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For Pika and Putih

We are all of us guests on this planet
And with guests — you know how it is
Some are nice and some are tiresome
And some behave as if they were hosts
And even as they die they believe
That they have owned the sun and the air and the history that took place
Even before they were born.
Stefan Themerson
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Introduction
Orang-utan Ken Allen was born in San Diego Zoo. While still in the nursery
he was already trying to unscrew every nut he could get his hands on, and
he used humans as objects to climb on in order to escape the room. In the
years that followed, he perfected his techniques, which led him to escape
his enclosure many times. This forced the zoo to alter the fences around the
orang-utan enclosure and change their windows and locks. They also tried to
distract him by bringing in females, and they hired spies posing as visitors in
an attempt to find out how he did it. Ken Allen was not the only orang-utan
who had a desire to leave captivity. His mate Vicki once took over from him,
unbolting a door after he was caught, and escaped. Kumang and Sara, two
sisters from the same group, organised and coordinated their own escapes,
for example, by using a mop handle that one of them held in place while the
other climbed it. Cooperative orang-utan resistance is found in many other
zoos, for example, in the Woodland Park Zoo in Seattle, where a group of
five orang-utans slipped through several security doors and climbed over a
high wall. Neither bananas nor water from firehoses could convince them to
go back in, and they had to be tranquilized. These examples are not the only
ones available – orang-utan resistance is a structural problem for zoos, often
forcing them to isolate individuals or break up family bonds by relocating
orang-utans (Hribal 2012).
A group of elephants in the village of Matari, India, took revenge
on humans when a member of the herd died after being hit by a train in
2013 (Messenger 2013). The herd, consisting of around fifteen elephants,
appeared to be in mourning after the death of their friend. In the days
following the accident, they began to take revenge on the surrounding
villages, demolishing at least ten houses. Since 2010, over fifty elephants
have been killed in collisions with trains in India, and the response of
this group has led authorities to instruct train drivers to be more careful.1
Elephant resistance against humans has also taken the shape of helping
others. In 2003, a small herd of antelopes was being held in a boma in
Empangeni, Zululand, by conservationists who planned to relocate them
to other territories. One evening, a group of eleven elephants encircled the
enclosure. The matriarch, Nana, undid each of the latches and swung open
1 On 17 September 1894, this led an elephant in Malaysia to attack a train in
defence of his herd (Messenger 2012).
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the gates. Once the antelopes had fled, the elephants wandered off (Hribal
2007).
Homing pigeon Cher Ami saved the lives of 194 soldiers on 3
October 1918, despite having been shot through the breast, and missing an
eye and a leg. Army medics worked long and hard to save her life, and she
was given a wooden leg. She also received a gold medal. Dog Rip, a mixedbreed terrier, was also a war hero. He was found as a stray, and despite
receiving no official training he became a search and rescue dog who saved
the lives of over 100 people in London during the Second World War.
He was awarded the Dickin Medal (the Victoria Cross for non-human
animals) and buried in the PDSA Cemetery in Ilford, Essex after his death
in 1946. One of the most famous equine soldiers was Sergeant Reckless,
a Korean horse of Mongolian descent, who was sold to the US Army in
October 1952. She became a member of the United States Marine Corps,
and was trained to be a packhorse for the Recoilless Rifle Platoon, AntiTank Company, 5th Marine Regiment and the 1st Marine Division. She
soon became a full member of the unit and roamed freely through the camp,
sleeping in soldiers’ tents at cold nights. Her willingness to eat and drink
almost anything (including scrambled eggs, coca cola and beer) was well
known. She soon learned to make trips without a handler, and in one single
day she made 51 solo trips to resupply front-line units. She was also the first
horse in the Marine Corps to participate in an amphibious landing. After
the war ended, she was promoted to the rank of sergeant and received many
medals and awards. Dolphin Takoma, who was enlisted in the US Army as
mine hunter and stationed in Iraq, chose differently. She disappeared from
service in 2003 and was never seen again. Most domesticated non-human
animal soldiers do not or cannot desert, but countless pigs, cows and others
escape on their way to slaughterhouses (Hribal 2007). Many others search
out human company, either as members of their households or by taking up
residence in their gardens, cities, or fields.
Non-human animals are individuals with their own perspectives
on life, who form relations with human and non-human others. In current
human legal and political systems, and in many cultural practices, they are
seen and used as objects. Animal rights theorists have challenged this since
the 1970’s, arguing that non-human animals are sentient beings, who are
similar to humans in morally relevant aspects and who should therefore
be seen as part of our moral communities. Drawing on these views, and
on insights provided by social justice movements that focus on democratic
inclusion, recent work in political philosophy proposes to view non-human
animals as political groups, and some of these as members of shared
interspecies communities. This movement from ethical consideration to
political participation shifts questions about non-human animals from how
they should be treated to how more insight can be gained into the ways
12

they want to live their lives, what types of relationships they desire with one
another and with humans, and how we can and should share the planet that
we all live on (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011). The idea that non-human
animals are categorically different from human animals is also increasingly
challenged in other fields of study. Recent empirical studies in biology
and ethology focusing on the cognition (Bekoff and Allen 1999), cultures
(Smuts 2001) and languages (Gentner et al. 2006, Slobodchikoff 2009) of
non-human animals argue that the difference between human and nonhuman animals is, as Darwin (1872) had already put it, a difference of degree
and not of kind. Poststructuralist and posthumanist thinkers challenge the
underlying hierarchy, questioning a binary opposition between humans and
other animals, as well as human exceptionalism (Calarco 2008, Derrida
2008, Wadiwel 2015, Wolfe 2003).
Questions about non-human animal political participation,
interspecies communication, and political voice have not received much
attention in animal philosophy until now.2 This is unfortunate. Because
other animals are subjects with their own perspectives on life – something
the abovementioned authors argue convincingly for – it is not sufficient,
either epistemologically or normatively, just to consider them: humans need
to reformulate our political and social relations in interaction with them in
order not to repeat anthropocentrism (see also Donaldson forthcoming).
Language plays an important role in thinking about creating better relations
with other animals. Learning about the languages of other animals can help
humans to understand them better and build new relations with them.
Challenging an anthropocentric view of language formed by power relations
can help humans to see animals of other species, and their languages,
differently. Conceptualising animal languages can also play an important
role in addressing certain practical problems between humans and other
animals, for example, in border conflicts between groups of wild animals
and human groups, or with regard to political participation of those nonhuman animals who are part of our societies. In this thesis, I discuss these
and other questions concerning language and world, politics and activism,
shared and sovereign communities, democracy and difference, in order to
develop a theory of political animal voices.
From the political animal to political animal voices
In political philosophy, the ability to speak is usually considered a necessary
condition for being a political actor and for membership of the political
2 Similarly, political philosophers and philosophers of language have focused almost
without exception solely on theorising human language and politics (Donaldson
and Kymlicka 2011).
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community. Speaking is seen as a human enterprise, one that is clearly
distinct from the way that other animals express themselves and use their
voices. Being able to speak is seen as necessary for rational deliberation
(Habermas 1981), for participation in a (hypothetical) social contract (Rawls
1971), for democratic action (Rancière 2007), for collective intentional
action (Pepper 2016), and for other forms of political participation. The view
that only humans are political actors has a long history. In Book I of The
Politics, Aristotle defines man as political animal and the only animal that is
endowed with speech, or rather: logos, which here refers to rational speech,
and more specifically the ability to distinguish between right and wrong
in a speech act (Aristotle 1253a:10-18, Derrida 2011:348). This capacity
is necessary for being part of the political community. By attributing logos
only to humans, he draws a line between humans and other animals. This
line functions as a border around the political; only humans can be political
animals. It also defines political speech: logos, meaning speech informed by
reason, is contrasted with phonè, the sound of the voice, which can express
pain or pleasure. Non-human animals have voices and express themselves,
but they cannot speak in the proper sense because they cannot use their
voices to decide between just and unjust; they do not have logos. What is
furthermore important to note is that this move is made inside human
language – Aristotle is using human words to argue that using human
words is what draws the line between who can speak and who cannot, and
between who can be a political actor and who cannot.3
Recent work in political philosophy challenges the idea that only
humans are part of democratic communities (Cochrane, Garner and
O’Sullivan 2016), as well as the idea that only humans can be political
actors (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011). Animal ethics has, at least since
the work of Peter Singer (1975) and Tom Regan (1983), always been a
political project, because it challenges the borders of the moral community
and focuses on non-human animal rights. These new approaches draw
3 While Aristotle sees a morally relevant difference between humans and
other animals, it should be noted that he does not see non-human animals as a
homogeneous group – on the contrary, belonging to a certain species is relevant
for an individual’s way of flourishing and for becoming the best animal you can be.
While humans are a special species, so are other species. There is also much that
humans share with other animals in terms of basic capacities. Humans are similar
to other animals in that they eat and have the same organs, and in that they die and
have sex (Aristotle 1907 [350BC]). Bees, wasps, ants and cranes are social creatures,
as are humans; humans also share forms of communication with other animals.
However, forming political communities based on language and morality is specific
to the human species. Humans need the political community in order to flourish
and fulfill their telos, and humans are, simultaneously, the only animals capable of
living together in a political community, because they possess logos.
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more heavily on the vocabulary developed in political philosophy. They
are united by a focus on justice, and on reformulating existing political
institutions, practices and structures to secure just human/non-human
animal relations (Cochrane, Garner and O’Sullivan 2016). Most political
animal philosophers focus on including non-human animal interests in
existing liberal democratic institutions. For instance, Alasdair Cochrane
(2012) argues for universal animal (including human) rights on grounds
of sentience. Robert Garner (2013) and Mark Rowlands (1997) argue that
non-human animal interests should be included in human societies and
decision-making from the perspective of justice. Siobhan O’Sullivan (2011)
argues for including animal interests in liberal democratic laws and political
institutions on the basis of equality.
Political philosophers Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka (2011)
explicitly challenge the view that only humans can be political actors. They
are not the first to draw attention to non-human animal agency and the
importance of relations for, and between, humans and other animals; various
fields of study have focused on this, including ethology (Bekoff 2002, De Waal
2016), animal geography (Emel and Wolch 1998, Hobson 2007, Srinivasan
2016), and history (Hribal 2010). Donaldson and Kymlicka are, however,
the first to develop a political theory of animal rights based on the relations
between groups of non-human animals and human political communities.
A focus on political relations implies the need to think about political
communication within and between communities. As mentioned above, the
question of language, and animal voice, including the connection between
language, reason, political agency, and political practices and institutions, has
not yet received much attention in recent work on political animal philosophy,
or animal ethics more broadly. Many animal rights theorists (see, for example,
Cochrane 2012, Cooke 2013, Hadley 2005) simply assume that other animals
do not use language, cannot speak in a way that is relevant to political action,
and are destined to stay silent in political and social matters. There are very few
animal rights theorists who incorporate the current research on non-human
animal, or interspecies, languages in their work, or who investigate how other
animals can have a voice in questions that concern their lives in other ways. This
is unfortunate, given the strong connections between language and political
action in the philosophical tradition and political practice, and given the fact
that the political participation of other animals involves communicating with
them. Language is an important tool in interacting, and building common
worlds with others. Furthermore, it glosses over the relationship between
how our notions of ‘subject’ and ‘language’ are constructed in relation to
logos or reason, and the exclusion of other animals. It is also unfortunate
because it perpetuates a negative stereotype of other animals as mute, or
incapable of speaking, and keeps intact an idealised view of the human and
human language.
15

Recent researches in biology and ethology show that many nonhuman animal species have their own complex and nuanced ways of
communicating with members of their own4 and other species, including
humans.5 These studies ask us to reconsider the cognitive, social, and
linguistic capacities of other animals, and they also ask us to reconsider
what language is. We currently do not know if there are non-human animal
languages which are as complex as human language; we often do not even
know how to compare their expressions to ours, neither do we currently
understand the full meaning of many of their expressions or the depth of
forms of interspecies communication. However, it is clear that the idea that
only humans have language as informed by logos, and that all other animals
do not, is untenable. The insights from recent studies force us to think
differently about non-human animal language, culture and subjectivity, and
perhaps more importantly, about how we interact with other animals and
how we can find out their standpoints about the questions that concern
their lives. Non-human animals have their own distinct perspectives on
life which cannot be reduced to species-specific templates. While human
interpreters can, and in many cases might have to, translate their position to
other humans, the presence of other animals, their voices and perspectives,
have a value and political force of their own. Activists and philosophers
often presume that other animals have no language – where ‘language’ refers
to a human ideal of language as informed by reason, or simply to human
4 Some examples: dolphins (King and Janik 2013) and parrots (Berg et al. 2011)
call each other by their names. African Elephants use different alarm calls to
distinguish between threats from bees and humans, as well as between different
groups of humans (Soltis et al. 2014). Ravens use referential gestures (Pika and
Bugnyar 2011). Fork tailed drongos mimic the alarm calls of other species to
scare animals away so they can steal their dinner (Flower et al. 2014). We find
grammatical structures, including recursion, in the songs of many species of bird
(Gentner et al. 2006). The skin patterns of squid can be seen as a language built
up of sentences that have a grammar (Moynihan 1991). Prairie dogs, a species of
ground squirrel, describe intruders in detail, including the colour of their T-shirts
and hair, the speed at which they are approaching, and objects they might be
carrying (Slobodchikoff 2009). See Chapter 2 for more.
5 Humans have a long-shared history with many non-human animal species. Dogs
and humans have, for example, co-evolved, and both species have influenced the
characteristics of the other – some biologists even think that humans may have
started to use language in relation to dogs (Haraway 2002, see Chapter 3 for
details). Research shows that humans can correctly interpret dog moods when they
hear them bark or growl on tape or see their facial expressions; dogs can also read
human sounds and faces (Hare and Woods 2013). When dogs and humans who
are friends gaze into each other’s eyes they create oxytocin, the ‘cuddle hormone’,
something which also happens between lovers, and parents and babies (ibid.).
16

language – and see it as unavoidable that ‘we’ should speak for ‘them’.
Speaking for other animals is sometimes unavoidable, the best option
available, or simply our duty as the more privileged party (Alcoff 1991),
but it runs the risk of perpetuating anthropocentrism because it affirms
an image of other animals as mute, and because it keeps intact the view
of humans as the true political actors. Speaking for other animals should
therefore always be accompanied by listening to them and looking for ways
to let them speak for themselves within or outside of given political and
social frameworks. In order to be able to do this, we need to develop a new
understanding of language which can take into account the multitude of
non-human animal expressions and ways of creating meaning, and which
begins from the idea that other animals are beings who have their own
perspective on life and their own ways of communicating this to others
of their own and other species. Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later work, and in
particular his concept ‘language games’, offers a good starting point for
thinking about and studying non-human animal languages and interspecies
languages. My aim in this thesis is not, however, to present a full theory
of non-human animal languages. Humans are only just beginning to learn
about many non-human animal languages, and it would be empirically
impossible to develop a theory of animal language. Furthermore, rethinking
what language is should not be a solely human endeavour, and it is not up to
humans to define what constitutes meaningful communication for others.
In order not to repeat anthropocentrism, we need to learn about language
in interaction with other animals.
In further developing ideas about language and politics in an
interspecies context, it is important to keep in mind that there is, of course,
no such thing as the political animal voice or as ‘the animal’ (Derrida 2008).
There are many different species, communities and groups of non-human
and human animals, and they all have their own languages and cultures.
There are also many different relations and encounters between humans
and other animals. In order to rethink language and politics with other
animals, we need to take these differences into account. We also need to
be careful not to use the human as a standard for measuring other animals,
because this pre-excludes many of them, and makes it difficult to see them
in their own right. This means we need to challenge human exceptionalism
together with the view that there is a binary opposition between ‘the human’
and ‘the animal’. We should pay attention to the variety of ways in which
other animals speak and act politically, and search for ways to form new,
better, relations with them. This should not just be a human project, because
other animals have their unique perspectives on their own lives and on their
relations with humans. Humans and other animals can, and already do, have
close relations in which species is not the determining factor in achieving
understanding or intimacy, and in which humans aim not to oppress the
17

other animals with whom they live. These relations can offer us insights
into how change is possible, and can function as starting points for thinking
about new forms of co-existence.
Using concepts as tools, and listening to other animals
In this thesis, I draw on insights from different theoretical registers –
ethology, political philosophy, poststructuralist theory and phenomenology in
particular – to develop a non-anthropocentric view of language and politics.
These fields of study present different perspectives on political non-human
animal participation, non-human animal languages, and challenging human
exceptionalism. Empirical studies are needed to understand aspects of nonhuman animal behaviour in order to be able to theorise possible new ways of
interacting with them. We also need to critically review the power relations
that have created existing ideas about non-human animals, and the practices
with which they are interconnected, in order to better understand the status
quo and enable us to think beyond it; poststructuralist and posthumanist
critiques of the concepts ‘human’ and ‘animal’ can be helpful here. Theories
of justice can help in the formulation of rights and duties in interspecies
relations, and using a political-philosophical framework offers a new lens for
looking at relations with other animals. Phenomenological perspectives on
language, embodied experience, and being in the world can help us to see how
meaning is created between animals of different species, and how creating
common languages is connected to building common worlds.
Concepts developed to think about and interact with humans
can function as tools in finding ways to build better relations with other
animals. These concepts do not point to a pre-existing, universal truth: they
can mean different things in different circumstances, and this meaning can
change when the social or political context changes. Investigating a concept
like democracy from the perspective of interspecies relations can help us
to get a better grasp of the power relations that have shaped the concept,
as well as the practices tied to it, and can help us to imagine new ways of
dealing with other animals. In these investigations, we need to be open to
the more-than-human potential of concepts, both in recognising how other
animals have already influenced language, and in imagining new meanings
in an interspecies context. Thinking about politics and language through an
interspecies lens can also clarify the concepts in question, or shed new light
on relations between groups of humans. Because, ultimately, we need to
rethink concepts, practices and institutions with other animals, I do not aim
to have the last word in this thesis, or to develop a universal and final theory
of political animal voices. Instead, I investigate the meaning of different
political and philosophical concepts in relation to non-human animals to
provide a starting point for interacting with non-human animals differently.
18

We need to begin thinking and speaking with other animals in order to
move beyond anthropocentrism in philosophy and politics, and this starts
with viewing them as individuals with their own perspective on life. In this
thesis, I let other animals speak for themselves where possible by describing
their acts and behaviour. These acts form the starting point for theorising,
and not the other way around.
Political animal voices: a brief summary
In this thesis, I develop a theory of political animal voices. I do so in three
steps. The first part of the thesis focuses on language. It offers a critique of
viewing language as exclusively human, as well as an alternative to that view.
In Chapter 1, The animal, what a word! Human language and non-human
animals, I investigate the relation between language and anthropocentrism.
I discuss the relation between human language and non-human animal
exclusion and argue that, in order to adequately address anthropocentrism,
we need to redefine language in and through interaction with non-human
animals. Chapter 2, Animal languages, turns the focus to non-human animal
languages. In this chapter I draw on empirical studies of animal languages
and cultures to provide a better insight into their worlds as a starting point
for conceptualising interspecies interactions and world-building. I draw
on Wittgenstein’s later work, and specifically on his concept ‘language
games’, to develop an alternative way of conceptualising and studying
animal languages and interspecies languages, and I discuss different nonhuman animal and interspecies language games. In Chapter 3, Speaking
with animals: From animal languages to interspecies worlds, I investigate how
we can conceptualise language between animals of different species, and I
explore the role that language plays in constructing common worlds with
other animals. The first case study, Stray philosophy: Dog-human observations
on language, freedom and politics, builds on these insights. In this case study I
draw on my personal experiences with Romanian stray dog Olli to explore
philosophical concepts around three themes: language, freedom, and politics.
By emphasising Olli’s perspective and actions, I also aim to explore ways to
move beyond anthropocentrism in philosophy. This case study concludes
the first part of the thesis about animal languages and interspecies worlds,
and opens the door to the second.
The second part of this thesis focuses on interspecies politics; it
challenges an anthropocentric demarcation of the political, and develops
an alternative, which takes into account non-human animal agency and
interspecies political relations. In Chapter 4, Animal politics: Justice, power
and political animal agency I criticise an anthropocentric view of politics
from the perspective of justice, and from the perspective of power relations.
I investigate political non-human animal agency and discuss how non19

