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Feral Theory: Editors’ Introduction
Kelly Struthers Montford and Chloë Taylor
I was more or less feral, on my own and grasping for things…
–Lauren Berlant (2015, 19)

Because we both work in the areas of critical animal studies and feminist theory, we were
intrigued by the title of the journal Feral Feminisms. What would it mean for feminism to go
feral? Are some kinds of feminism, by contrast, domesticated? The founders of the journal offer
some clues to what the name implies for them, writing that “Feral Feminisms takes the feral as a
provocative call to untaming, queering, and radicalizing feminist thought and practice today.”
The implication is that not all feminisms are feral; at least some feminisms have been tamed, or
never escaped domestication to begin with. For the founding editors of Feral Feminisms, it
seems that radical and queer feminisms are on the side of the wild. Indeed, as we discuss below,
both radical feminist theorists and queer theorists have described heterosexist patriarchy as a
process of domestication that involves the taming and breaking of those targeted. Consequently,
they have theorized their own alternatives as feralizations or rewildings.
Feral is an adjective used especially to refer to a nonhuman animal—though sometimes
to a human child—in a wild state, who has escaped from captivity or domestication. In the recent
book Zoopolis: A Political Theory of Human Rights, Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka “use the
term feral to refer to domesticated animals and their descendants who have escaped direct
human control” (224). Some feral animals, including feral children, have run away from
situations of abuse; some children have been called “feral” because they have been kept in states
of isolation, without socialization, language instruction, or education. Other feral animals have
not so much escaped domesticity and captivity as they have been abandoned or lost by humans.
In one way or another, ferals have been left to fend for themselves.
On the one hand, we can celebrate the freedom of ferals from human domination and
control, but on the other hand, we should recognize that ferals are often abandoned, desperate,
and highly vulnerable. When Lauren Berlant describes her younger self as feral, she explains that
she was “on her own and grasping for things” (19). In some cases, forced rewildings or
feralizations are cruel, as when chimpanzees raised as children, taught to communicate in sign
language, and to see themselves as human, have been “rehabilitated” by being placed in jungle
environments that are as alien and terrifying to them as they would be to a human child raised in
the same conditions.
Ferals, for Donaldson and Kymlicka, are one of several types of liminal animals. Liminal
animals are in between the domesticated and the wild; unlike wild animals, they live among
humans but, unlike domesticated animals, they are not subordinated to human control, nor are
they participating members of human society. Other liminal animals described by Donaldson
and Kymlicka include opportunistic animals and niche specialists—such as raccoons, squirrels,
and Canada geese who were never domesticated but have adapted to life in human-built
environments. These animals may have adapted to urban and suburban environments when
humans encroached on their wild territories, or they may have migrated opportunistically to
cities and suburbs when they realized that these spaces offered steady means of sustenance and
fewer predators. Having adapted to human-built environments, however, these animals and
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their descendants become unfit for the wild, or may become irrevocably dependent on humanbuilt spaces to survive.
Because humans tend to put animals into one of only two categories—domesticated or
wild—non-domesticated animals who live in urban and suburban spaces are deemed out of
place. If these animals are wild, humans often think that they ought to be in the wild, even if
humans have destroyed the wilderness they once lived in or the animals could not survive in the
wild. Since humans think that these animals ought to be living elsewhere, they are viewed as
illegitimate, aliens, pests, or trespassers in human environments, with the result that they are
often subjected to extermination campaigns. Donaldson and Kymlicka compare these animals to
human denizens who, for various reasons, wish or need to live in places where they do not feel
belonging and in whose political processes they do not wish to participate. Like liminal animals,
these human denizens suffer from the stigma of being seen by the dominant population as
illegitimate, alien, contaminants, trespassers, or invaders, and in extreme cases they are victims
of what Donaldson and Kymlicka characterize as ethnic cleansing, more widely known as “pest
extermination.”
We are drawn to the liminal animals who are apart from the society in which they
nonetheless live. Although being liminal in the case of nonhuman animals may often be less
voluntary, the liminality of these animals has parallels to being feminists in a misogynist society
and vegans in a carnist society. The liminality of these animals also has resonance with being
anticolonialist in a settler-colonial state. Beyond this precarious sense of identification, we are
drawn to the feral because at least some ferals represent the prospect of escape from a former
relationship of domination and control. In this Introduction, our aim is to explore the theme of
the feral as it has been or could be formulated in feminist, queer, critical animal, and anticolonial
theory, and to invite explorations of its potential relevance to critical race, environmental, mad,
and critical disability studies yet to come.

The Feral in Feminism
One way in which women have been oppressed has been through their relegation to the domestic
sphere and through the exploitation of their domestic labour; and so it makes sense to consider
women as domesticated rather than feral animals. Indeed, in classic works such as “The Traffic
in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex” and “In and Out of Harm’s Way: Arrogance
and Love,” feminist theorists Gayle Rubin and Marilyn Frye have theorized sexual oppression as
the domestication of the human female. Rubin and Frye each compare the sex/gender system to
the “breaking” and training of nonhuman animals. For Rubin and Frye, being made into a
woman is comparable to the transformation of wild horses into work horses, or the constitution
through domination couched in affection of “man’s best friend.” More recently, in “After Alice,
After Cats,” Jessica Polish notes that for Immanuel Kant women were originally and quite
literally domesticated animals for men. In fact, Polish argues that women may have been men’s
first domesticated animals. Kant writes that woman was initially a mule, “loaded down with his
[the man’s] household belongings,” and later, with the development of polygamous marriage,
became more like a dog in man’s harem—or, in Kant’s phrasing, man’s “kennel” (cited in Polish,
183). Polish argues that, for Kant, it was only with the domestication of nonhuman animals that
“civilized,” intrahuman relations became possible between the sexes through the institution of
monogamous marriage. If, following Rubin, Frye, and Polish, to become women was to be
domesticated, it would seem that undoing gender, to borrow Judith Butler’s phrase, would mean
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going feral (Butler, 2004). Monique Wittig long ago described lesbians as “escapees” from
gender. Wittig’s renegade lesbian is no longer a woman because she is no longer domesticated by
gender; like the avian inmate who flees the farm, or the dog who joins the wolves, she has gone
feral.
What are some other examples of women who have “gone feral”? We can first think of
runaway girls and young women who, like many feral animals, have escaped situations of
captivity, domination, and abuse, to live liminal lives in urban spaces. The 1980 film Times
Square depicts two teenage girls who escape the patriarchal domination of a mental hospital to
lead such liminal lives. Pamela and Nicki become lovers and collaborators in petty crime,
stealing to survive, and living in an abandoned warehouse. Nicki has a history of familial abuse
and abandonment, while Pamela is the daughter of wealthy parents who is escaping her
domineering father. As with the lives of many feral animals, however, the lives of these teenagers
on the streets should arguably not be romanticized as the radio broadcaster does in the film. To
lead a liminal life is often to be characterized by stigma, subject to more (and the same) forms of
abuse, and entails a desperate struggle to survive. Some of these girls and women, like many feral
animals, might like to return to domesticity if they could find nonabusive domestic spaces to live
in—which the wealthy daughter in Times Square ultimately does, returning to her upper-class
home and leaving her less-privileged lover to a life on the streets alone.
Women have left human society behind and gone to live semi-wild lives in other ways.
In Beauty and the Beasts: Woman, Ape, and Evolution, Carole Jahme discusses how women not
only outnumber and outperform men in the discipline of primatology, but are also far more
likely than men to do field primatology than laboratory primatology. This means that women
primatologists are much more likely than their male counterparts to spend years and even
lifetimes living in the jungle with primates, famously bonding with the apes they study and love.
While expected to undertake a short-term study and move on to other species, women
primatologists have tended to remain loyal to the first species of ape they go to the jungle to
observe, devoting, and even risking, their lives to protect their primates of choice from poachers
and extinction. Some of these women primatologists can truly be said to have gone feral—at least
for a while. Janice Carter, a psychology student who spent years trying to rehabilitate the
unfortunate Lucy into the wild, found it difficult to return to life among humans, communicate in
human language, move in human ways, and respond to human social cues. Dian Fossey noted
that it was hard to remember such social niceties as to flush toilets after adjusting herself to the
ways of gorillas. Male primatologists have rarely shown a willingness to go feral in these ways.
Jahme’s problematic explanation of these facts is that women, as the bearers of children, are
better at caring for and communicating with nonlinguistic creatures than men. Although Jane
Goodall famously and photogenically raised her blond child among the chimpanzees—learning
attachment parenting from mother chimps long before this parenting style was popular among
European women—many female field primatologists have bonded with nonhuman primates
despite not having raised children. Jahme’s explanation can thus only be seen as essentialist.
In works such as “Primatology is Politics by Other Means” and Primate Visions, Donna
Haraway offers a different explanation for the same phenomenon of women field primatologists.
She suggests that what is at stake in primatology is largely gender politics: while male
primatologists have wanted to demonstrate that patriarchal gender roles and dominant male
sexuality are natural and inevitable because we see them at our evolutionary origins, in our ape
cousins, female primatologists have used their observations of nonhuman primates to
demonstrate such phenomena as gender parity, strong female social roles, and female sexual
freedom. In these ways, female primatologists have shown that there is nothing natural or
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necessary about patriarchal gender roles or oppressive sexual mores in human societies. For
Haraway, what women are doing in the jungle is thus battling for human gender equality. Contra
Haraway, however, it seems that women field primatologists are far more concerned with
protecting the animals they love and those animals’ native habitats than they are with human
gender politics back in Europe and North America. Reading Jane Goodall’s writings, for
instance, we see no hesitation on her part to describe chimpanzee social hierarchies in ways that
can only be demoralizing if we want a model for gender parity among humans: as she makes
clear, male chimpanzees are socially and sexually dominant and female chimpanzees are socially
and sexually subordinate. There is no feminist inspiration or motivation here. On the other hand,
Goodall has devoted her life to preventing the destruction of the habitat of the chimpanzees she
studied. Haraway’s is an anthropocentric reading in which what is at stake in woman-ape
relations always remains the human, but the writings of female primatologists do not always
support her reading. If these women primatologists are feminists, we would suggest that they are
feral feminists—unlike Haraway, theirs would be a non-anthropocentric feminism.
Finally, as another case of going feral, we can consider feminist separatism. In “Some
Reflections on Separatism and Power,” Marilyn Frye argues that feminism always involves
separatism of some sort. Separatism need not mean abstaining from sex with men, man-hating,
or reverse discrimination; it merely means that people—including male-bodied or identified
people—whose consciousness has been raised by feminism inevitably find themselves
withdrawing from certain male-dominated and misogynist relationships, situations, and
institutions, as surely happens when our consciousnesses are raised by other social-justice
movements as well. Feminists make their time, homes, and bodies less available to certain
people than they did before and, for Frye, this is separatism, even if, to not starve, one goes on
working for men or in male dominated institutions. This kind of separation from relations of
domination, even while remaining within the dominant society in order to survive, is not unlike
the situation of ferals who have escaped captivity and the direct control of humans, even while
they remain in human-built environments and depend on these to survive. Thus we would like to
think of feminist separatism as one kind of feminist ferality.

Queer Theory
Queer theorist Jack Halberstam has argued that the term “queer” has been domesticated, or is
now being used interchangeably with “gay” to describe homo-normalizing political agendas. For
Halberstam, we need a new term to do the work that “queer” once did, and he proposes “going
wild.” As Halberstam argues in an interview, “On Queer Failure, Silly Archives, and the Wild,”
the political potential of “going wild” lies in its unpredictability to resist social norms that chart
the course of human existence. He states: “The question asked by that category of the wild is
whether we can return human life forms to, not simply to a more ecofriendly form of coexistence
with other life forms on the planet, but also reproduce the terms under which unpredictability
can thrive.” In Gaga Feminism, Halberstam argues that we are living in a time of chaos where
the meanings of once stable phenomena such as gender and marriage have become definitionally
unstable—once-solid concepts are “going gaga” or “crazy.” Rather than resisting this moment of
instability and trying to put definitions back into place, or fearing the stigma of “craziness” and
thus towing the line of normalcy, Halberstam argues that we go with the madness. Now should
be a time of (queer) anarchy or “wildness.” As he puts it in “Go Gaga: Anarchy, Chaos, and the
Wild”:
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As a word, wild comes from Old or Middle English and refers to undomesticated modes of
life, disorderly behavior, the lack of moral restraint, excess in all kinds of forms, the erratic,
the untamed, the savage. When referring to nature, “the wild” tends to mean unaltered by
human contact; in card games, a “wild card” lacks an intrinsic value but will change
according to the game; “wild” also has meant barbaric, savage, or that which the civilized
opposes. It often refers to a so-called state of nature, whatever that may be, and has recently
been used to refer to the practice of going off the grid or behaving in a chaotic or anarchic
manner.
“Wild,” in a modern sense, has been used to signify that which lies outside of civilization or
modernity. It has a racialized valence and a sense of anachronism. It is a tricky word to use
but it is a concept that we cannot live without if we are to combat the conventional modes of
rule that have synced social norms to economic practices and have created a world order
where every form of disturbance is quickly folded back into quiet, where every ripple is
quickly smoothed over, where every instance of eruption has been tamped down and turned
into new evidence of the rightness of the status quo.
…My use of this word, a word laden with meaning, saturated with sense drawn from colonial
and ecological contexts, represents an attempt to stretch our critical vocabularies in different
directions—away, for example, from the used-up languages of difference, alterity, subversion,
and resistance, and toward languages of unpredictability, breakdown, disorder, and shifting
forms of signification. (126-7)

Halberstam sees this argument for wildness as building on his earlier argument for embracing
failure in The Queer Art of Failure, which takes as its exemplars animated chickens in revolt, the
anarchic bodies of children, and the failed femininity of butch lesbians. Hinting to the potential
of the concept of the wild for mad-pride and critical disability theory, in “Wildness, Loss, and
Death” Halberstam writes, “let wildness speak not in the language of order and explanation but
in beautiful, countermythologizing grammars of madness” (147).
While we admire what Halberstam is doing with the “wild,” we argue that “going feral”
better describes the situation of returning to a less tamed or untamed state after domestication.
Just as there is no “outside of power” for Foucault, there is arguably no longer any possibility of
“going wild.” What we need, we suggest, is not so much to rewild queer theory as to feralize it.
We also worry that while Halberstam uses the term “wild,” and mentions “ecological” theory in
passing, the “ecofriendly” and all other lifeforms on the planet are reduced to a subordinate
clause in his odes to the wild. In one lecture, Halberstam discusses the non-chaotic,
collaborative, and altruistic social formations of bats as an example of what anarchy or wildness
might be like, but in general “wild things” and “where the wild things are” are used without any
apparent interest in all the species that are already leading wild and feral lives or the
disappearing habitats in which they still struggle to survive. The feral theory we want would
account for these lives and these habitats as well as the un-taming of human life. Indeed, we
wonder whether thinking through the feral—and, indeed, learning to live ferally—might be
necessary as humans prepare for the impacts of climate change in the decades to come.
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Critical Animal Studies
In Zoopolis, Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka discuss the nonhuman feral, a category of animal
that was previously undertheorized. They criticize animal ethicists for focusing exclusively on
domesticated and wild animals, ignoring the billions of “liminal” animals who live within human
communities without being of those communities or directly subjected to human control.
Donaldson and Kymlicka argue that we should take up existing political categories—such as
citizenship, denizenship, and sovereign states—and use them to conceptualize not only the rights
of, but also our responsibilities towards, different groups of nonhuman animals.
Domesticated animals, for Donaldson and Kymlicka, should be understood as citizens
because they have been fully integrated into our societies. Wild animals, on the other hand,
should be seen as members of sovereign states given that they exist outside of human societies.
Feral and other “liminal” animals do not fit neatly into the categories of domesticated or wild;
they live among us and have no other home, but they do not choose or otherwise are not fully
part of human society. Such animals are in different political relations to humans than
domesticated and wild animals. As a consequence of these particular relations, Donaldson and
Kymlicka argue that we require a specific set of moral obligations to these animals. This
framework understands feral animals as denizens who would have the political standing
currently ascribed to human denizens.
The problem with Donaldson and Kymlicka’s theory of political rights for animals is
that it assumes that current liberal political theory does a fine job of theorizing human rights,
and that we merely need to extend this theory to include nonhuman animals. Donaldson and
Kymlicka frequently make statements with respect to animals such as, “Not all liminal animals
need to be accepted as belonging here. In the case of highly mobile opportunists, we have a
prima facie right to regulate immigration. After all, as we discuss below, we do this in the human
case as well” (227). If, in countries such as Canada, we have a certain policy with respect to
humans (such as incarceration for wrongdoers), Donaldson and Kymlicka often imply that the
same policy must be just for other animals. What is never in doubt for Donaldson and Kymlicka
is that we (a settler-colonial human “we”) have a prima facie right to be where they are, and to
decide who else “belongs here.” If, however, we claim that liberal political theory and carceral
tactics are inadequate ways of responding to human oppression, that we ought not take the
settler-colonial state as a given, then we could conclude that it does not make sense to employ
this theory to address the oppression of other animals (see Belcourt 2015). Thus, while
Donaldson and Kymlicka’s theory is important because it extends critical animal theory to a
previously ignored category of animal—those who are neither domesticated nor wild—their
subsuming of ferality into existing neoliberal society risks evacuating the feral of its political
potential. Theirs is an expansionist ethics, and we may recall ecofeminist critiques of animal
ethicists such as Tom Regan and Peter Singer for also assuming that they (typically white, male,
able-bodied, rational humans) are at the centre of the moral sphere, the rights-bearers who are
never in doubt, who are in a position to decide who else might or might not be included as we
expand the circle of moral concern outwards—with the centre always remaining intact (see
Donovan; Cuomo).
But what if we are the feral? What if we do not recognize this “centre” to begin with? In
contrast to Donaldson and Kymlicka’s perspective, in “Taming Ourselves or Going Feral: Toward
a Nonpatriarchal Metaethic of Animal Liberation,” Brian Luke takes up the feminist association
of patriarchy with domestication to argue for a feralization of the animal liberation movement.
According to Luke, patriarchal society—and even masculinist approaches to animal ethics such
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as Singer’s and Regan’s—“tame” our natural responses of compassion to other animals, insisting
that we be “reasonable.” For Luke, allowing ourselves to care for other animals is a feralization of
our human selves.

Anticolonial Theory
Indigenous peoples and bodies have been framed as wild or “savage” and are consequently
expected to be domesticated within the reconciliatory ethos of settler colonialism. Andrea Smith
writes that contemporary settler-colonial governments consider “Native nations as sufficiently
domesticated to be administered through government policy, rather than seen as a continuing
political threat requiring ongoing military intervention” (24). Here, Smith indicates that
colonization used the hard infrastructure of military intervention, genocide, as well as American
Indian boarding schools and Canadian residential schools to tame those who were indexed as
“wild,” in historic, political, and theoretical registers.
In Dangerous Crossings: Race, Species, Sex in a Multicultural Age, Claire Jean Kim
draws on colonial policy and political discourse to show that American Indians were likened to
wolves. Unlike African Americans, who have historically been depicted as the missing link
between man and ape, the colonial imagination constructed Indigenous people as “located in a
space of antecedent time and ahistorocity, a[s] primitive[s] as incapable of cultural development
as the wolves and trees [they] lived among” (Kim, 44). Indigenous people’s ways of relating to
land and animals—specifically that they did not have private property relationships to either—
was taken to be indicative of their savagery. By likening their use of land to that of wolves,
colonists were able to expropriate Indigenous territory: “Because Indians live as ‘wild’ animals
on the soil, hunting and gathering, they had no claim to it. By tilling the land, growing crops, and
establishing animal agriculture, the English developed a legitimate claim to the land” (Kim, 45).
The imposition of animal and crop agriculture served as a means to expand settler territories as
they required increasing amounts of land.
Agriculture was aggressively imposed via colonial policy in the United States and
Canada as the principal method of colonization, the belief being that “animal agriculture, and,
specifically, individual property in livestock, would civilize Indians, turn them into industrious,
God-fearing, peace-loving farmers” (Kim, 45). As such, we can note that colonialism in this sense
worked to domesticate “wild” Indians by forcing them to participate in European farming
practices which required the domestication of farmed animals. These efforts also rendered
Indigenous persons sedentary, altered human-animal ontologies and relations, and changed
relationships with land.
The trope of the Indian-wolf was not only employed to index Indigenous modes of
sustenance or relationships to land, but also tracked along a “particular constructed notion of
wolfness in the Puritan mind (as cruel, merciless, bloodthirsty, and evil)” (Kim, 47)—a wild beast
in need of taming and management by European colonizers. When civilizing efforts “failed” or,
we can say, when these wolflike beings were not sufficiently domesticated, Kim shows that the
Indian-wolf identity was mobilized to eradicate Indigenous persons. Government officials such
as Lewis Cass in 1830 expressed frustration that despite their efforts “…An Indian lives as his
father lived, and dies as his father died…His life passes away in a succession of listless indolence,
and of vigorous exertion to provide for his animal wants, or to gratify his baleful passions…he is
perhaps destined to disappear with the forests” (qtd. in Kim, 48). The sentiment of the settler
government at this point was that Indians were irredeemable and uncivilizable. As such, they

11

Feral Theory: Editors’ Introduction
Kelly Struthers Montford and Cholë Taylor

were placed in “anachronistic space” which sealed their fate in the minds of settlers: “Like the
wolves in the forests and the buffalo on the plains, they had to give way in the face of advancing
white civilization” (Kim, 48). Because the application of the term “wild” has been and continues
to be used to oppress nonhumans and animalizable humans, ferality traverses racist routes—
historically, politically, and theoretically. Building on Halberstam’s argument that anticolonial
indigenous theory is anarchic—wild or feral—we can conclude that to be against the nation state,
against the settler state, is to be against domestication. An anticolonial politics is thus for the
wild and for the feral.
It is in this context—confronting the fact that there is perhaps no pristine wild to turn
to, virtually no spaces left untouched by humans or registers not permeated by anthropocentric
modes of domination—that this special topics issue explores the political potential of
feralizations yet to come. In asking scholars and activists to consider the potential of the feral, we
ask how ferality—as that which flees, resists, and seeks to be ungoverned by oppressive
institutions such as humanism, settler colonialism, and patriarchy—might help bring about new
ways of being and relating to ourselves and others that are more just and that respond to
pressing concerns resulting from anthropocentric frameworks that permeate our societies.

The Content of this Special Issue
This issue brings together a video presentation with accompanying text by Fiona Probyn-Rapsey
titled “Five Propositions about Ferals,” followed by four articles that theorize the feral by BillyRay Belcourt, Sophia Magnone, N.T. Rowan and Tracy L. Timmins, and Miranda Johnson. The
issue also includes a dialogue on the feral between Dinesh Wadiwel and Chloë Taylor;
“Vernacular Hearts,” a poem by Emilia Nielsen; a prose poem and two paintings by Vittoria Lion;
three paintings of liminal animals by Cydney Taylor; and three drawings of feral insects with an
accompanying text by Leyna Lowe. The issue concludes with a film review by Dylan-HallingstadO’Brien of Kornél Mundruczó’s White God.
We open this issue with Fiona Probyn-Rapsey’s video lecture, “Five Propositions about
Ferals,” along with the transcription. Consistent with Rowan and Timmins’ paper on the
treatment of feral pigs in North America, Probyn-Rapsey shows that the feral is a category that
functions to recapture those who have escaped human-imposed categories and thus their
human-appointed uses as, for example, pets or livestock. Probyn-Rapsey’s first proposition is
that “Australian feral animals live and die between categories.” They are neither wild, pets, nor
livestock, and thus exist in a borderlands between extreme violence (as they no longer serve
human uses) and romanticized notions of having escaped domination. Though their escape from
human domination might not be permanent, it does remind us that animals are not docile
machines for humans to manipulate. The author’s second proposition is that “the word feral
means ‘killable’ and ‘ungrievable.’” In other words, outside of the categories of pet or livestock,
which constrain these animals as means to human ends, ferals are placed outside the bounds of
human ethical responsibility. As such, they face violence that exceeds levels of violence deployed
upon animals categorized as “useful.” The third proposition, that “ferals do not recognize
themselves by that name,” shows that these are names developed by humans and imposed on
animals as it suits our needs. When juxtaposed with the word “animal,” feral works to double the
vulnerability and the violence faced by these animals. Yet these animals do not recognize
themselves as killable, nor their peers as ungrievable. In fact, they show resilience, have complex
methods of survival, and lead intricate social lives. Fourth, Probyn-Rapsey posits that “‘feral’
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should remind us that the language of species is entangled with the language of race.”
Specifically, this term reminds us that species, race, and gender are related taxonomies whose
categories all produce “ferals”—those who transgress, who do not meet the norm. Probyn-Rapsey
cautions that upholding these categories, particularly with regard to species purity, functions to
maintain the language of eugenics—a rhetoric that sticks to bodies with devastating
consequences for those considered “impure” or “mixed.” Finally, the fifth proposition is that
“ferals are a big distraction from the violence of animal agriculture,” meaning that the reasons
given for killing ferals in Australia—biodiversity and sustainability—work to blame feral animals
for the ecological conditions caused by human activity. Killing feral camels in the name of
climate change (because camels emit methane), for example, effectively distracts us from the fact
that animal agriculture is a leading cause of climate change, anthropocentric land use, water
stress, and loss of biodiversity. In sum, Probyn-Rapsey’s five propositions outline a way to think
about ferals as those who transgress our deeply held ontologies, who agitate us, who resist us,
and whom we meet with spectacular violence in return.
The first essay in this issue is Billy-Ray Belcourt’s “A Poltergeist Manifesto.” In this
piece, Belcourt suggests that decolonization might be a sort of feral becoming. Juxtaposing the
domesticating logic of colonialism to the radical potential of the feral, Belcourt reminds us that
the etymology of the “savage” refers to being wild or of the woods, and for humans, indicates a
state of being lawless or ungoverned. Belcourt’s reminder prompts us to ask what it would mean
to appropriate savagery in the name of decolonization. Ferality, in this sense, is a future-oriented
political project, a call to attend to affect and the body as targeted by settler-colonial power
relations. Belcourt invokes the figure of the queer Indigenous poltergeist—a demanding, loud,
angry, troubling, and unknowable figure who resists the reconciliatory ethos of the multicultural
settler state, “the feral monster in the horror story of decolonization.” For Belcourt, this ferality
should be an object of feeling, a queer Indigenous poltergeist that resists the happiness
narratives of the settler state. The decolonization that this feral is after is untethered to tradition
or to the figure of the anarchic Indian. Instead, this feral sociality has escaped the captivity of a
domesticating colonial state, strives to be ungovernable, and refuses the values and institutions
of a cis-normative settler project.
Sophia Booth Magnone’s article, “Finding Ferality in the Anthropocene: Marie
Darrieussecq’s ‘My Mother Told Me Monsters Do Not Exist,’” outlines how domestication is
foundational to our dominant anthropocentric order. Instead of focusing on moments of
“spectacular” feral resistance, Magnone considers what a process of mutual feralization in
everyday, mundane settings would entail. She accomplishes this via an analysis of Marie
Darrieussecq’s short story, “My Mother Told Me Monsters Do Not Exist.” The species of the feral
animal in Darrieussecq’s story is unknown to the protagonist; as Magnone shows, the
protagonist, who at first is fearful of nonhumans and wants her home free of this mysterious
creature, later adjusts to and is herself changed by this strange, uninvited, and unknown animal.
Through her reading of this story, Magnone shows that domestication entails the manipulation
and transformation of nonhuman animals toward dominant ends. Its processes include the
naming (and resulting taxonomic ordering), confinement, and subordination of nonhuman
animals. Domestication also works to impose a spatial ordering wherein animals, pests, and bugs
are relocated or exterminated, resulting in the illusion of properly divided, human-only spaces.
We can therefore understand domestication as producing anthropocentric epistemologies and
ontologies that place humanity above nonhuman life. Within this context, Magnone shows that
ferality can disrupt these logics of domestication and humanist orderings of life and space. For
Magnone, ferality is the “categorical unexpectedness, the eruption of untamed animality in
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spaces (and even bodies) supposed to be securely human-dominated…” Ferality, in this sense, is
that which disrupts, resists, and calls into question the physical, epistemological, and ontological
dominance of humanism.
While Magnone outlines the liberatory potential of feralization as a means of resisting
anthropocentrism, in “The Politics of Naming Feral: Anthropocentric Control and Feral Pigs in
North America,” N. T. Rowan and Tracy L. Timmins argue that ferality can only be liberatory
upon the abolition of domestication and the property status of animals. While we often think of
ferality as resisting, escaping, or following domestication, similar to Magnone’s discussion of
naming as a fundamental element of domestication, Rowan and Timmins show that the ability of
humans to name a group of others “feral” recaptures those so named in relationships of
subjugation. Using the treatment of feral pigs in North America as a case study, the authors
argue that to name a population “feral” is to permit their eradication. For these authors, feral
does not function as the opposite of domestication—instead, “feral” is another means by which
humans assert control over animals.
Miranda Johnson’s essay, “‘The Other Who Precedes and Possesses Me’: Confronting
the Maternal/Animal Divide through the Art of Botched Taxidermy,” analyzes visual artist
Angela Singer’s botched taxidermy pieces to extend Julia Kristeva’s notion of the abject. Arguing
that the abject body is feral in its wildness, somaticity, and willful refusal of social propriety,
Johnson shows how botched taxidermy lends itself to un-domesticating anthropocentric
orderings of life via its destabilization of the human/animal boundary. If traditional taxidermy
domesticates wild animals by presenting them as clean and lifelike while simultaneously erasing
the violent deaths which rendered them objects or specimens to be displayed, botched taxidermy
can resist this through its employment of the abject. In particular, Johnson argues that Singer’s
depiction of taxidermied animals covered in blood, their guts cut open and innards spilling out,
or flayed of their skin, troubles the neat borders traditional taxidermy produces. Instead, she
presents taxidermied beings as subjects whose violent deaths are evident; this presentation
forces the audience to recognize that these beings share similarities with humans, as formerly
bleeding, breathing, subjects of their own lives. For Kristeva, the animal is a symbol from which
we can theorize the abjection of the maternal. Through an analysis of Singer’s work, Johnson
brings the animal from the realm of the symbolic to the forefront, by arguing that the animal, the
maternal, and the abject cannot be disentangled when considering the potentiality of the abject.
Johnson focuses in part on Singer’s pieces featuring a rabbit and a possum, both animals who
are vilified in Singer’s home of New Zealand where they are considered hyperfertile foreign
invaders whose reproduction is uncontrollable. Johnson argues that the label of “feral” is applied
to these animals in order to expel and exterminate those who threaten nationalist identity.
The next piece is a dialogue between guest editor Chloë Taylor and Critical Animal
Studies scholar Dinesh Joseph Wadiwel, author of the recent monograph, The War Against
Animals (2015). In the course of their conversation, Wadiwel examines the role of the feral in his
scholarship over the last 15 years and in The War Against Animals in particular. Wadiwel and
Taylor then discuss whether there is any emancipatory potential to the concept of the feral, with
Wadiwel noting the violent deployment of the term and thus arguing for a position closer to
those of Probyn-Rapsey and Rowan and Timmins, according to which feral is not a political
status that anyone can want. Other topics explored in the conversation between Wadiwel and
Taylor include the situations of particular feral and otherwise liminal animals in Australia and
Canada; the intersections as well as dissonances between speciesist, racial, colonial, gender, and
sexual politics; the role of ferals and other “denizens” in Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka’s
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Zoopolis (2011); feral children and children’s relationships to nonhuman animals; and historical
justice and our debt to ferals.
This special issue also includes a number of works of poetry and visual art, beginning
with Vittoria Lion’s prose poem “Hyenas and Hymens” and the accompanying painting “Hyenas’
Birthday Party.” These works take up the hymen (the breaking of which by a penis, like
menarche and childbirth, is an event marking “womanhood”) and hyenas (who show a
predilection for homosexual behaviour and have both breasts and penises)—two forms that
contradict tidy orderings of Western humanism. Inspired by Leonora Carrington's short story
“The Debutante,” Lion explores what a “return” to one’s animality would entail. That is, she
ponders how a human’s transformation into a hyena could resist the domesticating logic of
humanism and gender, suggesting that to become animal in this sense would be to refuse
womanhood and its trajectory of dutiful companionship to men. Lion’s second painting,
“Dionysus as a Leaping Bull,” refers to the Dionysian mysteries—a quintessential example of
“going feral” in Western art.
Emilia Nielsen’s poem, “Vernacular Hearts,” features a heart’s recognition of its
queerness and ferality. This heart is alone, seeking, searching for pleasure and companionship in
dark alleys and living off scraps, always on the move. This heart has gone feral, it does not seek
the “good life” that indexes normality—instead, in Nielsen’s words, “the heart’s on the prowl.”
This poem was originally published in The Fiddlehead (2008), and also appeared in Nielsen’s
volume of poetry, Surge Narrows (2013).
Nearly all of the accounts of ferals explored in this issue focus on the overwhelming
violence that humans direct against the liminal animals who live amongst us, including liminal
humans. These range from the campaigns to eradicate feral pigs discussed by N. T. Rowan and
Tracy L. Timmins, to the militarized attacks on feral goats discussed by Dinesh Wadiwel, to
poison dropped from airplanes on feral animals discussed by Fiona Probyn-Rapsey. Despite the
general darkness of this situation, there are some species of animals who, although not immune
to either extermination campaigns or to random acts of human violence, nevertheless thrive as
liminals. Among these species are raccoons and squirrels, who are opportunistic animals drawn
to human-built environments that offer them ample food and relatively predator-free spaces.
The three paintings by Cydney Taylor included in this issue—“Liminal 1: Raccoon,” “Liminal 2:
Raccoon,” and “Liminal 3: Squirrel” (each 30 x 40 inches, oil on canvas)—depict these species.
Leyna Lowe’s three drawings, “Anthophila, the European Honey Bee” (9 x 12 inches, ink
on paper), “Monarch and Milkweed” (9 x 12 inches, watercolour on paper), and “Hobomok
Skipper” (9 x 12 inches, ink on paper) trouble the distinction between domesticated and wild.
Lowe’s drawings are accompanied by short historical accounts of how human attempts to
domesticate or attract pollinators have been frustrated by their escape and resistance. By
focusing on pollinators, these drawings urge us to ethically address the consequences of
industrial agriculture and the complex interdependencies of human, animal, and ecological life.
Finally, the issue concludes with a review by Dylan Hallingstad-O’Brien of Kornél
Mundruczó’s 2015 film White God, which depicts stray, abandoned, and otherwise abused and
neglected dogs who go feral and form an army in defiance of ongoing human domination.
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In September 2015, I gave a talk at Siteworks, an arts festival that takes place at
Bundanon (see Bundanon Trust https://bundanon.com.au/) on the South Coast
of New South Wales about two hours south of Sydney, Australia. The theme for
the festival was “The Feral Amongst Us.” In my talk, I started off by asking the
audience about their relationships with companion animals; the response
indicated that most had companion animals in their lives and cared about the
quality of their relationships with animals. Asking an audience about their own
relationships with animals is a common and useful strategy in Animal Studies
talks (especially those for a general public) because it can help resituate (rehome?) the abstract “animal” into more relatable terms. It also makes the effects
of categorical thinking palpable: relatability wears thin and often falls apart
across categorical divisions and between them, such as those animals named
“feral.” The text of my talk follows from this first engagement with the audience
about their own companions and then describes five propositions on ferals.

