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Animals Are Passing from Our Lives

 

It’s wonderful how I jog

on four honed-down ivory toes

my massive buttocks slipping

like oiled parts with each light step.

I’m to market. I can smell

the sour, grooved block, I can smell

the blade that opens the hole

and the pudgy white fingers

that shake out the intestines

like a hankie. In my dreams

the snouts drool on the marble,

suffering children, suffering flies,

suffering the consumers

who won’t meet their steady eyes

for fear they would see. The boy

who drives me along believes

that any moment I’ll fall

on my side and drum my toes

like a typewriter or squeal

and shit like a new housewife

discovering television,

or that I’ll turn like a beast

cleverly to hook his teeth

with my teeth. No. Not this pig.

—Philip Levine
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1.   Postdomesticity

Our Lives with Animals

Let’s start with sex and blood.

In the shock year 1969, half a million young people celebrated drugs, sex, and rock ’n’roll at Woodstock. Tens of thousands more joined campus protests against the secret bombing of Cambodia. In New York, a police raid on the Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village provoked the first gay protest.

Most Americans responded by shaking their heads in bafflement or disgust and settled for less demonstrative recreations. Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch was in theaters, with its shockingly bloody but viscerally electrifying final shootout—body shots only, as squib technology for squirting blood hadn’t yet developed a capacity for head shots. Also showing were Vilgot Sjoman’s I Am Curious (Yellow), featuring frontal nudity and simulated sexual intercourse, and Paul Mazursky’s comic look at the then-titillating practice of wife swapping, Bob and Carol and Ted and Alice. On Broadway, the musical Hair, which was also known for its full frontal nudity, entered a triumphant second year, and in Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint, the bestseller list shed comical light on the then taboo subject of masturbation.

President Nixon led the older generation in deploring the national wallow in decadence of all kinds: “Drugs, crime, campus revolution … on every hand we find old standards violated, old values discarded, old principles ignored. [This threatens] the fundamental values, the process by which a civilization maintains its continuity.”1

When the century ended three decades later, campus demonstrations were ancient history and Woodstock the fading, fond memory of the middle-aged. The country’s political mood had swung far to the right—almost far enough to remove from office a president more than suspected of hiding the “moral decadence” of 1969 behind his Arkansas folksiness. Crime was down, young people thought more about common stocks than communes, and college bookstores stocked ponderously academic books on queer theory.

Yet even with this backswing of the cultural pendulum, graphic sex and blood were still going strong. Blended together, they guaranteed lucrative sequels for slice-and-dice horror films like Halloween (1978), Nightmare on Elm Street (1984), Candyman (1992), Scream (1996), and I Know What You Did Last Summer (1997). As the years passed, blood gushed more and more freely. The drenching blood that shocked in Carrie (1976) became commonplace and even parodied in the 1998 vampire movie Blade. And 2004 witnessed the extraordinary phenomenon of millions of Christian viewers being drawn to a particularly bloody depiction of their Lord’s passion.

As for graphic sex, triple-X video rentals, soft-core pornography on hotel TVs, and thousands of Web sites devoted to every sort of sexual taste more than compensated for the eviction of peepshows and porn theaters from Times Square. Estimates of the number of Americans habitually visiting pornographic Web sites ran as high as 25 million, with as much as 57 billion dollars being spent on pornography worldwide.

Why did graphic depictions of sex and blood survive the resurgence of “traditional” values in American culture? Why do conservative Republicans, yuppies, and evangelical Christians seem no less inclined toward pornographies of sex and blood than the hippies and radicals whom they so often blame for initiating a decline in national morality? Psychologists, pundits, politicians, and preachers offer so many different answers that it is evident that no one knows for sure. Most likely, the phenomenon is too complex to be explained by any simple equation.

A hitherto unrecognized part of the answer, I would propose, lies in the dawning of a new era in human-animal relations. At first blush, this may seem implausible, if not absurd. In the context of the many other changes in outlook and behavior associated with the attitudes of “domesticity” giving way to those of “postdomesticity,” however, its relevance becomes hard to ignore.

“Domesticity” and “postdomesticity” are key concepts of this book. Both are comparatively straightforward, even though they have never before been identified or defined. “Domesticity” refers to the social, economic, and intellectual characteristics of communities in which most members consider daily contact with domestic animals (other than pets) a normal condition of life: in short, the farming existence of a bygone generation for most Americans, but contemporary reality for most of the developing world. “Postdomesticity” is defined by two characteristics. First, postdomestic people live far away, both physically and psychologically, from the animals that produce the food, fiber, and hides they depend on, and they never witness the births, sexual congress, and slaughter of these animals. Yet they maintain very close relationships with companion animals—pets—often relating to them as if they were human. Second, a postdomestic society emerging from domestic antecedents continues to consume animal products in abundance, but psychologically, its members experience feelings of guilt, shame, and disgust when they think (as seldom as possible) about the industrial processes by which domestic animals are rendered into products and about how those products come to market.

Domestic societies take for granted the killing of animals and experience few moral qualms in consuming animal products. By contrast, postdomestic societies, which include a steadily increasing portion of the U.S. population, an even greater portion of the British population, and significant numbers in Australia and (less so) Europe, are fully immersed in the emotional contradictions inherent in postdomesticity. Meat, leather, and test animals are hard to give up, but details about what goes on behind the scenes to provide these goods and cultural services are revolting. Pets and wildlife evoke deep positive feelings, but domestic animals feeding the consumer market are a morally troubling reality.

Among the unconscious reactions to the changes wrought by the transition to postdomesticity is an increasing fascination with fantasies of sex and blood. To understand this in the American context, we must consider how American relations with animals have changed in the twentieth century. In 1900, some 40 percent of the U.S. population lived on farms. By 1990, the proportion had fallen to 2 percent. The generation that shouldered the burden of World War II, those born between roughly 1900 and 1925, for the most part either grew up on farms or had parents or close relatives who lived on farms. Among immigrant city folk, the parental farming village may have been far away in Europe, but even they grew up seeing live poultry for sale in the neighborhood market and hearing the regular clip-clop of draft horses pulling wagons in the street. Animal-drawn transport flourished in a country that in 1915 still had only 32,000 miles of hard surface roads outside of incorporated towns and cities. Not only had livestock not yet disappeared from urban life, but farm animals were still an integral part of daily existence. Then as now, most children learned the sounds ascribed to domestic animals—“moo-moo,” “baa-baa,” “cock-a-doodle-doo”—even before they learned real verbs and nouns. But back then they also had opportunities to hear those sounds in real life.

As for animal products, in the first half of the century, most people slaughtered their own chickens and hogs, or watched their butcher carve steaks and chops from a fat-sheathed carcass. When Clarence Saunders opened the first supermarket in Memphis in 1917, his Piggly Wiggly did not carry meat. (The up-to-date version of the chain’s smiling Mr. Pig logo is dressed cannibalistically as a butcher.) Not until the second half of the century—after the relaxation of wartime rationing, when large supermarkets sprouted everywhere, getting Americans back in their cars—did meat begin to come prepackaged, with Styrofoam trays and polyethylene film eventually replacing the customary brown butcher paper. Studious cooks may still have known what part of the animal body the words “brisket,” “chuck,” and “sirloin” referred to, but most younger buyers maintained a studied obliviousness toward the gutted, skinless, headless, and hoofless carcasses hanging from hooks in the cold-room and felt no loss when the meatcutters who carved their steaks and ground their hamburger were shifted from behind the counter to somewhere out back.

Door-to-door milk delivery was another commonplace of American domesticity in the first half of the century and one of the last common roles of the horse-drawn wagon. The milkman kept the buyer in touch with an actual dairy to which the empty bottles had to be returned for refilling. Marketers of animal products assumed a general familiarity with real animals. One mid-century hair cream commercial invited skeptical customers to run their hands through a sheep’s wool and feel the natural lanolin that would lend a sheen to the wavy locks of whoever used the product. But by 1969, disposable cardboard cartons on supermarket shelves had long displaced the milkman, and nobody on Madison Avenue was proposing advertising campaigns based on presumed personal contact with a sheep or any other farm animal.

Whatever else might be said of the countercultural youth of 1969, the vast majority of them had grown up entirely removed from the world of domestic animals that their parents had taken for granted in their own childhoods: for them, there was no harnessing of horses, milking of cows, collecting eggs, plucking feathers, or butchering pigs. Some flower children followed their nature-loving consciences by abandoning meat and extolling vegetarianism. A few others bought a goat or two and retreated to communes in New Mexico. But every member of the post–World War II generation, whether hippie or Young Republican, reacted subliminally to the removal of domestic animals from their lives, and in particular to the disappearance of animal slaughter and animal sex from childhood experience.