human animal agency can function as a basis for developing new forms
of interspecies politics. In Chapter 5, Animals and the State: citizenship,
sovereignty, and reformulating politics, I further explore the relation between
groups of non-human animals and human political communities through
a discussion of recent proposals for citizenship and sovereignty for nonhuman animals, and critiques from the perspective of cosmopolitanism
and republicanism. I also discuss examples of new ways of relating to
other animals, as found in existing institutions, which can function as
beginnings for further reformulating laws and political practices such as
labour rights, habitat rights, and urban planning. Chapter 6, Worm politics,
moves the discussion to political relations between humans and earthworms
to investigate the relevance of species membership for interaction, and to
further clarify the borders of the political and political action. The second case
study, Political communication with the Schiphol geese: resistance, deliberation
and the politics of space, focuses on goose-human relations in the Netherlands.
I investigate the goose-human conflict around Schiphol Airport and, based
on the insights developed in the second part of this thesis, I argue that goose
agency needs to be taken into account for normative and practical reasons.
I also shed light on how goose agency can be translated to existing political
practices and institutions.
The third and final part of the thesis draws on the insights about
language and politics developed in the first two parts to investigate how
existing political practices and institutions can be extended to incorporate
non-human animal political voices, and to explore new ways of interacting
with other animals politically. Chapter 7, Animal activism and interspecies
change, focuses on the role of non-human animals as agents of social and
political change. Acknowledging this agency is important in order not to
reinforce silencing mechanisms, and can open up new ways of thinking
about social and political change, as well as contributing to imagining and
creating new interspecies communities. In Chapter 8, Animal democracy:
citizens, strangers, and the challenges of political participation I discuss why
political participation is important for different groups of non-human
animals, and how we can further improve political non-human animal
participation. In the final chapter, Deliberating animals: from multispecies
dialogues to interspecies deliberation, I develop an interspecies understanding
of deliberation in order to bridge the distance between existing dialogues
between human and non-human animals and human political systems. In
the conclusion, part of which can be seen as a third case study, I discuss my
own experiences with bringing non-human animals into academia, and I
also draw more general conclusions, including offering recommendations
for further research.
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part i
SPEAKING WITH ANIMALS
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Chapter 1
The animal, what a word! Human language and non-human animals
As cosmographers report, there have been nations that have had a dog as
their king. This means that the humans in these countries had to be able
to interpret canine voices and actions. According to Michel de Montaigne
(1958[1595]), who wrote about these nations (1958:331), this is not really
a problem – while it is not perfect, we have some tolerable apprehension
of what other animals mean, and ‘so have beasts of us, much the same.
They caress us, threaten us, and beg of us, and we do the same to them’
(1958:331). Non-human animals have a full and absolute communication
amongst themselves, Montaigne continues, which is not limited to sounds.
They also express themselves by actions, and, just as human lovers do: ‘speak
all things by their eyes’ (ibid.). Other animals also speak to humans in this
manner, as humans do to them.
Brutes are rational animals, who show justice in relations amongst
each other, and to whom humans owe justice. At least they are according
to Porphyry, who wrote one of the first works ever on ethical vegetarianism
(1823 [268-70 BC]). He wrote that reason is imperfect in other animals, but
they are nevertheless not completely devoid of it (1823, Book 3). Rational
capacities also differ between humans, and we should view rationality not
as something you either have or do not have, but rather as something you
can have more or less of. The same applies to language. When non-human
animals ‘speak to each other, these sounds are manifest and significant to
them, though they are not known to all of us’ (1823:79). This is similar
for other animals – Porphyry mentions crows who understand each other,
and who might see us as irrational because they do not understand all our
utterances (1823:98). Other animals do understand a lot of what we say,
and they can learn from one another and from us. If we observe them for
a long time, grow up with them, or simply share habitats, we can learn
to understand them better. Porphyry gives the example of a shepherd
who knows what sheep want by the sound of their voices (1823:99), and
inhabitants of Attica who understand the utterances of crows in their area
better than the language of Persians or Syrians (1823:98). According to him,
it is also important to note that silence is not necessarily indicative of a lack
of cognitive capacity; the gods also indicate their will silently (1823:98).
Montaigne’s and Porphyry’s ideas about the continuity between
non-human and human animals, including the use of language and the
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possibility of relations between humans and other animals, are not common
in the Western philosophical tradition. Humans are generally seen as
fundamentally different from other animals (Steiner 2010, Tyler 2012),
and language is usually defined as human language. Defining language
as exclusively human is usually interconnected with seeing a clear break
between humans and other animals (Aaltola 2013, Derrida 2008, 2011,
2013). This does not refer to a natural (Darwin 1872) or universal (Derrida
2008) truth, but is related to different cultural practices in a discourse that
sees humans as more important than other animals (Calarco 2008, 2015,
Derrida 2008, Donaldson forthcoming), and as the standard by which
non-human animals are measured (Steiner 2010). This way of perceiving
and interacting with the world is generally known as anthropocentrism
(Woodhall 2017). Anthropocentrism is the belief that considers humans to
be the most important beings in the universe, and that interprets the world
on the basis of human experiences and values (Horta 2010, Woodhall 2017).
This view is common in Western cultures, in which human superiority over
other animals is taken for granted and perceived as neutral and natural (see
also Chapter 4). Viewing humans as categorically different from, and more
important than, other animals is, however, neither natural nor inevitable,
but part of cultural practices which have been shaped by power relations
(Wadiwel 2015). Viewing language as exclusively human is similarly a
cultural construction and not a universal truth (Derrida 2008), as I will
discuss in more detail below. Ascribing use of language only to humans is
common in the Western philosophical tradition (see Derrida 2008 for an
extensive analysis, see also 2.1).
Recent research into non-human animal languages supports
the view that the differences between human and non-human animals
with regard to language, cognition and culture are differences of degree
and not of kind (Bekoff 2002, Crane 2015, Meijer 2016, Peterson 2012,
Slobodchikoff 2012, Smuts 2001, see also Darwin 1872). Developing a nonanthropocentric view of language, as well as addressing other forms of nonhuman animal exclusion more generally, however, means more than simply
demonstrating that other animals are like humans in significant respects.
It also demands a reformulation of those concepts that have defined by
exclusion, such as language. In order to be able to do this, we first need to
take a closer look at the history of these concepts to better understand how
existing ideas about non-human animals and their languages are formed
and how they are connected. This critical investigation can then function
as a starting point for the building of new relations with other animals.
Including non-human animal perspectives in the processes of such change
is necessary, because otherwise it would once again be a matter of humans
deciding what is best for other animals. In Chapters 2 and 3 I focus on this
positive movement, and concentrate on rethinking animal languages, ways
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to study them, and the building of common worlds with other animals.
In this chapter, I trace the interconnections between the concepts
‘language’ and ‘animal’, to get a better understanding of how existing ideas
about non-human animals and language are formed, and of how nonhuman animal exclusion is intertwined with our understanding of language.6
I then problematise these understandings and investigate how we can move
beyond them. I do so in three steps. In the next section I focus on the
interconnections between language, reason, and ‘the animal’ by discussing
the relation between human language and non-human animal exclusion in
the work of René Descartes and Martin Heidegger. These philosophers both
saw a clear distinction between humans and other animals, partly due to the
fact that other animals do not use human language, and also connected to a
view of reason as exclusively human. In the writings of Descartes we find a
clear example of how making the perceived rational superiority of humans
– as expressed in human language – the standard by which other animals
are measured, constitutes a discourse in which non-human animals are not
able to express themselves meaningfully; they cannot respond to what is
asked of them because the questions are framed in such a way that they are
excluded. In Heidegger’s view, which stems from a very different theoretical
starting point than that of Descartes, humans are also separated from all
other animals ontologically, again largely due to the defining of language as
exclusively human. This leads to a situation in which non-human animals
are seen as not having the same privileged understanding of themselves as
beings in the world as do humans, which has far reaching consequences
for their existence, and leads to a situation in which they cannot build
meaningful common worlds with humans and vice versa. In the second
section of this chapter, I turn to the work of Jacques Derrida, who provides
an alternative way of thinking about non-human animals and language; one
which not only complicates the stereotypical views about the animal that
we find in part of the philosophical tradition, but also critically examines
the construction of the human subject to which it is connected. While his
critique is valuable, and offers a good starting point for rethinking relations,
it provides only a negative view of non-human animals, language, and
human-animal relations. This is unfortunate, because in order to adequately
address anthropocentrism, we need first to redefine these concepts in and
through interaction with non-human animals. In the final section of the
chapter, I therefore sketch the beginnings of an alternative.
1.1 Human language and the animal
Defining language and reason as solely human capacities is often linked
6 I return to limiting the political to humans in Chapter 4.
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to seeing humans as fundamentally different from non-human animals,
and can lead to excluding the latter from the moral and political7 realms.8
Perhaps the most extreme conclusions in these regards are found in the work
of René Descartes, which introduced certain key questions about human
and non-human animals (Aaltola 2015, Descartes 2008, Glendinning 1998,
Melehy 2006). Descartes saw non-human animals as a type of machine
– he called them bêtes-machines – because they cannot think, an idea that
follows from the fact that they do not speak using human language.9 In a
1646 letter to the Marquess of Newcastle, he explains this as follows. Nonhuman animals can react to words that are spoken by humans, which is an
expression of their passions, for example, a magpie can say goodbye to ‘its
mistress’.10 According to Descartes, the magpie does not think when doing
7 As in the work of Aristotle as discussed in the introduction, but also in the work
of later political philosophers such as Habermas (1981), Rawls (1971) and Rancière
(2007). I return to this in Chapters 4 and 5.
8 A well-known example of the connection between reason, understood as a human
capacity, and moral agency, can be found in the moral philosophy of Immanuel Kant,
who makes a clear distinction between persons and things. According to Kant, nonhuman animals (as well as certain human groups, such as women and non-Western
humans) are not capable of rational reflection. Because they are not rational, they are
deprived of liberty, autonomy and dignity, and they cannot be the subject of rights
and duties. A non-human animal can never be an end in itself, but only a means
(Kant 1785:428, see Korsgaard (2012) for a discussion and critique). Other animals
therefore fall outside the moral community, and humans have no direct moral duties
to them, because morality can only exist between persons who can recognise the
moral law in themselves. Kant did believe that humans should be kind to other
animals because that made them better people, people who would be more inclined to
be kind to other humans, but these duties could only be indirect. Hurting a dog would
only be a moral offence if the dog had a human owner (Kant, 1997:212 (27: 459).
9 He phrases this as follows: ‘For it is a very remarkable thing that there are no men,
not even the insane, so dull and stupid that they cannot put words together in a
manner to convey their thoughts. On the contrary, there is no other animal however
perfect and fortunately situated it may be, that can do the same. And this is not
because they lack the organs, for we see that magpies and parrots can pronounce
words as well as we can, and nevertheless cannot speak as we do, that is, in showing
that they think what they are saying. On the other hand, even those men born deaf
and dumb, lacking the organs which others make use of in speaking, and at least
as badly off as the animals in this respect, usually invent for themselves some signs
by which they make themselves understood. And this proves not merely animals
have less reason than men but that they have none at all, for we see that very little
is needed to talk.’ (Descartes, 1637:42)
10 Calling non-human animals ‘it’ is a common expression of viewing them as
objects. The word ‘mistress’, just as the contemporary variation ‘owner’, of course
also expresses a hierarchical relation.
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this, but simply expresses the hope of eating. He saw a similar pattern in
dogs, horses and monkeys: what they are taught to perform is always an
expression of some passion and therefore they can perform it without any
thought. Because other animals can express their passions, they would also
be able to express their thoughts if they had any. But they never express
thoughts in words, from which we can conclude that they never have
thoughts. Descartes understands that not all non-human animals can speak
in human language, but the ones who cannot do so physically show no
sign of attempting to use any other means to express their thoughts. Nonhuman animals demonstrate that they lack any language with which to
express themselves because they do not respond when a human asks them
a question. They might react, but they never respond; they never show us
that they understand what they are saying (Descartes 1638). In addition
to the fact that other animals never respond with words or signs to what is
asked of them, they do not learn to imitate humans; they do not try to be as
humans are, from which, according to Descartes, we can also conclude that
they do not think (ibid.).
Descartes argues that every man who sees the animals among us
notes in their actions these two things that set them apart from human
actions, namely that they do not respond and do not imitate humans.
Therefore no one could judge that there was in them a true sentiment or
true passion (see also Derrida 2008:83). Their passions are, in contrast,
purely mechanical reactions to impulses. Descartes compares these to
clocks. According to Descartes, perception is unreliable, and this view of
non-human animal minds is a judgment, not a sentiment or perception.
Another judgment follows from the judgment that other animals do not
think: that they do not have true sentiments or passions, from which follows
that they function as machines.
These ideas are not just statements about non-human animals.
Descartes delineates both what is meant by ‘animal’ and what is meant by
‘response’ – similar to the way in which ‘language’ and ‘human’ are defined in
relation to each other in Aristotle’s work (for a similar analysis, see Derrida
2008: 84, see also Melehy 2006). In one movement, Descartes draws a line
between humans and other animals, and between reaction and response, in
which ‘response’ is understood as responding to questions asked by humans
in such a way as to demonstrate one’s capacity to think. He does so not
by providing an answer to the question of whether or not non-human
animals actually think, but by rephrasing the question, which reformulates
the discourse surrounding animals (Derrida, 2008: 83). This becomes clear
when we compare his views to those of Montaigne concerning non-human
animals. Montaigne (1958[1595]) argues that different species of animal
have their own language, and that communication is possible between
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members of different species.11 Humans cannot see or understand the
internal motions and secrets of other animals; this is, however, not a defect
on the part of the animals, it is mutual, and it would be vanity for humans to
think otherwise. Different species have different (complex) languages, as do
different groups of humans. The fact that humans might not be able to speak
with other animals as they can speak with other humans does not mean that
humans are incapable of understanding what they mean, and vice versa. In
response, Descartes (1644) argues that humans cannot attribute thought or
understanding to animals, because they imitate humans only in those actions
that are not guided by human thoughts, thereby introducing scepticism as
regards their minds, and presenting their minds as closed off from humans
because they do not speak in human language. According to Descartes,
humans only demonstrate that they are not machines, but have souls and
think, by speaking.
The difference between Montaigne and Descartes is not a difference
in perception or observation, but a difference in method and in understanding
of the underlying concepts.12 Montaigne writes about other animals as subjects,
and compares human groups to groups of non-human animals, for example,
he points to the similarities in our difficulties in understanding non-human
animals, Basques, and the indigenous inhabitants of Brazil. This inability to
completely understand others is, furthermore, not just a problem when we
encounter other communities: because of the ambiguities in human language,
we also cannot have certainty in knowing humans from our own communities.
Montaigne twice remarks there is more difference between two humans than
between a human and any given beast (1958:332, 334). In contrast to this
phenomenological approach, Descartes searches for an unambiguous truth.
He proposes a new method for doing philosophy, by which he aims to find a
fundamental set of principles that are true beyond doubt. He shifts the focus
from perception to deduction and puts the thinking I – the cogito – at the
centre of truth and knowledge, separated from the body and expressed in an
idealised view of human language. The cogito is immaterial and eternal and
is contrasted with the body, which functions as a machine. Other animals are
simply bodies that function as machines, without language, thought or soul.
11 ‘And ‘tis not to be supposed that nature should have denied that to us which she
has given to several other animals: for what is this faculty we observe in them, of
complaining, rejoicing, calling to one another for succour, and inviting each other
to love, which they do with the voice, other than speech? And why should they not
speak to one another? They speak to us, and we to them. In how many several sorts
of ways do we speak to our dogs, and they answer us? We converse with them in
another sort of language, and use other appellations, than we do with birds, hogs,
oxen, horses, and alter the idiom according to the kind.’ (Montaigne 1958:334)
12 See Melehy (2006) for a detailed comparison of Descartes’ and Montaigne’s
methods in relation to their views about non-human animals.
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The truth can only be found through reason, expressed in human language,
presuming a fixed subject (spirit). In all of these aspects, Descartes sees a clear
line between humans and other animals (Derrida 2008, Melehy 2006).
Traces of Descartes’ ideas are found in many existing practices
and discourses concerning animal sentience, cognition and language.
Here I will focus on two: the concept of ‘instinct’ and the practice of
animal experimentation, both of which I will discuss in more detail in the
next chapter. It is commonplace to accept the distinction between instinct
and intelligence, and to associate ‘animal’ with ‘instinct’ and ‘human’ with
‘intelligence’ (Brentari 2016). So-called ‘lower desires’ are seen as instinctual
and as an expression of the animal side of mankind, whereas instinct is seen
as a kind of automatic, mechanical drive that is built in to various animals.
As with other concepts, however, this concept has a history, and it expresses
and has shaped how we view humans and other animals. Seneca wrote about
complex animal acts that took place without reflection (Beach 1955), and in
early Christian theological work the concept of instinct began to play a role
in developing a normative distinction between body and soul (ibid). We find
an early example of this in the work of Thomas Aquinas (Brentari 2016),
where the concept was, however, not used exclusively to understand animal
behaviour, but rather as a motivational term, pointing to an external source
of motivation that might range from heavenly inspiration to the influence of
the stars. This meaning changed under the influence of Descartes, who as we
have seen made a distinction between body and soul, and saw other animals as
mechanical beings. This model of two functional systems (Brentari 2016), has
led to the view of instinct that we have today, and has also contributed to our
view of other animals as automata, who lack thought and act only on passions.
This has led not only to privileging humans, and to a too sharp distinction
between human and animal, it has also led to spontaneous behaviour being
seen as less valuable – in both humans and other animals – while current
studies in moral psychology show that much of our moral behaviour is habitual
and instinctive (see also Donaldson and Kymlicka 2015). Philosopher Brian
Massumi (2014) further nuances the concept of ‘instinct’ by arguing that all
so-called ‘instinctive’ behaviours also necessarily have an element of creativity;
for example, flight behaviour must have an element of improvisation, because
if every animal of a certain species were to flee in exactly the same way,
predators could learn this and would be able to anticipate it.13 Expression, or
the power of variation and improvisation, is in this view equiprimordial with
instinct.
13 Darwin made this point when he discussed the responses of earthworms, whom
he saw as individuals who learned from past experiences, something which requires a
form of abstraction (Darwin 1890:64-65, Massumi 2014:14). See Chapter 6 for more
thoughts on worms.
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Viewing other animals as mechanical objects has also led humans to
develop practices in which using them as such for human goals is acceptable.
According to Descartes, non-human animals have no reason and no soul, and
are not therefore able to experience pain. He compares them to clockwork:
when one sticks a knife into a living dog, the dog will scream, but this is simply
a mechanical response. Descartes thus saw no harm in dissecting living nonhuman animals for the sake of science, and was a proponent of vivisection.
Furthermore, his views on non-human animal sentience legitimised the
performance by the scientists of his time of certain experiments (Adams
and Donovan 1995:221, Guerrini 2003). Laboratory animals are still seen
and used today as objects that can provide humans with information about
human subjects, even though few currently doubt that they are sentient.
While scientists need to become attuned to their objects of study and pay
close attention to their behaviour, in order to obtain meaningful results
(Haraway 2008), it is the results which primarily matter to humans, and the
animals studied are not formally recognised as subjects, so the interaction is
asymmetrical (see Chapter 6 on worm research). The non-human animals
studied are treated as resources, not as co-beings. Viewing other animals as
objects whose bodies and minds can be used to answer questions about human
subjects also has an effect on the research questions formulated, which in turn
has an effect on how we view them, because these questions set the scope for
the space in which the other animals can answer. An illustration of this can
be found in language-research, which I will discuss in more detail in the next
chapter. Because humans are taken as the standard, and human language seen
as the one authentic language, the capacity for language use in other animals
has long been investigated by trying to establish how well the non-human
animals in question can learn to speak or understand human language. This
served only to reinforce stereotypical views about their ability to speak and
think, because many of them obviously did not do well. It also closed off
possibilities of finding out about their languages, cultures and inner lives.
In order to adequately challenge these practices and the views of
non-human animals that underpin them, we need to do more than simply
argue that other animals are sentient, or similar to humans in significant
respects. We must also critically review existing ideas about non-human
animal cognition, languages, and cultures, and the role that anthropocentrism
has played in how they were constructed. This also implies reconsidering our
view of ‘the human’ and exploring the differences and similarities between
humans and other animals; a project begun by writers such as Montaigne.
Language and world
One of the things that human and non-human animals have in common
is that they share a world – a real world: the planet Earth on which we
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all live. Other things that we have in common are that we have bodies,
are vulnerable, were all born, and that we will all die. In The beast and the
sovereign II (2013), Derrida writes that no one will seriously deny animal
the possibility of inhabiting the world, or of co-inhabiting the world with
humans (2013:365). Because of their phenomenological differences, however,
humans and other animals often perceive the world differently. Combined
with the view discussed above that humans are the only species to possess
logos, to have reason and the ability to speak, this has led many philosophers in
the humanist tradition to argue that humans have a privileged understanding
of the world (see also the introduction and Chapters 2.1, 4.2, 5.2). One of
the most prominent proponents of this position is Martin Heidegger, who
saw a sharp distinction between humans and other animals, which according
to him was interconnected with their perceived lack of language, with clear
consequences for their relation to being in the world and our relation to them.
In his lecture series The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World,
Finitude, Solitude (1929), Heidegger put forward a threefold thesis: the
stone is worldless, the animal is poor-in-world, and the human is worldforming. Stones do not have access to the world at all. Animals have access
to the world in that they experience it, but they do not have access to the
world as such. Heidegger gives the example of a lizard lying on a rock: the
lizard experiences lying on something, but ‘we ought to cross out the word
“rock” in order to indicate that whatever the lizard is lying on is certainly
given in some way for the lizard, and yet is not known to the lizard as
a rock’ (1929:198). Drawing on the work of biologists of his time, most
notably Hans Driesch and Jakob von Uexküll, Heidegger argued that nonhuman animals are captive in their environment; they cannot break out of
the ring that forms their environment because they are absorbed by it. In
contrast, (human) Dasein can relate to the world as world, to the Being of
things, and to itself as Dasein. Dasein exists, where non-human animals
merely live; therefore Dasein can die, animals simply perish. Because other
animals lacks the as-such, they also lack logos, and, linked to that, language,
since logos is founded on (or in the possibility of ) the as-such.14 Because of
this, non-human and human animals are separated by an ‘abyss’ (1947:248).
This abyss is the (assumed) lack of as-structure in the non-human animal
(Iveson 2010). The difference between humans and other animals is not a
difference in degree, but a difference in kind (Calarco 2008:22). Heidegger,
however, stresses this lack is not a ‘less’; it is not hierarchical or teleological,
it is a different mode of being (see also Derrida 2008:156).15
14 See Derrida 2008:142 for a discussion of logos and the as-such and Oliver 2007
for a discussion of language in relation to logos and the as-such.
15 Derrida argues that Heidegger’s threefold thesis on stone, animal and man
functions not so much as an investigation into these concepts, he uses it to find out
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Language is interconnected not only with having a world –
describing the world – but also with building a world. For Dasein, language
is a way of being in the world and having access to that world. Humans
are not only living beings who possess language, language is the ‘house of
being in which the human being ek-sists by dwelling, in that he belongs
to the truth of being, guarding it’ (1947:254). This movement works in
two directions. Through language, Dasein has access to world and Being;
language forms Dasein and is formed by it. Language is the ‘clearingconcealing advent of Being itself ’, not just the expression of an organism,
therefore it cannot be thought of in purely symbolic or signifying terms.
Instead we should think of language ‘from its correspondence to being and
indeed as this correspondence, that is, as the home of the human being’s
essence’16 (1947:254). Language is here once again seen as human language;
other animals might communicate, but they do not have this relation of
expressing the world and building the world through their utterances.
The distinction between humans and other animals and the role
of language in it, reveals Heidegger’s humanistic idealism. Some authors
(Iveson 2012, Calarco 2008) argue that if we modify his views about the
human-animal divide, Heidegger’s Dasein and its way of being in the world,
including language, offer a way out of the anthropocentric paradigm via the
equiprimordial relation between Dasein and world. However, Heidegger’s
Dasein also refers to an idealised view of the subject. This becomes clear
when we look at his views on Dasein and world. Heidegger puts forward his
ideas about the relation between Dasein and world by means of a contrast
with animal life. The world of Dasein is a human world; animals are poor
in world and cannot see the world as such. This ‘presents an idealised
determination of a living human being’ (Glendinning 1998:66). It puts man
at the centre of the world – only Dasein ‘has’ world – just as the traditional
metaphysical understanding of the subject did. Dasein is, in that sense,
merely an alteration of the (Cartesian) subject of metaphysical humanism.
We find the same mechanism in Heidegger’s notion of Mitsein (see
also Glendinning 1998 Chapter 4, Meijer 2016). Dasein differs from the
individual who is with others who are other and cannot be known, as in
scepticism: Dasein is always already with others. Being with others is what
we are made of. With this critique of metaphysical humanism, Heidegger
challenges two assumptions of what it means to be human (Glendinning
what ‘world’ means (Derrida 2008:149, Iveson 2010, 2012). World, finitude and
solitude are all linked together by time, to which the animal sets a limit, because
she cannot die. The animal functions as a background to which world and Dasein,
as well as finitude and solitude (non-human animals are not capable of Mitsein) are
specified.
16 I will return to these views about language in the next chapter.
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1998:63): that the world is external to human subjectivity and that the
behaviour of a human subject is merely an outward effect of internal or
mental processes, instead ‘the kind of Being-in-the-world that we are is
world-disclosing’ (1998:63). To understand Dasein, Heidegger starts with
everyday experiences in which entities are ‘ready to hand’, and it is precisely
in this everydayness that Dasein has access to entities as such. This seems
to be a break with traditional humanism, and the notion of Mitsein offers
a way out of the problem of other minds. However, and here Heidegger
follows the humanist tradition, Mitsein is restricted to humans – a species
that is capable of grasping things as they are. This works as follows. Being
with others is, for humans, equiprimordial with language; through using
language we express ourselves and understand ourselves as beings in the
world, simultaneously shaping our relations with others. Since other animals
lack language, they not only lack access to the world as such, they also lack
the ontological relation with others that follows from it.
The abyss between humans and other animals has been challenged
in different ways. The most straightforward seems to be to argue that other
animals are similar to humans in significant ways, but this does not challenge
the idea of the human norm being used as a standard, nor does it challenge
the interpretation of language and reason linked to this image of the human.
Neither does it do justice to the many differences between various beings
– between humans and other animals, between human groups, between
individuals and so on. In this context, Jacques Derrida (2008, 2009, 2011)
questions the capacity of the human subject to understand the world as
such. He argues that for Heidegger, as for his predecessors, the question
of the animal is always intertwined with the question of what it means
to think, and the animal is used to demarcate the human subject. He sees
problems with this demarcation as being on different levels. First, the idea
that ‘animals’ constitute a single category obscures the large differences
within this group. Second, Heidegger does not seriously envision Mitsein
with other animals (2008:158). Third, the structure Heidegger proposes is,
according to Derrida, hierarchical, even though Heidegger claims it is not
(Derrida 1991:55-56). Finally, he questions whether or not human subjects
are capable of seeing things as they truly are (Derrida 2008: 160) and he
questions the existence of a universal ‘as-such’ (Derrida 2009:459). According
to Derrida, to overcome these problems we need a radical reinterpretation of
what is living, which calls for a new way of philosophising: ‘(T)he strategy
in question would consist in pluralising and varying the “as such”, and,
instead of simply giving speech back to the animal, or giving to the animal
what the human deprives it of, as it were, in marking that the human is, in a
way, similarly “deprived”, by means of a privation that is not a privation, and
that there is no pure and simple “as such”.’ (2008:160). In the next section I
discuss Derrida’s alternative and its limitations.
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1.2 The animal, what a word!
While Descartes and Heidegger’s views of animals and language may seem
radical, non-human animals are still often seen as categorically different from
humans in philosophy and society, and this is interconnected with different
forms of epistemic and institutional violence (see also 4.2). As mentioned
above, animal advocates usually challenge the exclusion of non-human
animals by arguing that they are like humans in morally significant respects.
While this clearly questions who counts as a subject, and while awarding
rights to non-human animals would have far reaching social and political
implications (I discuss this in detail in Chapters 4 and 5), this approach still
takes the human norm as the standard by which the worth of other animals
is measured, running the risk of repeating violence to those who are different
and of reinforcing anthropocentrism. While many non-human animals
share important characteristics with humans with regard to cognition,
emotion, language and culture, and while humans and other animals do form
communities, differences remain. Furthermore, using the human norm as the
starting point for defining reason and language or for moral consideration is
not a neutral step, but is formed by power relations (see Chapter 4). As we
have seen, language has often been defined as human language by excluding
other animals, and this has had consequences for the way in which they are
studied and viewed. If we want to address anthropocentrism, we therefore
also need to critically review both the concept of language and ideas of the
human. A good starting point for this can be found in the work of Derrida
(2008, 2011, 2013), both with regard to content and method.
The starting point for modern animal ethics is often identified in the
following words at the end of a footnote by philosopher Jeremy Bentham:
‘(T)he question is not: can they speak, nor can they reason, but: can they
suffer?’ (1789:143-144). As a utilitarian, Bentham argued that sentience,
and not reason, is what counts in our moral decisions, and he defended
the idea that, in moral considerations, equal interests have equal value. The
‘number of one’s legs’, or the ‘villosity of one’s skin’, should not play a role
in this. Singer’s Animal Liberation (1975) stems directly from Bentham’s
utilitarian principles, and draws on this statement to argue that belonging
to a certain species is not in itself morally relevant: discrimination on the
basis of belonging to a certain species is speciesism. According to Singer,
we should treat equal interests alike, including non-human animal interests.
This view forms the foundation of most existing animal rights theories.
Derrida (2008:27) also turns to Bentham’s footnote, but he draws attention
to the fact that Bentham argues not only for taking non-human animal
interests into account morally, but also for the relevance of recognising
suffering. Derrida therefore sees Bentham’s footnote as a change in question,
which he considers to be at the same time radical and based on common
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sense, because humans are affected by non-human animal suffering –
the counterpart of Descartes, who moved away from this common sense
response to other animals.
Derrida regards this emphasis on suffering as a way to break out of
the discourse on the animal through which logos is constructed. Bentham’s
proposal to take suffering as the starting point in our moral relations with
other animals has two sides. On the one hand, it refers to the actual suffering
of actual animals, and not just of all creatures who fall into the general category
of ‘animal’; it is an appeal to a feeling of compassion for fellow creatures, the
possibility of suffering for them and with them. On the other hand, it moves
the focus from whatever the animals can and cannot do or be – from their
actions and powers – to their responses. According to Derrida, all doubts and
questions that surround issues of logos, thought and language disappear when
we turn to the notion of suffering. ‘No one can deny the suffering, fear, or
panic, the terror of fright that can seize certain animals and that we humans
can witness’ (2008:28). Traditionally, the animal has not only been denied the
right to speak but also the opportunity to answer because of how language
is delineated, and because language and reason are seen as powers one either
does or does not possess. Taking the ability to suffer as the central notion
reframes the question, and allows animals to answer. Suffering is, of course,
not completely passive, and there is a contradiction in the question ‘can they
suffer?’, because it is at once active (can) and passive (suffer). Humans are also
affected, and they can suffer from the suffering of others.
It is important to note that there is no ‘animal’ that suffers, acts,
or responds. Non-human animals do not and cannot speak as one person
with one voice – thinking this would yet again deprive them of a response.
Language, and the word ‘animal’, deceive us. The word ‘animal’ categorises
all non-human animals and distances humans from other animals (Derrida
2008:31). Seeing all other animals as one group in contrast to humans
reinforces anthropocentrism, which contributes to the legitimation of
practices in which other animals are used for human benefit. Derrida argues
that instead of one line between Man on the one side and Animal on the
other, there is a multiple and heterogeneous border (2008:31); beyond the
edge of the ‘so-called human’ (ibid.), we find a heterogeneous multiplicity
of the living. To account for this multitude, he proposes to use the word
‘animot’. In speech it refers to the plural, the multiplicity of animals, which
is necessary because there is no one ‘animal’. The ‘mot’ in animot refers to
the act of naming and the stakes involved in drawing a distinction between
human and animal by the human. It reminds us of the fact that it is a word
for animals, not a reference to an existing group of animals.
Acknowledging this multitude of other animals does not, however,
mean that philosophy can just throw the difference between humans and
other animals overboard. Derrida phrases this as follows: ‘To suppose that I, or
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anyone else for that matter, could ignore that rupture, indeed that abyss, would
mean first of all blinding oneself to so much contrary evidence; and, as far as
my own modest case is concerned, it would mean forgetting all the signs that
I have managed to give, tirelessly, of my attention to difference, to differences,
to heterogeneities and abyssal ruptures as against the homogeneous and the
continuous’ (2008:30). This remark may seem puzzling and problematic in the
light of Derrida’s refusal to see ‘animal’ as one group (Calarco 2008, Toadvine,
2005). There are three reasons why it is not. First, Derrida emphasises the power
relations that have formed current interpretations of ‘the human’. A naturalistic
ethic, an empirical refutation of empirical claims stating that other animals are
like humans will not suffice. This would leave the structure of the debate intact,
and could lead to measuring the worth of other animals on the basis of their
resemblance to humans (Wolfe 2003). Second, and relatedly, ‘(t)he multiple
and heterogeneous border of this abyssal rupture’ (2008:32) has a history. If we
deny the abyss between human and animal that is so prominently present in the
history of Western philosophy, we fail to challenge the discourse that produced
it, which is necessary for thinking about alternatives. Third, Derrida argues that
there is a multiplicity of organisations of relations that are at once ‘intertwined
and abyssal’ (ibid.). There is not one difference, not one abyss between human
and animal, but a multitude of differences. Forgetting these differences would
run the risk of flattening all individuals into the category ‘same’.17 Instead we
need to think about how to interact with those who are different.
Derrida rightly directs our attention to the fact that instead of one
difference, there are many differences which must be taken into account in
thinking about human and non-human animals. Other animals need to be
thought of in their own right, not on the basis of how much they resemble
humans or how close they are to humans. It is important to note that in
thinking about non-human animals, belonging to a certain species is not
the defining characteristic of an individual. Each individual, human or nonhuman, belongs to different groups (in terms of gender, age, species, race, and
17 Or, as Derrida expresses in Eating well: ‘More differences, yes. For at the same
time you will have to take into account other discriminations, for instance, between
human society and animal society. There are a lot of things to be said and done. But
there are also other partitions, separations, other than Auschwitz – apartheid, racial
segregation – other segregations within our Western democratic society. All these
differences have to be taken into account in a new fashion; whereas, if you draw
a single or two single lines, then you have homogenous sets of undifferentiated
societies, or groups, or structures. No, no I am not advocating the blurring of
differences. On the contrary, I am trying to explain how drawing an oppositional
limit itself blurs the differences, the difference and the differences, not only between
man and animal, but among animal societies – there are an infinite number of
animal societies, and, within the animal societies and within human society itself,
so many differences.’ (1995:32)
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so on). Species membership might matter under certain circumstances – for
example, in thinking about habitat rights – and be less relevant in others –
for example in forming friendships. Humans and other animals sometimes
have close relations, and may even form communities. Non-human animals
have their own species-specific languages, dialects, and cultural traditions
(see Chapter 2), but when animals of different species form communities,
interspecies cultural norms and ways of creating meaning come into being
and evolve. This happens at the level of society, for example, when dogs
and humans became attuned to one another in processes of domestication
(Haraway 2008); it can also happen on an individual level (Howard 1952,
Smuts 2001), or in small interspecies communities (Howard 1952, Kerasote
2008).
While Derrida’s critical analysis of the construction of the concepts
‘animal’ and ‘language’ in the philosophical tradition is convincing, he does
not offer a framework for thinking about non-human animal languages,
interspecies languages, or positive human-animal relations. In his discussion
of Heidegger, he argues that addressing unjust power relations cannot be a
matter of ‘giving speech back’ to animals. This would, according to him,
leave the structure of the problem intact, because by offering this capacity to
them, it would again be the human who determines the framework in which
other animals can operate. The structure of inclusion and exclusion that
this framework relies upon would not be challenged. While his critique of
Heidegger is convincing, Derrida does not envision or explicate being with
other animals in a different way, nor does he seriously discuss communication
with other animals. This follows from his method of deconstruction, in
which he shows that certain distinctions that are seen as constitutive are
impossible to uphold. Because he only focuses on the negative and does
not build a positive framework in which we can rethink multispecies
relations, he also fails to offer a starting point for rethinking the meaning of
concepts with other animals, which is necessary if we want to move beyond
anthropocentrism. This runs the risk of reinforcing a view of other animals
as silent, which is ontologically problematic and has consequences for the
social and political position of other animals. Furthermore, it does not take
into account that other animals do speak, whether or not we acknowledge
the fact.
1.3 Speaking back
Derrida’s cat sits in the bathroom and looks at him. ‘I must immediately make
it clear,’ he writes, ‘the cat I am talking about is a real cat, truly, believe me,
a little cat. It isn’t the figure of a cat. It doesn’t silently enter the bedroom as
an allegory for all the cats on the earth, the felines that traverse our myths
and religions, literature and fables.’ (2008:6). This real cat’s gaze makes him
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uncomfortable, which is the starting point for his reflections. The cat sits
there while Derrida writes about human and non-human animals, about the
human and the animal – he returns to her every now and then.
In response to Heidegger’s view that only human animals understand
themselves as being, possess language, and have a world, Derrida argues
that there are no such things as a ‘human’ or an ‘animal’, and that we should
problematise the kind of understanding that humans have of their own
condition – as regards reason, language, death, and so on. There are different
ways of understanding one’s surroundings, responding to it, and being in the
world more generally. This appeal to ‘pluralising and varying the “as such”’
(2008:160) is important, and we should indeed understand that humans do
not have the powers they like to think they have – we are as vulnerable as other
animals, and our knowledge is always limited by our sensory mechanisms,
ways of being situated socially and politically, or more generally, by our specific
ways of being. However, Derrida also argues that we should not simply give
speech back to animals, an argument which, once we read it together with his
interpretation of his cat companion’s behaviour, seems itself to carry traces of
the problem it tries to address. The idea that humans have the power to give
speech back to animals implies a hierarchy – the human decides who gets
what – and implies that other animals do not currently speak.18 For Derrida,
this power is never ultimate and can never not be deconstructed, but here he
is still seeing language as exclusively human, something that is also evident in
how he approaches interaction with other animals. There are three problems
with this view.
First of all, it is important to recognise that there is a close relationship
between language and intersubjectivity. Speech and language can and do
create common, interspecies worlds, and are ways of expressing these. Nonhuman animals express themselves, and these expressions need to be taken
into account if we want to adequately address how they have been silenced in
the philosophical tradition, and more especially if we want to move beyond
that. Derrida describes in detail how his cat companion looks at him while he
is in the bathroom, naked. The gaze of the cat affects him; it makes him feel
naked and ashamed. The cat looks at him but does not speak, he looks at the
cat but does not speak to her, nor does he touch her or communicate with her
in any other way (see Haraway 2008 and Warkentin 2010 for an analysis of
their interaction). Looking at someone, making eye contact or avoiding eye
contact, is an act of communication. Derrida does not mention eye contact
with the cat; the situation is fixed and silent like a film still. We see a scene
with a naked man and a cat, told from the perspective of the man. We do not
18 Derrida often refers to the act of naming others as a human capacity. Other
animals however also name others: parrots, bats and dolphins have names, and
chickens name the humans with whom they live (see Chapter 2).
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know whether the cat wants to leave the room, if she is hungry, upset, or if she
wants to play. There is no interaction, and therefore no space for the cat to give
meaning to the situation. The cat is merely an animal mirror in which Derrida
sees himself reflected, naked. If the human is the only party to the interaction
who thinks about their difference, the non-human animal individual remains
dependent on the human to interpret and acknowledge her presence. In his
discussion of Bentham, Derrida appreciates the change in question, the move
to receiving, suffering, answering, and the power in these seemingly passive
acts. His response to the gaze of the cat is an illustration of this; he cannot
help becoming embarrassed and feeling ashamed. But although he describes
many different – real and imaginary – animals in detail,19 he never mentions
an actual non-human animal responding to him, and there is no mention of
a dialogue between humans and other animals. This is unfortunate, because
other animals do express themselves and can be consulted. In order to create
a meaningful dialogue, we need ask other animals questions and respond to
them, not just look at them looking at us.
The second objection to Derrida’s remark is that there is political
power in explicating animal speech and voice, and in addressing the epistemic
dimensions of violence inherent in viewing non-human animals as silent (see
also Chapter 4). Who speaks, who is heard, and who determines this are
questions that play a role in political interspecies interactions. As we have
already seen, there is a strong connection between anthropocentrism – seeing
language as exclusively human – and the borders of the political community.
Seeing other animals as silent and incapable of language and speech – which
is often connected to other negative stereotypes, such as seeing them as
unruly, unreasonable, or just plain stupid – reinforces their status as objects
that we can treat in any way we wish. Furthermore, defining language as
human language and excluding other animals from it by definition leads to a
situation in which there is no common language with which they can address
the harms done to them,20 even though they do communicate with us and
try to make themselves known (Derrida 2008, Lyotard 1988, Meijer 2016).
Investigating how other animals have been silenced as a social group, or
set of social groups,21 can help to clarify power relations. Animal activists
19 Not explicating the difference between real and imaginary animals is problematic
as well.
20 This can be compared to Lyotard’s (1988) concept ‘differend’, in which the
victim of a crime cannot express the wrong done to her or him because of how the
discourse is organized, see also 9.2.
21 Seeing them as a social group does not need to imply obscuring all differences.
Derrida is right in noting the dangers of using the word ‘animal’ to describe all
non-human animals, but if, for example, we investigate the use of violence against
animals, or consider a concept such as ‘animal liberation’, using this word can have
political power precisely because the violence is directed towards them – the animals
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often point out similarities between human and non-human animals, and
stress that other animals are subjects with their own views on life. Drawing
attention to their languages and bringing to light what they say to us has
great potential for improving their social and political status (7.2). Speaking
for them and letting them speak for themselves are both important, and
language is an important tool in working towards change and developing
new forms of political interaction.
The third objection arises as regards the meaning of ‘speech’ in
‘giving speech back to animals’. What is meant by speech – who speaks and
who has been allowed to speak – has changed over time, and differs between
human and non-human, Western and non-Western cultures. It will change
again, under the influence of social movements, cultural changes, and, in
the case of non-human animals, empirical research. Exploring the history
of existing concepts can function as a tool in envisioning change. In order to
move away from anthropocentrism, however, we need to begin to reconsider
the meaning of these concepts with other animals.
Rethinking language with other animals
Rethinking language with other animals starts from two directions. First, it
is important to recognise that humans and other animals share languages, or
language games, in which non-human animals exercise agency. I will discuss
this in more detail in the next chapter. Second, existing human concepts are
influenced by animals of different species, because humans and other animals
co-exist and co-evolve. Raimond Gaita (2002) argues for taking the public
character of language into account in interspecies communities. He gives
the example of intentions (2002:60) and states that it is wrong to think that
this is a human concept that we do, or do not, apply to other animals. Rather,
the meaning of ‘intention’ is formed by interaction with, and influenced by,
the behaviour of different kinds of animals; humans learn what it means
by watching the intentions of animals and humans, by reading about the
intentions of others in books, and by understanding their own intentions
as intentions. In this view, stating that other animals have intentions is not
anthropomorphic, not because of its truth value as a judgment of the mental
states of other animals, but because animal intentions are part of what gives
the concept ‘intention’ its meaning. Because the meaning of concepts comes
– as a group. Iris Young (1990) argues that individuals who share a characteristic
(such as skin colour, gender, or social class) can be made into a group by shared
discrimination on the basis of that characteristic. This mechanism also applies to
groups of non-human animals. We can, for example, think of working animals, the
animals exploited by factory farming, or companion animals, as being united by
experiencing similar oppression.
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into being and can be subject to change in interactions with other animals,
communicating with them in new ways can change this meaning. Humans
can experience this at an individual level; if one grows up only with humans,
a concept such as love might be mostly understood as love in relation to
humans, something that a close relationship with an individual of another
species in later life can change. But it can also take place at a social and
political level; the concept of ‘rights’ changes meaning – the way that it does
with women’s rights – when animal rights are discussed, and would change
meaning again if they were to be implemented in society and were further
developed in interaction with other animals (Chapter 8).
Rethinking language involves more than rethinking human
concepts. Other animals have their own species-specific languages,
something that will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.
Using the word ‘language’ to describe communication with and between
non-human animals is, however, contentious. It is seen as problematic in
animal philosophy because of the anthropocentric history of the concept
of ‘language’ (see, for example, Calarco 2008, Derrida 2008) and in other
fields of study it is often seen as anthropomorphic. Humans who argue for
taking other animals into account in moral and political decisions are often
accused of anthropomorphism, of attributing human characteristics to
non-human animals (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2013a). This usually refers
back to scepticism about other animals’ minds, which is often connected to
the fact that most of them do not speak in human language.22 It is argued
that humans can never gain insight into the emotions and language of
members of other species precisely because they belong to different species
and their perception of the world is radically different. A primary problem
with this view is that it is unclear why species membership is a relevant
characteristic in understanding someone else; there are many differences
between individuals from different groups, and while these differences
may influence possibilities for understanding, meaning is always generated
between different perspectives and comes into being through interaction,
not by referring to a pre-given truth. Species membership matters, but so
do other characteristics.23 Second, sharing a language is no guarantee of
understanding someone; human language can, for example, also deceive,
and the risk of misunderstanding is always inherent in communicating
with others. A third objection is that it does not take the public character
of language into account (see 2.1 and 3.3). Finally, the seemingly neutral
stance of denying other animals certain emotions and mental states is also
22 See 3.3 for a longer discussion of the relation between scepticism about nonhuman animal minds and the fact that they do not speak in human language.
23 In Chapter 3, I discuss interspecies understanding in more detail; in Chapter 6,
I turn to the limits of understanding others in a discussion of earthworms.
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value-laden, and, more specifically, a Western cultural construction (Aaltola
2013, Brooks Pribac 2013). Anthropodenial (De Waal 2016, Donaldson and
Kymlicka 2012) is not a neutral stance, and has long coloured judgments
about other animals (see Chapter 2 for its influence on language research).
Seeing non-human animal languages as languages and exploring
what language means in the case of non-human animals and in interspecies
interactions can help us to see them in a new way and better understand
aspects of their behaviour; it can also help us get a better grasp of what
‘language’ can mean. This also applies to other concepts that were thought
to be solely applicable to humans. For example, ethologist Barbara Smuts
(1986, 1990) used the word ‘friendship’ to refer to the social behaviour of
baboons, a concept that is often thought not to be neutral enough in the
study of non-human animal cognition and behaviour. She observed that
individuals had several friends – ranging from zero to eight for males,
and usually one or two for females – who protected them and with whom
they might mate when the time was right. Friends groomed one another,
hung out together, greeted each other in certain ways, and so on. Seeing
these relationships as friendships enabled Smuts to adequately analyse
behaviour that she had not understood before, such as certain instances
of male violence against females in order to protect their female friend.
Investigating how language and concepts tied to human language use such
as grammar, which are thought to be solely human, can also apply to the
interactions and expressions of other animals, and can, in a similar way,
bring to light elements in species-specific as well as interspecies interactions
that have been obscured by denying language to other animals. It offers
us a new framework for thinking about them, and presents us with new
tools for thinking about and building relationships, which can enable us
to gain a richer understanding of the concept used. In the next chapter, I
focus on non-human animal languages in order to further develop a nonanthropocentric view of language. In Chapter 3, I shift the focus to the
relation between language and world, and the role of language in creating
common worlds with other animals.
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Chapter 2
Animal languages
Gua was born in Cuba in 1930. Psychologists Luella and Winthrop Kellogg
took her into their house when she was seven and a half months old. They
planned to rear her alongside their son Donald, who was 10 months old at
the time. Winthrop Kellogg was interested in the comparative psychology of
primates, and the Kelloggs had moved to Florida to work with psychologist
and primatologist Robert Yerkes of the Yerkes Primate Center. Gua was
given to the centre with her parents in early 1931, and soon afterwards she
moved in with the Kellogg family. They used her to conduct a new type
of experiment, one in which they wanted to teach her to speak in human
language. The aim of the study was to investigate whether language use was
a product of nature or nurture. Even though Gua was a fast learner in many
respects and surpassed Donald in many practical tasks (Montreal Gazette
1954), she did not learn to speak using human words, and when Donald
started to copy her sounds, the Kelloggs ended the experiment. Gua, who
was 16 months old at the time, was taken back to the Yerkes Primate Center
for further study, where she died of pneumonia less than a year later. A
similar experiment was conducted by scientists Keith and Catherine Hayes,
who took chimpanzee Viki into their home and used intensive speech
therapy, in which they manually manipulated her lower jaw, to teach her to
voice four words: mama, papa, up and cup.
Because Gua, Viki, and chimpanzees in other studies – similar
experiments were carried out in laboratories – had not learned to speak,
it was assumed that non-human primates either lacked the cognitive
ability to learn to speak, or were physically incapable of it, which led to a
modification of the experiment: instead of speech, chimpanzees were taught
sign language. This technique was more successful. Chimpanzee Washoe
was born in the wild and taken from her parents by the American Air Force,
initially to be used in space experiments. Beatrix and Alex Gardner took
her into their home and raised her as a human child. They dressed her in
human clothes, had her dine at the table with them, took her for rides in
the car and took her to the playground. Washoe had books, toys, and her
own toothbrush. She soon learned to use signs, with and without direct
instruction – the latter by observing humans – and invented her own: for
example, she combined the signs for water and bird when she saw a swan.
She could also categorise nouns and form simple sentences. When she was
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five, the Gardners ended the experiment and brought her to the University
of Oklahoma’s Institute of Primate Studies, where she lived until her death
in 2007. While at the Institute, Washoe learned to use around 350 different
signs, which she also used to communicate her emotions and thoughts.
She recognised herself in the mirror and showed self-awareness, as well
as empathy with others. When new students came to work with her, she
slowed down the speed of her signing to help them to understand her.
Chimpanzees were not the only primates used in these experiments.
Gorilla Koko, who was born at the San Francisco zoo, was taught to use over
a thousand hand signs in Gorilla Sign Language (a version of American Sign
Language, modified because gorilla hands are different to those of humans).
Psychologist Francine Patterson, who taught her to use sign language, reports
that Koko also understands over two thousand human words. Koko signs
about her emotional state and memories, showing she has episodic memory
and narrative identity; she likes to make jokes and sometimes tells lies. She is
also famous because she had a pet kitten, and expressed grief when he died.
Bonobo Kanzi, who was born at the Yerkes field station at Emory University,
taught himself to sign by watching videos of Koko, something his trainer
realised when he saw him sign with an anthropologist. He was taught to
use lexigrams, symbols on a keyboard that are used in the artificial primate
language Yerkish, and he has been observed speaking human words. Kanzi
likes to eat omelettes and to play Pac-man, and he is a good toolmaker. Nonhuman primates have been taught grammar in other language experiments.
Chimpanzee Sarah, who was born in Africa, was taught to parse and produce
streams of tokens that obeyed a simple grammar. Along with three other
chimpanzees she learned to use a board with plastic symbols to analyse
syntactic expressions, including if-then-else.
In these language experiments, ‘language’ means human language,
and non-human animals are used as objects of study to gain knowledge
about human language. Recent research in biology and ethology shows that
many other non-human animal species have their own complex and nuanced
species-specific ways of communicating with members of their own and other
species. These studies ask us to reconsider the cognitive, social, and linguistic
capacities of other animals, and to reconsider what language is. In the first
chapter of this thesis, the focus was on the critical part of this investigation,
tracing the relation between defining language and excluding non-human
animals. In this chapter, I focus on non-human animal languages, studying
language and the question of how to define language. I draw on recent
empirical research into non-human animal languages on the one hand, and
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s proposal to view language as a set of language games
on the other, to develop a non-anthropocentric way of thinking about
language and studying animal languages. My aim is not to provide a full
theory of non-human animal languages; humans are only just beginning to
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learn about many non-human animal languages, so it would be empirically
impossible to provide a full description or theory of animal language. This
would also be undesirable for political reasons, because rethinking language
should not be a human endeavour, and it is not up to humans to define
what represents meaningful communication for others. We need to learn
about language in interaction with other animals in order not to fall into
the trap of repeating anthropocentrism. The following investigations are
meant as a first step in this process. Even though my aim is not to provide
a full theory of language, I do want to show that the question of whether
or not other animals use language is legitimate, point to the complexity of
their expressions, and demonstrate the similarities between non-human and
human languages. I also want to offer a starting point for a different way of
thinking about and studying language in an interspecies context.
In the following section, I argue that if we are to adequately study
non-human animal languages and develop a non-anthropocentric view of
language, we need to move away from seeing language as exclusively human.
Wittgenstein’s (1958) proposal to view language as language games offers a
good starting point for thinking about non-human animal and interspecies
languages, as well as for studying language in an interspecies context.
Wittgenstein argues that, because of the way in which language works
and its interconnection to social practices, we can never give a universal
definition of language as a whole, or fixed definitions of separate concepts.
Instead, we should investigate the meaning of different language games
by investigating how and where they are used. This method of studying
language allows us to acknowledge non-human animal agency in language
and to recognise how non-human animals co-create meaning in relation
to members of their own and other species, including humans. Existing
human concepts can offer guidelines for understanding the meaning of
certain practices and for illuminating relations between human, non-human
and interspecies language games, without pre-determining what counts
as language for other animals. The remainder of the chapter follows this
method and is devoted to investigating the following concepts as language
games: mimicry, alarm calls, grammar, identity, and meta-communication.
2. 1 From human language to animal language games
Although writers and philosophers have always speculated about nonhuman animal behaviour and animal minds – or the absence thereof – animal
cognition was not taken seriously in science until the end of the 19th century,
when Charles Darwin (1872) began writing about animal behaviour and
animal minds (Bekoff 2006, Slobodchikoff 2012). Darwin emphasised the
continuities between species, and he saw the differences between human
animal minds and the minds of other animals as differences of degree and
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not of kind (Darwin 1872). His approach to animal cognition was anecdotal
and drew upon his personal observations, as well as stories about nonhuman animal behaviour, which led to criticism regarding their scientific
value. In order to avoid this criticism, and to improve the study of animal
cognition, the psychologists Thorndike and Pavlov took the study of animal
cognition into the laboratory, where they could study the reactions of nonhuman animals to stimuli in repeatable experiments. In this way, they studied
operant conditioning and classical conditioning respectively. The design of
their experiments was heavily influenced by behaviourism, both in research
questions and methods, and became the standard for most research into
animal behaviour until the 1960s. Behaviourism is a philosophy behind the
study of behaviour that uses methods from the natural sciences and focuses
on functional connections between acts and environment, aiming to predict
and control behaviour. In behaviourism, human and non-human animal
minds are studied as black boxes of which the content is not relevant; only
outward reactions that can be measured have scientific value. Description
of behaviours or interpretations of acts should be avoided. In the 1960s, a
cognitive revolution in the study of human minds took place which also
influenced thinking about the minds of other animals. Mental processes that
were not immediately observable became part of the study of animal minds,
and other animals were increasingly seen as agents with a level of cognitive
complexity. The rise of ethology and animal psychology as scientific disciplines
also helped to instigate this process. However, the methods used by Thorndike
and Pavlov were, and still are, widely used in animal research, and the view of
animal minds as black boxes has continued to influence research methods and
objectives to the present day.
How studies are set up, and the research questions asked, have a great
influence on the outcomes.24 For instance, they can reinforce anthropocentrism
and stereotypical views about non-human animals with regard to capacities
for language-use. We find an example of this in Project Nim. Following
the Washoe experiment, behavioural psychologist Herbert Terrace set out
to investigate whether chimpanzees were able to learn to use grammar, or
more precisely, whether they had an innate sense of grammar. The project
was inspired by the work of linguist and philosopher Noam Chomsky, who
argues that the language use in humans is innate, and terms this innate body
of genetic linguistic knowledge Universal Grammar. According to Chomsky,
only humans are capable of using language. In the experiment, a chimpanzee
24 An extreme example of this concerns fish sentience. It was long assumed that
fish could not suffer, and thus no research was undertaken to investigate this.
Humans only started researching fish sentience around 2003 (Braithwaite 2010),
and when they did, they found that fish do indeed suffer, that they use tools, form
communities, play, and so on.
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with the name Nim Chimpsky was raised in a human foster family and taught
to sign. In his education, much attention was given to sentences, grammar
and linguistic structures.25 Although Nim learned to use about 125 signs,
and could use them in simple sentences, Terrace argued that he only learned
them by operant conditioning and had no insight into what they meant. In
other words, he did not learn their meaning, but simply performed a trick for
a reward. This, however, simply reflected the way in which the experiment
had been set up and how Nim had been taught to sign; he was given no
opportunity to behave otherwise.
There are also more general problems with studying non-human animal
cognition and language in laboratories using experiments that treat them
as objects rather than as subjects to be communicated with. Non-human
animals in laboratories are kept in captivity, often in solitary confinement,
which is morally problematic. They have not consented to the research, and
most of them will not leave the lab alive. Many of the experiments inflict pain
on animals – conditioning studies are often particularly cruel, and involve
withholding food or giving electric shocks – and lab animals usually suffer
from stress, loneliness, emotional problems and behavioural disorders. This
also leads to scientific problems. The conditions under which animals live
influence the outcomes of studies. For example, keeping social animals alone
or flying animals in cages will influence their capacity for problem solving. A
recent study shows that pigeons make better decisions when they are kept in
groups, but they are usually kept in solitary confinement for the purposes of
study (Laude et al. 2016, see also Howard 1952).
In the language experiments described above – both those that took
place in laboratories and those in human families – the behaviour of the nonhuman animals involved was influenced by their captivity, including the lack
of social interaction with members of their own species. There is, however,
another relevant issue at stake, and that is that language is invariably equated
with human language, while the results claim to say something about the
capacities of the non-human animals used for study. Studying capacities
for speaking, signing or understanding human language in other animals
can of course give us information about their ways of learning, non-human
animal mimicry, memory, emotions and attunement to humans. Patterson,
for example, emphasises the understanding between herself and Koko, and
describes their interaction as rich and complex, with human words forming
25 Nim had a difficult time in his foster home, which was unstable, and after
several biting incidents he was brought back to Columbia University. When the
experiment ended, Nim was taken to the Institute of Primate Studies in Oklahoma,
and later sold to a pharmaceutical testing laboratory. He spent the last years of his
life in a sanctuary, the Black Beauty Ranch, where he lived in solitude for ten years
before being joined by other chimps.
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a bridge between their worlds in some instances and body language in
others. Eye contact is mentioned as especially important.26 However, these
studies do not tell us much about the species-specific language skills of other
animals. Between themselves, for example, chimpanzees (Hobaiter and
Byrne 2014) and bonobos (Genty and Zuberbühler 2014) use a great variety
of gestures and vocalisations, many of which we do not yet understand in
detail. Studying the origins of human language in non-human primates (or
dolphins, parrots, dogs and other non-human animals) is furthermore often
anthropocentric in nature in that it presupposes that humans are a step
further along the evolutionary scale, when in fact non-human and human
primates have mutual ancestors, and non-human primates have adapted to
their particular environments in intelligent ways.
Language research that sees human language as the only true
language not only refers to a flawed view of non-human animals and their
linguistic capacities, it is also based on a problematic, narrow idea of language.
The idea of a universal linguistic structure that can only be located in human
animals is part of a tradition in which human language is seen as the only
language, and in which language is seen as interconnected with truth (see
Chapter 1, see also Aaltola 2013, Glendinning 1998). Humanism usually
sees human language as that which creates and expresses a distinct break
between human and non-human animals (Glendinning 1998). This presumes
a specific view of language in which language is the expression of objective,
determinate meanings which man alone can grasp (see also Glendinning
1998:77). The definition of language is here connected to the exclusion of
non-human animals in two ways: a humanistic view of language pre-excludes
their languages and forms of expression because language is explicitly defined
as human language, and it further excludes other animals because language is
seen as the expression of objective, determinate meanings that are presented as
universally true, but which are in fact based on human language, which means
that many aspects of other animals’ languages will be seen as deviations and
of lesser worth.27 In order to further investigate non-human animal languages
26 Eye contact is also emphasised in the case of Washoe. One of her trainers had
been away for a few weeks due to suffering a miscarriage, and Washoe ignored her
for having been absent. She decided to tell Washoe what had happened. Washoe
stared at her intently, then slowly made the sign for crying. Chimpanzees do not
cry, but Washoe knew that this was what humans did when they were sad. The
trainer said that Washoe’s response to this told her more than all the words she ever
spoke to her.
27 According to Derrida (1992), the idea that there is one objective meaning to
words is the main problem of philosophy, because it always involves the exclusion
and isolation of possibilities in the phenomenon of language. He offers an alternative
with his concept of ‘play’. This concept refers to the structure of systems of signs,
more specifically: ‘the spacing between the pieces of an apparatus [which] allows
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and to develop a non-anthropocentric view of language, we therefore need a
different perspective on language and studying language.
We can find a starting point for this in the later work of Ludwig
Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein also searches for clarity about the essence
of human language. He rejects the view that words have one objective
meaning – as he illustrates with the Augustinian picture of language that he
discusses in the beginning of the Philosophical Investigations (1958). A view
of language as fixed and universal comes naturally to humans, and humans
need the promise of meaning to communicate (see also Glendinning
1998 chapter 5), however, if we take a closer look at words, we find that
their borders are not clear and limits cannot be drawn around meanings.
According to Wittgenstein, we cannot give a single definition of language:
there are many different ways in which we use language that are related but
do not share one characteristic, so there is therefore no one way to describe
them. Here he draws a parallel with the concept ‘game’. This word can refer
to many different games which do not have one common characteristic, even
though many games resemble each other and have overlapping similarities;
something Wittgenstein describes as having a ‘family resemblance’. The
same applies to the structure of other concepts and to the concept of
language itself. This led Wittgenstein to develop the concept of ‘language
games’.
Language as language games
Wittgenstein proposes viewing ‘language’ differently, and offers a new
way of studying it: instead of defining language, we should find out how
it works. This approach is very useful, both in method and in content, for
thinking about non-human animal languages and interspecies languages.
For empirical and political reasons we cannot yet define what ‘language’
means for all animals; as humans, we do not know enough about nonhuman animal languages, and it is not up to us alone to decide what counts
as language. At the same time, new research forces us to broaden our view of
for movement and articulation’ (Derrida, 1992:64). Although this mechanism can
give rise to misunderstandings, it is needed for a language to function normally. In
studying language, we need to take into account its structural ambiguity instead of
conceiving of meaning as univocal and objective. Derrida (1992) argues that the
constant desire to find the one true meaning of words in philosophy is dogmatic
and does not recognise that language works differently. While his critique of a
humanistic view of language, and his alternative, are relevant in the interspecies
context because they allow us to see structural ambiguities in language and makes
space for recognising non-human animal agency, they do not offer us a clear
starting point for rethinking language with other animals or for studying nonhuman animal languages.
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what language is and which species use it. If we follow Wittgenstein’s ideas
about language, we see that because of the nature of language, or rather
because of how language works, we can never define ‘language’ as such. It
is always tied to social practices, and meaning is generated by use. In what
follows I will use Wittgenstein’s idea of language as a starting point for
understanding how we can conceptualise non-human animal languages
as language, finding new ways of studying them, and exploring how nonhuman animal languages can contribute to how we view language.
Wittgenstein does not give a definition of language games, but he
uses this concept to refer to the whole of our natural language as consisting
of a collection of language games, as well as for simple examples of language
use (PI§7). He also uses it for the most primitive forms of language (PI§7),
which are not only available to humans (PI§25). Because of the close
connection between meaning and use, Wittgenstein compares language
games to tools (PI§11). He emphasises the importance of gestures and nonlinguistic communication in language games (PI§7, see also Wittgenstein
1969). Wittgenstein stresses that language games are open-ended: there is
always the possibility of the realisation of new language games and there
are many language games we do not even recognise as such because the
‘clothes of our language’ (PI, II xi, 224) make everything look the same. To
grasp what language is, we should study language games by examining the
practices in which they take place.
In language games, different types of act – such as gestures, facial
expressions and so on – play a role. These are often specific to cultures,
and therefore learning about cultural habits and rituals is necessary for an
understanding of what words mean. In a famous and often misunderstood
statement, Wittgenstein writes that if a lion could speak, we would not
understand him (PI, II xi, 224). This is often interpreted as a statement
about the otherness of non-human animals (Leahy 1994, DeGrazia 1994),
but that interpretation is incorrect (see also Hearne 1986). Wittgenstein
rarely discusses actual animals in his work, but he does often use them
as metaphors. In this particular quotation, he uses the image of a lion
as a metaphor for someone who is from a completely different cultural
background. This becomes clear if we read what precedes it:
We also say of some people that they are transparent to us. It is,
however, important as regards this observation that one human
being can be a complete enigma to another. We learn this when we
come into a strange country with entirely strange traditions; and,
what is more, even given a mastery of the country’s language. We do
not understand the people. (And not because of not knowing what
they are saying to themselves.) We cannot find our feet with them.
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‘I cannot know what is going on in him’ is above all a picture. It
is the convincing expression of a conviction. It does not give the
reasons for the conviction. They are not readily accessible.
If a lion could talk, we could not understand him. (PI, II xi, 224)
Wittgenstein here connects the otherness of others with not knowing
their practices, not being able to ‘find our feet with them’. If all we have
is a dictionary, we will not understand humans in a strange country; for
understanding we need knowledge of practices. It is telling that he chooses
a lion as the illustration for these remarks. There were few lions in England
when he wrote these words, and in the rest of his work he more usually
refers to dogs or cats.
Wittgenstein’s views about non-human animals do not reflect close
attention to them. They often function as an illustration of a claim about
humans, as in the case of the lion above. Another example can be found
in this statement about squirrels: ‘The squirrel does not infer by induction
that it is going to need stores next winter as well. And no more do we
need a law of induction to justify our actions or our predictions’ (1969,
§287). Here Wittgenstein does not attempt to understand squirrels or say
anything definite about their capacities, he only uses them as an example to
say something about humans. Similarly, when he writes that ‘(a) dog cannot
be a hypocrite, but neither can he be sincere’ (PI, Iixi:229), he does not draw
on his experience with actual dogs (Monk 2012) or aim to shed light on
the sincerity of dogs (who can and do deceive humans, see Heberlein et
al. 2017, see Gaita 2002 for a discussion28), but simply illustrates a series
of thoughts about pretending and imponderable evidence in the case of
humans (see LaCroix 2014:66-67 for a similar argument). This ties in with
his method in the Philosophical Investigations, in which he often begins with
(seemingly) common sense remarks and then responds to them in order
to question our ways of thinking, continuously returning to the ways in
which we use language. Examples about non-human animals are usually
used in building arguments in this manner as an introduction to a question
about human language use (LaCroix 2014),29 or as a way of bringing out
specifically human attributes.
28 See also Derrida (2008, Chapter 3) on capacities for pretending in non-human
and human animals.
29 DeGrazia (1994) offers a list of examples but makes the mistake of reading
them as statements about non-human animals by taking them out of context. There
are certain points in the Philosophical Investigations where Wittgenstein does make
claims about non-human animals, but these can be refuted by referring to recent
empirical research.
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Many commentators (see for example DeGrazia 1994:129-130,
Diamond 1979, Gaita 2002, Lynch 1996)30 draw on these and other examples
to argue that Wittgenstein did not see non-human animals as languageusers, something that is often used as a stepping stone in determining the
moral implications of his work for thinking about non-human animals
(Diamond 1979, Leahy 1994, Pleasants 2005).31 The relevance of his work
for thinking about non-human animal languages is underexplored. This
is unfortunate, because while Wittgenstein’s remarks about non-human
animals merely repeat stereotypical views about them, and while he did
not seriously consider non-human animals as language-users,32 his views
about human language are valuable for thinking about non-human animal
languages and interspecies interactions for several reasons.
In conceptualising and studying non-human animal languages, we
need to pay attention to the practices in which they gain meaning that are
similar to the way in which this works in the case of humans; Wittgenstein’s
plea to study language games by studying the practices in which they are
used is relevant in the case of non-human animal language as well. Secondly,
we need to look beyond words and understand language as embodied (see
also 3.2). Human words play a role in some, but not all, language games,
and Wittgenstein emphasises the importance of gestures and other nonlinguistic expressions in creating meaning (PI§7). Here we can think of
‘greeting’, for example. This can involve saying hello, waving, nodding,
calling someone’s name, and so on. In his discussion of the aesthetic
judgments that he considers to be complex and refined, he points to the
30 See LaCroix 2014 for an overview.
31 Nigel Pleasants (2005) argues for the moral relevance of Wittgenstein’s
work for thinking about social and political relations with non-human animals.
He specifically challenges the idea that forms of life only refers to a status quo in
which humans exploit other animals and does not allow for moral considerations
of non-human animals, or for progressing insights about their capacities. ‘From
the standpoint of language game examination, it can be seen that the language
games of moral debate, disagreement, conflict, and attempts at persuasion are a core
feature of our social life. These critical and disputational practices are, I take it, as
much a part of our “forms of life”, which have to be accepted, as any of the other
practices, relations, dispositions etc. that are constitutive of those forms’. (2005:332)
Pleasants also briefly considers interspecies language games.
32 He does state that they are capable of certain language games, but calls these
the most primitive forms of language: ‘It is sometimes said that animals do not
talk because they lack the mental capacity. And this means: “they do not think, and
that is why they do not talk”. But—they simply do not talk. Or to put it better:
they do not use language—if we except the most primitive forms of language.—
Commanding, questioning, recounting, chatting, are as much a part of our natural
history as walking, eating, drinking, playing.’ (PI §25)
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importance of gestures (1967). A slight move of the head or a nod might be
a better expression of a judgment than a word such as ‘beautiful’. Gestures,
movements, and other non-verbal expressions play an important role in the
languages of other animals. Thinking of language as more than words or
sounds is crucial to thinking about animals and language, because humans
and other animals have so many different relationships and encounters and
because non-human animals express themselves in so many different ways.
It is also important to note here that human languages need not consist of
words: a good example of a language without words is Silbo Gomero, the
whistled language of La Gomera in the Canary Islands, which is based on
Spanish and used to communicate over long distances across ravines and
through valleys. Other examples include the drum languages of Nigeria and
Ghana, which are also used to communicate messages over long distances,
and in which drum patterns follow spoken language, including the use of
grammar.
Wittgenstein’s ideas about how language games are related – by
means of a family resemblance – can shed light on similarities and relations
in human-animal languages without presenting an a priori fixed truth about
meaning. His emphasis on the strong relationship between meaning and
use, and on the situated character of language – remember: we need to study
language games by studying the practices in which they take place – are also
relevant in thinking about non-human animals and language. Meaning is
strongly interconnected with use for many non-human animals, as we will
see in the following sections, and for humans the context in which other
animals use language is very important in learning their meaning. Finally,
instead of locating meaning in the relation between mind and world,
Wittgenstein views language as essentially a public practice. He argues
that meaning originates from the relation between language and world.
Meaning is not a prefabricated entity that we can give or withhold from
others, nor is it a property of words or minds; it is essentially social and tied
to interactions between living beings. While, as we have seen, Wittgenstein
focuses on human language – even though he writes that simple language
games are also found in other animal species – this also applies to nonhuman animals and our interactions with them.
Thinking about language as language games in which human, nonhuman, and interspecies interactions can play a role allows us to get a better
grasp on non-human and non-human/human linguistic practices without
determining what language is for other animals. This can help us to study
non-human animal language use. Non-human animals are co-creators of
meaning in many different practices, and bringing this to light can help us
to broaden our view of what language can entail. Similarities to humans can
help humans to better understand other animals; differences require us to
reformulate our own fixed ideas about language and meaning. In order to
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further explore this, I now turn to a discussion of different language games
in relation to new ethological research, beginning with mimicry.
2.2 Parrots and mimicry
Experiments in which non-human animals are taught to speak in human
language can be seen as a specific set of language games. In the examples
discussed above, human language is seen as the only true language, which
obscures forms of language-use in non-human animals, but we can also find
language games that involve using human language as a tool for interspecies
communication in animal language research. A good example is to be found
in psychologist Irene Pepperberg’s (1991) parrot language research. Parrots
use human words. It was long thought that their use of language was
restricted to simply repeating words without understanding their meaning;
humans even use the word ‘parroting’ to describe the mindless repetition
of words. These views fail to do justice to parrot cognition and learning
mechanisms, and obscure their capacity for understanding. Ethologist
Konrad Lorenz (1949) had already described how parrots can learn to use
words or phrases on the right occasion – for example, only saying ‘good
morning’ in the morning – and how they can teach themselves words,
which is something that is usually connected to strong sensory impressions.
In 1978, Pepperberg began the first serious experiment to investigate the
linguistic capabilities of parrots. She soon found that for parrots, learning
a language is strongly connected to acting. Parrots see words as tools, and
their meaning is strongly connected with their use. Pepperberg made use of
this in her work with her research partner Alex, an African Grey Parrot, by
letting him choose his rewards. By using words, Alex gained more control
over his environment. He could determine what kind of sweets he received
as a reward, and could express when he wanted a break or to go outside.
Using this method, Alex learned to use over 150 words and could recognise
50 objects. He understood questions about these objects and answered them
appropriately. He also learned to recognise the colours, forms, materials, and
functions of objects. He knew, for example, what a key was, and could also
recognise new keys with different shapes and colours. Alex understood and
used concepts such as ‘same’, ‘different’, ‘yes’, ‘no’, and ‘come here’. He would
sometimes deliberately give the wrong answer if he thought a question
was silly or boring. He could count, understood the number zero, used and
understood syntax, and could form new words. Alex once asked Pepperberg
what colour he was, which is often cited as the only existential question ever
asked by a non-human animal. Pepperberg did not claim that Alex spoke
English, only that he was able to use English words and concepts and that
he showed understanding and intelligence in doing so.
Biologist Joanna Burger (2007) describes a different type of
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relationship with a parrot. She adopted Tiko, a red-lored parrot, when he
was thirty years old. Within a few months Tiko had changed from a hostile
and dismissive bird to a loving companion. He saw Burger as his partner,
and did not shy away from fighting her husband if he came too near to her
during the mating season. Burger did not teach Tiko to speak in human
language, and he had not learned it before she adopted him. Even though
his use of human words was limited – he used some regular parrot words,
like ‘hello’ and ‘good boy’ – they did develop a rich common language, which
included the use of words, sounds, songs, eye contact, gestures, and many
other expressions. Tiko liked to whistle, and he whistled duets with Burger’s
husband, Mike. He instigated duets when Mike played the guitar or when
he thought that Mike was angry at him, for example, because he had stolen
or broken something. He sometimes spoke gibberish, and expressed his
mood with his tone of voice and the intensity of his speech. He liked to
speak along loudly when Burger was on the phone.
Alex and Pepperberg, and Tiko and Burger, show how different
language games can come into being when humans and parrots interact
(see also Hearne 1986, and 3.1). Some of these interspecies language games
resemble the language games that take place between humans, while others
are very different. Some are instigated by the human, some by the parrot; in all
of them, animals of both species actively create meaning. Vinciane Despret
(2008) describes Pepperberg’s work as ‘rendering capable’, or enabling the
animal to speak. Donna Haraway (Azaredo and Haraway 2007) rightly
argues that this ‘rendering capable’ is mutual. Alex and Pepperberg show
that language games are indeed open-ended; that new language games can
come into being when individuals of different species interact. While there
are of course topics that cannot be discussed between animals of different
species, there are many subjects which can. Language is limited, also when
it is used between humans; there are always things that cannot be said.
One of the language games that Pepperberg and Burger describe
is mimicry: imitation of the behaviour of others. Wild parrots often use
mimicry (Burger 2007). Recordings of two wild African grey parrots
demonstrate that they used over two hundred different motifs in one night,
of which twenty-three were imitations of other bird species, and one of a
bat species. Imitating other animals’ call-notes and alarm notes is a tool in
manipulating their behaviour: it can be used to steal their food, attract them,
or scare them away. Mimicry is not just vocal; it can involve using gestures,
facial expressions and so on. In human social psychology, the term mimicry
is used to describe unconscious imitation of someone else’s movements or
posture. Humans often spontaneously mirror each other’s behaviour, for
example, by smiling, yawning, or crossing their legs. This mirroring often
stops abruptly when a human becomes aware of it. Humans who feel
connected to someone will imitate that person more often, and mimicry can
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also excite connectedness: humans who imitate each other more understand
each other better, and their emotions become more attuned to one another
(Stel 2010). Mimicry has a neurological basis in mirror neurons, neurons
which light up when an animal performs a movement or sees someone else
perform the same movement (Van Baaren 2004). Neuroscientists argue
that these neurons – which are also found in other primates, and similar
neurological structures are found in birds – help humans to understand the
actions and intentions of others and are at the basis of empathy. The human
ability to imitate is also said to be the basis of our form of language use and
learning.33
As the examples above show, mimicry also plays a role in the
interaction – including learning processes – between parrots and humans.
Burger describes how Tiko waves goodbye by using his foot in the same
way that humans use their hands or pretends to put on his coat when she
leaves. Parrots may also nod or shake their heads at the right moment in
a conversation. Mimicry in parrots can have different functions. It can
be a form of self-defence, or may be used in hunting. When it is used
in a close relationship with another parrot or a human it might have the
same function as between humans: to express the connection that is felt or
to deepen the relationship.34 Because humans and other animals learn to
understand the actions and intentions of others through mimicry, because
it is the starting point of empathy, and because it is how we learn, and
learn to use language, mimicry involves more than just imitating others.
It can lead to and express mutual attunement (see Kamphof 2017 for an
example of this in chicken-human relations). Parrots who repeat words
should not therefore be seen as mindless imitators of humans, but rather
as individuals who respond to their surroundings, which is a starting point
for dialogue.
33 Sometimes non-human animals imitate human speech on their own initiative.
For example, Beluga whale Noc, who worked for the US army, copied human
chatter (Meijer 2016). Elephants can use their trunk to manipulate the sounds
they make, which enables them to pronounce human words. The Asian elephant
called Batyr started speaking in this manner in a zoo in Kazakhstan, where he was
held captive for the whole of his life without other members of his species (ibid.).
Scientists think that these animals use human language to connect with humans
because they have no possibility of interacting with individuals of their own species.
While this shows us that these animals are creative social beings (and very lonely),
it again does not tell us much about the language skills of whales and elephants.
Both elephants and whales have rich and complex languages which humans are
only now beginning to decipher.
34 This is why humans and dogs start to look alike after sharing their lives for a
certain time – mutual mimicry in facial expression and posture.
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2.3 Alarm calls: from communication to language
Another set of non-human animal language games long thought to concern
simple mechanistic reactions is alarm calls. In alarm calls, the relation
between meaning and use is clear and tight, but they often contain more
information than a simple calling out of danger. Prairie dogs, a species of
ground squirrel, live in tunnels under the ground and do not leave their
‘village’, which makes it easy for predators to find and attack them; all they
have to do is wait near the entrance of a tunnel and sooner or later a prairie
dog will show up to forage. The prairie dogs have therefore developed a
complex warning system (Slobodchikoff 2009, 2012). Prairie dogs use
different sounds to describe different predators.35 In their calls they say
whether the predator is coming from the sky or land; this is important
because it requires a different type of response. They do not, however, stop
there, describing the intruder in detail. When a human approaches they
describe their species, height, colour, and the things they might be carrying
(such as umbrellas or guns). When dogs approach, they mention their form
and colour, and may add the speed at which the dog is approaching. Their
calls change meaning when the order of elements in a sentence changes,
which can be compared to grammar in human sentences. They use verbs,
nouns, and adverbs, which they can combine to make new expressions for
unknown predators. In addition to alarm calls, they have a form of social
chatter that we do not yet know much about, and some species do the
jump-yip – a kind of wave that involves throwing their hands up in the air
and doing a little backward jump while yelling ‘yip’, which it is thought is
probably an expression of joy and enthusiasm; they do this when predators
such as snakes leave their territory.
Alarm calls are one of the most studied groups of animal vocalisations.
There is much variation between species, both in the types of expressions
and in the complexity of the calls. Chickadees use the ‘chickadee’ sound to
describe predators, and multiply the ‘dee’ as the danger increases. Chickens
use different alarm calls for different intruders, describing whether they
come from the sky or the ground (Manser 2001). Vervet monkeys also use
different alarm calls for different predators. Research has shown they do
not react blindly to the alarm calls of others. When a caller proves to be
unreliable – for example, because the caller in question is in fact a recording
played back by researchers who want to test responses to different predators
– the vervet monkeys stop responding. This demonstrates that they can
judge the meaning of the call (Seyfarth et al. 1990). Many species also
understand and imitate the alarm calls of other species. Campbell’s monkey
35 Their calls sound like birdcalls, and many of them sound like a dog barking,
which is why they are called prairie dogs.
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alarm calls have syntax; the elements hang together as do the words in a
sentence (Klaus 2002). Diana guenon alarm calls do not have this, but they
do understand the meaning of the Campbell’s monkey calls (Zuberbühler
2002). Campbell’s monkeys also use different sounds resembling words in
different areas of the world (Zuberbühler 2001). I have already discussed
the ability of parrots to imitate others, for example, to scare them away and
steal their food. Fork-tailed drongos also use mimicry and can imitate the
alarm calls of fifty other species. They use this skill to warn other animals
and to steal their food (Flower 2011).
Alarm calls are often accompanied by, or consist solely of, visual
signals, such as facial expressions, body movements and gestures. Smell also
plays an important role in the alarm calls of many species. As well as sounds,
snails use smells in their slime when they are in danger (Hickman and
Stevens 2007). African bees use scents to alarm others and to summon the
whole swarm for an attack (Slobodchikoff 2012). They can and sometimes
do kill humans in this way when they feel threatened. Research into the
role of pheromones and smell in animal communication is still in its early
stages. We do know that some smells used as alarm calls consist of different
elements, and that the combination of smells, as well as the ratio, provides
meaning. Californian thrips, for example, use different alarm pheromones
for different threats (De Bruijn 2015). Thrips larvae produce a pheromone
which consists of two ingredients: decyl acetate and dodecyl acetate. When
the danger intensifies, the quantity and ratio of pheromones produced
changes. Larvae who receive the signal change their behaviour accordingly,
so meaning is transferred adequately.
Alarm calls were long thought to be simple instinctive responses
to danger, a pre-scripted form of communication, wired into the genetic
makeup of an animal. This refers back to a view of non-human animals
who act solely on instinct (see 1.2 and the previous section) and who are
not capable of responding intelligently. As ethological research in which
other animals are studied in their own habitats progresses, along with
technological developments,36 it has been found that in many species like
the prairie dogs alarm calls are actually very complex. They should be seen
as expressions of an individual animal’s intelligence rather than as simple
mechanistic reactions: as language, rather than as communication. A single
call from a prairie dog shares a large amount of information with others
in a much more precise and efficient way than a human scream or word.
The language of the prairie dog seems to have a similar structure to human
36 Sonograms are used for studying and understanding non-human animal
languages; without computers we would not have been able to hear and understand
the complexities of prairie dog languages, or bat or whale languages, because we are
often simply unable to hear them.
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language, including grammar (Slobodchikoff 2009); it might also have
functions we cannot yet understand because we do not recognise or perceive
them. We cannot hear the complexities in their calls – to us they all sound
more or less the same – so it is logical that humans formerly perceived their
language as simple calls. We are only now beginning to find out what they
are saying thanks to the use of technology. This example shows us that there
is more to animal calls than we think, and that it is important to move
beyond a view of animals as acting solely on instinct and only using signals
with a fixed meaning when we study alarm calls and animal languages more
generally.
Viewing alarm calls as a set of language games in which non-human
animals create meaning in ways that are sometimes similar to humans, and
sometimes very different, provides us with a new way of studying their
languages. This begins with recognising them as subjects, rather than as
objects who simply follow their instincts (see also 3.2 and 3.3). Studying
their languages is closely interconnected with studying their social relations,
and in order to map and interpret these language games, we also need to
study the practices and relations in which they gain meaning. Understanding
the context helps us to understand the meaning of signals while getting a
better grasp on the structures of non-human animal languages, for example,
the grammar in prairie dog alarm calls can help us to better interpret their
behaviour: both are needed to gain an insight into their languages. In the
next two sections, I explore these two dimensions further. I first concentrate
on studying the structures of non-human animal languages, using the
concept of ‘grammar’ as a guideline. I then turn to explicating non-human
animal agency in the use of language, and the relevance of studying practices,
through exploring the relevance of a performative approach to language for
studying non-human animal identity and language.
2.4 Grammar
The structures, or grammars, of many animal languages have not been
studied in detail. This relates back to the fact that while animal languages are
studied in biology and ethology, in most of these studies human language
is taken as the blueprint for what language – as opposed to communication
– is (see Slobodchikoff 2012), which precludes many non-human animal
expressions. The fact that other animals do not use human language cannot,
however, lead us to conclude that they do not have language; if we do not
understand their expressions we cannot conclude that they are not complex
or meaningful – different does not automatically equal less. Even if we
cannot use human language as a blueprint for what language is, concepts
used in studying human language can function as tools for understanding
the languages of other animals, even those very different from us.
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An example of this can be found in research into the language of
Caribbean reef squid (Moynihan 1985). Caribbean reef squid speak with
their skin. Pigment cells in their skin called chromatophores are attached
to muscles that can be contracted or relaxed. This either exposes the
pigment or makes it invisible, which allows the squid to change the colour
patterns on their skin very rapidly. In doing so they create complex visual
patterns ranging from white to camouflage, which send sophisticated
signals to other squid. Males, for example, use specific colour patterns to
attract females, who in turn use other patterns to respond. When there
are other males around, the male can use half of his body to signal to
the female, and the other half to signal to his opponent. Many different
patterns are possible, and they can change in the blink of an eye. Because
of the subtlety and speed of the changes, most of the patterns have not yet
been deciphered. In addition to the colour patterns, squids also use body
postures to create meaning. Biologist Moynihan (1985) argues that the
visual patterns, together with the postures, constitute a proper language,
with nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. Nouns and verbs are most
important; they are, for example, used to establish whether the other wants
to mate. Adjectives and adverbs are then used to describe the intensity
of the desire to mate. Because of the difficulty in understanding all the
elements of this visual language, the precise rules of this grammar are
still unknown, but the broad meaning can be grasped from the context.37
Studying these expressions as a language with a grammar helps us to get a
better grasp of how they function; seeing their grammar as grammar can
also help us to get a richer view of what grammar can entail.
Another example is bird song. The songs and calls of many species
of birds have been studied extensively, and it was long assumed that the
most important functions of song were to attract females and to defend
territory. Recent research focusing on grammar shows that bird languages
are far more complex than was supposed, both with regard to the content
of messages and their structure (Slobodchikoff 2012). Many aspects once
thought to be unique features of human language have also been found in
bird languages. Humans can, for example, produce new sounds that have
meaning for speakers of the same language because they follow certain
syntactic rules. A recursive, hierarchical embedding, needed for new
utterances to make sense, requires a context-free grammar. Recursion has
been found in the language of many birds (and other non-human animal
species, such as elephants) amongst whom chickadees (Kerschenbaum et al.
2014). Chickadee language consists of a variety of different sounds that can
be combined creatively. Single units are combined, like words, into patterns
37 Montaigne (1958) had already discussed the complex forms of communication
in squid, relating expressions to context.
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and sentences, of which the combinations become more complex as the
intensity of the communication increases (Slobodchikoff 2012). For the
Carolina chickadee, the meaning of sentences changes when the order of
the elements changes (Kerschenbaum et al. 2014). Starlings have recently
been found to classify sentences from embedded, context-free grammar
(Gentner 2006). The syntax of the black-chinned hummingbird also has an
open system similar to that of starlings and humans (Slobodchikoff 2012).
Grammar is currently also studied in the languages of other
animals. The songs of humpback whales (Suzuki et al. 2006), which sound
improvised and chaotic to the human ear, are formed like sentences,
consisting of smaller units which are combined to form songs containing
up to 400 elements. Mexican free-tailed bats are currently seen as the
species of non-human mammals who have the most complex forms of
vocal communication (Gillam and Brock Fenton 2016). Because most of
their vocalisations are beyond the range of the human ear, humans long
thought their vocal communication was limited. New technologies show
that their songs are complex both in content – they discuss everything
from territory to social status, love, raising children and other social
affairs – and in structure, with fixed elements combined using grammar.
They are creative as well; males each develop their own songs to sing to
females. Technology helps us perceive and interpret the complexities of
the languages of other species. Dolphin researcher Denise Herzing has
studied dolphin languages for decades, and uses technologically advanced
equipment to translate their language into human language, and vice versa.
She first managed to communicate a word in this manner – sargassum, a
type of seaweed – in 2013, and emphasises the importance of studying
behaviour in parallel with language (Herzing 2016). Elephants use lowpitched sounds to communicate over long distances, and these infrasounds
give them a private communication system that plays an important role in
their complex social life. Researchers from the Elephant Listening Project
use recordings to decipher their languages, and have found that they
communicate not only information, but also emotions and intentions.
They have different words for categories (such as groups of humans, and
bees) and for individuals, in which they also express family relations
(Elephant listening project 2017).
The use of recordings and technology can help to categorise animal
vocalisations and map the structure of their languages, but, as has been
explained, to only study structures is not enough if we want to understand
what they mean. Lizards have four ways to express themselves: by their
posture, the number of legs they have on the ground, nodding their head,
and displaying or inflating their chin. This may seem fairly simple, but
there are 6,864 possible combinations, of which 172 are frequently used
(Slobodchikoff 2012). We can map these movements, but to grasp what
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they mean we need to study the grammar of the wider context in which
they are used, including how these expressions stem from and shape social
relations. In linguistics, grammar is usually regarded as the set of rules that
governs the composition of words, phrases and clauses in a natural language.
It also refers to the study of these rules. Wittgenstein (1958) reminds us
of the relevance of the wider network of rules, linked to social practices,
that determines whether or not use of language is meaningful. Meaning
does not simply spring from technical instructions for the use of words and
sentences: it is always also tied to a given context.
In studying non-human animal language games, we should therefore
focus on their structure and on context. In both of these aspects we must also
avoid taking human language as the blueprint for what qualifies as proper
language, and investigate how non-human animals create meaning. In the
next section I discuss these questions further. I begin with an analysis of the
mirror test, a test invented to study non-human animal self-consciousness.
Using human self-consciousness as a starting point for studying non-human
animal self-consciousness obscures many of the ways in which non-human
animals express and constitute their identities. Studying the language games
in which they express and constitute identity can function as an alternative
starting point. Language research often neglects to take into account the
power relations involved in constituting what counts as language, and fails
to acknowledge non-human animal agency in using language. A focus on
the performative aspects of their languages can remedy this, and offer new
starting points for study.
2.5 Challenging anthropocentrism with a performative approach to
language and identity
Because non-human animals do not usually use human language, humans
often think that they cannot be understood in the same way that we
understand other humans (see 3.3 for a longer discussion about scepticism
and non-human animal minds), which not only influences how humans
study non-human languages, but also affects how studies of non-human
self-consciousness are configured. An example of this is the mirror test, a
test designed to study self-awareness in other animals. In this test a marker
is placed on the subject’s body at a place where they cannot see it without a
mirror. To pass the test, the subject has to understand that it is themself that
they are seeing in the mirror, locate the marker and remove it. While many
non-human animals (examples include pigs, dolphins, magpies and ants)
have passed this test, many other non-human animals, as well as human
children from non-Western cultures, have not.
There are two important reasons for this. First, certain species
of animal do not use vision in this way, either because their sight is not
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that good and they primarily navigate by scent or sound, or because they
do not care about visual cues. Second, some non-human animals have a
problem with making eye contact and will therefore avoid looking into a
mirror. Elephants, for example, fall into the first category – they are not
so interested in removing objects sticking to their skin because they are
not groomers, and may use mud and other materials either to protect their
skin or to keep it clean (Reiss and Plotnik 2006). Dogs also fall into the
first category: they do not use their eyes in the same way as humans and
navigate primarily by smell. Marc Bekoff (2006) used their sense of smell
to develop a variation on the mirror test, the so-called ‘yellow snow test’.
For this test, he collected snow that his dog companion Jero had urinated
on to see whether Jero would respond differently to his own smell and
the smells of others, which was indeed the case. Earlier research proved
that male dogs will sniff the urine of other males for longer than their
own, and the urine of intact females for longer than that of other females.
Gorillas fall into the second category: they have a problem with looking
into the mirror. They fail the test because making eye contact is seen as
impolite, or even as a sign of aggression, in their culture. They are also
easily embarrassed (Nicholson and Gould 1995). In this context it is also
relevant to note that there are profound cross-cultural differences with
regard to human children who take this test. The majority of American and
Canadian children who are 36-55 months old demonstrate self-oriented
behaviours towards the mark, whereas children from rural locations in
countries such as Fiji and Peru do so in far fewer numbers, and Kenyan
children display a complete absence of those behaviours, although it
is assumed that they have the same level of self-awareness as Western
children (Broesch et al. 2010).
These examples show that this way of studying self-awareness is
grounded in the image of the human individual, and of human identity,
that is specific to Western human cultures. Non-human animal selfunderstanding can differ from human self-understanding with regard to
perception, cognition, culture and language, and, as is the case with humans,
it may also differ between individuals and communities. While some animal
species might indeed lack an understanding of a sense of self, most social
animals have complex systems of expressing and understanding identity,
both of themselves and others, as the following examples show. Dolphins
and parrots have names with which they introduce themselves, and to
which they respond (King and Janik 2013). Squirrel monkeys use a specific
‘chuck’ sound for each individual (Slobodchickoff 2012). Bats have names
they use to call others in the dark, which is particularly useful when flying
in large groups (ibid.), and they like to gossip and argue (Prat et al. 2016).
Chickens who live with humans give them names (Davis 2012). Identity
is of course not just expressed vocally, it can also, for example, be expressed
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by using scents. Hyenas live in fluid social groups in which the females
are dominant. In order to communicate, they use smell signals from their
anal glands, forming up to 252 different combinations of smells which
form an individual profile that can change over time. Other members of
the group may overwrite smells, which allows visitors to get an idea of
both individuals in the area (concerning gender, age, rank, and so on) and
group compositions ( Johnston 2008). Dogs and wolves also communicate
by leaving scent markers from their anal glands, and in urine and faeces
(Bekoff 2002).
We can read these acts as language games that can shed light on
how non-human animals of different species express and constitute selfunderstanding and social relations, and in which non-human animals can
exercise agency in different ways. Time is an important factor in creating
meaning,38 at the individual level, but more especially at the level of
communities. For many non-human animals, cultural traditions and rituals
play a role in constituting and expressing individual and group identities.
Wolves express their identity by singing, giving others information with
both the harmonies and frequencies they use. They sing longer and louder
to wolves with whom they are connected, and use different sounds in
different parts of the world (Palacios et al. 2007). Coyotes sing as well, to
members of their own and other groups (Mitchell et al. 2006). In some
species of whale, all individuals have their own song, which changes
slightly from year to year (MacDonald et al. 2006). In other species, all
males in a group sing the same song during the mating season; sometimes
other groups will take over an especially popular song, which then becomes
a whale ‘hit’ (ibid.). Parrots live in groups consisting of twenty to three
hundred individuals, all of whom speak their own dialect. Some parrots
speak the dialects of multiple groups (Wright and Wilkinson 2001).
Great tits have dialects, and transmit social codes culturally, sometimes
over several generations and for long periods of time (Aplin 2015, see also
Jenkins 1978 on song transmission, see also Sherry and Galef 1984 on
opening milk bottles). Cities change the songs of birds (Slabbekoorn en
de Boer-Visser 2006). Bowerbirds perform rituals and use art in order to
attract females, constructing bowers which create optical illusions (Kelley
and Endler 2012).
In order to grasp the full meaning of these expressions, which can
provide us with information about non-human animal subjectivity and
38 Contrary to popular belief, other animals do remember past experiences, think
about the future, and experience time. For example, research has shown that ravens
and crows have good memories and discuss the future (Heinrich 1999), that nonhuman primates have episodic memory and a narrative sense of self (Beran et al.
2016), and that dogs can smell time (Horowitz 2016).
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their cultures, we need to look beyond a human image of self-consciousness,
understanding and language, and beyond a view of animal minds as black
boxes that are somehow closed off from us because they do not use human
language. We need to take into account the many physical and cultural
differences in and between animal species, as well as non-human animal
agency in creating meaning. In order to further conceptualise the social
and dynamic dimensions of these processes, it is useful to shift the focus
from studying the systems of signs to studying what linguistic acts bring
about (Ricoeur 1976:29). Investigating what non-human animal linguistic
acts bring about and how they constitute world and meaning, i.e. the
performative aspects of their languages, can give us a new perspective on
their agency in using language and further clarify the relation between
shaping social relations and constituting a sense of self.
Power relations and agency: developing a performative view of non-human
animal languages
In the first sections of this chapter, I discussed the connection between
viewing language as exclusively human and an image of language as
referring to a universal and unambiguous truth. We can further clarify
this understanding of language by turning to the work of Ferdinand de
Saussure, which has been influential in the study of language. 39 De Saussure
distinguished between the structure of language, langue, and its concrete
expressions, parole. In his view, in studying language we should focus on the
former, because parole is always changing and dependent on langue. This
focus on structure has strongly influenced human and non-human animal
language research (Slobodchikoff 2012). While a focus on structure is
important in the case of non-human animal languages, because it provides
us with a clear objective in studying language and enables us to map and
compare different languages, it also narrows the scope of linguistics, because
it excludes social, political, and historical influences (see Pennycook 2004
for an analysis, see 3.2 for an alternative in the work of Merleau-Ponty). As
we have seen above, what we view as proper language and who humans see
as capable of using language are not universal or neutral, but connected to
cultural practices in which power relations play a role. Seeing the structure
of language as a real object to be discovered and studying it in that way
risks obscuring these power relations that influence how we study and
view languages, as well as the role of individual agency in shaping language
(Pennycook 2004). In the case of non-human animal languages, we find
that the structure of human language has long been used as a blueprint by
39 Pennycook (2004) calls this a ‘liberal-linguistic’ view of language, because the
subject that it presumes is formed by the liberal tradition.
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which the structures of other languages have been measured. Attention for
the power relations involved in the construction of this image of language
can help to broaden our view of language.
In an interspecies context, exploring the performative dimensions
of non-human animal language games and interspecies language games can
help us avoid the anthropocentric tendencies inherent in pre-defining the
scope of proper languages (Pennycook 2004). It can also bring to light nonhuman animal agency in using language. Performativity in language refers to
a specific type of speech act, namely those acts that bring about something.
Performative acts always operate in power relations (Bourdieu 1991); bringing
about something implies having the power to do so. This power or agency,
however, is never ultimate. Judith Butler (1990) shows that performativity
also takes place inside language, and that we can never completely control
the outcome of our acts. In order to further explicate this she turns to the
work of Derrida (1986), who argued that all speech acts rely on citation,
which never allows for a fixed meaning. Their iterability creates meaning that
always somewhere escapes us; language is not a closed institution governed
by power relations. In this interplay between intentions and meanings that are
never completely fixed lies the possibility for change. Butler argues: ‘within
this system of power relations lies the logic of iterability that governs the
possibility of social transformation’ (1988:147).40 Butler rightly points to the
fact that when we speak and act we are always tied to the patterns in which
meaning is created, yet we also have the power to act and respond creatively,
in which we can bring about change. This ties in with Wittgenstein’s views
about the public character of language, as discussed above, and the idea that
language games are open-ended. When he argues that meaning springs from
the relation between world and language, Wittgenstein does not explicate
power relations, but power relations co-shape the practices in which language
and meaning are constituted. The idea that new language games are always
possible also refers to the relation between the possibilities hidden inside the
language we use and our agency in using language.
Through using language, we can change the borders of the discourse;
yet language always somehow escapes us and brings meanings into the
world that we cannot fully control. The relation between language and the
40 Butler’s (1991) work on the formation of gender challenges a fixed view of
identity and the self in a similar manner. She argues that we act our gender through
a series of performative acts that only make sense against the background of a
pre-given script. The performative acts constitute identity, they are productive,
but within a highly regulated given frame. This view of gender and identity aims
to bridge the tension between the freedom and agency of the individual and the
influence of social networks. It is designed against a liberal, atomistic image of the
subject on the one hand, and all-encompassing structures on the other; it aims to
acknowledge both power relations and agency.
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social is therefore never fixed. In the case of both human and non-human,
performativity in language is connected to the production of identity. We
form ourselves by speaking, in relation to others, and simultaneously, can
only express ourselves within the limits of our languages, broadly understood
(see also 3.2). This also works the other way around: language follows from
performative acts; languages are not pre-given entities that determine us
completely but are shaped in social practices (Pennycook 2004). Using
performativity as a lens for studying animal languages raises new questions
concerning how they perform their identities, how they act through
language, and how language acts through them. Instead of seeing animal
languages as given objects to be studied by humans in a human-scientific
manner, we should recognise that for animals the same ambiguities and
contingencies are at stake as in human languages, and that new non-human
animal and interspecies languages are possible (see Chapter 3, see 2.2).
Konrad Lorenz (1949) discusses an example of non-human animal
agency in inventing new interspecies language games, instigated by the
raven Roah. Roah was raised by Lorenz, and remained his companion in
later years. He often accompanied Lorenz on walks and when he went
skiing. When he was older, he became shy, and tried to avoid strangers
and places where he had encountered bad experiences. Whenever Lorenz
lingered in these spots, Roah would fly over his head and call to him. The
call-note he used was the call-note Lorenz used for Roah: his own name,
with human intonation. Roah only ever used this call for Lorenz, using
raven call-notes when he addressed raven companions. Lorenz argued that
he cannot have unconsciously trained the bird; for this he would have had to
come up to Roah at the moment when he was calling Lorenz’s name and at
the same time wanting his company, something which would need to have
happened on multiple occasions to create a connection. So, Lorenz argues,
Roah must have possessed the insight that ‘Roah’ was Lorenz’s call-note. In
this simple example, Roah shows how animals can subvert the script, with
regard to identity and to language. There is very little research on raven
language – it is so complex that biologists and linguists do not know where
to start – but experts assume that their language resembles human language
in terms of complexity (Heinrich 1999). Lorenz understood Roah because
he spoke to him using a human word, in the same way that Pepperberg
came to understand Alex. If non-human animals have this capacity in a
foreign language, it does not seem far-fetched to assume that they also have
it when using their own language.
2.6 Meta-communication: play and greeting
The example of Roah, as well as the other studies described above, shows
that non-human animals use language to express and shape social relations.
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In a similar way to humans, non-human animals can also communicate
about communication: they are capable of meta-communication, which
plays a major role in developing relations with others. We find metacommunication in different language games – humour between humans
is one. In this section I will discuss two non-human animal or interspecies
language games in which we find meta-communication, play and greeting,
in order to shed further light on the connection between using language
and constituting social rules, and to show that non-human animal language
games that do not involve human language can still be complex and enable
non-human animals to discuss situations that transcend the here and now.
These examples shed light on the relations between language and world,
which I discuss in more detail in the next chapter.
Play behaviour is found in many species, not only in placental
mammals, but also in marsupials, birds, reptiles and fish. Play-like behaviour
has furthermore been found in different invertebrates, such as crustaceans,
cephalopods and insects, including ants, bees and cockroaches (Burghardt
2005). In play, non-human animals use behaviours and movements that
usually form part of other social situations, such as fights, flights, attacks
and sexual advances. Animals of many species use special play behaviours
to indicate that they want to play. Dogs, wolves and coyotes, for example,
use the play bow as an invitation to play; they also use it during play, for
example, in order to make amends when something rough or unintended
happens. The meaning of the bow might be ‘I want to play’ or ‘sorry about
that, I still want to play’. During play, dogs often change roles; dominant
dogs adopt submissive postures and vice versa, and stronger dogs sometimes
self-handicap to make play possible. In dog play, however, certain social
conventions remain intact (Smuts 2006); for example, dominant dogs will
never lick the mouth of a subordinate dog.41
Play can be a form of competition and a form of cooperation.
Dogs need to play to learn social rules, but it is more than a learning
mechanism; dogs are creative in play, they express themselves and enjoy
themselves. Furthermore, as we have seen, dogs in play communicate about
communication. When the play gets rough and they accidently hurt one
another, they use the play bow and other play behaviours to explain that
they mean no harm; that it was just in fun. They also use play gestures when
the preferred partner responds in a serious way to acts that were meant as
play. Dogs also communicate about the future in play: they negotiate social
hierarchies, can work out tensions and conflicts in a safe way, and form
friendships (Bekoff 2002, Smuts 2006). This meta-communication enables
them to learn about their own strength and the strength of others in the
41 Howard (1952, 1956) has observed similar phenomena in the play behaviour of
great tits.
68