Animal Studies scholars tend to argue that the relationships that we form with our “pets” are a
foundation for positive relationships and attitudes towards animals in general. Those who form
attachments with pets and appreciate their pets as individuals with personalities (and all that
that implies) are also more likely to feel uncomfortable with the thought of animal cruelty. That
is why you’ll often see animal advocacy groups refer to pets as a benchmark for better relations
with animals. The comparison with pets is supposed to elevate and enhance our moral
perception of the cruelty around us. And yet there is a persistent and profound disconnect
between how much we respect and value the animals that are our companions and those that
are treated as mere animal machines, kept in appalling conditions, often in factory farms for the
purpose of making cheap meat. This disconnect between how we love our pets and how we
mistreat animals in agriculture (who are just as likely to be persons like our pets) is puzzling
and yet it is partly explained by the powerful role that categories play in how we relate to
animals. Categorised as a “pet,” an animal has legal protection against cruelty. Classified as
“livestock,” an animal is subject to the cruelties that comes with being seen as edible. Classified
as “feral,” an animal is subject to even greater cruelties associated with being exterminable.
This brings me to my first proposition regarding feral animals, which is that: Australian feral
animals live and die between categories (neither wild, pet, nor livestock), in an
ethical vacuum bordered by extraordinary violence AND a romance of the escapee.
Feral animals no longer fit into any of the usual categories of wild, pet, or livestock; they have
exceeded the usual categories and so they exist in a sort of ethical vacuum, which licenses
extraordinary violence against them. They have exceeded and escaped from the domesticated
sphere of humans. They have gone from best friend to traitor, enemy, meeting the full brunt of
a human sense of rejection. Feral pigs, donkeys, horses, rabbits, camels have also gone beyond
the category of livestock, defying human control and use. All ferals show resilience, intelligence,
self-organization, and a capacity to evade human captivity—all of the things that contradict a
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belief that livestock exist only to serve us, obey us. Going feral, they remind us that animals are
neither machines, nor docile objects, but thinking, escaping, beings, and as such they help us to
define the injustice of farming a little better. Perhaps this is why they are so hated; they are an
uncomfortable reminder that animals are not “happy meat.”
This brings me to my second proposition on ferals: The word feral means
“killable” and “ungrievable.” Once the dog is outside of the category of pet, or the pig or
donkey is outside of the category of livestock, they have lost their place, their purpose, their
allegiance to human society and slip into a category of the killable, into ethical nothingness. The
violence that is unleashed on feral animals is extraordinary; it is well beyond the ordinary
institutionalised violence that we unleash on animals, particularly the 100 million sheep and
cattle that currently reside in Australia. Feral violence—and I say “feral violence” rather than
violence against ferals to indicate that the violence is itself beyond the “usual” categories of
industrialized violence against animals—involves poisons such as 1080, most commonly used
for wild dogs, feral pigs, foxes, but also cats and rabbits (as in Queensland, Australia) and
possums in New Zealand. Secondary poisoning effects pet dogs, cattle, sheep, wallabies, deer,
and any of the animals that may feed on their dead bodies. Death takes hours; animal suffer
grotesque, cruel deaths. 1080 is banned in some countries and highly restricted in others. In
Australia and New Zealand, it is sometimes dropped on wide areas of land by plane or
helicopter, with predictable hellish results. Clive Marks, previously head of the Victorian
Government’s Vertebrate Pest Research Department, has described pest control in Australia as
“caught in an innovation death spiral, largely because the suffering of pest animals has not been
valued or considered a sufficient priority to warrant appropriate investment in better
approaches” (Marks 2014). According to Marks, animal welfare and conservation biology are
locked in conflict over this issue. Animal welfare concerns simply vanish when the word “feral”
appears. Standards could not be any lower (Marks 2014; see also Marks 2013).
This brings me to my third proposition, which is that ferals do not recognize
themselves by that name. Jacques Derrida argues in a now-famous essay called “The
Animal That Therefore I Am, More to Follow” (2002) that the word “animal” is an example of a
human war waged against other species. This war takes two forms—mass extinctions on the one
hand and mass overproduction of industrialized livestock animals on the other. He suggests
that the word “animal” predicts this calamity because the word does two things. Firstly, it
collapses all their differences into one mass; everyone from the oyster to the elephant is
imprisoned by this word “animal,” diminishing everyone’s complexity and difference into a
catch all, “everything” term (see Derrida 2002, 392). The word “animal” also allows humans to
imagine themselves above, beyond, separate, superior, with all that this implies morally and
ethically. The word “animal” makes it possible to say that someone is “only an animal,” with all
that that implies morally and ethically (see also Kim 2015). If we add the word “feral” to the
word “animal,” then it’s as if we have added a “no-one,” a “nothing,” to an “everything”;
together, the two words manage to double the insult, double the animals’ vulnerability, double
the violence.
And yet, just as animals do not recognize themselves by the name “animal” (it is “our”
name for them after all), ferals also do not recognize their status as “nothings.” They do not
think of themselves as killable or as ungrievable. We can see this because they are out there
busily surviving, conducting complex social lives, weaving in and out of human habitation,
interacting with other species, changing themselves and others. In the case of dingoes, for
instance, now thought by some to be a domesticated dog that went feral some 4,000 years ago,
their involvement with feral dogs continues, in a way that frustrates conservationists and dingo
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advocates, who want pure specimens, who want to see dingoes choose only other dingoes to
mate with, and not Labradors or cattle dogs. The queer mixing of dingo with dog leads
conservation biologists to suggest that dingoes are going extinct through impure breeding. But
this idea is false. Take the idea of purity out of the picture and they are not going extinct, they
are making do. But in the name of purity, in the name of the “pure” dingo, “wild” dogs or feral
dogs are being shot, baited, and eradicated in unacceptably cruel ways. The dingo does not see
herself as a killable, nor her own pups as living embodiments of her species extinction (see
Probyn-Rapsey 2015). We should, I think, be wary of the tendency to see animals only as
examples of a whole species–this makes them interchangeable and it also makes them
vulnerable to pronouncements on purity. Conservation biologists see a whole species, a
category; a dingo sees an opportunity, a mate, a litter, a social life, a persistence.
This leads me to my fourth proposition, which is that the “feral” should remind us
that the language of species is entangled with the language of race. The categories
into which animals are made to fit are both cultural and scientific. When the “father of
taxonomy,” Carl Linneaus, separated and sorted the natural world into kingdoms and species,
he also included humans divided by race. In the first edition of Systema Naturae, we find
“white Europeans,” “red Americans,” “brown Asians,” and “black Africans,” and in the tenth
edition he was ascribing racial temperaments to these groups, with white Europeans displaying
the most favoured characteristics. The point here is that species and race—and gender for that
matter—are related taxonomies (see Kim 2015); they share the good and bad effects of
taxonomic logic. All categories produce ferals, persons who do not fit in to an imagined norm,
who are in between, mixed. We have ferals because we have a stubborn insistence on
categorical thinking. The language of species purity and a fear of mixing, of invasion, of menace
and genetic swamping, is mobilized regularly and repeatedly in conservation biology
surrounding dingoes. But the rhetoric sticks to bodies, all bodies; it keeps the language of
eugenics in circulation, ready to re-attach itself again to human bodies (see Probyn-Rapsey
2015). It is not acceptable to speak of purity in terms of human populations—we know the
history of that thinking—so we should know what happens when we speak about animals in
those terms too.
This brings me to my final proposition, which is that ferals are a big distraction
from the violence of animal agriculture. Feral animals are violently eradicated in the
name of two dominant principles. The first is that we kill them in the name of protecting
biodiversity (this is the “cats are eating our natives!” sort of argument), and secondly, we kill
them in the name of the “sustainability” of animal agriculture. Sustainability is often used in a
very vague way in animal agriculture because animal agriculture and sustainability are actually
incompatible. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) report on the
environmental impact of the livestock sector indicates that, globally, livestock contributes to
18% of global warming, a larger contribution than the whole transportation sector (FAO 2006).
Animal agriculture represents the largest of all anthropogenic land uses and is a key player in
increasing water use, water depletion, and water pollution.
The livestock industry in Australia is vast and politically active. Animal agriculture,
specifically beef cattle and sheep farming, accounts for 52% of Australia’s land mass (Meat and
Livestock Australia 2014). We currently have around 29 million cattle and 75 million sheep;
that’s 100 million hard-hoofed, belching, farting ruminants walking over 52% of the deforested
land mass of Australia. Compare this impact to the number of feral animals and they become a
miniscule part of the problem of water use, water pollution, air pollution, land degradation,
biodiversity, and habitat losses. So, when thousands of feral camels are culled by shotgun in the
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name of climate-change action in order to reduce methane emissions (see Ritvo 2012, 411),
while at the same time cattle and sheep are forced to produce more and more offspring, surely
we have to say that something is drastically out of balance here. Sure, feral camels affect
waterways, polluting them with waste, eating native flora, and they also contribute to climate
change through their methane and waste, but feral camels are vastly outnumbered by sheep and
cattle. Killing feral animals in the name of sustainability has all the appearance of doing
something about climate change, but in reality it leaves the main issue of animal agriculture
untouched. Ferals are a good distraction; they raise hackles. They transgress our fences, our
ways of thinking, and the violence which we unleash upon them is spectacular and unhinged
from usual ethical constraints. Feral animals rarely have advocates, certainly not lobbyists in
parliaments; they are easy to demonise and in killing them we can claim to be addressing
habitat loss, biodiversity loss, and sustainability, while at the same time breeding more and
more cattle and sheep. Ferals should not made responsible for this; we should.
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This paper attempts to build an ironic political myth faithful to decolonization
that takes queerness as its referent and dreams up worlds that can bear all of us.
It speculates about decolonization as a kind of feral-becoming, pointing to futures
that give way to life-forms that do not need the human to find their conditions of
possibility in the world. The central figure of this myth, this prehistory, is the
figure of the poltergeist—the analytic and ontological space of queer indigeneity
and the feral monster in the horror story of decolonization.

Introduction: Savage Pasts
I wasn’t created
to be a lonesome turtle
crawling around by myself
(though none of these turtles
are worth beach-combing)
- Gregory Scofield, “I Used To Be Sacred (On Turtle Island)” (1996, 63)

This paper attempts to build “an ironic political myth” (Haraway 1991, 149) faithful to
decolonization by dreaming up worlds that can bear all of us, worlds that slip-slide into others
without disavowing their hybrid alterities. Decolonization is a politics of the future perfect, one
that thinks in a vernacular of the what-will-have-happened. It is a teleology of the elsewhere,
gestating an attachment to an otherwise that might hold out for more radical genres of living,
ones that do not resort to violence to survive the present. Decolonization experiments with
more capacious desires that do not dispose of or eliminate some bodies to throw the good life
into sharp relief. It conjures an ethos that stalls the governmental work of extracting indigeneity
from the political. In the melodrama of decolonization, indigeneity reminds us that this world is
both too much and not enough. The world is not for us, but we need it to get to a future that is
not constituted through uneven forms of collective suffering (Muñoz 2009, 1). This paper
speculates about decolonization as a kind of feral-becoming and it turns to a wild and unruly
form of politics that might give way to life-forms trying to make a break for it. In a word: we
might have to become feral in order to become something else. At the centre of this myth, this
prehistory, is the figure of the poltergeist: a queer and wayward crawler searching for other
turtles that might be worth beach-combing (see Haraway 1991, 149; Scofield 1996, 63).
Admittedly, the feral is a precarious space from which to theorize, sullied with an
injurability bound up in the work of liberal humanism as such, an enterprise that weaponizes a
set of moral barometers to distribute ferality unevenly to differently citizened and raced
bodies—ones that are too close for comfort and must be pushed outside arm’s reach. Perhaps
ferality traverses a semantic line of flight commensurate with that of savagery, barbarism, and
lawlessness, concreting into one history of elimination: that is, a history of eliminating
recalcitrant indigeneities incompatible within a supposedly hygienic social. The word savage
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comes from the Latin salvaticus, an alteration of silvaticus, meaning “wild,” literally “of the
woods.” Of persons, it means “reckless, ungovernable” (“Savage”). In the space-time of settler
states, savagery temporarily stands in for those subjectivities tethered to a supposedly waning
form of indigeneity, one that came from the woods and, because of this, had to be jettisoned
from or assimilated into the national body. Here is Audra Simpson on the history of Indian
“lawlessness”:
Its genealogy extends back to the earliest moments of recorded encounter, when Indians
appeared to have no law, to be without order, and thus, to be in the colonizer’s most
generous articulation of differentiation, in need of the trappings of civilization. “Law” may
be one instrument of civilization, as a regulating technique of power that develops through
the work upon a political body and a territory. (2014, 144)

According to Simpson, the recognition of Indigenous peoples as lawless rendered them
governable, motivating the settler state (here, Canada) to curate and thus contain atrophied
indigeneities—and, consequently, their sovereignties, lands, and politics—within the borders of
federal law (2014, 144-45). Similarly, in The Transit of Empire Jodi Byrd traces the
epistemological gimmicks through which the concept of “Indianness” came to align with “the
savage other” (2011, 27). For her, this alignment provided the “rationale for imperial
domination” and continues to stalk philosophy’s patterns of thinking (ibid.). Simpson, writing
about the Mohawks of Kahnawake, argues that “a fear of lawlessness” continues to haunt the
colonial imaginary, thereby diminishing “Indigenous rights to trade and to act as sovereigns in
their own territories” (2014, 145). We might take the following lyrics from the popular Disney
film Pocahontas as an example of the ways indigeneity circulates as a feral signifier in colonial
economies of meaning-making:
[Ratcliffe] What can you expect
From filthy little heathens?
Their whole disgusting race is like a curse
Their skin's a hellish red
They’re only good when dead
They’re vermin, as I said
And worse
[English settlers] They’re savages! Savages!
Barely even human. (Gabriel and Goldberg 1995)

Savagery connotes a state of non-ontology: Indigenous peoples are forced to cling to a barely
extant humanity and coterminously collapse into a putatively wretched form of animality.
Savagery is lethal, and its Indian becomes the prehistoric alibi through which the human is
constituted as such. Indigenous peoples have therefore labored to explain away this savagery,
reifying whitened rubrics for proper citizenship and crafting a genre of life tangible within the
scenes of living through that are constitutive of settler colonialism as such. These scenes,
however, are dead set on destroying the remnants of that savagery, converting their casualties
into morally compatible subjects deserving of rights and life in a multicultural state that stokes
the liberal fantasy of life after racial trauma at the expense of decolonial flourishing itself.
This paper is therefore interested in the subjectivities and forms of sociality that
savagery destroys when applied from without, and the political work of appropriating that
savagery in the name of decolonization. Ours is a form of indigeneity that hints at a
fundamental pollutability that both confirms and threatens forms of ontology tethered to a
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taxonomized humanity built in that foundational episode of subjection of which Simpson
speaks. I am suggesting that savagery always-already references an otherworld of sorts: there
are forms of life abandoned outside modernity’s episteme whose expressivities surge with
affects anomalous within the topography of settler colonialism. This paper is not a historicist or
nostalgic attachment to a pre-savage indigeneity resurrected from a past somehow unscathed
by the violence that left us in the thick of things in the first place. Instead, I emphasize the
potentiality of ferality as a politics in a world bent on our destruction—a world that eliminates
indigeneities too radical to collapse into a collective sensorium, training us to a live in an
ordinary that the settler state needs to persist as such, one that only some will survive. This
world incentivizes our collusion with a multicultural state instantiated through a myth of
belonging that actively disavows difference in the name of that very difference. We are
repeatedly hurried into a kind of waning sociality, the content and form of which appear both
too familiar and not familiar enough. In short, we are habitually left scavenging for ways to go
on without knowing what it is we want.
Let’s consider Jack Halberstam’s thoughts on “the wild”:
It is a tricky word to use but it is a concept that we cannot live without if we are to combat
the conventional modes of rule that have synced social norms to economic practices and
have created a world order where every form of disturbance is quickly folded back into quiet,
where every ripple is quickly smoothed over, where every instance of eruption has been
tamped down and turned into new evidence of the rightness of the status quo. (2013, 126)

Where Halberstam finds disturbance, I find indigeneity-cum-disturbance par excellence.
Halberstam’s “wild” evokes a potentiality laboured in the here and now and “an alternative to
how we want to think about being” in and outside an authoritarian state (2013, 126-27).
Perhaps the wild risks the decolonial, a geography of life-building that dreams up tomorrows
whose referents are the fractured indigeneities struggling to survive a historical present built on
our suffering. Ferality is a stepping stone to a future grounded in Indigenous peoples’ legal and
political orders. This paper does not traffic in teleologies of the anarchic or lawless as they
emerge in Western thought; instead, it refuses settler sovereignty and calls for forms of
collective Indigenous life that are attuned to queerness’s wretched histories and future-making
potentialities.
Indigeneity is an ante-ontology of sorts: it is prior to and therefore disruptive of
ontology. Indigeneity makes manifest residues or pockets of times, worlds, and subjectivities
that warp both common sense and philosophy into falsities that fall short of completely
explaining what is going on. Indigenous life is truncated in the biopolitical category of Savage in
order to make our attachments to ourselves assimilable inside settler colonialism’s national
sensorium. Settler colonialism purges excessive forms of indigeneity that trouble its rubrics for
sensing out the human and the nonhuman. In other words, settler colonialism works up modes
of being-in-the-world that narrate themselves as the only options we have. What would it mean,
then, to persist in the space of savagery, exhausting the present and holding out for futures that
are not obsessed with the proper boundary between human and nonhuman life? This paper
now turns to the present, asking: what happens when indigeneity collides with queerness inside
the reserve, and how might a feral theory make sense of that collision?
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Deadly Presents
“I went through a really hard time… I was beaten; more than once. I was choked” (Klassen
2014). These were the words of Tyler-Alan Jacobs, a two-spirit man from the Squamish Nation,
capturing at once the terror of queer life on the reserve and the hardening of time into a thing
that slows down bodies and pushes them outside its securitized geographies. Jacobs had grown
up with his attackers, attackers who were energized by the pronouncement of queerness—how it
insisted on being noticed, how it insisted on being. When the dust settled, “his right eye [had]
dislodged and the side of his faced [had] caved in” (ibid.). Settler colonialism is fundamentally
affective: it takes hold of the body, makes it perspire, and wears it out. It converts flesh into
pliable automations and people into grim reapers who must choose which lives are worth
keeping in the world. It can turn a person into a murderer in a matter of seconds; it is an
epistemic rupturing of our attachments to life, to each other, and to ourselves. It is as if settler
colonialism were simultaneously a rescue and military operation, a holy war of sorts tasked
with exorcising the spectre of queer indigeneity and its putative infectivity.
I rehearse this case because it allows me to risk qualifying the reserve as a geography
saturated with heteronormativity’s socialities. This is a strategic interdiction that destroys
supposedly degenerative queer affect worlds, untangling some bodies and not others from the
future. I don’t have the statistics to substantiate these claims, but there is an archive of
heartbreak and loss that is easy to come by if you ask the right people. Indeed, what would such
statistics tell us that we don’t already know? What would the biopolitical work of data collection
do to a knowledge-making project that thinks outside the big worlds of Statistics and
Demography and, instead, inside the smaller, more precarious worlds created in the wake of
gossip? I worry about ethnographic projects that seek to account for things and theory in the
material in order to map the coordinates of an aberration to anchor it and its voyeurs in the
theatres of the academy. The desire to attach to a body is too easily energized by a biological
reading of gender that repudiates the very subjects it seeks so desperately to know and to study.
What about the body? I have been asked this question, again and again. A feral theory is
something of a call to arms: abolish this sort of ethnography and turn to those emergent
methodologies that might better make sense of the affects and life-forms that are just now
coming into focus and have been destroyed or made invisible in the name of research itself.
Queer indigeneity, to borrow Fred Moten’s description of blackness, might “come most
clearly into relief, by way of its negation” (2014). Perhaps decolonization needs to be a sort of
séance: an attempt to communicate with the dead, a collective rising-up from the reserve’s
necropolis, a feral becoming-undead. Boyd and Thrush’s Phantom Past, Indigenous Presence
thinks indigeneity and its shaky histories vis-à-vis the language of haunting, where haunting is
an endurant facet of “the experience of colonialism” (Bodinger de Uriarte 2012, 303). But, for
me, ghostliness is differentially distributed: some more than others will be wrenched into the
domain of the dead and forced to will their own ontologies into the now. Perhaps the
universalist notion that haunting is a metonym for indigeneity repudiates the very life-forms
that it claims to include: those who are differently queered and gendered, and, because of this,
haunt waywardly and in ways that cannot be easily predicted (Ahmed 2015). This paper thus
takes an imaginative turn and proceeds with something of an incantation to summon the figure
of the queer Indigenous poltergeist—the feral monster in the horror story of decolonization.
Queer Indigenous poltergeists do not linger inaudibly in the background; we are beside
ourselves with anger, we make loud noises and throw objects around because we are
demanding retribution for homicide, unloved love, and cold shoulders. We do not reconcile; we
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escape the reserve, pillage and mangle the settler-colonial episteme. Our arrival is both
uneventful and apocalyptic, a point of departure and an entry point for an ontology that
corresponds with a future that has yet to come. Sometimes all we have is the promise of the
future. For the queer Indigenous poltergeist, resurrection is its own form of decolonial love.
The poltergeist is an ontological anomaly: a fusion of human, object, and ghost, a
“creature of social reality” and a “creature of fiction” (Haraway 1991, 149). From the German
poltern meaning “[to] make noise, [to] rattle” and Geist or “ghost,” it literally means “noisy
ghost,” speaking into existence an anti-subjectivity that emerges in the aftermath of death or
murder (“Poltergeist”). It is the subject of Tobe Hooper’s 1982 film Poltergeist, which tells a
story of “a haunting based on revenge” (Tuck and Ree 2013, 652). The film’s haunting is a
wronging premised on an initial wrong: the eponymous poltergeist materializes when a
mansion is constructed on a cemetery—a disturbing of spirits, if you will. José Esteban Muñoz
argues that “The double ontology of ghosts and ghostliness, the manner in which ghosts exist
inside and out and traverse categorical distinctions, seems especially useful for... queer
criticism” (2009, 46). In this paper, the poltergeist names the form which indigeneity takes
when it brings queer matter into its folds. In other words, this essay evokes haunting as a
metaphor to hint at the ways in which queerness was murderously absorbed into the past and
prematurely expected to stay there as an effect of colonialism’s drive to eliminate all traces of
sexualities and genders that wandered astray. The poltergeist conceptualizes the work of queer
indigeneity in the present insofar as it does not presuppose the mysterious intentions of the
ghost—an otherworldly force that is bad, good, and undetectable all at once. Instead, the
poltergeist is melancholic in its grief, but also pissed off. It refuses to remain in the spiritual, a
space cheapened in relation to the staunch materiality of the real, and one that, though housing
our conditions of possibility, cannot contain all of us. We protest forms of cruel nostalgia that
tether ghosts to a discarded past within which queer Indigenous life once flourished because we
know that we will never get it back and that most of us likely never experienced it in the first
place. We long for that kind of love, but we know it is hard to come by. I turn to the poltergeist
because I don’t have anywhere else to go. Help me, I could say. But I won’t.
Queer indigeneity, then, is neither here nor there, neither dead nor alive but, to use
Judith Butler’s language, interminably spectral (2006, 33). We are ghosts that haunt the
reserve in the event of resurrection. According to Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, a
reserve is a “tract of land, the legal title to which is held by the Crown, set apart for the use and
benefit of an Indian band” (“Terminology”). The “reserve system” is part of the dispossessory
ethos through which the settler state reifies land as the sign of sovereignty itself, and thus
effects the political death of indigeneity, decomposing it into nothingness, into contaminated
dirt. Reserves are the products of imaginations gone wild; they are ruins that bear “the physical
imprint of the supernatural” on arid land, on decaying trailers arranged like weathered
tombstones (Tuck and Ree 2013, 653). They are borderlands that connote simultaneous
possession and dispossession: they represent the collision between settler sovereignty (insofar
as the Crown holds the legal title to the land) and indigeneity (pointing to a genre of life that is
distinctly Indigenous). Reserves were—some might say they still are—zones of death that
regulated and regulate the movements of Indigenous bodies, quarantining their putatively
contaminated flesh outside modern life in order to preserve settler-colonial futurities. It is as if
the reserve were a site of complete atrophy, where indigeneity is supposed to waste away or
degenerate, where queerness has already bled out. Look at the blood on your hands!
The queer Indigenous poltergeist, however, foregrounds what I call a “reserve
consciousness” —an awareness of the deathliness of the reserve. A reserve consciousness might
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be a kind of critical phenomenology that, to use Lisa Guenther’s description of this sort of
insurgent knowledge project, pulls up “traces of what is not quite or no longer there—that which
has been rubbed out or consigned to invisibility” (2015): here, the so-called on-reserve Indian.
It might be about becoming a frictive surface; by rubbing up against things and resisting motion
between objects, we might become unstuck. Queer Indigenous poltergeists are what Sara
Ahmed calls “blockage points”: where communication stops because we cannot get through
(2011, 68). That is, queer indigeneity connotes an ethical impasse, a dead end that presents us
with two options: exorcism or resurrection. If settler colonialism is topological, if it persists
despite elastic deformations such as stretching and twisting, wear and tear, we might have to
make friction to survive. I turn to the reserve because it is a geography of affect, one in which
the heaviness of atmospheres crushes some bodies to death and in which some must bear the
weight of settler colonialism more than others. The violence done to us has wrenched us outside
the physical world and into the supernatural. Some of us are spirits—open wounds that refuse
to heal because our blood might be the one thing that cannot be stolen. Does resistance always
feel like resistance, or does it sometimes feel like bleeding out (Berlant 2011)?

Feral Socialities
I must leave the beaten path and go where we are not. Queerness, according to Muñoz, is not
yet here; it is an ideality that “we may never touch,” that propels us onward (2009, 1). Likewise,
Halberstam suggests that the presentness of queerness signals a kind of emerging ontology. He
argues that failure “is something that queers do and have always done exceptionally well in
contrast to the grim scenarios of success” that structure “a heteronormative, capitalist society”
(2011, 2-3). For Muñoz, queer failure is about “doing something that is missing in straight
time’s always already flawed temporal mapping practice” (2009, 174). We know, however, that
this isn’t the entire story. Whereas Muñoz’s queer past morphs into the here and now of
homonormativity’s carceral tempos, indigeneity’s queernesses are saturated with the trauma of
colonialism’s becoming-structure. Queer death doubles as the settler state’s condition of
possibility. Pre-contact queer indigeneities had been absorbed into colonialism’s death grip;
however, this making-dead was also a making-undead in the enduring of ghosts (Derrida 1994,
310). If haunting, according to Tuck and Ree, “lies precisely in its refusal to stop,” then the
queer Indigenous poltergeist fails to have died by way of time travel (2013, 642).
Queer indigeneity might be a kind of “feral sociality”: we are in a wild state after
escaping colonial captivity and domestication. When the state evicts you, you might have to
become feral to endure. To be feral is to linger in the back alleys of the settler state. It is a
refusal of settler statecraft, a strategic failing to approximate the metrics of colonial citizenship,
a giving up on the ethical future that reconciliation supposedly promises. As an aside, I suspect
that the settler state’s reconciliatory ethos is always-already a domesticating project: it contains
Indigenous suffering within the spectacularized theatre of the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, building a post-Residential School temporality in which Indigenous peoples have
been repaired through monetary reparations and storytelling. In the melodrama of
reconciliation, the settler state wins its centuries-long war against Indian lawlessness by healing
Indigenous peoples of the trauma that blocked them from becoming properly emotive citizens.
Queer indigeneity, however, escapes discursive and affective concealment and therefore the
category of the human itself, disturbing the binary clash between the living and nonliving by
way of its un-humanity, a kind of “dead living” whereby flesh is animated through death.
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Perhaps we must become feral to imagine other space-times, to imagine other kinds of
queerness. If settler colonialism incentivizes our collusion with the humanist enterprise of
multiculturalism (and it does), what would it mean to refuse humanity and actualize other
subject formations? In other words, how do the un-living live?
Here, I want to propose the concept of “Indian time” to theorize the temporality and
liminality of queer indigeneity as it festers in the slippage between near-death and the refusal to
die. Indian time colloquially describes the regularity with which Indigenous peoples arrive late
or are behind schedule. I appropriate this idiom to argue that the presentness of queer
indigeneity is prefigured by an escape from and bringing forward of the past as well as a taking
residence in the future. To be queer and Indigenous might mean to live outside time, to fall out
of that form of affective life. Indian time thus nullifies the normative temporality of settler
colonialism in which death is the telos of the human and being-in-death is an ontological fallacy.
It connotes the conversion of queer indigeneity into non-living matter, into ephemera lurking in
the shadows of the present, waiting, watching, and conspiring. Where Jasbir Puar argues that
all things under the rubric of queer are always-already calculated into the state’s biopolitical
mathematic, queer indigeneity cannot be held captive because it cannot be seen—we are still
emerging in the social while simultaneously altering its substance (2012). If decolonization is,
according to Tuck and K. Wayne Yang’s reading of Frantz Fanon, an “unclean break from a
colonial condition,” perhaps the queer Indigenous poltergeist is feral enough to will a decolonial
world into a future that hails rather than expels its ghosts (2012, 20). The queer Indigenous
poltergeist might have nothing else to lose.