Postdomestic Fantasies: Sex

Domestic societies around the world have generally had a scornful attitude toward engaging in sexual intercourse with animals,2 but they have also recognized that it happens—and not all that infrequently. At the turn of the twentieth century, when domestic attitudes toward animals were still largely unquestioned and intellectual interest in sexual behavior was shifting from centuries of religious proscription and legal regulation to pseudoscientific study and classification, the pioneering sexologist Havelock Ellis made the following remarks:

Bestiality … is … the sexual perversion of dull, insensitive, and unfastidious persons. It flourishes among primitive peoples and among peasants. It is the vice of the clodhopper, unattractive to women or inapt to court them. Three conditions have favored the extreme prevalence of bestiality: (1) primitive conceptions of life which built up no great barrier between man and the other animals; (2) the extreme familiarity which necessarily exists between the peasant and his beasts, often combined with separation from women; (3) various folk-lore beliefs such as the efficacy of intercourse with animals as a cure for venereal disease, etc.3

Though psychologists working decades later surpassed Ellis in many respects, his observation that sex with animals was of “extreme prevalence” probably reflects a degree of acquaintance with rural situations that was rapidly diminishing in Europe. Other reports support Ellis’s view. Two surveys of the sexual practices of Soviet university students in the 1920s revealed that eight percent of men from peasant backgrounds admitted to having had intercourse with animals and considered it “a fairly natural part of a peasant childhood.”4 Men from village backgrounds in parts of the world still immersed in the mentality of domesticity readily recall certain companions of their adolescence—never themselves, of course—resorting to intercourse with an animal. On being informed that Americans use congress with a sheep as their bestiality cliché, one Turkish informant, who acknowledged that village acquaintances of his youth engaged in intercourse with donkeys, remarked: “A sheep? That’s disgusting!”

Ellis considered the sow the most common sexual companion, but also knew of multiple instances involving mares, cows, donkeys, goats, and sheep. Instances of intercourse with dogs, cats, rabbits, hens, ducks, and geese also showed up occasionally in his research. Though Ellis considered bestiality primarily a male vice, he took note of numerous cases of women seeking gratification with dogs or having sex with dogs or donkeys as an entertainment for men—including in “select circles of Paris,” according to one of his informants.

By contrast with the situation in domestic society, in postdomestic society male intercourse with animals appears to be rare. In this one small area, the rural-urban migration of postdomesticity seems to have fulfilled the age-old wish of sex regulators for an improvement in sexual mores, by separating men and boys from their pigs, sheep, and donkeys.

Yet fantasies of exhibitionistic sex involving women—especially intercourse between women and dogs or women and horses—continue to excite the interest of the postdomestic male, at least so far as one can judge from the abundant animal-sex pornographic sites on the Internet. This shift from actually having sex with animals to luridly fantasizing about it is part and parcel of the general shift from real-world carnality to sexual fantasy that is an integral aspect of the societal movement from domesticity to postdomesticity.

From the perspective of the generation of Havelock Ellis, the prime indicator of this shift has been the revaluation of masturbation, which went from being a dangerous habit subject to the sternest disapproval to being considered, by the 1970s, a harmless or even encouraged practice. Contemporary sex advice often observes that masturbation, the handmaiden of sexual fantasy, has never given anyone a sexually transmitted disease or caused an unwanted pregnancy. Rules and warnings about masturbation, from the biblical condemnation of the sin of Onan and the harsh penalties imposed on priests and monks in medieval penitentials to the moralizing paragraphs contained in early Boy Scout handbooks, culminated in the nineteenth century in pseudoscientific determinations that masturbation, primarily male, caused physical weakness and mental deterioration. Popular and scientific opinion alike identified blindness, idiocy, and death as the woeful consequences of habitual “self-abuse.”

The first generation of Soviet students, who had openly and shamelessly admitted to having sex with animals, agonized over masturbation. “I may guess that the influence of masturbation has been mainly on the memory, which has begun to get noticeably duller,” wrote one. “It sometimes happens when I start to speak that the thought which I had in my mind to say has got lost somewhere.” Another wrote: “When I think about masturbation, my hair stands on end. It rises before me like a gigantic monster clutching me in its claws. As result of ten years of masturbation, I myself have turned from a man into a monster.”5

The transition to postdomesticity contributes to an explanation of both the near disappearance of bestiality in the United States over the first half of the twentieth century and an increasingly benign—even downright positive—attitude toward masturbation in the second half. Moving adolescents off the farm and into the town largely explains the former phenomenon. Boys lost access to farm animals, and the increasing availability of the automobile for dating gained them private access to girlfriends.

The latter phenomenon, with its attendant rise of sexual fantasy, brings us back to Havelock Ellis’s description of sex in the late domestic era:

Among children, both boys and girls, it is common to find that the copulation of animals is a mysteriously fascinating spectacle. It is inevitable that this should be so, for the spectacle is more or less clearly felt to be the revelation of a secret which has been concealed from them. It is, moreover, a secret of which they feel intimate reverberations within themselves, and even in perfectly innocent and ignorant children the sight may produce an obscure sexual excitement. It would seem that this occurs more frequently in girls than in boys…. The coupling of the larger animals is often an impressive and splendid spectacle which is far, indeed, from being obscene, and has commended itself to persons of intellectual distinction [Ellis footnotes here the Countess of Pembroke, Sir Philip Sydney’s sister, whose interest in the mating of her horses his source describes as “very salacious”]; but in young or ill-balanced minds such sights tend to become both prurient and morbid.6

The unspoken assumption of this passage, whether one agrees with all its particulars or not, is that in Ellis’s day and for many preceding centuries, both children and adults commonly witnessed animal copulation. The conditions of domesticity made this more or less inevitable. Not only did children observe what was going on around them—“the birds and the bees” was a euphemism for “the dogs and the horses” (has anyone outside entomological and beekeeping circles ever paid attention to bee sex?)—but they found it, in Ellis’s words, “mysteriously fascinating.”

It is hard to see much aesthetic appeal in the sight of dogs or sheep—or even humans—copulating. When the sight is novel, however, the viscera react. Children stare and become mysteriously fascinated. But then it ends. The show is over, even if the memory remains. It is a drama without visible climax and one that after a few repetitions is hardly worth looking at. Nevertheless, experience of sex acquired in this fashion cements the connection between sex and the real world of carnal contact. Animal mating spectacles literally leave nothing to the imagination. Inured to—and conditioned by—animal sexuality through frequent childhood exposure, therefore, adults in domestic societies experienced sex in later life in an overwhelmingly carnal fashion: a matter of smell, exertion, and tactile sensation carried out more often than not in the dark or with most of one’s clothes on.

With the carnal reality of sexual intercourse the norm, religious moralists and would-be scientific analysts of sexual behavior understandably came to look upon imagined sex as perverse: the product of an unhealthy and fevered mind. Normal people, they decreed, wanted to engage in real sexual acts with real partners. To that end, they either looked for opportunities or took a cold shower. Normal people, the authorities further opined, shunned masturbation and dissuaded their children from indulging in it either by tongue-lashings or physical restraints, not just because it was nonprocreative (the opinion of thinkers like Immanuel Kant) or because it violated biblical law, but even more because of its attendant fantasizing. Blindness, symbolically a loss of the capacity to fantasize, became the popularly imagined penalty for masturbation, and madness the ultimate destination of the perverse mind absorbed with unhealthy sexual imaginings.

Though the fad for written pornography in Georgian and Victorian times testifies to a developing taste for imagined sex, especially among urban, upper-class sophisticates who were more or less removed from rural life, many well-known works took carnal reality and the portrayal of “real life” as erotic touchstones. John Cleland’s notorious Fanny Hill (1749) was not the unsatisfied housewife, oversexed cheerleader, dominatrix, or blackmailed ingenue of late twentieth-century pornography, but a prostitute plying her trade while looking for true love, much in the manner of the more sedate confessional novels then enjoying popularity. The hundreds of acts of fornication described by a Londoner named Walter in the thousands of pages of My Secret Life, published perhaps in the 1870s, are presented with stupefying tedium as real-life experiences. No Internet-style fantasies about deep-space homosexual couplings between Captain Kirk and Mr. Spock for Walter. And The Autobiography of a Flea (1887) was largely devoted to the centuries-old—but always freshly exciting—pastime of uncovering sexual deviation in the Catholic Church, only one of a number of social critiques or problems addressed in nineteenth-century pornography.7 This is not to say that genuine pornographic fantasies designed solely for sexual stimulation—as opposed to sexual instruction manuals, real or fictional diaries, Tantric devotional tracts, and salacious political satires—were never written in situations of domesticity. But it was notably in the final, postdomestic decades of the twentieth century that pornography came into full flower, and the orgiastic and patently unreal fantasies of the Marquis de Sade finally came to be appreciated by intellectuals as the writings of a man with presciently “modern” sensibilities.