group, allowing the strengthening or clarification of social bonds.
In play, animals of different kinds can use expressions in new and
different ways and create new meaning. Massumi (2014) argues that the
reflexivity that is needed for this meta-communication to work, or the space
between one meaning and another, creates the conditions for the emergence
of language, which he sees as the highest or most developed form of animal
expression. According to Massumi, many non-human animals use creativity
in play, but only humans use language. Both the relation he sees between play
and language and his idea of language as human language are problematic.
Play can mean many different things for animals of different species, and
the relation between play and language is not simply hierarchical. Play and
human words can be connected in many ways, depending on the context
and the actors involved; play can take place inside human language, as when
making a joke, and human words can play a role in interspecies play, as
when a dog is asked to fetch a ball. Non-human animal expressions can
have a similar relation with play, and, like humans, non-human animals
have their own complex forms of creating meaning through play, in which
these different expressions, ranging from eye contact to movements, can
play a role. As we have seen, equating language with human language is
problematic, and it obscures non-human animal agency with regard to
using language. Instead of viewing play and language as separate realms, it
is better to understand ‘play’ as a set of language games in which different
human and non-human expressions play a role. Viewing play as a set of
language games that enable human and non-human animals to discuss
social issues helps us to a better understanding of how other animals shape
relations among each other and with humans, and it also helps us to see how
they shape their own futures.
Another example of a set of language games that involves
meta-communication, and which can involve human, non-human, or
interspecies interactions, is greeting. Certain non-human animals use metacommunication in greeting rituals to discuss the future. The greeting rituals
of male baboons illustrate how this works. These rituals serve as a means
to establish and learn about social hierarchy (Smuts 2002). Male baboons
often fight, and because their teeth are sharp they get hurt easily. They
do not have many friendly encounters such as playing or grooming, their
only friendly approach to each other is in greeting, and they often greet
each other. When a male approaches another male, the other will usually
either avoid or threaten him. When the approach is accompanied by lipsmacking, the ‘come hither’ face and an exaggerated gait, it is understood
as an invitation to greet and answered by the making of eye contact (which
is threatening under other circumstances), lip-smacking and making the
come hither face in return. This is then followed by a series of gestures that
usually involve one male presenting his hindquarters and allowing the other
69

to mount him, grasp his hips, and/or touch or mouth his genitals. The pair
sometimes nuzzle or embrace, and in rare circumstances may play briefly.
Their roles are mostly asymmetrical, and the greeting ritual only lasts for a
few seconds.
Smuts (2002) argues that patterns of greeting tend to reflect
coalitional behaviour: young males do not greet often, nor do they form
coalitions; older males, who engage in longer, calm greeting sessions
most often form coalitions. Considering the sharpness of baboon teeth,
allowing someone else to put one’s genitals in their mouth poses a risk, so it
demonstrates a willingness to cooperate. Play and greeting behaviours both
involve meta-communication, behavioural asymmetries are temporarily
suspended in both and the future is discussed. The distinctive approach that
announces a greeting functions as meta-communication, which works in a
similar way in play behaviour; a baboon tells another baboon that he wants
to greet rather than fight, which minimises the chance of aggression. As in
play, the safety of the greeting environment allows baboons to learn about
the intentions of others and negotiate the future without having to fight.
Greetings might change over time, as the baboons get to know the other, or
when their position in the hierarchy changes. Play is connected to learning
about and negotiating social rules, and is also connected to morality; to
learning about right and wrong in one’s community (Bekoff and Pierce
2009). Understanding, expressing, and forming rules may take different
forms in different communities; for many animals play is a way of learning
about boundaries, and responding to them.
2.7 From thinking about to thinking with other animals
This brief investigation into the language games of mimicry, alarm calls,
identity, grammar, and meta-communication shows us that there is great
variety in the ways that other animals express themselves, make sense
of the world around them, and connect to others. A performative and
relational approach to their acts and interactions helps us see their agency
in shaping language and challenges stereotypes about their behaviour as
instinctual. In order to grasp the full meaning of their acts, we need to study
both the structures of their languages and the broader context in which
these gain meaning. This can also help us to further define ‘language’ in
an interspecies context. To further develop a non-anthropocentric view of
language, however, it is not enough to simply study other animal languages.
While existing concepts, such as mimicry and grammar, can function as
tools in understanding other animals and working towards better relations,
they should rather be seen as starting points, not end points, when it comes
to thinking with other animals. In this chapter, the focus has mostly been
on the scientific study of animal languages, which is itself a specific set
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of language games. In these language games non-human animals often do
not have access to how experiments are set up, even though they clearly
exercise agency. However, humans and other animals also live together, and
form common worlds in which language often plays a formative role. In
the next chapter I turn to investigating these relations further by focusing
on the relation between language and world and the building of common
interspecies worlds.
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Chapter 3
Speaking with animals: from animal languages to interspecies worlds
In 1904, when he was four years old, Hans could solve multiplication and
division problems and extract square roots (Allen and Bekoff 1999:26,
Despret 2004). He could spell words and detect intervals in music, and he
could discriminate tones and colours. Hans, who was a horse, answered the
questions that humans asked him by tapping his right fore-hoof on the
ground. Local newspaper articles about Hans and his human, Wilhelm von
Osten, drew many humans to the courtyard where he exhibited his talents.
Some of them were convinced he was a genius, others thought that he, or
rather his human, was a fraud. Von Osten was insulted by the suggestions
of fraud, and formed a commission consisting of a veterinarian, a circus
manager, a cavalry officer, several schoolteachers, and the director of the
Berlin zoological gardens, to investigate the case. It turned out that Hans
could also answer questions correctly in the absence of Von Osten, and
psychologist Oskar Pfungst was enrolled to solve the mystery. Pfungst soon
found that although he could not detect any, Hans was picking up signs,
because when the human who asked the question did not know the answer,
Hans was also unable to answer. Pfungst continued his investigations,
and finally discovered that, without being aware of it, the humans who
questioned Hans nodded slightly when he tapped the right number, which
allowed Hans to give the correct answer.
Hans was clearly an intelligent horse, but his intelligence lay on a
level other than the one investigated: Hans had learned to read movements
in the skin and muscle of humans, which enabled him to give the rights
answers. He also trained the humans he worked with (Despret 2004).
By responding to some cues and not to others, he taught humans how to
communicate with him. Vinciane Despret (2004) describes this process as
a mutual attunement; human and horse learn to read each other through
‘body language’, some of which is intentional and some of which is not. For
Despret, the phenomenon of attunement is a positive research method which
can allow scientists to collect data beyond the animal as object of research,
seeing and showing the non-human animal in question as subject. Close
interaction with other animals thus ‘produces a type of insight which is not
reducible to the classic canons of scientific knowledge-production’ (Candea
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201342). The scientists who investigated Hans did not share her opinion,
and while the public still came in large numbers to watch Hans perform his
tricks, scientists in fields such as cognitive and social psychology developed
experiments that were double-blind, meaning that neither the experimenter
nor the subject knew the condition of the subject or the predicted responses.
In Birds as Individuals (1952) and Living with Birds (1956), amateur
bird scientist Len Howard argues against behaviourism, the predominant way
of studying birds in her time, both in method and as a theoretical starting
point. Howard believed that experiments in laboratories could never give us a
real insight into bird behaviour, because captivity made them nervous. She also
argued against a mechanistic view of birds, and instead saw them as conscious
and intelligent individuals. In order to study their behaviour in a more natural
setting, Howard opened her cottage in Sussex – she literally left the windows
open – to the birds who lived in the area. She fed them and made nesting places
for them in and around the house. Great tits, robins, sparrows, blackbirds,
thrushes, finches and birds of many other species soon learned not to be afraid
of her, and began to use the house as they pleased. This allowed Howard to
get to know them intimately. In her work, she writes about the relations they
had with one another and with her, their behaviours and personalities, which
she often wrote down in the form of their biographies. Trained as a musician,
she also studied and wrote down their songs. The communication between
Howard and the birds was extensive, and included gestures, eye contact, tone of
voice, bird songs and calls, but also human words; the birds usually understood
what Howard meant intuitively and otherwise learned fast.
With one of the birds, a female great tit named Star, Howard began
an experiment reminiscent of the story of Clever Hans. One morning,
instead of giving Star her daily nut, Howard told her to tap for it. Star
immediately understood what was required of her and rapped out two taps
on the wooden frame of a screen with her beak, copying Howard’s tempo.
Howard first taught Star to tap numbers in response to her own taps, and
then used spoken numbers. Star learned to count to eight in this manner.
Howard could not tap fast enough to get to nine. Star sometimes refused
the lessons, holding her head up high, and at other times explicitly asked for
them by turning her beak towards the wood, or instigated them herself by
tapping. Because of her mathematical insight, and because she understood
so well what Howard wanted from her, Howard called her an avian genius.
42 In his anthropological research, Candea (2013) describes a similar process
of ethologists researching meerkats in the Kalahari desert. The meerkats train
the humans observing them as much as vice versa. Candea argues that instead
of avoiding contact with animals and regarding them as objects, scientists can
embrace and explore the possibilities of seeing the animals as subjects with their
own perspective on the matter.
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In the experiment with Hans, Von Osten was investigating human
intelligence in a horse, which limited Hans’ options to respond. Even if,
following Despret (2004), we understand that Hans was intelligent and
that attunement makes the production of knowledge possible, Hans’
options for exercising agency were limited. He could not, for example,
leave the experiment. Howard was interested in bird intelligence, and
shows that it is not necessary to raise other animals or hold them captive
in order to gain their trust,43 build a relationship, and conduct a counting
experiment.44 Howard describes how two animals of different species
connect, get to know each other, and derive joy from a specific kind of
communication in the form of a working relationship (see also Hearne
1995), whereas the story of Von Osten and Hans primarily seems to be
one of use – or even exploitation. As far as we can tell from their life
stories, Howard was genuinely moved by and interested in the birds she
shared her house and life with, and vice versa. Star was free to come and
go as she pleased; both she and Howard initiated the contact. In her
house and garden, Howard let the birds co-shape the terms of interaction.
She repeatedly mentions that the birds were quite demanding in terms
of attention, food, and interior decoration. She was willing to expand
her human world to incorporate their forms of creating meaning, and
actively searched for ways to build new common worlds with them using
human and bird languages. For her personally this meant retreating from
the human world; because the birds were scared of other humans, these
had to be kept out of the garden and house as much as possible. The
birds and Howard created a new community by interacting, and over time.
Generations of wild birds taught their children not to be afraid of Howard,
so perhaps this can be seen as the beginning of a new interspecies culture.
Language played an important role in this process, and in the next section
I further explore the relation between language and building a world with
others in interspecies relations.
43 In contrast to her contemporary, ethologist Konrad Lorenz. Like Howard,
Lorenz believed in living with animals and getting to know them intimately as
a basis for studying them, however, he held many of them in captivity, and often
hand-raised young birds he had stolen from their parents. This is problematic from
an ethical perspective, and, as Howard shows, not necessary for studying them.
44 A sceptical reader might ask whether Howard perhaps gave Star some sign that
made her stop tapping at the right moment. Howard describes Star’s tapping as
really fast, which is why they never get to the number nine, so it could very well
be that Star really understood what she was asked (later research has shown that
birds can count). However, even though the experiment could possibly be improved
upon, the important thing Howard shows us is that it is possible to study birds in
this manner, and on a voluntary basis.
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3.1 Learning to read the darkness: on the relation between language and
world
Teaching a dog to retrieve may seem like a simple process, guided by human
superiority and dog treats. In How to fetch, dog trainer and philosopher Vicki
Hearne (1986) shows that there is more to it than that. Hearne describes
how she taught pointer Salty to fetch a dumbbell, which she conceptualises
as teaching her the language game ‘to fetch’. According to Hearne, teaching
a dog the meaning of a word clarifies the interaction between dog and
human, both on the side of the dog and on the side of the human, and lays
the foundation for further interaction. The precise meaning of retrieval is not
given beforehand, but comes into being when both individuals interact, and
the outcome will differ between individuals depending on their characters
and personalities. The learning process asks something of both sides: the
dog has to be willing to learn, but so does the human. In order to teach
a dog something, one needs to be open to that particular dog, and this
means that there is also a chance of being changed by this individual (see
also Haraway 2008). There is not one formula that works for all dogs, and
Hearne argues that dog trainers, in contrast to behaviourists, recognise and
respond to the fact that dogs are complex and layered beings.
Hearne uses Wittgenstein’s concept of language games to
demonstrate how dogs and humans, who are phenomenologically very
different – a dog’s perception of the world is mostly olfactory, whereas
humans have a primarily ocular experience of the world – can come to an
understanding. Retrieving is a language game that describes a dog/human
activity: the human tells the dog to fetch an object, and the dog brings it. The
exact meaning of the word ‘fetch’ is also formed by Salty. When Salty learns
what it means to retrieve something, this enables her to express herself more
fully. For example, it gives her the opportunity to make jokes. Salty jokes by
fetching the garbage bin, or a car tyre instead of the dumbbell, or she does
fetch the dumbbell, but takes it to someone else. When she does this, her
body movements and facial expression are playful and joyful. Because Salty
has more options to express herself and to understand Hearne, and vice
versa, their relationship deepens, and their understanding, as well as their
common world, grows.45 Hearne expresses this as follows: ‘When we learn a
language game, we learn to read the darkness’ (1994:72).46
45 Of course developing a common language does not immediately lead to harmony
or complete understanding: possibilities for misunderstanding are inherent in all
forms of interaction, also between humans.
46 Hearne focuses on the interaction between humans and companion animals,
but a similar process, in which creating a language game contributes to developing
a common world, is found in Howard’s work with Star. Through teaching Star, a
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According to Hearne, the understanding thus established is not
just social, it is also moral. Teaching a dog to retrieve, sit or stay, creates
common language games, which lead to a larger common world in which
both the dog and the human have more options to express themselves to the
other. In order for this interaction to work, dog and human need to follow
and respect certain rules; the capacity for rule following is also increased
in establishing a greater understanding. In other words: a dog can only
learn a new language game in a world in which the concepts ‘right’ and
‘wrong’ make sense, and through learning new language games, this moral
understanding also grows. Hearne sees a clear hierarchy between the species
in this process: humans set the moral framework in which dogs take part and
obey. This does not do justice to dog agency. Bekoff and Pierce (2009) draw
on empirical research, especially on dog play and theory of mind in dogs to
argue that dogs do act morally, in which they emphasise that dog morality
is not the same as human morality, but tailored to interaction in dog, and
interspecies, communities. Dogs can think about, respond to, and anticipate
the mental states of others (see also Hare and Woods 2013, see also 2.5) and
Hearne is right in arguing that creating dog-human language games serves
as a starting point for interspecies moral understanding (see also Donaldson
and Kymlicka 2013a). Differences between the species are not an obstacle
to understanding, but rather allow for a different kind of being together,
which allows for animals of both species to express themselves more fully
and which can also be – for the human at least – a source of beauty.
In thinking about the relation between establishing common
language games and a common world, it is important to recognise that we
are always with others. For companion dogs, these others are usually dogs
and humans, and sometimes other companion animals. For some humans
this means mostly humans, while others also live with other animals. As we
have seen, according to Heidegger (1962), ‘Being-attuned’ to others (1962,
172) is a fundamental characteristic of our structure of being in the world.
We are not solitary beings who sometimes meet or engage with others, we
are always already with them and Mitsein is constitutive for our way of being
in the world. This ‘being with others’ is made explicit in discourse, of which
hearing and keeping silent – relevant in the interspecies context – are an
important part. Discourse – which is expressed in language and is language
– is equiprimordial with Mitsein, and constitutive for Dasein’s existence. In
other words: through language we not only express and understand ourselves
as beings in the world, we also express and create our relations with others.
As we saw in the first chapter, Heidegger regarded other animals as poorwild great tit, words and numbers, bird and human create a common framework,
which enables them to understand each other better, and which strengthens their
common world.
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in-world (1.1): as beings without language and consequently without the
opportunity to experience the world as such. This results not only in the
assumption that non-human animals cannot experience the world as world,
it also restricts Mitsein to humans (ibid.). However, like humans, other
animals are ‘thrown into’ a world that consists of meaning-giving structures
from the moment they are born. These structures are formed by language,
and other animals influence them by language (Iveson 2010, 2012), in
interaction with others.
Being with others does not only involve being with members of
the same species. Humans are already constantly with other animals and
vice versa. We share a world with them, and some of us share our lives with
them: this is part of what constitutes our sense of world and our perception
of ourselves. Relationships and language games will of course vary between
groups and individuals. Some non-human animals are very similar to humans
in the way in which they express and understand the world, whereas others
are very different. The examples of Howard and the birds and Hearne and
her dogs and horses show how individuals of different species can add new
layers of meaning to their repertoires through interaction, and can together
create new forms of language and understanding. The form of this language
and the manner of creating meaning are not predetermined, they follow
from the situated interaction and are shaped by the agency of the various
animals involved.
3.2 Speaking bodies
In creating common interspecies language games and common understanding
we need to take the different ways in which animals express themselves into
account. Hearne uses words, gestures, and body movements to teach Salty to
retrieve; Salty runs and moves, and uses gestures, sounds and eye contact to
reply. Howard and the birds communicate with song, human words, gestures,
movements, and other expressions. The body also plays a major role in human
language games (Wittgenstein 1978), but so-called ‘body language’ is often
thought of as a weaker or less precise form of communication. Locating
language in the mind refers back to Descartes’ mind-body dualism, and to
an idealised view of language (1.1, 2.1). As we saw in Chapters 1 and 2, the
image of language as located in the mind can be challenged in different ways,
and various philosophers (Derrida 2008, Heidegger 1962, Wittgenstein
1958, 1978) argued for a more situated idea of language, interconnected with
relations and social practices. Wittgenstein (1958, see Chapter 2) emphasises
that in language games, gestures, movements, ways of using one’s voice and
other expressions can be as important, or more important, than words.47
47 Montaigne (1958) holds a similar view, which he illustrates with how human
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In the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) we can find some
helpful motives for further exploring the embodied aspects of language in
an interspecies context. In developing his view of language, Merleau-Ponty
focuses strongly on the role of the body, on the basis of which he also sees an
ontological connection to other animals. While his approach is promising
for further conceptualising the embodied character of language, it also
seems to ultimately rely on a distinction between humans and other
animals that is often interpreted anthropocentrically. This works as
follows. According to Merleau-Ponty (1962), we are not thinking, but
speaking subjects. Expression completes thought, and makes it our own;
speech does not translate thought into words, but rather accomplishes it.
A thought is not a representation: speech and thought are interconnected.
Thoughts are not internal, and do not exist separately from the words we
use and the world in which they are used. Our bodies play an important
role in language because they form the shape of speech, and thus meaning:
words are part of the equipment of the body. Expression brings meaning
into existence, and words are so many ways of ‘singing of the world’
(2002:217). By locating meaning in the words themselves, MerleauPonty aims to refute both empiricism – according to which speech is
a mechanistic response – and intellectualism (or rationalism) in which
words are seen as empty containers for pre-formed thoughts. In contrast
to Saussure, who privileged langue over parole, Merleau-Ponty argues that
parole precedes langue; langue is constructed through the spoken form.
We perceive and understand others through our bodies, the reciprocity
of intentions creates sense in communication, ‘as if the other person’s
intentions inhabit my body and mine his’ (2002:215). Different languages
are tied up with different cultural expressions; thought and expression
are simultaneously constituted, building on a specific culture, in an
existing linguistic world. Understanding does not mean understanding
or translating a representation, but rather dealing with a speaking subject
who has a certain style of being, and with the world to which they direct
their aim. In language, we take up a position in the world of meanings where
the body makes itself understood to external witnesses. The experience of
our body gives us an ambiguous mode of existence; we are both object and
consciousness.
For Merleau-Ponty, speech and language connect different subjects,
use their hands: ‘What with the hands? We require, promise, call, dismiss, threaten,
pray, supplicate, deny, refuse, interrogate, admire, number, confess, repent, fear,
express confusion, doubt, instruct, command, incite, encourage, swear, testify, accuse,
condemn, absolve, abuse, despise, defy, provoke, flatter, applaud, bless, submit, mock,
reconcile, recommend, exalt, entertain, congratulate, complain, grieve, despair,
wonder, exclaim, and what not! And all this with a variety and multiplication, even
emulating speech.’
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as well as subject and world. Through speaking to others, we produce
meaning. Merleau-Ponty refers to this production of meaning through
the interplay of self and other (through language), or foreground and
background, as depth. The inter-subjectivity thus conceived – as springing
forward from contrasting subjects and the relation they have to each other
– is, according to him, a space in which differences interact and can ‘give
birth to a sense of the richness and wildness of the world which qualitatively
surpasses what the differences are able to present in isolation’ (Cole 1992).
In thinking about interspecies languages, both the emphasis on the role of
the body in creating meaning and this conception of inter-subjectivity, in
which sharing experiences should not be conceived as a mechanism that
reduces difference but as actually allowing for difference to be articulated,
are relevant. If we locate meaning in the act of speaking, and see the body as
what makes sense of – and simultaneously expresses – world, we can avoid
studying other animals and their languages as objects that express predetermined meanings, or as subjects stuck in their Umwelt, and appreciate
their creativity. Instead of seeing language as something that separates us
from those who are different, we can see how language connects us.
There are, however, two problems with locating language and
meaning only in the act of speaking. First, it seems too strong to only locate
meaning in the act of speaking itself, and words only make sense against a
cultural background and in social practices. To begin with this second point:
we can think to ourselves, play music in the absence of others, come to
insights in writing and write letters that are never sent; these are expressions
of language as well, and the meaning thus produced influences us. We are
also tied to the structure that a language has, which we can use creatively,
but not change singlehandedly (see 2.4). When we consider the meaning
of the language game ‘to fetch’ we find that in teaching it to Salty, Hearne
draws upon a cultural project, her own past experiences, and predetermined
ideas as a background to her openness to the new. While meaning is created
in the physical expressions, different factors contribute to the outcome.
Second, as we have seen, language consists of more than human
words expressed by human bodies, and the image of language as exclusively
human is a contingent product of power relations. Merleau-Ponty rightly
points to the fact that meaning can be created between two subjects who are
very different, and to the cultural differences that are expressed in speech.
The idea that understanding does not involve dealing with a representation,
but rather with the attitude of a person and the world that they are directed
towards, is also helpful. However, in order to be able to apply this to relations
with other animals, we of course need to view ‘speaking’ as something broader
than using human words, and must take into account the differences in how
manifold kinds of animal express themselves. Their bodies determine the
form their speech takes, which is not limited to sounds. ‘Singing the world’
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(2002:378) can just as well refer to the colour patterns of the Caribbean reef
squid, the gestures of lizards, and the scents in the trails of ants.
This view of language as embodied human language is reflected in
Merleau-Ponty’s view of the relation between humans and other animals. In
his Nature Lectures, he introduces the concept of ‘strange kinship’ (1964:271)
that allows humans to be together with other embodied beings, not on the
basis of a shared origin or evolution, nor of language or culture, but because
humans have bodies that relate to their environment and to other bodies.
According to Oliver (2007), this strange kinship allows for ‘an intimate
relation based on shared embodiment without denying differences between
life-styles or styles of being’ (Oliver 2007:18). The ‘thickness of the flesh’ and
‘permeability of the skin’ (Merleau-Ponty 1964:141) make ‘intercorporiety’
(ibid.) possible. The thickness of the flesh allows for relations with others,
while the skin ensures that we can distinguish our experience from those
of others. In communication, our body is always simultaneously subject
and object: we see and are seen, we touch and are touched. Merleau-Ponty
calls this ‘reversibility’ (1964:123). Beings belonging to other species also
have flesh and skin, so this ‘transitivity’ also happens between humans
and other species of animal (Oliver 2007). According to Merleau-Ponty,
the relationship between humanity and animality is lateral rather than
hierarchical; humanity neither emerges from animality teleologically, nor
is it cut off from it. The difference between humanity and animality cannot
be reduced to evolution, or to an abyss between body and consciousness, or
animal and Dasein. However, humanity and animality are still contrasted
(this problem is also found in the work of Bannon 2009, Churchill 2005,
Morris 2010, Moyle 2007, see Meijer 2016 for a critique), and language
and culture are seen as species-specific. This is problematic, because
while different species of animals do perceive the world differently and
have different ways of constructing it as speaking subjects, humans and
other animals also form communities, and sometimes even cultures, in
which species is not the defining characteristic in creating understanding.
Contrasting ‘human’ with ‘animal’ furthermore runs the risk of perpetuating
human exceptionalism: of course humans are special, but so are guinea pigs,
manta rays, bees, and chickens.
This emphasis on the relevance of species-specific differences is
connected to scepticism about understanding other animals. The examples
of squid and ants show that univocal meaning is not easily created between
members of all species; it is easier between some animals than between others,
and sometimes translation is needed. We cannot hear or map many of the
sounds that bats make without using technological equipment, and while
certain acts might still be easy to interpret (for example nursing behaviour
or play), we need to study their behaviour or consult an expert in order
to adequately grasp the full content of what is being said. In contrast, the
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messages of companion animals often seem very easy to interpret, especially
for the humans who live with them,48 but there are also dangers of projection
and anthropomorphism here. While these dangers are relevant and must be
taken into consideration, scepticism about other animals’ minds is often an
expression of anthropocentrism. Before I turn to conceptualising living with
other animals, in which I again partly draw on Merleau-Ponty’s work, I will
therefore first briefly discuss the role of scepticism in understanding other
animals.
3.3 Understanding other animals
Knowing non-human animals is often considered to be fundamentally
different to knowing human animals. One of the main reasons for this is
that they do not speak in human language, which is connected to seeing
non-human animals as radically different from humans (as discussed
in more detail in Chapter 1). Because humans use human language, it
is thought that we can gain insight into their minds; other animals lack
language and thus this option is not open in our encounters with them. As
we have seen, many other animals do have languages and do communicate
with us, but simply referring to empirical research that shows continuities
with human cognition and language is not enough to address scepticism
about their minds, because scepticism about other animals’ minds refers to a
specific view of reason, laden with cultural values, and to an atomistic view
of subjectivity.
In the philosophical tradition, reason has often been equated
with human reason (Derrida 2008, Steiner 2010), and has also often been
contrasted with emotion (see Aaltola 2013, Adams 2005, Brooks Pribac
2013, Gruen 2015 for analyses of this phenomenon). Non-human animals,
as well as women and other marginalised human groups, were long seen
as non-rational (for a more detailed analysis, see Chapter 7.2). The view of
reason presented was considered to be universal, even though it is in fact
built on a specific view of the human subject, in a similar way to that in
which ‘language’ was constructed as exclusively human. Seeing non-human
animal minds as different to human minds, and as inaccessible, reflects
cultural values (Aaltola 2013, Brooks Pribac 2013). Certain non-Western
cultures see humans and other animals, and humans and nature, as part of
a whole rather than as separated realms (Brooks Pribac 2013). Mi’kmaq49
48 Research has shown that humans, including those who do not live with
dog companions, have a fairly good grasp of dog expressions (humans are good
interpreters of canine facial expressions, gestures, barking and growling) and vice
versa (Hare and Woods 2013).
49 Mi’kmaq are a First Nations people indigenous to Canada’s Maritime Provinces
82