Two-Spirit and the Politics of Tradition
There is an ontological distinction between two-spirit and queer indigeneity: queer indigeneity
is incommensurable with and therefore disruptive of two-spirit. In other words, queer
indigeneity escapes ontological capture and troubles the very idea of indigeneity itself. Queer
indigeneity is indigeneity’s necessary aberration, one that is irreducibly non-social. Queer
indigeneity is so otherworldly it becomes an epistemic blockage to History, contorting
semiotically into the stuff of horror films. It connotes a before and an elsewhere so capacious
that it strangulates the settler state’s prospects of unabated continuity. There are thus
argumentative limits to thinking about indigeneity through the language of queerness—that is,
the axiom that settler colonialism queers indigeneity for elimination obfuscates the ontoexistential particularities of queer indigeneity (Morgensen 2011, xii). I suspect that twospiritness cannot disturb the sexual politics of settler colonialism insofar as it is rendered
normative and semantically stable in the passing on of tradition.
The term “two-spirit,” according to Richard LaFortune, was introduced at the “third
annual spiritual gathering of gay and lesbian Native people that took place near Winnipeg in
1990” to name “the presence of both a feminine and a masculine spirit in one person” and to
“challenge the use of the word berdache” by anthropologists (Driskill 2010, 72). While others
would and have pushed for a definition of two-spirit that aligns more neatly with recent
imaginings of queerness, I take issue with an identity category that contradictorily tries to
explain the contemporary and its bodies by looking to the past. I have borne witness to
academic papers and kitchen-table conversations that tether two-spirit to the sacred and to a
biological reading of gender that marks life outside the binary as inherently colonial—too
modern or queer to be conceptualized inside indigeneity’s corporeal and identitarian folds.
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Where Qwo-Li Driskill, for example, argues that there is a particular complexity to twospiritness such that it can name ways of being in a body that are fluid and ambiguous, it is my
contention that two-spirit unloads the affective weight of queer indigeneity (2010, 72). The
knowability of two-spirit is contingent upon both the putative givenness of “masculine” and
“feminine” as cisnormative qualifiers and their discursive proximity to tradition, as if there
were an amorphous timelessness to two-spiritness that could be transplanted from the past
onto Indigenous bodies in the present—a forgetting of the terror of queer life, how it passes
below the aegis of gender and, in this, generates death-worlds social theory struggles to see,
study, and repair. In other words, biology fails to name the bodies and identities making claim
to the future. Two-spiritness connotes a kind of ethical injunction: to approximate indigeneity,
you must approximate tradition in this way and not that, or else. This is fundamentally
punitive: if you do not do it correctly, you could die or be killed. Two-spiritness might be stuck
in the past; it might turn a haunting into a memorial. Queer indigeneity does things that twospiritness cannot: it is a floating signifier without referent and without any agreed upon
meaning; it refuses to attach to any one history, biology, or geography. Queer indigeneity is
categorically messy; it leaks outside itself, congealing into things otherwise unthinkable,
refusing the promise of anthropic fullness, as Fred Moten might say, and remaining feral.
Sara Ahmed suggests that some bodies come up against walls that do not move when
their fleshiness thingifies institutions as walls (2012, 26). The feeling of queer indigeneity is the
feeling of coming up against something solid and tangible—an institution that prevents queer
Indigenous bodies from moving—or what I call the “politics of tradition.” Tradition is “the
transmission of customs or beliefs from generation to generation, or the fact of being passed on
in this way” (“Tradition”). It is a sort of affective glue that sticks some objects together, sticks us
to bodies and to ideas we often do not know—conversion points that make something or
someone traditional through proximity or performance. Here, a politics of tradition refers to
the ways tradition produces and deproduces some corporeal forms, how some bodies pass
below and beyond the aegis of the senses and, in this, sidestep theory’s ocular reach and thus
disturb the traditional itself. According to Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Indigenous “cultural and
linguistic revitalization movements have tapped into a set of cultural resources” precisely
because they were rendered unpassable (2012, 115). Leanne Simpson, however, argues that the
passing on of tradition has coterminously reified heteropatriarchy and “disconnected some of
our most vital people from the land and our knowledge systems” (2014). In the same vein, Glen
Coulthard recommends that “we remain cognizant of the pitfalls associated with retreating into
an uncritical essentialism in our practices of cultural revitalization” (2014, 156). Two-spiritness
might be the domestication or traditionalization of queer indigeneity, a slowing down of its
semiotic velocity, and a distancing from the kinds of subjectivities that the traditional cannot
containerize. For two-spiritness to be rendered passable, it must first be thingified by casting
out supposedly and rightfully angry apparitions (A. Smith 2014, 4). However, decolonization “is
not an exorcism of ghosts” (Tuck and Ree 2013, 648). If decolonization is to sustain queer life,
then we might need to make recourse to different epistemological starting points. We might
have to be superstitious.
Tradition, therefore, effects a kind of governability that does away with the otherwise
radical potentiality of queerness when indigeneity becomes its fleshy form. Jeff Corntassel
argues that Indigenous peoples should be striving for “forms of ‘ungovernability’” that deoccupy “settler institutions and values from Indigenous homelands” (2006, 35). I want to take
this provocation further: queer indigeneity works up a kind of ungovernability that always
already circumvents the human’s impasse. Elsewhere I have argued that “settler colonialism is
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an epistemic rupturing of everything, a steady bombardment whose intensity is felt unevenly
across differently subjected Indigenous bodies” (Belcourt 2015). The traditional is alwaysalready disavowing disparate assemblages of ideas and subjectivities that do not make sense
inside its epistemological confines. Tradition is pre-emptive; it is measured against certain
impossibilities. Queerness germinates in the rifts between the possible and the impossible.
When rendered together (if at all), queerness (as the anti-subjectivity) and indigeneity (as the
ante-ontology) appear nonsensical. Let’s world vis-à-vis nonsensical and patchwork forms of
thinking!

Conclusion: Killing Colonial Joy
Perhaps we need to make ferality an object of feeling, “as something we invest in, as a way of
relating to the world, a way of making sense of how we relate to the world” (Ahmed 2010).
Haunting speaks us into existence, as Sara Ahmed might say. Like the feminist killjoy,
becoming a queer Indigenous poltergeist “can be an alienation from happiness,” a being “out of
line with an affective community” because you do not “experience happiness from the right
things” (ibid.). Being feral implies a kind of impropriety, a failure to observe standards and to
sublimate anger into happiness. Settler colonialism foregrounds certain mythologies of
happiness that are insidiously energized by Indigenous suffering. Indeed, Ahmed suggests that
happiness scripts “could be thought of as straightening devices, ways of aligning bodies with
what is already lined up” (2010, 91). The queer Indigenous poltergeist refuses to be
straightened out and finds its conditions of possibility in the crooked and bent. We know the
happy stories that the settler state tells about itself—stories about multiculturalism, about
reconciliation, about nationalism, about gay-friendliness. Settler colonialism might be about
preserving happiness—the “happily-ever-after” that its statecraft narrates by flattening the
historical and material impasse that indigeneity signifies.
If the “good life,” according to Lauren Berlant, “is for so many a bad life that wears
[them] out,” then perhaps being worn out captures the emotional prehistory of decolonization
(2011, 27). Unlike the cruel optimist about whom Berlant speaks, the queer Indigenous
poltergeist is not dramatically tethered to the “good life” (ibid.). Instead, the very fact of its
haunting suggests that the bad life is for some a geography from which to hone forms of
political revolt. Perhaps being unhappy is its own form of decolonial activism. Settler
colonialism, then, might be about making knees jerk, about sudden and putatively involuntary
reflexes that launch the body into action and make happiness automatic, unconscious, second
nature. To this end, the queer Indigenous poltergeist is its own kind of killjoy—a killjoy that
refuses to let go of the past, that kills the happiness of settlers by making things awkward, that
points out moments of colonial violence, that points out our murders. If, according to Tuck and
Ree, decolonization means “attending to ghosts, and arresting widespread denial of the violence
done to them,” this essay is a call to arms: we must kill joy (Tuck and Ree 2013, 247; see also
Ahmed 2010). If we end with the understanding that queerness is simultaneously present and
absent on the reserve, and that we must abolish settler colonialism’s happiness regime, how can
we let the queer Indigenous poltergeist take us elsewhere?
What would happen if we went wild, if we refused domestication and instead chose
lawlessness? When our backs are against the wall, we do not have many options from which to
choose. Tradition does biopolitical work: it operates at the level of anatomy, not only reifying
gender’s collapse into biology but also training our bodies into thinking that we have finally
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found something that feels like something. I’m not buying it, and I think that queer indigeneity
is the point of departure decolonization has been waiting for. It’s your move.
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Finding Ferality in the Anthropocene:
Marie Darrieussecq’s “My Mother Told Me Monsters Do Not Exist”
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What will it take to undomesticate the world—to begin to loosen humanity’s tight
grasp on the planet’s spaces, structures, resources, and populations? Marie
Darrieussecq’s short story “My Mother Told Me Monsters Do Not Exist” describes
the intrusion of an unidentifiable creature into a fastidious woman’s apartment
home, a modest but powerful scene of undomestication. This brief tale illustrates
the intertwined forces of domestication and feralization that link humans and
animals and proposes interspecies companionship as a lively and productive site
of ferality in the regimented unwildness of the Anthropocene.

What will it take to undomesticate the world—to begin to loosen humanity’s tight grasp on the
planet’s spaces, structures, resources, and populations? What would a more feral world look like,
and what would it entail for the human race? Modern conservation biology is engaged in projects
to “re-wild” key wilderness areas through the restoration of ecosystems, including the
reintroduction of species evicted or exterminated from their habitats by human encroachment.
In the realm of storytelling and speculation, re-wilding has a much longer history. Fantasies of
animals, monsters, aliens, and other creatures running amok prevail in science fiction,
speculative fiction, and horror genres. In their various incarnations, for example, from King
Kong (1933) to The Birds (1963) to Jurassic Park (1993), rampaging beasts lay waste to human,
social, and political orders, overturning (if only temporarily) the anthropocentric hierarchy that
cordons off and elevates humanity from the rest of the animal world. The popularity of the trope
attests to an ambivalent mixture of horror and delight at the prospect of animals and nonhuman
others breaking free of confinement and subordination, interrupting the human-dominated
world with explosions of feral freedom, and forcibly reintegrating humankind back into the
animal orders civilization strives to transcend.
“My mother told me monsters do not exist. Now I know they do.” The epigraph to
French writer Marie Darrieussecq’s short story “My Mother Told Me Monsters Do Not Exist”
(1999) is paraphrased from the opening lines of American science-fiction film Alien Resurrection
(1997), a point of intertextuality that hints at the kind of ferality under scrutiny in this paper. In
Alien Resurrection and other films in the Alien franchise, a human space crew is hunted by a
parasitical alien organism that reproduces by implanting embryos into living human bodies;
after gestation, a young alien erupts from its host’s chest in a grisly and fatal birth. The world of
these films is not a wild space. Most action takes place within tightly crafted structures under
human, techno-scientific, or military oversight, places where “monsters” should not exist. Yet the
humans are losing control, their normal tools and procedures overwhelmed by the predatory
onslaught of a “monster” deemed nonexistent. It is this categorical unexpectedness, the eruption
of untamed animality in spaces (and even in bodies) supposed to be securely human-dominated,
that I am calling “ferality.” Ferality describes animality as resistance to an anthropocentric order,
a mode of being that challenges human practices of controlling and confining animals both
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physically and epistemologically. It reminds humans that they too are animals, linked to a
multitude of other species as predator and prey, cohabitant and competitor.
Alien Resurrection and its monster-movie kin tend to stage spectacular, large-scale
battles between the human drive to domesticate the world and the ever-lurking threat of feral
violence; however, in these stories, human civilization tends to emerge victorious. “My Mother
Told Me Monsters Do Not Exist,” from Darrieussecq’s 2006 short story collection Zoo, takes a
very different approach to representing ferality. This brief tale describes an unusual encounter. A
woman is shocked to discover an unfamiliar creature inhabiting the tidy space of her urban
apartment home, leaving her in a quandary: what is the thing, how should she feel about it, and
what should she do with it? In contrast to the film from which it draws its title, the story stages a
modest, small-scale, localized site of ferality. Bearing little resemblance to the grand visions of
rampaging beasts so often proposed by the science-fiction imaginary, it recounts the simple
meeting of a woman and an animal in a domestic setting. Yet despite its limited scope, this story
advocates powerfully for the relations of responsibility and care that exist between humans and
animals in the world as it exists today—a world in which animality still manages to persist
despite all too often being tamed, exploited, and exterminated according to human need. Even
the most anthropocentric of spaces contains animal life, though it is often unseen, undervalued,
and repressed. In our mundane, everyday encounters with animals, Darrieussecq suggests, we
might pursue a kind of “feralization” of the human and thereby re-wild ourselves in modest but
significant ways.
Within the age-old processes of domestication that have made certain types of animals
common in human societies as companions, workers, food, and resources, one might trace
corresponding forces of feralization—that is, the animals’ own effects upon their human
domesticators. Domestication tends to be considered an entirely one-way process, a program
that humans impose onto animals to transform them, over time, from wild beasts to helpful
servants. However, this narrative of mastery occludes the ambivalence of interspecies influence,
the ways in which domestication involves cooperation, compromise, and adaptation on the part
of both humans and animals. Critical animal studies scholars, attentive to animal as well as
human agencies, tell the story differently. Vinciane Despret writes of “anthropo-zoo-genesis” as
an intimate co-evolution between humans and animals “in a relation of taming, in a relation that
changes both identities” (2004, 130).This relation requires both parties to make
accommodations, attuning themselves in various ways to the other’s needs; in the end, they have
“domesticated one another” (130). Donna Haraway conceives of domestication as “an emergent
process of co-habiting, involving agencies of many sorts and stories that do not lend themselves
[…] to an assured outcome for anybody” (2003, 30). Domestic animals are those who have
become intimate, long-term partners with humankind, though on profoundly unequal terms and
often under deplorable conditions.
By re-scripting domestication as a partnership, rather than another story of human
domination, these scholars insist that animals are actors, not tools—that the world is composed
not of human subjects and nonhuman objects but of what Haraway calls “companion species,” a
rich web of constitutive relations in which “the partners do not precede their relating; all that is,
is the fruit of becoming with” (2008, 17). The point of this intervention is not only to rewrite
history, but also to urge a new interspecies ethics, to make existing relationships more
responsible, equitable, and just—an enormous and multifaceted project. Leaving aside difficult
questions about humans and the animals they eat, experiment on, or otherwise use,
Darrieussecq’s story addresses the relationships between humans and the animals with whom
they live. In her shift from viewing her animal neighbour as an alien intruder to embracing it as a
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beloved pet, Darrieussecq’s narrator begins to illustrate the intertwined forces of domestication
and feralization that form interspecies partnerships, as well as the ethical obligations that inhere
within them.
The narrator of “My Mother Told Me” is a solitary writer who is up late working on a
text in its tedious final editing stage. When she gets up to close a curtain, a mysterious shape falls
unexpectedly onto the floor, tumbling into shadow. As the narrator gazes upon the dark spot on
her carpet, she cannot quite grasp what she is looking at: the thing’s most salient quality is
indistinguishability. Trying to process the situation, the narrator generates a list of possible
identities for the thing, both living and nonliving, that might explain its disconcerting presence.
Her first descriptions are vague: “quelque chose,” “une masse,” “la forme” (144) (“something,” “a
mass,” “the form”; my translation). As she continues to look, what she sees vacillates between
animal and object: it could be “un lapin, ou une poupée de chiffons; peut-être un pigeon” (“a
rabbit, or a rag doll; perhaps a pigeon”), or maybe “un gros poulet” (“a fat chicken”), “un ballon
de baudruche ou un vêtement décroché d’un cintre” (“a rubber balloon or a piece of clothing
fallen off the hanger”) or “un corbeau” (“a crow”) (144-145). A glimpse of finely chiselled
feathers, a wrinkled face and bright red mouth, and a pair of shrivelled simian paws finally
establish its animality inconclusively, as its motley features add up to no particular beast. What
matters most to the narrator’s eyes is that this thing inspires dread. Its strangeness, so out of
place, constitutes an intolerable intrusion of the feral into the domestic. Its ferality stems not
from any particularly wild behaviour—the thing is silent, still, nonaggressive—but from its total
resistance to being understood humanly.
In her seemingly automatic and repeated attempts to identify the creature, the
surprised narrator deploys a fundamental strategy of domestication: naming. In the long
tradition of human-animal relationships enshrined in the book of Genesis in the Christian Bible,
bestowing names upon animals is a human privilege, one of the perks of God-given “dominion”
over the beasts: “Whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name” (Genesis
2.18). To name is to assert knowledge, to put in place; naming, in the form of species
classification, is part of the apparatus that sorts animals as distinctly other than, and inferior to,
humankind. Ursula Le Guin, in her short story “She Unnames Them,” imagines the decidedly
feral alternate tradition that results when Eve undoes Adam’s work of naming, producing a world
where humans and animals intermingle without the comfortable boundaries of species
classification:
They seemed far closer than when their names had stood between myself and them like a
clear barrier: so close that my fear of them and their fear of me became one same fear. And
the attraction that many of us felt, the desire to feel or rub or caress another’s scales or skin
or feathers or fur, taste one another’s blood or flesh, keep one another warm,— that
attraction was now one with the fear, and the hunter could not be told from the hunted, nor
the eater from the food. (1987, 235)

The narrator of “My Mother Told Me” grasps for names for precisely the reason that Le Guin’s
Eve casts them aside: names place a barrier between the human self and the animal other. If she
could name it, she feels, she could master this disarming situation. If she knew what it was, she
would know where it belonged and how to deal with it properly.
Yet the thing bewilders every attempt by the narrator to fit it into a known category. It
resists illumination in both a figurative and a literal sense: it cannot be understood because it
cannot quite be seen or brought to light. Indeed, it seems to exceed or slip under the visual
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register altogether, throwing the narrator’s eyes into an anxious frenzy: “Je ne parvenais pas à
fixer mon regard à la bonne distance, à decider d’une taille, d’une position, d’une couleur,
comme si un quadrillage d’air, un grillage invisible, avait obligé mes yeux à une acrobatique mise
au point” (144) (“I couldn’t manage to fix my gaze to the right distance, to decide on a size, a
position, a color, as if a grid made of air, an invisible mesh, had forced my eyes into an acrobatics
of focus”). This invisibility is not only baffling but particularly feral, a sly defense against the
human dependence on vision. Of course, humanity has no monopoly on vision, a sensory
apparatus that occurs in diverse forms across countless species; plenty of animals, including cats,
hawks, and sharks, can see more keenly and extensively than even the sharpest-eyed humans.
Yet within many discourses on humanity and its abilities, vision enjoys considerable
epistemological privilege; scholars point to a fundamental “ocularcentrism” of the Western
philosophical tradition (see Levin 1993) that often runs side by side with anthropocentrism. Cary
Wolfe, tracing the emergence of the discourse of species and its corollary, the institution of
speciesism, foregrounds Freud’s claim in Civilization and Its Discontents (1930) that the sensory
shift from smell to sight helps launch humankind up and out of the realm of animality: vision is
linked to uprightness, cleanliness, and contemplative distance, a transcendent sense in contrast
to the primitive materiality of smell. Freud is thus characteristic of a critical genealogy in which
“the figure of vision is indeed ineluctably tied to the specifically human” (Wolfe 2003, 2-3).
Within this paradigm, visibility is equated to presence, illumination to the acquisition of
knowledge. Yet the creature stubbornly refuses to yield to enlightenment: “La chose était noire,
c’est ce que je constatai d’abord: vraiment noire même en pleine lumière. Et cette couleur déjà
était anormale, comme si la nuit restait accrochée là, en boule sur mon parquet” (145) (“The
thing was black, that’s what I noticed first of all: truly black even in full light. And that color in
itself was abnormal, as if the night had gotten stuck there, in a ball on my floor”). More than a
color, the blackness of the creature’s body functions as an informational void, sucking up the
light that might help the narrator make sense of it. This blackness is literally invisible in her
scopic regime, constituting negativity rather than a presence. The narrator’s own racial identity
is never mentioned, but the difficulty she experiences in looking at black animality implicitly
marks her as non-black; it also recalls historical overlaps between discourses of racism and
speciesism and echoes the racist ideological legacy that identifies black humans as both foreign
and feral. Of course, the animal on her carpet has no inherent relation to human racial
categories, yet the binary of lightness and darkness that structures the narrator’s visual
capacities hints that the creature is a racial, as well as species, other. Both as an animal and as a
black body, it is fundamentally out of place in the narrator’s world.
For this human, naming and looking are twin tactics of domestication, methods of
making the animal familiar while at the same time maintaining a comfortable distance from it.
Drawing upon these methods, she identifies herself with a decidedly non-feral tradition of
interspecies contact in which humans and nonhumans encounter each other not as fellow beings
but hierarchically, with humans the knowing, observing subjects and animals the mute, yielding
objects. In this Cartesian fantasy, the human looks without being looked at and names without
being addressed in order to assimilate the animal into existing frameworks of knowledge and
power. However, neither tactic is working: the thing’s ferality overwhelms her attempts to make
it legible. She cannot just let the creature be because it is too large and too strange to roam her
apartment unnoticed. Thus her next domesticating tactic is to bypass knowledge and attempt
deportation; if she cannot understand the thing, she can at least exile it from her home. The
problem is her extreme reluctance to touch it, to move from the distance of vision to the
proximity of physical contact.
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Up until this point in her life, the narrator has shied away from touching animals. As
she tries to deal with the unknown creature, she recalls three memories of human-animal contact
from her past, sketching a traumatic genealogy of her present problem. The conditions of her
modern urban existence normalize a general paucity of nonhuman animals; in the space of the
city, unregulated interspecies encounters are few. Thus in her memories, animal touch
constitutes a feral intrusion into the security and stability of her human-constructed world. Each
of the three memories is described as a horrific invasion, overwhelming her senses and
squelching bodily boundaries. Two of the three scenes are about insect extermination, a pointed
iteration of the paradigm of “immense, systematized violence against animals” that Haraway
calls “exterminism.” Exterminism renders not only individuals “killable,” but whole categories of
animals, “because finally they are only something, not somebody” (2008, 79-80). For this
narrator, and the many other humans who keep the extermination industry afloat, insects are
categorically unfit for the house, “matter out of place” (Douglas 1966, 36); it is therefore proper
and expected to kill those that find their way inside. Yet the violence that the narrator exerts
against those improper animals oscillates back towards her. To her dismay, the exterminating
touch proves reciprocal, leaving traces on her own body as well as on the insect corpses.
She recalls, for instance, a grotesque night when she discovers her office has been
swarmed by insects from the poplar tree outside the open window: “Cette nuit-là je vidai une
bombe d’insecticide jusque dans mes draps, si longuement qu’une cloque se forma au bout de
mon index. Au matin les insectes jonchaient la moquette, les couvertures, le haut de l’armoire;
j’en trouve encore parfois au pli de mes vêtements, et d’autres, momifiés, entre les pages des
livres” (147-148) (“That night I emptied a can of insecticide all the way up to my sheets, for so
long that a blister formed on the tip of my index finger. In the morning the insects blanketed the
carpet, the covers, the top of the armoire; I still find them sometimes in the folds of my clothes,
and others, mummified, between the pages of books”). Murderer of a thousand bugs, the
narrator focuses the scene instead on her own victimhood. She does not want to kill, for killing
requires panicky proximity to the hated insects. It would be better, in her account, for them
never to touch her life at all, to stay outside where they belong. The exterminating touch is
supposed to put an end to further contact, but it fails; not only the blister on her finger, but also
the desiccated insect bodies penetrating her living space forevermore, serve as vestiges of that
violent encounter, a return of the ferality she attempts to repress.
She recalls a second scene of failed extermination, when her apartment is overrun by
cockroaches seeking shelter during a rainy winter. She vacates the place while it undergoes a full
disinfection, but on her return, “j’avais découvert avec horreur que beaucoup d’entre eux, encore
vivants, s’étaient réfugiés sous la bonde et s’échappaient sous mes pieds nus” (148) (“I discovered
with horror that many of them, still living, had taken refuge under the bathtub plug and escaped
under my bare feet”). The cockroaches, emblems of feral resistance to a human-dominated
world, refuse to die when they are told to; they are indifferent to her revulsion against their
touch. Once again, the power in the situation is all hers—she has the means to order their
death—yet their presence reminds her of the precariousness of human-imposed domestic
boundaries.
Killing animals, as in the practice of extermination, is supposed to prevent unwanted
interspecies encounters. Yet killing is its own form of encounter. The first two memories are
about killing by proxy; the third memory, nauseatingly sensual, is about killing without
mediation. A kind of primal scene for her lifelong horror of interspecies contact, this childhood
memory comes to her mind when she realizes she must touch the thing to get it off her carpet:
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Il fallait toucher cette chose; mais pas avec mes doigts, pas avec ma peau. Je courus dans la
cuisine chercher le balai. Je me rappelais, petite, dans un champ, avoir marché sur une
portée de mulots. Le contact étranger, d’un coup sous la semelle, la différence avec l’herbe,
avec le craquement ordinaire des brindilles—et puis comprendre, l’estomac qui se tord: ces
os mous, cette chair gélatineuse écrasée sous le pied. Et se souvenir avec une acuité qui le
temps n’amortit pas de cette succion molle, de cette crevaison—ce sol visqueux qui se dérobe.
En m’emparant ce soir-là de mon balai, je voulais surtout m’éviter de tels retours de
mémoire. (146)
(It was necessary to touch this thing; but not with my fingers, not with my skin. I ran to the
kitchen to find the broom. I recalled myself, young, in a field, having stepped upon a litter of
field mice. The alien contact, all of a sudden under the sole, the difference from the grass,
from the ordinary cracking of twigs—and then to understand, the stomach twisting: these
soft bones, this gelatinous flesh crushed beneath the foot. And to remember, with an acuity
that time had not amortized, this soft sucking, this puncturing—this viscous soil giving way.
Grabbing my broom that night, I wanted most of all to avoid such recurrences of memory.)

