow the guinea pigs a taste 

of his experience as a free agent. Importantly, as Weisberg asks, “What is empathy with 

the victims of violence, if it does not lead to action to abolish that violence?”(2009) In all 

likelihood, it is not empathy at all.  

I should also add that the ethical limitation of Haraway’s work in part are linked 

to the fact that dog/human relationships are her primary focus of interest. As argued 

above, no species can stand for all other animals, so thinking in terms of human/

nonhuman-animal difference requires a certain specificity. Humans and dogs do seem to 
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offer a much less-exploitive human/nonhuman-animal relationship, and thinking with 

them offers a way for co-habitation that can be less instrumental and less exploitative. 

Our oldest co-habitation, dogs built cohabitation with humans before the agricultural 

complex developed. Humans and canines may have many more mutual interests that can 

be rebuild for a harmonious “friendship.” However, thinking with dogs as the primary 

other-animal figure makes it easy for Haraway to overlook the grand scale of animal 

exploitation in other areas. 

Judith Halberstam makes a similar point when she argues, “The problem with 

Haraway’s vivid and original rewriting of the evolutionary process from the perspective 

of the dog is that it seems to reinvest in the idea of nature per se and leaves certain myths 

about evolution itself intact.” Specifically, “Haraway herself seems to be invested in the 

‘modern love’ paradigm of seeing animals as either extensions of humans or their moral 

superiors” (2011, 36). That is, as Haraway’s development of the idea of “significant 

otherness” makes clear, there is something like a (heteronormative, monogamous) 

romantic relationship in mind when she celebrates the connections between species. In 

contrast, Halberstam cites Heidi J. Nast’s call for a “critical pet studies” that would call 

into question the celebration of “pet love” as a “superior ethical stance” (2006, 896).  

As I argue in chapter one, this project’s attention to cattle is motivated by their 

enormous presence within human life—their “alpha” position within the bestiary of 

human-situated encounters with difference. Taking cattle as the primary prism through 

which to see our relationship with other animals brings a different set of conditions into 
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view. Living as an infantilized “pet,” as many dogs do, may not be ideal (for them), but it 

is much more pleasant than living as a “unit” of food production within an industrialized 

animal-agriculture system.  

6.4 Release 

The ISKCON community at New Vrindaban brings cattle much closer to the “pet” 

status that many dogs experience. Like dogs in much of the US, cows at New Vrindaban, 

and in many Hindu communities in India, are cared for as if they were part of the family. 

They are included in the “house” not as an object but as a subject. But dogs and protected 

cows are still not given autonomy or freedom. They are not only dependent on us, but 

their dependence is maintained generation after generation with no hope of return to the 

wild. 

The future relationship between species I envision is not the extension of pet-hood 

to a greater sphere. Pets, after all, have been build out of a (sometimes cruel) linkage of 

“dominance and affection”—what Yi-Fu Tuan calls “the warm and superior feeling one 

has toward things that one can care for and patronize” (1984, 5).  

The current state of things is a difficult one to undo. Domestication has 

transformed the bodies and behaviors of captive animals and they may not be capable of 

living well independent of humans anymore. As a result, the release of other species 

requires a complex set of actions that have an alternate form of mutuality as their end. It 

will be a practice of withdrawal, a holding-back not because of self-sacrifice but because 
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of a feeling-with that makes harm-of-other a subset of harm-of-the-self. The goal is not to 

establish the right to freedom (that that might be efficacious within our current political 

systems), nor is it even necessarily the direction of greatest total happiness (because such 

a thing is not so easily calculable); rather, it is a transformation of the self as a reflection 

and microcosm of a transformation of a larger system.  

I suggest that we should work toward a gradual reallocation of our economic 

interests in the perpetuation of animal exploitation. If I could, I would create 

“sanctuaries” for former livestock that would work to help individual animals gradually 

reintegrate with native ecosystems, just as we do with wild animal rescues. If we were to 

end our role in the reproduction of cattle, their population would gradually decline and 

their burden on ecosystems would decrease.  

In this vision, cattle would, to some degree, return to the state of the lost aurochs, 

but, crucially, it would not be with the goal of erasing the trace of their contact with 

humans. The “rewilding” I am envisioning is not the same as project intended to 

“recreate” the aurochs. Such attempts have used a mimetic “back-breeding,” where 

artificial selection of domestic breeds is used to produce an animal that resembles a wild 

ancestor. Efforts of this kind are currently underway. One such project, at a place called 

Ostvaardersplassen, is based in the Netherlands. Run by an ecologist named Frans Vera, 
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Ostvaardersplassen is gradually being populated by descendants of the Heck cattle.  103

Another project known as TaurOs, run by Henri Kerdijk and Ronald Goderie, has 

undertaken a similar back-breeding project but now with a greater understanding of 

genetics and a larger body of archaeological evidence than was available to the Heck 

brothers. The TaurOs breed is expected to be fully formed around 2025 (Kolbert 2012).  