cosmologies are, for example, shaped through a creation model in which
other animals are portrayed as siblings who share personhood with human
figures (Robinson 2013). Other animals are seen as active agents capable
of creating kinship relations with humans. In Cree50 communities, nonhuman animals such as ravens are even cast in the role of the creator in
creation stories, or portrayed as the figure through which the creator acts
(Belcourt 2015). These ideas are interconnected with cultural practices that
do not see the human as separated from other animals, but instead see other
animals as members of a connected whole (ibid.) who understand humans,
who humans can understand and to whom they speak and listen.
Viewing other animals’ minds as closed off from humans also
mistakes how inter-subjectivity works. In a critique against human
scepticism about other minds, Wittgenstein phrases this as follows: ‘My
attitude toward him is an attitude towards a soul: I am not of the opinion
that he has a soul’ (1958:178). In our everyday dealings, we approach
subjects as subjects, which enables us to interact with them. This is one of
the certainties that are needed in order to be able to acquire knowledge,
even though they cannot be proved (Wittgenstein 1978). According to
Wittgenstein, this is also how humans generally acquire knowledge about
the world around them: there are certainties, which cannot be proved, that
are needed in order to be able to get to know things. With regard to other
beings, human and non-human, this means that seeing others as subjects
and not as machines, objects or automata, enables humans to get to know
them, and not the other way around.
Getting to know others is not just a cognitive process. Being with
others and seeing others as subjects is intrinsically connected to empathy.
Understood as a way of feeling and thinking our way into other animals’
(human and non-human) minds and souls, empathy helps us to understand
other animals. In our dealings with other animals, we have to recognise that
we always already stand in relations to others; we are entangled in webs with
them. Other animals are different to us, yet we are connected to them, and
species is not a determining characteristic in how we understand and relate
to one another. While our perceptions and experiences might sometimes
be very different – imagine living your whole life under water, or spending
all your days in holes in the earth, or flying vast distances twice each year –
there is also often much that binds us, depending on context, species, and
social groups. Humans and other animals are connected on an existential
level, if only for the simple reason that we all have bodies, can be wounded,
and can die. We are also connected on the level of social bonds – humans
and other animals feel love and share their lives with others, sometimes
and the Gaspé Peninsula of Quebec.
50 Cree are one of the largest groups of First Nations in North America.
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including others of different species. Lori Gruen (2015) argues that there is
a normative component to this entanglement with other animals: in order
to do justice to those that we are connected to, we have to develop a kind of
caring perception – an entangled empathy – that is focused on attending to
the wellbeing of others. Developing empathy in this manner is a process in
which both cognition and emotion have a role to play.
Improving emphatic skills can improve relations between human
and non-human animals. The work of Simone Weil (2002) offers a starting
point for further developing this sensibility, in particular her notion of
‘attention’ (Aaltola 2013). Attention is, according to Weil, the core of
human activity. It helps us to see clearly, to understand, and to move beyond
prejudice. Elisa Aaltola (2013) argues that this concept can be understood as
a moral imperative: ‘The key element is that it escapes wants, expectations,
efforts, and ultimately all egoistic factors: we gain attention when we ignore,
even if only for a moment, our own self-directed motivations’ (2013:18).
In order to perceive truth, we need to set aside our ego, prejudices, and
prefabricated opinions and ideas. The same applies in an interspecies
context: to get to know other animals, we need to move beyond our own
motivations and actually pay attention to them. We can then meet the
other animal, begin to see them, and follow their lead. To pay attention also
means not immediately trying to understand them from our perspective, but
rather taking the time to ‘look at them till the light suddenly dawns’ (Weil
2002:120). With regard to interspecies relations, we find good examples
of this in the work of Howard (1952, 1956), and Smuts (2001). To further
explore this, I now turn to living with other animals, beginning with Smuts’
relations with baboons.
3.4 Living with other animals
In order to be able to study a group of baboons, Smuts (2001) had to learn
to speak baboon. Scientists working with primates will usually try to ignore
them, so that their presence near them will not influence their behaviour.
Smuts discovered that ignoring baboons is not a neutral act. Baboons who
are closely related or who are good friends might sometimes ignore each
other’s close presence, but under other circumstances, ignoring may express
mistrust or tension. Furthermore, Smuts directly experienced critical aspects
of their society, such as hierarchy, personal space and communication, by
interacting with them. Because she paid attention to them and adjusted
her behaviour, the baboons came to accept her as a social being in their
midst; as a subject to communicate with instead of an object that had to
be avoided. Smuts found that the baboons did their best to understand her,
even though she had an ‘outrageous human accent’ (2001:307). Scientists
call the process of getting used to the presence of an observer ‘habituation’,
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which implies that the baboons changed their ways in order to accept her
as a neutral observer, but in Smuts’ experience, the opposite happened: the
baboons went on with their lives and she had to change her ways to be with
them (see also Candea 2013, Despret 2008, Haraway 2008).
Smuts travelled with the Eburru Cliffs troupe, a group of 135
baboons, for two years, from dawn to dusk for around twelve hours a day. For
several months she lived completely without the company of other humans.
Later on she lived with other researchers, who she saw in the evenings, but
with whom she did not have much contact. By living with the baboons,
experiencing their habits and daily life, Smuts became attuned to their
movements, which changed her experience of her surroundings. She felt
like she was ‘turning into a baboon’ (2001:299) as she learned, for example,
to read the weather as they did. During the rainy season, Smuts and the
baboons could see storms approaching from a great distance. The baboons
wanted to keep eating for as long as possible, and knew exactly when to
move in order to find shelter in time. For months, Smuts wanted to move
long before they did, until one day something shifted, and she suddenly
understood clearly when it was the right moment to move. Smuts describes
this as a moment where she went from seeing the world analytically to
experiencing it directly and intuitively. An important factor in this process
was belonging to a group: Smuts stresses the individuality of the baboons,
but also emphasises their group consciousness. She describes the troupe of
baboons as a ‘larger feeling entity’ that she gradually became part of.
To understand the world as they did, Smuts only had to ‘stick with
the baboons and attend to what they did and notice how they responded’
(2001:299). Merleau-Ponty (1962) sees the life world not simply as the
background of our lived experience, but instead as an interworld between
subjects (see also Haysom 2009). This interworld is both the shared context
of meaning that surrounds subjects in their everyday interaction and that
which is the result of these interactions. In other words: we operate in a
shared realm of meaning, and through interacting we change this meaning.
This not only creates an interworld, it also connects those who do so
together through bodily actions and through speech and language. Smuts
experienced this very clearly: moving with the baboons and learning about
their knowledge in this way – and vice versa, the baboons came to accept
and, according to Smuts, understand her – changes their interworld, which
simultaneously changed her perception of her surroundings and her state
of being. Language plays an important role in this process; speaking their
language allowed her to be with the baboons and to learn from them, and
physically moving with them in the way that they moved changed her.
Difference is not an obstacle to forming an interworld, rather it allows
for this common framework to come into being. The baboons created
meaning in ways new to Smuts (for example by moving as a group) and this
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enabled her to perceive her surroundings differently.51 In a human-baboon
relationship, the perspective on the situation might be different for members
of the different species, but through sharing experiences they constitute a
common world that is neither human nor baboon.
Speaking to or with dogs
Smuts needed to learn the language of the baboons in order to be able to
study them. Baboons are not, however, accustomed to close interaction with
humans, nor do they particularly desire it, something they show by the fact
that they do not seek out contact with humans, and Smuts therefore kept
her distance. Her world view did change, as theirs probably also did, at
least to a certain extent; Smuts mentions feelings of companionship and
even friendship. However, she tuned into their way of being more than they
did to hers, so the interaction was asymmetrical. This is often the case in
human/non-human animal relationships, but it is usually the other way
around: other animals are forced to fit into human material and ideological
structures. Even in close relationships in which humans acknowledge and
foster non-human animal agency – with companion animals for example –
humans often determine the wider framework within which other animals
can exercise agency. We find an example of this in Hearne’s work with
Salty: although Salty exercises agency, Hearne determines the framework
within which she can do so; Salty cannot leave the house or choose not to
participate in the interaction.
In dog/human relations, humans often decide on key aspects of
the dogs’ lives, such as where and with whom they live, when they can go
outside and what they eat. This is unfortunate, because it limits the space in
which dogs can develop themselves, as well as possibilities of finding new
ways to interact. Dogs are seen as incapable of making their own decisions,
and do not therefore get the chance to do so, which reinforces the view that
they are not capable of doing so. This is often connected to a specific view of
language and interaction in which the human is taken as the standard. This
way of viewing language limits the possibilities of building common worlds
with dogs. An example of this is dog language research. The most famous
language-using dog is probably the border collie Chaser, who learned and
retained the proper-noun names of 1,022 objects over a three-year period
of intensive training: 800 cloth animals, 116 balls, 26 Frisbees and a medley
of plastic items (Pilley and Reid 2011). She also learned to categorise these
51 Here the actual world, the space within which they move, is not the ‘setting in
which things are arranged, but the means whereby the position of things becomes
possible’ (Merleau-Ponty 1962:287, see also McWeeney 2011 on ‘depth’ in relation
to whales).
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objects. Chaser can learn by deduction and understands grammar (Pilley
2013). It is clear that Chaser has a good memory; psychologist John Pilley
had to write the names on the toys with a marker because he could not
remember them. It is also clear that she is a fast learner. However, Chaser’s
accomplishments do not tell us much about dog language, or even dog/
human understanding. Learning words, seen by humans as something
profound, can contribute to improving dog/human understanding, but
it is one form of interaction among many. Chaser and Pilley’s use of
language is very similar to the Augustinian picture of language referred
to by Wittgenstein at the beginning of the Philosophical Investigations; it
is a very specific language game, in which Chaser learns to attach names
to objects. It is not the only language game developed in this research;
categorising objects and learning to use grammar are other examples. There
are, of course, also language games related to the interaction with Pilley,
with whom Chaser lives. However, the language research does not help us
to understand Chaser better, nor does it help us to see how dogs express
themselves and what they want from us. It only serves human goals, and
Chaser is used as a tool.
Haraway (2003, 2008) puts forward a different perspective on dog/
human relations. She draws attention to the processes of domestication in
which dogs and humans co-evolved, and stresses the importance of material
and physical dimensions in dog/human interaction to argue for taking dog
agency more seriously, and to present an image of the human as always
entangled in relations with others. There are different theories about the
domestication of dogs (see Zeder 2016 for an overview).While some scientists
think that humans domesticated dogs, others argue that dogs domesticated
themselves, or that they played a role in the domestication of humans: some
even argue that humans started to use language through calling their dogs
(see Haraway 2003 for an analysis; this claim is contested). Because of their
long history together, dogs and humans understand each other quite well.
We know that dogs started barking to attract human attention, while wolves
only sing (Slobodchickoff 2012). Humans, even those who do not live with
dogs, can interpret the barking and growling of dogs correctly, and dogs
can do the same for human vocal and facial expressions (Hare and Woods
2013). Recent research has shown that, contrary to popular belief, dogs do
understand the words that humans use and do not just respond to their
tone of voice (Andics et al. 2016).52 Living with dogs has also affected the
genetic make-up of humans. When a dog and a human who love each other
gaze into each other’s eyes, both create oxytocin; something which humans
52 Contrary to popular belief, they also have a sense of time; it is now thought that
they smell what time of day it is because smells change through the course of a day
(Horowitz 2016).
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also do when they look into the eyes of their child or lover (Kikusui
2015). These examples show that the human species has not evolved in
a vacuum, and that animals of other species have played a role in how
we perceive the world (see Zeder 2016 for examples of these processes
between humans and other species), and vice versa, on many levels of
our existence. How, exactly, certain species have influenced humans, and
humans other animals, differs between cultures and communities and
changes over time. While humans in Western societies determine much
of the macro framework in which non-human animals live, particularly
domesticated animals, at a micro-level, non-human animals can also
strongly influence human lives.
Haraway (2003, 2008) draws attention to how living with dogs
can change one individually. She does so by describing how she and her
dog companion Cayenne Pepper train for agility (a dog sport), something
which increases the knowledge and understanding they have of one
another and of the world. This enriches their shared vocabulary and
strengthens their common world. Haraway stresses the fact that this is a
mutual process in which both dog and human exercise agency, and change,
and like Hearne (1986) she shows that belonging to different species is
no barrier to creating meaning. However, even though Cayenne Pepper
has options to exercise micro-agency53 and does change Haraway’s life,
her macro-agency, understood as her ability to determine key factors of
her life – such as where to live, who to live with, and so on – is limited.54
She cannot, for example, choose not to participate in the agility training.
Developing a common language alters their world, but the altered world
remains anthropocentric because the human ultimately holds the strings.
Or, put another way: in the case of Haraway (and the same applies to
Hearne) dogs are invited to participate in some language games, but not
all, and humans determine which ones they can take part in. While these
humans are affected by the dogs about whom they write, the relationships
they describe are still asymmetrical in terms of power relations.
We find an alternative approach in the interaction between
Smuts (2001) and her dog companion Safi, which shows us how human
and non-human animals can together co-determine the shape of their
lives. Smuts adopted Safi from an animal shelter and decided not to train
her, but to communicate with her as an equal:

53 See Donaldson and Kymlicka (2012) for a discussion of micro- and macroagency in the context of domesticated non-human animals, see also 9.1 and
Weisberg (2009).
54 I return to the political implications of this in more detail in Chapter 9.
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I communicated with her in the richest way possible, using
words, nonverbal vocalisations, body language, gestures, and facial
expressions. I spoke to her constantly, especially about things of
mutual interest or concern. I soon discovered that I did not need
to train her with commands because, from the beginning, she
responded appropriately when I politely asked her to do something
the way I would ask another person, using full sentences, like, ‘Excuse
me, would you please move out of my way?’ or ‘Go downstairs, get
the ball, and bring it back up here so we can play.’ (2001:303)
Safi and Smuts are each sensitive to the other, and they reach a high degree
of understanding and intimacy. Because Safi has ‘an inherent sense of
appropriate behaviour in different circumstances’ (2001:303), Smuts can
take her almost anywhere off lead. In the city, she will make most decisions;
outside of the city it is Safi who usually decides where to go and what
to do. If they disagree, they meet somewhere in the middle. Smuts sees
intersubjectivity as the possibility to shape new realities through interaction
with others, in which both subjects are not ‘given’ before they meet (see also
Haraway 2003, 2008). She aims not only to respect the influence of Safi on
her life, but also searches for ways in which Safi can influence the larger
structures that determine the conditions under which she lives.
In describing these processes, Smuts emphasises the embodied
dimensions of their interactions. In addition to the development of their
common language, she describes how daily rituals – including dog/human
yoga in the morning, initiated by Safi – come into being as a result of
constant interaction. These habits and rituals (see also Smuts 2006) are
not determined beforehand, but spring from their life together and give
it substance. These habits unfold without explicitly attending to them
(Merleau-Ponty 1962:143, see also Weiss 2006). According to MerleauPonty (1962:143) it is the body, and not consciousness, which acts in
habitual projects. This does not reduce their value, on the contrary: habits
expand the meaning and range of our experiences and widen our access to
the world. They offer ‘a different way of inscribing ourselves in the world
and of inscribing the world in our body’ (Weiss 2006:236).55 Here the body
is seen as: ‘an open system of dynamic exchanges with the world, exchanges
that, in their habituality, ground the body ever more firmly within the
world, and, in the process, offer us new ways of engaging and transforming
it’ (Weiss 2006:236). Safi and Smuts show that this can also happen in
relations with beings of another species. They co-shape their common world
by each being open to the other and paying attention, using language and
55 ‘To get used to a hat, a car or a stick is to be transplanted into them, or conversely,
to incorporate them into the bulk of our own body.’ (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 143).
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habits as tools. In order to be able to do this, Smuts has had to set aside her
own ego-directed motivations and to be open to Safi, who does the same in
relation to her.
Multispecies households: material interventions and fostering non-human
animal agency
Safi and Smuts live in the same house, which enables them to develop a
close relationship. Smuts sees Safi as an individual who co-determines
the rules according to which they live together. Many humans share their
lives and households with other animals, yet houses, like cities (Wolch
2010), are usually seen as human spaces (see Emel and Wolch 1998 for
an analysis). This not only mistakes the moral value of other animals – i.e.
their standing as members of the household, or inhabitants of cities – it also
obscures the ways in which they exercise agency, and limits opportunities
for communication. In human relations with other animals, material
interventions and the interactions that follow from them can play a major
role. Opening the door for someone is a form of communication; putting a
blanket on the floor can be an invitation; installing a cat flap can change the
terms of interaction (Driessen 2014). Through these interactions humans
can express themselves to other animals, and vice versa.
Writer Julie Ann Smith draws attention to the importance of
spatial and material interactions in getting to know rabbits. As a member
of the House Rabbit Society, Smith has rescued and lived with over two
hundred rabbits. She sees rabbits as individuals with rich inner lives and
investigates how living with them, sharing a house, can shed light on their
ways of being. Rescuing rabbits involves a good deal of human control
over them, including determining where, how and with whom they live,
what they eat, whether they are neutered, and so on. As with many other
domesticated species, rabbits are vulnerable, so they cannot simply be left
to fend for themselves. This does not mean that the rabbits do not exercise
agency. Members of the House Rabbit Society, for example, need to ‘rabbit
proof ’ their houses because rabbits chew on furniture and demand certain
spatial arrangements. While this may seem like a restriction on the side of
the human, it can also be a source of information and a starting point for
communication. Smith describes how during the day the rabbits made a
mess of their litter boxes and toys, which she would clean up in the evening.
At a certain point she began to see a logic to their mess; rabbits like free
corridors, and they arranged items so that they fit their idea of how space
should be arranged. This insight enabled her to see the rabbits and the
space differently. The rabbits decorated the house in the way they thought
was best or necessary; the house was not a mess, there was an order to the
arrangement which Smith had to learn before she could see it.
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Rabbits experience the world differently to humans. As prey
animals, they are cautious in all they do. Their hearing is much sharper than
ours, as is their sense of smell. Their eyes are on the side of their heads
instead of forward-facing like those of predators, which gives them a wide
peripheral range of vision. There are also characteristics that we share.
Rabbits are social animals, as are humans, and like humans they can have
close relationships with members of their own and other species. Smith
describes, for example, how they mourn deceased companions, which can be
very emotional; responses to death differ largely between individuals. Smith
is careful not to impose human values and worldviews on them, and wants to
engage with them as much as possible on their terms. She has come to think
of her relationship with them as ‘performance ethics’; an ethics in which
both rabbits and humans act creatively and thereby shape their life together.
The ethical part involves a responsibility towards the rabbits, whereas the
performance part allows for animal agency (including her own); the precise
relationship comes into being through acting (see also 2.4).
In describing their habits and lives, Smith shows that rabbits do
not act on instinct, but creatively and intentionally. However, she still sees a
disconnection between the rabbits’ natures and their human surroundings.
This eventually leads her to create a more natural setting for them outdoors
so that they can live in large groups in a fenced part of her garden. This
solution, she argues, refers back to a larger tension in her work, which will be
familiar for many humans who engage in animal rescue work: domesticated
animals often need human care to survive or thrive, while at the same time
one does not rescue other animals in order to keep them captive. The shape
of human society often makes it difficult to live with other animals on an
equal footing, or to enlarge their freedom, because so many spatial, material,
ideological and legal arrangements are human-centred. One cannot, for
example, let a dog off the lead in The Netherlands, because humans drive
cars that pose danger, and Dutch legislation prohibits it (see Case Study 1).
However, Smith’s solution of giving the rabbits their own space outside her
house also seems problematic. Creating a more natural habitat for rabbits
does not challenge human domination of animal space, nor does it further
explore how animal agency, and interspecies interaction, can shape the
conditions of co-existence.
Experiencing a similar tension between wanting to take care of his
non-human companion, and the desire to offer him freedom, Ted Kerasote
(2008) installed a dog door in his house. The dog door functioned as a tool
to create more freedom for his dog companion Merle. Merle had found
Kerasote when he was camping out in the desert. Kerasote had been looking
for a dog companion, and took Merle, who was persistent in his attempts
to stay with him, home. Kerasote was committed to offering him a full life
with as much freedom as possible. He taught Merle the social rules of Kelly,
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Wyoming, where he lived, so that Merle would know the framework within
which he could act. This included dealing with wild nonhuman animals,
cattle, and farmers who would shoot dogs when they trespassed. Kerasote
then installed a dog door in his house so that Merle could come and go as
he pleased. This enabled Merle to spend time with his canine and human
friends in town if he wanted to, and to return home when he was hungry
or tired. Sometimes he also brought other dogs home. Most of the dogs
in Kelly lived similar lives, and experienced a large amount of freedom.
They all made different choices; some stayed closer to home than others,
some played with other dogs a lot while others did not, some preferred
human company, others preferred the company of dogs. The dogs in Kelly
– Kerasote mentions a similar situation in the town of Chamonix in France
– seem to enjoy the best of both worlds. They have the safety of a home,
access to food and medical care and the opportunity to form close bonds
with humans and other animals in their households, but they are also free
to make their own choices regarding where and with whom to spend their
time. Kerasote argues that this not only enriches their lives but also makes
them smarter and more responsible. The dogs have to learn to negotiate
risks, some of which will always remain risks (these include being shot by
farmers and encountering the wild animals roaming the area) but a safe
life is not the same as a good life. In these small, rural towns, it seems to be
possible to facilitate this kind of lifestyle for dogs and to offer them wider
freedom of movement. This does not necessarily lead to detachment. As
Merle’s freedom increased, the relationship with Kerasote also deepened.
Like Smuts, Kerasote is committed to the flourishing of his dog companion,
and searches for ways to contribute to this for Merle’s sake, even if it makes
life less comfortable for him at times; for example, when he fears that Merle
will not return.
3. 5 Developing new relations with other animals
Interacting with non-human animals in new ways aimed at respecting their
agency and enhancing their freedom – as Smuts and Kerasote do – gives
them the opportunity to act differently, and offers them a starting point
to co-shape the grounds of interaction. Non-human animals have their
own unique perspectives on life and their own ideas about the good life.
Instead of pre-determining what they want on their behalf, we should look
for ways to enable the conditions under which they can express themselves
more fully. Humans can then respond to this in an open-ended process
or dialogue. To do justice to non-human animal agency and work towards
non-anthropocentric relations, existing interactions should form the basis
for theorising this further. Language plays a large part in the formulation
of new relations and the creation of new forms of co-existence, because it
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is through language that we learn to understand others, and they us, which
can serve as a starting point for strengthening common worlds or coming
to more distant agreements or arrangements. Developing a common
understanding through teaching a dog the rules of a town does not restrict
the dog’s life, in fact, the opposite happens: it enables them to be more free.
In animal liberation theories, non-human animal freedom is often
conceptualised as freedom from humans. Relational approaches, such as the
political theory of animal rights developed by Sue Donaldson and Will
Kymlicka in Zoopolis, or the interspecies encounters described by Haraway,
direct our attention to the many ways in which the lives of human and nonhuman animals are intertwined. These approaches also show that freedom
does not have only one form: it may mean something different to a rabbit
than it does to a dog, and it may mean something other to Safi than to Merle
or Chaser. Humans and other animals have not evolved separately, nor do
they live in separate realms. Our lives are interconnected on many levels:
historically, materially, discursively and so on. Human influence, ranging
from encroaching on the habitats of wild animals to genetically altering the
bodies of domesticated animals, often sets limits on the freedom of nonhuman animals. It also sets limits on human freedom, and animal oppression
shares characteristics with the oppression of marginalised human groups.
In order to envision animal freedom or liberation, it is not enough
to criticise exploitation or only work towards abolishing oppressive
relationships, we also need to work towards new ways of interacting with
other animals. We find examples of this in the work of Howard, Kerasote
and Smuts, who all take the idea of creating new ways of living with
other animals seriously. Working towards expanding the freedom of other
animals should not be imagined as a single, linear movement guided by
humans, but rather as a set of open-ended interspecies freedom practices
(Foucault 1998), which can inform political institutions and practices from
the ground up (see also Part 3 of this thesis). Further developing these
situated interspecies practices aimed at enlarging freedom for all involved
not only helps us to conceptualise practices that challenge the oppression of
non-human animals, but also to imagine new, positive, interspecies ways of
living with them.
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Case Study 1
Stray philosophy: dog/human observations on language, freedom and
politics
Olli arrived at Schiphol Airport in the early evening of 17 November 2013.
By that time he had been travelling for over 24 hours. He had left Pascani,
in the North of Romania, on Saturday afternoon, arrived in Bucharest
early on Sunday morning, waited at the airport for several hours and then
flown to the Netherlands, where I was waiting for him. I was not the only
nervous person at arrivals. Olli was one of ten dogs who had travelled to
The Netherlands that evening, accompanied by two volunteers from a small
Dutch animal welfare organisation, ‘Dierenhulp Orfa’. My aunt had offered
to drive us home, and she chatted cheerfully to the other waiting humans
while I watched the door.
The first dogs to arrive were young and very good-looking, with
long hair and fluffy ears. Olli was the last dog to come out of the door, and
I recognised his black and white fur immediately from the photographs I
had seen of him. I had already heard him wagging his tail loudly against the
sides of his crate before I could see him. The volunteers put the crate down
in front of me, and I sat down on the floor to speak to Olli. He was panting
nervously, his eyes were red, and he smelt really bad, but it was clear that
he was extremely enthusiastic about all this human attention. He was also
quite a bit larger than I had expected. One of the volunteers opened the
door of his crate and put a collar and a harness on him. She handed me the
two leads, and Olli stepped out of the crate. Overwhelmed by the lights and
people, he instantly lay down on the floor. I sat down next to him and told
him how happy I was that he was here. He stood up, greeted some of the
other dogs, and then lay down again, still wagging his tail.
When most of the other dogs had left, I told Olli we were going
home. He refused to get up. My aunt’s car was parked in front of the airport
and we needed to cross the main hall to get to it. I tried to tempt Olli
with dog treats, but he was far too nervous to eat. So I picked him up, said
goodbye to the other humans, and off we went. Olli was not only quite a bit
larger than I had expected, he was also rather heavy. I had to put him down a
few times, and each time he again made himself as flat and small as possible
– all the time still wagging his tail as if his life depended on it. It took us
about fifteen minutes to get to the car in this way. By the time we got there,
we had already both decided to trust each other – because we needed to.
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This case study is a philosophical exploration of the experiences
Olli and I had in the first three months we spent together. During this time,
we created the beginnings of a common language, we developed habits,
and we established a certain degree of freedom for Olli, who learned to
deal with living in a house and moving round a city. Both of us put a lot
of effort into this, and although I am the one who is writing down what
happened, Olli’s voice is as important as mine. This chapter is divided into
three sections: language and habits, freedom and walking on the lead, and
politics. I end with some remarks about Olli’s influence on me, and about
how these experiences can shed light on new forms of living together.
C.1 Language and habits
Olli joined a small multispecies household consisting of one human, one
11year old former stray dog from Greece, Pika, and one eight-year-old cat
from Lebanon, Putih. In the first five years of his life, Olli had never lived in
a house or walked on a lead, neither had he experienced a close relationship
with a human. He had spent his first two or three years as a stray dog in his
home town of Pascani until he was brought to the new municipal shelter
there by dog catchers. Dogs were not treated well in this shelter and over
a third of the dogs there died of malnutrition and fights within the first
year of its existence. After about a year, the remaining dogs were rescued
by an animal welfare organisation and taken to a private shelter. A few of
them died of exhaustion on the way to this shelter and others caught canine
distemper. The brother of the man who transported the dogs also killed
some of them. Circumstances were slightly better for the surviving dogs at
the new shelter but there were, nevertheless, shortages of food, extreme cold
in the winter and fights between the dogs. In the week before Olli came to
the Netherlands, he escaped the shelter with a small group of other dogs
because they were scared by hunters. The hunters tried to shoot the dogs,
and one of the dogs did not survive.
Olli is probably the descendant of generations of stray dogs
(although no information is available about his parentage). He is quite
different from the domesticated dogs who live here in behaviour and
appearance. He is very fit and strong, he can run for hours, jump onto a
1.8m high wall without a run-up, and he uses his paws and mouth to open
doors, boxes and plastic bags that contain food. When he arrived in the
Netherlands, however, he was not in a good shape. He had been neutered
in the week before he came, and the vet had not performed the operation
correctly; the wound was large and infected. In addition to being very tired
from the travelling and all the new experiences, he was ill and he was having
to deal with hormonal changes.
In his first days here, he slept during the daytime and was alert
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at night. I kept the radio on to filter out sounds, but could still hear him
jumping up every few hours, scratching at the doors to get out with every
sound that scared him. After a couple of days he realised that the house was
a safe place, and he has slept well since.56 The biggest challenge in these first
days was going outside and walking on the lead. He was scared of walking
out of the door (he disliked doors for a long time), of traffic, humans, and of
walking on the lead. Dog treats helped, but he often lay down on the street
and refused to walk further. He mostly did this when too much happened
at the same time, for example, when we crossed the street and traffic came
from all sides, or when bicycles and humans and other dogs passed us as we
walked on the pavement or when there were loud noises in different places.
Usually he plucked up courage after a while, but sometimes I had to carry
him home. He spent a lot of time smelling everything. We also encountered
problems inside the house: Olli liked human attention, but close contact
with me was difficult for him. It made him nervous to have me near him all
the time, and he and I did not understand each other well –for example, he
growls if he wants to go outside or wants to be petted, which I found quite
intimidating at first. I had to learn not to touch his head (something I can
do now) and to stay away from him while he slept.
In his first weeks here, Pika was Olli’s main guide. She accepted
him immediately, and from the first moment they got along well. He stayed
close to her, both inside and outside the house. If we crossed the street – a
scary moment – he often walked so close to her that the sides of their bodies
touched. He copied her actions inside the house, for example, in trying
out new food; if Pika ate a piece of food that was new to him, he would
also eat it.57 He needed a lot of physical contact, and Pika did not mind if
he lay very close to her; she always remained calm when he was nervous.
I followed her example. His nervousness sometimes made me nervous, or
anxious about the future, and Pika helped both of us to remain calm.58 Many
56 Really deep sleep came only after a few months. I do not think he can ever have
slept like that in Romania.
57 Later on, I was also able to fulfil that role for him. I once gave him a piece of
cucumber and he refused to eat it until I took a bite.
58 After Olli arrived, the relationship between Pika and me also changed. We
became partners. My attitude towards her has always been respectful; I had let
her make her own decisions whenever possible, but now I simply trusted her to do
the right thing; for example, in the park, where she walks off the lead and I can’t
watch her because I keep my eyes on Olli. I also noticed how very attuned we are
to each other. Pika can read my mind, or more probably, she can read the smallest
movements of my body. We do not touch as much as Olli and I, but we often
look into each other’s eyes and there are many small gestures in which we connect
throughout the day. Pika has become more active since Olli came; he challenges her
to walk more and we spend more time outside. She feels more secure in the evening
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fireworks are let off on New Year’s Eve and in the week leading up to it in
the Netherlands. Because of the incident with the hunters before he came
here, the loud noises frightened Olli so much that he no longer dared to go
outside. I was afraid that Olli would not get used to living here; that his fear
was too much. Pika helped him to regain his confidence, and she helped me
to deal with Olli’s panic.
Words and bodies
From the first moment, Olli and I tried to understand each other. We both
had some idea: Olli had met many humans, good and bad; I had experience
with dogs and other animals. Barbara Smuts (2002) writes about the
experience of adopting dog Safi from a shelter, and describes her as having
‘an inherent sense of appropriate behavior’. This was not the case with Olli,
even though he was never unfriendly to me – not even in moments of great
fear. His behaviour was geared to survival; he was always looking to escape,
steal food, and please humans so that they would give him food. For instance,
he jumped onto the counter in the kitchen to eat the cat food – Olli is not a
small dog – onto the table to eat my food, and he also jumped over the fence
into my neighbour’s garden to escape and chased Putih around the house.
Many of the movements I made frightened him, and it often seemed
as if he could not predict what I might do. In walking past each other in
the house, for example, usually both creatures adjust so that they can pass
without bumping into each other. Olli clearly lacked the experience to
navigate this type of space and he could not read human bodies well. There
might also be differences in how Romanian humans and Dutch humans
behave. Although he was eager to respond in the right manner, he often did
not understand my questions, and I did not know how to frame them in a
way he could understand. We both tried hard to convince the other that we
meant well. I spoke to him in a friendly tone of voice and touched his body
in ways he appreciated; he wagged his tail all the time and kept offering me
his paw. I held his hand a lot.59
The first word I taught him was ‘no’, mostly for intuitive reasons. I
needed to make it clear that Olli could not chase or bite Putih, jump onto
the counter or over the fence. The word ‘no’ never attained the meaning
‘stop this’, but it does tell Olli that I would like him to stop doing whatever
with him around; her sight is deteriorating and she was a bit insecure when it was
dark outside. They sometimes play together in the park, very roughly, which shows
their mutual trust. I have not seen Pika play with another dog with that intensity
for years.
59 The only thing they had taught him in the shelter was to sit and give his paw, and
in the first weeks he did this all the time to show he meant well.
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he is doing; it gives him information about my position, which clarifies
situations for him. If I need him to stop doing something immediately I
have to offer him an alternative, a toy or something to eat, or I can give
him a hug.60 Olli proved to be an exceptionally fast learner, and within a
few days we developed a simple language, including the use of words such
as: no, here, dog bed, food, cookies, yes, go, wait and sorry. These words
were tools we worked with to get to know each other, and they helped me
to show Olli the way. In addition to using simple words as tools, I spoke
to him in full sentences, as I do to Pika, and he soon started to understand
these as well. He also understands that words can have different meanings
in different situations. As our vocabulary grew, Olli’s confidence grew. He is
especially fond of words that describe his behaviour in a positive way, such
as ‘good’ and ‘sweet’. The most important word was of course ‘Olli’. Olli
very much enjoys having a name. He likes it when neighbours or humans
in the park call him by his name. He likes it when I do so too. It makes
him feel appreciated, which is part of belonging here. Humans who use his
name show that they see him and appreciate him being here. It is also an
important instrument between us; I can ask for his attention and he can
choose to respond. Because he likes to respond to his name I was later able
to let him off the lead.
As well as words, Olli had to learn to read my gestures and body
movements. He expressed a strong desire to have physical contact, but in
the first weeks he could not relax when he was close to me, which resulted
in him standing next to me as I sat on the couch, petting my leg, his
body stiff and uneasy. We spent a lot of time on the couch together. Olli
showed me how he liked to be touched and by responding to him I could
show him that I meant well. From standing next to me he began to sit
down, then after a week or so he lay down next to me. If I made a wrong
move, he jumped up. Paradoxically, touching him also helped him to relax,
particularly softly stroking his neck. He now lies on his back all the time
and demands that I rub his tummy, and if I do not respond fast enough he
might growl or bark.
Moving together helped to get to know each other and build trust.
Because Olli was nervous and wanted to run, I took him with me when I
went running. This helped him to get used to the city and to my body. In the
beginning, he walked from left to right in front of me, so I often had to stop
and jump to the side or over him. We did not run long distances; we would
run for a few minutes, stand still because Olli had picked up a scent or was
afraid, move again. I went along with what made him most comfortable.
Running was more comfortable for him than walking; if we walked he had
60 Over the years this did change. He now usually just listens when I say no, unless
he is really excited.
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too much time to see things around him and become nervous. It also made
him tired, which helped him relax inside the house.
I had to learn to read Olli as well. Some actions were quite clear
from the beginning: if he wanted me to pet him, he would take my hand
in his.61 But I did not automatically understand what he meant when he
growled (this usually meant that he was bored, but it sometimes meant my
head was too close to his) or barked (this could be an invitation to play or a
strong expression of the desire to go outside). Wagging his tail was a way to
communicate that he meant well – or even a plea not to harm him – more
than of expressing joy, as it is often perceived. These days he wags his tail
much less than in those first months, even though he is much happier now.
After a few weeks, Olli started to make eye contact with me inside
our house; after a few months he also started to do so outside.62 His posture
changed. At first he held his tail and ears low, whether inside or out, and
I thought this was the default position of his body. But after two months
his tail went up in a curl and he now walks around proudly. He was afraid
of humans and masked his fear by acting very friendly: wagging his tail,
holding his body and ears low. He now approaches humans differently, and
feels confident enough to ignore them in the park. His attitude towards me
changed as well. He stopped asking for attention and comfort all the time.
He does make small gestures, such as touching the inside of my hand with
his nose, to make contact during the day. In the process of getting to know
each other, misunderstandings helped to create understanding (see also
Pepperberg 1991, Despret 2006). I once accidently kicked Olli in the face
with my foot because he tried to eat something from the street on our first
walk of the day; I was still sleepy and responded too slowly when he walked
in front of me. This scared him, but I immediately told him I was sorry and
comforted him. In the beginning he was also afraid of me dropping plates
and pans, but he learned that this was not directed towards him and that
I am just a clumsy human who means well. Olli and I also had to learn to
listen to each other in more than one sense: we had to learn to hear each
other and follow each other.
Although Pika and Olli got along immediately, he had some trouble
communicating with other dogs. This was partly due to suddenly having to
walk on a lead, which made him feel uncomfortable and therefore defensive.
He was also unaccustomed to meeting so many new dogs all the time, many
of whom had to be ignored or who did not act in accordance with their
position in the hierarchy. This changed after a few weeks as he became used
to the new situation. But there were still miscommunications once he was
61 He now likes to sit on a bench in the park, where he invites humans to sit next
to him and pet him.
62 He also started to yawn when I yawn and to sigh when I sigh deeply.
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used to walking on the lead and could play off the lead in the park. Olli
uses his voice a lot as he plays (he growls loudly) and he likes to play rough;
something that can scare smaller or more timid dogs. We usually go to a
park where there are other rescue dogs, and Olli gets along with them fine.
He has learnt to play with the shyer dogs, and they learned not to be afraid
of him. Some of them learned to invite him to play on their terms. There
is, for example, one young female dog who likes to play slowly with a lot of
touching. She was afraid of Olli’s rough manners at first, but when she got
to know him better, she started inviting him to play in the way she likes.
Olli understands this, and is more careful with her than with the others.
Now, after three years, he is one of the calmest and gentlest dogs around;
he helps other dogs feel comfortable, and is friendly towards all creatures –
including humans, dogs, children, birds, cats, and mice.
New languages and habits
Olli and I became attuned to each other and created a frame of reference
through developing a common language and creating new habits. We
expressed ourselves through language, understood in a broad sense
(Meijer 2013, Wittgenstein 1958), and this functioned as a bridge to
span the distance between us. It created a common world and a way to
express understanding of it. We did this together: the content was not
pre-determined. Both Olli and I brought our histories and ways of giving
meaning to the relationship; through interacting, we created something new
that changed both of us (Haraway 2008:6, Smuts 2006). Developing habits
also helped us to understand each other. Doing the same thing at the same
time of day every day gave us something to hold onto, and understanding
the routines of the house and engaging in daily rituals made Olli feel more
secure. It also gave us something to refer to: after he had learned the routine,
we could change it. We always take our daily long walk in the morning,
but because Olli know this, we can go in the afternoon: I can tell him we
will take a long walk later. We have many habits: concerning when and
where to sleep, when and where to walk, when and what to eat. Pika and
Olli both exercise agency in this. Before Olli came, Pika and I took the
long walk in the afternoon. In the first months, because Olli had so much
energy after sleeping through the night and he expressed a strong interest
in walking early in the morning (by growling and barking), we moved the
long afternoon walk to the morning. He is much calmer now, but we have
all got used to walking in the morning, so we have kept that routine. Other
examples concern the sharing of space. Olli prefers to sleep for a while
on a chair in the front room of the house after his breakfast while Pika
and I are in the living room. After the long walk, Olli chews his bone on
the bed while Pika lies on the couch. They share the couch in the evening
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until Pika goes to bed. If Olli gets bored in the morning he comes into the
living room, where he greets me before moving to the couch with Pika.
These experiences are embodied, often not conscious, and create meaning
and understanding in a physical way (Merleau-Ponty 1962:143, see also
Weiss 2006). The habits we developed structured experiences and added
new layers of meaning to our life together for both Olli and me.
After a few weeks, I taught Olli to walk next to the bicycle. Pika
and I usually travel to our favourite park with a cargo bike because it is too
far for her to walk; we have small parks nearby, but we do not like them so
much. Olli soon learned to run next to the cargo bike while Pika sat in it.
This bike is quite heavy, especially with Pika in it, and Olli was still learning
to walk on the lead and afraid of the city, so going to the park like this was
quite a challenge for both Olli and me. Going to the same park every day,
walking next to the bicycle and taking the same route, soon became familiar,
making life more familiar. Creating habits like these helped to make Olli
feel more at home in his new life. This particular habit gives us the freedom
to travel. Through moving with Olli and learning about his responses, I
gained an insight into his way of navigating the environment and his view
on his surroundings; I learned to see through his eyes. I can reflect on my
responses and switch between our perspectives, but when we cycle to the
park and encounter something that frightens Olli, my response is physical
and immediate in the way Merleau-Ponty describes.63
C.2 Learning to walk on the lead
In his first weeks here, Olli was very eager to escape. One afternoon, he
chewed on his lead while I was speaking to a neighbour. It took him about
ten seconds to break it – luckily he was wearing both a collar and a harness.
Later that week he jumped over a 1.6m fence into our neighbour’s garden.
There’s a high brick wall between my garden and the street, so there was no
real risk of him running away, but the message was clear: he wanted to run
away. The city made him nervous and he wanted to get out of it; he also had
a strong desire to scavenge for food. Being with me made him nervous as
well. He had to watch me all the time to make sure I would not hurt him.
After a while he started to relax inside the house, but outside he was still
nervous and did not make much contact with me, although he did watch
Pika. He did not turn to me for help or comfort when something frightened
him, as Pika does, but retreated even more into his own world. Walking on
the lead made him extra insecure; he felt handicapped by it. Looking at his
63 Something similar happened with my horse Joy when I was younger. She was
always slightly nervous in traffic, and I internalised her responses to the point that
when I rode my bicycle, plastic bags also scared me.
102