Domestic-era fantasy-centered works like De Sade’s do not weigh heavily when stacked up against the staggeringly huge library of fantasy-filled English-language pornography that has appeared in print and electronic form in the past thirty years. The genres into which this library divides—including topics like incest, pedophilia, mind control, science fiction, female domination, and BD/SM (bondage and discipline/sadism and masochism)—seldom evoke the real-life experiences of prostitutes, gigolos, nude dancers, and other actual sex workers.

By hiding the animal sex that in the domestic era was an inescapable component of life, and thereby keeping children “innocent” until their first adolescent encounters with pornographic images, postdomesticity encourages expressions of sexuality that put fantasy in the place of carnal reality. Scarcely do any children in postdomestic society encounter repeated instances of animal copulation. If they do run into a situation at the zoo or happen upon a pair of dogs lustily engaged, their parents are sure to do whatever they can think of to distract them. They certainly do not see animals engaged in sex frequently enough to become inured or bored. Postdomestic families take pains to screen such sights from their children on the assumption that they are revolting, corrupting, or revelatory of something children ought not to know anything about. As a result, the first visual encounters with sexual intercourse for today’s postdomestic children come late, typically in early adolescence. Moreover, they most often come from pictorial fantasies in movies, magazines, or more recently, Internet sites. Sexual fantasy takes priority over real-world carnality, and masturbation takes priority over the actual act as a response activity.

In terms of the social benefits that so greatly concern contemporary moralists, whatever may be gained in terms of childhood innocence by postponing exposure to sex until early adolescence and then channeling it—unintentionally, of course, from the parents’ point of view—through visual fantasies, must be weighed against the fact that postdomestic children do not have the opportunity to become sexually inured or bored before entering adolescence. When the first viscerally powerful exposure to sex occurs at age twelve instead of age six, a hormonally driven desire for more is inevitable, and the world of visual fantasy, whether hard-core pornography or the nudity and simulated sex scenes in R-rated movies, is there to satisfy it. It makes no difference whether one’s upbringing is conservative or liberal. The pattern stems from postdomestic changes in living conditions that have affected virtually all nonrural families. Hence no amount of sermonizing can reverse the trend toward fantasy and away from carnal reality.

Postdomestic Fantasies: Blood

Most humans eat meat when it is available, though most cultures hem in the practice with taboos—no blood, no pork, no beef, no horse, or no dog, for instance. Since meat consumption generally rises with a society’s standard of living, it seems apparent that as a species, humans like meat. It follows, therefore, that prior to our postdomestic age, humans looked at domestic meat animals with a clear and unemotional realization that they were destined to be slaughtered. The Oscar-winning movie Babe (1995), based on Dick King-Smith’s 1983 children’s story,8 hinged on the conceit of an uncommonly bright pig catching on to this simple and horrifying (to the pig) truth. In making this discovery (scarcely present in the novel) the motivating spark of the motion picture, the Australian moviemakers George Miller and Chris Noonan—Australia is a major center of postdomestic thinking—promoted the postdomestic notion that if people could but realize the horror of such animals’ lives, they would make short work of the meat industry. The same sentiment pops to mind regarding hunting, a normal male activity in domestic societies, whenever one hears deer hunters being accused of (or bragging about) “killing Bambi,” a phrase that emerged as postdomestic code decades after the release of Disney’s Bambi in 1942.

Whether the animal being killed is domestic or wild, one’s first exposure to the real-life (real-death?) spectacle, or even to a realistic fantasy rendition, has a powerful visceral effect—as powerful as first witnessing sexual intercourse. On the sexual side of this comparison, there may well be some variation between the genders (boys perhaps being more affected than girls), but it is common knowledge that the first sight of a lot of blood causes many people, both male and female, to faint or feel sick, even when forewarned. It is also well understood that frequent exposure to the sight of blood tends to harden people to the point where they can tolerate it. The same fall-off of visceral stimulation in response to frequent exposure occurs with sex as well. Whether the spectacle is sex or blood, to keep the feeling strong, the details or vividness of the exposure must steadily intensify. This basic principle has driven the plot lines of hundreds of sex and horror movies. The most exuberant orgies and the bloodiest shootouts show up at the end.

In domestic societies, virtually everyone witnesses animal bloodshed and slaughter more or less frequently from childhood onward. In postdomestic societies, they don’t. Even the most unscientific of surveys bears this out. A show of hands in a classroom at the American University of Beirut, in the sophisticated capital of a country still immersed in domesticity, indicated that 90 percent of AUB’s students in 2004 had witnessed animal slaughter, as compared to well under 20 percent at Columbia University in New York City.

People living in domestic societies have for centuries considered it only natural to see hogs and sheep butchered, chickens beheaded, and carcasses hacked by meat cleavers. In the days when warfare consisted of soldiers chopping at one another with swords and axes, can it be doubted that the emotional hardening derived from exposure to animal slaughter helped toughen men for battle? Or that a lifetime of watching animals die fed into the popular enthusiasm for gladiatorial combat, public executions, bear-baiting, and other recreations now regarded as barbaric? When World War II–generation Americans talked about someone running around “like a chicken with its head cut off,” they knew what they were talking about. A couple of centuries earlier, a parallel simile referred to severed heads with jaws still moving as if the deceased still talked. Today’s children understand neither image from firsthand experience.

Postdomestic society hides animal bloodshed just as it hides animal intercourse. Postdomestic urban life is sex- and gore-free—at least as far as animals are concerned. This is part and parcel of the postdomestic contradiction: domestic animals must reproduce and be slaughtered to provide the products the society consumes, but these facts of life must not be witnessed. When cattleman-journalist Michael Pollan sought in 2001 to chronicle the life and death of a calf he had purchased for a story in The New York Times Magazine, the manager of the slaughterhouse for which his steer was destined permitted him to observe every stage of the animal’s conversion into commercial products except for “the stunning, bleeding, and evisceration process.”9

The desire to shelter children from violence and bloodshed is not, of course, solely a postdomestic sentiment. It can occasionally be found in other situations. In his Utopia, the sixteenth-century writer Thomas More imagined an ideal society in which only slaves kill animals because people “do not want their citizens to become hardened to the butchering of animals. For engaging in such activities, they believe, slowly destroys our capacity for compassion, which more than any other sentiment distinguishes human beings from other animals.”10 An echo of More’s concern comes from contemporary India, where despite the vegetarian preference of a large proportion of the population, animal slaughter for meat consumption is common, and everyday close contact between humans and animals marks the society as a whole as a domestic one. In 1998, the Calcutta Telegraph reported the plan of the Calcutta Municipal Commission to force butchers to put curtains in front of their shops. According to Commissioner Asim Barman, the “open display of slaughtered animals looks cruel and affects children…. The sight of chickens being hacked and cut into pieces is gruesome…. As it is done in open marketplaces or on roads, it draws out cruel instincts among children.”11 Despite such scattered humane sentiments, however, only postdomestic societies have populations that are sufficiently removed from regular contact with domestic animals to make possible this understandable desire to shelter children from coarsening experiences.

But would this desire have been so understandable in earlier ages? As predatory animals in a leopard-eat-man environment, the hominid ancestors of homo sapiens benefited from visceral arousal at the sight of flowing blood just as they did from constant readiness for sexual intercourse. Success in the hunt hinged on a lust for killing, at least among males, and the reproductive survival of the group, in the absence of a fixed rutting season, depended upon male sexual arousal in response to sensual stimuli. These two forms of lust may not then have been as visually focused as they later became, but these primordial visceral responses to blood and sex certainly continue to exist in our species. Even today, humans are still animals drawn to the consumption of meat, continuously capable of sexual arousal, and vision oriented. Sex and blood are still turn-ons.

However, though human instincts may have changed little, postdomesticity has brought to an end the previously unavoidable witnessing of animal slaughter by small children. The postdomestic movie The Silence of the Lambs (1991) correctly assumed that American audiences would empathize with the feelings of a heroine who was traumatized as a child by exposure to the slaughter of lambs, as symbolized by the lambs bleating for their mothers. What the screenplay did not consider is the fact that people who in their younger years frequently witness hog butchering or chicken decapitation, and who see these bloody events treated as commonplace by adult role models, eventually come to take them for granted. Repetition, particularly within a cultural pattern in which animal slaughter, like animal sex, is open and normal, dulls the senses. Visceral responses subside. A remnant of what this bygone life was like survives in the annual Miss Navajo Nation competition, where every lovely and well-educated contestant must demonstrate an ability to slaughter and skin a sheep.12

When and how does today’s postdomestic child encounter killing and bloodletting? From wildlife documentaries on television, or perhaps news reports from crime scenes or battlefields. In terms of visceral impact, however, slice-and-dice horror movies trump these snippets of real life. Just as postdomestic sex focuses on media-aided adolescent fantasy, so the blood and gore that children could not help witnessing in the era of domesticity gives way in postdomesticity to fantasies of blood marketed to adolescents. And since fantasies must be ratcheted up to keep the visceral thrills coming, the imagining of sex and blood in movies, photographs, and fiction steadily increases and pushes the ever-receding boundaries of taste.