These projects are motivated not by a desire for a reformation of our relationship 

with cattle. Rather they seek a return of a lost ecological harmony, or at least the 

appearance of such, in which the aurochs had a role. These breeds, like the Heck cattle, 

resemble aurochs but cannot be said to be the same as the lost species. They are an icon 

of the aurochs, a symbol that refers to its object through a relationship of resemblance—

what one biologist calls an “aurochs-effigy” (Daniel Foidl 2013). As such, they are living 

memorial to a lost species, perhaps as close we can get to it, but not a realization of this 

return. 

Further, these projects do not challenge the basic anthropocentric logic that kept 

aurochs enclosed in the first place. They are extensions of human designs, not a 

withdrawal of control. I do not suggest we take up projects to mask the “monsters” 

created from the human enclosure of cattle, I view my project as a promotion of the 

!  The Heck breed was the product of the first concerted attempt to return the cow to the form 103
of the aurochs. Began in Germany the 1920 it was subsequently sponsored by Hermann Göring, 
Vice-Chancellor of Germany under Adolf Hitler. The resulting breed, known as the “Heck cattle” 
after the brothers Heinz and Lutz Heck who directed it, was living symbol of a Nazi vision of 
genetic return and the mythic masculine Aryan who was pictured as a hunter, subduer of the wild 
(Fletcher 2014, 97). When the fall of the Nazi regime was imminent, Göring reportedly shot and 
killed all of his own herd—the last hunter exterminating his own fantasy of return to Nature’s 
rightful order. A separate branch of Heck cattle survived in rare-breeds farms and a few German 
zoos. 
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monsters’ freedom. The new wild cattle I picture would not necessarily outwardly 

resemble the aurochs of old. Rather, as refugees of an exploitive system, they would have 

to build a new way of being in the world on their own. They would have to move 

forward, recovering from, and perhaps benefiting from, the time they spent within our 

sphere.  

Entanglement is complicated. No simple program or solution can be valid in all 

circumstances, so one needs to improvise in every moment determining anew their 

forward motion. But the fact of complicated entanglement is not a valid justification for 

accepting things as they are. Empathy of pain calls us to act to change the conditions that 

perpetuate suffering as much as possible. This must be done carefully but it still must be 

done. As Roland Barthes asks himself and answers, “How can the being who has 

captured me, taken me in the net, release me, part the meshes? By delicacy” (Barthes 

1978, 125). 

It has been argued that domesticated species are “not adapted for freedom,” but I 

suspect that this is not generally the case. While centuries of enclosure have shaped them, 

these beings came to be first from millennia of adaptation to a larger sphere of ecological 

relationships, fully independent of us.   

The “mutualism” of cattle to human symbiosis is a complicated one. The key 

point here is simply that we are not alone. This project is built on the hypothesis that 

within human life is always a trace of the nonhuman. In each case study of this 

dissertation, the cow appears as a presence or an absence within human life. They all 
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contribute to make the case that humanness is not a quality produced from isolation. It is 

not enough to seek within to find the “core” of humanity. Rather, it is necessary to see 

that everything inside has a reference outside, that at the core of the human is not only an 

autopoiesis (a self-making) but a sympoiesis (together making). Life is a making of self 

along with otherness. If we are symbiotic with other life, and have been for longer than 

we have been writing histories, we are made into our present form by this “coming 

together” into one process of life.  

In this sense, it is not an exaggeration to say that the cow makes us human, or, at 

least, the cow makes us the human we are. The relationship of human to cattle is part of 

the context in which our global humanity exists. Since I’ve begun looking for it, I find the 

cattle trace everywhere—in every book I read, in many of the materials that surround me, 

in the shape of my society. How might we life differently if more of us saw this to be 

true? 

If we humans have been formed into what we are now by “taking the cow into the 

house,” consider what we would become when those among us open the squeeze machine 

and allow the cow to be free once again. How might this also change us? How would a 

post-livestock human meet the world? How would we see ourselves and the world if we 

left behind the sacrificial as a paradigm for our relationships? What new ways would we 

come to see our collectivity with the world? The answer to these questions is on the 

distant horizon, but I can’t imagine it would be anything other than a positive change.  
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I suggest we conceive of an encounter between species as a meeting of equals, 

“face to face,” even if at a distance. Seen and being seen, touched and being touched, 

encounters between humans and cattle can join for a time into a new “we.” Now, not “we, 

humans” but an interspecies “we who are here.” The dominant one is not always in 

charge in this kind of the relationship. We humans must practice a greater receptivity than 

we are used to. This receptive practice can build on itself, spreading and encouraging 

receptivity among others. As Coles argues, “The more we engage in receptivity accented 

activity and experience, it appears that the resonant capacities of our neuronal system 

may often undergo development and transformations that further enhance our capacities 

for resonant receptivity” (2016, 45).  