behaviour, one could conclude that Olli understood freedom in a negative
sense: he longed to be free from external restraints; he felt very passionate
about enlarging this freedom.
Olli’s desire to escape was of course connected to his past experience.
He had lived in a cage about six metres square, with two or three other dogs,
for over a year. Someone came to feed the dogs once a day, and once or twice
a week a volunteer visited the dogs, but most of the human attention went
to the dogs that had health problems. In the municipal shelter where he
had lived previously he had shared one large space with about thirty dogs
who were not given enough food. Many dogs died, and so escape was high
on their list of priorities. Before that, Olli had lived on the streets. He was
free in the sense that he could decide where to go, what to eat and who to
be with, but there are many dangers for stray dogs in Romania and this
had meant that he had to be on guard constantly. Olli had clearly had bad
experiences with humans, and fear constrains freedom.
His desire to escape also revealed that Olli has a strong will.
Making his own choices about where to go, who to be with and what to eat,
is important to him. I wanted to respect this and treat him as an equal as
much as possible, but I was limited by the circumstances; I had to make him
walk on the lead. Dogs are obliged to walk on a lead in the Netherlands by
law, except in certain designated areas, such as some beaches and dog parks.
There is also a lot of traffic in this part of the country, which makes it unsafe
to walk off-lead. And, as I mentioned, Olli was scared and wanted to run
away, so I had to restrict his freedom in order to be able to expand it later.
In the first weeks I made Olli wear both a collar and harness outside
for reasons of safety. He slowly became used to the neighbourhood and to
our routines, which allowed me to take off the collar. If we did something
difficult, such as running next to the bicycle or taking the tram, I made him
wear his collar as well. After about a month I felt secure enough to take him
and Pika to our favourite off-lead, unfenced dog park. This park is large,
relatively quiet, and visited by friendly dogs. I bought a lunge line so that
Olli could play with the other dogs and behave more naturally. Although he
began to feel more at ease in the weeks that followed, he still really wanted
to get away and did not pay much attention to me outside the house – he
came when I offered him food, but he did not make eye contact and his
stress levels were quite high. This was the most difficult period in terms of
negotiating freedom. Olli was still nervous, yet eager to move and to play
with the other dogs. I wanted to let him off the lead, but could not, because
our relationship was too fragile and there was too much traffic nearby. It was
physically difficult for both of us as well: Olli is a strong dog, and it hurt
his body and my hand if he ran to the end of the lead and jerked it. It was
hard for him to behave normally towards other dogs. He felt handicapped
by the physical restraints and this made him more defensive and sometimes
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slightly agitated. Although he did not seem to hold it against me, it made
me feel sad to be the one who was restraining his freedom. I wanted him to
be as happy as possible – running and playing with other dogs made him
happy – and I seemed only to be making things more difficult for him.
In February, three months after he came to live with us, he started
to make eye contact with me in the park. We always go to the park at around
the same time, so Olli got to know the dogs and the humans that were
usually there well, and they him, which made him feel safe and connected.
At that time, he always came to me when I called his name, even when
other dogs distracted him. I decided to take the next step, and I sometimes
let go of the long lead for a while. After that, I left a short lead on the
harness, and eventually I took him off the lead completely. This process was
a positive spiral: I was able to start it because he was more at ease, and it
made him more at ease because he could use his body freely. This improved
his relationships with the other dogs in the park and helped him to relax,
which also changed his attitude towards me.
Discipline and deliberation
The lead had multiple meanings in the relationship between Olli and me.
On the one hand, it constrained Olli’s freedom of movement and expression.
On the other hand, it was a tool between us, similar to words; an instrument
for what animal geographer Clemens Driessen (2016) calls ‘interspecies
deliberation’, and as such helpful in his education. In order to further
conceptualise this, I first want to make a distinction between the process
of learning to walk on the lead and the lead as an institute. As an institute,
leads very clearly restrict the freedom of dogs. The lead is an instrument
developed to control the bodies of non-human animals, to tame or train
them and make them internalise power: to discipline them (Foucault 2010).
Many humans in Western societies have strict ideas about how dogs should
behave, and some even use instruments such as shock collars, in which
fear of pain is the main learning mechanism, to control their bodies and
behaviour. If there had been a choice, I would have chosen not to use a
lead, because it represented my power over Olli, symbolically and literally.64
Being forced to walk on the lead reinforced his fear of humans and his low
self-esteem, and made it harder for him to behave as he thought best in a
situation that was already difficult. Olli is now used to it, but he does not
particularly enjoy walking on the lead – he prefers to be able to roam the
surroundings at his own tempo. He does not make a big deal of it, and we
64 Ideally, I would have left all choice of participation in our household with him.
It took him only a few days to start to appreciate having a house, both in terms of
safety and food, so I suspect he would have chosen to live with us.
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usually mutually adjust, and wait for the other if necessary. Unfortunately,
for reasons already mentioned, we had and have no choice. I am forced,
on legal grounds, to keep my dog companions on the lead, and Olli really
wanted to escape, which meant there was a risk of him being hurt or even
killed. Both aspects, the legal obligation to keep dogs on the lead and the
threats to safety, are expressions of an anthropocentric society.65
Some authors (Haraway 2003, Hearne 1986) view learning processes
such as learning to walk on a lead, learning to retrieve and practicing
for sports, as training (see 3.4). Olli and I both changed during the time
when he learned to walk on the lead, but our experiences differed from
the processes of ‘training’ that Haraway and Hearne describe. We had no
common ground to start from and our communication was aimed at living
together on a basic level, not sport or games. Second, for Hearne, the human
trains the animal, sometimes using harsh methods, and this was not the case
with Olli and me – I asked him things and taught him things, and he asked
me things and taught me. Both Hearne and Haraway focus on asking the
dog in question to obey commands from their human without question. I
do not expect this kind of attitude from Olli and I do not think complete
obedience is necessary – or even preferable – for a strong connection. Like
Pika and Putih, Olli is extremely attentive, even though he has his own
preferences and views.
The process might be better understood as education. In the political
theory of animal rights they put forward in Zoopolis (2011), Sue Donaldson
and Will Kymlicka mention the right of domesticated animals and humans
to be educated in multispecies societies. I taught Olli things, Pika taught
him many things as well, and he educated himself by paying close attention
to his surroundings. This included, for example, paying close attention to
the behaviour of other dogs in the park; he taught himself to play with a
human and a ball, as the other dogs did, and then stopped doing it after
a few weeks because it didn’t really interest him. He enjoys learning new
skills and displaying them. Learning to walk on the lead was part of his new
education, and the lead functioned as a tool in further education; walking
on the lead helped him learn to take the tram and the train, although trains
still frighten him, to ignore dogs when walking next to the bicycle, to ignore
(to some extent) humans who eat food on the street, and so on. I sometimes
had to keep him from doing what he wanted within these processes, but
there were clear goals, and because Olli learned very fast, many of the
problems we encountered were temporary.
However, as I have already mentioned, the lead also made things
65 Small acts of violence towards dogs are completely acceptable in our society:
almost every day I see humans drag dogs along with collars that almost choke them,
shout at them or even hit or kick them.
105

more difficult, and we two would not have needed it to come to an
understanding – Olli would have learned these things without the lead,
although the tempo at which he learned them might have been different.
Still, the communication we had because of the lead did provide us with
extra information about each other. Driessen (2016) draws attention to
how material interventions can stir dialogue between human and nonhuman animals. He discusses the situation in which cows learn to use a
milking machine. Confronted with this new machine, cows adapt their
views and behaviour, as do farmers in response to them. The relationship
with the machine enables the cows to display new behaviour and the
farmers to see them differently; the process can be seen as a dialogue, in
which the milking machine is the subject being talked about.66 The lead
can also be regarded in this way. Because of how Olli responded, I learned
about him and vice versa. This was a dynamic process, in which power
relations were not completely fixed (see also Fletcher and Platt 2016)
and in which we both exercised agency – I mentioned Olli’s strong will
earlier.67 The precise meaning of the lead was not pre-determined. Olli
enjoys going out, and he has started to associate the lead with good things
such as dog biscuits and going to the park. He often asks for biscuits
as we walk, and I often give them to him; sometimes without thinking,
sometimes to reward him. I notice the lead most when we have different
ideas about where to go. If this happens, we negotiate. Because we return
to it often, we have time to adjust our opinions, to give each other reasons
and think it over. I watch his behaviour and adjust mine as much as I can;
he watches me and responds to what I ask.68
For these reasons, the lead functions as more than just an instrument
of repression.69 As our understanding grew, Olli started to flourish. His
body changed: some of the muscles in his hind legs disappeared, others
became stronger; his neck was very thick when he came, now it is of
normal size. As I mentioned above, he held his tail and the back of his
body low when he arrived. Photographs of him in the shelter show the
66 See Chapter 9 for a longer discussion of this example.
67 For Foucault (2010), power is not simply oppression: power produces and is
mutual and there is always the possibility of a reversal of power. This is literally
true for the lead as instrument, we are on opposite sides exercising pressure, the
lead is between us as a topic for discussion. The power relations between us are not
fixed. I often follow him and use no force. The lead can of course also be a tool for
oppression, depending on the human, the dog and the training strategies involved.
68 He does not simply follow and if I pull on the lead, he just pulls in the other
direction. I need to convince him (‘we are going home now’).
69 The lead makes some dogs feel more confident. Small dogs often feel confident
knowing their human is at the other end of the lead, something they express by
barking loudly at dogs twice or three times their size.
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same posture. After three months, a curl appeared in his tail. His walk
became steady, calm and proud. His attitude towards humans changed
as well. In the beginning he greeted all humans, after three months he
no longer felt he needed to ask everyone for reassurance, and started to
ignore the humans we met in the streets and in the park, even though he is
still a very friendly dog who teaches many children in our neighbourhood
not to be afraid of dogs.70
C.3 Stray politics
Dog/human relations can be political in different ways. Both of the topics
discussed above are political. ‘Language’ is usually understood as exclusively
human, and is used as a demarcation line between human and non-human
animals in the philosophical tradition (Chapter 1). This is a political problem
and leads to other political problems, such as anthropocentrism, in laws,
discourse and practices (Chapter 4). The lead is an instrument that is used
to oppress other animals: a completely accepted form of human domination
over other animals. In developing a common language and in learning to
walk on the lead, Olli exercised agency. In the next section I further explore
Olli’s political agency as a Romanian stray dog, and then I turn to political
agency more generally, on both the micro- and macro-levels.
A stray dog from Romania
In September 2013, following the death of a four-year-old boy allegedly
killed by stray dogs (Allen 2014), Romania’s highest court ruled in favour of
killing thousands of stray dogs. A new law made it possible to ‘euthanize’71
dogs who had been in shelters for fourteen days, or sooner if there is not
enough food for them. The euthanasia methods used include poisoning with
antifreeze, shooting, electrocution and gassing (ibid.). Dogs are also often
left in cages without food and water to starve. In some towns, the capture
and killing of a dog – euphemistically referred to as ‘dog management’
– pays 200 euros per dog. Animal welfare organisations receive 25 euros
for capturing and neutering dogs, although neutering dogs is the only
70 In Olli’s profile on their website, Dierenhulp Orfa described him as a very happy
dog. Much of his ‘happy’ behaviour was actually an act to try and get attention and
food. When he became more relaxed, he stopped acting in these ways. He still wags
his tail, but not all the time; he can now lie somewhere without watching me all the
time and I sometimes see a really happy expression, for example, when I come home
with groceries – like a smile.
71 The word ‘euthanasia’ is in the case of nonhuman animals often used as a
euphemism for killing.
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effective way of reducing populations (ibid.). Dogs wearing the ear tags
of animal welfare organisations showing that they have been neutered are
also captured and killed. In addition to the killings of hundreds of dogs a
day by companies working for the government, dogs are beaten to death
on the streets, poisoned and burned alive by angry citizens (ibid.).
My decision to adopt a stray dog from Romania was influenced
by this political situation, and in addition to offering Olli a home, I
decided to use my work to create awareness about the situation. I did so
by writing about, drawing and photographing Olli, as well as by writing
about the situation in Romania. The work was published on my website,
and Olli was mentioned in interviews. Olli had no influence on his move
to the Netherlands, but he did influence my work, directly through his
actions and indirectly because my perspective changed through our
interaction.
Olli exercises agency in a number of other ways. In Romania, he
invented a little dance to ask humans for food, attention and sympathy –
he sometimes still does this when we meet strangers, mostly with adult
males – and is generally extremely friendly. Through this behaviour, he
challenges stereotypes about stray dogs. Iris Young (1990) writes about
the role of stereotypes in what she calls ‘cultural imperialism’, the situation
in which the dominant group, in this case humans, sets the standards for
socially acceptable behaviour. She points to the fact that the ‘other’ is, in
the same movement, singled out and rendered invisible. We see this with
stray dogs. On the one hand, they are voiceless; humans are indifferent
towards them. They are part of cities, but they are faceless, worthless. On
the other hand, they are seen as dangerous, dirty and bad. Belonging to the
category ‘stray dog’ renders a dog invisible as an individual, and because
they are invisible it is easy to project characteristics onto them. Olli
challenged this by being visible in a gentle way. In the Netherlands, the
attitude towards dogs is different; humans are usually friendly. But here
he also challenged stereotypes, for example, about the learning abilities of
older dogs, or more generally, the subjecthood of animals. Because he is so
kind and open, many strangers we encounter on the street want to pet him
or say something to him. I tell them he is from Romania and inform them
about the situation over there.
From micro-practices to macro-agency
Taking other animals seriously as subjects and treating them as equals can
challenge anthropocentrism. Leslie Irvine (2001) proposes seeing play
between humans and cats or dogs as a site for political resistance. She argues
that in play, humans and dogs, or other companion animals, challenge the
current construction of the human/animal divide. Play acknowledges non108

human animals’ subjectivity and communication skills, through which it
challenges ‘human disregard for non-human life’ (2001:1) and creates
interconnection between members of different species. Irvine discusses
different aspects of play, such as resisting ‘the notion of otherness’ and
‘trends to dominate other species’ (ibid.). Drawing on the work of Foucault,
she sees micro-practices – common everyday practices – as spaces in which
power hierarchies and conflicts are revealed and in which common views
about human-animal hierarchies are challenged.
Honouring animal agency and subjecthood can indeed function as
a basis for new forms of living together; it is also important to acknowledge
that animals already exercise agency in many ways and thereby influence our
understanding of the world around us. However, as the story of Olli shows,
not everything can be fixed at an individual level. A focus on individual
relationships leaves intact the frame in which animals can exercise agency, as
we saw with walking on the lead and having to navigate city traffic. Donaldson
and Kymlicka (2012) make a distinction between micro- and macro-agency.
Some authors (Haraway 2008, Hearne 2007) focus solely on animal agency
in personal relationships in which the human ultimately decides what
the scope of the animal’s choices is. This obscures certain problems and
may even legitimise violence because the wider framework of exploitation
of non-human animals is not addressed (Weisberg 2006, see also 9.1).
Donaldson and Kymlicka argue that it is often assumed that humans have
a wide scope of agency, whereas the macro frame of domesticated animals is
‘fixed by their evolutionary history and/or species nature, pre-determining a
life of rigid dependence on humans and human society’ (2015b:12). As we
have seen, this picture of non-human animals is incorrect, and in order to
respect their agency in a human-dominated world humans should provide
them with options to expand their macro-framework. An example of this
is being able to choose to leave the interspecies community they are part
of. In practice, this would mean that although domesticated animals have a
right to be socialised into interspecies communities, they also have a right
to opt out of their community, for example, to go and live in a community
with members of their own species, or to spend only part of their time
with humans. This would require new spatial arrangements and a very
different attitude towards the preferences of non-human animals. Taking
macro-agency into account does not mean that non-human animals can do
whatever they want and can be completely free in what they choose. There
will always be constraints on the scope of agency, as there are for humans.
Although I am committed to creating as rich a life as possible for
Olli, the scope of his agency is determined by the limits of a human-centred
society. This is unfortunate, because he has a strong spirit and it is important
for him to be able to make his own decisions. The situation now is sometimes
patronising; Olli is forced to walk on a lead, to follow one human and so
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on. While he is an autonomous adult who is very happy with a warm bed,
central heating, food at fixed times and cuddles, he might also like to spend
time outside, roam the streets on his own, create friendships with individuals
of different species, and maybe be part of a larger community of dogs.
Concluding remarks
Olli has adapted well to his new life. Remarkably well, considering he is a
five-year-old dog who had never lived in this type of situation before. When
he arrived, he preferred canine company to human company and would
have chosen the former over the latter, even though he did also seek out
contact with humans – he is especially fond of children. As we get to know
each other better and build a stronger connection, I am not sure about that
anymore. He enjoys having a place where he belongs and it is important for
him to belong to a group. He is much happier than he was before, much
more relaxed and more present.72
Olli was not the only one who changed in the months after he came
here; I also changed.73 The physical process was and is rather intense; we
spend a lot of time outside: walking and running in rain and wind, through
muddy fields and forests, and we have a lot of physical contact, both outside
and inside the house. Pika and I often touch, but mostly in passing: small
gestures. We like to sit next to each other quietly; she sometimes places
her head on my lap. Olli needs more intense interaction. In The parrot who
owns me, Joanna Burger writes about preening rituals with parrot Tiko: ‘As
he cared for my body, I felt myself transported into a much more physically
attentive kind of life than we’re used to in this society’ (2002:107). Although
Olli does not preen or groom me – he sometimes licks my foot – I experience
something similar because touch is so important to him. He often asks me
to rub his tummy by lying next to me on his back and growling or barking,
or just to pet him, by sitting next to me and taking my hand in his paws. This
way of interacting connects me to him; being together is important to him
72 He makes Pika happy. He is very sweet, playful and joyful and likes to make
jokes. By ‘jokes’ I mean acts that are meant to amuse me or to draw my attention
to something in a joyful, playful way. Jokes are similar to games, but they refer to
something outside of the situation. Pika and he also make jokes together. They like
to roll in the dirt and sniff each other afterwards, wagging their tails as if giving
the other a high five for smelling bad. And they form a team if they want to put
pressure on me to give them food.
73 Although Olli and Pika understood each other well from the beginning, their
contact still deepens. In the beginning, Olli lay next to Pika on the couch and the
bed. Pika accepted this but was slightly indifferent. Later on, she also sought out
his company. They often greet each other during the day, kissing and wagging their
tails.
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and what he asks from me in that regard makes me feel more connected to
the world around us. The connections I have with Pika and Putih are clear
and strong; we belong to each other. Olli wants to belong and connect, but
the precise meaning of this is still in question and still growing.
On a more general level the perspective Olli offered me on our
society reminded me of certain aspects of our society and human-animal
relations, things I knew but that I experienced in a different way. His
views, for example, on dog leads, the number of dogs in this city, cars, large
noisy machines, humans and houses, has made me experience these in a
different way. Olli has very clear preferences regarding food, other dogs,
when to walk, where to walk, when to cuddle, where to sleep and so on,
and our discussions about these things help shape our life together. These
experiences can function as the starting point for envisioning new ways of
interacting and arranging public spaces.
In animal rights theories, there is a strong tendency to view
animal freedom solely as negative freedom, as freedom from humans (see
Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011 for an analysis). Although, of course, some
other animals prefer to have as little contact with humans as possible, Olli
shows that it is possible for a stray dog to change, to gain confidence and
adapt to – or even embrace – new circumstances in such a way that freedom
is gained. Not just freedom of movement in an anthropocentric world, also
freedom in interaction with others, with the possibility of starting to love a
human being. And he is not the only one affected: Olli and the others not
only teach me about non-human animals, they teach me about all things
that really matter.
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part ii
POLITICAL ANIMALS AND ANIMAL POLITICS
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Chapter 4
Animal politics: justice, power and political animal agency
Bartholomew Chassenee, a distinguished French jurist of the sixteenth
century, owed his reputation to his work as counsel for a group of rats who
had been put on trial before the court of Autun on the charge of having
eaten up and destroyed the barley-crop of that province (Evans 1906).
Because his clients were clearly guilty and had a bad reputation, Chassenee
was forced to use all manner of different pleas and objections to try and find
a loophole in the law so that the rats might escape their sentence. He first
argued that it was difficult to address the rats in question, because they lived
in different villages. He succeeded in obtaining a citation, to be published
in all parishes, to notify the rats of the impending lawsuit.74 When the time
came to make the proclamation, he excused the absence of his clients on
the grounds of the difficulty and length of the journey to the court, and the
perils that accompanied it, such as the presence of cats. He argued that when
it is impossible for the accused to appear before the court, this is grounds
for refusing to obey the writ. We do not know what happened to the rats,
but the arguments used in this case probably enjoyed some success, because
they were later used in defence of human offenders (Evans 1906). There was
a distinction in criminal animal law between domesticated animals, who
were seen as members of the community and sometimes actually brought
to trial, after which they were often executed, and the animals generally
seen as pests, such as rodents and insects.75 Members of the latter group
were not usually present at the hearings, although some randomly selected
individuals were often brought to the court and killed after the trial to serve
as an example.
Animal trials continued until the beginning of the 20th century.
Some of the most notable cases were the electrocution of the elephant Topsy
74 Notifying rats of court orders by sending them letters, as well as sending them
friendly letters of advice to leave certain houses because they would otherwise be
poisoned, was a custom in various European countries and in parts of the USA in
the 19th and early 20th centuries. The letters were pinned to the door of the house,
and if the rats took no notice, they were rubbed with grease, rolled up, and put into
their holes (Evans 1906:129-131).
75 It was not possible to excommunicate non-human animals of either group; they
could only be anathematized, like women they had no legal standing of their own,
so they could only be ‘waived’ or abandoned (Evans 1906:52).
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in 1903, and the hanging of the elephant Mary in 1926. Both Topsy and
Mary had been forced to work in circuses. Topsy had killed three humans,
including a trainer who had forced her to swallow a burning cigarette
(Hribal 2010). Mary had killed her trainer after he prodded her behind her
ear with a hook when she reached down to eat a watermelon (ibid.). In the
Middle Ages, discussions about non-human animal punishment focused on
the questions of whether punishment should be retributive or preventive,
whether non-human animals could be held morally responsible, and how
this related to humans who acted as a result of insanity; the arguments for
prosecution were usually motivated by religion, and animal crimes were seen
as acts of Satan. Later cases, such as those of Topsy and Mary, focused mostly
on legitimising the practices of circuses and zoos for a human audience.
Instead of looking at what had caused them to use violence towards humans
– usually their captivity and the violence done to them for economic reasons
– the non-human animals in question were blamed for their behaviour.
In current legal systems, non-human animals are sometimes
consulted as witnesses,76 but they are not seen as moral, legal or political
agents. In fact, in most countries they have the legal standing of property,
and harm done to them is seen only as harm to their owner. The same
applies to politics. Human decisions materially affect the lives of nonhuman animals: over 56 billion farm animals (this number does not include
fish and marine animals) are killed each year for food, for example, and the
number of wild animals living on Earth is set to fall by two-thirds by 2020
as compared with 1970 (Carrington 2016), while the human population has
almost doubled since that time. The animal trials of the Middle Ages may
now seem absurd and cruel to us, but the situation for non-human animals
has not really improved.
Recent years have seen changes with regard to the legal and political
representation of non-human animals. While these changes have mostly
been directed towards improving non-human animal welfare, political
parties devoted to promoting non-human animal interests have also come
into being. The rise of the Dutch Party for the Animals (Partij voor de
Dieren), founded in 2002 as the first political party devoted to promoting
non-human animal interests, is a good example.77 The Party for the Animals
aims to speak up for non-human animals in a human political framework.
While the Party for the Animals has achieved some small successes, their
main function has been to put animal issues on the political agenda, forcing
other parties to acknowledge these issues as well (Otjes 2016). Apart from
the effectiveness of their strategy in terms of results that can be measured,
76 See 4.4 for an example.
77 There are now animal parties in many countries, such as the UK, Brazil, Spain,
Portugal, Switzerland, Sweden, Germany, Australia and Canada.
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they have been successful in starting and encouraging discussion about the
treatment of non-human animals and the planet in general at various levels
of society, ranging from parliament and city councils to old and new media,
helping to raise public awareness.
The Party for the Animals focuses on representing other animals and
giving them a voice in the human system, but it does not engage politically
with non-human animals. In the Netherlands, the Party for the Animals
is often equated with animal politics. Seeing this form of representation
– the same applies to proposals for reserving seats in parliament for other
animals, ombudsmen, designated animal advocates, and other models that
aim to include non-human animal interests in human politics – as the sole
or best form of animal politics is, however, problematic with regard to both
‘politics’ and ‘animal’ (see also Chapter 8). It refers to a narrow interpretation
of politics and political actors, which is often built on an anthropocentric
world view, and constructed similar to the way in which language has been
constructed (see Chapters 1 and 2). Non-human animals do speak and
exercise political agency, but they cannot usually influence matters that
concern their lives directly because the framework within which they act
has been constructed to exclude them. This exclusion has an institutional
and an epistemic dimension: other animals are not just formally excluded
from political and legal structures; they are effectively silenced, because their
perspectives and forms of knowledge are not considered as valuable within
the dominant system of knowledge.
In this chapter, I begin by discussing two critiques of political
anthropocentrism. Political anthropocentrism is usually either challenged
by animal advocates with an appeal to justice, or by a critique of power
relations. Both shed light on aspects of political human/non-human animal
relationships and offer ways to rethink ‘the political’, but they also both
fail to adequately take non-human animal agency into account. In order to
be able to take non-human animal agency into account and develop new
forms of non-human animal political participation, we need to reconsider
‘politics’ in an interspecies context and in interaction with other animals.
Building on the two critiques of anthropocentrism in politics, in the second
half of the chapter I investigate the ways in which non-human animals can
act politically, and how political animal agency can function as a basis for
developing new forms of interspecies politics. It is not enough to grant other
animals rights or improve their position in the existing framework; we also
need to rethink politics with them in order not to repeat anthropocentrism.
In the next chapter, I draw on these ideas about politics and animals to
further explore the relations between groups of non-human animals and
human political communities.
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4.1 Justice for Animals
In the late 1960’s, a group of postgraduate students in the United Kingdom
began to meet on a regular basis to discuss animal rights and animal
liberation.78 Inspired by an article by Brigid Brophy (1965) that discussed
the need for animal rights,79 the group edited the volume Animals, Men and
Morals: An Inquiry into the Maltreatment of Non-humans (1971). Utilitarian
philosopher Peter Singer wrote a review of this book with the title Animal
Liberation for the New York Review of Books. The New York Review of
Books then asked him to elaborate on his ideas about animal liberation,
which led him to write a book with the same title. The publication of
Animal Liberation in 1975 is often seen as the beginning of the animal
rights movement, and the book remains one of the guiding texts of the
movement.80 While Animal Liberation is often seen as the beginning of
the modern animal rights movement, Singer argues not for rights but for
moral consideration. According to Singer, non-human animals should be
included in our moral communities because they are sentient beings who
have interests of their own. There is no morally relevant characteristic that
all humans possess and all other animals do not possess, and failing to take
them into account simply on the basis that they are not human is a matter of
speciesism, or discrimination on the basis of species, which can be compared
to racism and sexism.81 Singer’s utilitarian views would, if accepted, lead to
the abolition of many current practices in which non-human animals are
exploited, such as factory farming – the suffering of these animals is far
greater than the pleasure that humans experience when eating their bodyparts – and most of animal experimentation. However, this would not lead
to inviolable rights for either human or non-human animals because, for
utilitarians, the greater good always trumps individual interests.
Philosopher Tom Regan (1983), who is seen as the modern father
of animal rights, draws our attention to the fact that in the case of humans
most legal and political systems focus on rights, not a utilitarian calculus,
and he argues that non-human animals – or subjects-of-a-life, as he calls
78 In and associated with this group were, among others: David Wood, Ruth
Harrison, Mary Midgley, Richard Ryder and Tom Regan (who visited the group
in 1973).
79 Ruth Harrison’s Animal Machines, an influential critique of factory farming, was
published in 1964. Harrison’s book and Brophy’s article stirred much interest in the
relation between human and non-human animals.
80 Animal Liberation is one of the few successful examples of how a philosophical
work can influence a social justice movement.
81 The word ‘speciesism’ was coined by psychologist Richard Ryder in 1970.
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them – should be granted inviolable rights (see also Cavalieri 2003).82 Regan
criticises utilitarianism’s possible counterintuitive moral imperatives, such
as sacrificing an innocent human being when the benefits outweigh the
costs, but he accepts the same premises as Singer with regard to speciesism
and sentience. Since the publication of Regan and Singer’s seminal works,
animal rights theories have primarily been advanced by moral philosophers
and scientists studying animal behaviour and cognition, and traditionally
focus on the intrinsic capacities of animals and their interests, and the moral
status and moral rights to which these give rise. Progress in these fields of
study has led to a better understanding of animals and their moral rights,
as well as to more attention for animals in public debate and legislation.
It has, however, also led to a conception of animals as moral objects to be
studied rather than subjects who have their own ideas about how they want
to live their lives, and to an emphasis on negative rights (Donaldson and
Kymlicka 2011). This runs the risk of repeating the anthropocentrism that
these approaches aim to challenge, and obscures opportunities for forming
new relations. I will discuss both these problems below, and then turn to
a more detailed analysis of how power relations have shaped our view of
animals and politics.
Problems with traditional animal rights theories: negative rights and the risk
of anthropocentrism
Implementing negative rights for non-human animals in present-day society
(Regan 1983, Francione 1995) would obviously be a great improvement
for many non-human animals, as many current practices in which they are
exploited would have to be abolished. Extending a human framework to
include other animals, however, can lead to reinforcing anthropocentrism.
Cary Wolfe (2003) puts this as follows.The liberal tradition seemed promising
for rethinking the status of other animals, because the subject proposed was
meant to be empty. Subjectivity and freedom were said to no longer depend
on identifiable attributes such as race, gender or class. Species could be seen
as the next step in this progression. However, although the category of the
subject was formally empty, materially it was full. Social inequalities and
asymmetries in power determined the shape of this empty subject. We find
82 It is important not to confuse fundamental rights with improving animal welfare
legislation. Changing the size of cages for battery hens from one A4 to one A4
plus 2 centimeters per hen might be seen as a step in the right direction, but does
nothing to challenge the practice of keeping captive and killing hens, and makes
it easier for humans to forget about their treatment and believe that things are not
so bad or improving, which may even contribute to legitimising these practices. In
contrast, universal animal rights, like basic human rights, would in fact lead to great
social change, and would also alter the position of other animals.
119

an example of this in The Great Ape Project (GAP), an organisation set up
by philosophers and animal scientists (Cavalieri and Singer 1993), which
strives to establish a small set of human rights for non-human primates. The
GAP argues for the right to life, liberty and freedom of movement for nonhuman primates, because they are sentient beings with their own language
and culture, and have emotional and cognitive capacities similar to those
of human primates. Wolfe argues that in this line of reasoning, humans
recognise other primates ethically not because they are unique others, but
because they are a kind of inferior human. His second objection is that
even if the organisation were successful, this strategy would reinforce the
humanism that caused the problems in the first place and simply move it to
another level; instead of humans versus other animals, it would be a matter
of humans and great apes versus other animals.83 According to Wolfe, this
problem cannot be solved from inside the humanist tradition. By extending
a humanist/anthropocentric framework, such as rights, to incorporate other
animals (see also Calarco 2005 and Oliver 2007) the structure, which is based
on the (metaphysical) distinction between The Animal and The Human,
remains intact, with the inherent risk of repeating violent consequences.
While Wolfe is right in pointing out the risks of extending human
concepts and institutions to include other animals, it is also important to
realise that the meaning of these has never been fixed (see Chapter 2).
Rights are tools that we can use to improve the position of non-human
animals. Once animal rights are in place, the meaning of the concept of
rights, as well as the basic structure of our society, will change. The recent
attention for non-human animals in political philosophy shows us that
using existing concepts, such as citizenship (see Chapter 5), can be fruitful
in gaining a better understanding of the relations we have with them, and
can help us to imagine new relations. Of the utmost importance, however,
are two things: we need to carefully examine the power relations that have
shaped the concepts we use, and we need to develop new relations together
with other animals. In order to move beyond anthropocentrism, we need
to engage with them in new ways, take their perspectives seriously, and
develop new forms of political interaction with them. Rights can improve
the position of non-human animals in these conversations at a very basic
level – for example, by protecting them from being killed and eaten – and
can change shape in interaction with them.
This leads us to the second problem with traditional animal rights
theories, which is that they mostly focus on extending negative rights, and
not on reformulating relations. While this emphasis on negative rights is
83 Donna Haraway (1991) rightly argues that dividing other animals into species
is inherently political: ‘Primatology is about an Order, a taxonomic and therefore
political order – western primatology is simian orientalism.’
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understandable given the large-scale violence towards other animals, it
also leads to normative and pragmatic problems. An example of this can
be found in the case of domesticated non-human animals. Abolitionist
approaches to animal rights (most notably Francione 1995) start from the
idea that humans should stop using other animals, which means ending
all relations with them because these relations are built on oppression.
This poses a problem for domesticated animals, who may often depend on
humans to survive and flourish. For this reason, from the perspective of the
abolitionists it would be better if they did not exist at all. This not only means
that humans should stop breeding them, it also implies that humans should
make sure that they do not procreate: they should be what is euphemistically
called ‘phased out’. This view underestimates the relevance of these relations
for both the humans and the other animals involved,84 and does not take
the agency of domesticated non-human animals seriously. Donaldson and
Kymlicka (2011) show that dependency is not a problem in itself; we are
all dependent on others at different stages of our lives and this does not
necessarily lead to unjust relations between humans and other animals.
Second, they direct our attention to the fact that ‘phasing out’ domesticated
animals would again imply that humans need to make decisions regarding
their social lives, and other humans’ social lives, because humans may also
need other animals, for them (see also Donaldson forthcoming and Oliver
2016). They propose instead that we need to look for ways in which they can
enhance their freedom, and in which we can foster their agency, so that the
power hierarchy changes. How this might work in practice will differ from
species to species, and from individual to individual.
We cannot end all forms of human-animal interaction, since
humans and other animals are cohabitants of the same planet. Furthermore,
this is also unnecessary, since respectful human/non-human animal
relationships are possible and already exist. The lives of humans and animals
are interconnected in many ways, historically, culturally, and geographically,
leading to various relationships, which, in turn, lead to various rights and
responsibilities on both sides. In the human situation, universal rights are held
to apply to everyone, but humans have additional rights and duties towards
specific others based on their moral and political relationships. To evaluate
these relations, Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011) turn to citizenship theory.
They argue that political philosophy is pre-eminently appropriate to address
questions about relations with non-human animals, because it can provide
the conceptual tools needed to translate moral insights into an institutional
framework in which concepts such as democracy and citizenship can play
a key role. They propose extending the idea of universal human rights to
84 See also the feminist critiques of Regan and Singer, for example, Adams (2010),
Donovan (1990), and Gruen (2005).
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include non-human animals using insights developed in animal rights
theories. However, although these universal negative rights – such as the
right not to be killed, tortured, or enslaved for the benefits of others – are
important, they are not enough. We also need to envision just relations. In
order to do this, Donaldson and Kymlicka look at how human communities
relate to each other in a liberal democratic framework. They use this as the
starting point for thinking about political relationships with, and justice
for, animals. In their political theory of animal rights, domesticated animals
should be seen as co-citizens, wild animals as sovereign communities, and
liminal animals – those who live among humans but are not domesticated
– as denizens. Humans have different rights and duties with regard to these
groups of animals, and animals in these groups have different rights and
duties towards humans.
Animal ethics have traditionally focused on how we, humans,
should treat them, other animals, which obscures their agency and the
relevance of relations for all. Political philosophy offers us a rich new
vocabulary with which to think and write about other animals, and to
interact with them. Donaldson and Kymlicka’s emphasis on non-human
animal agency and relations is important because it allows us to take nonhuman animals seriously as individuals with their own unique perspective
on life, and their own views about the good life.85 They emphasise the fact
that we do not know how relations will evolve once we have started to
change our attitudes. What they do not, however, discuss in detail, is how
power relations have formed what we view as politics, and how they have
also shaped the distinction between humans and other animals. While
rights and other concepts can help us to think, we also need to thoroughly
investigate the different forms of oppression of non-human animals on the
levels of politics, culture, and knowledge and their intersections in order to
be able to understand why humans act as they do, and move beyond it. How
humans treat other animals is inextricably linked to the way in which they
view them and think about them; these aspects of human relations with
other animals are also political.
4.2 Anthropocentrism and the links between epistemic and institutional
forms of violence
‘If slaughterhouses had glass walls, everyone would be a vegetarian’ Paul
McCartney once famously said. Non-human animal exploitation and
invisibility are often thought to be interlinked; it is thought that if humans
were actually compelled to bear witness to the harms done to other animals
85 I discuss their ideas about citizenship for animals in more detail in the next
chapter.
122

they would change their behaviour. Topographical dimensions are indeed
of great importance in addressing violence towards non-human animals
(Pachirat 2011, O’Sullivan 2011). Exposing hidden practices makes up a
large part of animal activism – documenting and publishing the treatment
of animals in barns and laboratories is one of the most important activist
practices – and making the suffering of non-human animals public through
street protests, on social media, or via independent media outlets is an
important step towards social change. These actions can sometimes provoke
public outrage (Hribal 2007) and influence legal or political action (ibid.).
They can also affect individual choices. For example, research has shown
that the way meat is presented by the industry influences the willingness of
humans to eat it; how it is described and how it looks both play an important
role in this, and activists can change this (Kunst and Hohle 2016). Most
humans do, however, know that non-human animals suffer, and that humans
make them suffer, and yet they continue to participate in practices that rely
on violence to other animals, such as eating parts of their bodies or wearing
their skin. This form of cognitive dissonance is sometimes described as the
meat-eater’s paradox (Aaltola 2015, Joy 2011): humans empathise with
non-human animal suffering and think it should be abolished, but they still
continue to eat other animals. In order to challenge this, it is important to
look beyond individual responsibility and address the structural dimensions
of our relations with other animals.
Philosopher Dinesh Wadiwel (2015) sheds light on what is
at stake here by distinguishing between three forms of violence that
humans commit with regard to other animals. Inter-subjective violence
refers to forms of individual, personal violence, in which the perpetrator
is identifiable, and which attacks an entity directly. Institutional violence
shapes the power structures of our lives, thus determining opportunities
in life and the outcomes of these for that same entity. Epistemic violence
concerns our systems of knowledge as expressed in ideology, science and
law. In human/non-human animal relations, these forms of violence have
the following shapes. Inter-subjective violence is violence that is directly
seen and experienced, for example, when a human directly hurts another
animal. Institutional violence is hidden, not because humans literally do
not see it, but because they do not perceive it as violence. In a hierarchical
society in which white and black humans do not have the same rights,
white humans often perceive injustices and violence to black humans as
normal, as part of a necessary natural order of society. Similar patterns are
found in relations between men and women (Wadiwel 2015). In the case
of non-human animals, we find that many if not most humans are aware
of the conditions under which other animals live and die, and are familiar
with the images that show the violence inflicted on them by humans. One
example is intensive farming: images of pigs and chickens crammed into
123

accommodation without daylight, of calves separated from their mothers
immediately after birth, and of animal transport and slaughter are familiar
to most humans. While extreme violence might still shock humans, these
images are in general not new, and most humans have access to them,
particularly via social media networks. Many humans also know that the
non-human animals living these lives are conscious beings, not so very
different from dogs or even humans in terms of cognition and emotion. Yet
most of these humans continue to participate in practices that exploit other
animals. This is because there is an epistemic dimension to institutional
forms of violence.
We live in a society that is shaped by the assumption that humans
are superior to other animals. This ‘epistemological anthropocentrism’
(Tyler 2012) refers to the assumption that humans not only come first,
but are also ultimately the ones who determine what knowledge is, and
that all knowledge begins from a human perspective (Wadiwel 2015). This
knowledge claim is the basis for epistemic violence. It frames violence
as non-violence, and as such it makes structural or institutional violence
possible. A good example of this can be found in Carol Adams’ analysis of
the eating of animals (2010). Through slaughter, other animals are converted
into ‘meat’. The animal is absent from ‘meat’, both in name and in form.
Adams refers to this process as creating an ‘absent referent’. Living animals
are necessary for the production of meat, but they disappear in the process,
and humans can then buy their dead body parts in supermarkets without
having to be confronted with the reality of their lives. This process takes
place in language as well, for example, through the use of the word ‘meat’.
It also has a material component; the body parts of dead animals are made
into unrecognisable objects which humans can use as they please.
Wadiwel’s analysis of the different dimensions of violence helps
us to see why humans continue to participate in violence towards other
animals, and why it is so difficult to resist. Making an individual choice not
to contribute to the industrialised bringing into life and killing of other
animals – by practising veganism for example – only addresses part of the
networks of exploitation of animals.86 It can therefore be only partly effective
in dismantling the institutional and epistemic layers of violence against nonhuman animals, for example, by contributing to raising awareness in others.
Here we find a clear difference between the solutions of the aforementioned
philosophers of animal rights and justice to non-human animal exploitation,
and this analysis of power relations. Animal rights philosophers mostly
focus on individual choice and believe in the power of liberal democratic
political and legal systems to establish change for animals. Wadiwel adds
86 Of course we also participate in violence towards other humans through our
personal and communal choices.
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another dimension of analysis, and argues that this dimension is crucial for
an understanding of how relations between humans and other animals are
formed. Animal rights philosophers often focus on rational arguments to
convince other humans of the rightness of their position, drawing attention
to the capacities of non-human animals and the inconsistencies in human
thinking. According to Wadiwel, the evidence that other animals suffer is
already there, and human attitudes towards this violence should be seen as
expressions of akrasia: ‘choosing a course of action that one knows is not
“right” due to a failure of will’ (2015:57), as wilful ignorance, or stupidity.87
The main question here is therefore, he argues, not ethical but political.
With this he means that our ethical systems – both those proposed
by theorists of animal rights and justice, and those that are aimed at intersubjective encounters with other animals or our individual attitudes – are
interconnected with, and partly rely on, the distinction between humans
and other animals. The production of truth is connected to the production
of power: perceiving ‘knowledge’ as a human capacity springs from unequal
power relations, and knowledge produced in this system fits a discourse that
reflects inequality (we saw an example of this in the language research in
Chapter 2), and contributes to intensifying practices in which other animals
are used (see also 5.2). So in conjunction with ethical questions, we also
need to address this question of power, including how power relations have
shaped and continue to shape our understanding of ourselves and others.
Biopolitics and the intersections of epistemic and institutional violence
Human power over other animals is expressed in a multitude of ways.
Violence is not only found in the fact that humans kill other animals, but
also in how humans bring them into being and keep them in such a way
that they produce the most profit. The concept of biopolitics is often used
to clarify what is at stake here (Wadiwel 2015, Wolfe 2012). According to
Michel Foucault, sovereignty in the modern era evolved from the power to
kill others – often to claim territory or resources – into a biopolitical form
of government focused on managing the biological life of populations: ‘The
ancient right to take life or let live was replaced by a power to foster life
or disallow it to the point of death’ (Foucault 1998:138). This had positive
effects for humans with regard to health, education, economy, and other
87 Elisa Aaltola (2015) also turns to the concept of akrasia to conceptualise human
attitudes, and draws attention to the role of emotion and cultivating one’s character
as an alternative. The animal rights movement should, according to her, focus more
strongly on human emotions in trying to get humans to change their behaviour,
and emphasising the positive aspects of veganism and new, better relations with
non-human animals.
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factors that increase wellbeing. Foucault (1998) suggests, however, that
this power to let live is always also intrinsically connected to the power
to ‘disallow it [life] to the point of death’ (Foucault 1998:138). Intensive
farming is a clear illustration of how this works in the case of non-human
animals. In intensive farming, humans bring other animals into existence on
an unprecedented scale,88 often altering them genetically to produce more
and resist less. Non-human animal bodies are kept artificially healthy using
antibiotics, and economic reasoning is used to determine the conditions
under which they live and die. Industrialised slaughter depends on
industrialised reproduction (Wadiwel 2015). These processes are strongly
interconnected with scientific research and informed by insights from fields
of study ranging from biochemistry and genetics to studies on economy,
health and technology.89
This biopolitical perspective on relations between humans and
other animals helps us to see how epistemic violence towards non-human
animals intersects with institutional violence towards them in a dynamic
process, which also sheds light on why exposing unacceptable practices
and ethical reasoning are not enough to convince humans to change their
behaviour. Knowledge is produced to further refine animal exploitation
and inform legislation, for example, welfare legislation regarding farmed
animals. This reinforces a view of animals as usable or eatable objects, and
amplifies the differences between humans and other animals which partly
spring from and help to legitimise institutional violence. Humans do not
see much of the violence towards other animals because it is hidden in farm
buildings, but they also often do not perceive the violence they do see as
such – after all, they are only pigs, cows, chickens or others – because of
the epistemic system in which these power relations operate.90 According
to Wadiwel, in order to dismantle epistemic violence we need to challenge
human superiority, including epistemic superiority. This is a multifaceted
project, and does not demand the granting of rights to other animals within
88 In this context it is relevant to note that while the current scale of violence against
non-human animals is unprecedented, and technological developments make their
deaths more efficient than ever, there never was a ‘good old days’ for other animals
(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011). In the Middle Ages, for example, humans killed
almost all the cats in Europe because they thought they were consorts of Satan;
this contributed to the great outbreaks of the plague. Many species of wild animal
became extinct after humans moved into their territory – in The Netherlands this
happened to ravens, wolves, bears and others. The history of working animals is one
of extreme exploitation and there are many more examples.
89 See Chapter 6.2 for a longer discussion on the relation between power and
knowledge.
90 Species who resemble humans the least, such as fish or worms, often face most
problems in this regard (Driessen 2017, see also chapter 6).
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the given framework, but rather the challenging of the framework itself (see
5.2 on sovereignty). However, as I argued in the previous section, rights
and other anthropocentric concepts can also function as starting points for
change provided they are reformulated in interaction with other animals.
Granting rights to other animals would not be the end station of change,
but the beginning.
Non-human animal agency, animal languages and interspecies
communication do not usually receive much attention in animal studies
scholarship on non-human animals and biopolitics (Wolfe 2003, 2012,
Wadiwel 2015). This is unfortunate, because as we have seen other animals
are reduced to bare life – turned into mute bodies – partly through the
use of euphemistic human language (Adams 2005, Wadiwel 2015). More
importantly, the distinction between animality and humanity is intrinsically
connected with the question of language and logos, and with definitions
of who can speak and who cannot (Derrida 2008, 2013, see also the
Introduction and Chapters 1& 2). Other animals suffer from institutional
violence, and are not heard in the political and legal structures because these
are framed by excluding them. Epistemic violence is interconnected with
the silencing of non-human animals: they cannot answer the harms done
to them because the framework in which they speak is constructed in such
a way that their responses are not considered relevant to the conversation,
or even heard. In order to criticise these processes of animal exclusion and
silencing, we need to address the power relations on both an institutional
and an epistemic level and explore their connections. This can also help
us envision change. As we have seen, other animals do speak and exercise
agency, and we need to take their perspectives into account in reformulating
politics in order not to perpetuate anthropocentrism. Before I turn to
envisioning new political relations with other animals that will challenge
these forms of oppression, I therefore turn to the question of political nonhuman animal agency.
4.3 Political non-human animal agency
Apes in zoos often throw their faeces at humans. Some theorists argue that
this is a sign of political resistance (Hribal 2008, 2010). This may seem
far-fetched, but research has shown that the throwing of faeces is a sign of
intelligence in chimpanzees (Hopkins et al. 2012). Furthermore, there seems
to be a connection between this throwing and the development of language
(ibid.). The same part of the brain is used in throwing and in communicating
with others, and the chimpanzees who throw the most are often the better
communicators in their group. Throwing faeces is an intentional act that
communicates a message; one to which the human visitors to zoos respond.
If we were to encounter a group of humans who had been imprisoned for no
127