This passage brings into sharp focus the narrator’s particular horror of ferality. Her problem is
not so much fear—neither field mice nor insects pose any physical danger to her—as it is a
fixation on the sanctity of a distinct human-animal boundary, a gospel of putting things in their
proper place. Where humans are, animals must not be. Via the horror of her three animal
memories, the narrator reveals her longed-for fantasy of a clean, orderly, human-only world,
where animals (if they cannot be exterminated altogether) are obliged to stay outside of human
spaces, where a field of grass can be trusted to remain a pastoral footpath rather than a complex
ecosystem thrumming with life. Yet the multispecies world is unpredictable: bodies emerge
where they are unwanted and boundaries are frequently permeated. Darrieussecq’s grotesquely
descriptive language emphasizes the potential violence of feral encounters: this narrator has
learned early on that contact can be devastating. Crushing the mice, she quite literally violates
the limits between bodies and between species: her foot and its victims are forced into a squishy,
wet, horribly intimate embrace.
The child’s unwitting violence, though it seems to rush one-way from human to animal,
turns back upon its source. Even this stomp from above turns out to be a reciprocal touch, a
mutual catastrophe: the mice are killed, while the girl is stricken by the sensation that resides in
her body and torments her for years to come. In keeping with her other memories, the trauma
here revolves around the narrator’s own experience of nausea, not the pain of the animals she
harms. She does not say that she was sorry to destroy the mice (or the flying insects or the
cockroaches). She is sorry that she had to undergo the experience of destruction and that she had
to get close enough to them to destroy them. What remains implicit in her self-centered tale is a
horrified recognition of death as a universal experience, the great equalizer between human and
nonhuman life. In their unmediated and deadly contact, both killer and victims confront the
vulnerability they share as fragile, impermanent animal bodies. The implacable biological fact of
mortality constitutes, as Jacques Derrida puts it, “the most radical means of thinking the finitude
that we [humans] share with animals” (2008, 28). Death, in a sense, summons humans back into
the realm of the feral, transforming a person into decaying organic matter; it makes the
ideological fiction of a human/animal boundary materially irrelevant. Recoiling from the dead
mice and focusing on her own discomfort, the narrator misses a chance for cross-species
compassion—that is, for feeling and suffering with her victims.
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Troubled by her memories as well as her present feral encounter, the narrator sinks into
a full night and day of panic, unable to eject the creature from her apartment and at a loss for
how to proceed. She pokes at it with a broom, which achieves nothing. She separates herself from
it with locked doors barred by heavy furniture. When she timidly re-enters her office and finds it
clinging, upside down like a bat, to the curtain, she tries to dump it into a garbage bag, but it is
too large. All the while, the creature puts up no resistance; it neither threatens her nor runs
away. Yet of all the ways that ferality might manifest, it is this perverse stillness, this obdurate
insistence on simply being there, that troubles the narrator the most: “Ce que je craignais
d’instinct, ce n’était pas tant qu’elle surgisse, mais de la trouver inerte à nouveau, répugnante, en
tas sous un meuble. Et ce qui me dégoûtait surtout, c’était l’idée d’une agonie, le voisinage d’une
chose en train de mourir chez moi” (148-149) (“What I instinctively feared was not so much that
it might suddenly appear, but that I might again find it inert, repugnant, in a heap under the
furniture. And what disgusted me the most was the idea of an agony, the closeness of something
dying in my house”).
This declaration crystallizes not only the narrator’s particular position on humananimal relationships, but a predicament more broadly applicable to the modern world. Generally
speaking, for humans in urban and industrialized spaces, animals are not a threat but a nuisance.
A few kinds have been assimilated into human life as pets, workers, food, and other kinds of
resources; the rest, the ones that manage to live and die outside of human control, often inspire
repugnance and disgust. This narrator does not fear an animal attack; rather, what she fears is
voisinage, a word that generally means proximity, but also refers more specifically to the
relationship between neighbours (voisins). She cannot tolerate her feral neighbours, be they
bugs, mice, or this strange beast; she does not want them either living or dying near her. She
would prefer to live in a thoroughly “de-wilded,” human-only world, the very state mourned by
many environmental and animal scholars and advocates. John Berger, for instance, describes the
disappearance of animals as a characteristic loss of modernity: banished from everyday life,
animals are corralled into dismal, artificial spaces like zoos where, gawk as they might, humans
can never truly encounter them (1980). In modernity, as Akira Lippit puts it, animals “exist in a
state of perpetual vanishing” (2000, 1; author’s emphasis). This vanishing, in the form of mass
extinction, is a critical feature of the Anthropocene, a term adopted by scholars across the
disciplinary spectrum to designate a new geologic era defined by the largely devastating impact
of human civilization on Earth (Oldfield et al. 2014).
Darrieussecq’s narrator, it seems, is an enthusiastic citizen of the Anthropocene, not so
keen on her nonhuman voisins. Yet voisinage proves to be the key to her eventual
transformation from “exterminist” to willing cohabitant and companion. The particular form of
her aversion to other species, moulded by a series of fearful encounters, holds the potential to
grow out of its parochial speciesism into something more cosmopolitan—that is, grounded in
what Laurie Shannon calls “cosmopolity,” “a constitutionalist sense of legitimated capacities,
authorities, and rights that set animals within the scope of justice and the span of political
imagination” (2013, 3). The narrator does not enjoy hurting animals and has no active desire to
exploit them; however, she simply does not know how to coexist with other species without
anxiety or trauma. Much of the activism and scholarship aimed at creating a better world for
animals dedicates itself to the problem of violence against animals, criticizing the many human
practices and beliefs that render animals killable in order to excuse and justify their deaths on a
massive scale. This narrator is certainly not pro-animal, but paradoxically, neither is she proviolence. There remains hope, this story insists, for her to open herself to the ferality of the
multi-species world.
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The story’s turning point arrives when, weary from the last few days of baffling terror,
the narrator awakens in the middle of the night to a noise. She goes to the kitchen to find the
animal perched on the sink nibbling on a heel of bread. At first, the narrator only cautiously
observes the scene, maintaining her characteristic distance. The critical shift occurs with a
gesture of unexpected neighbourliness: she suddenly opens the fridge, digs out a scrap of cheese,
and tosses it to the creature. Watching it eat this morsel with evident delight, the narrator cannot
resist offering another treat, and then another, sharing the contents of her fridge until the
creature is sated. Eating, like dying, is a practice shared by living bodies. Unlike the trauma of
death, the life-generating joy of eating proves to be the basis by which this narrator can finally
relate to the nonhuman animal other; sharing food is the first step to forming community across
difference. The animal that until that moment had repelled her is suddenly reconfigured, no
longer a pest to be exterminated but a guest to be accommodated.
With this hospitable act, the narrator launches into a new phase of her troubled
relationship to animals. Toward the beast that she tried first to classify, then to dispose of, she
now adopts an enthusiastic practice of care. Noticing its droppings clogging her sink, she
expresses no disgust, as might be expected from her former squeamishness, but decides to head
to the pet shop to purchase a litter box and other supplies. In contrast to her previous anxiety to
determine the creature’s species, she now invokes species classifications with a knowing degree
of irony: “Je dis que c’était pour un écureuil, un écureuil de belle taille, un gros écureuil, donc,
d’Amazonie. Un konga, dit le vendeur. C’est ça, confirmai-je. Il me jaugea avec respect, l’air de
considérer la bête” (153) (“I said that it was for a squirrel, a good-sized squirrel, a large squirrel,
like, from the Amazon. A konga, the vendor said. That’s it, I confirmed. He gauged me with
respect, with the air of judging the beast”). The black, winged, wrinkly creature she is trying to
care for bears little resemblance to a squirrel. Yet the distance between the living animal and the
category “squirrel” serves to highlight the absurdity of the taxonomic system, which reduces
animals to types rather than beings in and of themselves. Her story of an Amazonian squirrel is a
subterfuge, a strategic negotiation of the categories humans have created to restrict and manage
animal life. “Squirrel” (or “konga,” a seemingly made-up species) is a way for her to get what she
needs for a critter-guest who exceeds and confounds all typology.
At the story’s end, the narrator declares, “je la prénommai: Clémence. C’était une fille,
de toute évidence, et elle forcissait de jour en jour” (153) (“I named her: Clemence. She was a girl,
to all evidence, and she grew stronger from day to day”). In several respects, this laconic final
paragraph seems to indicate a revolution in the narrator’s animal ethics, a renunciation of the
violent tactics of domestication that characterized her past in favour of a feral future of
interspecies companionship. The first striking detail is the presence of a name—not the reductive
category of a species, but a singular name that sidesteps existing categories of animality.
Throughout the story, this species-defying creature has only been named by its absence of a
name. The narrator refers to it most often as a thing (une chose), a noun that designates as little
specificity and as much disgust as possible. The new nomination “Clémence” signifies a specific
and affectionate recognition of the individual animal—not her type, but herself, a fellow being
and co-habitant. This name is also an ethical imperative to practice clemency (clémence) in one’s
relations with other beings. With the name she gives her new companion, the narrator tacitly
promises to change her exterminist ways, to practice mercy toward animals and forgo her
habitual violence. True clemency will, of course, take work; it will require more of her than the
maintenance of this single relationship. At the same time, the narrator’s growing affection for
Clémence constitutes a significant first step. If she can learn to live with and even love this
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strange creature, perhaps she can learn to live with and respect the feral diversity of the living
world that flourishes both beyond and within human-dominated spaces.
Significant, too, is the narrator’s recognition of Clémence as female. The name finally
confirms what the story has hinted throughout: there is something peculiarly feminine about this
beastie, and perhaps about ferality itself. From the moment the animal first appears,
Darrieussecq exploits the gendering of nouns in the French language to communicate its
femininity: it is la chose, la forme, la bête, la bestiole (the thing, the form, the beast, the
beastie).Thus, according to the rules of grammar, the creature is an elle, gendered feminine, all
along. Yet in a language with grammatical gender, elle can mean “it” (referring to an object) as
well as “she” (referring to a female being). Only the final lines of the story resolve this ambiguity.
The elle of “Elle forcissait de jour en jour” serves to personalize Clémence, declaring her a
feminine being and not just an object gendered feminine.
The importance of femininity here extends beyond Clémence as a gendered individual.
A given animal may be female or not, but there is something about animality, as Carol Adams
and other feminist animal scholars have argued, that aligns it with femininity in the patriarchal
imagination. The dizzying array of popular and discursive links between women and animals,
traced in the foundational feminist-vegetarian text The Sexual Politics of Meat (1990),
underscore their common position as the consumable objects of mankind, facilitating multiple
and related forms of exploitation such as the sexual abuse of women and the mass slaughter of
food animals (Adams 1990). Derrida, in an extended meditation on the figures of the beast (in
French, la bête, grammatically gendered feminine) and the sovereign (le souverain, gendered
masculine) in Western philosophical and literary traditions, notes “the sexual difference marked
at least by French grammar (la… le) which seemed by chance […] to confirm that the beast was
often the living thing to be subjected, dominated, domesticated, mastered, like, by a not
insignificant analogy, the woman, the slave, or the child” (2009, 66). Recognizing this
longstanding association of the feral and the feminine can serve as the basis for a productive
alliance. Rather than denying their shared status as other to (and less than) the masculine
human subject, women and animals might exploit it, turning their unruly ferality toward
resisting the cultural norms of taming that are as patriarchal as they are anthropocentric. That
strategy guides Le Guin’s vision of post-Edenic re-wilding in “She Unnames Them”: Eve, after
unnaming all the animals, gives back her own name to Adam so she may slip anonymously into a
fellowship of creatures ruled by no husband, father, or god.
The narrator of “My Mother Told Me” experiences firsthand both the positive and
negative cultural associations of the feral and the feminine. As a young woman, apparently single
and living alone, she is painfully aware of herself as an object of the male gaze, particularly the
gaze of her neighbour, who often watches her from across the street that separates their
apartment windows. The neighbour’s unabashed stare is echoed later by the appraising regard of
the man at the pet shop, who looks at the narrator with “l’air de considerer la bête” (153) (“the air
of judging the beast”). Both men look at her not as a person but as a spectacle to be gawked at
and judged. Despite her historical antipathy toward animals—indeed, her squeamishness about
mice and bugs might be read as stereotypically feminine—the narrator at least partly recognizes
the ways in which she, as a woman, is subject to “animalization” by the men in her life. There are
moments, too, where she seems to animalize herself with the metaphors she uses to describe
bodily experiences. To describe stretching after a long period hunched at her desk, she writes,
“les muscles bougeaient le long de ma colonne, chauffaient sous ma peau comme des lézards”
(143) (“the muscles moved along my spine, warming under my skin like lizards”). Later, to
describe the pain that results from frantically pushing a heavy chest of drawers (to barricade her
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door against the creature), she writes that “une serre d’aigle me poignait dans le dos, enfonçait
ses griffes jusque dans mon ventre” (147) (“an eagle’s talon was piercing me in the back, sinking
its claws right into my stomach”). The animality of these lines might be dismissed as mere
metaphor, the fanciful musings of a character who is, after all, a writer; yet for a woman so
preoccupied with keeping the nonhuman world out of her home and her life, the lyrical turns of
phrases that locate animals in her own body, if only rhetorically, seem to give voice to an
animality of the human, the ferality that she would suppress in herself just as she would suppress
it elsewhere.
At the end of the story, Clémence and the woman appear as intimate allies: two
feminine beings living in close quarters, fostering each other’s continued vitality. Whereas the
narrator once lived in dread and panic at the thought of an animal intruder in her midst, she now
thrives in the company of a creature she has adopted as a friend, one who, she notes, grows
stronger every day. The terse description of their life together suggests a picture of lively
feminine ferality, a complete reversal of the narrator’s former disdain and disgust for animal
being. Yet from another perspective, the story’s ending describes no revolution, merely more of
the same—that is, another dull iteration of the human domestication of the animal. In
accommodating the creature, buying it food and litter, and, most especially, giving it a name, the
narrator might be accused of assimilating a wild and unknown beast into the safe and familiar
domain of a pet, of imposing a human agenda onto a nonhuman who might prefer to live
according to its own plan. What use, after all, does Clémence have for her new name? Might she
not, like the cats in Le Guin’s story, already have one of “those self-given, unspoken, ineffably
personal names” (234) that is beyond human comprehension? The widespread human practice
of naming animal familiars speaks on the one hand to the intimacy and care involved in those
relationships, but on the other hand to human hubris—the assumption that only a human can
bestow a name—and to an attitude of possession—the pet “owner’s” urge to name the pet because
it belongs to them. Individual animal names, after all, might not be so different from species
names. Both types of naming ultimately function as tools of domestication, managing and
familiarizing a wild thing. One might ask, moreover, why the narrator, the one who wields the
power to write the story of this encounter, names Clémence but chooses to herself remain
nameless. Anonymity holds a kind of privilege; to remain anonymous is to resist being fully
identified by a penetrating gaze, like the gaze of the neighbour that the narrator finds so irksome.
The narrator retains this privilege for herself but withholds it from the animal. The name, from
this point of view, serves as capstone for the narrator’s program of laying the animal bare,
identifying it, assimilating it to known categories.
Thus the beast, named and tamed, becomes a pet. Yet must a “pet” be an animal
stripped of its ferality? In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari write with disdain of the
“Oedipal animal,” the antithesis to their radical theoretical model of “becoming-animal.” Their
target is less the animal itself and more the human-imposed process of Oedipalization that
renders feral beasts into “individuated animals, family pets, sentimental, Oedipal animals each
with its own family history, ‘my’ cat, ‘my’ dog” (1987, 240). Deleuze and Guattari privilege the
wildness of animality—the swarming, snarling, inassimilable other—as a mode of extreme
opposition to oppressive social orders. However, their utter dismissal of “petness,” and of the
people involved in pet relationships (particularly the “elderly woman who honors and cherishes”
her little cat or dog (1987, 244)), has been roundly criticized by Haraway, among others.
Committed to building liveable interspecies relationships on the ground, Haraway is impatient
with the sublime, free-flowing abstractions of “becoming-animal,” which she calls “a
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symptomatic morass for how not to take earthly animals—wild or domestic—seriously […] No
reading strategies can mute the scorn for the homely and the ordinary in this book” (2008, 29).
Haraway makes her intervention into an anthropocentric world order in the space of
the homely, the ordinary, and the mundane. The goal is not a sweeping vision of “becominganimal,” but rather the development of more attentive, responsible, and ongoing relationships
between humans and their fellow Earth-dwellers. Meaningful worldly change can and must be
achieved through these specific, context-driven practices of interspecies work, play, nurturing,
and even killing. In “My Mother Told Me,” Darrieussecq narrates one such site of change. A
woman acquires a new pet and quietly, modestly, the world is changed. One human sets aside a
history of violence and learns to care for another living being while one animal carves out a home
within the human architecture of the city; both learn to thrive in each other’s company. This
mutual thriving depends, it is true, upon a certain domestication of the animal; yet it also
depends on a certain feralization of the human. In this story, the human does much more to
adapt herself to the animal than vice versa. For the first time, she learns to consider an animal’s
experience of being in the world. “Depuis combien de temps nichait-elle là?” she wonders at the
end, “[p]eut-être y avait-elle éclos, oeuf, ver, chrysalide, engraissant, hibernant, muant,
minuscule peut-être, discrète, propre?” (153) (“How long had she nested there? Could it be that
she had hatched there, egg, worm, chrysalis, growing fatter, hibernating, moulting, perhaps
minuscule, discreet, tidy?”). Her home, she realizes, can be a viable habitat for a strange
creature; where once she opted to exterminate, she now takes steps to accommodate, outfitting
her home for Clémence’s needs and reorienting her own philosophy toward interspecies
companionship and mutual growth. To repeat Despret’s words, they have “domesticated one
another” (2004, 130).
Without context, the epigraph to this story, “My mother told me monsters do not exist.
Now I know they do,” is ambiguous: is it good or bad that monsters exist despite motherly
reassurances? In Alien Resurrection, the film that yields the quote, the existence of monsters is a
deadly disaster for humankind. Placed with Darrieussecq’s story, in contrast, the epigraph yields
hope for those who long for feral encounters to disrupt the grids of a largely human-dominated
world. The Anthropocene threatens us with the prospect that monsters do not exist, that
animality has been classified, corralled, and tamed; those who pay attention to the beasts in their
midst know better. For living with animals—be they familiar, such as dogs and cats, or
monstrous and alien, such as Clémence—means opening one’s home, routines, and body to
ferality, carving out space for the unexpected in the everyday patterns of life in the
Anthropocene. It is undeniable that humans have in large part built this world and sculpted it to
their interests; but to acknowledge that should not be to reify it. Nonhuman actors of all sorts are
still our neighbours; whether friendly, hostile, or indifferent, they continue to exert their own
forms of agency on the world and on us. Darrieussecq reminds readers to take note of the microsites of ferality that exist in even the most regimented of human spaces, to see interspecies
companionship as an opportunity for re-wilding on a small scale. For humans living in the
“unwildness” of the Anthropocene, such mundane yet marvellous partnerships are the chances
we get to build a more hospitable world.
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Animal Studies and Feminism have yet to fully engage with the underexplored
consequences of the presumed human authority to name animals feral. In this
paper we reject reclaiming the term “feral,” instead using a Critical Animal
Studies approach to politicize feral as integral to the ongoing justification of
control over animals who have escaped domestication. In a case study of “feral
pigs” we explore the complex lived reality that the name feral calls into being. The
paper concludes with imagining futures where feral pigs are recognized as
otherworldly beings, not expected to answer to their name and its associated
consequences, but instead, where we, as humans, answer to them.

Content Warning: This paper contains descriptions of violence against nonhuman animals
due to their being variously named and treated as feral, domesticated, and farmed.

“‘What's the use of their having names,’ the Gnat said, ‘if they won't answer to them?’
‘No use to them,’ said Alice; ‘but it's useful to the people who name them, I suppose.
If not, why do things have names at all?’” (Carroll 2008, 205)
Later Alice reflects, “just fancy calling everything you met ‘Alice,’ till one of them answered!
Only they wouldn't answer at all, if they were wise” (210).

In Lewis Carroll's famous children's book Through the Looking Glass the protagonist Alice
learns through conversation with a gnat and later a fawn in the wood “where things have no
names” (209) that there is much at stake in being named and those who name hold power over
the named. However, naming is not only about the ability to name but also about being
recognized as having that ability. Whether gnats and fawns name each other is inconsequential
in an anthropocentric politic wherein only humans are recognized as having the ability to name.
In this paper, we consider anthropocentrism as Matthew Calarco (2015) defines it as a “set of
relations and systems of power that are in the service of those who are considered by the
dominant culture to be fully and properly human” (25). In this way “human-centeredness is
founded simultaneously on a relation to and exclusion of animals” (26). Under
anthropocentrism, the imaginative leap of wondering what and how nonhuman animals might
name each other is unthinkable. Furthermore, the human authority to name, and all of its
associated consequences, are taken for granted. Feral is one such name and Animal Studies and
Feminism have yet to fully engage with its consequences for individuals deemed feral. Through
a critical approach to naming, we recognize feral as a name that humans give other animals as
part of an ongoing process of justifying and cementing control over them. The term feral
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functions relationally, first juxtaposed against native wild animals, so that feral animals are
considered encroaching illegitimate outsiders.1 Second, while feral animals express agency in
escaping domestication, being named feral gives humans the authority to bring the animals
back under control. Feral can only be truly liberatory after the end of domestication. This paper
will explore these themes through a Critical Animal Studies (CAS) framework. Pivotal to our
arguments, CAS recognizes the value in interdisciplinary collaborative research that explicitly
defines its political commitments, links theory to practice and analysis to politics, and
recognizes abolitionism as part of a total liberation movement for humans, nonhumans, and the
planet (Best et al. 2007; Nocella II et al. 2014; Sorenson 2014). These arguments are also
relevant to other academic fields wherein feral theory is discussed because of the importance of
critiquing the word feral and feral theory. In our critique, we use a case study of individuals
named “feral pigs” to fully explore the complex lived reality that the name feral calls into being.
The paper concludes with imagining futures where feral pigs are not expected to answer to their
name and its associated consequences, but instead, where we, as humans, answer to them.

A Nexus of Naming, Lexicons, and Differential Treatment
Naming and having a name are neither objective representations of reality nor innocent. One
possible approach to analyzing naming is thinking with the critical intention of CAS to reframe
the concept of language in Animal Studies and its interdisciplinary intersections as also about
naming. Our short overview of the existing scholarship on the language we use to describe other
animals centres around moments that can be understood differently when called naming.
Language is not always about naming, but shifting the inquiry to look for naming may reveal
new qualities. In “The Animal That Therefore I Am,” Jacques Derrida (2002) already works
with the concept of naming to assert that the human self-appointed authority to name all other
animals is a “violent crime” that humans have given ourselves the authority to commit (392,
415). Naming other animals has resulted in the false projection of a “single indivisible line”
between humans and animals, or human/animal dualism (399). It is arbitrary and inaccurate to
position elephants, ants, chimpanzees, dolphins, and all other “animals” in their vast diversity
on one side of a line, and position all “humans,” with our own vast diversity, on the other side of
that line. Instead of an abyss between the humans and nonhumans, there is an “infinite space”
between all species and individuals, who are really “an irreducible living multiplicity of mortals”
(402, 409). Where we make divisions and what we name those divisions are of serious
importance to Derrida. Joan Dunayer (2001) echoes Derrida’s critique of the human/animal
dualism by writing that “with equal validity we could categorize all animals as giant squids and
non-giant-squids” (11). Dunayer’s point has a playful seriousness; naming the dualism giant
squids/non-giant-squids, instead of humans/animals or human animals/nonhuman animals,
reverberates with meaning and shakes the foundation of human privilege.
We will linger with human/nonhuman animals because, as Dunayer (2001) documents
in extensive detail, the tendency to divide animals along this dualism has resulted in separate
lexicons for humans and nonhumans that leads to their differential treatment (2). In other
words, using a specific name leads to using corresponding vocabulary and corresponding
treatment. In this paper, rather than positing a cause-and-effect relationship, we frame names,
lexicons, effects, and affects as wound together in a nexus of anthropocentric entitlement and
power. Rather than saying the name comes first, then vocabulary, then treatment, we highlight
the interrelated nature of these categories. They operate in a web and naming is just one point
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in this web that we can focus on. For example, the common practice to name humans as
humans is taken for granted. We typically represent dead humans with a lexicon of words such
as corpse or cadaver. Linked to these words is treating dead humans respectfully. Alternatively,
it is taken for granted to name animals as animals. We describe dead nonhuman animals with
words like chicken breast, veal, pork, and beef. Linked to this lexicon is the treatment of eating
them. Carol J. Adams (2010a) asserts that the language we use to refer to nonhuman animals
replaces the idea of butchered individuals with the idea of cuisine (66). When names and words
erase nonhuman animals from our human consciousness, as beef does to cows, it becomes easy
to “morally abandon” them (Adams, 2010b, 304). How can we have an ethical response to
someone who never registers in our consciousness? Someone disappears when they are
represented as something. It is still contentious in some academic disciplines that nonhuman
animals can be “someone” to begin with. Yet as Barbara Noske (1997) details in Beyond
Boundaries, this problem stems from the object-status that has been assigned to nonhuman
animals as a result of the dominant mechanistic and positivist approach to science that
devalues anything “non-human (and non-male)” (49-50). To this list we would also add nonwhite, non-adult, non-disabled, non-upper class, and so forth. An important part of being
named animal, or any Other that does not match the “human” ideal, is being described and
treated as an object.
There is increasing recognition that nonhuman animals are not objects and thus the
language and treatment surrounding animals needs to change. Ethologist Mark Bekoff (2007)
asserts “we know that animal beings are not ‘things’ that exist for our convenience. Animals are
subjective beings who have feelings and thoughts, and they deserve respect and consideration”
(135-6). Furthermore, following Noske (1997), this paper contends that nonhuman animals are
not objects, but instead “other worlds whose otherworldliness must not be disenchanted and
cut to our size but must be respected for what [they are]” (xiii). Important to thinking of
nonhuman animals as otherworldly/living in other worlds, or umwelten as Jakob von Uexküll
would call them, they are “forever shrouded in mystery, beyond the reach of even the most
sympathetic observer” (Rudy 2013, 157). In the context of this essay we interpret Kathy Rudy's
assertion to mean that humans should attempt to have a more accurate representation of who
nonhuman animals are as subjective beings, but we should also remember that we will never be
able to represent them in their full complexity. At stake is hiding nonhuman otherwordliness or
representing and respecting it as best we can. In this article we follow the Animal Studies theme
of critically analyzing language and representation, which we reframed as including naming, by
exploring the word feral as applied to nonhuman animals—a name that forecloses
otherworldliness and instead legitimizes and entrenches particular realities of power and
violence.

Naming Feral
The word feral is typically understood as a value-neutral descriptive term that applies to
animals who have escaped domestication and have “gone wild.” Alternatively, we define feral as
a name that humans have the recognized capacity to give to other animals as part of an ongoing
process of justifying and cementing control over them. When applied to humans, the term feral
can be considerably anthropocentric. As Noske (1997) points out, literature on feral children
typically lumps them together with children reared in complete isolation and fails to respect the
integrity and agency of mixed nonhuman and human animal societies (162-4). Some humans
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choose to self-identify as feral, which can be seen as a liberatory practice and suggests an
identity based on commonality with nonhuman Others. We worry that claiming this identity
without an awareness of the complex lived realities that the name feral calls into being for
Others such as feral pigs is a form of appropriation. If there is something to be reclaimed from
ferality, the majority of humans are not the animals to reclaim it. Alternatively, we can show
solidarity by politicizing the naming, existence, and management of feral animals as a form of
anthropocentric violence justified by the relationship of feral to the terms wild and
domesticated.
In Human-Animal Studies multiple scholars take up feral as a relational category that
was historically defined against wild. Lynda Birke describes feral, wild, and tame as “slippery”
categories (2014, 41). Marvin Gary and Susan McHugh (2014) similarly see feral as about
boundaries and categories, writing the terms wild, domestic, and feral “only work in relation to
each other, never as standalone concepts, nor as acultural, ahistorical, or otherwise essential
conditions” (7). Adrian Franklin (2014) dates the term feral back to the 17th century, when it
was initially used as a synonym for wild. It was not until the mid-19th century that feral took on
its typical contemporary meaning of referring to non-native captive or domesticated animals
that have established wild populations (141-2). Franklin writes that the distinction between
feral and wild “was useful for a new category of animal that was being created through the
convergence of acclimatization movements and the spread of nationalism, particularly in newly
colonized territories, but also in Europe” (142). Through human social and cultural change
there was a new need to distinguish native wild and feral wild animals, especially when the
former were considered stable, unchanging, and thus “legitimate community members having
precedence over outsiders” (140). Juxtaposed against native wild animals, feral wild animals
were and are still considered to be encroaching illegitimate outsiders. Ironically, the very people
who claim the authority to determine who belongs and who does not in natural communities
are typically humans who would not see themselves as members—the outsiders police the
borders.
For Franklin, the term feral is about making and maintaining human taxonomic
boundaries rather than representing how animals “naturally” are. However, that human system
“is justified on natural grounds and signifies the legislative power of science” (Franklin 2014,
139). In other words, the term feral is a representation of human social order; yet to justify that
order, dominant paradigms of science claim that feral is a representation of nature in disorder.
Because wild is nature in order, feral animals should be controlled and managed to protect this
order. In this way normative ideas about what is natural are linked to what is good and should
be allowed to continue flourishing (or even helped to flourish). Our case study of feral pigs will
illustrate these claims in detail. Furthermore, good and natural in this sense are deeply
embedded in anthropocentric values; nonhuman animals are considered good when they do
what humans want them to do or when they are useful to humans. It is when nonhuman
animals escape their utility that they are seen as “bad” and “unnatural,” particularly if humans
perceive them as doing some kind of non-permitted harm to humans. Central to naming
animals feral is controlling them through the ritual of restoring and maintaining a human
conception of social order (Franklin 2014, 139). This continual re-forging of order is enacted
through manipulating, capturing, and killing feral animals—human activities that hide the
constructed and anthropocentric qualities of feral.
The relational quality of feral is important considering that its juxtaposition with wild
and domesticated strongly limit the agency of feral animals. Feral animals are not considered
wild because they have domesticated ancestors. Domesticated animals are no longer subject to
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natural selection, but produced by humans who control their “breeding” to select for and
maintain certain “desirable” traits (Mayer and Lehr Brisbin 1991, 5, 267). Feral animals are
therefore also considered distinct from domesticated animals because they can reproduce with
whom they will outside of direct human control. However, domesticated, feral, and wild
animals all produce viable offspring together and thus can all be considered members of the
same species. Because they look different from each other, but retain the ability to reproduce
together, arguments about the correct taxonomic nomenclature for domesticated and feral
animals abound amongst taxonomists (Mayer and Lehr Brisbin 1991, 267-74). In these ways
feral refers to a complex web of naming that represents particular cultural and historical
conditions of biological manipulation in animal agricultural and herding societies. Such
biological manipulation includes, but is not limited to, life, death, reproduction, and who or
what the animals actually are (their genes, appearance, behaviour, and other traits). This is
exacerbated and aided by the knowledge and power of science. The agency of feral animals is
strongly limited in these contexts. Becoming feral, or escaping domestication, can be
interpreted as an act of agency. However, because they are stuck between domesticated and
wild, responses to feral animals include being forcibly brought back into domestication and/or
being removed from wild/natural spaces. In other words, while feral animals themselves may
have agency, being named or treated as feral threatens this agency because it refers to the
human authority to bring feral animals back under control. The ways in which the cultural and
historical conditions of biological manipulation are enacted are highly specific to context. This
paper will explore and expand on some of the realities they can call into being through a case
study of North American feral pigs.

Case Study: Human Introduction of Feral Pigs to North America
The name feral pig is meant to refer to a specific history and practice attached to particular
individuals. We have chosen to think with feral pigs in North America and use Canadian data
whenever possible because, as scholars studying in Toronto, we hope to link our theoretical
work to what is at stake for real individual pigs local to us. Feral pigs have recently appeared in
the Ontario media and are of particular interest because pigs in general are always-already
thought of as associated with another name: bacon. While feral pigs themselves are distinct
from factory-farmed pigs (both in their personal histories and the ways in which they are
biologically manipulated), feral pigs, like all feral farmed animals, are affected by being
ideologically linked to farmed members of the same species. Feral pigs in particular have been
referred to as wild, semi-wild, and stray boars and swine.2 Biologists John J. Mayer and I. Lehr
Brisbin (1991) have studied feral pigs in North America extensively and they suggest calling all
free-ranging feral, wild, and hybrid pigs, wild pigs or wild-living pigs (5). Much of Mayer’s
professional life has been devoted to understanding the origins or history and morphology of
wild pig populations in the United States based on when, where, and why they were introduced,
and whether their ancestors were wild boars, domestic-feral pigs, or hybrid pigs. Hybrid pigs
have recent ancestors who were wild boars as well as domestic-feral pigs. These distinctions are
seen as significant to scientists and managers alike, despite being difficult to define and
describe. Some reasons the distinctions are significant include legal problems in the control of
wild pig populations by hunting them, comparing susceptibility of wild and domesticated pigs
to diseases, and helping to understand the adaptations and functional roles of wild and
domesticated pigs (Mayer and Lehr Brisbin 1991, 4). Notably, all of these reasons support

50

The Politics of Naming Feral: Anthropocentric Control and
Feral Pigs in North America
N.T. Rowan and Tracy L. Timmins

anthropocentric control and biological manipulation of nonhuman animals. In this paper, we
are not interested in making arguments for whether our subject is necessarily more feral than
wild or domesticated, but instead retain the term feral because they are treated as such
(considered illegitimate outsiders who were domesticated and should be taken back into human
control) and this must be taken into account. By traversing intersections of time, space, species,
power, and violence, we hope that our theoretical critique of the term feral can have practical
effects on local feral pigs and that thinking with feral pigs can illustrate important insights on
the names feral, farmed, and domesticated.
Pigs, or individuals categorized as belonging to the species Sus scrofa, are found all
over the world due to human introductions (Mayer and Lehr Brisban 1991, 2). Sus scrofa
originated in Eurasia and Northwest Africa and individuals were domesticated by humans
approximately 10,000 years ago (Frantz et al. 2015, 1; Giuffra et al. 2000, 1785). Members of
Sus scrofa who have no “domestic” ancestors are referred to as Eurasian wild boars, while the
name “pig” is typically used to refer to domesticated or feral individuals. In 2010, the standing
global population of domesticated farmed pigs stood at 498 million (FAO 2013, 10). These pigs
and an unknown number of wild boars were raised, killed, and butchered to be consumed. In
addition, tens of thousands of pigs are used in scientific research each year (Speaking of
Research, n.d.; USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, 2014). Arguably, every
aspect of domesticated pigs’ lives is controlled by humans, including their genotype, phenotype,
reproduction, eating, movement (or lack thereof), interactions, and deaths. For over 10,000
years, being identified as what humans name a pig has meant being exposed to ever further
extensive forms of anthropocentric manipulation and violence. As noted previously, these forms
of biological manipulation are characteristic of human treatment of domesticated and farmed
animals.
Feral pigs are considered a non-native and arguably invasive species in North America;
however their introduction and spread across North America has directly resulted from human
manipulation. Domesticated pigs were first brought to North America in the 16th century by
Spanish colonists exploring Southern parts of the continent (Mayer and Lehr Brisbin 1991, 9).
Feral pig populations were first established when an unknown number of pigs escaped human
control, either because they were generally allowed to range freely or they were kept in insecure
enclosures (7). Domesticated pigs continued to escape from farms over the centuries, leading to
growing feral pig populations in multiple regions. In the late-18th and early-19th centuries,
Eurasian wild boars were brought to various parts of the United States for the purposes of big
game sports hunting and once again some individuals escaped and formed or joined feral pig
populations (Mayer and Lehr Brisbin 1991). We see the many escapes that domesticated pigs
attempted (successfully and unsuccessfully) as agential moments. The specifics of these
moments, including how pigs escaped and what happened to them, are unfortunately
underreported because academic and historical sources that describe the introduction of feral
pigs to North America only represent pigs as existing for the purposes of sports hunting and
consumption. In these narratives, the pigs’ otherworldliness has been hidden by objectification.
Their being named feral largely indicates a loss of human control over them and functions as a
justification to regain control. Control is always-already about the right to kill and it remains an
unacknowledged tension in this history that feral pigs exist in North America, and are an
invasive species, because humans brought them here to kill.
Between 1900 and 1990, feral pig populations in the United States were fairly stable,
with pigs being established in 19 southern states. However, in the following decades there was a
rapid increase in the overall population size and range of feral pigs with feral pigs being
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reported in 44 states. Mayer (2009a, 13) and Gipson et al. (1998) assert that hunters were the
primary cause of this increase because feral pigs had become popular as a big game resource for
trophy hunting and eating. Wild pigs continue to be the second most popular big game animal
in the United States after white tailed deer (Kaufman, Bowers, and Bowers 2004, 170). To
increase hunting opportunities elsewhere, hunters caught feral pigs and released them in states
where they were not previously found. Another recent source of Eurasian wild boars in the
United States was the San Diego Zoo, which purchased several from Europe in 1986 (Mayer and
Lehr Brisbin 1991, 70). Since the zoo did not have the resources to keep their offspring, it sold
the piglets to animal dealers in the United States who in turn sold them to hunting operations
from where several escaped. In addition, wild boars were imported from wild boar farms in
Canada in the 1990s for hunting operations (Mayer 2009a, 13).
While no feral pig populations had been established in Canada during the initial
colonization period or thereafter, in the last decade there has been growing alarm about the
sighting of feral pigs in regions where they were not previously found. Based on media reports,
feral pigs in Canada appear to be escapees from wild boar farms or from game hunting ranches.
Wild boars were first brought to Canada from Eurasia in the 1990s to diversify agriculture
(Huncar 2014; Lev 2015; Statistics Canada 2008) and at this stage there is no evidence that
escaped wild boars have bred with domesticated pigs. Although all of the feral pigs in Canada
are direct descendants of Eurasian wild boars who have not been domesticated per se, wild
boars in Canada have been brought under reproductive control for hunting and butchering for
consumption. In this sense, boars that escape these operations are typically considered feral,
although they are also still referred to as wild boars. As demonstrated, humans have played the
vital role in introducing feral pigs to North America and, as will be shown, the framing of pigs
as objects for consumption is only exacerbated in contemporary management responses.