This does not mean that domestic or earlier “predomestic” cultures—we’ll come to “predomesticity” in the next chapter—knew nothing of the gratuitous violence that marks these movies. Quite the contrary. Some pastoral societies, such as the Central Asian Mongol and Turkic peoples of centuries past, have historically shown a particularly strong propensity to shed blood in the course of conquest. Tamerlane’s fourteenth-century pyramids of skulls seem not to have been a myth. Romans and Aztecs reveled in the sight of blood in mortal combat, the sacking of cities, and ritual sacrifice. And public hangings and decapitations drew enormous crowds in early modern England and France. But in these instances, the bloodshed was all too horribly real. Contemporary engravings and descriptions of these ghastly events do not particularly emphasize the gory details that postdomestic filmmakers lavish attention on. Carnal reality made fantasy unnecessary, since everyone already knew what killing looked like.

Paradoxically, postdomestic societies with high levels of sex-and-blood pornography may exhibit a strong and generalized abhorrence for real-life maiming, killing, and sexual predation—alongside a prurient fascination with real excesses that come to public attention through the press. There is a reciprocal relationship, it seems, between doing and fantasizing. Our contemporary engagement in the latter at the expense of the former derives in substantial part from the deferral into adolescence of the visceral responses to blood and sexual intercourse that are innate in our species. Domestic society, by exposing children to sex and bloodshed, hardens them early and causes them to think of sex and blood in terms of real-life carnality rather than fantasy. Grown to adulthood, they prefer—or at least expect—the real thing, the actual bloodshed and intercourse, and thus respond less strongly to fantasized depictions.

Domestic societies kill domestic and wild animals without guilt and according to what they see as their needs. These needs can include sport and entertainment along with the consumption of flesh and skin. Postdomestic society anguishes over both sorts of killing, but cannot escape the demand for animal products that can be satisfied in no other way. It also anguishes over the suspected but unproven effect on children of blood and killing in movies and on television. As with violent sex acts in pornography, optimists sometimes cite the reciprocal relationship between doing and fantasizing to argue that blood fantasies sate violent urges and prevent them from being acted upon. This contention recalls the post–Civil War American argument that the rugged college sporting events then gaining popularity could satisfy young men’s yen for violence and thereby lessen the likelihood of war. Appropriately, today’s postdomestic attitude toward sports involves less participation and live spectating and more vicarious involvement through the mass media. Professional wrestling, currently a popular staple of cable television, substitutes fantasy violence for the real thing, leaving only meager audiences for the genuine pain and bloodshed of professional boxing. Jesse Ventura and The Rock gain entry into civil society by faking violence; Mike Tyson remains on its margins for actually dishing it out.

Postdomestic Behaviors: Elective Vegetarianism

Whereas the connection of a sea change in human-animal relations to the burgeoning of pornographies of sex and blood is largely subliminal, certain other responses reflect a greater consciousness of changed conditions. Foremost among conscious postdomestic behaviors is elective vegetarianism. Most observant Muslims and Jews do not eat pork because they were brought up not to eat pork in homes that considered this stricture a divine injunction. Many observant Hindus, Jains, and Buddhists do not eat meat (and sometimes eggs and milk products) because they learn as children that these products are forbidden. How they understand this prohibition varies. Some are instructed in the religious doctrine of the transmigration of souls, and conclude that their own soul might be housed in an animal body in its next incarnation. Some subscribe to the doctrine of ahimsa, the prohibition of injury to sentient beings. But many are simply told that the cow is their mother and hence not to be harmed, much less eaten.

Other food taboos in domestic societies are less strongly rooted in religious or ethical precept. The Tuareg tribes of the southern Sahara do not eat eggs or chickens. But don’t ask them why. The Alevi Shi’ite Muslims of Turkey do not eat rabbits, and the Shi’ites of Iran do not eat eels. Americans do not eat horses or dogs. The list of actual taboos is extensive, particularly in comparison with the rarity of religious taboos on eating vegetable products.13

All of these limitations on the consumption of animal flesh or animal products have cultural roots that are considered primordial or else stem from cultural revulsions so general within a particular society that few households violate the accepted norm. They rarely arise as matters of debate, though the nineteenth-century passion for rational explanation did lead to many far-fetched rationales, usually anchoring meat taboos in precocious notions of health awareness or ecological balance among ancient ancestors. The fact of the matter is that people who customarily don’t eat pork don’t eat pork because their tradition tells them not to, not because they worry that undercooking will lead to infection by trichinosis parasites. Modern South Americans who invoke a similar fear of parasitic disease to explain their shunning of llama meat use pseudoscience for the opposite reason, to separate themselves from the “backward” llama-eating tradition of the country people.

The extreme of not consuming meat we call vegetarianism. Refusal to consume any animal products at all is sometimes called by the same name and sometimes labeled “vegan,” a term coined in 1944 when Donald Watson and Elsie Shrigley founded The Vegan Society in England. Whatever the label, there is a world of difference between the cultural meat taboos of domestic societies and postdomestic elective vegetarianism. No Muslim, Jewish, or Hindu household of, say, the eighteenth century can plausibly be imagined encountering the following American dilemma:

After seeing the movie “Babe” at age 9 and realizing the source of what was on her plate, Lauren Pierpoint of Boulder decided to stop eating meat. At age 6, Nathan Kessel of Boston was given a choice by his parents between a vegetarian diet and eating meat regularly; he has been a vegetarian for three years now.

With a finicky toddler who would spit out any type of meat, Heidi Feldman of Norcross, Ga., decided “almost overnight” to put her entire family on a vegetarian diet. School lessons about endangered species combined with a visit to the zoo persuaded 7-year-old Laura Grzenda of Boulder to stop eating meat.

“Every time I put a piece of meat in my mouth, I felt like the animal was talking to me,” Laura, now 12, said. “It was saying ‘Moo, don’t eat me.’” 14

This, in one permutation or another—compassion for meat animals being raised under inhumane conditions; fear of bacterial, antibiotic, or steroid contamination stemming from those conditions; conviction that eating meat is not conducive to health; unwillingness to consume anything with a face—is elective vegetarianism: a conscious choice, usually contrary to family tradition, to avoid some or all meats. It is spreading in our postdomestic society with such phenomenal speed that most restaurants in major metropolitan areas now offer vegetarian entrees that would not have appeared on their menus a decade ago. Yet it is still only a threat on the beefy horizon in states like South Dakota, where a questionnaire administered to fifty adults chosen at random yielded fourteen who had no familiarity at all with the word “vegan.”15

Nevertheless, the production of meat worldwide is also spreading fast because of the truism mentioned earlier—economic development results in people eating more and more meat. In 1998, the United Nations Human Development Report noted that Americans, whether postdomestic or still oriented toward yesterday’s domestic habits, consume an average of 260 pounds of meat per year, compared with 6.5 pounds in the domestic Muslim society of Bangladesh.16 American development economists take this human craving for meat as a given in calculating future agricultural patterns worldwide. Yet more and more Americans find the practice of meat eating—indeed, the very concept—revolting.

Paradoxically, the simultaneous expansion of meat consumption and of elective vegetarianism results from the same aspect of postdomesticity: the push to maximize productivity and minimize the cost to the consumer. By raising and processing animals in ways that seem inhumane and revolting to real and potential vegetarians whose lives are entirely disconnected from animal husbandry, meat producers make eating meat more affordable and thus help to expand the market.

Compared with vegetable products, meat has always been costly, one way or another. The hominid ancestors of homo sapiens were poorly equipped to run down and kill large animals, at least until they invented stone and wooden tools to substitute for the fangs and claws of true carnivores. Just as modern anthropoid apes, the species most closely related to humans, eat mostly vegetation, so did primeval humanity.17 To be sure, the big-game hunters of the Ice Age tundra may have relied overwhelmingly on animal products, as the Inuit of the Arctic do today, but judging from the diets of most peoples who still forage for their sustenance and live entirely on wild products, the Inuits were probably the exception rather than the rule. Even after the emergence of domestic species removed the necessity of tracking a wild animal, risking one’s life killing it, and hauling its carcass back to the family, meat was not truly abundant. The size of herds and flocks determined wealth, and the pastoral nomads who were most heavily involved in raising animals preferred to husband their wealth by concentrating their consumption on milk products and young male offspring, rather than deplete it by excess meat eating.