reason and they threw faeces at humans or at members of other species who
came to look at them for entertainment, we might view this as an expression
of resistance and an act of political communication; in this case we do not.
In most of contemporary political thought, only neurotypical adult
humans are seen as capable of exercising political agency (Rawls 1971,
Habermas 1984). Political philosopher Angela Pepper (2016) defends this
view on the grounds that political agents must be able to ‘intend to effect
social change, collectively imagine alternative futures, and act‑in-concert
with others’ (2016:1). According to Pepper, most, if not all, non-human
animals lack these capacities and cannot therefore perform political actions,
nor hold rights to political participation. Political agency is, in Pepper’s
view, normatively significant because it comes with a distinct set of rights
and responsibilities. Indeed, she argues that appeals to non-human animal
political agency might even hinder the project of achieving justice for
non-human animals, since a focus on non-human animal political agency
would complicate this project and distort our view of both politics and
animals. Pepper accepts that non-human animals can have intentions
upon which they act, but she argues that they lack the kind of intentional
agency – ‘intentional’ here refers to the capacity to have mental states with
propositional content such as beliefs, hopes and doubts – to do so with regard
to changing human political institutions. She also argues that they do not
have the advanced level of cognition – including capacities for conceptual
abstraction, propositional thought, and language – necessary for envisioning
alternative futures and for taking part in collective political activity.
Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011) present two different ways of
approaching political non-human animal agency: the so-called ‘sheer
presence model’ and the ‘negotiation model’. The sheer presence model refers
to cases in which non-human animals influence human decision making
by being present in spaces where they do not belong, or where they coeffect social change with humans, for example, when non-human animals
illegally accompany humans on public transport. The non-human animals in
question do not intend to change society, they just accompany their humans
on the bus, but with their presence and by behaving well they might affect
how humans view them, which can lead to change. In the second model,
domesticated animals negotiate with their human companions about the
conditions under which they live, for example, with regard to where to walk,
whether they are allowed to sleep on the couch, or about the food they like
to eat. These negotiations can take the form of processes in which nonhuman animals co-shape their life and that of the humans with whom they
live. By negotiating, they express an ability to conform to social norms and
to cooperate with others, including humans, in social life.91 While non91 According to Donaldson and Kymlicka this can function as the starting point
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human animals exercise political agency in many different ways – including
resisting oppression (Chapter 7), cooperating with humans (Chapter 8),
and taking part in deliberative processes (Chapter 9) – and while there is
much we do not yet know about non-human animal agency, I will here
discuss Pepper’s objections to these two models, because they clarify many
of the points at stake in evaluating political non-human animal agency.
To these views of political agency Pepper raises four objections
which are common in critiques of political animal agency. First, she argues
that the sheer presence model leads to a conceptual confusion that makes
it impossible to distinguish political agency from non-political agency.
For example, if the movements of the sea had a political effect, then the
sea would have to be seen as a political agent, which means that there is
no longer any meaningful distinction between political agency and a
more general capacity to act. Second, the negotiation model is built on a
simple expression of preferences. Non-intentional agents might be able to
communicate their preferences, but since they are unable to reflect on and
revise their preferences, one cannot really speak of political negotiation.
Third, human attention or recognition is needed in these models in order
for acts to be political. Fourth, the normative value in the concept of political
agency gets lost once we weaken the description or definition of it.
There are several general objections to the view of politics and
political agency presented by Pepper. This view seems to be built on the
old-fashioned image of ‘the animal’ and on the problematic human/animal
binary that I discussed in the first part of this thesis and in the previous
section. As we have seen, there is no one ‘animal’, and we find a plurality of
capacities, interactions, and political as well as non-political practices, both
at the level of species and at the level of social and political relations. Nonhuman animal capacities for political action are sometimes very similar to
those of humans – acts of resistance are often easy for us to read – but
might at other times be very different – fish do not scream when they are
in pain, which makes it difficult for humans to read their pain. As we saw
in Chapters 2 and 3, there is much that we do not yet know about the
modes of expression, relations, and other significant characteristics of nonhuman animals. The fact that they express themselves differently does not,
however, mean that their expressions and relations are less advanced, less
elaborate or less important than human acts, and the fact that we cannot
read their intentions does not automatically imply that they do not have
them. Additionally, as recent work in experimental psychology (Brentari
2016, Donaldson and Kymlicka 2012) reminds us, there are many moral
and political acts of both humans and other animals which are not based
for political representation, as I will discuss in more detail in the next chapter and
in Chapter 8.
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on careful deliberation or planning; humans often act habitually instead of
after careful reflection (ibid.).
As we saw in the previous section, the image of the political actor
described by Pepper is not universal or neutral, but is formed by power
relations, and it expresses an anthropocentric worldview. This is also
reflected in the understanding of the political that is connected to this view.
The scope of politics is broader than human political institutions (see Part
3 of this thesis) and the question of whether or not certain acts are political,
and who decides this, is interconnected with views about the distinction
between humans and other animals, and with a specific interpretation of
the human subject (see also 5.2). Furthermore, to state that political nonhuman animal acts are all non-intentional also ignores the variety of ways
in which humans and groups of humans act politically. An example of this
is foot voting (see Case Study 2 for an analysis) or more generally, acts in
which humans express their dissatisfaction with political conditions without
explicitly aiming to change institutions. In these processes, it is important to
remember that pre-existing social and political relations influence how one
can express oneself, to what extent acts can be effective, and what scope we
have for political expression.
When we examine these general objections more closely, we find
that Pepper’s arguments are not so convincing. Her first point concerns
conceptual confusion. There is, of course, a morally significant difference
between the actions of, for example, orang-utans in zoos and thunder.
Orang-utans in zoos structurally try to escape, something for which
they work together and plan ahead, often forcing zoos to split them up
or relocate them (Hribal 2008). They are part of political and economic
systems of exploitation by humans and their acts often closely resemble
human acts, because as a species they are closely related to us. Thunder does
not live under conditions of exploitation and has no intention of improving
its own living conditions, nor does thunder have much to do with what we
usually see as political acts. Between these two poles we find a multitude
of different acts of individuals and (sometimes interspecies) groups. This
raises the question of where to draw the line, which is both a question of
interpreting acts and of defining what counts as political and what does not.
Some non-human animal acts can easily be read as protest, for example,
when an orca whale kills their trainer, deer leave their territory because of
hunters, or elephants refuse to perform tricks in circuses. In other cases
resistance is not so clear. Some non-human animals may just look the other
way – think of rabbits in laboratories – try to flee, or just sit really still. We
are still learning how to decipher the meaning of many non-human animal
expressions. We should also keep in mind that it is not up to humans to
define what is political and what is not. At the same time, existing concepts
can of course guide our thinking. Here it is useful to return to Wittgenstein.
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Wittgenstein uses the concept of ‘family resemblance’ to describe the way
games, and, mutatis mutandis, linguistic acts, are related. Different games
share characteristics in the way that members of a family do; a grandson and
grandfather might have the same nose, a mother might share the same sense
of humour with her adopted child, cousin Henry might have a face similar
to his dog, and so on. In a concept such as ‘resistance’, we find that linguistic
and non-linguistic acts are interwoven, and that there are many situations
and ways in which we can use this concept. Different situations may not be
the same, but they share certain characteristics. Concepts do not begin or
end at the species line; there is no characteristic that all the human political
language games that we refer to as resistance share and all the non-human
animal, or interspecies, political language games lack. Apes who throw their
faeces are not acting in completely the same way as humans who start a
revolution, yet in both instances the concept of ‘resistance’ has meaning.
The second point regards the viewing of human/non-human animal
negotiation as a simple expression of preferences. Other animals do indeed
have preferences and can express these in their relations with humans in
many different ways (see Chapters 2 and 3). Their standpoints and the ways
in which they express these can evolve over time, and in thinking about
political interaction with other animals it is therefore important to take the
temporal dimension into account. I will explore the political potential of
these processes in more detail later (Chapters 7-9). For now, I want only
to draw attention to the complex and nuanced ways of political interaction
that are possible, and which already exist between humans and other animals
in many cases, both at an individual level and at the level of groups. In
certain circumstances these can lead to profound understanding (Haraway
2008, Hearne 1986, Smuts 2001, see also Chapters 2 & 3). Viewing these
processes solely as a negotiation about preferences offers far too simplistic a
view of other animals and languages.
The third objection concerns the fact that human witnesses are
necessary in order to be able to speak of politics. Power relations are of course
found in many non-human animal (intra- and inter-species) communities;
between predators and prey, concerning hierarchies within groups and
between different groups in dealings about territories and so on (De Waal
2016). In these encounters and relations, other animals can act in ways similar
to those of humans, and defining ‘politics’ only in terms of human behaviour
is a form of speciesism. However, humans do use violence towards other
animals on a different scale. While questions about human intervention in
the lives of wild, non-human animals are important (Faria 2015, Horta 2010,
Cochrane forthcoming), as humans, our first locus of investigation should be
reconsidering our own role towards other animals for reasons of justice. This
means both addressing human exceptionalism and violence and reconsidering
our relations with other animals; not in order to limit ‘the political’ to human
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activity and perspectives, but because humans need to begin to act differently
in order to bring about social and political change.
Pepper’s final objection raises the concern that political agency
loses normative strength when it is extended to other animals. This concern
is often mentioned when concepts such as citizenship or democracy
(Cochrane 2012, Cooke 2013), or even rights (Wissenburg 2014) are
extended to include other animals. There are several problems with this
idea. First, it is not up to ‘us’ to grant ‘them’ political agency – other animals
already act politically, whether we choose to recognise it or not. Second, as
we have seen, the image of the human as rational and atomistic – on which
this conception of political agency is based – is neither universal nor natural,
but is shaped by power relations. Third, it is appropriate to rethink the scope
of concepts as we learn to better understand the fact that, and the way in
which, other groups act and think. Fourth, in extending concepts to other
animals, one could just as easily argue for the opposite: concepts become
more meaningful when used in relation to and in interaction with other
animals. Thinking about other animals and politics, language, democracy,
and so on, requires us to approach these concepts anew; something which
provides us with a new lens through which we can look at their meaning
and value and gives us a better grasp of what a concept is actually about and
how it works, as well as how it could work.
4.4 Redefining relations with other animals
Non-human animals are no longer prosecuted in Western countries,
although they are sometimes used as witnesses in trials. African Grey parrot
Bud was present when his human Martin Duram was murdered, allegedly
by his wife, in Michigan in 2015 following an argument about unpaid bills
and her gambling habit. Duram’s relatives believe that Bud overheard the
argument, because afterwards he repeatedly said, while switching between
a male and female voice:
‘Get out.’
‘Where will I go?’
‘Don’t fucking shoot.’
Bud has no legal or political standing: he is nothing more than
property. In Chapter 2, I discussed how communication between humans
and parrots can create understanding (Pepperberg 1991). Lorenz (1949)
discusses how events that make a great impression can create lasting
memories in parrots. The relatives of the murdered man take Bud’s words
seriously, but prosecutors in a 2015 Michigan murder case are still trying to
work out whether they can be used as testimony (Crilly 2016).92
92 A parrot’s statement has been considered for use in a murder trial before. In
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The case of Bud demonstrates not only that parrots are not taken
seriously as legal or political subjects and that humans have stereotypical
views of parrots’ language and cognition, it also shows a disregard of
human-parrot relations, and of parrots as social beings with rich inner lives
(see 2.1). Theorists of power draw attention to the power relations in which
individuals are constituted and the forms of oppression and inequality
which are inherent in them. This is invaluable, because it shows us how the
conditions under which we live are shaped and challenges the hierarchies
that we take for granted. For social beings, however, power is just one of
the lenses through which we can view relations. If we use only this lens,
we run the risk of obscuring many other features that make up the lives
of human and non-human animals, such as love and friendship, loneliness
and loss. We find a similar lack of attention to social structures in animal
rights theories that focus on the interests of sentient individuals. Viewing
other animals as singular individuals is important because it directs human
attention to the often forgotten fact that other animals are individuals with
worth of their own. However, they are more than species-specific containers
for intrinsic worth: they are beings who exercise agency, who influence the
shape of their own lives, and who benefit from being able to shape social
relations.
Discussing the value of relations, love, and sex for captive animals,
Clemens Driessen (2016) argues that most ethical theories do not do justice
to the full view of life because they do not recognise the value that relations
with members of their own and other species have for animals. In neoliberal
times, it is standard to view other animals in terms of individual preference
satisfaction (ibid.) – as a sort of human-like consumer in a world in which
the good life is defined by a right to fulfilment of species-specific needs.
In this image, the value of living with others is denied; something which
hampers the progression of culture and imagining other ways of living with
animals. Even capability theories (Nussbaum 2009, Keulartz 2016) see the
fulfilment of social conditions as a prerequisite for individual flourishing,
and these conditions are defined by species characteristics. This glosses
over how we are already always constituted by others of different species
(Haraway 2008), and how we are ethically entangled in relations of question
and response (Gruen 2015). Political relations are important in determining
how we are situated, but relationships can also be transformed by other
factors. We should also focus on these in conceptualising new relations with
other animals. Seeing other animals as communal and social beings asks us
1993, a defence lawyer for Gary Joseph Rasp argued that an African Grey parrot
could tell the court who killed his human companion. The bird said repeatedly
‘Richard, no, no, no,’ suggesting Rasp was not guilty, but the judge ruled that the
evidence could not be used and Rasp was convicted (Crilly 2016).
133

to turn our focus to new areas of research – such as how human acts disrupt
communities and social bonds (in households, cities and nations) – as well
as to the question of how other relations with them are possible, and the
ways in which we can find out how to achieve them.
Understanding that other animals are social beings with whom
we live in communities, cultures and households, whom we affect and who
affect us, also has implications for how we see ourselves as humans. We
are involved in relations with other animals, and we also share a common
animality with them. Matthew Calarco (2015) argues that to overcome
anthropocentrism, animal philosophers should start from the fact that
humans are also animals instead of drawing attention to how much like
humans other animals are. He refers to this approach as ‘indistinction’, and
contrasts it on the one hand with utilitarian and rights theories which argue
that non-human animals are like humans (in terms of sentience or cognitive
capacities) and therefore deserve the same rights as humans, and on the
other hand, the Derridean ways of deconstructing the human/animal binary
by problematising notions of human and animal, and pluralising difference.
‘Indistinction’ understands human life as grounded in animal life, and turns
the focus to non-human animal agency. He sees examples of this approach
in biopolitical theories that challenge the zoe/bios distinction for groups of
humans and other animals; in the work of Deleuze and Guattari (1988)
that focuses on ‘becoming animal’; and in the work of eco-feminist Val
Plumwood, who in her article ‘Becoming Prey’ (2002) describes how she
was attacked by an alligator and how this has deepened her understanding
of predator/prey relations as well as human exploitation of non-human
animals.
In order to take non-human animal agency seriously and reconfigure
our position as humans to build better relations, we should determine which
power structures are most fundamental in perpetuating violence towards
non-human animals and how best to resist them, and we should explore
alternatives for living with other animals. If we do not map and critically
review relations of power and domination, non-human animal agency will
not be taken seriously, and violent relations will be perpetuated. A critique
of power relations alone is, however, insufficient: we need to know what
to work towards, and to find out what constitutes a good life for different
animals. In determining which power structures are most fundamental in
perpetuating violence towards non-human animals and how best to resist
them, it is useful to turn to Wadiwel’s (2015) analysis of forms of violence.
We can challenge intersubjective violence with an ethical appeal to veganism,
institutional violence by striving for political change, and epistemic violence
by aiming to change cultural, legal and scientific practices.
It is also useful to turn to social and politics relations between
humans – including the ways in which we have institutionalised them – both
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with regard to challenging power relations and to exploring alternatives.
Concepts developed to shed light on relations between human groups can
help us to better understand relations with other animals, and can also offer
new starting points for living with them. Existing institutions and practices
can furthermore be used to improve the lives of other animals. In the next
chapter I therefore explore further the relations between groups of nonhuman animals and human political communities by investigating how
concepts such as citizenship, sovereignty and cosmopolitanism can help us
to understand and reformulate relations with other animals. I also explore
how existing institutions and practices, such as different types of rights, can
be expanded in an interspecies context.
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Chapter 5
Animals and the State: citizenship, sovereignty, and reformulating
politics
In February 2017, the Dutch Raad voor Dieraangelegenheden (RDA,
Council for Animal Affairs) presented a report on so-called ‘high risk dogs’
and incidents of biting (RDA 2017). Such ‘high risk’ (HR) dogs are dogs
who have been bred to defend their territory and their humans, or to fight.93
The RDA advises putting together a national list of the breeds of dog that
most frequently bite humans, and they make recommendations with regard
to responsible ownership, aimed at preventing incidents. Concerning the
dogs, they advise a ‘one strike out’ policy, meaning that dogs, especially HR
dogs, whose biting of humans or other dogs results in serious injury or
death should be euthanized immediately. Additionally, HR dogs should
be kept on short leads and must wear muzzles at all times. They also
recommend swift euthanasia procedures in shelters so that dogs who have
bitten humans or other dogs cannot repeat their behaviour and are not kept
alive for too long.94 Animal welfare organisations responded by arguing that
more attention should be given to prevention and the training of humans
who buy dogs, as well as to the policies surrounding the breeding and selling
of dogs that make it easy for humans to buy a dog without having either the
required knowledge or the means to take care of them.
Dogs bite for different reasons: because they were not socialised or
educated properly when they were young, out of fear or lack of exercise, and
sometimes for reasons we simply do not understand. Training their humans
is important in dealing with difficult dogs, but it is also important to take
a closer look at the system in which humans and dogs function. Dogs can
currently be bought online or in pet shops by anyone with the financial
means. Whether or not they are treated well will depend upon the human
they end up with; while many dogs lead a fairly decent life and some lead
a good life, many others suffer from boredom, loneliness or abuse.95 Dogs
93 Pit bulls are the most prominent example, but other breeds, including Rottweilers,
Dobermanns, German shepherds, and Akita’s are also mentioned.
94 All Dutch shelters are no-kill shelters.
95 Some dogs spend all day in a house or garden, waiting for their human to
come back from work. Dogs are pack animals, and the emotional stress they suffer
through being alone has long been underestimated (McMillan 2000).
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are often abandoned. Around 1.5 million dogs live in the Netherlands, and
their average lifespan is 10 years. 150,000 dogs are bought annually, and
12,000 of them are brought to shelters, with even more of them being sold
or given away through special websites. Some of these dogs are brought to
shelters because their humans die or get sick, but often the humans were
simply not prepared for what caring for dogs or raising them responsibly
entails, and get rid of them when they are no longer puppies. While it is
legally forbidden to harm dogs or other animals without good reason,96
dogs are property, and humans can keep them indoors, feed them unhealthy
food, and generally use them for whatever purpose they wish. Dogs cannot
address the harms done to them in a political or legal context and they
depend on humans to help them if they are in need. The ‘one strike out’
measure for dogs who bite is defended on the grounds that it will help
to prevent biting incidents because it will make the owners of aggressive
dogs more careful. Apart from the doubtful psychological assumption that
irresponsible humans will be made more responsible by the killing of dogs,
the dogs themselves are obviously not considered at all. They are not seen
as social beings with histories and futures in which they can learn to behave
differently. Neither are they seen as members of a shared community, but as
mere things that can bring humans joy and which can be disposed of when
they no longer fulfil this function.
Dogs are sentient beings with interests and lives that matter to
them; they are also social beings with whom humans share communities
and have relations that matter to them and us (3.4). They can exercise
political agency (I will discuss this in more detail in Chapters 7-9), and
in relations with humans, both parties can come to have different rights
and obligations (Hearne 1986, see also Chapter 3). Dogs who bite are
clearly not respecting social rules, but killing them is morally problematic,
because it only treats the symptoms of an unfair system, and because
it disregards the value of their lives. If we accept that dogs are sentient
beings who deserve to be taken into account in our moral and political
systems, and that they are social beings with whom we can have different
kinds of relations, we need to think about their status as members of our
shared communities. For biting dogs, recognising them as members of a
shared community would create a different starting point, based on the
understanding that by breeding HR dogs we created a responsibility, and
aimed for a setting in which they can be socialised and educated properly.
When dogs or other non-human animals do bite or cause other problems,
humans should help them to change their behaviour, in the same way as
we would with other humans. Whether or not non-human animals are in
the wrong depends for a large part on whether they know that they are
96 This also applies to farmed animals; economic reasons are seen as good reasons.
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wrong, and it is up to the humans or other animals in their pack to teach
them that.97
In the last chapter I offered a critique of anthropocentrism in
politics, and argued that we need to take political non-human animal agency
into account in building new political relations. In this chapter, I further
conceptualise the relation between groups of non-human animals and
human political communities by investigating the relevance of the concepts
and institutions currently used to conceptualise political relations between
groups of humans to relations with other animals. I first discuss recent
proposals to view non-human animals as members of shared interspecies
communities, in which I mainly focus on Donaldson and Kymlicka’s liberal
democratic view of citizenship for domesticated non-human animals, and
responses from republicanism. I then turn to groups of non-human animals
who are not part of shared communities with humans, and review proposals
to view them as sovereign communities, in which I contrast the existing
liberal democratic interpretation of sovereignty developed in relation to the
Nation State with a more fundamental conception of sovereignty from the
perspective of power relations. I also discuss proposals to view other animals
as strangers to whom we have global duties from a cosmopolitan perspective.
I specifically focus on non-human animal agency in my discussion of these
concepts. In the final section, I turn to examples of new ways of relating to
other animals, as found in existing political institutions and practices, which
can function as beginnings for further reformulating law and politics with
other animals.
5.1 Animal citizens
Building on the view, as argued for by animal rights theories, that nonhuman animals are part of our moral community, and new developments
in citizenship theory that focus on broadening citizenship to include
the agency of new groups such as severely disabled humans and children
(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2015), Donaldson and Kymlicka propose to
view domesticated non-human animals – such as companion animals and
farm animals – as citizens. They argue that humans are morally obliged
to grant citizenship to domesticated animals, because humans brought
them into their communities by force, and deprived them of the possibility
of living elsewhere through confinement, breeding processes, and other
forms of violence. Furthermore, because these non-human animals have
co-evolved with humans and have undergone processes of domestication
97 As with humans, there will always be individuals who keep causing problems;
just as in the human case we will need to devise programmes to re-educate them
and integrate them into society in a careful and responsible way.
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(Zeder 2016), they have become attuned to humans, as humans have to
them, which enables them to function and participate in mixed humananimal communities. Ending their oppression does not mean ending all
relationships; it means we should investigate what types of relationships
they want with us and how we can improve those. This includes searching
for ways to increase their freedom, and possibly also creating options for
them to leave our communities (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2013, Donaldson
forthcoming). In this process, it is important to recognise that dependency
is not a problem in itself: we are all dependent on others at certain points in
our lives, and political institutions and practices are developed precisely to
protect those who are vulnerable (see also 4.1).
Donaldson and Kymlicka distinguish three functions of
citizenship, which according to them should also apply to non-human
animals: nationality, popular sovereignty and democratic political agency.
They argue that although nationality and popular sovereignty would
be sufficient criteria for them to be regarded as citizens, domesticated
animals are also capable of exercising democratic political agency. They
discuss three basic capacities, or what Rawls calls ‘moral powers’, that are
seen as requirements for citizenship in the case of humans: the capacity to
have a subjective good and communicate it, to comply with social norms,
and to participate in the co-authoring of laws (2011:103). Donaldson
and Kymlicka do not dispute this list, but they do dispute the overly
rationalist or intellectualist manner in which the list is often interpreted.
It is, for example, not seen as enough to simply possess a good, it is also
expected that individuals can reflectively endorse a conception of the
good. Similarly, it is not seen as enough to understand and comply with
social norms, one also needs to rationally understand the reasons for
them, and, I would add, voice them in human language. If citizenship is
interpreted in this manner, non-human animals, along with certain groups
of humans, do indeed seem to be incapable of citizenship. This is not the
only interpretation of citizenship possible, however, and as we have seen,
the standard on which it relies is not universal: it is built on a certain image
of the human (see Chapters 1-4). Donaldson and Kymlicka instead argue
for an embodied citizenship for both human and non-human animals,
in which ‘the appropriate test for animal citizenship is whether ‘animals
exhibit norm responsiveness and intersubjective recognition in actual
interactions, not whether they engage in rational deliberation’ (2014:19).
They draw on recent work in moral psychology that sees moral agency as
primarily habitual and embodied, and studies in ethology that bring to
light the continuities between non-human and human animals in these
respects (see also 9.2).
While not all rights of human citizenship would matter to nonhuman animals, and while there are differences between species, many
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citizenship rights are relevant to them. Donaldson and Kymlicka mention,
for example:
rights of residency; rights to protection, both from harm at human
hands and from other threats, such as fire and flood; rights to
health care; labor rights, such as the right not to work in an unsafe
environment, and disability and retirement benefits; and the right to
have one’s interests taken into account in determining the common
good, and in shaping the rules that govern our shared society and
activities. (2012:9).
They also mention civic responsibilities, and argue that non-human
animals have a duty of civility towards their co-citizens as well as a duty of
contribution, the latter in line with their preferences, and not working as
slaves for humans as currently happens, for example, in laboratories or on
dairy or egg farms.
Challenges for the citizenship approach
By drawing on the vocabulary of citizenship theory, Donaldson and
Kymlicka show domesticated animals, and possible relations with them, in
a new light. Their emphasis on membership, and their views on dependency
and the importance of relations in politics, also help us to see human politics
differently. Exploring a liberal democratic framework for thinking about
justice for non-human animals is furthermore relevant because we live in
liberal democracies, and this gives us concrete tools to work and think with.
Some questions, especially with regard to non-human animal agency and
political participation and representation, are, however, underexplored in
their model. Before I turn to discussing these, I should first note a more
general problem with using a group-differentiated model of citizenship for
thinking about relations with groups of non-human animals.
It is difficult to categorise other animals for normative and practical
reasons (see also 8.2). First of all, many non-human animals challenge the
border between domesticated and liminal – liminality refers to those animals
who live amongst humans but who are not domesticated, such as mice,
pigeons, or stray dogs. Feral cats can live close to humans and depend on
them for food, but might not be willing to interact with them closely. Some
might find ways to survive without human assistance, while others might, at
a certain point, want to move in with humans. As Donaldson and Kymlicka
show, different animals can also move between groups in the course of their
lives; domesticated animals can become liminal and vice versa. There are,
however, also borderline cases in which rights and duties are not so clear.
A second problem is that it is humans who do the categorising (see also
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8.2). While this can help to develop a new starting point for interaction,
a human lens is always coloured by human assumptions and cognition.
Third, Donaldson and Kymlicka mainly focus on political interaction
and communication with domesticated non-human animal citizens, but
we also interact politically with non-domesticated animals, especially
those who live close to humans. We need to think about how they can
have a voice in questions that concern them about the contact within and
between communities. A model based on close relations will not work for
these animals, so we need to explore different ways to interact with them
politically. Questions of borders are not only relevant with regard to political
participation and representation, but also with regard to rights.98 While the
citizenship approach can help shed light on positive rights and duties, and
can provide us with concrete guidelines for improving relations, we do need
to carefully rethink what we mean by citizenship for these reasons if we are
to adequately challenge the role of the human and not repeat patterns of
exclusion or domination.
In challenging human supremacy, it is important to move from
thinking about other animals to thinking and working with them. This
leads us back to the question of non-human animal agency, and how we
can translate this agency to a political framework. To further conceptualise
how we can take non-human animal agency into account in human political
systems, Donaldson and Kymlicka turn to recent work in disability theory
(Francis and Silvers 2007, Kittay 2005). They discuss theories that focus on
how humans with severe mental disabilities can exercise agency through
relationships that are based on trust – so-called ‘dependent agency’ (104-8).
In this model, domesticated animals would communicate their standpoints
to the humans who know them well, and they in turn would interpret
these standpoints and communicate them to other humans. Domesticated
animals should also have a right to be represented politically through these
forms of interaction. Donaldson and Kymlicka stress that because we have
not yet started to see non-human animals as citizens, denizens or sovereign
communities, the exact range and shape of the ways in which they can
exercise political agency is as yet unknown. Humans therefore need to look
for agency, and should encourage other animals to express themselves; it is
unclear how relationships in a safer world for animals will evolve.
Non-human animals can and do exercise political agency through
relations with humans. However, basing the representation of domesticated
non-human animals solely on forms of dependent agency is problematic
for normative and practical reasons. Not all domesticated animals will be
able to, or will want to, communicate with humans in this manner – for
98 See also the next section on cosmopolitanism; these questions are of course also
relevant with regard to human groups.
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example, because of bad experiences in the past or simply because they
do not like humans that much – and some animals, especially those who
have been bred to be docile and have grown up in a household in which
humans strongly determine their scope for choice, are at risk of forming
adaptive preferences. Furthermore, human interpretation of companion
animal behaviour would have to be drastically improved and monitored,
which will require radical interventions in the private lives of humans and
other animals. Other animals have their own species-specific languages
to communicate with one another, and many domesticated animals have
developed tools to communicate with humans (see Chapters 2 & 3). These
forms of interaction are not private or inaccessible, and this knowledge
can and should be improved through education; indeed Donaldson and
Kymlicka (2011) emphasise the need for learning about other species in
interspecies communities. More attention for non-human animal languages
could contribute to a model in which domesticated animals might speak for
themselves.
A related problem involves the human representation of other
animals in political structures. Having humans represent other animals
politically would be a great step forward for these other animals, and humans
do need to take the first steps towards social and political change, but as
with categorising animals, there are risks involved in relying on a system of
human representation (see Donaldson forthcoming). Some groups are more
like humans, or are easier to represent than others, which can lead to biased
views. More generally, humans have their own human perspectives, shaped
by centuries of oppression of non-human animals, from which they act.
Other animals also have their own unique perspective on life, and because
of this they have an interest in shaping the conditions under which they live
so that they can flourish as individuals (see Chapter 8 for a more detailed
discussion of the right to political participation). While a model based on
humans interpreting non-human animal behaviour and then translating it
to existing human structures might be a starting point, we also need to look
beyond this structure to investigate how other animals might co-shape the
grounds for interaction more directly. Donaldson and Kymlicka recognise
the normative value of political non-human animal participation, but have
not yet offered a model for investigating this further with other animals.
Various authors (Allen and Von Essen 2016, Hinchcliffe 2015,
Planinc 2014, Rowlands 2015, Wissenburg 2014) have argued against
Donaldson and Kymlicka’s proposal to extend citizenship to domesticated
animals on the grounds that such animals cannot exercise meaningful
democratic agency, and that democratic communication with non-human
animals is not possible. I would argue for the opposite: Donaldson and
Kymlicka have not yet explored the full potential of non-human animal
political agency and interspecies political interaction, in part because they
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have not yet explored the question of language and communication in
sufficient detail. In order to further explore this, it is useful to turn to recent
critiques of Zoopolis from the perspective of republicanism.
Forming political communities with other animals: the republican challenge
Insights from republican theories can be useful in thinking about forming
communities with other animals and in conceptualising their political
participation and collective decision-making. The idea of non-human
animals as co-citizens is usually rejected in a republican model on the
grounds that they cannot exercise the kind of political agency required for
forming collective decisions (Allen and Von Essen 2016, Planinc 2013,
Wissenburg 2014). For example, Marcel Wissenburg (2014) challenges the
views developed in Zoopolis on these grounds. He argues that Donaldson and
Kymlicka’s idea of interspecies citizenship is closer to republicanism than
liberal democracy because of their emphasis on democratic agency and close
interaction with other animals, and he rejects their model because, in his
opinion, non-human animals are simply not capable of the kind of political
agency they conceptualise. He sees a clear distinction between humans and
other animals and argues for a feudalist model in which humans would
decide the terms under which other animals live. By stating that their model
is republican, Wissenburg creates a false opposition between republicanism
and liberal democracy, and he fails to understand that democratic agency is
always shaped in relation to others. The second objection – that non-human
animals are not capable of the kind of democratic agency that Donaldson
and Kymlicka propose – is found more often in discussions about nonhuman animals and republican theory. Allen and Von Essen (2016), for
example, argue for a neo-republican model of living with other animals,
because they see this as the best way of securing non-domination, yet they
also reject the view that other animals can be political actors and argue for
a system of third-party proxy representation.
Philosopher Emma Planinc (2013) develops the most detailed
argument against political participation of other animals in interspecies
communities from the perspective of republicanism. She argues that the
reciprocal relationship of Rousseau’s citizens, as well as their interdependence
on one another, seems at first glance to be reconcilable with the view of
multispecies communities in Zoopolis. However, in order to be a member
of the sovereign it is not enough to be free – as a human or non-human
animal is in the state of nature – or to have a good; rather one needs to be ‘in
possession and conscious of one’s moral liberty, or autonomy, which requires
that the polity be founded on the agreed, consensual and conventional
equality of the members of the sovereign. This, in turn, founds the legitimacy
of the legislative right the sovereign possesses to make law and choose the
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executive power’. (2013:14).99 According to Planinc, non-human animals
lack the capacity for self-reflection required for what Rousseau calls ‘moral
agency’. They can only obey their nature, while humans are able to go along
with or resist it – humans are driven by natural impulses as well, but they
are aware of being autonomous or self-ruling. This capacity is needed to
enter into a social contract and become sovereign. It is needed for obeying
the general will instead of one’s own, private will, which is the only way
in which humans can be free politically. In order to be able to express
the general will and to be able to act in accordance with it, one needs to
recognise the difference between one’s private will and the general will. This
means being able to set aside, or give up, private interests for the common
good, and being able morally to choose to do so.
In thinking about non-human animal political agency there are
always two aspects at stake: empirical knowledge about non-human animal
capacities, including their differences and similarities to humans, and the
role of power relations in shaping what we see as a proper political agent,
including the systems of knowledge production which underpin this (see
also 4.2 & 4.3). Planinc problematises Donaldson’s and Kymlicka’s view of
democratic political agency as ‘the ability to express preferences, develop
capacities and make choices’ (2011:83), and argues that self-moderation and
self-rule are needed to form a political community. Focusing on rationality
thus defined sees the human as standard – even though the human perspective
is one among many – and ignores the many ways in which other animals
adjust their behaviour for the greater good. We can also question whether
human agents are generally capable of this: philosophers tend to overstate
the rational abilities of humans, who often act impulsively and egoistically
(Aaltola 2015, Wadiwel 2015). Furthermore, a focus on positive freedom
and political relations asks us to look critically at the relations that we
already have with other animals, which are largely characterised by human
domination. The real problem here might therefore be not whether nonhuman animals can reflect on their moral freedom, but whether humans
actually want to consider the common good, understood as the good for all
concerned.
In Chapter 3, I discussed examples of situations in which humans
and other animals form common worlds. Some of these can also be
understood as political communities or groups. A good example in this
context is Ted Kerasote’s relation with Merle and the other dogs in Kelly,
Wyoming (2008). In this situation, human and non-human animals
negotiate common rules, and the non-human animals of the town take
part in defining how the conditions under which they live are shaped.
99 In contrast, being free in the state of nature is a natural right that requires no
reflection on the conditions of moral equality.
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Communication and power are closely intertwined here. Hannah Arendt
(1958) argues that power springs into being when humans – who are
necessarily different because of the condition of plurality – come together
to act in concert with regard to a certain issue. Through acting with others,
expressed in speech, we set processes in motion. The outcomes of these are
unpredictable and irreversible and can never be derived from the intentions
of individual actors, because we always act in webs of action in which
others also take part. Power, which Arendt contrasts with force or strength,
is something we bring into being through acting with others (1958: 200).
According to Arendt, power thus understood lies at the foundation of a
political community. In the interspecies context, we can also imagine that
new forms of interaction, of which we do not know the precise shape
beforehand, can come into being when humans and other animals act and
speak together. Other animals have been excluded from co-determining the
grounds for political interaction and political communities, and changing
this would obviously lead to a new situation for all concerned. Because other
animals are currently not taken seriously as political actors, we do not yet
know what the consequences of this will be for the shape of the political
community or the meaning of citizenship; the only way we can begin to
find this out is by interacting with other animals differently. As Arendt
rightly argues, there is always an open-endedness to political processes, and
the voices of all involved can together create something new. Small-scale
communities in which all animals speak and are heard can offer a starting
point for thinking and theorising.100
5. 2 Non-human animal sovereignty
Around 3,800 fallow deer live in the Amsterdamse Waterleidingduinen and
Nationaal Park Zuid-Kennemerland, two nature reserves on the west coast
of the Netherlands. They are the descendants of small groups of deer who
escaped from petting zoos and individual deer released there by humans.
Hunting is prohibited in these nature reserves and the deer are not shy;
human visitors to the dunes can get very close to them. The deer also explore
the surroundings of their habitat, and sometimes end up in the gardens of
humans, or even at the railway station in the town of Zandvoort, and a fence
was put up around the area in 2013 because they pose a risk to traffic. The
years since have seen recurrent debates about shooting the deer, in which
different arguments have been raised – they have been accused of trampling
farmers’ crops, disrupting the peace of female gardeners (Teunissen 2016),
posing a threat to biodiversity, and with generally being too many. In
100 I discuss the relation between these communities and existing political practices
in more detail in the third part of this thesis.
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2016, the city council of Amsterdam and the province of Noord-Holland
ordered the shooting of 3,000 fallow deer because they posed a threat to
biodiversity, even though expert opinions differ on this topic.101 In response,
the Faunabescherming, the Dutch Organisation for the Protection of Fauna,
took the council to court. Early in 2017, the court decreed that the deer
could be shot, and 1,400 deer were killed in April 2017.
These fallow deer do not require human intervention to survive,
and they have no desire to form communities with humans. Donaldson and
Kymlicka (2011, 2013) propose the viewing of wild animal communities as
sovereign communities (see also Goodin, Pateman and Pateman 1997 on
simian sovereignty). In their opinion, the morally relevant characteristic for
granting non-human animal communities sovereignty is not whether or
not they are capable of organising their communities in the same cognitive
or rational manner as humans,102 but rather that they are capable of living
their lives without human intervention, and that they prefer to do so. Being
able to lead their lives without human intervention is often necessary for
them to flourish. Donaldson and Kymlicka compare human encroachment
into the habitats of non-human animals to the colonisation of the land of
indigenous human communities. They draw attention to the way in which
conquest and colonisation of the lands of these communities was often
justified by arguing that they were not competent to govern themselves, or
that they did not even exist – for example, when European colonisers defined
Australia as ‘terra nullias’. Similarly, humans see land where no humans live
as empty land, and do not recognise the presence of wild animals in these
areas, which usually leads to such animals being killed or driven away to
other areas where they may not be able to flourish or will come into conflict
with the non-human animals who already live there.
Recognising non-human animal sovereignty entails more than
just ‘letting them be’. It comes with a set of responsibilities on the human
side, as a response to centuries of injustice, and to the practical problems
that non-human animals face because of historical and current human
intervention. Donaldson and Kymlicka describe four areas of human impact:
direct and intentional violence, habitat loss, spillover harms – when human
infrastructure and activity impose risks on other animals as an unintended
consequence of, for example, building roads, but also as a result of pollution
and climate change – and positive interventions, for example, in cases of
101 Some experts argue that their presence benefits the biodiversity and arguments
have been going back and forth for years (see Partij voor de Dieren 2015 for an
overview of the discussion).
102 Human groups have also colonised the land of other human communities on
the grounds that their laws were not written down and could therefore not be
recognised.
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natural disaster. Because humans and other animals share territories, and
because many animals travel or migrate, land will often have to be shared,
and strict geographical segregation will, in most cases, not be possible.
Sovereignty does, however, require the drawing of some boundaries and
the assigning of territorial rights, and the process of invading other animals’
land should be stopped. In order to secure this, Donaldson and Kymlicka
propose a proxy representation in a number of human political institutions.
Others have proposed similar models of representation (Goodin et al.
1997), or even property rights for non-human animals (see 5.3) to protect
their habitats and restrict further human colonisation of their land.
The cosmopolitan challenge to non-human animal sovereignty
Various authors (Cochrane 2013, Horta 2013) have criticised Donaldson
and Kymlicka’s interpretation of sovereignty, wild animal autonomy, and
what it means to live in nature. Political philosopher Alasdair Cochrane
argues that the normative basis for rights should not be membership of a
community, but sentience, and that the interests of the individual animal
should determine our duties towards them. In his view, this should lead
to a cosmopolitan conception of justice instead of a group-differentiated
model of liberal democracy: a cosmozoopolis. Cochrane first brings to light
the similarities between traditional animal rights theories and human
cosmopolitanism (see also Cooke 2013). Cosmopolitans hold that humans
have moral obligations to all people by virtue of their shared humanity;
cosmopolitan principles are impartial and universal. Instead of looking
at individuals from the perspective of a shared state or community, it is
argued that we should consider the individual; there is no difference in our
moral obligations to those near to us and to complete strangers. Animal
rights theories (Regan 1983, Singer 1975) also start with the interests of
individuals, and argue for the taking into account of the interests of all
non-human animals universally on the basis of their sentience; species
membership is seen as a morally arbitrary feature in ethical reasoning,
and moral standing ought not to be based on common humanity or the
possession of certain capacities – cognitive or otherwise. According to
Cochrane, animal rights theories should therefore adopt a cosmopolitan
perspective based on sentience. To further conceptualise this he discusses
the examples of freedom of movement and the right to healthcare in the
case of wild animals, and concludes that they are as much entitled to these
rights as domesticated animal citizens, or perhaps even more so, because
they do not enjoy the privileges that come with human care. What should
count is the equal treatment of their interests, and not their relation to our
political communities.
To this, Donaldson and Kymlicka (2013) respond by stating that
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interactions with wild animals are indeed a matter of justice. However,
because of the kind of relations we have with them, the rights and
responsibilities humans have towards them are fundamentally different
from those they have towards domesticated animals. This question of rights
refers back to a different view of non-human animal agency and subjectivity
and human/non-human animal relations. Cochrane is right to problematise
the moral, geographical and political borders between different groups
and individual animals, but his corrective, extending certain rights to wild
animals, would require radical intervention in their lives – a process akin to
domestication, as Donaldson and Kymlicka convincingly argue (2013).103
Furthermore, Donaldson and Kymlicka rightly argue that we ought to take
animal agency into account in defining appropriate relations to them, and
that wild animals resist human intervention on a structural basis. Cochrane
does not take their expressions into account, nor does he argue for more
research about this in order to get a better understanding of what they
want. According to him, most non-human animals are not autonomous
in the relevant sense (see also Cochrane 2012), so it does not make sense
to take them seriously as political actors. We should instead focus on their
interests.
We find a similar problem in the work of political philosopher
Steve Cooke (2013), who also rejects Donaldson and Kymlicka’s citizenship
approach and argues for cosmopolitanism instead. Because non-human
animals are strangers, outsiders to our communities, we should focus on
hospitality instead of membership. He argues that we can build relationships
with them by inviting them into our homes and families, and that we can
communicate with them in ‘some limited fashions’ (2013:7), but that we will
never share the identities with them that are necessary for speaking about
political communities, citizenship or self-determination in a meaningful
way. He then goes on to argue:
(T)he cosmopolitan, by defining identity in terms of humanity,
marks out points of difference from non-human animals: humans
are rational, moral, intelligent, cultured, creative, language users,
etc.; animals are instinctive, amoral, beastly, and so forth. While
this identification, taken in itself, is a normatively neutral act, the
argument from marginal cases demonstrates how problematic it can
103 Oscar Horta (2013) argues for more intervention to reduce suffering in nature.
Separating prey animals and predators, as he argues for, would however not mean
turning the world into a sanctuary, but rather a zoo. There are empirical problems
with regard to taking predators out of ecosystems and also normative problems,
because it would lead to loss of autonomy and choice – and thus of flourishing – for
many non-human animals.
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be when it informs or becomes the driver for ethical reasoning.
(2013:7-8)
The same problem, however, appears in his own account when
he argues that non-human animals will be perpetual strangers. It is
unclear why species is the relevant characteristic in sharing an identity or
relationship, in communicating well, or in other aspects of close relations.
We would find this problematic in the case of different groups of humans.
While race, gender, sexuality, class, and other factors matter in constituting
identity, and partly determine the options we have to develop ourselves,
we can have meaningful relations with those who are other than us, and
cultural change can influence stereotypical views of others. Perpetuating
the image of ‘the animal’ as other – as stranger – confuses the cultural with
the natural, and is a repetition of the earlier violence that excluded other
animals from the political in the first place. As I discussed in more detail in
Chapters 2 and 3, human and non-human animals can and do form close
relationships, communities and cultures, and this is not something that
is limited to domesticated animals. Wild non-human animals sometimes
share habitats, or even households (Howard 1952, 1956), with humans,104
determine the borders of these, and decide how much contact they want
to have with humans (Yeo and Neo 2010). They may vote with their feet
(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011), help humans or cooperate with them in
hunting (Neil 2002) or protest and use violence when they are captured
(Hribal 2010).
A more promising starting point for interspecies cosmopolitanism
is found in approaches that go beyond challenging speciesism and human
exceptionalism from within the humanist tradition, and rather focus
on rethinking the ‘we’ from a multispecies perspective. For example,
philosopher Eduardo Mendieta (2010) sees cosmopolitanism as an
epistemic attitude that challenges the monopoly of one worldview, and
as an ethical principle that asks precisely for moral regard for those
who are other than humans. Referring to Haraway (2008) and Oliver’s
(2007) respective views on living with companion species, he understands
cosmopolitics as a practice that maps instances of co-habitation instead
of drawing boundaries that exclude – something that occurs in political
theories that work at the level of the State. Mendieta then seeks a nonmetaphysical starting point for thinking about co-habitation – the creation
of worlds – through cosmopolitics. Philosopher Matthew Watson (2014)
also focuses on a more-than-human ‘we’ in cosmopolitics. He aims to
104 Wild animals who are injured or ill and cannot be released back into their
habitat because their handicaps prevent them from taking care of themselves might
adapt to living in a community with members of other species in sanctuaries.
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develop a view of cosmopolitics that is sensitive to the ecological subaltern,
hoping to achieve more vibrant and hospitable common worlds for all. He
recognises that in order to achieve this, the ‘we’ comprising these new
worlds cannot be exclusively human, which forces us to move beyond
anthropocentrism.
Even though these theorists aim to take into account the multitude
of political perspectives and relations as a starting point for developing
new forms of cosmopolitics, in both we find problems with regard to
anthropocentrism. Mendieta develops an account of rights based on
Habermas’ ideas about shared vulnerability that ultimately relies on a
distinction between humans who are capable of world-building and forms
of communication that other animals are not; also, his idea of hospitality
is unilateral in that it focuses mainly on human attitudes towards others
and not on non-human forms of hospitality towards humans.105 Watson
rightly emphasises the entanglements of human and non-human forces,
but in his account, non-human animal voices play no meaningful role in
constructing new ways of interacting.106 The problem is still framed as
humans recognising the influence of non-humans and trying to move
beyond existing human structures, while the experiences of non-humans,
including non-human animals, are presented as radically different in terms
of ontology and experience. This is problematic because it exaggerates the
gap between human and non-human experiences, and does not recognise
that humans and other animals can and do form common worlds.
Proponents of interspecies cosmopolitanism rightly direct our
attention to the exclusionary mechanisms that can come into being when
we use concepts related to the Nation State for thinking about our relations
with other animals. Conceiving of cosmopolitanism as an epistemic attitude
that challenges an anthropocentric world view, and as a starting point for
new forms of co-habitation, sharing and mapping worlds, is also promising
for thinking about interspecies relations if we actively include non-human
animal perspectives in this process. The authors discussed above, however,
mainly focus on developing a political attitude towards others, and offer no
practical guidelines to formulating politics with others. The problem here
is partly one of theoretical territory: an ethical attitude of hospitality can
help us to reconsider our own position as humans, but underneath that
reconsideration we still find the political question of who decides upon
which system; which political practices, institutions, and which theory we,
as humans, should use to redefine our relations with others. This presupposes
105 See Cynthia Willett (2013) for examples of non-human animal hospitality
and ethics.
106 This is a more general problem of theories that contrast the human with the
non-human; see also my criticism of Bennett in Chapter 6.
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having the power and authority to do so. This question of ‘who decides’
returns us to the question of sovereignty.
Sovereignty before politics
In Donaldson and Kymlicka’s proposal for non-human animal sovereignty –
we find a similar structure in the cosmopolitan responses to it – non-human
animal sovereignty is modelled on human sovereignty. This presupposes that
this model is, or has the potential to become, just, and it assumes that nonhuman animal communities are similar enough to human communities to
function in this manner. It also presupposes a human power to attribute
these characteristics and the political structures that follow from them
to non-human animal communities. However, before all the questions
about non-human animal capacities, their resemblances to humans and
the political models we should use to think about and interact with them,
we find the question of the demarcation of the animal as different from
humans, and the political as human territory (4.2). Set against the view of
sovereignty as a matter of establishing justice for other animals in a process
of moral progress working towards the perfection of liberal democratic
principles, Wadiwel offers a different interpretation of sovereignty (drawing
on Derrida 2011, 2013) as a groundless claim. Sovereignty thus understood
does not reflect a rational, just intention, but rather represents a kind of
stupidity; it refers to the violence of appropriating another entity and
declaring superiority over that entity. There is nothing superior about
the sovereign (Derrida 2011, 2013) and sovereignty is first of all a claim
made through violence; force precedes the epistemic claim of superiority.
The systems built on this violence are not just, and cannot be turned into
just institutions and knowledge systems: they are an expression of violence
– Wadiwel further conceptualises this in terms of war. Granting other
animals rights or sovereignty within this system always ultimately depends
on human power, and this interpretation of sovereignty does not, therefore,
according to Wadiwel, challenge human superiority.
Wadiwel sees an example of this logic at work in the connection
that Donaldson and Kymlicka make between sovereignty and territory,
because it relies on the capacity of a group of non-human animals to claim
their land and on a deterministic view of territory; this claim needs then to
be recognised by humans. He locates a similar problem in Goodin, Pateman
and Pateman’s (1997) plea for sovereignty for great apes. The reliance on
capability is even stronger in their argument because they focus on nonhuman animals who allegedly have a capacity for sovereignty based on their
resemblance to humans. This ‘capability’ assumption is arbitrary (see also
Oliver 2017), and granting sovereignty on the basis of it, like the assignment
of land, relies on the human power to decide (Derrida 2011, 2013). In a
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model in which humans decide which animal communities are granted
sovereignty and how they should be represented, there remains a governing
authority, the humans, that can always overrule attributions of sovereignty.
The situation of the fallow deer with which I started this section
illustrates Wadiwel’s analysis of power relations between human and nonhuman animals, both in its biopolitical aspects (4.2) and in the fact that
human sovereignty always overrides non-human animal interests. Humans
control the size of the population and the deer’s behaviour, and human
superiority is never challenged in this process. It is assumed that the land
belongs to humans and that humans are destined to decide upon the fate of
other animals. The fallow deer decided to move into this habitat, settled in,
have formed their own relations with each other and with human visitors,
neighbours and foresters, and find their own ways to deal with the challenges
with which life confronts them. Humans first limited their freedom of
movement with a fence, and now plan to kill most of them, which will
disrupt their reproductive cycles,107 make them fearful of humans, and
lead them to experience stress and fear (Bekoff 2009). The situation of the
fallow deer, however, also shows how Donaldson and Kymlicka’s existing
liberal democratic interpretation of sovereignty can be useful in establishing
social change for other animals. Granting the deer sovereignty in the way
that Donaldson and Kymlicka propose – including a right to territory –
would not only change their lives for the better, it would also halt human
expansion, and lead to the questioning of human superiority on the level
of institutionalised politics, as well as on an epistemic level. Many of the
arguments presented for killing the deer – there are too many of them, they
walk into places where they are not wanted and pose a threat to the plants
and insects in the area – are connected to a view of the human as knowing
best for all other species, while often humans clearly do not know what is
best.108 While granting the deer sovereignty could never be the end point in
developing new models of interspecies politics, it would disrupt the status
quo.109 Such a disruption might lead to unexpected results – change is never
unilinear, and in this also lies hope (Arendt 1958). Wadiwel’s analysis can
shed light on the power structures on which our interpretations of politics
and non-human animals are built, but the proposal of Donaldson and
Kymlicka can be seen as offering the first practical steps to bring about
107 Hunting causes many species of non-human animals, including deer, to
produce more offspring (Bekoff 2009).
108 As the discussions about biodiversity I mentioned before (Partij voor de Dieren
2015) illustrate.
109 Complete harmony between communities is utopian and worth working
towards, and achieving justice can be an important political goal, but unequal power
relations are an ongoing reality that we have to deal with.
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change. Change will need to start with humans, and existing concepts and
institutions can help us to think and act, provided that we also address the
anthropocentrism inherent in them.
5.3 Starting points for change: rights as tools, and challenging boundaries
There is a large gap between the way in which political institutions and
practices are currently organised and proposals to view other animals as
citizens or sovereign communities. This does not, however, mean that there
is an opposition between the current situation and the ideal situation. New
forms of relating to and interacting with other animals can be found, both
in institutions developed as part of modern Nation States, and in practices
that take place on different levels of society and government. As a conclusion
to this chapter, and as starting points for further thought, I will discuss
three examples of this: labour rights, habitat rights and taking non-human
animals into account in urban planning.
Labour rights
Police dogs in Nottinghamshire receive pensions when they retire. In 2013,
the police force instituted a fund to ensure this, which covers costs of up to
£300 a year for up to three years. ‘These dogs give willing and sterling service
over the years in protecting the public. This will ensure continuing medical
help once their work is done’, said Police and Crime Commissioner Paddy
Tipping, who was responsible for starting the fund (BBC 2013). In Sweden,
the union Kommunal is exploring whether service dogs – those who work
in child, elderly, school and health care – require legal protections in their
workplaces, similar to that which human workers have under the Labour
Code (CBC Radio 2016). Spokesperson Sofia Berglund explains that in
these sectors, animals are asked to form relationships with humans, which
can be stressful and exhausting. As the use of non-human animals in these
sectors grows, humans need to think about their working conditions and
what is being asked of them. One example is the hugging of dogs against
their will – many dogs do not like being hugged – which raises the question
of whether they should be trained to endure it, and how often. Regulations
should not only consider abuse, but also focus on what constitutes fair
working conditions, for example, with regard to taking breaks, in order
to make this a sustainable practice. Finally, the US army has started to
recognise war dogs as personnel (Alger and Alger 2013, Kymlicka 2017),
which includes the right to re-homing upon retirement.
Non-human animals are an important work force, and have
been for a long time. Their position as workers is often not recognised as
such, especially in sectors such as intensive farming and experimentation.
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In working relations, the lives of humans and non-humans are often
intertwined; non-human animal labour is still often of vital importance,
especially for poor people, and more specifically for women in poor countries
(Coulter 2016). Developing a historical account of the role of non-human
animals in the agricultural and industrial revolutions, Jason Hribal shows
that they played an important role in the development of capitalism (see
also Shukin 2009). He argues that they are active agents who co-shape the
outcomes of processes (see also Driessen 2014) and even claims that they
should be seen as members of the working class. Marx famously argued that
there is a clear-cut distinction between human and non-human animal work,
but this is untenable, both from the perspective of non-human animals and
from the perspective of human animals. Many non-human animals, such as
beavers (see Clark 2014, Cochrane 2016, Hadley 2015, Milburn 2016 for a
more detailed analysis of this example), labour in a purposive and planned
way, while many forms of human labour lack purposive planning – we can, for
example, think of factory workers or bored office workers. Here, as elsewhere,
it seems appropriate to view differences in capabilities to work as differences
of degree and not of kind. Furthermore, one can also challenge the distinction
between active and passive labour. In a discussion of clinical labour, Clark
(2014) shows that an opposition between active and passive labour is untenable,
and he argues that if humans in clinical trials are seen as workers, laboratory
animals should be as well. However, in the current systems, other animals are
usually reduced to the status of mere objects of labour (Clark 2014, Weisberg
2009, Palmer 2001). Seeing them as workers instead of victims, as Haraway
(2008) proposes, is insufficient for addressing violence. To do this we need to
critically assess the whole system of human-animal relations of production.
Other animals are of fundamental importance in capitalist societies (Shukin
2009) and their opportunities to resist are often severely limited.
Working rights can play an important role in changing their
position, and as such they can function as a starting point for bridging the
distance between the current situation and universal non-human animal
rights.110 Kymlicka (2017) discusses this movement, and argues that social
110 Alasdair Cochrane (2016) argues that animal labour rights must be recognised
and respected in political communities that take the interests of sentient animals
seriously. He argues that many forms of animal work in current communities are
indefensible, because they lead to harm to and the death of the animals involved,
but forms of work are possible that benefit both non-human and human animals.
In order to avoid animal exploitation, these need to be protected with a set of
labour rights. Cochrane mentions the following: the right to representation by a
trade union; the right to just and favourable remuneration; the right to healthy
and safe working conditions; the right to rest and leisure; and the right to a decent
retirement. While Cochrane’s view are valuable and show that animal labour can
be compatible with respect, I here want to discuss the value of non-human animal
155