Case Study: Human Fear of Feral Pigs and Inconclusive Evidence
In academic literature, media reports, hunting websites, and government agency statements,
the North American feral pig is characterized as a terrifying and all-consuming invader. This is
typical of feral animals in general. Biologists regularly only understand feral animals as the
cause of ecological disruption, as representatives of their ancestors, or as different from wild
animals (Birke 2014, 41). Feral animals are not understood as individuals, community members,
agents, and participants in symbiotic relationships. Their otherworldliness is reduced to the
aforementioned categories that emerge out of human meaning. In the case of feral pigs, stories
of their destructiveness are always assumed to be true. It is believed that feral pigs have an
ability to survive and succeed in new environments due to their capacity to adapt to a wide
range of habitats, their omnivorous diet, and their potential to have two litters of four to six
piglets on average per year (Comer and Mayer 2009, 53). The reproductive potential of feral
pigs is significantly overestimated by those who view them negatively. For example, nearly 50
per cent of ranchers in Texas believed that feral pigs have 12 piglets per litter (C.E. Adams et al.
2005, 1316). Furthermore, an absence of large predators in many regions where feral pigs live is
also thought to contribute to their growth in population size (Seward et al. 2004). This common
narrative is framed in such a way that it appears inevitable that feral pigs will experience a
population explosion, resulting in these seemingly unnatural animals overwhelming farms and
natural regions. There are surely links between a fear of feral pigs and the fear of Othered and
“undesirable” humans reproducing and overwhelming human social systems. Feral pigs have
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been held responsible for damaging agricultural crops, harming native fauna and flora,
harassing and predating on farmed animals, incubating and spreading diseases and parasites,
causing vehicular accidents, damaging property, and attacking humans (Bevins et al. 2014;
Mayer 2009b; Seward et al. 2004). However, the evidence for such claims is far from conclusive
and sometimes contradictory.
From the perspective of farmers, ranchers, and conservationists, feral pigs have a
negative impact on agricultural systems and natural plant communities through consumption,
rooting, digging, and trampling, which can also exacerbate exotic plant invasion (Seward et al.
2004). Some studies have shown that these effects are highly context specific and not always
negative, but sometimes neutral, mixed, or positive, depending on what the desired state may
be. Notably, the desired state is interpreted through normative ideas about what is natural,
good, and should be allowed to flourish. As shown previously, these terms are about making
and maintaining human social order. The most widespread type of “damage” caused by feral
pigs is as a result of rooting in the process of finding food (Mayer 2009b, 222). This process of
turning the soil over is believed to negatively modify soil chemistry and nutrient cycling.
However, at least one study in the Netherlands by Groot Bruinderink and Hazebroek (1996) did
not find any significant soil differences between one area which had no feral pigs for 60 years
and an immediately adjacent area where rooting occurred regularly. In another example, the
disturbance of soil by feral pigs increased the richness of both exotic and native plant species in
northern California and significantly decreased the biomass of exotic grasses while increasing
the biomass of indigenous grasses in tall patches (Cushman, Tierney, and Hinds 2004). Feral
pig disturbances were found to have no significant effect on nitrogen mineralization rates or
soil moisture levels in this case. Furthermore, feral pigs are blamed for large economic losses
due to damaging agricultural land, but the estimated losses seem to be based on speculation
rather than solid evidence. One study for example estimated a loss of $800 million per year due
to the damage of agricultural crops, but it is based both on a rough estimation of the number of
feral swine in the United States (of four million individuals and no source of the number
provided) and an assumption of $200 worth of damage caused per pig annually (Pimentel,
Zuniga, and Morrison 2005). The value of $200 is not verified by study but loosely based on a
personal estimate that one pig can cause $1000 worth of damage in one night.
Feral pigs have also been linked to negative effects on native animal species such as
birds and turtles. As noted previously, the human desire to manage and eliminate invasive or
feral animals has historical roots in nationalist conceptions of legitimate community members
versus outsiders. Furthermore, perhaps as might be expected, the threat that feral pigs actually
pose to native species appears to be exaggerated. Much of the fear is that feral pigs eat smaller
animals and eggs. However, at least two studies have found bobwhite quails, a ground nesting
bird thought to be depredated by feral pigs, thriving in large numbers in areas with high feral
pig populations; in regions where bobwhites had indeed been declining, changes in land use
and urbanization were the causes (C.E. Adams et al. 2005, 1319). Feral pigs are frequently
believed to eat anything dead or alive that they can catch (1319). However, approximately 88
per cent of feral pigs’ diets consist of plant matter, varying between 57-100 per cent (Ditchkoff
and Mayer 2009, 106). Pigs are hardly prolific predators and their predatory effects should not
be viewed in isolation from other predatory species including dogs and cats, raccoons, coyotes,
and skunks to name a few (USDA 2002, 7), as well as human pressures on other animal species.
Significantly, in both Canada and the United States, a primary driver of species extinctions is
habitat loss (Venter et al. 2006; Wilcove et al. 1998).
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Feral pigs are also considered threats to domesticated farmed animals. Farmers and
ranchers have indicated that feral pigs depredate on young and newborn farmed animals, but
the exact losses to the animal agricultural industry in North America are not known and much
of the statistics on predation of farmed animals comes from Australia (Seward et al. 2004, 35-6).
Another concern for the government, ranchers, and farmers is that feral pigs could act as a
reservoir for disease which could be transmitted to domesticated pigs, thereby causing losses to
the pork industry (Seward et al. 2004, 36). Some of the diseases and parasites that feral pigs
harbour could also affect humans. However, there seems to be little evidence of diseases being
transmitted from feral pigs to domesticated and wild animals and humans. The biggest risk
factor for transmission of diseases from feral pigs to humans appears to be from humans
hunting and consuming feral pigs (Irwin et al. 2009). Furthermore, it seems far more likely that
pigs housed in concentrated feeding operations will develop diseases that could spread to
humans and wild animals as was experienced with the H1N1 swine flu pandemic in 2009 (WHO
2010). Notably, the lives and stakes of the farmed animals who could possibly be harmed by
feral pigs are absent in such arguments as they, like the feral pigs, are already objectified and
seen as always already in the process of being killed for human consumption.

Case Study: Human Management of Feral Pigs in North America
Even though there is no conclusive evidence that feral pigs pose a risk (and even if there was, a
risk for whom?), a variety of methods of controlling, managing, and eradicating feral pigs are
legal because of the naming of feral pigs and the associated treatment towards those named as
such. In North America, extermination methods for feral pigs include shooting with a gun or
crossbow, aerial hunting, shooting at night over bait, trapping, and snaring followed by
euthanasia, hunting with dogs, use of Judas pig by hunters to find feral pigs, and toxicants,
which are in the process of being developed and approved in the United States (Campbell and
Long 2009, 2321-4; Seward et al. 2004, 37). Electrified or meshed fences are also used to help
reduce pig movement, particularly into protected areas (Seward et al. 2004). Comer and Mayer
(2009) suggest specifically targeting adult female feral pigs for lethal control due to their
reproductive potential, so there is also a gendered aspect to proposed management strategies
(56). Organizations involved in efforts to manage or eradicate feral pigs admit that it is very
difficult and generally impossible to eradicate feral pigs (Choquenot, McIlroy, and Korn 1996).
Recreational hunting, a common practice in North America, has been found to be largely
ineffective at eradicating feral pigs (Campbell and Long 2009, 2323). In addition, while sports
hunters purport to contribute to managing the feral pig “problem,” in reality it is hunters who
have encouraged the spread and proliferation of feral pigs through supplemental feeding and
translocation of individuals for hunting purposes (Bevins et al. 2014, 296). Incentives to do so
include not only the thrill and satisfaction of hunting pigs and eating their flesh, but also
financial rewards for private landowners charging hunting fees and state-subsidized bounties
received by hunters. In contradiction to the purported hazard that feral pigs pose, Comer and
Mayer (2009) note that maintaining feral pig populations for hunting purposes should be a
management objective (56), while C.E. Adams et al. (2005) state that feral hogs are an
“underutilized economic resource” referring to the potential for property owners to sell
opportunities to hunt feral pigs on their land (1320).
Ironically, despite considerable evidence denying the effectiveness of hunting for
controlling the population size of feral pigs, several provinces in Canada allow and even
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encourage hunting to control or eradicate feral pigs. The intensity of the response to the
presence of feral pigs seems particularly problematic at a stage when very little is known about
the number of feral pigs in each province and the extent and magnitude of their impact on the
local environment (“Feral Wild Boar Raise Concerns among Pork Producers” 2014). The
estimated number of feral pigs and the legal responses vary significantly across the different
provinces in Canada and the management responses to feral pigs vary dependent on which
pieces of legislation they fall under.
In Ontario, fear of feral pigs has been increasing since 2013 when six wild boars were
seen in a few counties (Bostelaar 2014; Lev 2015). Prior to this, 16 wild boars had escaped a
farm in 2008, but all of the escapees were killed by cars, predators, or hunters. The Ontario
Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry (MNRF) admitted that they do not know how large
the feral population is, but have stated that it should be zero (Bostelaar 2014). In response to
the sightings in 2013, the MNRF sent a Memorandum to Residents of the United Counties of
Russell and Prescott, in which they authorized landowners and hunters to kill any wild boars
sighted as per Section 54(5) of the Ontario Fish and Wildlife Conservation Act (1997). Under
the Act (s. 1), wild boars are considered wildlife belonging “to a species that is wild by nature,”
but requiring special management considerations because they are wildlife that has been
transported into Ontario or “propagated from stock” that have been transported into Ontario (s.
54(1)), thereby referring to their foreign origins. The Memorandum informed residents that
wild boars, also called feral swine in the letter, are considered non-native and exist for the
purposes of hunting and being killed for their flesh. They also listed the purported negative
impacts that wild boars have on natural ecosystems, crops, and human safety. The
Memorandum attempted to invoke fear in county residents, while emphasizing the pigs’
foreignness and their consumptive value in order to justify the necessity of taking pre-emptive
measures to prevent the spread of feral pigs in Ontario.
In British Columbia, feral pigs are defined in the Designation and Exemption
Regulation of the Wildlife Act as “a pig of the genus Sus that is not in captivity or is not
otherwise under a person’s control.” (1990, s. 3.2(1)) There are few restrictions on hunting feral
pigs in British Columbia and since 2014 it has been legal for licensed hunters to hunt them
anywhere at any time within the province using almost any method available to them including
with a firearm, bow, poison, and shotgun (s. 11(3)). This regulatory freedom is possible because
feral pigs are listed under Schedule C, which catalogues all species that are considered alien
and/or nuisance wildlife. Species listed in Schedule C are to be managed differently from other
wildlife. Here we see the intersection between being “out of control” and “alien,” two categories
which are applied to feral pigs. According to British Columbia Ministry of Forests, Lands and
Natural Resource Operations, there are not many feral pigs in B.C., but hunting regulations for
feral pigs were relaxed as a deliberate attempt to reduce their numbers before they became a
problem (“Feral Pigs: B.C. Allows Hunting ‘Anywhere and at Any Time’” 2014).
In Alberta, feral pigs are not considered wildlife under the Wildlife Act (2000, s. 1(1)),
but are listed as “controlled animals” in the associated Wildlife Regulation (1997, s. 4(1)). Wild
boars are also listed as pests under the Pest and Nuisance Control Regulation (2001, s. 2(1)).
Due to these designations, local authorities are prescribed to take measurements to control and
“destroy” feral pigs in their municipalities and it is legal for landowners or lawful occupants to
kill feral pigs on their own land (Agricultural Pests Act, 2000, ss. 5–6). In addition, there is a
$50 bounty per pair of ears handed into the government (Huncar, 2014). According to Huncar,
at least $45,000 has been paid out to hunters since the population control program was
introduced in 2003, and by 2014 just over 800 boars had been killed.
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In Saskatchewan, it is not known how many feral pigs are found outside of farms, but
ranchers have been involved in “controlling” wild boars through the Moose Mountain Wild
Boar Eradication Program for several years (Wilson 2013). There are no specific legal
provisions for free-living wild boar or feral pigs in Saskatchewan. Wild boars are listed under
The Stray Animals Regulations (1999, s. 3) as stray animals, meaning that they are animals that
are no longer under control of their owner. There are fairly strict regulations regarding the
killing of stray animals as specified in the Stray Animals Act. However, according to Wild Boars
in Canada, a website dedicated to sharing information about hunting wild boars, the Ministry
of Agriculture, Ministry of Environment and Saskatchewan Association of Rural Municipalities
are considering changes to remove “barriers” to hunting feral wild boars (“Legal Information”
n.d.).
In Manitoba wild boars are listed as restricted exotic wildlife under Schedule B (s. 1) of
the Exotic Wildlife Regulation (1999) and hunting of wild boars is allowed with few restrictions
(“Legal Information” n.d.). As shown in this section, the status of feral pigs as an exotic animal,
or an animal that is no longer under control, is central to them acquiring special management
status.

Case Study: Feral Pigs in Canadian Academia and the Media
Despite reports in the Canadian media about the destructive and highly invasive nature of feral
pigs, no academic research on feral pigs in Canada had been published until 2014. The first
peer-reviewed paper on feral wild boars in Canada was published by Brook and van Beest
(2014) on the topic of distribution and the perceived risk of wild boars in Saskatchewan. Their
research had as its justification and starting point the assumption that feral wild boars are a
serious problem that requires urgent management. According to Brook, without significant
management actions the number of wild boars in Saskatchewan will match, if not exceed, the
human population in the next decade, which could result in millions of dollars of damage
(Running 2015). Brook and van Beest’s 2014 findings were based on a statistical analysis of
second-hand reports of sightings of feral boars in the province after they occurred. An email
survey was sent to elected municipal officials of rural municipalities to ask them if they knew of
feral boar observations in their community (488). If yes, they were asked to specify in what kind
of habitats and when wild boars were observed. Statistical modelling techniques (resource
selection probability functions) were used to predict the distribution of wild boars across the
province. However, given that the input data were imprecise, collected at a coarse scale for a
small sample, and very possibly inaccurate, incomplete, and biased given the data collection
method, the results should be interpreted with caution. Despite these limitations, Brook
presented the aforementioned findings to the Saskatchewan Pork’s Board of Directors in April
2014 and stated that “despite a somewhat coarse scale approach based on limited data, it’s clear
that feral boar are widespread in rural Saskatchewan and there is ample habitat for further
expansion.” Further, that “it is our opinion in the paper, that given this distribution combined
with limited overall regional effort at control (provincial and national), the window for feral
wild boar eradication in Saskatchewan is most likely now been missed and we are in an era of
endemic feral wild boar” (Saskatchewan Pork n.d.). Subsequently, at least two more papers on
wild boars in Saskatchewan have been published on the wild boar’s diurnal and nocturnal
behaviour (Stolle et al. 2015) and the presence of diseases and parasites in hunted boars
(McGregor et al. 2015). Besides working closely with the pork industry, Brook’s research team
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has developed a relationship with hunters on their Facebook page, “Wild Hog Watch (Feral
Wild Boars).” For example, researchers have used Facebook to ask hunters and trappers to
report sightings of wild boars in the province and similarly, reciprocated by sharing locations of
wild boars for hunting purposes. Despite a significant paucity of research on feral pigs in
Canada, the feral pig has in no uncertain terms been painted as a highly invasive and
destructive creature worthy of elimination. The dread of feral pigs precedes evidence of any
actual negative impacts.
Lethal management actions taken in Canada seem to be based on the apprehension
that feral pigs will become the out-of-control problem that they have been perceived to be in the
United States and Australia. This fear is supported and propagated by the media, farmers who
are concerned about agricultural losses (“Feral Wild Boar Raise Concerns among Pork
Producers” 2014), conservationists who wish to preserve nature as it was at a particular time,
and hunters who are enthusiastic to help “control” feral pigs and consume their flesh. Hunters
are quick to offer their skills to assist in managing the feral pig “problem,” as seen in the
comment section of related articles in the Global News (Pillar 2014), CBC News (“Wild Boar
Populations an Unmeasured Menace in B.C.” 2015), and the Western Producer (Yates 2014)
quoted below:
“WOULD LIKE TO KNOW WERE THERE IS PLACES TO HUNT THEM I LOVE WILD
BORE MEAT AND SO DOSE SOME OF MY BUDDS MY PH”
“I have a number of legal firearm holders that will help with this problem. All we need is
info..[sic] where, when and how. We can eradicate these pigs one shot at a time. And we will
eat them and help feed others as well. Fire me a message.”
“Why not post areas where the wild boar are. I know countless hunters itching to take as
many as possible.”
“Why not do what people in Texas have been doing for years hunters pay good money to kill
a wild boar why not help the farmers setting up business’s with trophy hunts. It’s a huge
industry down south.”
“yes they are tasty even the baby pigs taste great and they are in the class C list. all you need
is a valid hunting licence.”
“I bet the little ones would be good on the spit. Boar piglet kabobs.”
“If they are tasty, open up a hunting season for them.”

Notably, in these comments hunters are quick to equate feral pigs with pork or meat which is
problematic because these words imply that “there never existed a thinking, feeling individual only, from the beginning, a slab of flesh” (Dunayer 2001, 139-40). Using these words makes
killing easier. It is clear that feral pigs are not being hunted because they are a legitimate
problem (and who would even define problem?), but because they are represented with a
lexicon that reduces them to cuisine.
The website Wild Boars in Canada provides information on where to find wild boars
and legal information about hunting as well as tips on how to kill them. It also fosters fears
about the impending population explosion of feral pigs and thereby provides the justification
for hunting. On the information page it states that, “wild boars are yet to be a huge problem in
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Canada, but the problem is getting worse by the day.” The site also hosts “News” which links to
the group’s Facebook posts. Posts include videos and articles about guns, shooting, hunting,
and feral pigs. The articles and videos shared serve to support beliefs that feral pigs breed
prolifically, decimate and destroy crops and natural vegetation, and are dangerous to humans
and farmed animals. Videos glorifying feral pig hunting through the use of dramatic music and
footage of guns, helicopters, and hyper-masculine militarized themes are also posted. Hunters
and wildlife managers remind each other and the public of how dangerous injured and cornered
feral wild pigs are, as well as mother pigs with their young: “Feral pigs are gentle unless
attacked, but hunters vilify them as ‘vicious,’ ‘malicious,’ and ‘bad to the bone’” (Dunayer 2001,
57-8). The possibility that aggressive behaviours could be interpreted as justifiable attempts by
pigs to save themselves and their offspring from unsolicited violence is not considered.
Although pigs have been associated with many other qualities besides destructiveness and
aggressiveness such as intelligence (Mendl, Held, and Byrne 2010), curiosity, socialness,
playfulness, and matriarchal family groups (Masson 2003, 19–20, 37–8), the latter qualities are
never mentioned in these forums; their recognition might disrupt the hunters and land
managers’ narratives that serve to justify hunting and extermination efforts.
According to Brian Luke (2007), hunting and other industries that exploit nonhuman
animals are legitimized through protection devices that block human sympathy for nonhuman
animals. One of these devices is cover stories, or a narrative that recognizes nonhuman animals
are being harmed, but because this harm is necessary it must be allowed to continue (138). Our
case study confirms the typical cover stories for hunting, which are that “hunters kill animals
for meat, and we need the hunting system to control population levels,” both of which are
untrue (140). As noted earlier, that hunting is needed to control population is untrue because
there is no reliable data on what these population levels actually are, and it even seems likely
that hunting has actually increased feral pig populations. Regarding the claim that hunters kill
animals for meat, an analysis of hunting magazines shows that the primary reason men hunt is
for “the thrill of a challenging conquest,” male bonding, and male status (140-1): “it is not that
men hunt to get meat, just the reverse, they eat the meat in order to hunt—that is, in order to
gain the ex post facto legitimation for the hunt itself,” and they admit this to each other in
hunter magazines (141). This was also the case on the Wild Boars in Canada Facebook page
that glorified hyper-masculine depictions of killing feral pigs.
A holistic case study of feral pigs must also be able to account for how hunting is not
simply a Western male activity. In the United States 11 per cent of hunters are women and
women hunters are increasing rapidly in Canada, with as high as a 70 per cent increase in
Ontario over four years. The reasons for these increases are varied and include participating in
activities forbidden to women/challenging gender norms, acquiring and eating “ethical meat”,
wanting to be self-sufficient, seeking a sense of adventure, excitement, and perceiving hunting
as an environmentally conscious activity (Mitchell 2014; Schmitt 2013). As to be expected, there
is a lack of data regarding hunters who do not fit into the male-female binary, however it would
be an oversight to suggest that they do not exist. Similar to hyper-masculine depictions of
hunting, female or gender-neutral arguments for hunting, including feminist accounts, obscure
the “normalized violence” of the act (C.A. Adams 2007, 22). A feminist ethics which recognizes
“the domination of nature, rooted in postmedieval, Western, male psychology, is the underlying
cause of the mistreatment of animals as well as the exploitation of women and the environment”
(Donovan 2007, 65) implies that hunting is inconsistent with feminist values (76). Stephanie
Jenkins and Vasile Stănescu (2014) build on similar ecofeminist claims to assert that “feminism
and queer theory are absolutely incompatible with any form of ownership, exploitation, and
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consumption of animals” (81). Such arguments are complicated by Indigenous hunting, which
cannot be lumped in with Luke's theory of Western blocked sympathy for nonhuman animals.
Many animal rights activists in particular are cautious to discuss how their goals diverge from
Indigenous peoples because they recognize that their solidarity with nonhuman animals can be
interpreted in light of a colonial history as further “civilizing” missions and a form of
neocolonialism (Kymlicka and Donaldson 2015, 171-2). Alternatively, animal rights activists can
engage with Indigenous perspectives on hunting by recognizing that Indigenous and animal
rights activists share in common a rejection of the Western instrumental approach to
nonhuman animals that sees them as property (160), creating forums for dialogue that
challenge the colonial privilege inherent to these spaces (176-7), and not speaking for
Indigenous peoples, but prioritizing texts by Indigenous authors that make connections
between Indigeneity and veganism and/or animal rights (Fisher 2011; Robinson 2013). These
kinds of strategies are central to recognizing the complexity of hunting while also retaining
seeing feral pigs as otherworldly individuals with their own stakes in discourse.

Conclusion: Imagining Alternative Futures for Feral Pigs
The name feral is particularly problematic because it has and continues to be used to justify and
cement anthropocentric control over nonhuman animals and a limited number of humans.
Feral animals express agency by escaping domestication, but in being considered illegitimate
outsiders of the wild, the name feral is used to try to bring them back under human control.
These themes are particularly poignant in our case study of feral pigs. Feral pigs were
introduced by humans to North America to be killed under specific conditions. Despite the
uncritical and unsubstantiated basis on which the claims that feral pigs are a “problem” rest,
feral pigs in North America are legally hunted and killed. Feral pigs occupy the categorical
position of unquestionable food, their bodies continuously laid over with human social
constructions that repeatedly position them as objects. There is little place in Western society
for imagining pigs as other than always-already on their way to becoming bacon due to this
object status. The existence of feral pigs outside of the farm or lab could be the start of an
empowered and liberatory narrative for pigs, but not if the term feral remains unchallenged.
The ongoing invasive manipulation and control humans exercise over feral pigs
complicates the wild as a space where pigs might finally find the fullest expression of their
agency. We have two key concerns about the future of feral pigs. First, if feral animals express
agency in escaping domestication, and being named feral gives humans the authority to always
try to bring them back under control, feral can only be truly liberatory after the end of
domestication. In other words, feral pigs will be free after the abolition of the property status of
all animals that ends domestication. Although our position is not synonymous with animal
rights3, we recognize the importance of its advocacy “that animals should have the right not to
be treated as the resources of humans and that animal exploitation should be abolished and not
regulated” (Francione 2010, 29). What the end of domestication practically means requires
further academic inquiry. Some scholars assert that the goal of reproductive freedom for
women and disabled people should be extended to nonhuman animals (Duncan 2012, 40-1;
Tyler and Adams 2006, 122). This goal is at odds with the forced sterilization common to
animal sanctuaries and humane societies and as a potential practice to end domestication.
Highlighting this area of emerging debate, Adam Weitzenfeld and Melanie Joy (2014) contrast
those who want to abolish domestication with Kymlicka and Donaldson, who are concerned
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that abolitionists are advocating for massive sexual intervention without recognizing the
individuals whose liberty they will restrict (18). It is essential that the ethics pivotal to the goal
and the strategy to reach it are the same, or in other words that the means should be consistent
to the “ends-in-the-making” (White and Cudworth 2014, 214, 216). Second, what kind of feral
pigs are possible to imagine in the wild? While the individuals we name feral pigs have the
ability to survive in the wild, free from human aid and control, this is in sharp contrast to
contemporary farmed pigs. Porcine Stress Syndrome is a genetic condition of factory farmed
pigs, “bred into these animals as a consequence of a decade’s worth of selective breeding for
large and lean muscles. The condition essentially makes pigs extremely susceptible to heart
attacks if they are stressed out, which is an inevitability on industrialized pig farms” (Taylor
2014, 105). These pigs could not survive in the Canadian wilderness. As Sunaura Taylor (2014)
asks, “what are our responsibilities to accommodate and support these animals who we have
made disabled?4 What does accommodation and access even mean for different species?” (111)
By asking about our responsibilities to pigs and other factory farmed animals Taylor
(2014) politicizes the invisible human hand in the highly manipulated existence of many
nonhuman animals. From this place we return to Alice’s discussion of names and our proposal
that feral pigs should not be expected to answer to their name and its associated consequences.
Instead, we, as humans, ought to answer to them. Part of this answering includes taking ethical
responsibility for human decisions regarding nonhuman animals and our actions towards them
which have caused tremendous suffering, disability, and lack of freedom. Ethical responsibility
would mean acknowledging the human role in the situation of feral pigs. Humans brought pigs
to North America to kill them. Naming them feral is an extension of human attempts to manage,
control, manipulate, and kill pigs, now justified by claiming that they are invasive illegitimate
outsiders. Furthermore, ethical responsibility would include recognizing the subjectivity and
agency of feral pigs as otherworldly beings. This would include politicizing feral as a name
linked to violent lexicons and treatment and then enacting an un-linking by representing them
in ways that respect their otherwordliness and do not distort them down to human meaning.
This representation can include a critical anthropomorphism based on empathy, careful
observation, knowledge of a nonhuman animal’s biology, and attempting to shift to their point
of view (Bekoff 2007, 123-5; Davis 2014, 170). To critics of anthropomorphism, Bekoff (2007)
asks, “should we talk about animals as a bunch of hormones, neurons, and muscles absent of
any context for what they’re doing and why?” Bekoff sees anthropomorphism as a “linguistic
tool to make the thoughts and feelings of other animals accessible to humans” that is not about
“inserting something human into animals,” but instead identifies “commonalities and then
using human language to communicate what we observe” (2007, 123, 125). Importantly,
anthropomorphism is about making nonhuman animals accessible to humans and does not rest
on claims that we now “know” animals. It is possible to be critically anthropomorphic, and use
this tool when appropriate, in order to retain a respect for otherworldliness. Finally, ethical
responsibility includes engaging with the fact that contemporary farmed pigs cannot survive in
the wild without care. We have a responsibility to give them this care after deliberately bringing
them into life under these conditions. Such care can be practically enacted through creating and
volunteering for vegan farmed animal sanctuaries, many of which already exist in Canada and
the United States. It is only when we question who pigs are allowed to be, and imagine spaces
where they will not be confined by names that legitimize human control, that we can truly
respect the agency that flows from our fellow otherworldly animals.

60

The Politics of Naming Feral: Anthropocentric Control and
Feral Pigs in North America
N.T. Rowan and Tracy L. Timmins

TT: This paper is dedicated to all the feral pigs who have at least temporarily escaped human
domination and live their lives according to their own volition, as well as all the farmed pigs
who will never have that opportunity. I hope this paper will shine some light on the human
violence inflicted upon them. NTR: In particular, I thank Bobbie and the other pigs at Happily
Ever Esther Farm Sanctuary, for being the first individuals to allow me to experience pig
otherworldliness.

Notes
1 . We recognize that invasive species are also considered encroaching and illegitimate
outsiders. Although there is much overlap in the framing and treatment of feral animals and
invasive species, we will not delve into the topic of invasive species specifically in this paper.
2. In one interesting example from the 19th century Charles Darwin discusses domesticated
pigs that have “run wild” and are feral in Jamaica, “semi-feral” pigs of New Granada and
South America, and “neglected pigs” in the Zambesi settlement in Africa (80). Darwin
provided no criteria to explain why specific pigs were placed under different categories, but
an implicit reading of Darwin’s work suggests distinguishing between feral, domesticated,
and wild was based on physical appearance and degree of human control. In another
example pigs in North America who have one parent from established feral populations and
one from escaped wild boars brought to North America to hunt are referred to as hybrids
(Mayer and Lehr Brisbin 1991, 5).
3. Following Cary Wolfe, we support animal rights “in abeyance, as it were, only in
recognition of the underlying fact that the operative theories and procedures we now have
for articulating the social and legal relation between ethics and action are inadequate—and
here is the full posthumanist force of the question of the animal in this connection—
inadequate for thinking about the ethics of the question of the human as well as the
nonhuman animal. Practically speaking, we must use what we have, in the same way that
one might very well want to invoke the discourse of universal human rights to prohibit the
torture of human beings, even though in theoretical terms the model of universal human
rights has been thoroughly dismantled as a very historically specific relic of Enlightenment
modernity—and for many of the same reasons as in the foregoing critique of animal rights”
(192).
4. Taylor (2014) asks these questions in a Disability Studies framework, which can “help us
to ask who these animals are beyond their suffering. It asks us to consider how the very
vulnerability and difference these animals inhabit may in fact embody new ways of knowing
and being.” In an important intersectional link Taylor concludes “all animals—both those
whom we human beings would call disabled and those whom we would not—are treated as
inferior, devalued, and abused for many of the same basic reasons disabled people are. They
are understood as incapable and different. They are, in other words, oppressed by ableism.
The abled body that ableism perpetuates and privileges is always not only non-disabled but
nonanimal” (113). Following these connections is pivotal to challenging anthropocentrism.
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The abject body is a feral, wild body, disrupting and transgressing social
proprieties and becoming wilfully monstrous. In this paper, I examine works of
“botched taxidermy” by artist Angela Singer that summon an abject response in
both viewer and artist. I critically examine the place that botched taxidermied
animals occupy within discourse surrounding ferality, colonization, and feminist
constructions of maternity. How can the notion of abjection be used to examine
the relationship between maternity and animality? Botched taxidermy engages
with a re-feralization of the animal/mother, but is not without its own set of
problematics, particularly those of misplaced animal advocacy and entrenched
violence towards marginalized bodies.