Since animals, like humans, convert much of the vegetation they eat into energy or waste, and only a comparatively small portion into edible fat and muscle, more useful calories can be produced per acre by planting grain and turning it into flour than by feeding the grain to an animal and eating the animal. Pastoralists, of course, steered their herds into wasteland not under cultivation, and the animals kept around farms and villages normally gained much of their sustenance from straw, inedible field stubble, or garbage.18 On the whole, however, there was seldom enough stubble or garbage to provide meat in abundance. If meat was to be more than a seldom-tasted luxury, traditional patterns of animal husbandry had to be supplemented by hunting, or made more productive by the introduction of scientific methods.

Selective breeding, rapid-weight-gain diets, energy-saving confinement of growing animals, motorized transport to prevent weight loss during long drives to market, improved meat preservation, and most recently, treatment with antibiotics and growth hormones are some of the factors that have enabled food producers to increase the amount of affordable meat available per capita. But these are comparatively recent developments. In the early nineteenth century, most consumers, even in a prosperous, industrializing country like France, seldom ate fresh meat. The innovation of licensing horse butchers in France in 1862 was explicitly intended by the scientific commission that advocated it as a means of providing more meat to the working class by harvesting the bodies of superannuated work horses.19 The largest gains in the efficiency of U.S. meat production, with the corresponding reduction of costs relative to product yield, took place in the second half of the twentieth century, and industrial methods of meat processing continue to be refined every year. Fortunately for postdomestic souls who prefer to keep their feelings of guilt suppressed, these changes have come about more or less invisibly, since rural-urban migration has denuded the agricultural landscape of witnesses.

Nevertheless, exposés of unappealing practices in the meat industry date from The Jungle (1906), Upton Sinclair’s sensational novel about the Chicago stockyards.20 More recently, numerous writers have described the poultry, pork, and beef industries in graphic and sometimes stomach-turning detail.21 For the most part, however, the meat-consuming public turns a selectively deaf ear to these descriptions. Meat comes to the consumer in a paper-wrapped burger or in familiar cuts laid out on Styrofoam trays covered with transparent polyethylene film. And that is the way the consumer wants it: as far removed as possible from the realities of fattening, killing, and dismemberment.

Thus the “improvements” in animal husbandry that encourage predictions of ever-greater meat consumption worldwide are the same processes that provoke revulsion against meat eating among American children. How this paradox will ultimately be resolved is one of the mysteries of postdomesticity.

Postdomestic Behaviors: Hunting and Blood Sports

Watching animals fight one another has riveted the attention of humans since predomestic times. Ancient images of animals in combat amply attest to this fascination. Indeed, it is possible that the wild jungle fowl of southeastern Asia evolved into the domestic chicken more because humans enjoyed cock fighting, which subsequently spread worldwide, than because they needed meat and eggs. Hunting, whether for food, defense of home and family, or just the thrill of the chase, is at least as ancient. On the surface, the fate of these primal fascinations in the postdomestic era is obvious: Down with hunting, fur trapping, and bullfighting! Underneath, the changes in attitude are more subtle.

Take animals fighting: As an artistic motif and as combat in the flesh, animal combat is known in almost every society, with a large variety of animals: cocks, bulls, camels, dogs, quail, insects, and fish combat members of the same species; dogs fought rats, bears, and bulls in Georgian England; carnivores hunted humans and other animals in the Roman arena; and humans have confronted bulls from Minoan times in the thirteenth century B.C.E. down to present-day Spain and Latin America.

The postdomestic mentality takes an extremely dim view of all of these contests, though they have proved hard to stamp out. Yet few aspects of animal behavior attract more viewers to nature documentaries than scenes of animals hunting and killing other animals, or male animals in rut “butting heads” or “locking horns”—notice how vivid these phrases are. Postdomestic society wants to abolish the staged spectacle of animals killing or fighting other animals, just as it wants to hide domestic animal copulation and slaughter—but animal killing continues to fascinate on the screen or the tube.

With hunting, the contradiction is more stark. People who oppose hunting at the same time consume the flesh and wear the hide of slaughtered animals. They often conceive of the animals killed or maimed in hunting and blood sports as innocents, even when those species are themselves carnivores that naturally prey upon other species. Since they live in the wild, and nature’s food chain requires that some animals eat other animals, a fox killing a pheasant gets placed in a separate conceptual category from a farmer killing a chicken. Hunters might contend that hominid predation has for a million years been as much a part of nature as have lions gobbling up the old, young, and slow members of grazing herds. However, since people immersed in postdomesticity do not generally believe that anyone in the modern world needs to kill or trap game for livelihood or personal sustenance, the killing of wild beasts (except for vermin and, in some minds, birds and fish) seems worse than unnecessary. It is wanton, excessive, cruel, vicious, and primitive.

The postdomestic conscience thus accords animals in the wild a right to life—a life preferably undisturbed in their natural state. However, the very expression of such an idea betrays feelings of guilt about those species whose usefulness to human beings strips them of an equivalent right. There are many ways of rationalizing this guilt. Some argue that humans created domestic species and therefore have a right of disposal over them. Other defenders of the double standard for wild and domestic beasts maintain that domestic animals are property, with the implication of a similar right of disposal. Comparison with the long-discredited arguments giving a slaveowner the right to take the life of a slave indicates the philosophical problem here.

Still others contend that humans have so transformed domestic species and bred out of them the characteristics needed for survival in the wild that their only remaining claim to life is to provide products for humans. Yet populations of domestic animals living in the wild—the proper term is “feral animals”—abound in many parts of the world and include every domestic species: horses, donkeys, pigs, goats, dogs, cats, camels, cattle, and so forth. Pigeons are domestic animals run wild, and despite their domestic penchant for hanging around humans, they don’t seem to have much trouble surviving. None of these rationalizations has proved sufficient to expunge the sense of guilt that comes from society’s passive acceptance of the slaughter of domestic animals. Proclaiming the urgent necessity of saving Bambi from the deer hunter is the least a postdomestic person can do to salve a conscience subliminally disturbed by last night’s veal scaloppini.

As one would expect, this awkwardness about killing shows up in the world of visual representation as well. From the 1930s to the early 1950s, at the tail end of the domestic era in the United States, big-game hunting and lion-taming movies by the likes of Clyde Beatty (King of Jungleland, 1936) and Frank Buck (Jacare, 1942) enjoyed great popularity. Postdomestic sensitivities have kept reruns of these films to a minimum in recent years, however. Today’s audiences are uncomfortable with portrayals of wild mammals—note the stress on mammals—as dangerous to humans. In the King Kong of 1933, the heroine, played by Fay Wray, hates the giant ape who abducts her. In the big-budget 1976 remake, Jessica Lange, in her screen debut, tries to save King Kong and weeps over his broken body. Reluctant to present the hunting of mammals as acceptable or to cast wild carnivores as villains, filmmakers have cast less closely related vertebrates—birds, snakes, alligators, dinosaurs, sharks—as frightening animal adversaries, hoping as they do so that audiences will be willing to accept screenplays that locate a malign intelligence in the often peanut-sized brains of these menaces.

An even better postdomestic solution has been to find animal danger in an entirely different zoological class. Them! (1954) initiated this trend by infesting New Mexico with ants mutated into giants by nuclear bomb testing. The ants weren’t intelligent, but the movie’s posters, unlike the film itself, showed them with a decidedly murderous gaze in their humanoid eyeballs. The apotheosis of this genre is arguably 1979’s Alien. No viewer could possibly object to frightened, endangered humans trying to kill huge, maybe intelligent, insectlike monsters from outer space that planted their larvae in human hosts who subsequently suffered ghastly deaths when the infant monsters burst through their abdomens. After successful sequels in 1986, 1992, and 1997, enthusiasts thrilled to learn of a 2004 showdown, already available in comic books, between the Aliens, the perfect carnivores, and the Predators, the perfect extraterrestrial hunters who debuted in the film of that name in 1987. Paul Verhoeven’s Starship Troopers (1997) and Men in Black (1997), starring Tommie Lee Jones and Will Smith, legitimated insects as targets of human violence by making jokes likening intelligent but murderous insects from other planets to cockroaches. Given the proliferation of postdomestic anxieties, we are likely to see many more films about monstrous insects before another one is made about a man-eating tiger. Silly though they may seem, they feed on one of the deepest of inherited human fears: the fear of being eaten alive.

