Abstracts

PANEL 1

Peter Sahlins: ‘Civilizing the Wild: Animals at the Court of Louis XIV’

This paper explores the shifting models of animal spectatorship in the first decade of Louis XIV’s reign (the 1660s). The king’s first iteration of French absolutism, inherited from the Renaissance, involved the staging of combats among wild animals (lions, tigers, bears) and ferocious domesticated ones (mastiffs) in a special amphitheatre built on the grounds of the Vincennes palace.  But when Louis XIV assumed personal rule in 1661, he shifted the model away from the savage and wild (if contained) spectacle of blood sports towards the peaceful display of large aquatic and migratory birds at the menagerie in the gardens of Versailles.   I examine this shift from the “wild” to the “civilized” in the context of Louis XIV’s construction of a new model of political rulership commensurate with the new cultural order of the Classical Age. In this context, I seek to understand and reinterpret the meaning of “the wild” within the “civilizing process,” as described originally by Norbert Elias.  Focusing on the choice, display, and treatment of animals at the court of Louis XIV, I will argue how the civilization of the wild formed part of a broader cultural strategy in the making of absolutism and the classical order.

Adam Pérou Hermans: ‘What is Wild?’

One might encounter a red fox hunting in an alpine meadow, a henhouse, or a city street. Are all these foxes wild? What if the fox shows little fear of humans or is out of its natural range? Just as the loss of wilderness is a critical problem that demands our attention, so too is the loss of the "wildness" of wild animals. My paper addresses a preliminary conceptual issue to addressing this problem, namely, what qualifies as wild? Typically, four characteristics are associated with wildness: autonomy, naturalness, wariness, and distance. None of the four is clearly necessary for being wild, as there are circumstances where an animal loses one of the four and is either still wild or, at the very least, a borderline case of wild. Clearly, then, determining how to preserve wildness requires clarifying what qualifies as wildness in the first place. I suggest that wildness is best thought of as a relationship between a human, an 
animal, and an environment.  Where a person encounters an animal, and how much control the person has over the animal and place, jointly determine whether the animal is wild.

PANEL 2

Jamie Lorimer  and Clemens Driessen: ‘Composing wild cows: Project TaurOs and the practices of back-breeding’

This paper examines the practices of 'back-breeding' and 'de-domestication' in wildlife conservation. These are key techniques in the current enthusiasm for rewilding; create nonhuman forms and processes that approximate valued antecedents. The problematic figure of a singular, objective and pure Nature looms large in this field, and in the prevalent vocabularies that might be deployed for critique. In this paper we avoid these familiar but unhelpful tropes and instead present back-breeding as acts of 'multinatural composition' (Latour, 2010): future-orientated, uncertain and contested entanglements which raise important questions about how we might live well with wildlife, without making recourse to Nature. The case study for this paper is Project TaurOs, a contemporary initiative seeking to back-breed a surrogate for the extinct Aurochs, the wild ancestor of all domestic cattle. This is a multinational, multispecies and multidisciplinary endeavour. It involves collaborations between cattle, geneticists, ethologists, artists, conservationists, butchers, archaeologists, landowners and various publics, to name but a few of the forms of expertise enrolled. This paper interrogates the forms and relations emerging from this project and the generative, deliberative practices through which they proceed. It reflects on the lessons that might be learnt for composing wild ecologies in the Anthropocene.

Clemens Driessen and Jamie Lorimer: ‘In search of the wild cow: the bio- and geo-politics of Nazi back-breeding programmes’ 

This paper investigates the character and consequences of the animal 'back-breeding' programmes carried out by Lutz and Heinz Heck - two influential German zoologists who ran Berlin and Munich zoos in the run up to WW2. Partly with close connections to and patronage from the National Socialist elite, the Heck brothers sought to resurrect the wild cow (aurochs) and horse (tarpan) by breeding out the degeneration they associated with domestication. These back-bred animals were released to roam the expanding territory of the Third Reich, and figured in propaganda films and newspaper articles legitimating that expansion. Drawing on archive material this paper situates these back-breeding initiatives within the thought and practice of a connected network of contemporaneous scholars seeking or gaining Nazi patronage for research at the interface of geography-zoology-ethology. Concentrating on the bio- and geopolitical dimensions to this endeavour the paper examines fraught and interwoven understandings of wild nature and territories for the wild. Tracing the legacy of these histories in present day back-breeding and rewilding in nature conservation, the paper reflects on persistent and shifting European attitudes towards the wild.