Abjection, Maternity, Animality
The abject body is a feral, wild body, disrupting and transgressing social proprieties, becoming
wilfully monstrous. Julia Kristeva’s notion of abjection describes the shudder of disgust one
experiences, particularly when confronted with bodily fluids or other corporeal waste, as they
threaten the distinction between the self and the other (Kristeva 1982, 69-70). This notion has
been used to great effect in contemporary art, particularly by feminist artists working within
performance and body art disciplines. Abjection fundamentally challenges borders, whether
individual or social, and the abject body repeatedly violates its own borders, disrupting
propriety on a personal and social level (Oliver 2009, 281). In Powers of Horror, Kristeva
challenges psychoanalytic theories of development that cast the desire to murder one’s father as
the inspiration for the rule of law and development of social taboos. Instead, she interprets
these taboos as inextricably tied to the infant’s pre-verbal, “semiotic” connection to the
maternal body. This connection is described by Kristeva as a direct “confrontation with the
feminine” (1982, 4) which disappears through the child’s entrance into the symbolic world. The
symbolic world is characterized by the acquisition of language and the subsequent
establishment of boundaries between the self and other, or inside and outside (Kristeva 1982,
61).
Abject art, which peaked in popularity in the 1990s, engaged with social taboos,
particularly bodily ones such as urine, feces, vomit, and blood, provoking disgust and
reclaiming the abject female body as a subversive trope of liberation. Recent scholarship (Oliver
2009; Lipschitz 2012) interrogates this intrinsic connection between the abject and the
feminine within the emerging field of animal studies, leading to a reconsideration of the role of
abjection in the production of subjectivity, the feminine, and the construction of Otherness
(Oliver 2009, 15). In this literature, abjection is examined as a method through which the
border between human and animal is both reinforced and challenged, furthering the trope of
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abjection beyond a simple transgression of bodily taboos, and instead, questioning what it
means to be a human against what it means to be an animal.
In this paper I consider the role of abjection in contemporary art that uses animals as
subject, object, and material, critically examining the place that botched taxidermied animals
occupy within discourse surrounding ferality, colonization, and feminist constructions of
maternity and motherhood. In particular, I will examine the works of Angela Singer, who uses
the taxidermied bodies of wild animals as a technique to provoke feelings of abjection in a
fundamentally ambiguous way. I argue that Singer’s works are a manifestation of what Steve
Baker terms “botched taxidermy” (2000, 55), a technique that questions the relationship
between human and animal—and the role of animals in the creation of social taboos, territorial
boundaries, and the production of maternal subjectivity.
Botched taxidermy is a process by which mixed media and the deliberate use of “wrong”
materials distort and subvert the original aim of taxidermy: to preserve a realistic animal form.
Botched taxidermy relies on the abject through an unexpected wrongness, which upsets notions
of order and classification and refuses to comply with familiar expectations (Aloi 2012, 42). I
will work to interrogate the pervasive connection between the animal and maternal, mentioned
in Kristeva’s writing but given further weight by theorists such as Kelly Oliver, in order to
examine Singer’s attempts to bring to light the suffering experienced by her taxidermied
animals. Worth mentioning here is that this maternal-animal connection also has the potential
to reaffirm damaging constructions of both the maternal and the animal, through the
manifestation of abjection, which fundamentally produces negative affect, particularly disgust
and horror. This interplay between identification and revulsion inspired by Singer’s practice is
where the effectiveness of her work ultimately lies. Taxidermy in fact relies on abjection to
provoke a response that exists somewhere between subversion and exploitation, exposing these
boundaries to provide the viewer with an uneasy sense of their own relationship to animals,
whether feral, domesticated, or mounted on a wall.
Singer uses botched taxidermy in her work as a form of advocacy and protest, a way to
express ambiguity towards the role of animals in society and the environment. Her work
emerges from a convergence of viewpoints in which animal advocacy, the remains of the
colonialist project, and the problematic question of how one can represent animals ethically in
visual culture are at the forefront. In this vein, I will analyze her works Sore, (2003), Catch
Caught, (2007), and 1080 (2006-7) to ask how botched taxidermy productively questions and
challenges notions of abjection, maternity, and sexual difference. Further, I will ask how these
questions manifest when considering the unstable figure of the animal in cultural constructions
of ferality, nature, and territorial borders? Whether botched, lifeless, feral, or domesticated, the
animal cannot occupy a singular subject position. Through abjection, which fundamentally
produces ambiguity, the figure of the taxidermied animal body produces and maintains the
often problematic and porous divide between the animal and maternal, domesticated and feral.

Abjecting the Animal
In recent years, contemporary art has displayed an emerging interest in animals—an “animal
turn,” with more and more works being produced that centre on the appearance of animals in
contemporary culture (Hansen 2010, 11). But this “turn” is also fraught with questions
concerning the ethics of representing animals, which in turn signifies larger philosophical
challenges related to questions of language, political representation, and animal advocacy
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(Gruen et al 2012, 514). Whilst animals have always been present in the arts (as well as most
other areas of human life), their representation is often characterized as a “metaphorical
silencing” (Aloi 2010, 61). This silencing occurs when the animal is present contextually only as
a symbol, representing an aspect of human experience or emotion, rather than as a
representation of animality itself. This criticism bears weight regarding Kristeva’s treatment of
animals in her writing, in which they are symbolically present, but literally erased, existing only
as substitutes for the maternal body (Oliver 2009, 301.) The animal in both art and
psychoanalytic theory, then, exists most often as a metaphor for the human condition,
considered only as object, never subject.
However, Baker argues that contemporary artists’ representations of animals have
developed from using animals as only symbols or objects, instead using animals as subject,
object, and medium in order to engage with their often ambivalent and complex place in the
world (Baker 2013, p. 19). In this way, contemporary animal art is now a field in which it is
somewhat unclear how this field can usefully contribute to questions of human/animal
relations or knowledge of the non-human world (Baker 2006, 70). Therefore, whilst animal
representation in art (or as art, in many cases) is not a new phenomenon, the artists’ own
attitude towards the animal world is a major feature in their work. Baker’s characterization of
most contemporary animal art is that it does not raise a simple question of what the presence of
animals in art can do or say about the work. Rather, it blends both aesthetic and ethical strands
of criticism, making it genuinely difficult to coherently address the multiplicity of arguments,
questions, and problems that arise through a consideration of the work (Baker 2006, 70). This
characterization resonates within Singer’s practice, which engages with the problematic of
animal representation in contemporary art. Much of her taxidermied works present an
ambiguous and disconcertingly violent response to the question of whether animal
representation and the “use” of animals as artistic material can productively address the
animal-human relationship, without reaffirming humanist notions of superiority and power
over animals and the environment.
As Kristeva reminds us, abjection is “above all, ambiguity” (1982, 9), but is foremost
associated with that which calls into question boundaries (Oliver 2009, 94). Primarily, the
abject demarcates the boundaries between the child and the mother’s body, and thus between
subject and object. More specifically, it reminds the subject of the pre-objectal relationship—the
violent splitting of self that occurs when the child is born of the mother’s body (Kristeva 1982,
10). The mother’s body is inextricably connected to the abject, as it is her body that constitutes
the child’s first notion of identity as well as the child’s subsequent realization that the two are,
in fact, separate. Both biologically and psychologically, the abject maintains the border between
life and death, expelling what threatens life (Kristeva 1982, 95). Hence, it is most often things
that are produced by or taken in by the body, such as food, as well as bodily fluids and
secretions, which are associated with the abject. These fluids and waste products are perceived
to be repulsive because they test the notion of the split between self and other upon which
subjectivity depends (Covino 2004, 17).
This split between self and other is further codified in religious rites and rituals to
separate the sacred and profane, or to define the individual’s place within the social and
symbolic order (Barrett 2004, 95). These rituals determine the sacred function to separate the
unclean from the clean, and are embedded in one of the primary taboos of culture: incest.
Kristeva draws on Freud’s interpretation of the origins of taboos within societies to suggest that,
contrary to Freud’s theory of the murder of the father by his conspiring sons, it is in fact the
relationship between the mother and child, and the prevailing fear of the feminine, that
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founded the origins of the incest taboo. She points to a slippage within Freud’s writing that,
whilst mentioning the incest taboo multiple times, does not actually interrogate its origins.
Instead, Freud chooses to focus his analysis on the second taboo: the murder of the father
(Kristeva 1982, 57). Ultimately, the incest taboo exists to ensure that the child abjects the
mother’s body in order to separate itself from her body, to develop its own subjectivity, and
maintain, or solidify, the borders between the mother’s body and its own.
Abjection is a particularly fascinating concept by which to interrogate radical theories
of the Other, the feral and the wild, primarily that of the animal, which, for Kristeva, is “too
different, too Other, too foreign” (Oliver 2009, 5). It is in fact through this discussion of animals
that Kristeva’s writing becomes increasingly ambiguous, leading to the question: why is the
animal body not abjected in a similar manner to that of the maternal body? (Oliver 2009, 293)
Kristeva draws a line of commonality between the maternal body and the animal body, in which
both are mysterious, wild and unknown Othered objects whose existence threatens the clean,
pure, and unified body. However, the maternal body, precisely because of these feelings of
abjection, remains off-limits as food because these taboos are transposed onto the animal body,
which in turn becomes the focus for rituals of purification, food prohibitions, and other cultural
and social rituals. Therefore, as Oliver argues, Kristeva’s analysis of purification rituals, incest
taboos, and matriarchal power trades entirely on animal bodies in order to give the abject
mother her power. The animal body is inextricably linked to the maternal body, but in
Kristeva’s analysis, the animal body remains only as a symbol for the mother, and animal
bodies themselves remain absent (Oliver 2009, 293).
This connection between maternal and animal body remains, despite the unmistakable
asymmetry of power and representation. In the same way that the abject represents the limits of
the individual in the social and symbolic order, the animal represents the limits of the moral
community on a social level. As Oliver argues, “Animals occupy either pole of the limits of the
moral community: they are absolutely innocent because they act on instinct and therefore do
not control their behaviour and cannot be morally blameworthy; they are absolutely monstrous
because they cannot control their violent instincts and are therefore beyond the pale of the
moral community” (2009, 495). Our ambivalence towards animals is inextricably linked to our
sense of a moral community and our conceptions of violence, good and evil, and innocence.
For Kristeva, the disavowal or turning away from the maternal body that begins the
child’s entrance into the patriarchal world of language and laws can also be considered a
disavowal of the animal body, one that erases our dependence on animals from our psyches. As
humanity is dependent on both the female body and the animal body for the continuation of life,
this dependence must be repressed through abjection in order for the subject to assert their
independence and fortify the boundaries of its subjective identity (Oliver 2009, 290). In this
way, it is not in fact paternal and Oedipal power behind Freudian animal phobias, but an
embodied female animality and the generative power of the maternal (Lipschitz 2012, 553). By
demonstrating a complex, unsignifiable space, the maternal body threatens the individual’s own
subjectivity, causing abjection as a horrifying permeability between self and Other. Ultimately,
the maternal body exists as a constant presence in the process of abjecting the animal body,
powerfully exposing and questioning notions of female subjectivity, maternal authority, and the
ruling power of patriarchal law in the community.
In Kristeva’s analysis, the animal body only exists as a metaphor for the maternal body,
and consideration of animals themselves is absent. In Singer’s work, the animals’ body is
rendered present in their abject suffering; however, as I argue, on the level of both individual
and social identity formation, the animal and the maternal are inextricably linked. By using this
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existing maternal identification to promote feelings of abjection in the viewer, Singer’s work
inextricably links abjection to the animal body, leading to a potential reconsidering of their
presence in the world, in our moral community, and their objectification, domestication, and
subordination.

Menstruation-subjugation
In this section of my paper, I will explore Singer’s use of botched taxidermy as an artistic
technique in order to interrogate not only how and why abjection is present in her work, but
also its potential to lead to a reconsidering of animality and the maternal body. Sore (Figure 1)
presents abjection in the form of a deer’s head, a common trophy in the world of traditional
taxidermy, and the fundamental emblem of a wild animal that has been domesticated with
horrific finality. However, in Singer’s version, the skin has been entirely removed from the head,
stripping the flesh back to the wooden supports, and a new kind of skin has been created out of
wax and iron oxide pigments, which has the effect of making the entire animal appear to be
drenched in its own blood – skinned alive.
Singer refers to her work as “de-taxidermy…a stripping back layer by layer of the
animal and the taxidermist’s work” (Aloi 2008, 13). In her view, by making the animal look
bloody and disfigured, she undoes the aim of the original taxidermist’s work and exposes the
shock of the animal’s violent death: presenting a corpse, not an object. In this way, the work is
truly abject—to quote Singer: “I don’t see an animal separate from myself; there is permeability
to the boundaries separating other species from us. The body intensifies my emotional
engagement with the work. Far from repulsing me, it draws me closer because it’s not beautiful”
(Aloi 2008, 13). In this way, the deer’s bloody coating reinforces the newly porous surface—
instead of the comforting and protective fur boundary, the liquidity of the blood suggests the
possibility of infection, absorption, and the loss of self into the abyss of the Other. The
permeability of the boundaries between human and animal are thus questioned in the abject
bloodiness of the deer’s presence, and the animal is rendered literally present in its frozen
suffering.

Figure 1: Angela Singer, Sore (2003) (Accessed from
http://www.angelasinger.com/tear.html)
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Singer’s work uses animal bodies as a way to consider not only death and suffering, but
also the subjectivity of the animal, and to reconsider the relationship between human and
animal – how to “come face to face with an unnameable otherness” (Kristeva 1982, 59) and
stabilize one’s own identity in relation to the Other. Whilst traditional taxidermy makes an
individual animal an anonymous specimen of its species, botched taxidermy reveals “an identity,
and is acknowledged as something not fixed but in flux”: “Alive” yet dead, bloody yet bloodless,
Other yet somehow familiar (Aloi 2012, 36).
For both Freud and Kristeva, the fear of blood–a strong symbol of abjection–is
particularly linked to menstrual blood (Oliver 2009, 289). Kristeva maintains that menstrual
blood represents danger from within social groups, particularly those defined by sexual
difference. Therefore, menstrual blood represents an internalized fear of undefined borders
between the sexes, or the crumbling of sexually defined social order. Menstrual blood and the
abjection of the maternal body, then, stand for an internal destabilization of individual
subjectivity (Kristeva 1982, 71). This reading resonates in a number of ways when viewing Sore.
Firstly, the title becomes explicitly gendered: a “sore” was a Victorian name for a fallow (not
pregnant) deer (Baker 2008, 9). When this is considered in connection with the blood, the
animal’s death becomes more shocking on the level of sexual possibility, fertility, youth, and
unrestrained female sexuality.
However, the reminder of the deer’s bloody death at the hands of a trophy hunter
quickly forecloses this line of thought. The family who donated the deer’s head to Singer also
told her of the animal’s death: the hunter who shot and killed the deer attempted to saw the
antlers off, but became completely drenched in blood, as the antlers act as a blood reservoir
(Baker 2008, 9). This is a particularly interesting point, because the presence of antlers means
the animal was in fact a stag–a male deer. Singer’s work thus transforms in its complexity: the
living, male deer, castrated in death, becomes the site of a struggle between human and animal
that results in the blood—inextricably linked to the feminine—covering both hunter and stag in
its contaminating, feminizing power. In death, the stag is stuffed and mounted, transforming
into a symbol of masculine strength, individual prowess and the patriarchal world of law and
power–doubly reinforcing the hunter’s own masculinity against the animal’s Otherness.
However, Singer’s “de-taxidermy” flays the layers of skin from bone, to reveal its bloody innards,
which recasts the stag as a fallow, female body. As Oliver maintains, “lurking behind the
relation between father and the animal is the maternal body and all the sensations associated
with becoming a subject over and against the world and other as objects” (2009, 287). By
revealing its insides, the totemic animal, reduced to the status of object against man’s
subjectivity, breaks down the defining limits of sexual difference and remains, as ever, maternal.

Abject Taxidermy: Botching the Body
The animal skin in particular is a ubiquitous product in multiple aspects of everyday human life,
fashioned into shoes, clothes, and as artistic material, “through genetic or superficial
manipulation of the living animal’s skin, or through the use of the skin of dead animals”
(Hansen 2010, 11). Thus, Singer’s flaying of the deer’s head in Sore is particularly shocking, as
the animal skin acts as a symbolically protective layer that maintains the borders between
human and not-human. In the separation of the skin from the body, the flesh of the animal
becomes the meat, a product for humans to consume, leaving the skin of the animal to bear the
animal’s “animalness,” inextricably tied to the image of the animal’s body (Hansen 2010, 14).
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The deer’s head, stripped of its protective border, is both feminized and masculinized, animal
and not-animal, part of our culture yet fundamentally foreign.
Traditional taxidermy is embedded in the belief that animals are their skin, with the
original goal being that of creating and presenting either a trophy or a specimen. A taxidermy
trophy is a status symbol, displaying the strength, skill, and bravery of the hunter who
slaughtered the animal Other. An animal specimen is an anonymous representative of its entire
species, preserved for the sake of science and research–a pedagogical tool. In both scenarios,
the animal is preserved in such a way as to make it appear alive: realistic, intact, and beautiful.
In these instances, the taxidermied animal displayed to audiences the beauty and majesty of
nature, whilst also proving that man alone was capable of the subjugation of nature (Hansen
2010, 14). The preservation of the animal’s beauty, strength, and majesty served to erase all
signs of the violent death the animal experienced, and above all, sought to impress vitality. The
taxidermied animal—simultaneously “alive” yet dead—presents the surface of the real animal in
a culturally constructed “natural” tableau, whilst simultaneously removing any real encounter
between human and animal.
Although traditional Victorian taxidermy is now most commonly viewed as eccentric
and unusual, if a little odd, in recent years contemporary art (and popular culture) has
demonstrated a renewed interest in the subject (Aloi 2012, 26).1 However, the approach to
representing the animal’s life–its embodied presence–is now somewhat removed from the
original aims of the tradition, in which the idea of skinning, stuffing, and mounting an animal
was not uncommon, unusual, or particularly taboo. Because it was sealed, stitched, and stuffed,
any sign of bloody injury or suffering was concealed and it looked thoroughly alive; the
traditional taxidermied animal was not abject. Instead, it was a cultural and pedagogical
artefact—an object that did not threaten humanity’s fear of death and the unclean. It did not
threaten one’s subjectivity because it did not remind humans of themselves.
Baker compares the abject in botched taxidermy to “abject art” of the 1990s, which
largely focused on meat, baseness, flesh, and transgression. However, as he points out, “an
awful lot depends on the effectiveness with which those meanings can be turned” (2008, 4).
Singer’s work uses abjection to portray a message of animal advocacy; to elicit sympathy for the
suffering of the animal, and she feels that by providing a new visual language in the form of
botched taxidermy, people can “see animals in a new way” (Baker 2013, 165). In this way, the
interplay of Singer’s words and work becomes a tool through which to understand her practice–
as a combination of concerns both aesthetic and political (Baker 2013, 19).
However, her “visual language” also signals a larger problem related to her stance on
animal advocacy—that of speaking “for” the animal, or removing the animal’s agency. Although
animals of course possess their own forms of communication, their representative voice is
largely absent in discourses concerning animals and animality, and Singer’s process of creating
a visual language in order to reveal concerns regarding animal suffering comes, at times,
perilously close to speaking “for” the animal, removing their agency and reasserting humanist
sovereignty over animals. Ultimately, questions of language, the politics of representation and
advocacy concerns require philosophical caution, with Singer’s work straddling a border
between humanist dominion over animals and a more considered notion of caution and mutual
respect (Gruen et al 2012, 514).
Despite these problems, this struggle between artists’ words and work, and the
problematic inherent in the notion of speaking “for” the animal is precisely where the
effectiveness of botched taxidermy lies. Baker contends that artists working in this field are well
positioned to devise forms of responsible practice: “Critical and improvisatory and material
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forms that sidestep a rule-bound or unduly judgmental notion of ethics” (2013, 18). Following
this assertion, it is through a botched and deliberately problematic approach to animal ethics,
subjectivity, and advocacy that contemporary artists such as Singer can productively explore
animal subjectivity: the risk and precariousness of a work that remains both unsettled and
unsettling is integral to its affect, and—as I argue—is where abjection also lies.
Catch Caught (Figure 2) presents a taxidermied rabbit, mounted on a wall, stomach
ripped open and presented in a pose reminiscent of a crucifixion. Bursting out of the rabbit’s
stomach are a collection of red jewels, once again reminding the viewer of the animal’s painful
death, while rendering the scene strangely decorative in the material’s mesmerizing, glistening
attraction. In addition to the bloodlike jewels emblazoned on the rabbit’s stomach, several red
buttons connected to string emerge from the “wounds,” which dangle precariously below the
rabbit’s feet, suggesting disembowelment or possibly aborted pregnancy. The stereotypically
feminine accoutrements of buttons, which ordinarily function to keep things contained but here
are dangling uselessly, and the blood-like jewels exploding from the rabbit’s abdomen, once
again evoke the particular abjection of the maternal body, and the threat of permeable borders
between the mother’s body and the outside world.

Figure 2: Angela Singer, Catch Caught (2007) (Accessed from http://www.angelasinger.com/fastened.html)

In a similar vein to that of Sore, the animal’s deliberately botched body makes an
explicit reference to the animal’s violent death at the hands of humans; however, the choice of
animal is quite different: rather than the traditional “trophy” animal such as the stag, the rabbit
is distinct in its mundaneness. Small, non-threatening and common, the rabbit does not
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commonly signal the grandeur of nature or of man’s dominion over the animal kingdom. Yet
this is particularly dependent on the context upon which the work is displayed and viewed.
Rabbits are present in various aspects of human-animal relationships: as pets, as food, and as
prey for recreational hunting, but in Singer’s native locale of New Zealand they are bitterly
maligned as pests and destroyers of native species and land (Potts et al 2013, 184). Thus, the
maternal rabbit body displays a more complex threat: that of uncontrolled reproduction,
destruction, and the overwhelming fear of violated borders—both individual and social. As I
will explore in the next section of this article, abjection is thus developed in Singer’s work, past
a simple threatening of boundaries and borders. Instead, it becomes a more complex reaction
that threatens one’s identification with, not just the mother, but also one’s national and social
identity, and the patriarchal law of the nation-state: a threat that is inextricably tied to the
paralyzing fear of the uncontrolled, feral animal.

Feral Maternity Within the Nation-state
I will now argue that abjection is also present in Kristeva’s discussions of the foreigner and
national identity, through the threatening of borders and the need to reaffirm one’s social,
political, and territorial identity. In Strangers to Ourselves, Kristeva links the idea of the
foreigner as stranger to the stranger within oneself (1991, 172). As in the primary abjection,
when the child abjects the mothers’ body to affirm its subjective identity and personal
boundaries, the foreigner must be abjected from the nation in order to reaffirm a national
identity. Although Kristeva never explicitly connects the abject with the foreigner, she provides
many commonalities between the two subjects, and her language evokes a connection:
“Confronting the foreigner whom I reject and with whom at the same time I identify…I lose my
boundaries, I no longer have a container, the memory of experiences when I had been
abandoned overwhelms me, I lose my composure” (1991, 187). A nation state thus defines its
own boundaries by the foreigner whom it abjects, excluding the threatening Other in its own
quest for a cohesive national identity (McAfee 2003, 124).
The maternal body figures as a collective site of abjection and fear of foreignness,
through the fear of uncontrolled reproduction. As Freud maintains, contagion spreads through
temptation and imitation, and the female body and signs of its fertility are temptations that
must be controlled. This argument is reinforced by Kristeva’s assertion that prohibitions
against contact with maternal bodies are more prevalent in areas where overpopulation is
common (Oliver 2009, 290).
As individual identity is constructed against the exclusion of the abject maternal body,
cultural or national identity is constructed against the exclusion of maternity and the feminine
(Kristeva 1997, 226). Thus, the maternal body is the ultimate foreign body, reinforced as the
original abjection due to the fear of uncontrolled borders both individual and collective–the
burgeoning power of the maternal presents the possibility of strangeness reproduced within the
borders of national identity and the moral community.
By connecting the abject with Kristeva’s notion of foreignness, McAfee asks whether it
is “possible, or even desirable, to eradicate the abject character of foreignness – that is, to
eradicate absolute difference?” (2003, 117). Abjection exists to help constitute one’s own
subjectivity, but inescapably manifests through violence and disgust. On a political and social
level, this is problematic, as extreme nationalism can lead to serious violent consequences for
“foreign” communities. But without abjection; that is, recognizing in the foreigner something
that resides within us, and thus defining oneself against it, would political or personal identity
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still be possible? (McAfee 2003, 124). This is a substantial question that arises when
considering both the foreign maternal body and the foreign animal body.

Figure 3: Angela Singer, 1080 (2006-7) (Accessed from http://www.angelasinger.com/fastened.html)

Singer’s work 1080 (Figure 3) presents the twisted body of a dead taxidermied possum,
glistening with blood-like shiny red beads adorning the mouth and paws. As before, the
bejewelling technique reinforces the notion of the abject as both repelling and attracting, in its
gross juxtaposition of beauty and death. In a similar manner to that of Catch Caught, the
possum represents the role of animal species in the colonial project and the literal threatening
of borders by introduced species of animals in New Zealand. The title 1080 refers to the poison
used to kill possums in the wild, but which has also been historically reported to accidentally
kill native species, pets, and children. Despite its danger, the poison is still widely used across
New Zealand to eradicate possums, which are violently despised by most of the population due
to their disastrous effect on native species and vegetation. This hatred is placed squarely on the
possums themselves, who are seen as unworthy of compassion and deserving of persecution,
rather than the colonizing forces that introduced them into the wild, purely to create a
landscape and ecology that was familiar to European settlers (Potts et al 2013, 183). In this way,
the Other, who threatens but also helps to constitute identity, resides within the nation state,
ultimately becoming the foreign abject (McAfee 2003, 124). Thus, the possum exists as a
violently abjected figure in a New Zealand context—probably even more so than the rabbit.2

77

“The Other Who Precedes and Possesses Me”:
Confronting the Maternal/Animal
Divide Through the Art of Botched Taxidermy
Miranda Johnson

Attitudes towards native and alien species in colonized lands encompass the fear of
threatened borders–not just of the body, but also of identity, both personal and social. In 19th
century New Zealand, taxidermied animals were present in the homes of British settlers as
hunting trophies, and native specimens were sent back to Britain for collection and display
(Potts et al 2013, 183). In more recent years museums have been criticized for their part in
retaining collections of animal, human, and plant remains that are considered sacred to
indigenous cultures in their native land, but remain alienated in their foreign context. Brown
argues that, whilst human remains have been repatriated where possible (and where not,
collections have been reconfigured to be more culturally sensitive), the re-contextualization of
collected animals and objects alienated from their original contexts to origin communities is
much more difficult and less widely practiced (Potts et al 2013, 183).
1080 presents the body of an animal that has been violently abjected from the national
identity of New Zealand humans due to a perceived threat of borders, uncontrolled breeding,
and destruction of the land. But the possum’s threat is also a threat that comes from within
these borders, raising fears concerning the fraught nature of national identity in a colonized
land. In this way, the animal is an abject creature. But it is also part of the moral community,
since abjection is only produced when the abjected object is part of one’s own consciousness.
Therefore, the abject animal fundamentally transgresses accepted divisions between human
and animal, subject and object. As McAfee concludes, “insofar as being, and being a subject,
depends upon an encounter with the abject/nothing (represented by the foreigner), the
abject/nothing is necessary for being” (2003, 125). Whilst this can potentially lead to violence
and hatred, this manifestation of abjection can also be used as a positive force for recognizing
strangeness within oneself and the other, and through this recognition, living in a truce with
those stranger among us (McAfee 2003, 125). This conception of abjection, foreignness and the
Other can be reconsidered as a method by which human and animal Others can coexist:
through an acceptance of radical strangeness.

Is Abjection Necessary?
When Angela Singer was asked in an interview what she would answer to John Simons’s claim
that “When I see a work of ‘botched taxidermy’...I do not see an epistemological problem. I see a
dead animal” (Simons 2002, 183) she replied that she would prefer that he see a “question”
(Aloi 2008, 13). For Singer, “The aim should be to create botched works that are transformative,
that shock the viewer into a new way of seeing and thinking about the animal” (Aloi 2008, 13).
However, her answer troubles the complexities inherent in using and representing the animal
in contemporary art. Botched taxidermy, whilst relying on abjection to shock the viewer into
questioning their own relationship to the animal’s body on display, nonetheless depends upon
context and affect in relation to the viewer. Traditional taxidermy relied on the use of context–
trophy, pedagogical tool, and specimen of natural history—in order to normalize as well as veil
the animal’s ferality, its Otherness. By bringing the animal into the world of patriarchal culture,
the animal was essentially invisible as a subject, remaining purely an object.
Despite the popularity of abjection, and the use of the abject body in feminist theory
and art since the 1980s, the risk of embracing abjection as a positive and affirming strategy for
rethinking maternal subjectivity at times risks reproducing, rather than challenging, the
cultural production of the mother as an object (Tyler 2009, 84). I would add that the animal
body is similarly implicated in this argument. As the primary focus of abjection is the maternal
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(intricately connected to the animal), then the primary moment of abjection is the point at
which the maternal is violently thrust out of the individual’s subjectivity. As Tyler argues,
“Kristeva’s theory of abjection is founded on the premise that the maternal cannot be, cannot
speak and cannot take up a subject position” (2009, 86). This problem resonates in Singer’s
practice.
Singer’s botched taxidermy works undoubtedly provoke abjection and potentiate a
reconsidering of the animal’s own subjectivity, but, as Estelle Barrett reminds us, abjection
appears primarily as affect—“fear, loathing and aggressivity directed toward an unnameable
other” (2011, 106). Therefore, abjection also has the potential to perpetuate violence towards
the animal as a coping mechanism against the abject fear of permeable boundaries–a
problematic made clear by the brutality already directed towards animals such as possums in
Singer’s native New Zealand.
Conversely, McAfee argues that abjection, whilst often manifesting through violence
and aggression, presents the opportunity to reconsider subjectivity by accepting, not casting
out, the abject stranger within–to live with, and use abjection as a force for developing respect
for irreconcilable difference (2003, 117). Kristeva examines the estrangement we feel within
ourselves and with foreigners around us, not as a fear of foreignness, but as a dread of
foreignness—“Whether perturbed or joyful, the foreigner’s appearance signals that he is ‘in
addition’…the presence of such a border, internal to all that is displayed, awakens our most
archaic senses” (Kristeva 1991, 4). The foreigner threatens the borders of the symbolic as well as
national order.
Singer’s work manifests this uneasy strangeness by displaying a foreign body, familiar
yet strange, in a different context and in a different guise to that which we are accustomed.
Singer’s own abject response to her work, which requires her to brutally and violently rip
animals apart in order to reassemble them, further provokes a discomforting response in the
viewer. The viewer is made aware of the double acts of violence sustained upon the animals’
bodies, and the attitude of the artist who has committed violence to their corpses in order to
criticize said violence. In her work, the borderline between the animal as aesthetic
representation and the animal as itself is made permeable. The validity of the work, in fact,
arises from Singer’s act of violence, turning the objectification and abuse of animal bodies
upside down and making the problematic play between subjectivity and objecthood
fundamental to the work’s voyeuristic, discomforting effect.
The animal bodies, imperfectly stuffed, domesticated and frozen in time, but adorned,
bloody, and disfigured, simultaneously breed familiarity and discomfort. However, rather than
requiring a violent response, her images work together with her words to lead to a
reconsidering of one’s abject response. Singer’s work is marked by a refusal to reassure the
viewer, or allow them to reassure themselves, that what they are viewing is an unproblematic
example of animal-as-object (Baker 2013, 168–179). This reassurance that the work is separate
from the viewer is an essential aspect of abjection—that of casting out that which we fear is a
part of us—maternal, animal, or other.