Postdomestic Science

The famous notion of “paradigm shifts” elaborated by Thomas Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) has been applied, borrowed, or critiqued countless times. Simply put, Kuhn maintained that certain sets of scientific ideas, such as Newtonian physics or the Ptolemaic earth-centered universe, constituted “normal science” in their day. They answered most of the questions people had about the world, but the limitations of their own incomplete representations of nature also put limits on the range of questions that could be entertained. Over time, the buildup of questions that could not be answered within the paradigm gave rise to a period of new and multifaceted conjecture and observation, culminating in a shift to a new paradigm: a new model of “normal science.” In some respects, the transition from domesticity to postdomesticity resembles the sort of paradigm shift Kuhn had in mind. People think about human-animal relations now in ways that were literally unthinkable two hundred years ago, and the postdomestic mentality finds ridiculous many things accepted as self-evident truths in the bygone domestic era, such as the idea that animals have no feelings. But there is no reason to try to force Kuhn’s notions yet again into a historical change that is not fundamentally scientific. Postdomesticity has radically altered the scale of values by which scientific research is popularly appraised, but it has not produced a fundamentally different scientific model.

Beyond creating a greater sensitivity about the humane treatment of animal subjects, postdomestic value changes do not govern the way scientists conduct their research. But they have affected public reception of research results. Systematic if not truly scientific research on domestic animals as species dates to the second half of the eighteenth century, when an English farmer named Robert Bakewell developed the New Leicester breed of comparatively fat sheep by “in-and-in” breeding. The practice involved restricting reproduction that had previously taken place on a free-range basis and selectively mating animals with desired traits, including sires with their own female offspring. Once the trait of excessive fat was established, Bakewell rented his rams to other farmers so they could benefit from the “improved” breed. Bakewell’s sheep, and his similarly “improved” breed of longhorn cattle, lost popularity after his death, when gustatory tastes shifted to leaner meat. However, a shorthorn cattle breed developed by his apprentice Charles Colling benefited from this change in tastes, and many other breeders took up selective mating.

“Improvement” of domestic animals—that is to say, intensification of some trait desired by consumers of animal products—has continued to the present day to be a primary goal, along with the treatment of disease, of domestic animal science. But where scientists who could increase egg or milk production or make meat animals grow fatter quicker enjoyed public approval through the first half of the twentieth century, further developments along these lines in postdomestic society have met with vociferous criticism. Feeding techniques that fatten cattle quickly and help lower meat prices evoke complaints that the beef has an inferior flavor. Antibiotics added to the feed to ensure animal health and hormones added to speed fattening excite fears of transmission to consumers. Spatial and organizational schemes designed to limit animal movement and reduce wastage of calories (for example, the infamous “veal-fattening pen”) appear to critics to be cruel and inhumane. DNA manipulation (“frankenfoods”) inspires diffuse fears and categorical rejection. The underlying rationale of the science hasn’t changed, but what was once seen as a public good now seems fraught with liabilities.

Schemes for transferring domestic livestock into new habitats have encountered a similar shift in the evaluation of scientific research. From the days of Columbus onward, explorers and colonists made it a practice of bringing European farm animals with them. These imports commonly decimated local fauna by eating their eggs and young or by competing for grazing room, and they permanently altered the lifestyles of hundreds of non-European peoples.22 Secure in their domestic mentality and its core principle that the exploitation of domestic animals takes priority over any concern with wild animals, Europeans saw nothing wrong in what they were doing. In the nineteenth century, they embraced the transplantation of species as a progressive scientific enterprise. In the France of Napoleon III, for example, the Bulletin de la Société Impériale Zoologique d’Acclimatation reported on scores of schemes for introducing llamas to the Pyrenees, yaks to France, and camels to Brazil. Most of them never came to pass, but people enjoyed reading about such scientific enterprises, and showed little or no concern for the possible effect on native wild fauna.

To today’s postdomestic eye, tampering with the faunal diversity of a region looks suspicious. Postdomestic historians vividly recount the worst experiences of centuries past, from the eradication of much of the native wildlife of Hawaii by dogs, pigs, and other European domesticates, to the rabbit infestation of Australia, which began when a single rancher introduced bunnies onto his property in 1859. The domestic animals that were once released into the wild without a second thought, such as the starlings set free in New York’s Central Park as part of a campaign to introduce into the United States every bird mentioned by Shakespeare, now raise anguishing questions. Should the feral mustangs and wild burros of the American West be preserved as part of the natural ecology, or should they be eradicated or thinned out to improve living conditions for pronghorn and other indigenous species? Should the feral camels of Australia, the end product of the deliberate introduction of camels for laboring purposes in 1860, be classified as vermin and shot because of their habit of walking through rabbit-proof fences while they graze, or should they be valued as a picturesque feature of the outback?23 Whatever eventually becomes of such transplants, the current postdomestic mood looks dimly on what was considered a valid avenue of scientific experiment a century and a half ago.

Counterbalancing the declining appreciation of scientific research on improving domestic animals and transplanting them to new habitats has been a meteoric increase in popular enthusiasm for nonlethal scientific observation of wild animal species. European naturalists performed prodigious acts of collection and classification toward the end of the domestic era. John James Audubon, Charles Darwin, and Alfred Russell Wallace thought nothing of killing a woodpecker, fox, or bird of paradise and having it skinned and stuffed for display. A field researcher today can still collect insects in this way, but the preferred technique is patient and detailed observation of species in the wild. The popular appetite for such studies, which in Victorian times would have resulted in a learned paper being read before a scientific society, seems boundless, particularly when the findings touch on possible links with humans.

From 1970 on, field observations of chimpanzees by Jane Goodall, followed by the work of other primatologists, have headed the list of popular accounts;24 but Edward O. Wilson demonstrated that even the study of ants could lead to conclusions pertaining to humans as a social species when he published Sociobiology: The New Synthesis in 1975.25 In 1973, at the dawning of the postdomestic era, Konrad Lorenz, Karl von Frisch, and Nikolaas Tinbergen put ethology, the zoological study of animal behavior, on the scientific map by winning the Nobel Prize. But their prizewinning studies conducted in earlier decades did not gain them a wide popular following. The contemporary cachet accorded to studies of animals in the wild stems directly from postdomestic changes in the popular appreciation of animal science.

Postdomestic Symbolism

The waning of direct contact with productive domestic animals has been accompanied by a powerful desire to humanize animals of all sorts, including farm animals. From the turn of the twentieth century though the 1950s, the children and grandchildren of people who had exchanged life on the farm for life in town incorporated humanized farm animals into romantic visions of a bucolic past with which they had physically lost touch. The Walt Disney creations most closely connected with farm life, Clarabelle Cow and Horace Horsecollar, date to 1928 and 1929, respectively, which makes them just about as old as Mickey Mouse. However, they virtually disappeared from the silver screen after 1942, while Mickey continued to flourish, becoming more human in dress and manner with every passing year. In fiction, Beatrix Potter created and drew many little animals dressed in human clothes in the several dozen books she authored between The Tale of Peter Rabbit in 1900 and The Tale of Little Pig Robinson in 1930, but the story that overshadows all the rest is Peter’s terrifying encounter with mean Farmer McGregor.

As the post-farm generation aged, humanized wild animals gradually shouldered farm animals off the stage. Disney released Bambi in 1942 and gave the chipmunks Chip and Dale to the world one year later. The latter flourished through the mid-1950s, when Clarabelle Cow and Horace Horsecollar were well into retirement. Warner Brothers handled the transition skillfully, if unconsciously. The studio’s 1935 release I Haven’t Got a Hat featured several fresh animal characters, some of them derived domestic-style from paired food items—“Ham and Ex” and “Porky and Beans.” The only successful newcomer was Porky Pig, who is clearly based on a farm animal and not on wild swine. He starred in seventeen cartoons in 1936, half the time with Beans the Cat. The next year brought sixteen more, all without Beans. In one of his solo cartoons, Porky’s Duck Hunt, the humanized pig went hunting for Daffy Duck, an animal with wild coloration, in contrast to the white domestic coloration of Donald Duck, a Disney creation that debuted in 1934. Bugs Bunny, again a wild animal with wild coloration, came to the screen in 1938 in Porky’s Hare Hunt.

The most successful transition from domestic to wild animals took place in 1949, with the first Wile E. Coyote–Road Runner cartoon by Chuck Jones. Like the “wild” animals Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny, they did not wear clothes; unlike them they did not talk, though they could read signs (and the coyote could produce them at will). Wile E.’s Sisyphean efforts to catch and eat the innocent but smart-alecky roadrunner in thirty-nine cartoons made through 1966 became a metaphor for human hope and frustration that outlived its farm-based predecessors.