membership rights, such as working rights, tell us something about the
changing position of certain non-human animal groups in society, and might
contribute to recognising them as legal persons. The struggle to improve the
legal position of non-human animals is often framed in terms of personhood.
Non-human animals are currently seen as property, and advocates of animal
rights argue they should instead be seen as persons (Wise 2014).111 While
this has led to some small successes and media exposure, especially with
regard to non-human primates and cetaceans (Wise 2010), for the majority
of animals, particularly those used in farms and laboratories, there is no
real chance of recognition of their personhood in the near future. The
aforementioned discussions of working rights also mostly focus on groups
who are already privileged, such as dogs, but they still point to the fact that
we increasingly recognise at least some non-human animals as members
of society. Recognising other animals as workers and arguing for workers’
rights might change their position further, and might change humans’ views
of them. The recent investigations into non-human animal workers’ rights
– pensions for police and war dogs, regulated work for care animals – do
not stem from ideal theory and are not promoted by animal activists, even
though progressing insights about other animals are promoted by activists,
who thereby influence society. They arise from the working situations
themselves, where humans recognise the non-human animals they work
with as fellow workers and members of a shared community. While this
is still a long way from recognising the wrongs done to other animals who
work for humans, it may help to contribute to change.
Habitat rights and territorial rights
A second example of a situation in which secondary rights can help to
working rights in communities that do not yet see other animals as persons and do
not yet recognise them as members of society, such as ours.
111 Legal scholar Steven Wise started the Non-human Rights Project to secure
legally recognised fundamental rights for non-human animals. In his best-known
case he filed a petition for a writ of habeas corpus for chimpanzee Tommy in the
State of New York in 2014. Because chimpanzees and other non-human primates
are similar to humans in morally relevant respects such as cognition, emotion, and
culture, Wise argues that they should be regarded as persons. Just as with human
persons, non-human persons should have a right to liberty, life, and freedom from
torture; it is up to science to decide which non-human animals should be seen as
persons. While Tommy has not yet been awarded personhood, the court has heard
Wise, seriously considered the case, and declared that while they could not award
Tommy personhood for now, there is a good possibility of this happening in the
future. Wise does not challenge the distinction between persons and things, but
rather wants to make use of it to improve legal conditions for non-human animals.
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bridge the gap between the current status of non-human animals and the
granting of non-human animal personhood rights can be found in recent
work on non-human animal habitat or territorial, rights. One of the greatest
threats to non-human animals – especially wild animals – is loss of habitat.
As discussed above, humans see land occupied by non-human animals as
empty land (5.2). Even nature reserves and natural parks are owned by
humans, who always have the ultimate right to sell this land or change its
designation. In response to this problem, philosopher John Hadley (2005)
has developed an account of non-human animal property rights. With nonhuman animal property rights, he aims to reconcile and meet the key moral
demands of animal rights and environmentalism, which focuses on the value
of ecosystems and natural areas, even when this is at the expense of nonhuman animals. He argues for extending the scope of property ownership
to those other animals who have an interest in using natural goods. A vital
interest in using natural resources is generally considered a sufficient reason
to attribute a property right in natural resources to human beings, and there
is, according to Hadley, no reason why this should not be so in the case of
non-human animals. He asserts that a non-human animal property rights
regime would not only deliver justice for other animals in this regard, it
would also – perhaps most importantly – act as a check on destructive
human intervention in natural areas. It could secure the maintenance of
ecosystem stability, and ensure that the vital interests of non-human animals
are respected; i.e. that they have access to the goods they require to meet
their needs and those of their offspring. Ecologists can determine what
these goods are, and identify the territories in which non-human animals
live, the paths they travel, and other relevant characteristics, in order to be
able to determine the scope of these rights. Competent guardians could use
this information to take care of the practical aspects in relation to human
communities.
Using a similar line of reasoning, Steve Cooke (2017) argues that
non-human animals have a right to their habitats because of the strong
interest they have in living within them. Certain non-human animals have
adapted to living in a specific territory and are dependent on it for food,
nesting, or other resources. Traditional models of conservation, such as
stewardship, where habitats are protected for their aesthetic value or the
value of their ecosystems are, according to Cooke, not adequate for the
protection of habitats. In such models, human interests ultimately determine
what happens to spaces such as parks, nature reserves and wilderness areas.
Because the territorial rights of non-human animals are not recognised, they
can be, and often are, trumped by human interests or used for social human
goods such as logging and road-building. Acknowledging non-human
animal habitat rights would prohibit this. Because – as with property rights
– habitat rights in a Nation State would always be dependent on the whims
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of that Nation State, and because legal protections often fail to protect
wild animals, who in many countries still fall prey to poachers, for example,
Cooke proposes to institutionalise habitat rights as territorial rights in the
form of an international trusteeship system modelled on the established
legal norms associated with United Nations Trusts and Protectorates (see
also Goodin Pateman and Pateman 1997). Protectorates and trusteeships
allow for proxy representation by humans, through which non-human
animal territories could interact with human international legal institutions.
This proxy representation should ensure that the habitat interests of nonhuman animal communities are met. Cooke sketches a model in which an
international body, such as the United Nations Trusteeship Council, could
charge political or administrative bodies (members of which might include
national and NGO representatives) with governing and representing a
certain habitat or community. The UN could implement and supervise this
body, and determine the terms by which the trusteeship would operate,
together with the rights of governance.
Hadley and Cooke show that there are several steps that can be
made before adopting full habitat rights and sharing spaces on basis of
equality. Furthermore, adopting habitat rights does not require acceptance
of a strong account of animal autonomy – both Cooke and Hadley reject
this, as most humans would in the current state of affairs. Finally, we already
have different practical tools, such as the UN, capable of playing a role in
establishing such rights. As with sovereignty, territorial rights are part of a
violent history, and we should be careful not to repeat the anthropocentrism
inherent in these rights and the systems that are built to enforce them.
While a trusteeship model could never be the end point of establishing
better relations with other animals, it could function as an intervention in the
current system which might lead to a situation in which other animals can
express themselves more fully, where humans can come see them differently,
and where both groups can together find new forms of interacting.
Urban animals
A final example of a situation in which current legislation and current social
practices can function as a starting point for change can be found in the
more-than-human practices aimed at greening the city (Hinchliffe and
Whatmore 2006). A multitude of human/non-human animal relations exist
in cities, but non-human animals do not often feature in urban theory or city
planning. Jennifer Wolch (2010) argues that this is because urbanisation is
based on a view of progress that exploits nature on behalf of culture, and that
rests on a problematic dichotomy between nature and culture (as well as, and
relatedly, city/country and human/animal) (see also Emel and Wolch 1998).
To address this exploitation, she argues that we need to ‘re-enchant’ the city
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by acknowledging and fostering the presence there of non-human animals
and nature, as well as by building new relationships with them; we need to
invite the animals back in. Many non-human animals live in cities, but they
are either seen as pests ( Jerolmack 2008) or their presence is simply not
acknowledged. Existing and future urban spaces, such as houses, gardens,
parks and roads, need to change because they are oppressive and unjust for
humans and other animals. Reintegrating humans with animals and nature
can: ‘provide urban dwellers with the local, situated, everyday knowledge
of animal life required to grasp animal standpoints or ways of being in
the world, to interact with them accordingly in particular contexts, and to
motivate political action necessary to protect their autonomy as subjects and
their life spaces.’ (2010:226-227). Interacting with other animals in new
ways will lead humans to see them differently, and vice versa.
Non-human animals are not completely absent from existing
legislation and from urban practices, as the following example concerning
nesting water birds in Amsterdam shows. In May 2016, the renovation of
the Brandweerbrug, a bridge in Amsterdam, had to be halted because a pair
of coots had built their nest in the reeds underneath the bridge. Nesting
birds are protected by the behavioural code of the Flora- en Faunawet (the
Flora- and Fauna law) of Amsterdam, and procedures developed for this
protection can lead to delaying building processes, or force humans to work
around the nests. Nesting birds are also assisted by humans who live in the
city. Because there are no natural spaces for the birds to nest, there are only
walls, humans who live on or near the canals provide the birds with purposebuilt nesting spaces so that they do not use boats or other human objects
for nesting. These nests often have a sign saying ‘broedplaats’ (nesting place).
Humans create these spaces in response to the presence and behaviour of
coots and other birds, and the coots use human litter to decorate their nests,
often creating beautiful and colourful objects. When nests are disrupted,
coots and humans both defend them. The efforts of citizens to provide
coots and other birds with nesting spaces, and its formal counterpart in
the behavioural code of the Flora- en Faunawet, contribute to the greening
of the city and take non-human animal agency into account in doing so.
Hinchliffe and Whatmore (2006) discuss similar examples, such as badgers
who change their behaviours and dealings when they have territories in
urban spaces, peregrine falcons who nest on towers built by humans, and
groups of humans who want to preserve natural areas. They draw attention
to the fact that these forms of urban interaction are informed by experience
from below, including non-human animal forms of knowledge, and not
by existing expert knowledge from above. These so-called ‘green urban
practices’ can inform policies and can also function as the starting point for
new forms of civic engagement aimed at doing justice to the multiplicity of
voices and relations present in cities.
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In the case of the nesting coots and other examples, we find that
there are already different ways in which humans and other animals act
together, in which they create new knowledge which can influence other
human citizens, as well as the decisions made by city councils and beyond.
The next step in re-enchanting the city would be to consult non-human
animals more explicitly through material and other interventions, and to
acknowledge their influence on practices and thoughts more explicitly.
While a shared zoopolis is currently no more than a utopian ideal, city
animals can and often do instil a sense of wonder and awe in the humans
who see them and interact with them; something which can motivate them
to further green the city – or which may simply be an annoyance to those
who want to renovate bridges. The existing legislation protecting nests
offers a form of recognition of the value of their presence, and of care in the
landscapes of stone we have created.
Political concepts as starting points for change
Groups of non-human animals can stand in many different relations to
human political communities. Concepts developed to guide and understand
relations between groups of humans, such as citizenship, sovereignty,
cosmopolitanism and republicanism, can help to shed light on these
relations. They also have practical value: institutions and practices developed
to protect humans and promote their interests can do the same for groups
of non-human animals, and can thereby offer starting points for change.
Even though non-human animal rights – whether in the form of universal
negative rights, or citizenship rights – are currently little more than a
utopian ideal, many laws and political institutions already regulate relations
between human and non-human animals. These existing political and social
institutions and practices should be extended to incorporate non-human
animal agency and interests in order to further promote non-human animal
political participation. In the third part of this thesis, I explore further how
existing political practices and institutions can be extended take political
non-human animal agency and non-human animal languages into account.
I discuss interspecies activism (Chapter 7), democratic non-human animal
participation (Chapter 8), and interspecies deliberation (Chapter 9). But
before doing that, I take two other steps. In the next chapter, in order to
further clarify the borders of the political and of political agency and to
discuss the relevance of species membership for political interaction, I discuss
political relations with worms. This chapter is followed by the second case
study, which focuses on goose/human relations in the Netherlands. This
case study builds on insights developed in Part 2 of this thesis, and provides
an introduction to the themes discussed in the final chapters.
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Chapter 6
Worm politics
Earthworms use touch to judge the shape of leaves, petioles and pieces of
paper in order to decide on the best way to carry them into their burrows.
Charles Darwin (1881) looked at over two hundred fallen Rhododendron
leaves, and worked out that in two-thirds of the cases, the best way to carry
them into a burrow would be by their base, and in one-third by the tip.
When he let his worm test subjects perform the task, they matched this
almost exactly. This led Darwin to conclude that the worms ‘judged with a
considerable degree of correctness how to draw the withered leaves of this
foreign plant into their burrows’ (1881:70). Darwin studied earthworms
extensively, and he saw them as one of the most influential species of animals
in the history of the world.112 Worms cultivate the soil and make it possible
for plants to grow, which makes the earth a suitable place for humans
to live. Long before the plough existed, earthworms ploughed the earth.
According to Darwin, their casts preserve ancient buildings; something for
which archaeologists should be extremely thankful. Earthworms are timid
creatures whose sight and hearing are not well developed. Darwin tested
their hearing with whistles, his son playing the bassoon, and him playing
the piano; they responded to none of these. They did, however, respond
when the jar that contained them was placed on the piano; they are very
sensitive to vibrations and touch. They also have a lot of muscular power
for their size and display a fondness for eating – they particularly like wild
cherry and carrots. The experiments with carrying objects led Darwin to
conclude that, contrary to popular belief, their acts are not just based on
instinct; they also exhibit intelligence. Worms exercise agency – Darwin
calls these small agencies (1881:1) – and their acts can have great effects.
The lives of earthworms and humans are interconnected in several ways:
they plough the earth, and humans till the land, which affects their lives.
Humans also use worms directly for fishing and scientific research.
In animal philosophy, the word ‘animals’ is usually taken to mean
mammals, although birds, fish and certain invertebrates are sometimes
included. An important reason for this is that sentience is generally seen
as the ground for rights and human obligations.113 It is argued that non112 For a more recent defence of this view, see Herringshaw et al. (2017).
113 From the perspective of advocacy worms are more difficult to ‘sell’, because
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human animals have interests, and it is therefore wrong to harm them.
Small animals, such as snails, worms and spiders, are often excluded from
this concept, because it is unclear whether or not they are sentient. Since
there are many non-human animals who are, beyond doubt, sentient
and who suffer greatly from human violence, it may indeed seem best to
focus on these cases. The lives of earthworms and humans are, however,
also intertwined, and humans use them for their benefit. Furthermore, it is
problematic to only focus on those animals who are most like us. Because
earthworms are so different to humans, and because we know little about
them, our relations with them do raise many questions. In this chapter I
discuss some of the questions related to worm politics. I focus on whether
and how earthworms can be viewed as political actors, how humans should
behave towards them, and how different theoretical approaches – such as
new materialism, animal studies, and animal rights philosophy – can all
shed light on political human/worm relations. Recent research on plants
and fungi (Peeters 2016) shows that these exercise agency too, and form
relations with one another and with humans (ibid., see also Wollheben 2016
on trees). Because I concentrate on non-human animals in this thesis, I will
not discuss these life forms in detail. Some of the thoughts developed in this
chapter could perhaps contribute to further thinking about human/plant
relations, or fungi/human relations, but for now these fall outside the scope
of my project.
6.1 Moving trees: a vital materialist view of earthworm agency
Worms not only move leaves, they also move trees. Bruno Latour (1999)
discovered this when he followed a group of scientists into the Amazon
rainforest. The scientists were puzzled by the presence of trees typical of
the savannah at a spot some metres into the rainforest. After thorough
investigation, they found that the local earthworms were responsible for the
mysterious position of the trees. They had changed the soil by producing
large amounts of aluminium, which enabled the savannah trees to encroach
into the forest. Jane Bennett (2010) draws on Darwin (1881) and Latour’s
(1999) worm stories in order to investigate the politics of vital materialism.
Bennett aims to show that political theory should take the active participation
of non-humans in events more seriously. Recognising the presence of nonhumans in politics is ontologically important, and it might contribute to
a more responsible, ecologically sound, politics, one which moves beyond
blaming individuals and sheds light on the relations that shape our world.
She argues for a ‘vital materialism’ (2010:23) in which objects possess power,
humans perceive them as less appealing, and they suffer less from the industrialised
violence that other animals suffer (compare Driessen 2017 on fish).
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and agency is located in ‘assemblages’: understood as ad hoc groupings of
diverse elements that can consist of human and non-human bodies.114
Bodies are always tangled up in networks, which Bennett envisions as a web,
a ‘knotted world of vibrant matter’ (2010:13). Objects, or non-humans, are
not passive or stable in these networks. They are interconnected with human
bodies, which are themselves made of matter and influenced by pressure
from the outside world. In order to further conceptualise this pressure, or
agency, Bennett turns to Spinoza, who used the term ‘conatus’ – an active
impulse or trending tendency to persist. According to Spinoza, non-human
bodies share a conative nature with human bodies: ‘Conatus names a power
present in every body’ (2010:2). These bodies are also associative, or even
social (2010:21), in the sense that each body by nature continuously affects
and is affected by other bodies. Relations between bodies can be political in
different ways – for example, in the effects they produce or because they are
affected by political problems.
Darwin shows that earthworms are aware of their surroundings;
their acts cannot be reduced to a mechanical instinct. By acting, they impact
these surroundings, and directly or indirectly influence human lives; for
example, when they plough the earth or move trees. Earthworm agencies
may be ‘small agencies’, but in the right circumstances they can make big
things happen. For Bennett, worms exercise agency in the vibrant webs
of which we as humans are part. While there are clear differences in how
worms and humans exercise agency – in terms of intentionality, cognitive
capacities, and so on – she argues that there is no dichotomy between
human and non-human political agency in which one party has all and the
other none. Exercising agency is a matter of degree, and the acts of humans
and non-humans can never be controlled completely because we always act
in webs with others that influence us. In Latour’s example we find that trees,
worms and scientists are all connected, and shape the outcomes of each
others’ actions, either through material influence (the worms) or through
the construction of facts (the scientists).
The view that non-human animals exercise some form of agency,
and that different beings influence each other, has intuitive plausibility for
many humans, even though worms are not often considered in this context.
The next step that Bennett takes with regard to investigating the political
agency of worms is more contentious. As I discussed in Chapter 4, political
agency is often understood as a form of intentional agency. In order to be
able to act politically, the actor must be aware of doing so, and act with
the intention to change or influence political systems. Bennett questions
this emphasis on intentionality, and challenges the Kantian dichotomy
114 Agency is conceptualised as a confederation of human and non-human
elements.
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between persons and things. She does not do so on empirical grounds, or
by arguing that non-human animals, plants or other beings are similar to
humans in any way. Instead she argues for a different ontology, one in which
actants influence each other and make things happen politically. In this
view, humans are also less autonomous than they like to think. Humans
always stand in relation to others and are affected by them, as well as by
the fact that they are matter; human acts are influenced by many physical
factors such as disease, food, genetic composition and so on, and can never
be controlled or predicted rationally.
In tandem with replacing political actors with political
assemblages of actants, Bennett searches to redefine the field of ‘politics’
itself (see also Hughes and Lury 2013 on borders and worms). Drawing
on the work of Dewey (2010:100), she investigates whether political
systems resemble ecosystems. For Dewey, publics are formed when
different bodies are affected by a common political problem and not by
choice, as, for example, in a political party. Publics arise and dissolve; they
are defined by their affective capacity. This is similar to the movements
we find in ecosystems, in which different powers and movements create
constellations which might dissolve again over time. According to Dewey,
publics are made up of persons, by which he means humans. However,
humans and non-humans can be affected by common political problems.
Think, for example, of oil leaks poisoning the habitat of worms and
humans (see Higgins et al. 2013 on ecocide as a crime). In addition to
this focus on effect, Bennett draws attention to the moment when a
subordinate group becomes recognised as part of the demos. Here she
draws on the work of Jacques Rancière (2006), for whom politics is about
the conflict between two logics: that of the police – understood as the
authority that orders, as expressed in the whole accepted set of institutions
that organises a specific state – and that of the ‘equality of all speaking
beings’. A subordinate group claims the rights they were denied by the
police through a democratic act. The group that was denied democratic
rights claims them by demonstrating that they had a right to them all
along. For human groups, there is always the possibility of the emergence
of a new group of political actors. According to Rancière, animal actors
are excluded from this scenario because they cannot perform the type of
speech act which he sees as necessary.115 Bennett questions this emphasis
on human language, and argues that learning more about other animals
leads to seeing them as more intelligent; something which will force us
to reinvent concepts such as democracy non-anthropocentrically. This is
both important ontologically – in order to do justice to different agencies,
115 The movement here is from phonè to logos, from voice to speech, from
unintelligible utterances to coherent phrases.
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relations, and collectives – and politically, because it can contribute to the
‘health of the political ecologies to which we belong’ (2010: 108).
The image of politics and political actors that Bennett sketches is
helpful in thinking about human/worm relations for several reasons. First
of all, she rightly draws our attention to the fact that worms and humans
affect each other’s lives, often without being aware of it. Because humans
and worms share habitats, and share a planet, political events that concern
common goods will often affect them both. Bennett also brings to light
the multitude of relations that make up our lives, and offers a way to think
about the role, or even value, of others without colonising them by defining
them on basis of their capacities. Bennett’s notion of political earthworm
agency is not, however, completely convincing. In order to reconceptualise
ourselves as humans and do justice to a complex reality we should consider
non-human forces and influences in thinking about politics, but there are
strong intuitive differences between the effects of thunder and the Arab
Spring (see also Wittgenstein 1958: this is not what we mean by ‘political
agency’, see also 4.3). Political acts take place on a continuum, but there
are clear normative differences between different types of acts. In the case
of earthworms, Bennett rightly turns the focus to the necessity of more
empirical research, and inventing systems that do justice to them. They are
affected by us and we should recognise that, as well as recognising their
agency. Arguing that they act politically because they move things is,
however, going too far too fast, and is also too easy. This needs a more careful
analysis of their acts, and of the borders of the political.
Bennett (2005) also argues for using anthropomorphism as a way
of understanding what is beyond us. While as humans we are always tied
to a human lens, her interpretation of this concept shows an attachment
to the human, versus the non-human. This is demonstrated further in her
articulation elsewhere that ultimately we need to develop a new ontology
for the humans involved, for ‘our’ sake (Bennett 2012). This is problematic
because it ultimately reduces the value of relations with others to a value for
humans, and because precisely who belongs to this ‘us’ is neither natural nor
given, but is a cultural construction which ultimately rests on an idealised
image of the human. We find a reflection of this in the distinction between
human and non-human that Bennett uses. While the focus on the nonhuman is used to challenge a liberal or Kantian view of the human, it also
reinforces human exceptionalism, something that can be seen in the fact that
many actor-network theorists (most notably Latour) and new materialists
(Bennett 2010, Coole and Frost 2010) hardly ever mention non-human
animals as a relevant category – thing power is more often mentioned
than animal agency – let alone discuss interaction with them on the same
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level as inter-human encounters.116 A dog is, nevertheless, clearly more
similar to a human than to something like a table. So while Bennett rightly
directs our attention to the vibrant world around us, and challenges human
atomism and autonomy, her focus is mainly on formulating a critique of
‘the over-consumptive, ecologically disastrous society’ (2012:269) that we
inhabit. Her interest in material agency is, in this sense, ultimately aimed
at understanding human social practices. In order to think further about
political relations with earthworms, we need to look at worm practices.
Eating as relating and the language of food
Watching earthworms can change our view of them (Darwin 1881, compare
Gordon 1992 on ants). Because their sight and hearing are limited, this
probably does not work the same way for them. This does not mean that we
cannot interact with them – Darwin shows us that they respond to touch
and vibrations, and that we can invite them with food. Filippo Bertoni
(2013, 2016) uses ‘eating’ as a central concept to analyse human/worm
relations and develop a view of politics beyond humanism. He aims to move
away from a humanist political vocabulary, including the concept of ‘agency’
(compare Wolfe 2012 on agency), and instead adopts the perspective of
ecologists, who see the world as a space in which life everywhere is engaged
in eating and being eaten, and who have developed a theoretical language,
as well as practical apparatuses, to measure this. In his view, eating can
provide a good tool for analysing relations, because it stays close to the
tangible materialities of practices and allows us to conceptualise asymmetry.
Bertoni goes as far to state that it offers a different language for the ‘politics
of nature’ because it draws attention to the asymmetries, contingencies and
irregularities which make up the assemblages to which we belong, while
at the same time showing how we are connected. Eating is material and
relational, and earthworm eating practices are constitutive for ecosystems
and worms.
An ecotoxicological experiment, conducted at the Vrije Universiteit
in Amsterdam, demonstrates how a focus on eating can generate knowledge
(Bertoni 2013). In the experiment, earthworms were used to understand soil
conditions in order to determine the effects of a toxic compound produced
by genetically modified broccoli. Earthworms were chosen, not because they
are a model species, like mice, but because they are ecologically significant
– earthworms influence soil on a large scale. Earthworms have different
active relations with the soil, they are both ‘bioindicators’ and ‘bioturbators’.
As bioindicators, worms are transformed by the soil: they respond in certain
ways to their environment. As bioturbators, they actively transform the soil.
116 An important exception is Donna Haraway (2003, 2008).
166

Central to both is the worms’ eating of the soil, and the soil’s being eaten
by the worms. In the experiment, different elements – worms, soil, certain
conditions – were brought together and formed a network. Through eating,
the worms produced knowledge that no one else could provide. In order for
the experiment to be successful, the scientists needed to learn to attend to
the worms, and develop procedures and instruments that made knowledge
production possible, both with regard to keeping the worms alive and being
able to read their behaviour.
A second example of an eating practice that connects humans
and a type of earthworm is vermicomposting (Abrahamsson and Bertoni
2014), in which the worms make compost out of vegetable or food waste.
In order for this to work, humans need to learn to read the behaviour of
the worms and understand their relation to food and soil. Abrahamsson
and Bertoni (2014) describe the asymmetrical communications involved in
this process as language, and argue that ‘learning to speak worm’ means
becoming attuned to the earthworms’ relationship to their environment, the
food and the bedding. They go on to state that ‘food is a language that
worms understand. It is a ‘language,’ but one that is not inflected in words,
sentences and grammar, but in the utterance of practices, in the less codified
tinkering of everyday life’ (2014: 17-18). They conclude that worms will not
learn to speak back, but to eat your leftovers.
This perspective on worms and worm/human relations might
challenge the traces of anthropocentrism that are woven through Bennett’s
story, because it focuses on practices in which earthworms play a leading
role and in which humans need to attend to them carefully. However, as
a political project ‘eating as relating’ is underdeveloped. Recognising that
relations are asymmetrical and deconstructing specific assemblages is of
course political, yet it leaves many questions open with regard to existing
human political institutions, procedures, and the concepts attached to
them, as well as to the political acts of worms. This is unfortunate, because
the asymmetries in our dealings with non-human others too often lead to
violence, and because we need to take the social factors that govern our
behaviours into account to understand how different agencies are shaped, as
well as to be able to develop a new perspective on living with worms. In the
proposal to understand vermicomposting as a site for learning to speak worm,
the focus on asymmetry might obscure possibilities for understanding how
such worms already speak back. Material interventions – such as changing
the conditions under which worms live – can be seen as a question on the
side of the humans. Changing the soil through eating – something that
earthworms do – could be seen as an answer. This rudimentary dialogue
might be asymmetrical, but the worms do respond. Given that we do not
know much about how they communicate – for example, with regard to
how they use smell – to assert that the worms do not speak back seems
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premature and closes opportunities for engaging with worms on different
terms.
6.2 Worm power and knowledge
Neither Bennett (2010), nor Abrahamsson and Bertoni (2013, 2014)
address the power relations that shape the experiments discussed in detail.
This is unfortunate, because human views of other animals determine the
outcomes of knowledge production, and stereotypical views often heavily
influence the outcome of scientific experiments (see Chapter 2). In the
experiments mentioned above – Darwin’s earthworm studies, Latour’s
expedition into the rainforest, the scientists at VU University who study the
eco-toxicological aspects of genetically modified broccoli – we find different
attitudes towards worms. Darwin is interested in the worms themselves;
the other experiments use them instrumentally, and mostly focus on their
ecological impact. The latter approach is the most common in scientific
experiments that involve worms; there are very few studies that focus on
the worms for the sake of learning about worms. This is the result of an
anthropocentric tradition in science, in which humans see themselves as
hierarchically above other animals, seeing animals who resemble humans
more as more valuable. While non-human animals of many species are
exploited in laboratories, the smaller ones, or those who resemble humans
less, are not usually given much or even any ethical consideration.117 The
connection between knowledge and power in worm science is manifold.
We can map this with the use of Foucault’s concept apparatus (see
Thierman 2010 for an analysis of the relevance of this concept for thinking
about non-human animals). The elements of an apparatus are ‘discourses,
institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative
measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic
propositions – in short, the said as much as the unsaid’ (Foucault, as quoted
in Thierman 2010:90); the apparatus itself is the system of relations that can
be established between these elements. A description of an apparatus brings
an environment into focus.
The practices that Bennett and Bertoni draw on in order to
conceptualise new forms of politics are connected to many other practices
that influence how humans perceive earthworms and value them. In the
eating experiment at the VU, this works as follows: worms are studied in a
university room, in specially designed boxes, with the use of standardised
soil; the worms themselves are also ‘standardised’ and their bodies are the
117 For example, in American legislation to protect laboratory animals, mice are
not seen as animals. Insects and other small animals are also usually not mentioned
in these legislatory apparatuses.
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result of specific breeding instructions (Bertoni 2013). The scientists who
work with the worms, as well as those who write about worms in the social
sciences, are part of the academic world, and are under influence of its
discursive, financial, and moral structures. Research projects are financed
only when they are seen as relevant for humans, something that determines
the body of knowledge that is constructed; studying worms for the sake
of worms is not valued greatly in our society and so there are very few
experiments that focus on the worms themselves. Laws that regulate the
use of laboratory animals only take into account the welfare of certain
species: worms are not protected by welfare regulations. This is a result of
the fact that moral ideas about non-human animals are usually regarded
as not applying to worms,118 something that is also interconnected with
the fact that worms are not studied for their own sake. This follows from a
worldview in which small animals, who resemble humans less, are thought
to matter less morally and politically. It also refers back to a philosophical
tradition in which the human is central. Worms are used because humans
want to find out more about diseases or ecosystems for the sake of humans.
In capitalist and anthropocentric societies, there is a clear relation in
worm research between gaining knowledge and exercising power; humans
develop techniques to dominate the non-human world, and scientists are
part of that process. Eating relations are asymmetrical, but so are power
relations. Worms are used and held captive by humans; their interests are
not considered and they are not paid for their scientific labour. While the
worms do, for example, exercise agency by eating, they have no opportunity
to shape the conditions under which they live. They influence the outcomes
of scientific research, but humans determine the form of the experiments
and interpret their behaviour.
As we have seen, worms also influence the conditions under which
humans exist. For Foucault, power is productive, and necessarily related to
freedom: if there is no opportunity to challenge the existing power dynamic,
there is no power, only violence or domination. This is of course the case in
many human/non-human animal relations, intensive farming for example.
While non-human animals in such circumstances exercise agency and may
protest if they are tortured or killed, they have no real chance of changing the
conditions under which they live – very few of them will be able escape or
wound humans, most do not stand a chance. A similar situation is found in
laboratories, where non-human animals usually have even less opportunity
to escape. Whether worms are dominated obviously depends on the
context. Wild earthworms live their lives, indirectly affecting human lives
by changing the earth on which we live, and if studied in their own habitats
118 Because they are not thought to be sentient, something I will return to in the
next section.
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without being interfered with or imprisoned they are not dominated. In
laboratories, they might influence humans and the outcome of experiments,
but they live in small boxes which they have no chance of leaving. In the case
of vermicomposting, humans need to attend carefully to the worms, which
requires care, but again the worms have no real opportunity to change their
situation, and must spend their lives in an enclosed space. If we really want
to rethink worm agency and find out more about them for their own sake,
we need to question our own attitudes towards them.
6.3 Justice for worms
In animal ethics, sentience is usually seen as both necessary and sufficient
for moral consideration. Because sentient non-human animals have
interests, it is wrong to harm them. Sentience refers to the subjective
capacity to have experiences and is thus related to consciousness. For many
small animals such as bees, worms and spiders, there is doubt as to whether
or not they are sentient. Since there are many non-human animals who
are obviously sentient and who suffer greatly from human violence, it is
argued that it is best to focus on these cases. There are, however, several
problems with focusing only on mammals and birds, as well as reasons
to also consider small animals such as worms. First of all, the empirical
matter is not settled. It is usually thought that worms respond to stimuli
but do not have the consciousness necessary for understanding and actually
‘feeling’ pain, so while they might respond to pain stimuli, they do not suffer.
However, we currently know very little about worm cognition, emotion, and
other capacities, simply because there has not been much research on the
subject.119 Not so very long ago humans doubted whether fish were sentient,
something for which the evidence is now overwhelming (Braithwaite
2010). Before that, Cartesian scepticism about the capacity of non-human
animals to feel pain led humans to perform vivisection on dogs, whose
screams were seen as simple mechanical responses to stimuli, and not as
expressions of pain. Second, it is unclear why sentience should be seen as
the sole moral or political value. A virtue ethical approach could argue that
the flourishing of animals whose sentience is in doubt has moral worth, and
the vital materialist approach argues for a politics in which different types of
agency, and actors with different degrees of intentionality, make up political
structures. Third, it is difficult to draw lines between different groups of
animals. From an empirical perspective, we find that consciousness is
notoriously hard to measure in groups of human and non-human animals,
119 There is some research on emotions and subjectivity of social insects, for example,
about pessimism in bees (Bateson et al. 2011) and the individual personalities of
social spiders (Grinsted et al. 2013).
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and our ideas about consciousness and other animal capacities – including
sentience, as the case of fish confirms – are often informed by cultural
prejudices (see Chapter 2 for a longer discussion). Biologist Frans de Waal
(2016) summarises this nicely by asking whether humans are smart enough
to understand how smart other animals are. Progress in science and morality
continually challenges the lines that are drawn, and we should – also from
a political perspective – be careful in determining for others what they can
perceive or not. Finally, focusing on non-human animals who are clearly
sentient is often done for pragmatic reasons: there are so many non-human
animals who suffer, and in working towards social change it is best to focus
on the obvious cases. As Wolfe (2003) has shown, however, favouring those
most like us, for example, in arguing for rights,120 is not an ethically sound
tactic, and runs the risk of repeating the violence done to other animals on
a different level.
Looking at worms from the perspective of justice helps to turn the
focus from interpretation of their individual capacities to political relations.
When we try to find out what justice for worms entails, and how to envision
relations between worm communities and human political communities,
we immediately encounter many empirical questions, not just about worm
sentience and cognition, but also about worm communities. Recent research
has shown that worms form herds and make group decisions (Zirbes et al.
2010). Earthworms of the species Eisenia fetida use touch to communicate
and influence each other’s behaviour. When they are taken out of the soil,
they frequently cluster and form a patch. Scientists compare this social
behaviour to the behaviour of herds or swarms. One experiment showed
that when a group of worms was put into a chamber with two identical
arms, they collectively choose to move to one of the arms (Zirbes et al.
2010). Another experiment focused on how worms know how to follow
their fellow worms. Two worms were put into a soil-filled maze, with two
routes to a food source at the end. When the worms could not detect each
other at the start, they followed their own routes, but when they were put
into the maze together, in two-third of the trials they stayed together. The
worms sometimes crossed their bodies over each other, and at other times
they maximised contact; it is through these types of interaction that they
let each other know where they plan to go (ibid.). One of the reasons they
cluster is that it helps them to protect themselves. Earthworms secrete
proteins and fluids that have antibacterial properties to deter soil pathogens.
To deter predatory flatworms, they secrete a yellow fluid. When they are
in a group, the quantity of fluid increases, covering the earthworms and
offering individuals better protection (Zirbes et al. 2010).
120 According to Wolfe (2003) this is a problem inherent in the discourse of rights,
as discussed in 4.1.
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Earthworms form their own communities, and neither need nor
desire contact with humans, even though they are sometimes used as
companion animals. Most of them live underground and mind their own
business, although their paths sometimes cross those of humans. They do
not need humans for survival, even though humans might be dependent
on them. Humans use various types of worm for research, food, or other
practices such as fishing, and in doing so they inflict violence and death
upon them. While earthworms do live near humans, and sometimes come
into view, they do not cohabit in cities and houses in the way that liminal
animals such as mice, pigeons, or even snails, do. Their territories are all
around us: in our gardens, parks, woods, and other spaces. Respecting
foreign non-human animal communities is, according to Donaldson and
Kymlicka (2011), not the same as just ‘letting them be’. Humans often
radically influence the lives and territories of other animal communities,
and are therefore responsible for limiting spillover effects (such as noise,
pollution, building) that may influence their habitats. Humans may also
have a duty to intervene, for example, in the case of a natural or man-made
catastrophe. These recommendations can also guide our relations with
worms. We should respect their physical integrity, i.e. not use or kill them
for our own benefit. We should also not pollute the earth in which they
live (and on which we live), and should take their interests into account
in considerations regarding new uses of the earth. Because human activity
already influences the lives of worms and their habitats, we need to take
a more active attitude in learning about worms. Worm communities are
very different from human communities, and we have a long way to go in
learning to understand them. It is, however, not up to humans to define
whether or not they form proper communities, especially since we know so
little about them. In this case, sovereignty starts with respecting worms as
different to us.
Keep your ear to the ground: listening to our earthworm neighbours
Learning about earthworms and how to live with them is not just a scientific
project; it is also part of the larger cultural, ethical and political process of
developing better relations with our non-human neighbours. Philosopher
Ralph Acampora (2010) searches for interspecies engagement and relations
without human domination. He sees potential for new relations in different
settings, one of which is sharing urban neighbourhoods with non-human
animals of all kinds. Aiming for a situation in which the goal is flourishing
without oppression, he argues that the figure of the neighbour can help us
to find the right ethical attitude towards non-human animal others with
whom we share urban spaces or ‘multispecies neighbourhoods’. Acampora
argues that the concept of ‘neighbour’ preserves an intimacy that is lacking in
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most approaches that focus on citizenship and related notions. Whereas the
political approach through which we view non-human animal communities
as liminal or sovereign asks us to remain at a respectful distance from these
communities, Acampora invites us to explore proximity. This is important
for two reasons. Rethinking politics with other animals means more than
just extending concepts and practices to include other animals. We also need
to think – for democratic reasons – about how they can co-shape the terms
of interaction. Second, while understanding them as sovereign communities
asks for a respectful attitude, acknowledging them as neighbours – and
worms are our neighbours – also invites us to attend carefully and listen
to them. The figure of the neighbour can thus complement the image of
worms as sovereign communities. They live their own lives, very close to us.
In order to find out more about earthworm communities and
interests we need to listen to them more carefully. Listening can also play
a role in incorporating worm interests into existing democratic institutions
and practices. Dryzek (2000) points to the political importance of listening.
He argues that in a green democracy, there should be recognition of agency
in nature, as well as respect for natural objects and ecological processes.
Humans and non-humans should, for reasons of justice, be equally
represented democratically, and should be able to make equal demands on
our capacity to listen. He emphasises that humans are ecological rather than
simply social beings, and that much of our communication already goes
beyond human language. Humans use body language, but are also heavily
influenced by the workings of pheromones, oxygen and unintentional
chemical processes. Listening means attending to others and translating this
into representative structures. Working with earthworms, paying attention
to their dealings with the soil and the earth and listening to them in the
broadest sense of the word, as Darwin did, can and should inform human
political decision-making, and can help us work towards new ways of coexisting in a similar way. This asks us not only to extend existing concepts
to incorporate worm interests, it also invites us to invent new political
practices, procedures, and institutions (Bennett 2010, Watson 2014).
6.4 Respect and response
The different approaches to non-human politics discussed above, and those
discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, have in common that they ask us to see other
animals – and politics – differently. Donna Haraway (2008) draws attention
to the relation between seeing and respect, via the Latin re-specere, which
means looking back, looking at, taking into account. She connects this to
interspecies encounters and the construction of a common reality: ‘To hold
in regard, to respond, to look back reciprocally, to notice, to pay attention,
to have courteous regard for, to esteem: all of that is tied to polite greeting,
173