Conclusion: the Ethics of Botched Taxidermy?
Kristeva’s notion of abjection is intimately linked to the maternal body. Her focus on the
repressed maternal authority as the basis of subject formation repeats an identification of
mother and animal: the force of her argument relies on the power over the human psyche held
by animals and animality (Oliver 2009, 278). This identification manifests in Singer’s work, in

79

“The Other Who Precedes and Possesses Me”:
Confronting the Maternal/Animal
Divide Through the Art of Botched Taxidermy
Miranda Johnson

which the force of the animal’s threat–the basis for abjection–relies strongly on the human fear
of uncontrolled breeding, fertility, and undefined sexual difference. In this way, the abject
response incited in the viewer moves past a simple fear of undefined borders between self and
Other, instead raising questions concerning both individual and social fears of maternity,
femininity, and ferality in our colonized world.
In Singer’s work, the animal bodies are forcefully present in their own right, albeit
“botched” by human intervention, and in this way, the maternal connection leads the viewer,
through abjection, to consider that animals are in fact a fundamental part of their moral
community. Ultimately, through an approach to the animal’s body that requires the viewer to
reconsider why their response is ambivalent and unstable, the maternal and animal connection
has the potential to lead to a reconsidering of the boundary between human and animal.
Where Singer makes significant strategic use of abjection in order to lead to a
reconsidering of subjectivity, violence, and identity on both a personal and a social level, her
works inevitably dovetail with the contradictory double bind of animal representation in
contemporary art. This question is whether “using” animals as a way of presenting a particular
stance or emotion can be effective or ethical, particularly when this space is for a reconsidering
of how animals are abused by humans in a multitude of ways. Through my reading of her work,
abjection is characterized as a fundamentally ambivalent, problematic, yet provocative avenue
through which to consider the role of animals in our lives, our moral communities, and our
feminisms.

Notes
1.

This is clear when considering the sheer number of taxidermy workshops in London alone,
as well as various publications and “how-to” guides for the novice taxidermist–see
http://londontaxidermyacademy.co.uk/ (accessed 17/4/15), and Robert Marbury,
Taxidermy Art: A Rogue’s Guide to the Work, the Culture, and How To Do It Yourself,
(Artisan: New York), 2014 for just two examples amongst many.

2.

A speculation on this topic could be because, as a native species to Australia, the possum is
perhaps even more threatening within the New Zealand consciousness due to the close
relationship between the two countries, and the fact that New Zealand very nearly became a
colony of Australia (moreover, the two countries remain unified in the international
consciousness)–an even more recent and literal threatening of boundaries, borders, and
identities than those between New Zealand and the United Kingdom.
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Chloë: Thank you, Dinesh, for agreeing to engage in this conversation on the feral for Feral
Feminisms. I wondered if you could start by telling us a bit about the work you have done to
date in the area of Critical Animal Studies. Do you see any of this work relating to the theme of
the feral?
Dinesh: Thanks so much Chloë for this opportunity to chat about my work. I have been
working on questions relating to animals for about 15 years. Much of my early work was focused
on biopolitics, sovereignty, and exception, framed through Michel Foucault and Giorgio
Agamben. I have published a monograph, The War against Animals (Wadiwel 2015), which
blends this early work with newer research on domination, violence, and power, with a
particular interest in Foucault’s 1975-76 lectures on biopolitics, and the understanding of
politics as war pursued by other means (Foucault 2004). As I discuss in The War against
Animals, Foucault’s perspective is useful for understanding human domination of animals and
resonates with conceptualizations of violence and domination found in other social movements,
such as the radical feminist critique of sexual violence as constituting a “war against women.”
At present, I am writing a second monograph on animals under capitalism and, as part of this
project, rethinking Karl Marx in relation to animals. In some ways, all of these different phases
in my thinking on animals have something to say on questions of the feral. Firstly, biopolitics
and exception are very useful ways to understand animals who have been constructed as feral.
If the task of biopolitics is to construct populations that are fostered and, simultaneously, those
which must be made to diminish, then feral animals are precisely those animals who are
understood as an existential threat to favoured populations, and then subject to a range of
violent management techniques to limit or eradicate these animals in quite exceptional ways. In
some senses—and this relates to the second phase of my work—this reveals the logic of human
utilisation of animals which is framed around the systemic concerted management of violence
in order to bend the wills of animals to our own. The threat of feral animals is that they do not
conform to this agenda, and this is perhaps why they are subject to the most frightening and
uncompromising forms of human violence. In The War against Animals, I discuss the
militarised tactics used to eradicate feral goats, and the ways in which this reproduces a certain
violent governmental logic that tells us something about our fundamental relationships with
animals. Finally, my recent work on Marx has offered some different ways to think about this
problem, from the perspective of value. On one hand, feral animals are subject to so much
arbitrary violence because they are constructed as valueless, or alternatively as a threat to value
itself (e.g. in impacting the profitability of animal agribusinesses). However, there are
perversities here to understand. For example, kangaroos in Australia can be treated as pests
(when they interfere with agricultural interests) and subject to extraordinary violence.
Simultaneously, this violence can be converted to a source of potential revenue (that is
valorized), for example for meat and skin industries. Very recently, California reinstated a ban
on kangaroo skin and meat, partly on welfare grounds, and partly because of concern about the
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iconic status of Australian kangaroos (Jacobs 2015)—this seems to demonstrate the complex
politics of value that circulates feral animals.
Chloë: You live in Australia, where there has recently been some controversy over former
Environment Minister Greg Hunt’s decision to cull millions of feral cats who are hunting
indigenous species of animals to extinction (Milman 2015). In a memorable phrase, Hunt called
feral cats “tsunamis of violence for Australia’s native species” (ABC News 2015). Earlier cat culls
have occurred in Australia to protect native species of animals such as bilbies (Arthur 2013). It
is interesting to think about this discussion from a posthumanist and anticolonial perspective,
attending to the fact that people of European descent (such as Hunt) are not indigenous to
Australia either, and have also been “tsunamis of violence” for the native populations of
Australia, including indigenous human populations. One way in which settler-colonial humans
have harmed indigenous Australian populations is by introducing other non-native animals into
the Australian ecosystems—and yet, having realized the harm these animals do to indigenous
animals, the accountability seems to stop at the nonhuman animals rather than at the humans
who introduced them. Can you perhaps speak to the case of the feral cat culls in Australia and
intergenerational justice, and perhaps also to the intersections of speciesist and colonial politics
that we find in the deployment of the term “feral”?
Dinesh: I suppose an initial response is that this politics that is happening in Australia
highlights the importance of thinking about questions of sovereignty. Here I mean sovereignty
not just as being about the acquisition of territory or the ruling authority of a nation state, but
sovereignty as a claim made over another, often with violence, which is accompanied by a
system of truth that naturalises some forms of violence and simultaneously makes other forms
of violence imperceptible. I am partly influenced here (again) by Foucault’s discussion of
sovereignty in the 1975-76 lectures, where he understands sovereignty as the product of a mass
violence which precedes and cements forms of social order: a dominant force invades the world
of another utilizing deathly force, and compels an opposition to surrender to less than equal
terms. This perspective is of course immensely relevant to understanding the politics of
indigenous sovereignty in settler-colonial societies; indeed, in Australia, Aileen MoretonRobinson has applied this reading of Foucault to understand indigenous sovereignty and the
rights project (Moreton-Robinson 2015). My interest here is that for Foucault, sovereignty
installs a regime of truth which naturalises and obscures historical violences and continuing
forms of violent differentiation. It is not just that sovereignty oppresses with material violence,
but that it also sets in train an epistemic or symbolic violence that operates at the level of truth.
This knowledge component of power creates frames of naturalised inferiority and superiority, a
history of who matters and who does not. Thus, in the language of the colonizer, we are
repeatedly told in history classes of white explorers “discovering” continents; of “backward
people” who are dying out; of communities today that must be subject to punitary welfare
regimes and over-policing “for their own welfare.” In a sense, this resonates strongly with the
perspective on epistemic violence that has been put forward by classic postcolonial
approaches—for example, Edward Said and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak—which offer
explanations for how it is that material violence works in combination with systems of
representation to construct “truths” about the non-white other. In terms of thinking about feral
animals, it is impossible to not be confronted by how arbitrary and contradictory the
rationalities are that underpin violence towards these creatures. For example, as you point out,
if feral cats are a problem because they represent a violent threat to “native species,” then
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obviously the most persistent source of violence against these animals in Australia has not been
cats but instead has been the dominant patterns of human land utilisation, farming, and
pollution that have followed from white invasion in 1788. Here “truth” is constructed by
domination to narrate and naturalise a prevailing order of authority (sovereignty).
There is certainly scope for intersectional politics between pro-animal and anticolonial
scholars. Indeed, I am aware that at least some postcolonial and critical race scholarship has
already begun this task: for example, Joseph Pugliese’s impressive book, State Violence and the
Execution of Law (Pugliese 2013), and new work by scholars such as Maneesha Deckha
(Deckha 2012), Fiona Probyn-Rapsey (Probyn-Rapsey 2015), and of course Claire Jean Kim
(Kim 2015). I also agree with Billy-Ray Belcourt’s challenge to Critical Animal Studies scholars
to situate their discussions of pro-animal politics within the broader frame of racialized colonial
geopolitics (Belcourt 2015). This seems an urgent task. However, I think we need a lot of
caution at the same time, making sure we articulate both the resonances and intersections
between different social movements and (most importantly) their differences and histories. In
simple terms, this might mean taking the time to understand the differences between how “feral”
is constituted within the terrain of human utilisation of animals, and how “feral” might be
oriented (perhaps differently) within the scope of racialization. I suppose this makes me
reluctant to rush into proposing a way forward for a shared politics around feral animals, even
though I think there is lots of scope for pro-animal and antiracist social movements to
collaborate (for example, around the hyper-exploitation of predominantly precarious migrant
labour forces in large-scale meat production industries).
I have more thoughts on questions of historical justice, but I want to hear more from
you, Chloë. You have been engaging with a number of areas of intersectional scholarship
relevant to Critical Animal Studies, including in relation to feminist theory. Reflecting on this
work, are there some useful ways forward from your perspective?
Chloë: My thoughts on ferality are still in a very fledgling state, but I became interested in the
concept of the feral when I was teaching a course on Humans and Animals in 2014—which was
the course for which Billy-Ray Belcourt wrote the important paper you mentioned, “Animal
Bodies, Colonial Subjects” (Belcourt 2015). In that class, we read Sue Donaldson and Will
Kymlicka’s book, Zoopolis (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; see also Wadiwel 2013) and we
discussed the politics of domestication a great deal, including apologetic arguments for
domestication such as Haraway’s, and the idea of a “domesticated animal contract” (Palmer
1997). We also discussed domestication as it intersects with gender: for instance Kant’s and
Hegel’s view that the first domesticated animals were women, and Gayle Rubin’s and Marilyn
Frye’s arguments that the breaking and training of female humans is how they became
gendered, or became “women.” We were reading Donaldson and Kymlicka’s chapter on liminal
animals, which includes their discussion of feral animals, when I went to a conference in New
Orleans and heard Jack Halberstam talking about his idea of “wild theory.” Although his
argument that we should replace the word “queer” with “wild,” because “queer” has become, as
it were, domesticated—or is used interchangeably now with “gay” to refer to homonormalizing
political agendas—was made only tangentially in the Q&A, it was this idea that captivated the
audience and became the focus of discussion. Listening to that conversation, it struck me that
the term he should be using was “feral,” since he is talking not about humans who were never
domesticated—who might genuinely be called “wild”—but about humans escaping domesticity,
or rejecting domesticity.
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Since then I’ve been tracking uses of the term “feral” in political theory and have been
continually struck by the frequent use of the term “domestication” to refer to human
oppressions—Andrea Smith refers to the domestication of Native Americans (Smith 2015), for
instance, and the term is used very often to refer to the breaking of women. One could take any
number of examples, but, for instance, most recently I was rereading Foucault’s The Use of
Pleasure, and he cites Xenophon’s Oeconomicus, in which wives are described as domesticated
animals:
When sheep fare badly, we usually fault the shepherd, and when a horse behaves badly, we
usually speak badly of the horseman; as for the woman, if she has been taught the good
things by the man and still acts badly, the woman could perhaps justly be held at fault; on the
other hand, if he doesn’t reach the fine and good things but makes use of her as though she is
quite ignorant of them, wouldn’t the man justly be held at fault? (Foucault 1990, 155)

Or again, Xenophon writes of a woman who has become “accustomed” to her husband or
“domesticated to the extent that we could have discussions” (Foucault 1990, 156). This
identification of the situation of women and agricultural animals with respect to the male head
of the household is of course the origin of the term “animal husbandry”—just as wives are
beasts of burden for men, so are agricultural animals the wives of men, with wives understood
as animals to be trained, constituted, and managed for the economic profitability of the
household. As in the case of human wives, a huge part of this management of agricultural
animal wives involves co-opting their sexual and reproductive capacities. And we can of course
also think about the role of slaves in Isomachus’ household and of exploited workers today, and
the similarities between their situations and those of domesticated animals.
I am not saying anything that hasn’t already been said by many other feminist Critical
Animal Studies scholars since Carol Adams, and I do take your point that we need to attend to
the differences between oppressions as well as the similarities, but I’m also struck again by
these reasons for solidarity between oppressed humans and domesticated animals, and if the
“feral” is the term for nonhuman animals who have escaped domestication, I wanted to explore
the potential for women and other marginalized groups of “going feral.” That said, I realize that
the “feral” is usually simply a term that has been used to facilitate the executions of those
animals who are deemed undesirable—a bit like Judith Butler discusses the use of language to
kill in Precarious Life (Butler 2004), where applying a certain label to a human allows them to
be detained without trial and tortured in a way that a human given a different label could not be.
So the “feral” is a complicated term to appropriate for emancipatory ends. As you argue in your
review essay of Zoopolis (Wadiwel 2013), it is ultimately humans who decide—even on
Donaldson and Kymlicka’s vision of a zoopolis—who is a citizen, who is a denizen, who is feral,
who is a member of a sovereign animal community, and just what are the rights of, and
obligations we owe to, members of each group. “Feral” is a term humans deploy in fairly
arbitrary ways, most often to mark off certain animals as killable. In light of this, I wonder if
you could expand on your discussion of the feral in your response to Donaldson and Kymlicka’s
work?
Dinesh: Donaldson and Kymlicka’s book has rightly been praised as a breakthrough, and I do
believe that it has significantly moved forward animal-rights theory. However, I have expressed
some concerns about the categories they rely on to imagine political recognition for animals—
sovereignty, citizenship, and denizen. On one hand, Donaldson and Kymlicka have
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pragmatically drawn on the tool box that liberal political theory offers us to prove a coherent
and comparable set of concepts by which we might imagine animals as recognised members of
political communities. This means imagining rights as grounded within a nation-state system
that roughly conforms to our contemporary global organisation of sovereignty and rights. This
means that their theory is understandable within the conventions of today’s political discourse.
I don’t mean to say that Donaldson and Kymlicka advance a conservative vision for what this
might look like; far from it. Indeed, they offer significant and potentially radical re-workings of
sovereignty, citizenship and denizenship; for example, they put forward a critical notion of
denizenship which recognises quite uncompromising fundamental rights for nonhumans who
do not belong to any particular sovereign community (as such, their perspective is in line with
at least some cosmopolitan citizenship theory).
But the issue I have is that if we are to imagine a world without violence towards
animals (something that is, we all must admit, a utopian vision), why would we include the
nation-state system in that vision? Remember that the nation-state is a relatively recent
formation and not an enduring feature of human political organisation—as Angela Mitropolous
plainly states: “Prior to the 20th century, the nation-state was not a world-encompassing
system” (see Mitropolous 2003: n.p., para. 10). The nation-state is therefore a historically
contingent political formation. The nation-state is only understandable today through a
historical perspective on colonial power, race, and the development of global capitalism. While
the nation-state has produced prosperity, harmony, and security for many humans globally, it
has simultaneously facilitated precarity, misery, exploitation, and arbitrary violence for many
other humans (arguably most). The organisation of the world into contained nation-states,
secured through coordinated systems of sovereign violence, has underwritten a global economic
system which means that a significant proportion of the world’s humans are subject to low wage
and/or bonded labour and experience radically different opportunities in terms of health, basic
nutrition, and life expectancy. These differences in opportunities and rights depending on
where you are born are completely arbitrary; I can’t really see any theory of justice that can
defend this radical inequality. Yet the nation-state system acts, through militarized borders, to
secure these non-justifiable radical inequalities between different humans, and prevent people
from seeking an escape from this arbitrary violence (see Mitropoulos 2015; Mezzadra and
Neilson 2013). In this respect, the stateless person is merely a symptom of the violence of the
nation-state system, something Hannah Arendt carefully articulates in The Origins of
Totalitarianism. In this respect, I find it strange that Donaldson and Kymlicka would rely on
the political category of the “denizen,” as the reliance on this figure is only necessary where we
remain committed to the nation-state system as an idealized model of political organisation.
When we dream of the future, we do not need to remain committed to the nation-state.
But the problem I think goes deeper, and this relates to the nature of political
community and its philosophical relationship to animality. Many of our working
understandings of political organisation are shaped by notions of community membership
which create necessary divisions between those who belong and those who do not. In these
imaginings of political institutions, the non-member of the political community (e.g. the
noncitizen) is constituted as a threat or a parasite which must be excluded in the name of the
security of all. The classic model of the polis identified by Aristotle in Politics arguably offers an
archetype for this sort of vision for political community. Here the person (or potentially
nonhuman) who cannot be accommodated becomes a kind of naturalised villain who is
excluded because of who they are: “He who by nature and not by mere accident is without state,
is either a bad man or above humanity, he is like the ‘Tribeless, lawless, hearthless one,’ whom
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Homer denounces—the natural outcast is forthwith a lover of war; he may be compared to an
isolated piece at draughts” (Aristotle, 1253a). Aristotle is partly speaking here of the stateless
person—who is at least one archetype of the “natural outcast”—but he is also quite directly
speaking of animals, who are explicitly excluded from his imagined political community. We
might extend this further to note that the feral animal might fit Homer’s pronouncement of the
“Tribeless, lawless, hearthless one.” These are the animals, after all, who persistently resist
human attempts to make them fit into our imagined communities or formations, whether as
domesticated animals who submit to our regimes of power, or benign intruders into our spaces
who do not threaten our existence, or as valorized “wild” animals whom we have decided we
should protect.
Should we seek to be feral? Or does the word feral offer something useful as a way to
unite the resistance efforts of nonhumans, animal advocates, or other social movements such as
antiracist or queer movements? In one respect I suppose it is useful, in the way that “queer”
might have had (or might still have) a use value as a unifying phrase to describe communities of
individuals who resist various disciplinary norms and authoritarian vectors of power—in this
sense I agree that perhaps it has potential in the way you describe, Chloë. Indeed, as you note,
there is a really interesting set of interconnections that the term opens up in relation to the
history of animal domestication and its relationship with the genealogy of the governance of
human populations.
But I guess the other side of this is that we must also frankly ask: “Who would actually
want to be feral?” As you point out, feral implies absolute non-recognition within political
institutions except as an entity subject to extreme arbitrary violence (as “killable”). In a similar
vein, Hannah Arendt reminds us in The Origins of Totalitarianism that there is nothing
romantic or powerful about being a stateless person; on the contrary, this is a space where it is
impossible for political action to be recognised or to have effect, where it is impossible for the
stateless to take responsibility for their actions since they are condemned for who they are
rather than for what they have done, where the stateless person can be subject to the full
violence of the state without justice (Arendt 1967). Who would want that?
Chloë: I suppose whether one would want to be feral depends on where one was beforehand
and what one’s options were. I think if I were a factory-farmed chicken and my choices were
between remaining a factory-farmed chicken and going feral, I would want to be feral, because
at least my death at the hands of humans would be a bit less inevitable than if I were to remain
on the farm, and at least it might not occur in the form of the Live Hang that you describe in the
Introduction to The War Against Animals. I think I would also choose to be a feral chicken over
a factory-farmed chicken because my death might occur after some weeks or months or even
years of freedom. Although if I had more options, I might prefer to be a wild chicken, or a
chicken in a chicken sanctuary, over a feral chicken, these might not be options.
I think likewise with humans, there are situations in which something like ferality
might actually be preferable to domestication, and where such ferality may be the only
alternative to domestication, even if it is not an ideal alternative. I am thinking first of all of
people who are already subject to the full violence of the state without justice, even when they
are not officially stateless. Yesterday I watched an indigenous woman being handcuffed and
arrested by eight white policemen for the crime of being homeless, of having set up a
cardboard-box shelter in a parking lot that I see from my kitchen window, and I think perhaps
the large numbers of indigenous people incarcerated in Canada because they are indigenous
could be an example. I am also thinking of Butler writing in Undoing Gender about the

87

A Conversation on the Feral
Dinesh Joseph Wadiwel and Chloë Taylor

impossibility of living a gender that is outside the frames of intelligibility of one’s society, and
the real risks of violence that living an unintelligible gender entails. And yet at the same time
she observes that this impossibility may be preferable to the other impossibility of living a
gender that one experiences as utterly oppressive, as unliveable. In that context, one might
choose the dangerous ferality of gender unintelligibility over the domestication of living
according to an assigned gender that is killing you. There is nothing ideal or romantic about
these choices, clearly, but they are still situations in which one might choose ferality over
domestication.
This is a quite different case, but one of the times that we commonly use the term
“feral” to refer to humans is in the case of so-called “feral children.” Sometimes this term is
used to refer to children who have supposedly been raised by wild animals—although whether
there are any actual cases of this is unclear. It seems that most if not all of these cases of feral
children raised by wolves and bears have been hoaxes. The term is also used, however, to refer
to children who have been kept in captivity—such as in a basement or a cell—for years on end,
without being socialized into human society, without being educated, and without language
acquisition. The term is thus used for children who have been kept alive physically, but whose
cognitive and affective lives have been completely neglected. It’s an interesting use of the term
since, in some sense, it contradicts the way that we use the term in the case of nonhuman
animals. In the case of nonhuman animals, we call them “feral” if they have escaped captivity,
or are the descendants of animals who escaped captivity, who are living amongst us but are free
of human domination, and yet for children we use the term for those who are kept the most
drastically captive. In some sense, these are children who are treated more like certain
agricultural animals than other children—and like factory-farmed animals in particular: caged,
isolated, all their animal instincts and needs completely denied beyond those of bare survival.
At the same time, the term makes sense, as these children have not been domesticated into
human society, or trained to conform to the norms of the human. These children, clearly, are no
example of the liberatory potential of the feral. In contrast, in his work on the wild, Jack
Halberstam takes children as an example of the refusal to be tamed, of the potential to remain
anarchic, queer, or wild.
A couple nights ago I watched the recent Hungarian film, White God (Mundruczó
2014), which has been reviewed by Dylan Hallingstad O’Brien in this issue of Feral Feminisms.
The film tells the story of a domesticated dog, Hagen, and his human, an adolescent girl named
Lili. When Lili’s mother leaves her and Hagen with Lili’s father for three months, the father is
reluctant to have Hagen in his apartment. When it turns out that he has to pay a fine for having
a “mongrel” dog, he decides instead to abandon Hagen on a road in the middle of the city. There
is a traumatic scene in which Lili witnesses her father violently dragging her dog out of the car
and dumping him on the side of a freeway, shoves her back into the car screaming and crying,
and drives off, with the car doors locked. Hagen runs after the car and Lili watches him through
the car window, but there’s nothing she can do. Hagen is then pursued by dog catchers from the
pound, and escapes them only to be caught by a human who sells him to dog fighters. The dog
fighters abuse Hagen to build up his aggression so that he will kill other dogs. Hagen eventually
escapes the dog fighters, but only to be caught by the dog catchers and to end up at the pound,
where it is quickly decided that he should be killed because of his aggression. On the way to his
death, however, Hagen manages to kill the pound employee just when that employee is opening
a gate to an enclosure full of condemned dogs. This allows not only Hagen to escape, but the
hundreds of other dogs in the enclosure as well. They form an army of dogs, led by Hagen, who
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terrorize the human inhabitants in the city, and kill the humans who are apparently on Hagen’s
hit list—all the humans who have abused him since the time he was abandoned by Lili’s father.
I thought about this film in terms of your work on the war against animals, since the
dogs in the film ultimately respond to their situation in a warlike way, by forming an army and
fighting back. Watching the film, one is on the side of the dogs. I was also struck by the
relationship between children and feral animals again, and between Lili and Hagen. In a sense
it’s a film about a feral dog and a feral girl—or a domesticated dog and a domesticated girl who
both end up feral. Although clearly not to the same degree, Lili is also oppressed by humans in
the film—by her father, by her music teacher—and after Hagen is abandoned by her father, she
is also wandering the streets alone, desperate, looking for him. Like Hagen, she has few
options—he has nowhere to go at all, whereas she ultimately has nowhere to go but back to her
father; but this is a horrible choice and there are uncomfortable scenes in the film where it
seems that the father is beginning to treat Lili romantically, kneeling down to put on her shoes,
intimate scenes of them sharing a bedroom, her undressing in his presence. I’m not sure if the
director wanted these to be scenes showing increasing filial affection between the father and
daughter, or a kind of redemption of the father, but I and the two women with whom I watched
the film saw those scenes as depicting a girl trapped in what was quickly becoming an
incestuous situation. She is dependent on humans, and especially on her father, to survive, but
she is also on the side of the dogs. I think of children who do start out on the side of other
animals, and part of their domestication is to break this bond with other animals, to make them
into oppressors of animals. Closer to Halberstam, I would like to rethink the idea of feral
children to refer to children who are not yet on the side of the humans in the war against
animals. As a parent, and as a Critical Animal Studies scholar, do you have any thoughts on
feral children—either as we use the word now, or in Halberstam’s sense of wild and anarchic
children, or in the sense that I am describing, of children who are not yet on the side of the
human in the war against animals?
Dinesh: I take your point, and agree with you that “feral” might be a useful way to describe an
experience of freedom—from constraints, norms, disciplines, coercion—which might present as
preferable to its alternative (that is, a complete uniform conformity to constraints, norms,
disciplines, coercion). I really love the way you situate Butler here too—as you say “one might
choose the dangerous ferality of gender unintelligibility over the domestication of living
according to an assigned gender that is killing you.” Here being feral is an assertion of a willful
freedom against violence and domination; a decision made in the face of extreme constraint.
And perhaps in this context, “feral” is useful for thinking about a form of political subjectivity
that might belong to a toolbox for interspecies solidarity.
I think this neatly leads to your fascinating comments on children, who might be
willful subjects within the terrain of human/animal relations of power. It’s tempting to think of
children as not being on the side of the war against animals that I have described in my book for
the reasons you suggest, although I am a little hesitant about this in so far as I treat the war
against animals as not so much a form of violence that one can choose to be part of (or escape
from) in a voluntarist way, but instead as an enveloping institutional and epistemic
phenomenon that we are all caught within. Children come into a world that is deeply structured
by systemic violence against animals; it is almost impossible to imagine children being exempt
from inheriting the spoils derived from this violence. So it is not so much about asking which
side children are on, but how might children be situated differently in relation to the war
against animals, does this generate political instabilities, and do these instabilities have any
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political potential? I suppose in this respect, the war against animals is not dissimilar to other
enveloping systems of power, knowledge, and violence, such as gender. I think at least that this
is what Judith Butler is getting at when she describes the “constitutive instabilities” within the
process of reiterating gender norms (Butler 2011, xix). We are all caught within enveloping
systems of power; however, these systems of power do not perfectly reproduce themselves,
there are continual “gaps and fissures” (Butler 2011, xix). Is the inculcation of children as active
components within the war against animals a fraught site of instability for the reproduction of
violent relations with animals and accompanying knowledge systems?
To an extent, your description of White God I think illustrates some of the
uncertainties and resistances children pose to norms of anthropocentricism that shape adult
human mainstay practices towards animals. I suppose as a parent I have found it interesting
that it can be easier for children to sympathise with the plight of animals because they haven’t
had a lifetime of education which treats violence towards animals as benign. We also know that
there have been all sorts of moral panics which have followed from a fear of children overidentifying with anthropomorphised animals within child targeted films and literature and
subsequently resisting meat-eating cultures—such as that generated by the film Babe (see Nobis
2009). I have also enjoyed watching children engage in relationships with companion animals
which resist norms and demonstrate an inventiveness around how we might live with animals
differently. There is some danger here, though, of romanticizing the relationship between
children and animals. It can be depressing how easy it is for children to be enfolded into
practices that involve utilizing animals in uncritical ways: for example, the normalization of
meat in school canteens; toys and education about farming and farming practices which treat
animals as mere use objects; pet-keeping practices which treat animals as simply living toys;
zoos and petting zoos, et cetera.
But your question has also reminded me of the sense that actually caring about
animals, being interested in their rights or how they are treated, or wanting animals to enjoy
lives without violence, seems to be a somewhat “childish” affectation. I am struck by how
animal advocates are frequently treated as non-rational, infantilized, or subject to paternalistic
discourses by prevailing systems of knowledge; it’s certainly something I have been exposed to
from philosophers and scientists who have responded to my work. As I understand it,
Halberstam is signaling towards experimental forms of theorizing that break with disciplinary
norms, modes of domestication that produce unpredictable effects (Halberstam 2013). Perhaps
we need to become childish in order to imagine these new worlds without violence towards
animals? Sara Ahmed also imagines the figure of the child as a willful force: “If authority
assumes the right to turn a wish into a command, then willfulness is a diagnosis of the failure to
comply with those whose authority is given” (see Ahmed 2014). You have mentioned to me your
interest in raccoons. Might they fit the description of willful animals?
Chloë: Yes, this issue of Feral Feminisms features two paintings of raccoons by Cydney Taylor,
and I do indeed think that raccoons might be described as willful animals. My understanding is
that there have recently been some imported raccoon spottings around the Melbourne campus,
but that basically raccoons are unknown in Australia. They are, however, one of the main
liminal animals of North America—to use Donaldson and Kymlicka’s term—and Toronto is the
“raccoon capital” of the world. There was recently a story in the news about one willful raccoon
who came in through a ceiling tile and helped himself to an orange donut in a Toronto café
(Morales 2015). Raccoons are interesting liminal animals as they actually thrive better in cities
than in the wild, and it has been argued that raccoons’ intelligence has increased and their
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brains have changed through their human and urban encounters, given all the objects, tools,
and problems to solve that we send their way (CBC 2011).
I also came across a story about a childcare centre in British Columbia where the
daycare workers are striving to have the children cohabitate with raccoons, instead of having
the raccoons exterminated the way most childcare centres do (Pacini-Ketchabaw 2015). The day
care workers take a nuanced, anticolonial perspective to the raccoons, seeing the connections
between settler colonialism, the civilized/wild divide, and speciesism. Lauren Corman also has
an interesting article on raccoons, in which she connects the way these animals are seen as
urban pests and invaders to how “coon” has been used as a racialized metaphor (Corman 2011).
In the North American case, most raccoons would not be considered true ferals as they
were never domesticated. They are, rather, highly adaptable opportunistic animals who have
decided to move from the wild to cities and cohabitate with humans because of the
opportunities this provides. But we can speak of feral raccoons in Japan, as baby raccoons were
imported in large numbers to Japan as cute pets, due to a Japanese cartoon that featured a
raccoon named Rascal. In the cartoon, Rascal was eventually released into the forest, and as
real-life pet baby raccoons became troublesome adults this is also what the Japanese did with
the imported domesticated raccoons—released them in forests. The now feral raccoons are
destroying ancient Japanese temples, however, and are being exterminated. My view would be
that although it is sad to see the ancient temples in Japan rapidly being destroyed by raccoons,
this should be a cause for humans to regret their own behaviours (importing and domesticating
raccoons from North America who should have been left alone and with their mothers), not
paid for by raccoons living in Japan today with their lives. Perhaps this would be an opportunity
to return to, and to conclude with, the question of historical justice towards nonhuman animals
that you set aside before? What is our debt to ferals?
Dinesh: My recent work on Marx, systems of value, and animals has made me really interested
in the question of what interspecies justice looks like, and what we might owe animals if we
acknowledge that we humans have committed a massive injustice towards the animals we use. I
think your story about raccoons in Japan is an interesting one, as it illustrates a kind of attitude
in which animals are treated as simple use objects that can be deployed for pleasurable
purposes, and then eliminated when their utility to humans evaporates (or, as in this case,
eliminated when the animals begin to exert a deleterious sideways impact on other valued
human use objects). As we know, imagining animals as simply use objects is posing an
increasing challenge (or contradiction) for our knowledge systems. In some respects, animalwelfare and animal-rights discourses are perhaps a symptom of this prevailing contemporary
contradiction. If it is conceivable that at some point there might be political agreement that
animals are not simply use objects and that they are owed more consideration than nonsentient commodities, then it follows that we may not only have to deal with the question of
how we adequately value the animals we have in our midst, but also how we provide justice in
the face of our previous systematic failure to treat animals as anything more than objects for
our use.
Kelly Oliver suggests that our reliance on animals, not only for food but also for how
we understand ourselves as human, points towards a “fundamental indebtedness” towards
animals that must be acknowledged (Oliver 2009, 21-22; see also Oliver 2012). It is of course
one thing to acknowledge a debt, but it is a completely different thing to attempt to reconcile it.
The question I am curious about is whether it is possible to materialize this debt? Your story of
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raccoons in Japan might be one example, where reconciliation of a past debt might include
accepting damage to human property. But I have been also interested in whether we can go
further in putting a price on the amount we have taken from animals, surplus that is not ours to
claim.
Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century has been gaining a lot of
international attention, in part because the economist demonstrates in monetary terms the
perils of inherited wealth and the negative impact this has on democracies. In particular,
Piketty is at pains to point out that a society that allows for individuals to accumulate
extraordinary wealth through no effort of their own works against the meritocratic principles
that underpin the functioning of many democracies. There is an interesting story in here for
thinking about animals. Conventional animal-rights approaches have focused on the way that
human uses of animals—such as for food or for experimentation—violate assumed fundamental
rights, freedoms, or dignities that animals are owed. But a different approach might be the
injustice of massive theft: that is, acknowledging the reality that our use of animals relies on
extracting value from them without any compensation—in other words, a debt that we
systematically refuse to acknowledge.
Connected to this is the reality—and this is where Marx is influencing me—that
animals produce value. Animals are, like human workers, a productive, self-valorizing form of
capital. But we know that animal workers differ from most human workers in so far as they are
denied property rights over themselves. Instead, humans claim complete ownership of the
proceeds from the labour that animals provide—including their bodies themselves, for example,
to be converted into food—without sharing this wealth with those who produce it. The outcome
of this arrogant and violent exchange is that humans extort wealth from animals through little
comparable effort of their own. The balance sheets of animal industries allow us to imagine the
scale of this human theft of animal generated value. Some estimates suggest that the value of
global livestock industries is USD $1.4 trillion (Thornton 2010). If we accept even a minimalist
welfare position that animals are not mere living tools for unlimited human exploitation (and
certainly, I doubt most policy makers or representatives of animal industries could sustain this
view if they were pressed), then we must accept that at least part of this value is generated by
animals as living beings. It would represent a peculiar form of anthropocentric conceit to
imagine otherwise.
If we can price the value that animals contribute, we can also put a price on what we
have stolen, even in an intergenerational context. In Capital in the Twenty-First Century
Piketty offers a really remarkable attempt to value human slavery in the south of the United
States in the context of global capital (Piketty 2014, 158-163). Is there a similar project that
beckons us to price the value of what we have taken from animals? And then, how might we
reconcile this debt? Naturally, and as my reference to Piketty’s analysis of slavery indicates,
questions of historical injustice and debt, including intergenerational debt, are not limited to
our relationships with animals, but are also highly relevant to a range of other struggles,
including in relation to what justice might look like after the theft of indigenous sovereignty, or
what justice might look like after systematic racism. Any attempt to imagine a society arranged
according to just principles (as is typically the approach within liberal social-justice theory)
must also reckon with the concrete effects of radical historical injustice (slavery, dispossession,
alienation, systemic violence) and organize a future that attempts to repay what was stolen and
make amends for suffering and harm imposed.
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“Hyenas and Hymens” is inspired by Leonora Carrington's short story, “The
Debutante,” about a young woman who sends a hyena to her debutante ball in
her place. I interpret “The Debutante” as a narrative of refusing heterosexuality
and compare the hyena to Jacques Derrida's metaphor of the hymen in “The
Double Session.” For Derrida, the hymen is a contradictory space that is
irreconcilable with heterosexual sex and gender norms. Similarly, hyenas are
gender-ambiguous and frequently engage in homosexual behaviour. My work
also references the work of Monique Wittig and Jessica Polish on lesbianism as
resistance to the “domestication” of women.