What I am calling for is beginning with awareness of our interconnection and 

following to a real form of empathy, a semiotic-material relationship that can be 

cultivated and practiced but is not simply achieved. As Belgian philosopher Vienciane 

Despret argues, this empathy is an attunement, that depends on the availability of bodies 

to one another (albeit often in mediated forms). And rather than dictating a particular 

emotional response or even necessarily a sharing of a given emotion (in sameness) 

empathy is “making the body available for the response of another being.” It is an 

“embodied communication” (Despret 2013b, 70-71). 

The animal within the human self is not the base out of which human 

exceptionalism emerges; the animal is also a broader affinity, a family within which we 

always live, no more different than each human member is from one another. Every other 
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animal with whom we have contact also stays within us in a way something like our 

lovers or our close family stay within us long after they’re gone. They have left their 

marks on us after the parting and the echo of their words, and their touches may continue 

to shape who we are. Among other lives, we move, watching, listening, touching—and 

being seen, being heard, being touched. The tracing of life within life is a dance of sign, 

breath, and motion leading forward to an unknown future together.  

Furthermore, the time of this writing is not an abstract moment of parallel 

encounter but a particular one situated in history of appropriative relationships 

culminating in the unprecedented features that make up the “Anthropocene.” The 

“anthropo” here indicates not our overarching control over the nonhuman (in a cybernetic 

sense, for example) but more accidentally the aggregate of our projects, each driven more 

by our “instincts” than anything purposeful. This age is “anthropic” because of the shear 

volume of our transformative imbrication into ecological systems everywhere. As such, it 

is as much an “age of monsters” as it is an “age of humans.” Monsters are value-neutral

—some of them are tragic, some sublime. They are monstrous because they are hybrid 

things, hybrids especially between human and nonhuman, that push our category-making 

apparatus to its limit. 

Coming to know ourselves in the time of the Anthropocene means coming to a 

place of reconciliation where we decide which human/nonhuman hybrids are reciprocal 

and which are parasitic, destructive to mutual flourishing. I argue in this closing chapter 

that parasitism is the predominant mode of relating humans have to cattle. As such, a 
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rapprochement is called for. While touching is a mode of knowing, it is, by-and-large, 

retreat from the kind of contact we have had that is most called for. Mutual flourishing 

between humans and cattle requires a letting-be that runs up against our appropriative 

rationality. It is therefore an ascetic practice—a doing without.  

If humans and cattle have been like lovers, moving in together under one roof, 

then our affection for each other has been marked by “domestic violence” in the fullest 

sense. We should not take the cow’s dependence on us as a justification for our 

continuing domination. It is time for us to take up a voluntary “protection order,” which 

would pull ourselves out to a respectful distance. We must work for the autonomous 

flourishing of the herd so that they might later approach us by their own volition (or not).   

The alternative to our current state is a giving over of something to make room for 

another. Yi-Fu Tuan, in imagining an alternative to the cruel system of domination over 

“pets,” suggests we need to give space over to the other, whereby “the recipient gains a 

new expanse of life” (1984, 176). This would be “power” not as of control, but “as 

creative attention, or love” (Ibid.). 

I will end with a final, important text that has guided this project: Mary Oliver’s 

poem, “Ghosts” (2017). In it, she calls into life through their memory the “many millions 

of powerful bawling beasts [who] lay down on the earth and died.” While all these 

animals are lost, their traces remain, and so she asserts, “In the book of the earth it is 

written: / nothing can die.” The last section of the poem changes direction, and here is 

where I see an image of the change of perspective necessary for the future to be possible. 
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Rather than the powerful hand of “man” that destroys life or corals it into a house of our 

making, there is, at least in a dream, a vision of a reversal, an inclusion of ourselves into 

the home of the other. She writes,  

Only once, and then in a dream, 
I watched while, secretly 
and with the tenderness of any caring woman, 
a cow gave birth 
to a red calf, tongued him dry and nursed him 
in a warm corner 
of the clear night 
in the fragrant grass 
in the wild domains 
of the prairie spring, and I asked them, 
in my dream I knelt down and asked them 
to make room for me. (Ibid.) 

We need to offer the world of the other animals a release, a space of freedom, and 

this will require a pulling back, not a self-sacrifice but an attention to the needs of the 

other as needs connected to our own. Only then will it be possible that the other will 

“make room for us.” 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