Greg Garrard: ‘Ferality Tales’

According to biologist E.O. Wilson, ‘The greatest enterprise of the mind has always been and always will be the attempted linkage of the sciences and humanities’ (6), a project he calls ‘consilience’. ‘Ferality Tales’ is inspired by Wilson’s hopes, but seeks to show that the various epistemic frameworks of the disciplines can and should collaborate successfully on more equal terms than he envisages. Ferality, the condition of existing in between domestication and wildness, is an ideal test case for consilient research for three reasons: it is a key point of dispute between environmental ethics and animal rights; it is a subject on which scientific perspectives have changed dramatically in recent years; and it has inspired some superb fictions over the course of the 20th and early 21st centuries. As Derrida’s work has prompted us to question the unitary term ‘animal’, however, the paper chooses to focus on feral dogs specifically. The paper attempts to locate feral dogs by triangulating from animal studies and ecocriticism; ethology and evolutionary ecology; and literary fiction, using the insights (and perhaps lacunae) of each to produce a multi-faceted, interdisciplinary projection of feral dogs.

Sara Asu Schroer: ‘On “middling beings” and ‘beings of the middle’ 

This paper explores the companionship between falcons and non-falcons in the practice of hunting with birds of prey. Once a falcon is flying freely it is ferae naturae and only if a strong enough bond has been established will it return to the human being and his/her dwellings. In this relationship the ‘wildness’ of falcons is acknowledged, yet it is not ‘wildness’ that has to be overcome or contested. Rather it is ‘wildness’ that the human practitioners strive to get close to and to understand on its own terms. The falcon – non-falcon companionship can hardly be grasped so long as we conceptualise ‘the wild’ and ‘the tame’ (or ‘the domesticated’) as opposites. Rather the becoming of falcons and falconers through the practice bears moments of transformation of beings that resist familiar categories. Here the place of the falcon has a peculiar affinity with the ‘between’. Hunting birds are neither fully ‘tamed’ nor are they fully ‘wild’. They are in-between and could as such be described as liminal beings. Yet as Crapanzano suggests the liminal should not be thought of as something in-between two categories but be grasped itself as ontologically distinct. The place of a  falconry bird hence needs to be thought of not as mediating between already established categories, but rather on its own terms as a ‘being of the middle’ rather then a ‘middling being’.

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson: ‘Feral Attraction’

In this paper, which derives from the initial stages of an artwork and the consequent writing of a book chapter for the forthcoming Routledge Handbook of Human-Animal Studies, we explore a particular incident in which a flock of feral sheep, for 30 years resident on a remote mountain in North West Iceland, were finally and with great difficulty herded up in order to conform to the expectations and legal subordination of farmed animals in the country. At the heart of the story is a prevailing and compelling image of a community of domestic animals, which despite climatic inclemency and the seeming impenetrability of this landscape, survived without human care for three decades and indeed showed every sign that they might have continued to live there in perpetuity. As artists we are interested in the animal itself, its representation and transition from a farmed animal to a feral animal and its survival in the wild. In this socially engaged art project we are exploring through mixed media the relationship between the animals and their environment and the impact of the landscape on their survival in shaping their physiology and longevity. In addition we will examine how the context influenced the reading of this controversial and emotive act, both as it was conveyed to the majority of the population, through the press and by those local people who as a part of their lives tolerated and finally excised the rogue herd. Using interviews we conducted with several individuals involved in the roundup, we examine these perspectives, amongst others, to unpack the tensions, contradictions and opportunities in what reflects a broader reappraisal of the ‘proper order’ of our relationship to animals and to environment.

Claire Jean Kim: ‘Imagining “Wild” Species in a Neoliberal Age’ 

The California Fish and Game Commission has been talking about banning the importation of turtles and frogs for food for more than a decade. Armed with scientific studies, environmental and animal activists have pushed for the ban on the grounds that these animals, who sometimes get released or otherwise find their way into the wild, harm native species of frogs and turtles through predation, competition, and disease. The mostly Chinese merchants who import these animals contest these claims.  Through a textual analysis of public hearings held by the California Fish and Game Commission on this issue from 1996 to 2011, this paper examines the specific discourses through which this official state body understands or imagines the state’s “wild” species. Two discourses are in play.  The first discourse imagines “wild” species as tender “natives” of a pristine, fragile system who must be protected against marauding “invaders.”  The second discourse views “wild” species as “resources” to be managed for shared human use and consumption. Rather than seeing these discourses as representing competing or contradictory impulses, one emphasizing the intrinsic value of “wild” species and the other their instrumental value, this paper argues that they are complementary expressions of neoliberal aspirations and anxieties in an increasingly globalized, marketized world.
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