Opposite the first page of “The Debutante” is a drawing of a hyena with a human face peering
into a mirror with wonderful confidence. On the dresser are a hairbrush for her coarse, spotted
hide, and some makeup, perhaps. Out of view, maybe, there are slippers and a little hat. She is
not neutralized; she believes that her unmistakable stench perfectly complements the dress that
she will wear tonight, and she eagerly anticipates the party. What was supposed to be the allure
and powerlessness of a melancholic young woman put on display becomes the hyena's own
celebration, her unveiling. In spite of—or perhaps because of—her escape from gender (for she,
like all female hyenas, bears both breasts and a penis), she views the whole affair with far more
ease than the person whom she is replacing (Wittig 1981, 250). The word hyena is similar to
hymen; both have “slipped between” the dichotomy of virginity and penetration, to quote
Derrida (1981, 225). The hymen, which is also a thin membrane covering the eyes of certain
animals (Derrida 1981, 223), contrasts the marriage bed of the royal couple in Derrida’s “Des
Tours de Babel” (1985, 213). A fear of spaces of contradiction made the destruction of the
hymen necessary for becoming a woman.
For years, the young woman had stared at the hyena pacing behind the chain links—
this spectre of femininity gone rotten, perceiving something of her own mutilated soul reflected
in the animal's movements, as Theodor Adorno glimpsed his in those of a caged tiger (Adorno
1951, 116). She had read in books that hooves and pieces of entrail glide down a hyena's throat
like slippery bath pearls, and that the animal's stomach is a reliquary of bones. A feral shade of
cayenne studies her, and she wonders if similar eyes gazed upon a Roman amphitheatre where
more than one virgin martyress met the jaws of hyenas. She will join them tonight, losing her
divinely-created female body to such huge teeth in a slightly different manner (neither hymens
nor hyenas have a place in sacred history). Members of the species Crocuta crocuta are known
for a proclivity toward homosexual behaviour and social intelligence possibly rivalling that of
the great apes; the woman knows this well, pushing scarcely read copies of the works of
Immanuel Kant and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel through a hole in the fence in exchange for
every word of the language of the unconscious. The animal whispers the promises of outrages
into her ear. She will go to the debutante ball in her place, representing her refusal of the
bifurcation of male and female. They concoct a plan, and the woman awkwardly stuffs the
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hyena's calloused brown paws into white opera gloves amidst the dead maid on the floor and
fresh roses on the walls. Her mother complains of the smell emanating from the room. The
hyena fills herself on her victim, hides the feet in an expensive handbag, and wears the face, the
eyelids overhanging her own. Her human friend is fixated by the possibility of reverse evolution
into an animal, unthinkable and unspeakable to the party guests until it removes its shrivelled
mask to reveal death under doilies and promptly disappears through the window: a threat so
foul that Western theology and philosophy have functioned primarily as safeguards against it,
but still an abomination that far too many have found themselves wondering might also be a
form of redemption (Carrington 1939, 19-24).
I want to imagine another way out, another way represented by this hyena with full
lips, a blushed face, her forelegs poised on the dressing-table, and her ears tilted as if
recognizing herself for the first time. In “One Is Not Born A Woman,” Monique Wittig claims
that lesbians should not be considered “women”: “The refusal to become (or to remain)
heterosexual always meant the refusal to become a man or a woman, consciously or not” (1981,
248). The splitting of the hymen loses its significance. The young woman in Carrington's story
becomes an “escapee” (Wittig 1981, 250) from her duty to men by symbolically transforming
into an animal. One year after the publication of “The Debutante,” Carrington would go mad,
experiencing another rupture in the developmental process leading to healthy heterosexuality
(Noheden 2014, 42-44). The psychic remainders of the world outside caused me problems,
inevitably. Narratives of female insanity fly off the shelves as much now as ever, but there
seems to be only one that the sideshow patrons wish to hear about: the Sylvia Plath Syndrome,
the tragedy of the picture-perfect 1950s suburban housewife with two small children who
complains of insomnia and fever from time to time and can't stop crying. She kills herself in her
kitchen, the space that necessitated the domestication of both women and animals (Polish 2014,
180-96), narrowing the expression of their sex drives to the task of reproduction (jones 2014,
97-98). In comparison to my bout of madness, it seems that hers was rather discrete and quiet
and hygienic. Neither was Carrington's; in her autobiography, she describes her public
breakdown and subsequent withering, forcibly confined to a hospital bed for days as the
floorboards rotted away to reveal a basement world “down below” (qtd. in Noheden 2014, 55).
Such women—if it is even proper to call them women—used to be staked down in bogs for fear
that they would react to the confines of the grave with resistance (and, without doubt, their
escapes would be aided by hyenas, those notorious disturbers of the dead...). It seems to me
that madwomen are not women either.
One night, I dreamed that I swallowed an entire ocean whole, and tresses of knotted
wrack were spilling from my lungs all over the tablecloth. Sometime in the mid-morning, I
found a mouthful of fresh air, picked the kelp leaves from my skin, and strolled along the beach,
transforming into a laughing hyena with a mane of cotton nightgowns torn into ribbons. I
bought a subway ticket and made my way back to my house, which suddenly seemed mysterious
and unrecognizable. The objects weren't fitted to my hands and were frankly useless; I found
that the dried hyacinths left on my bedside table by those who feared my illness had sprouted a
garden, simultaneously dead and alive, that I now curl up in. I eat a dictionary for supper, stand
up on all fours, and watch the world go by.
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Inspired by the human-faced hyena in Leonora Carrington’s “The Debutante,” Hyenas’
Birthday Party depicts a coven of these creatures wearing vintage women’s hats and gathering
around a large cake with pink frosting. Hyenas are very talkative, and I imagine them chattering
among themselves. Carrington’s hyena announces her dislike of cake at the end of “The
Debutante” (1975, 24), but mine have developed a curiosity about baked goods and pastelcoloured birthday candles. I am not sure what the contents of the cake are, and I think that it
might be best if this remains a mystery. My hyenas trouble assumptions that femininity is
something defined by domestic settings, indulging their fascination with pink and frills on a
dark terrace bordered by cypress trees and a full moon. I can relate to them because it is still
difficult for others to understand that my femininity exists outside of romantic and sexual
relations with men. The hyenas’ femininity, like mine, is out of context: it is something purely
learned, an illustration of Judith Butler’s statement that gender is “persistent impersonation”
(1990, viii). My hyenas, who slip between biological classifications of sex, could not have been
assigned this particular gender based on their anatomy.

Vittoria Lion, “Hyenas’ Birthday Party”
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Vittoria Lion, “Dionysus as a Leaping Bull"

In Friedrich Nietzsche’s hymn, Dionysus is praised as “the genius of the heart who teaches the
doltish and rash hand to hesitate and reach out more delicately; who guesses the concealed and
forgotten treasure, the drop of graciousness and sweet spirituality under dim and thick ice, and
is a divining rod for every grain of gold that has long lain buried in the dungeon of much mud
and sand” (Nietzsche 1966, 233). Dionysus as a Leaping Bull is an expression of my
simultaneous dread and desire for an invitation to eat (and risk being eaten) at the feast of the
patron saint of madness. The food chain is reversed there: taking the form of a bull wearing
garlands of flowers and bay leaves, Dionysus presides over a meal that includes a heart
suspiciously similar to mine, which is swallowed by the leopard in attendance. In Tim Shaw’s
installation, The Rites of Dionysus, the mad god appears as a leaping copper bull, “a symbol of
untamed nature” (Shaw 2004). No one sits down politely at this meal, and there are no utensils.
This precursor to the Last Supper lacks solemnity and is filled with dancing and noise: “Gods
enjoy mockery: it seems they cannot suppress laughter even during holy rites” (Nietzsche 1966,
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233), Nietzsche writes. I dream of putting my hand inside Dionysus’ bone bag of tricks and
pulling pearls and silky gold from among tibias, ribs, and vertebrae. His madness transforms
him into an animal, and to gather for his rite is to enter a nonhuman madhouse enclosed by the
forest. Few notice as his magic undermines modern cities, transforming animals bred for
industrial feedlots and supermarkets into incarnations of himself and transforming women
dismissed as hysterical into queers who threaten the men who attempt to confine them in
houses and clinics. At next year’s feast, Dionysus might take the form of a tiger or another large
cat who escaped from a zoo, followed eagerly by unusually hairy women. I imagine them to be
descendants of the Medieval wild men of the woods, of whom I think Nietzsche was the last.
They, in turn, were reincarnations of the mad god’s followers in ancient Athens and Crete
(Feder 1980, 293-94n28).
The maenads have lived under many different names. I recognize their faces in John
Everett Millais’ Ophelia and the women who Sigmund Freud describes showing up on his couch.
I appreciate the discomfort that leads to that place. The seeds of all stirrings and uprisings are
planted when we are lying sick in bed, in distressing dreams, and in slips of the tongue that
spread and spread. However, I cannot shake the unsettling thought that the couch also
represents an attempt to contain the maenad within the home, perhaps with one of Freud’s
chow chows lying across her lap in place of a leopard with a blossoming maw. The couch is too
tame to fully bear the weight of my dreams; I need something else. I would rather leave the
house and build a nest out of leaves, sticks, and clumps of hair in the middle of the forest.
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1
The heart is getting shit-faced. Can’t hold the gaze
of tetchy waitresses, bartenders. Cleans its pocket knife.
Sharpens fork tines. Just because. Tests irony. Stiff upper
lip and downing another round. The heart is doing a bit
of pickling, a bit of self-preservation. Has never been so
wrought. Likes it straight-up, no chaser.
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2
The heart curses brownnosers and hacks. Writing
rhyming verse. Crayoning a do not disturb sign in loopy
cursive. Dotting the “i” with a tiny balloon you-know-what.
The heart sits at sidewalk cafes, tries to check-out passersby.
Can’t be bullied into anything. Marches to the beat of—
self-sufficient. Solo.

103

Vernacular Hearts
Emilia Nielsen

3
Wants to blow. Wants to get off. Shoots down every tin
image in its likeness, every plastic facsimile, every tissue
paper cut-out. Turning tricks. Picking scabs. The heart is
back on crack. It’s schlepping. It’s tonguing scissors.
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4
The heart will stay on the line for the next operator. Will
await further instruction. Needs a convenient paradigm
shift. Wants to take responsibility for its actions. The
heart sings on caffeine. Thinks empowerment.
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5
The heart’s skinny dipping. It’s gone fishing. Glib. Glee.
Its dancing shoes are on. It’ll never be a wallflower. It’s
kicking up dust. Wants to get this party started. The heart
blesses all that populate its corners. It’s on a camp-out.
It’s sleeping under the stars. The heart has never surfaced
more queer.
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6
The heart has more than one day a year to ride, nary
a shirtsleeve in sight. Has a toolbox and a bed to put
its boots under. Wants to nelly. Wants to bite. Enjoys
watching sparks fly. Banged too many nails. A regular
do-it-yourself pipe fitter, an ironworker. Gained five
pounds, lost half an inch. Has done time.

107

Vernacular Hearts
Emilia Nielsen

7
It needs a wet cloth, the cool side of the pillow. Prone
to disease. Constricted, clogged up. The heart is solipsistic.
Writes its own epitaphs, daily. Consumed with its own pain.
Believes it’s some kind of martyr. Soldiers on, whinging.
It’s full of hot air. It won’t blow out. The heart
a lit wick in the body’s hurricane lamp. A stubborn fire.
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8
The heart’s in the back alley licking tin cans. Chasing cars.
Eating garbage. It’s feral. Yowling and yipping. Nipping
heels. Scratching an itch that just won’t go away. Roaming
at dusk. Chasing tail. Looks through windowpanes and only
sees itself. The heart’s on the prowl.
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9
The heart, bravado. The heart, pluck. Going through
the motions, day-to-day. Strives for sheer pleasure
in practicing scales! Reaching for that high C. Tremolo
and honk. Sforzando. So very far from deft. So far from
subtle. A fist crammed into a brass bell.
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10
The heart as bait car. There for the taking. No,
the heart in a stolen van manoeuvring a trunk road.
Thieving. It has taken side roads for so long. Avoiding
gridlock. Bottlenecks. The fast lane. Vehicle: a means
of expression. The heart, inasmuch. The heart, etcetera.
The heart, nevertheless.

Thanks to Leaf Press for granting us permission to reprint "Vernacular Hearts" from Surge
Narrows (2013).

EMILIA NIELSEN’s first book of poetry, Surge Narrows (Leaf Press, 2013), was a finalist for the League of Canadian
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disabilities” by turning to contemporary autobiographical poetry published in Canada and the United States. As
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in the Department of Women’s and Gender Studies at the University of Alberta.
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Artist’s Statement
Cydney Taylor
I have always said that painting (and printmaking, and drawing) is more about doing than
talking. It is a process fueled by the lure of infinite possibility, and a love of making and
changing. The artist’s statements I’ve written over the last thirty-six years have changed,
slightly, from the first body of work until the current work, but my work has been, except for a
few moments of doubt and distraction, abstract, non-objective. I’ve really just “kept on going.” I
have followed my main influences beginning with abstract expressionism, through minimalism,
and neo-expressionism, back to colour field ideas and systematic thinking. I’ve also followed
the thread of my own consciousness, leading into the collective unconscious, which is only
beginning to show up in the paintings.
When I was asked to make some paintings of feral animals I wondered, momentarily,
how that could be part of my journey, how I could use my own vocabulary. It was a unique
project. I tried to empathize with the animals I watch from my own stoop in Taos, New Mexico,
at the foot of the canyon, where many feral and wild animals live, overlapping with the fairly
modest human neighbourhoods there. I had often admired the beauty of the squirrels’ tails,
backlit in morning sunlight. I could almost feel the gritty, oily fur and hair of skunks, raccoons,
prairie dogs. Texture, a formal, abstract element, became my starting point. The curious, openhearted faces just came of their own accord.

Cydney Taylor, “Liminal 1: Raccoon” (Painting)

Liminal: Raccoons and Squirrel
Cydney Taylor

Cydney Taylor, “Liminal 2: Raccoon” (Painting)

Cydney Taylor, “Liminal 3: Squirrel” (Painting)
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Apis Mellifera, also known as the European honeybee, or more simply as the “honeybee” to
most North Americans, is a liminal creature that troubles the boundaries between the
“domestic” and the “wild.” The honeybee, on one hand, is intricately bound up in the lives of
humans: imported from Europe and “kept” by beekeepers, honeybees are embedded in the
human capitalist economy where they have been commodified, exploited, and traded for their
labour (as pollinators in orchards, for instance) and for their honey, which is produced by the
bees and stored in the hive to weather the cold winter months (Sandilands 2014, 164).
Honeybees, on the other hand, cannot be controlled in the same way that other domesticated
animals kept for profit can. In order to feed and to forage for the pollen, nectar, and water on
which the colony depends, forager honeybees travel from a few hundred metres to up to ten
kilometres from the hive (Seeley 1995, 49-50). A point of frustration for organic honey farmers
is that they have no control over the forage terrain of their bees. In organic farming, a
beekeeper might only have organic flowers, but the bees are likely traveling well beyond human
territorial limits in search of food, which frustrates the beekeeper’s attempt to control the bee’s
labour.
In the late spring and early summer, the beehive does a remarkable thing: it swarms.
Since the hive population doubles over the course of the year, there are simply too many bees in
the hive. The hive separates, and half of its tenants, including the old queen, collectively leave
the beehive and gather on a branch in a cluster where they might remain for days before they
select and occupy a new home. A single swarm can have up to 10,000 bees, and so this marks a

Lepidoptora/1, Mellifera/1
Leyna Lowe

considerable loss to the beekeeper. Beekeepers generally try and control this process by
dividing up their colonies when they are near capacity. However, honeybees have their own
highly organized social structure that exists within but apart from our anthropocentric one, and
even under domestication, they exercise an incredible amount of agency. Honeybees’ social
organization has been compared to, among other things, a democracy (Seeley 2010). Based on
his research in the 1940s, entomologist Karl von Frisch discovered that bees have a language of
their own, communicated through the “waggle dance”–a wonderful series of twists and turns
danced in a figure-eight pattern. The scout bees that forage for food will return to the hive and
“debate” with one another through dance about the best location for food (Seeley 2010, 9).
During the swarm, the same process occurs, but the debates are about potential locations for
the new hive. Once they have agreed on the site, the swarming honeybees, which have a hive
mind of their own, move in to their new home, which is most often a tree cavity. Formerly
domesticated bees that have escaped the colony in a swarm are described as feral, and only an
experienced beekeeper stands a chance in attempting to recuperate the lost swarm.

Butterflies and moths, which belong to the order of insects Lepidoptera, have also
captivated the attention of entomologists and amateur naturalists, but for different reasons
entirely. Since butterfly and moth collecting came in vogue in the 18th century, leisured men
and women in North America and Europe have planted gardens to attract butterflies for the
mere pleasure of their beauty, while amateur and professional naturalists have captured
caterpillars and “raised” them to study their habits and life cycles. Anna Botsford Comstock and
her husband John Henry Comstock, celebrated naturalists, were influential leaders in the
nature study movement; they provided instructions in their book How to Know the Butterflies
(1904) on how to make “breeding cages,” so that children could learn about the metamorphosis
of moths and butterflies. Today, “raising” butterflies is not only a leisurely and educational
pursuit, it is both motivated by human politics and economics. The monarch butterfly has seen
a significant reduction in its population over the past 20 years, particularly in the American
Midwest, and the decline is largely attributed to pesticide use and specifically to the application
of neonicotinoids in agriculture. Lobbyists and NGOs have responded by calling to have the
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worst-offending pesticides banned, while other groups have focused on planting native plants,
particularly milkweed, to create “butterfly corridors” as habitat and forage (Suzuki and
Hanington 2014; Suzuki and Roberts 2016). Some people view the dwindling monarch
population as an economic opportunity. The bodies of monarch butterflies, like those of the
honeybees, are commercially produced by “growers” and “farmers” who sell them to customers
around the world, often in the name of education and conservation.

Modern forms of agriculture are decimating pollinator populations in many parts of
the world and are threatening human and ecological survival. In some regions of the world,
including areas of northern China, hand pollination by humans is replacing the labour of bees,
which for 35 million years has helped sustain the complex and interdependent relationships
among different plants and animals that together form ecosystems (Imhoof and Hoppenhaus
2014). The precarious situation of natural pollinators at this juncture in global neoliberal
capitalism, and the sense of urgency about what could be lost with the extinction of these
pollinators, opens an opportunity for us to examine the interdependencies that have been
forged between humans and pollinators and, perhaps more importantly, the ethics underlying
those relationships.
The three pieces included here reflect my interest in exploring the material world of
insects—fur, antennae, legs, wings, proboscis, ocelli, mandibles, thorax, leaves, petals, pollen—
in high definition. By rendering two of the pieces, Anthophila and Hobomok Skipper, on a
larger scale than they are in reality, I make visible the textures and the oddities of the insect
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body that render them the most interesting, alien, and in some cases, the most abhorred
creatures.
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Hungarian director Kornél Mundruczó’s White God (2015) is a powerful film due equally to its
adept depiction of a mass canine revolt against humans and nuanced screening of humananimal relations. The film synthesizes and confounds various traditional themes in humannonhuman friendship stories, notably coming of age and “journey home” narratives. Beyond
playing with the traditional imagery of “man” and his “best friend,” White God uses unique
cinematography and thematic elements ranging from friendship to violence in order to
interrogate the relationality and identity of both humans and nonhumans in society. Despite
ethical issues that arise from using nonhuman animals in the film, White God advances and
questions the trajectory of representing nonhuman animals, specifically dogs, in film.
White God’s narrative begins with teenager Lili (Zsófia Psotta) transferred to her
bachelor father’s (Sándor Zsótér) care by her mother (Lili Horváth), with a surprise guest, the
mixed-breed dog, Hagen (played by Luke and Body). Hagen quickly grates on the nerves of
Lili’s father and when an officer informs him that a bill taxing mixed-breed dogs has been
passed, Hagen is ejected from the home to live on the street. Following this, the viewer is shown
scenes of Lili and her father’s relationship, as well as Lili’s search for Hagen. These scenes are
mixed with Hagen’s struggle to survive and his eventual capture by a dogfighter recently
released from prison. Under this dogfighter’s direction, Hagen is morphed into a violent fighter,
culminating in a deeply disturbing simulated dogfight. Following this fight, Hagen escapes from
captivity and life as a fighting dog, but is eventually captured by animal control. Hagen
responds and rebels with violence, followed by other mixed-breed dogs impounded by humans.
The film reaches its climax when Hagen finds Lili in the same location where the film opened:
the slaughterhouse where Lili’s father works. Hagen chases Lili, intent on killing her, until Lili
plays the trumpet for him (as she used to before her father threw Hagen out of the home). This
prompts Hagen and the pack of dogs behind him to lie down alongside Lili and her father—with
animal control no doubt soon on their way.
Ambivalence—explored in ways that trouble the line between acting and “natural”
behavior—is woven deep into the fabric of White God. While this is a strategy that could cause
some to avoid watching this film, ambivalence makes White God a remarkably important and
successful film. Numerous scenes in the film use a rapidly shifting camera, whether in the
butcher shop or the pound, in order to show many dogs barking and staring at each other. For
the viewer, scenes such as these prevent a sense of being intentionally led through the narrative
by the camera. Instead, the onus of assembling a cohesive narrative is left to the viewer. These
scenes are also deeply ambivalent in that they do not offer human language. The viewer is
repeatedly bombarded with moments of Hagen’s multiple imprisonments and clips of
communication between dogs that leave gaps in the narrative; this forces the audience to fill in
these gaps based on their own observations, rather than providing an obvious conclusion.
The story of White God is also ambivalent in so far as its confounding of the dog’s
journey home. The adolescent bildungsroman narrative relies on a fluctuation between the
viewpoints of Lili and Hagen; both are compared and contrasted, with neither seemingly
privileged. Such a directorial decision is notable for how it places Hagen’s experience on equal
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footing with Lili’s journey, and posits an understanding of both humans and nonhumans as
having to acquire the skills to navigate the complex structure of human-dominated society.
Hagen’s movements through human society solidifies such a reading. For instance, in the
violent climax of the film he retreads his steps, demonstrating an acquired navigation of society
and Hagen’s multifaceted integration into and menacing of society. The mixture of violence and
human society is powerful, as it resists the traditional “violent nature” presumption of films
that depict nonhuman animals. It does this by showing dogs aiding each other and collectively
committing their violence towards humans in carefully calculated ways. Past fantasy narratives
using violence to background rounded, usually anthropomorphized, nonhuman characters have
often shown violence as occurring in nature, or violence as a natural setting for nonhuman
animals to be transcended, whether in Bambi (2005), The Lion King (2003), or Watership
Down (2008). White God is effective in situating violence as flowing throughout human society,
rather than as alien to or intruding into it. Furthermore, Hagen’s gradual transformation—from
a timid and caring dog to a killer of humans and leader of canine revolt—contrasts films that
show (nonhuman) nature as naturally violent.
White God departs from past cinematic representations of nonhuman animals in its
complication of how nonhumans are depicted, focusing on the dogs’ experiences and
interactions. White God uses unsteady cameras to follow the action of Hagen and other dogs,
creating an atmosphere of rawness and instability that leaves the viewer on edge. Moreover, the
camera frequently adjusts to the height of Hagen and other dogs, which allows us to share their
perspective without taking a first-person point-of-view. By persistently having dogs or humans
foreground the main action of other humans and nonhumans in the scene, the viewer is made
to feel like a voyeur; in this sense, the film is reminiscent of the unsettling commentary on
voyeurism in Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Salò (2008). In being presented with the numerous
exploitative practices and deplorable material conditions experienced by dogs in this film, the
audience is confronted with their broad complicity in creating the abhorrent conditions that
White God depicts.
Unlike some of the fantasy narratives of a nonhuman animal’s “journey home,” White
Dog does not use a mono-optic, first-person viewpoint. While some might contend that
adopting Hagen’s perspective would have led to a more radical representation of dogs’ lives,
such a viewpoint could be essentializing and misrepresentative. Such a perspective would
presume to understand dogs’ concerns rather than depicting the material conditions in which
they live and inviting the viewer to speculate as to the dogs’ feelings and reactions in a given
scenario. As such, White God superbly demonstrates the importance of not presuming a
nonhuman animal’s experience. Through its ambivalence and fluid viewpoint, the film unsettles
the viewer and provides the foundation to question a number of taken-for-granted interactions.
White God depicts inter-canine conflict and shows that different dog characters have individual
goals—some of which include fighting one another. That the filmmaker refrains from
delineating how dogs feel recalls Houser’s (2013) argument that we should adopt a perspective
that includes a multitude of possible nonhuman animal viewpoints. By levying multiplicity and
creativity, Houser argues, we can avoid imposing understandings of animal lives that are not
ours.
White God is also deeply effective in complicating the screening of the nonhuman by
frequently displaying various dogs interacting with each other in humans’ absence.
Ambivalence is forefront in such scenes; it is not clear whether or not the barking and gazes of
the dogs are orchestrated by animal trainers or “natural” interactions between the dogs.
Interspecies interactions in the film are often complex, playing off of human assumptions
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regarding nonhuman animals and then contradicting such expectations. For example, early in
Hagen’s journey he encounters a human attempting to capture him, licks them to lower their
guard, and then runs away. The intentional juxtaposition of imagery such as Hagen being led
into the pound to be killed, and moments later, a scene of humans walking the same corridor
looking to adopt dogs, contrast each other for the viewer via a camera that persistently switches
point-of-view. The ambivalent and variable viewpoint of the film puts the viewer on constant
alert for a shift, consistently questioning the taken-for-granted interpretation of interspecies
relations. At its most effective moments, the fluidity of the camera contributes to a narrative
deconstruction of dichotomized humanity/animality by depicting shared conflict and interests
alongside complex social environments shaped by multiple species.
While the film does imagine quite a subversive revolt of dogs against their human
exploiters, the film does not forthrightly address that this violent revolt is created by, and
devised for, a specifically human gaze in the way it does for other issues pertaining to the dogs.
Given the complex engagement of the film with identity and seeing, both for humans and
nonhumans, it is somewhat perplexing why the most foundational issues of representation for a
film such as White God remain unaddressed. In particular, the end credits that specifically note
the “training” of the dogs make later moments thanking them as “colleagues” seem artificial
(specifically when noting that the dogs were “owned and supplied by”), while also
demonstrating the limits of self-reflexivity within the film. This lack of self-reflexivity is also
particularly puzzling as after witnessing a dog being trained by a human in the beginning of the
film, Lili remarks to Hagen that she would never do that to him.
One final aspect of White God that is important to note is that all of the dogs were rehomed following filming. In light of this, the politics of using nonhuman animal bodies to make
the film are muddled even further, as there was a benefit for the dogs in being re-homed instead
of possibly being euthanized. This re-homing complicates a critical reading of the film, as using
the dogs as unpaid actors and a vehicle for a human narrative about them could be criticized,
but the fact that they were re-homed and given a (presumably) higher quality of life makes it
difficult to say that there was no material benefit for the dogs appearing in the film. Moreover,
as the dogs were largely mixed-breed and without “homes,” their representation of fictional
mixed-breed street dogs is also perhaps apropos, as opposed to a Hollywood production making
use of nonhuman animals highly trained, living in captivity.
White God is an important film, as it rejects subject-object dichotomy, essentializing
viewpoints, and the denial of nonhuman subjectivities found in past nonhuman animal journey
narratives. Yet perhaps the most powerful aspect of the film is that it challenges the viewer to
see human-nonhuman relationships as mired in ambiguity. While White God may not
deconstruct human-nonhuman relationships in a fully self-reflexive way, the film advances the
trajectory of depicting nonhuman animals in fiction coupled with a production that arguably
benefitted the dogs that participated by re-homing them. The film’s grappling with ambiguity
alongside the politics of representation moves us closer to a critical environment in which
fictional narratives about nonhuman animal are more rigorously questioned.
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