By the time American postdomesticity reached full flower in the 1970s, the animated animal cartoon had begun its plunge into decadence and sterility. Not until 1991 and the television debut of Ren and Stimpy, the crazed Chihuahua and moronic cat created by John Kricfalusi, did truly postdomestic cartoon animals reach the screen. Their humanization was so complete that it was difficult to tell what species of animal they were, and their antics strayed as far from the middle-class behavior of Mickey and his friends as taste would allow—and for conservative viewers a bit beyond.

Nevertheless, the heyday of the cartoon animals that had helped bridge the migration from farm life to city life was over. The cinematic future of humanized animals, whether drawn, acted, or filmed in the flesh, lay either in comedies anchored on the conceit that animals can talk and perceive things exactly as humans do—Antz (1998), Dr. Doolittle (2001), and Dogs and Cats (2001)—or in stories that directly engaged postdomestic anxieties. In Escape from the Planet of the Apes (1971), intelligent chimpanzees debate the ethics of animal experimentation with their human captors, a subject that was absent from the first film in the series, in 1968. In addition to Babe (1995), Chicken Run (2000) features claymation hens who plot their escape from a poultry farm designed like a Nazi prison camp, and Finding Nemo (2003) focuses on aquarium fish who live in terror of a little girl whose finny pets inevitably go belly-up.

Specific release dates make tracing the history of animals in cartoons and movies easy. Other manifestations of postdomestic animal symbolism are harder to pinpoint chronologically. Take atavistic longing for farm life: when did nonfarming people with homes on rural roads adopt the practice of putting life-size, naturalistically painted, plastic farm animals in their front yards? Or take substituting an animal for Jesus at Christmas: when did the simple outline of a reindeer in lights become a Christmas lawn decoration symbolizing the whole team drawing Santa’s sleigh?

In some instances, such as Beat Seeberger-Quin’s project to display 800 large fiberglass cows, bizarrely painted by local artists, on the streets of Zürich in 1998, which was imitated with great success in “cow parades” in Chicago (1999) and New York (2000), the meaning of the animal symbolism is almost impenetrable. As New York Times reporter John Kifner wrote: “In Chicago, more than 10 million people saw the exhibition, called CowParade, generating more than $500 million in tourist revenue. Of course, Chicago, of stockyards fame, has a long connection with cattle. New York’s relationship with cows is more tenuous, particularly since the recent shrinkage of the bull market.”26

I believe that any person brought up in domesticity with no previous exposure to postdomestic peculiarities, if miraculously translated across time and space to New York for a viewing of its “cow parade,” would be completely baffled. The statues were fun to look at, but they were utterly devoid of meaning. Nothing remained to connect the gaudy beasts with the culture of cattle utilization that may just barely have retained some resonance in Zürich and Chicago. The conjectural time traveler would have been as amazed as was the erudite, British-educated Pakistani scholar who once expressed to me his complete bewilderment, tinged with disgust, at the gratitude toward a pet dog expressed by an American scholar in the introduction to a scholarly monograph. For people who live within the postdomestic worldview, it is hard to grasp how odd many contemporary attitudes toward animals seem from a domestic perspective.

Postdomestic Philosophy and Religion

Intellectually inclined readers might object to my beginning this chapter with sex and violence and leaving the animal rights movement to the end. However, my purpose has been to show that postdomestic attitudes affect everyone in this country, and in a few other countries as well. Though most Americans (myself included) are not vegetarians, everyone is aware of the growth of vegetarianism. Though many Americans hunt, everyone is aware of the outcry against hunting. And everyone goes to the movies, where pornographies of sex and blood fascinate the youth audience, and stories directed specifically at children contain the most eloquent expositions of postdomestic concern.

By comparison, espousal of animal rights has not yet permeated the United States as deeply as it has Britain, and its philosophical and religious complexities do not attract most nonacademic readers. Australian-born Peter Singer, an Oxford (and now Princeton) philosophy professor, revealed the world of postdomestic moral anxieties for the American intellectual public with his 1973 review of Animals, Men, and Morals: An Enquiry into the Maltreatment of Non-humans (1972) in The New York Review of Books.27 The book itself had much less effect. Nevertheless, the books that followed over the next few years showed a movement already in full swing in Britain. Singer’s own book Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for Our Treatment of Animals appeared in 1975.28 By 1985, when he again addressed human-animal relations in The New York Review, he commented on ten recent books dealing with everything from animals as victims in experimentation to antibiotics and hormones in the meat industry to animal rights and environmentalism. Singer pursued his scrutiny of the ethics of experimenting on animals in a review of two further books in 1989, brought out a revised and updated version of his own book a year later, and reviewed five more books on animal rights, the cattle industry, and animal husbandry and the environment in 1992.

Though the positions advocated in these works were passionately held, both for and against animal rights, the debate that Singer’s writings summarized was intellectually elevated and for the most part deeply informed. It also tapped philosophical roots that had previously been largely ignored. In evaluating animal exploitation, Singer himself followed utilitarian principles that harked back to Jeremy Bentham. In 1781, Bentham wrote:

Other animals, which, on account of their interests having been neglected by the insensibility of the ancient jurists, stand degraded into the class of things…. The day has been, I grieve it to say in many places it is not yet past, in which the greater part of the species, under the denomination of slaves, have been treated … upon the same footing as … animals are still. The day may come, when the rest of the animal creation may acquire those rights which never could have been withholden from them but by the hand of tyranny. The French have already discovered that the blackness of skin is no reason why a human being should be abandoned without redress to the caprice of a tormentor. It may come one day to be recognized, that the number of legs, the villosity of the skin, or the termination of the os sacrum, are reasons equally insufficient for abandoning a sensitive being to the same fate. What else is it that should trace the insuperable line? Is it the faculty of reason, or perhaps, the faculty for discourse? … the question is not, Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can they suffer? 29

Arguing that animals above a certain level of neurological complexity share with humans a capacity for suffering, Singer followed Bentham and maintained that their suffering should be considered in any moral calculus of the benefits and drawbacks of experiments on animals and other painful impositions. On his right, philosophers including Michael Leahy of England’s University of Kent defended the traditional deep divide between humanity and animality.30 On his left, Tom Regan of the University of North Carolina, Keith Tester of the University of Portsmouth in England, and others took more absolutist positions in favor of animal rights. In Animals and Society: The Humanity of Animal Rights (1991),31 Tester outlined six moral desiderata:

1. Animals should have complete freedom from human interference, with total separation from pets, wild animals, [and] farm animals.

2. It is unequivocal—no … slippage is possible on any site of human-animal relations.

3. Vegetarianism is essential.

4. It is asserted as a natural right. Animals are individuals with feelings; freedom is a natural need; they can suffer and their ability to suffer stems from their nature.

5. The expression of rights for animals is concerned with what it is to be properly human and implies the moral turpitude of disbelievers.

6. Believers are morally obliged to further the cause of animal rights; it is their responsibility as humans.32

Theologians entered into the debate with a special concern for finding bases for animal rights in Christian and Jewish writings.33 This proved to be a daunting task, given the degree to which the worldview of domesticity was rooted in scripture. Jesus and his disciples were not vegetarians, and the temple rituals described in great detail in the Torah put animal sacrifice front and center.

As compelling and passionate as the philosophical and theological debate became for intellectuals, the animal rights movement also attracted activists, though in rather limited numbers. Animal liberation seemed to some like a worthy, if fuzzily conceived, successor to black liberation, women’s liberation, and gay liberation. To many others it resonated more with the abortion debate but seemed more black and white. An animal destined for slaughter, after all, was as defenseless as a fetus, and no one could claim that preventing its slaughter would infringe or usurp a woman’s or anyone else’s right of choice—except at the dinner table.

In the background of the animal rights debate stood the meat industry: the great killer, the ultimate agent of human exploitation of animals. Outcries against the meat industry may not formally call upon the philosophical premises of animal liberation, but they are part of the movement nevertheless. Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle is now remembered more for its description of filth and disgusting ingredients in the Chicago meatpacking industry than for its primary purpose: the exposure of unfair labor practices. Today, hundreds of journalists want to be Upton Sinclair. Newspaper and magazine broadsides regularly strafe the meat industry with exposés: stinking lagoons of pig manure, unsafe hormones and antibiotics in cattle feed, mutilation of chicken beaks to facilitate growth in overcrowded conditions, encroachment on the Amazon rainforest for the sake of grazing cattle, unnecessary killing of whales and porpoises, and so forth. Researchers in the cosmetic and pharmaceutical industries and in university biology laboratories endure their own salvos.

The outcry resonates so profoundly with deep moral feelings that it has even seeped into comic books. Dark Horse Comics published the third installment of the graphic novel Give Me Liberty: An American Dream by Frank Miller and Dave Gibbons in 1990. The story, set in the year 2011, opens with a brief news report: “Congress approves a health enforcement crackdown on illegal ‘beefeasys’ [picture of a wary eye peeping through a keyhole as a fist knocks on a featureless door] … while the outlaw Fat Boy Burgers Corporation warns that protest suicides by beef addicts will continue [picture of a man in a Fat Boy sweatshirt frying on the electrified fence surrounding the White House, a “Protein Power” placard by his side].” The American armed forces go to war to protect the Amazon rainforest against Fat Boy Burgers and face the fiendish enemy tactic of suicide cattle girdled with belts of dynamite.

Consciousness of animal rights may not yet pervade the mainstream of American life, but it is flourishing in the less frequented byways. Consider the Web site of the book Eternal Treblinka: Our Treatment of Animals and the Holocaust (2002) by Charles Patterson. The author’s apologia is an eloquent statement of conversion to postdomestic sensibility:

My awareness of the scope of our society’s exploitation and slaughter of animals has been a more recent development. I grew up and spent most of my adult life oblivious to the extent to which our society is built on institutionalized violence against animals. For a long time it never occurred to me to challenge or even question the practice or the attitude behind it. The late AIDS and animal activist Steven Simmons described the attitude: “Animals are innocent casualties of the world view that asserts that some lives are more valuable than others, that the powerful are entitled to exploit the powerless, and that the weak must be sacrificed for the greater good.” Once I realized this was the same attitude behind the Holocaust, I began to see the connections that are the subject of this book.34

Much of the book recounts, from an animal rights point of view, the main features of animal exploitation under conditions of domesticity. Following Bentham, it represents the domestic presumption of an unbridgeable gulf between humans and animals as nothing less than a license to enslave, torture, and kill. But Patterson’s argument goes further. The Web site’s summary of chapter 5, “Killing Centers in America and Germany,” illustrates its far-reaching ambitions:

The chapter describes features which American and German killing centers have in common, whether they be a slaughterhouse or death camp. Similar features include: making the operation as speedy and efficient as possible; streamlining the final part of the operation (chute/funnel/tube) which takes the victims to their deaths; processing the old, sick, and injured; and coping with the problem of killing young victims. The chapter also discusses the role of animals in the German camps (Auschwitz had its own slaughterhouse and butcher shop; Treblinka had a “zoo”) and Hitler’s relationship to animals.

The final part of the chapter looks at Nazi letters and diary entries which reveal that eating meat and hunting animals were the chief rewards granted to German death camp personnel. The letters of SS-Obersturmführer Karl Kretschmer, leader of a Sonderkommando killing squad, to his wife show that eating well was the most satisfactory part of his job. Entries from the diary of Dr. Johannes Paul Kremer, an SS doctor at Auschwitz, praise the meals at the SS officers’ mess and the wealth of human body parts available for his medical experiments. The chapter closes with a discussion of “humane slaughter”—the need of the killers to find ever more efficient and less stressful ways to conduct their operations.

Patterson portrays animal eating and genocide as part and parcel of the same horror. Vegetarianism is not just a postdomestic preference here; it is an obligation on every person who wants to escape the guilt of the Holocaust, which our society accepts as the most terrible manifestation of inhumanity ever imagined.

Provided by the site is a list of 180 organizations that “have expressed support for the idea of the book.” Whether this “support” includes the equation between killing animals and killing Jews is unclear. The list includes branches of well-known groups like the Animal Defense League, the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, and People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, along with many less familiar bodies, such as Animal Commandos (Mesa, Ariz.), Bunny Huggers Gazette (Temple, Tex.), Feminists for Animal Rights (Amherst, Mass.), Heartland Vegetarians (Hoffman Estates, Ill.), and Vegan Resistance for Liberation (Concordville, Penn.).

Animal liberation advocates in Britain lead the world in taking direct action to achieve their goals. One news report from August 30, 2000, reported the following:

“Animal liberation is a fierce struggle that demands total commitment. There will be injuries and possibly deaths on both sides. That is sad but certain.” So wrote Ronnie Lee, founder of the Animal Liberation Front (ALF). In the two decades since its birth, the organisation has proved itself more than willing to stand by these words. St Andrew’s University terrorism expert Professor Paul Wilkinson says animal rights now tops the list of causes which prompt violence in the UK. A dubious honour won following the easing of tensions over Northern Ireland. With 1,200 fire bombings, acts of vandalism and physical attacks last year perpetrated in the name of animal “liberation,” the government is planning a clampdown on the extremist groups responsible.

In both its loose structure and tactics the group has been likened to a wartime resistance movement. Any detailed examination of the group is notoriously difficult, as the authorities have found out. While these extremists have indulged in potentially deadly attacks for many years, the police fear that their campaign is moving towards full-blown “urban terrorism.” Although poorly financed and lacking resources, Mr Wilkinson says these extremists have gained bomb-making expertise from manuals and via the Internet.35

The rage over animal exploitation felt by British activists and their willingness to take action to stop it probably forecasts the future of human-animal relations in the United States. The Press Office of the North American Animal Liberation Front issued a forty-seven-page report on five types of direct action undertaken in 2001: animal liberation (targeting industries that abuse animals), animal release (largely the freeing of minks—3000 in total), animal rescue (removing animals from laboratories or factory farms to homes or sanctuaries), earth actions (obstructing logging and habitat destruction), and genetix [sic] actions (going after genetic engineering companies). Illegal direct actions numbered 137, a small fraction of those carried out in Britain. As for the future, the report states:

The fallout from the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks will be felt for many years to come in the animal rights and environmental activist communities. The American public, and to a slightly lesser extent, Canadians, are seemingly willing to lose a large chunk of their basic freedoms and liberties in exchange for extremely broadened police powers, at least if the corporate media and politicians are to be believed…. The impact from all these new [anti-terrorist] laws will, contrary to their stated intended purpose, not stem the flow of economic sabotage actions or animals being liberated…. By acting anonymously and in extremely close-knit groups of trusted associates, the ALF [Animal Liberation Front] and ELF [Earth Liberation Front] remain impervious to infiltration, and will continue to remain beneath the radar of police agencies…. In 2002, the ALF, ELF, and other underground groups and activists will continue to take action across this continent. It won’t be old or new laws that shut them down…. The only way to stop the ALF and ELF is for our society at last to seriously deal with the issues which have brought these people to take such dramatic actions, and that does not seem to be happening very quickly.36

The following groups claimed responsibility for actions in 2001:

Animal Liberation Front

Animal Liberation—Tactical Internet Response Network

Bakers for Animal Liberation

Coalition to Save the Preserves [sic]

Concerned OSU Students and Alumni

Earth First!

Earth Liberation Front

The Frogs

Guerrilla Advertising Contingent

Kangaroo Wilderness Defense

Lawn Liberation Front

Pirates for Animal Liberation

Santa and His Elves37

Postdomesticity and the Stages of Human-Animal Relations

We are today living through a new watershed in human-animal relations, one that appears likely to affect our material, social, and imaginative lives as profoundly as did the original emergence of domestic species. I have attempted in this chapter to sketch some of the main characteristics of postdomesticity. Space has permitted but the briefest of discussions, and the number of topics touched upon has been limited. A few others will arise in other contexts in later chapters. Hopefully, however, what has been said has been sufficient to show that a new episode in the history of human-animal relations opened fairly recently but has not yet been recognized. What will happen with postdomesticity over the course of the twenty-first and subsequent centuries can only be a matter of speculation. On the basis of past experience, however, I predict that vestiges of domesticity will hang on for a very long time and that the ultimate trajectory of postdomesticity will only appear when future generations arise that have as little appreciation of the values and practices of the domestic era as Victorians had of the predomestic “savage” era that preceded it.

Though hindsight on the happenings of the far distant past often make them seem rapid in their development, slow evolution has characterized the three previous great transitions: The first transition took place when our hominid predecessors, at a time unknown, consciously began to distinguish themselves from what they came to think of as animals. I shall refer to this transition as the era of “separation.” The next transition saw a gradual evolution from initial separation to the era I shall term “predomestic.” The mark of this transition was the appearance of new forms of social life, aesthetic sensibility, and spiritual contemplation based on human-animal relations. The third and most obvious transition was from the era of predomesticity to the era of domesticity. This featured the epoch-making and still mysterious transition of certain animal species from wild to domestic forms.

We can appreciate best where we stand today by looking at these past transitions, partly because a historical view will help us understand how great transitions come about, and partly because one of the emerging avenues of postdomestic development is a recrudescence, under modern conditions, of predomestic feelings about animals—feelings that domestic societies have largely suppressed for thousands of years. Before domesticity, we lived with wild animals and knew no other kind. After domesticity, we still depend upon, though we no longer live with, domestic animals. Those who become guilt-ridden about the productive beasts we cannot humanize feel a corresponding yearning to reconnect with the wild animals that our human ways are rapidly driving to extinction.
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