to constituting the polis, where and when species meet.’ (2008: 19). Because
other animals have largely disappeared from the cultural and political picture
in anthropocentric and humanist societies, we need to begin to see them
again. This ‘seeing again’ takes place in situated encounters in which we are
always already entangled with other animals. One of the ‘first obligations’ in
these relations is curiosity (see also Kamphof 2017). Haraway also connects
being polite to constituting the polis; treating other species respectfully not
only opens the door to change in individual encounters, it also brings about
a starting point for imagining new communities, including the promise of
developing new forms of political interaction.
Being curious and being polite are important in respecting
earthworms – in seeing them anew and treating them with regard. Here we
find that the materialist approach and the justice approach can complement
each other. The materialist approach suffers from a lack of political
effectiveness and does not adequately take into account non-human animal
suffering or the power relations that shape agencies – this might show a lack
of the politeness and respect that we do find in theories that focus on justice.
The liberal-democratic approach needs to more explicitly acknowledge the
way in which humans and non-humans are interconnected and influence
one another, as well as the fact that existing political institutions, procedures
and concepts might, for many species, not be so adequate – which could
refer to a lack of the curiosity that we do find in materialist theories.
Developing a non-anthropocentric view of politics asks us to
reconsider the borders of the political and to develop new forms of
interacting with other animals. Existing concepts and institutions can play
a role in this process, and function as starting points for change. In the
third and final part of this thesis I investigate how the relation between
non-human animals and existing political practices and institutions can
be improved with other animals. Non-human animals do not constitute
one group; there are major differences between individuals, social groups
and species, and reformulating politics will look very different in different
contexts, depending on the animals involved. Treating other animals with
respect and regard is the starting point for all of them. Whether earthworms
plan to treat us with regard is a question yet to be answered; Darwin showed
that they are curious and willing to engage with us if we invite them to do so.
Haraway (2008) points our attention to the fact that the word ‘companion’
comes from cum panis – with bread – which tells us something about the
importance for relations of sharing food. According to Darwin, earthworms
particularly like wild cherries and raw carrots – something to remember on
your next picnic.
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Case Study 2
Political communication with the Schiphol geese: resistance,
deliberation and the politics of space
Wild geese like the Netherlands. The Dutch population of greylag geese
grew from around ten nesting pairs in 1971 (Bijlsma et al. 2001) to over
twenty-five thousand in 2005 (Sovon 2017). The main reasons for this are
the increasing use of fertilisers by farmers, which has improved the quality
of the grass, and restrictions on hunting geese (and not their predators,
most notably foxes). Geese were invited to nest in the Oostvaardersplassen,
a large nature reserve in the middle of the country. Their job there is to
prevent the growth of trees to keep the fields open so that large ungulates
can roam the area. A large number of greylag geese have settled in the area
around Schiphol airport, close to the Oostvaardersplassen. The grasslands
and croplands in that area provide them with plenty of food, and there are
enough wetland areas for resting and nesting nearby. In 2010, a plane from
Royal Air Maroc had to return to the airport following a collision with a
flock of geese. This led to an investigation by the Nederlandse Regiegroep
Vogelaanvaringen, the Dutch Group for Bird Collisions, which concluded in
2014 that the presence of geese in the area around the airport poses a major
risk to flight safety. They recommended reducing the number of geese, and
emphasised the need for new technological solutions to prevent accidents.
The Faunabescherming, the Dutch Organisation for Fauna Protection,
offered a different perspective on the situation. They drew attention to the
fact that up to now there have been no fatal accidents – the chance of a
collision is smaller than 0.001%. Three incidents with birds in 2013 were
related to bad weather conditions, and could have been avoided with birddetection equipment. The Faunabescherming also emphasised that killing
the birds would not solve the problem.121
In 2013, the Dutch government commissioned pest control
company Duke Faunabeheer to kill 15,000 Schiphol geese.122 They captured
the birds in May, when they were moulting and could not fly. The geese
were forced into vans, hidden by large black plastic walls, known by activists
121 In 2015, plans were made for a new airport in the Flevopolder, which will
probably lead to the killing of large numbers of geese in the Oostvaardersplassen.
122 245,000 geese are killed annually in The Netherlands.
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as ‘mobile gas chambers’, and gassed.123 Later that year, a machine was
invented to decapitate the geese in order to kill them more efficiently.
Gassing 15,000 Schiphol geese only reduced the population by 600. Geese
can fly, and killing them simply creates space for other geese to take their
place. Even though the method was not efficient, large numbers of geese
were also gassed in 2014, and in 2015 EU legislation was changed to allow
for them to be gassed in other parts of the country. The Dutch Party for
the Animals, various animal welfare organisations, activist groups and
biologists, argue that to really address the problem, the land will have to be
made less attractive to the birds – as long as there is a superabundance of
food, new flocks of geese will continue to settle in the area. For this reason,
the Party for the Animals proposed the purchase of six square kilometres
of land around Schiphol to be used for solar panels that could be leased by
citizens and companies based in Amsterdam. Other more goose-friendly
measures included scaring the birds away with lasers, recordings of distress
calls, radar systems and robot birds. A 2011 study also showed that sowing
green manure after harvesting cereal reduced the food supply so that very
few or no birds were seen in the area (CLM 2011).
In most of these proposals there is little attention for goose agency
and goose/human relations. In the conflict around Schiphol, many different
parties play a role, including politicians, animal welfare activists, farmers,
the airport authorities and the general public. The geese are not seen as
active agents in the matter, even though it is their behaviour that causes the
problems, and it is well known that geese are intelligent birds who continue
to learn for the whole of their lives (Lorenz 1991). Geese exercise political
agency at an individual level and as groups, and certain goose/human
relations are already political. In this case study, I investigate how goose
agency can be taken into account in this and similar conflicts, which offers
a new perspective on the situation, and is important for normative reasons
(see also Chapters 4 & 5).
C2.1 Goose politics
The ‘Schiphol geese’ are typically non-domesticated,124 but they do seek out
human settlements and are often not shy of humans, although they prefer to
stay away from them. Between domesticated non-human animals and those
123 Gassing is not a ‘humane’ or painless method, see Faunabescherming (2013).
124 Different species are found in the Schiphol area, such as greylag geese, Canada
geese, Egyptian geese and white-fronted geese. Greylag geese are the most common,
and the main target for hunters and pest control companies. This group consists of
birds who nest here and stay all year long, birds who nest and migrate, and birds
who nest further north in Europe and visit here in winter.
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wild animals who have almost no contact with humans, we find a wide
range of encounters and relations – think, for example, of mice who live
in houses, feral cats, or crows. To determine political rights for this group,
Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011) introduce the category ‘liminal animals’,
by which they mean non-human animals who are not domesticated, but
who like the Schiphol geese live among or often encounter humans.125
Liminal animals are a new group in animal rights literature. By introducing
this group, Donaldson and Kymlicka underline that there is no dichotomy
between wild and domesticated animals, rather there are many non-human
animals who fit into neither of these categories.126 This is a heterogeneous
group, and in determining reciprocal rights and duties, the context is even
more important than in the case of domesticated or wild animals. Nonhuman animals whose habitat has been invaded and who have nowhere
else to go should, for example, have different rights to animals who seek out
human settlements but who can also thrive elsewhere.
Non-human animals who are neither domesticated nor wild are
the least recognised from a legal and moral perspective. They are often
seen as intruders or pests in urban environments, which leads to a wide
range of abuses and injustices – think, for example, of the treatment of
rats. Defining them as a group can clarify these underlying problems and
provide structure for government policies. The non-human animals in
question are not connected because of a shared identity, but because of
their relationships to human political communities. In order to further
shed light on living with animals who are not part of our communities but
who live close to us, Donaldson and Kymlicka define three general clusters
of rights, in addition to the universal negative rights all non-human
animals should have: rights of residence, reciprocal rights and duties of
denizenship, and anti-stigma safeguards. All three are relevant in thinking
about geese. Because geese have the option to settle elsewhere, humans
have a right to keep them off their land. However, the geese have a right to
live somewhere, and when they have been in a given area for an extended
125 Not all geese can be seen as liminal animals, some are domesticated, and there
are communities of wild geese. Geese also show that these categories are not fixed:
wild geese can, under certain circumstances, start to seek out human company, and
liminal geese can become more shy, for example, because they are hunted, and start
avoiding humans.
126 Introducing this new category also shows us something about categorisation
itself: although concepts such as citizenship and sovereignty can clarify the rights
and duties of non-human animals, provide a new perspective on animals and help
us imagine new forms of living together, the wide spectrum of human/non-human
animal relationships and the major differences between different animals – species,
communities and individuals – make it difficult to draw lines. See also Chapters 4,
5 & 8.
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period, it becomes their home, and humans cannot simply relocate them
whenever they feel like it. Furthermore, humans invited the geese to nest
in the Netherlands, and they helped to construct the Oostvaardersplassen.
Rights and duties of denizenship would depend on the specific context, and
the relations that humans and geese have in a given territory. Lastly, liminal
animals are often stigmatised as pests and, as mentioned in the introduction,
geese are no exception. In the case of the Schiphol geese, we find that both the
framing of the problem and the proposed solution are anthropocentric. This
is visible in the negative stereotyping of geese, in the way risk is assessed, and
in the fact that goose agency is not taken into account at all in thinking about
potential solutions to this conflict.
The way that geese are currently treated is connected to a change in
discourse. In the 1970’s, geese were seen as rare wild birds – as welcome guests.
As the population grew, and specifically in recent years when Schiphol airport
and farmers started to complain about their presence, politicians, media and
companies began to represent them as pests.127 This often happens when
non-human animal communities become larger. Animal geographer Colin
Jerolmack (2008), who described a similar process with regard to feral pigeons
in New York, shows that stigmatisation of problem species is intimately tied
to a modernist conception of space, which builds on and reaffirms a binary
opposition between nature and culture (see also Emel and Wolch 1998, Wolch
2010, see also 5.4). In the example of Schiphol airport, the land and air around
the airport are seen as human spaces, as expressions of human culture, and as
belonging to humans. The geese are now portrayed as intruders into this area
who pose a risk to humans. They are demonised and portrayed as the enemy,
which legitimises killing them.
The main reason given by humans for the killing of geese near the
airport is that they pose a risk to flight safety. If the presence of non-human
animals causes a lethal risk to humans, humans may, of course, act in selfdefence, but as mentioned above, the risk posed by birds to aeroplanes is
extremely small – there is a greater risk of dying from a bee-sting. Although we
like to pretend otherwise, it is impossible to eradicate all risk from our society.
We accept this in the case of traffic, and non-Western human communities
who live close to large predators are also more willing to accept this in the
case of non-human animals (Bakels 2003). Furthermore, as Donaldson and
Kymlicka also convincingly argue, there is no reason why other animals need
to bear all the costs. Flying – like many other forms of human transport –
poses risks to other animals and imposes significant costs on our environment.
As Schiphol airport continues to grow, more accidents will take place. 128
127 Such as Schiphol and pest control companies like Duke Faunabeheer, who
have an economic interest in killing geese.
128 There are currently plans to build a new airport in Almere, even closer to the
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While accepting the presence of the geese would be the preferred
solution in this and similar conflicts, this might not always be possible
everywhere; humans and other animals often have to share spaces. We therefore
need to consider alternative ways of living with them, including dealing with
this kind of conflict. The current focus in the framing of the conflict and the
proposed solutions is on the role and perspective of the human actors, and takes
no account of the position of the geese, even though they can clearly express
themselves and communicate with humans. This is normatively problematic,
because the geese are thereby rendered mute in decisions that concern their
lives. They are seen and treated as objects, their deaths are normalised, and
methods of killing them are discussed in the media as if they were not living,
feeling beings. It is also practically problematic: the developments of recent
years show that the geese are a ‘tough enemy’129 who are quite determined
about staying in, and returning to, their preferred spots (Bastiaansen et al.
2013). For both these reasons we need to take their agency into account and
begin to interact with them differently. A first step would be to learn about
their languages and behaviour.
C2.2 Goose/human communication
Geese communicate with each other in many different ways, for example, by
using sounds, smells, gestures, physical movements, touch, voice, eye contact
and through performing certain rituals (see Lorenz 1991 for a detailed
analysis of goose behaviour, language and culture). Although many geese are
conservative and like to return to the same nesting areas, individual geese can
and do sometimes make a different choice which leads to the whole flock
discovering a new area with better options for feeding. Flocks of geese usually
make the same journey every year, but as groups they can also deal with
disturbances and create new habits. Flexibility can differ between species,
communities, and individuals. Geese can learn new things at different times
in their lives – the imprinting period in the first days of their lives is perhaps
the most important phase, but they are also open to new opportunities at
other times, such as when they first go looking for a partner or during their
first autumn migration. They develop personal routines, individually and with
other members of their own species and others. They have cultural traditions
and individual inclinations. Not only do geese recognise many members
of their own species through sound, sight and smell, they also recognise
individual humans, other animals such as dogs, and objects such as cars. They
Oostvaardersplassen, which will inevitably lead to the death of many geese and
other animals.
129 In the words of Dutch biologist Maarten Loonen, who has studied geese for
over thirty years.
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respond differently to the same stimuli in different contexts; a black car might
only mean danger under certain circumstances, a dog off the lead might be
considered a threat, but the same dog on a lead might be ignored.
Geese live in pairs, although they sometimes form trios, usually
consisting of two males and one female. They stay together for life unless
they fall in love with another goose (which occasionally happens, as vividly
described by Lorenz (1991)). They sometimes seek a new mate when
their first partner dies or leaves. They usually live in flocks consisting of
approximately twenty geese, and have a hierarchy that changes throughout
the year. The geese with the most offspring are highest in the hierarchy
– adoption is common among goose families for this reason – and if the
numbers of offspring are the same, age matters: the oldest geese will then
rank highest. Geese can live up to 25 years. There are different ways of
communicating within a goose community, and these range from fights and
exercises of power by those of higher rank to friendly encounters; geese from
the same family may, for example, be close during nesting time and help
each other to defend nests. As in other animal species, geese may exhibit
very different personalities; some are calm, while others are dominant, some
are creative and others are conservative (Lorenz 1991).
Vocalisation plays an important role in the communication between
couples and between mother and child, as well as in the larger group.130 Geese
have many different calls, including alarm calls, distress calls, lamentation calls,
distance calls, contact calls, cackling, rolling and hissing.131 Young geese have
a specific sound which they make when they are cold and want to rest; geese
also make soft noises when they eat grass. In addition to sound, geese have
good eyesight, which they use in communication. They make many gestures,
such as shaking their heads before they leave the ground for flight, neck
arching and neck dipping, and different wing movements; they even yawn.
They perform different rituals on different occasions; there is, for example,
a wide range of greeting rituals, courtship rituals, and triumph ceremonies.
Goose behaviour changes throughout the year, something which is most
visible during the moult, when geese become more shy because they know
they are not able to fly and are in a different hormonal state.
Goose/human relations: friendship and resistance
Geese and humans can have many different kinds of relation. Geese who are
130 The mother goose nests, although Lorenz describes one occasion where the
father took over nesting and raising the children when the mother died.
131 See Lorenz (1991) for an extensive description of the different calls and their
functions.
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imprinted by humans form very close relationships with these humans.132
Lorenz (1991) describes how, if their significant human calls their name,
they will come down immediately when they are flying, and how they go
to great lengths to be with their human more generally. This led him to
say that, after dogs, geese are the animals who make the best friends for
humans. Geese who are not imprinted but who live close to humans may
still form friendships with them, although never with the same intensity as
imprinted geese. According to Lorenz, this applies to both animals: humans
respond to goose intimacy and can become greatly attached to geese they
have imprinted. Geese who live close to human settlements will learn which
humans and dogs are to be feared, and which are not. They will typically be
less shy than geese who interact less with humans. Domesticated geese will,
for example, try to fight humans who come too close to their nests, while
wild geese who have never had contact with humans will usually flee. Geese
respond to humans who imitate their alarm calls and contact calls. Humans
can often interpret the signals of geese – ranging from friendly gestures to
hissing and alarm calls – correctly without having any special knowledge of
goose behaviour (Lorenz 1991).
When humans try to catch or attack geese they will flee or fight.
Geese will defend themselves, their nest and partner, and sometimes others
with whom they have relationships. Goose resistance may take different
forms. A goose who is protecting the nest – this is usually the gander – will
first give an intruder a warning call. If the intruder continues, he will try
to scare them away by hissing, standing upright and flapping his wings. If
the intruder does not leave, the goose will try to hit them with his wings,
or peck them. He might also use alarm calls to warn other geese in the
area. Partners will often come to help defend the nest, which will make
the gander, if he was the first to attack, more violent. Goose attacks can
cause serious physical injury in humans such as broken bones and head
injuries, as well as emotional distress. Geese are used as watch animals in
some parts of the world; it is reputed that domestic geese defended Rome in
this manner. The Schiphol geese also resist. If they are about to be captured
by Duke Faunabeheer they try to escape, and they fight when this is not
possible. Although the power relation is clearly unequal – the geese are
handicapped because they are moulting and cannot fly – one out of ten
does escape (Kropman 2015). The others try to break out of the enclosure
and fight the humans who have captured them (ibid.). Couples often do not
moult at the same time, and the goose who can still fly will usually stay close
132 Imprinting is highly problematic from an ethical and a political point of view,
even when geese are taught goose behaviour and can live without being dependent
on humans, because it usually involves taking young animals away from their
families in order to benefit humans.
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to the partner who is captured, calling to them from the sky and trying to
scare away the intruders (ibid.).
C2.3 Foot voting, occupation, squatting and deliberation
Goose/human interaction also takes place at the level of social groups. For
example, human groups and individuals interact with communities of geese
by hunting them, by changing the conditions in a given area to persuade
geese to relocate, or by relocating them by force. Geese make certain
decisions as groups, for example, concerning where to go and when to leave.
In what follows, I discuss four human forms of political interaction in order
to explore how they relate to goose behaviour in the Schiphol conflict: foot
voting, occupation, squatting, and deliberation. My aim is not to show that
geese participate in practices identical to these human practices, but rather
to explore the relevance of these concepts for interpreting goose behaviour
and conceptualising the group behaviour of geese as political behaviour.
Foot voting refers to the ability to physically leave situations that
are not beneficial by leaving that situation. It has been described as ‘a
tool for enhancing political freedom: the ability of the people to choose
the political regime under which they wish to live’ (Somin 2012). This is
connected to the right to emigrate: ‘For people living under authoritarian
regimes, foot voting through international migration is often their only
means of exercising any political choice at all’ (Somin 2012). The term is
also used within societies and not just in relation to political regimes. In
the context of public finance, for example, Tiebout (1956) uses the term to
argue that people vote with their feet to move to the community offering
their preferred bundle of taxes and public goods. Humans vote with their
feet for a variety of reasons in a variety of political contexts. The result of
their behaviour is not always predictable or intended; marginalised humans
may leave certain communities individually for private reasons, but if many
of them do it, their behaviour as a group will influence the composition of
the community or territory concerned, which will in turn influence policymaking and other aspects of society.
Like humans, geese are creatures of habit, and usually travel to the
same nesting ground every year. However, food shortages and disruptions
such as hunting or the presence of predators might force them to change
their route or destination. These two factors resemble human reasons
for voting with their feet – the economic climate, i.e. being able to feed
one’s family, and political regimes, i.e. being able to live somewhere safely.
Humans do not leave their land when there is no food in the area with the
aim of contributing to a political process; they leave because they are hungry.
When members of a social or ethnic group are politically marginalised,
oppressed or prosecuted simply for being a member of that group, they
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might leave to seek safety. For some, this may constitute a contribution
to a political struggle, but the others who leave but for whom this is not a
motive will still influence politics with their acts. When geese leave or settle
somewhere as a group, they may unwittingly influence the political context
in similar ways. Because the political frameworks of human communities are
constituted to exclude non-human animal voices, geese do not usually have
the opportunity to change their situation or the larger system by voicing
their concerns; relocation is often the only option available to them.133
The Occupy movement and squatting are examples of human
actions that claim space, sometimes out of necessity and sometimes to
influence politics. Hardt and Negri (2011) argue that instead of just having
an economic agenda, the Occupy Wall Street movement shares political
characteristics with other large-scale protests that were happening around
the same time, such as the Tahrir Square uprising and the encampments
in central squares in Spain. These and other events have their own context
and agenda, but, according to Hardt and Negri, they all originate from the
point of view that the current representational model of democracy does
not adequately address societal problems. They all express a desire for real
democracy without specifying what this would look like. While Hardt and
Negri are right to emphasise this ‘political face’ of the protest, there is more
to it than a critique of democracy, including economic representation. The
Occupy movement claimed specific pieces of land, and saw the community
formed there as an intentional community where different social rules
applied. The enthusiasm that this movement generated was partly related to
claiming space for change and finding out what this might mean. Different
types of humans – professional activists, students, artists, and others – related
to this message, for different reasons. While some criticised the movement
for not being clear about what ‘real democracy’ would entail, having different
views and discussing them, without offering a clear alternative, is obviously
part of their message. An intermingling of political, economic, and other
messages and views can be found in the Occupy movement, something that
is reflected in the composition of the group of humans who took part in the
protest. Some came with a clear democratic goal in mind; others were just
expressing discontent with the current economic climate; others were just
following their friends.
Geese need to nest and feed somewhere. They recognise the
territories of others – geese, humans or other animals – except when such
territory is not actually inhabited (Lorenz 1991). Part of the appeal of the
Occupy movement was that by claiming a certain space, the protesters
133 See Hirschman (1970) for an analysis of the relation between ‘voice’ and ‘exit’.
Here it should be noted that many non-human animals do not have an option to
leave because they are held captive in farms, laboratories or zoos.
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brought to light existing power relations and made themselves visible as a
group. While goose intentions in claiming space might lack the symbolic
intentions – although these might also not be present in some human
protestors, and geese sometimes understand very well that they are not
wanted but keep returning – they still challenge human dominance with
their presence and persistence, in the same way as they would challenge
other communities of geese. Their aim is not to make human society more
democratic, but they do challenge the fact that humans are taking up all the
land.
Taking up space in this sense also resembles the human practice of
squatting, which is often based on an actual human need – particularly, but
not exclusively, in developing countries – although for some it is a purely
political act. Squatters challenge the existing power hierarchy as expressed
in legal and financial constructions, even if they do not explicate this. Their
physical act is the protest, not the words used to defend it. Interestingly,
human squatters and occupiers are also framed as pests in the media and in
public debate; as a nuisance to an otherwise orderly society. These examples
do not show that groups of geese act in the same way as human groups –
members of different species have different perspectives on life and express
themselves differently – but they do show that certain human political
acts resemble the acts of geese, or the other way around, and that there are
different ways of claiming given territories.
Goose/human deliberation
Discussions about geese take place between farmers and government,
activists and politicians, hunters and farmers and politicians, any of these
groups and the media, the media and the general public, and other human
groups. Part of this communication is formalised and institutionalised, part
of it – street protests, sharing images on social media, the disruptions of
goose killings – is informal or disruptive. Different forms of communication
are interconnected and influence each other. Activists might, for example,
influence the general public, and this might exert pressure on the government
to act differently. Financial compensation from the government might
influence farmers’ crop-planting behaviour. European legislation limits the
way in which the Dutch government can act. The media can expose practices
– such as the violence used in gassing the geese – thereby influencing the
wider public and the government. One can understand these different
forms of political communication as forms of deliberation (see Chapter 9
for a detailed analysis of animal deliberation, including a defence of using
material interventions as a tool for discussion in human/non-human animal
interactions).
Different authors have argued that the Habermasian deliberative
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ideal is too demanding for human groups because it favours the educated
and the dispassionate and excludes the many ways in which people
communicate reasons outside of argumentation and formal debate, such
as testimony, rhetoric, symbolic disruptions, storytelling, and cultural-,
gender- and species-specific styles of communication (Bohman 1998,
Dryzek 2008, Driessen 2014, see Chapter 9 for an extensive analysis).
In the case of the Schiphol geese, protests, websites and demonstrations
also inform the legislative process and are a form of deliberation. Many
of the discussions mentioned above, particularly the ones that do not take
place in institutional politics, involve strong emotions on both the side of
those humans who want to protect the geese and those humans who feel
disadvantaged by the presence of the geese.
The geese themselves also influence the communication on
different levels. Goose resistance partially determines whether they and
their partners are caught and killed. Film footage of these scenes, made by
activists and journalists, influences the general public. The ways in which
they resist influences the methods used by pest control companies to catch
them. Goose agency not only takes the form of resistance, it also concerns
communication regarding the use of the land around Schiphol. Farmers
try to make their land less attractive to keep geese away, and the airport
uses dogs, solar panels and robot birds to scare them into changing their
behaviour. The geese respond in various ways to these threats, after which
the strategies may be changed. These experiments influence the opinion
of politicians, thereby influencing policy. Sometimes the acts of the geese
are inherently political, at other times they might just be trying to survive
and find enough to eat (not unlike the farmers) which influences politics
indirectly. In both cases the geese are actively shaping the conditions of coexistence; they are not simply passive recipients of human care or terror.
C2.4 The politics of space
More often than not, human maps of land, sky and water do not correspond
to non-human animal maps of these territories. Animal geographer Maan
Barua (2014) shows how questions of ‘geo’ and ‘bio’ are closely intertwined
in the case of elephants in northeast India. Colonialism brought cartography
to India, when a small group of humans mapped and divided the land,
and decided which parts of it belonged to whom.134 This concerned not
only human space, it also designated certain areas for other animals. For
elephants, this meant that from that point in time they could still roam freely
in nature reserves, but not in certain human areas. However, the elephants
have their own ancient, culturally-transmitted maps of the land which do
134 See also Narayanan (2016) on colonialism and street dogs in India.
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not correspond with the human maps. This led to unwanted encounters and
sometimes to conflicts. With the process of mapping and dividing the land
came a new sense of territory and also a new sense of entitlement to the
land for humans. This led to a new sense of entitlement over the lives other
animals, including the right to kill them. Like elephants, geese have their
own flight routes and maps.135 Human legal systems regulate who is allowed
to go where;136 geese often have no way of knowing that they are unwanted
until it is too late. In the Netherlands, humans control all space in a similar
way, and they have given themselves the right to do so. Not only do humans
determine which non-human animals can live where,137 they also actively
change landscapes.
It is possible to let geese know where they are wanted and where
they are not. The Dutch Hofganzen Foundation helps to solve conflicts
between humans and geese in ‘animal friendly’ ways, within the existing
political framework. They mostly work for municipalities, and in the first
instance aim to prevent problems by covering eggs in oil within fourteen
days of laying so that they cannot hatch, leaving one of two untouched
where possible so that the mother goose can still take care of her young. If
there are too many geese, they relocate populations to suitable areas nearby
and then use litter management in that area; if a group cannot be relocated,
the geese are brought to Akka’s Ganzenparadijs, a goose shelter run by the
Hofganzen Foundation, where they can either stay or from where they can
be adopted. Families are always kept together. Hofganzen Foundation maps
the complete situation and aims to provide long-term solutions for dealing
with goose/human conflicts. They make designated areas of land attractive
for those geese who need to relocate, then work to keep the area where
they are not wanted unattractive. Implementing their method on a large
scale would be a clear improvement for the geese, especially in the short
term. However, their approach still functions in a framework that is built
on the view that land belongs to humans. In some circumstances humans
might know what is best for other animals – when a group of geese lives
dangerously close to a busy road, for example, although this could also be
solved by changing the course of the road – but in other circumstances
135 Geese remember maps of the land as they see it from the sky, and can find their
way around if they are walking on the ground (Lorenz 1991).
136 It is important to note that geese cross national borders: more than half of the
geese in the Netherlands spend part of the year in Antarctica or other places; the
question of land needs to be dealt with on different institutional levels.
137 Leading to situations in which trespassing immediately leads to death; a recent
example in The Netherlands is the rescue of a group of wild boars who had fallen
into a canal, were rescued by firefighters only to be immediately killed by hunters,
because they were not allowed on that side of the water (AD 2014).
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accepting the presence of the geese or withdrawing from a territory might
be the appropriate solution.
I mentioned above that there is a connection between the
negative stereotyping of geese and the injustices from which they suffer.
Describing geese as pests legitimises removing them from one’s territory.
Similarly, discussions about interactions between humans and wild nonhuman animals are currently usually anthropocentric – the human is seen
as the centre of attention, and human inconvenience almost always trumps
non-human animal interests (including their right to life, as discussed
with regard to fallow deer in Chapter 5). Furthermore, problems are
often framed in economic terms (Schusler et al. 2005). Although human
communities are the more relevant scale (Schusler et al. 2005), discussions
about conflicts with non-human animal communities often take place at
the level of countries or districts, which makes it easier to forget about nonhuman animal subjectivity. Conflicts are often one-sided; in many cases
humans are the party that experiences a conflict or see other animals as
intruders, while the other animals might just be going about their business.
For this reason, wildlife foundations put a lot of energy into building trust
and changing human opinions. Political rhetoric often relies on a binary
opposition between nature and culture and human and animal (Doremus
2000). Government policies and language influence how the general public
conceives of problem situations. For example, policy discourse influences
human perception of aircraft noise around Schiphol; the same amount of
noise is perceived differently depending on the dominant discourse (Broër
2006). Policy discourse functions as a form of social control, because it sets
the parameters for creating and opposing opinions: humans who accept and
humans who oppose the discourse both reaffirm it in some sense. When a
dominant narrative or discourse is institutionalised, it disciplines citizens’
thoughts (Huys and Kroesen 2009). Laws reflect cultural attitudes, and we
lack political stories about humans as part of nature and nature as integrated
in areas where humans live (see also Wolch 2010). New political stories
which focus on living together and sharing spaces with other animals might
help humans to accept a certain amount of risk and see geese in a different
light.
C2.5 New pathways
Goose agency is not taken into account in current political institutions
and decision-making processes. Viewing geese as political actors, involved
in political communication with humans, can help humans to better
understand the situation and envision new, less violent, solutions. Seeing
geese as sentient individuals who live in networks of social relations and
who take care of one another might also help humans to accept the small
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risk that they pose in terms of flight safety. Taking goose agency and goose/
human communication into account is not an all-or-nothing situation; this
can happen step by step. Creating safe zones for geese, protecting nesting
areas, activism, and research can all contribute to improving the situation.
Change can take place in parks, residential areas, city councils, Nation States,
or on the internet. While the work of the Hofganzen Foundation cannot be
an end point, they do contribute to changing human perceptions of geese
and help individual animals. The same applies to advocacy for the Schiphol
geese. The next steps might be to combine knowledge about goose behaviour
with knowledge about politics to develop new models of interaction. In this
process, and in developing new narratives, different human groups can play
a role. Alongside activists, biologists and politicians, philosophers can help
with thinking through human rights and duties towards geese, and artists
and architects can help to imagine change. Experiments with landscape
design and architecture can contribute to processes of negotiating space with
the geese. Parallel to these, we need to develop new political experiments
in which decisions that concern the lives of geese are informed by actual
interaction with geese, and communicated back to them in ways that they
can understand. If the geese do not accept something, humans need to take
this into account and develop a new standpoint. These experiments can
inform other layers of decision-making (see also Chapter 9). In addition to
ethological-political experiments aimed at improving communication with
actual geese, we need to develop new political stories to communicate to
other humans. Geese are often perceived as intruders in human territory:
they cross borders to enter cities and land used by humans. Instead of trying
to keep them out with violence, we should invest in thinking about new
models of interaction and co-existence. Both humans and geese are capable
of learning new things throughout their whole life. This learning behaviour
can and should be used to find new solutions. Although the outcome of this
process is unpredictable, both humans and geese are curious creatures, and
we can and should be able to do better than this.
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Chapter 7
Animal activism and interspecies change
In the 1850’s, the United States government introduced 75 camels into
military service. Their job was to transport equipment and human soldiers.
The camels resisted by refusing to obey orders or cooperate, and by biting
and spitting on the human soldiers, who learned to hate and fear them.
The army stopped employing camels and returned to using horses and
mules. They stated that using camels had been an experiment, although it
was the camels who had made it into an experiment by being bad soldiers.
Jason Hribal (2007) discusses the resistance of these camels as an example
of a situation in which non-human animal agency has directly influenced
a human political decision. There are many other examples, some more
successful than others.
The role that non-human animals play in social change is usually
not acknowledged in theory or in animal activism, because non-human
animals are not seen as political actors (see Chapters 1-5) or as agents of
social change (Hribal 2007, 2012), even though they can act politically and
influence human political institutions and practices. This is problematic
for several reasons. It does not recognise non-human animal agency, and
reinforces viewing non-human animals as mute in contrast to human actors,
which reaffirms anthropocentrism and unequal power relations. It can also
lead to the situation, common in animal activism, in which humans speak
for other animals. This runs the risk of obscuring their perspective, both in
activist practices and with regard to the goals towards which we strive. In this
chapter, I further explore non-human animal activism and possibilities for
interspecies political change. I draw on existing forms of non-human animal
political agency, such as resistance, in order to challenge anthropocentric
politics from the ground up. I investigate non-human animal resistance and
human-animal disobedience and the relation between non-human animal
oppression and the oppression of human groups, including the question of
speaking for others. Building on this, I explore how human activists can
assist non-human animals while taking their agency into account, and how
non-human animal acts can co-shape goals that human and non-human
animals both work towards. Taking non-human animal agency into account
in activism can help us to see the existing situation in a different light and
open up new ways of thinking about social and political change with other
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animals,138 which can contribute to challenging human superiority and
anthropocentric political systems. It can also contribute to imagining and
creating new interspecies communities.
7.1 Non-human animal resistance and interspecies civil disobedience
After years of abuse, 20 year-old circus elephant Tyke killed her trainer
during a show on 20 August 1994. She then ran into the streets of Hawaii,
where she attacked a clown and another member of the circus, before
she was shot and killed by the police. Her death brought about hundreds
of lawsuits against the city, the State and the Hawthorn Corporation,
owners of the circus. It inspired other humans to act on behalf of nonhuman animals in the form of protests against and boycotts of Hawthorn
and similar corporations. These acts forced the government to change
the legislation concerning circus animals, and sixteen other abused
elephants were confiscated from Hawthorn (Hribal 2007). The stories of
the army camels and Tyke may seem to be isolated cases, however, while
non-human animal acts of resistance are often – though not always –
individual responses to human displays of power, they are neither random
nor incidental (Hribal 2008). Zoo animals structurally escape from their
enclosures; working animals systematically refuse to do the work humans
order them to do; non-domesticated non-human animals in circuses
and aquaria often attack the humans who exploit them (Hribal 2010).
Domesticated non-human animals also resist and protest. Working
animals can, for example, systematically resist orders, and, as a social group
or class, they were a force that influenced the course of history – both in
what they helped to build and in what they resisted (Eisenman 2015,
Hribal 2003). Their unreliability as workers forced humans to instigate
processes of modernisation and industrialisation (ibid). Non-human
animal resistance is sometimes culturally transmitted. Orang-utans who
are held captive in zoos cooperate with each other in order to escape and
share their knowledge with others in their group, forcing zoos to separate
and relocate them, which often just results in them continuing to resist
in the next zoo (Hribal 2008, see also the introduction). Elephants teach
their children which houses to break into and how to avoid humans
(Maan 2014). Wild and domesticated non-human animals help members
of their own group, as well as other animals, to escape from enclosures
(elephants have, for example, helped antelopes escape by opening the
138 Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka (2011) criticise the animal rights movement
for focusing too strongly on negative rights, and even argue that this partly explains
why the animal rights movement has failed to be successful, see also Leuven
(forthcoming) for a discussion.
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locks on their gate, see Peterson 2011) or teach them how to do it from a
distance (Hribal 2008).
Recent neuroscientific and ethological research into non-human
animal cognition and emotion has demonstrated that there is evolutionary
continuity in humans and other animal species (see for example Bekoff
2007, 2009). Art historian Stephen Eisenman (2015) shows that the
aggression which prompts non-human animals to resist is very similar to the
aggression in human groups who use violence to resist oppression, both on a
physiological level and at the level of cognition. He discusses the examples
of the itinerant bands who stormed Newgate Prison during the Gordon
Riots in 1780, the anti-Irish protesters of 1736 and the Wilkes and Liberty
demonstrators of 1768–69 (2015:347). All of these groups had reason
to protest but were also driven by spontaneous feelings. Seeing the nonhuman acts of resistance discussed above as merely instinctual or automatic
while viewing comparable violence in humans as purposeful neglects the
depth of non-human animal emotions, and their self-consciousness, and
overemphasises them in humans (Eisenman 2015:346). Human animals
and other animal species are all driven by physiological and emotional
responses to abuse, and these responses influence cognitive processes.
Different species have different ways of expressing themselves and their
anger, and of reflection on their situation.139 Conceptualising non-human
animal resistance as a form of political resistance therefore means we need
to take both species-specific behaviours and the context into account. This
requires empirical research into human and non-human animal behaviour,
as well as further analysis of the concept of resistance. This concept is used
to describe a variety of practices that resemble each other in some ways
and differ in others; they share a family resemblance but do not have a
single characteristic which defines them all. Certain forms of non-human
animal resistance are similar to human resistance, while others are very
different. Laboratory animals might resist by looking the other way, insect
species might use special scents to resist, apes in zoos might throw faeces at
humans, orca whales might attack their trainer after long periods of abuse.
In an analysis of fish/human relations, Dinesh Wadiwel (2014)
argues that resistance is a good lens through which to consider animal
advocacy and non-human animal agency, because it allows us to understand
and foster non-human animal creativity and makes us see them in a new
light. It avoids an emphasis on animal suffering – something which is
especially important for species who are thought by some not to suffer, such
as fish (Braithwaite 2010, see also Driessen 2017), insects and worms (see
139 Research into non-human animal consciousness is progressing fast. Recent
studies show, for example, that manta rays (Ari and D’Agostino 2016) and ants
(Cammaerts and Cammaerts 2016) recognise themselves in the mirror.
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6.3). According to Wadiwel, resistance is a form of political agency that
does not need to be grounded in an innate capability or worth. Drawing
on the work of Foucault, he sees power as a network of forces, and argues
that resistive elements engage as agents in power relations. Examining these
power relations through acts of resistance can help us to see whether these
relations are just. Through resisting, non-human animals show us their
standpoints (Cohen 2015), which helps humans to see their perspective,
and these acts can therefore help humans to think about new relations.
From animal activism to interspecies disobedience
In Chapter 5, I discussed proposals to view domesticated non-human
animals as citizens, and showed that there are non-human animals who are
part of shared communities with humans. These non-human animals stand
in different relations to human political systems and resist their oppression
by these systems in various ways. Humans and other animals can also resist
oppression together (see, for example, Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011:114, see
also the next section). This relation between non-human animal acts and their
moral right to be part of human communities raises the question of whether
some of these non-human animal acts of resistance can be seen as civil
disobedience, and what requirements must be met for them to be seen as such.
Civil disobedience is often understood as a protest by individual
rights bearers aimed at transgressing the limits of existing moral principles
and values. Recent critiques (Celikates 2015, Tully 2009) show that this
liberal democratic interpretation of civil disobedience underestimates the
transformative potential of civil disobedience for democratic systems. They
propose to view civil disobedience not as a means to fix existing democratic
institutions, but rather as a democratic practice that critiques and challenges
state institutions. This view ties in with James Tully’s understanding of
citizenship as an agonistic and dialogical struggle for freedom (2009).
In this conception of citizenship, practices of resistance and contestation
– understood as practices of civic freedom – are of great democratic
importance, because democratic freedom lies not in participating within a
given democratic framework, but in the possibility to change that framework.
In representative democracies, the channels through which democratic
action and communication take place are often closed off to those not in
power. Acts of civil disobedience therefore often explicitly challenge these
channels, using other forms of communication and action; those who are
not citizens – illegal immigrants for example – can also participate in these
practices (Celikates 2015). What is at stake is no longer the improvement
of a pre-fixed liberal image of citizenship: what citizenship is, and can be, is
challenged. This challenges the rules of the game of politics, which according
to Tully (2009) is in important characteristic of democracy; democracy is
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not just about participating in existing institutions, it also implies being able
to change these institutions.
Non-human animals are currently not seen as citizens or full members
of interspecies communities, but in practice many of them do function as
members of the community, for example, as companions to humans or as
workers. Because working animals have played such an important role in
capitalism, and because of their resemblances to human workers, Eisenman
(2015) and Hribal (2003, 2007) argue that they should be seen as members
of the working class. Their resistance can contribute to social and political
processes that might lead to recognition of them as co-workers. Celikates
(2015) shows that sometimes groups that are not recognised as citizens,
and that fall outside of hegemonic power relations, can participate in civil
disobedience by challenging the rules that affect their lives and striving to
change them. This might seem more complicated for non-human animal
groups than for marginalised human groups, because their political agency
differs from human political agency, but we can draw parallels. One example
concerns working animals who refuse to follow orders, or who escape
their captivity despite knowing that they will be punished. Hribal (2010)
shows that every captive non-human animal knows which behaviours are
rewarded and which are punished (2010:25). Animals of different species
have different tactics of resistance. Some bite anyone who comes near them,
as captive Amazon River dolphin Chuckles did (2010:133), or as did the
camels discussed above. Others escape their captivity collectively, as did
two-dozen sheep from Danielsville, Georgia in March 2007. They went on
the run, and managed to stay out of the hands and paws of border collies
and police for three weeks, jumping over fences and a police car, until they
were caught and sent back to work (Hribal 2007). These non-human animal
workers’ practices of resistance and contestation influence human practices
(Hribal 2003) and the shape of common societies, and this can inform state
procedures, as happened with the camels discussed at the beginning of this
chapter. Their disobedience might not be aimed at pointing out the flaws
in a liberal democratic system with the aim of improving that system, but
it can be seen as a practice – or rather a set of democratic practices – that
critiques and challenges the systems under which they, and we, live. These
non-human animals aim to change their situation, and want to enlarge their
freedom, sometimes assisted by human activists or co-workers (see also 5.3).
Their acts can help us to better understand what they want and imagine
new ways of living with them (7.3). Similar to the way in which this works
with human marginalised groups, groups of non-human animals sometimes
need the support or recognition of others to be able to make political claims
or to practice civil disobedience.140
140 Non-human animals also assist human activists. Donaldson and Kymlicka
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Many forms of human civil disobedience – tree sitting, forms of
sabotage, squatting – also do not present themselves in the language of
power or offer reasonable alternatives or arguments. An overly rationalistic
view of civil disobedience fails to do justice to many human and non-human
acts aimed at changing democratic systems. As discussed in Chapters 1
& 4, using a human standard to interpret non-human animal acts is
furthermore problematic; we need to learn to value other animals – just
as we do other human groups – as different to us. Empirical research can
play a role in bringing about this Gestalt Switch. A group of chimpanzees
in captivity developed a cheer to attract the attention of humans (Dolgert
2015, Hopkins et al. 2007). It took the human researchers a while to
understand this phenomenon, which is now seen as a form of using a social
tool. Stefan Dolgert (2015) connects this insight to Rancière’s (2007) view
of democracy in which a subordinate group suddenly claims its rights in the
language of the law, and by doing so becomes part of the demos. He argues
that animal ethicists help other animals to perform this democratic move by
showing other humans that they have been speaking to us all along. What
is needed in thinking about non-human animals and civil disobedience is
not the idea that other animals cross a threshold to make their acts part of
this set of political practices, but another way of looking at their acts, and
recognising that they are already in this set. It is also important to recognise
that interspecies civil disobedience is not just about adding non-human
animals to the groups ‘citizens’ or ‘political subjects’, but also, and perhaps
most importantly, about investigating the ways in which they challenge the
rules of the game.141
(2011, p.114-115) discuss an example of urban dog/human activism. The Laurel
Canyon Dog Park in Los Angeles had become a place for illegal activities, which
intimidated families and other humans, who stopped using the park for recreation.
It was then taken back by a small group of humans who illegally let their dog
companions roam freely off the lead, which discouraged illegal activities and turned
the park into a distinctive place for both dogs and humans (Wolch and Rowe
1992). While humans determined the course of action, the presence of the dogs was
needed for the project to be successful, and in the process the dogs exercised agency.
In terms of civil disobedience, humans decided to let the dogs off the lead illegally,
so they were the ones being disobedient; if dogs had been taught they must be on
the lead in that area, then they might also have known that they were breaking a
rule, but they probably just enjoyed running free. They were not protesting against
humans, but working with their humans. In other words, dogs did participate in this
practice, but their political agency was dependent on human political intentions,
and they were probably not being civilly disobedient, even though they contributed
to the practice.
141
In envisioning how these acts can influence human political systems, it
is important to recognise that lines between forms of politics are porous. There is
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7.2 New directions for animal activism: intersectionality, speaking for or
with other animals, and assisting other animals
Viewing other animals as political actors or as activists asks for the redefining
of animal rights activism and the rethinking of the relation between human
activists and non-human animals.142 In order to determine how to best
support other animals, we first need to take a closer look at how different
social groups are related. A good starting point for this is investigating how
forms of oppression are linked. Intersectional approaches to social justice
argue that different systems of power, and following from that, different
forms of oppression, are interrelated. There are of course differences
between, for example, homophobia and racism; all forms of discrimination
have their own genealogies and characteristics. Certain forms of oppression
do, however, share characteristics, or are made possible by shared material
conditions.
Eco-feminists have directed attention to the connections between
the oppressions of women and of non-human animals. In Western thought,
a distinction has traditionally been made between the rational and the
emotional, and between the civilised and the natural. The rational and the
civilised have been elevated above the emotional and the natural. As we saw
in Chapter 1, viewing reason, or logos, only as human reason is interconnected
with distinguishing humans from all other animals, and bodies from minds,
and is based on a specific image of the human. This image of the human is
presented as neutral, but is in fact constructed by power hierarchies. Ecofeminists point out how this mechanism has led to both the oppression of
women – who are seen as more natural and emotional than men – and of
non-human animals.
The dualism proposed might seem to be an empirical matter that
could be solved by arguing that women are as rational as men.143 Certain
humanist feminists did indeed take this route. The problem with that
approach, however, is that this is not just an empirical matter, it is also a
no necessary opposition between forms of direct democracy and institutionalised
democracy (Maisano 2013). One of the challenges for social movements is precisely
to advocate for incorporation of these acts into institutions. In this context, the
State does not have to be a model of oppression and repression, but can actively
foster participation.
142
On an individual level, of course, not all non-human animals are activists,
and being an activist is not necessary to be taken into account morally or politically,
similar to the way in which this works in the human case. Also, not all forms of
activism can be grounded on animal agency. But in many cases, non-human animal
agency is ignored, and this has consequences for how non-human animals are
portrayed and treated.
143
See, for example, Cochrane (2010).
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normative construction (Gruen 1993, Kheel 2004, MacKinnon 2004, see also
Chapter 1). As proponents of care ethics have shown, ‘nature’ and ‘natural’
are not value-neutral concepts (Gruen 2005, Kheel 2004). Furthermore,
even though women’s supposed irrationality was based on a factual error,
this error is part of a construction of social reality (Wyckoff 2014). The use
of the concept is, in this context, more important than finding out whether
it actually tracks natural categories. Using the argument that women are as
rational as men therefore leads to two problems: the criterion is presented
as gender-neutral, whereas it is actually masculinist, and secondly, women
must be shown to be like men in order to gain moral or political standing.
This line of argumentation does not challenge the underlying structure
of patriarchy (Gruen 1993). Like women, non-human animals have
traditionally been seen as natural and emotional, and here we also find that
these concepts are not neutral, but point to a hierarchy (Adams 2010, Gruen
2005, MacKinnon 2004). Catherine MacKinnon (2004) argues that, in this
context, asking whether non-human animals used in experimentation are
like humans is asking the wrong question. Non-human animals do not exist
for the benefit of humans, and do not have to be like humans in order to
make their existence count.
A second example of intersectionality is found in the work of David
Pellow (2016) on connections between the Black Lives Matter movement
and non-human animals. In the Black Lives Matter movement, attention
is drawn to the relevance of class, gender, sexuality, immigration status,
citizenship, age, ability, and other factors that play a role in devalued Black
lives. Pellow (2016) shows that the use of violence towards non-human
animals is inextricably linked to the use of violence towards human groups
(see also Ferdowsian 2016). This is reflected in discourses that surround
these practices, and in which Black humans are compared to non-human
animals. Pellow refers to this as the ‘racial discourse of animality’ (2016:6,
compare Adams 2010 on the role of language in the oppression of
women and animals). Proponents of racism use this language to devalue
Black humans. Opponents of racism also use it negatively, for example,
when arguing that Black humans are treated ‘like animals’ or ‘worse than
animals’. Pellow argues that different groups are connected in webs of
social interdependence, paying particular attention to environmental factors
that affect the lives of different groups.144 Attention to multiple categories
of difference and inequality, including those of non-human animals can,
according to him, produce an enriched account of the Black Lives Matter
movement’s core concerns, limitations, and possibilities.
144 See also Elder, Wolch and Emel (1998) for an analysis of how cultural ideas
about humans and animals have been used to produce and reproduce cultural
differences and legitimise violence towards subaltern human groups.
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Oppressions can be linked in different ways and on different
levels – social, ecological and otherwise. The oppression of women, Black
people, and non-human animals may not be wrong for the same reasons,
and there may not be similar justifications. There may also not necessarily
be any conceptual link. With regard to comparing the oppression of nonhuman animals and women, Jason Wyckoff (2014) shows that there are
common material conditions, and there is a contingent causal connection,
and therefore theorising animal rights from a feminist perspective can
be fruitful in illuminating structures of injustice. Further investigating
structural similarities between the oppression of non-human and human
groups is relevant for several reasons. Non-human animal subjectivity
is seldom reflected in anti-racist, feminist or eco-socialist practice, or in
environmentalism more generally (Emel and Wolch 1998, Wolch 2010).
Donaldson and Kymlicka observe a related pattern, and argue that those
on the left who care about social justice do not usually take non-human
animals into account (2014). This is unfortunate theoretically, and it hinders
broad support for non-human animal rights (Calarco 2015). If oppressions
share characteristics, they can be regarded as a bundled political problem
with other, similar, possibly linked oppressions, which could inform activist
strategies. Investigating links between different forms of oppression can
shed light on the oppression of women in non-human animal welfare
organisations and vice versa.145 It can be a theoretical and a practical tool in
working towards change (Calarco 2015, Wyckoff, 2014).
Speaking for or with other animals
Examining parallels between different forms of oppression and regarding
non-human animals as a social group leads us to the question of speaking for,
or with, others. The animal advocacy movement is currently mostly framed
as humans speaking for other animals or as humans rescuing or liberating
other animals.146 While, from a pragmatic point of view, it might sometimes
be justified to stay within an anthropocentric framework, speaking for other
animals in this way runs the risk of leaving the binary between human and
non-human animals intact and of reinforcing anthropocentrism (Wolfe,
2003, Wadiwel 2015, compare Spivak 1988 on human subaltern groups). The
practice of humans speaking for other animals often reflects human views
about their own superiority with regard to other animals’ cognition and
145 Animal welfare organisation PETA has, for example, repeatedly been criticised
for their use of naked women in campaigns for non-human animal rights.
146 See, for example, Cooke (forthcoming) who unambiguously denies that nonhuman animals speak, or Cochrane (2012), who argues that other animals cannot
exercise meaningful political agency.
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understanding. Humans often think they know best, and do not question
the power hierarchies behind this mechanism. This leads to re-inscripting
the hierarchies involved, and can also lead to erasing the experience of those
who are not given the chance to speak (Alcoff 1991). Even those who aim
to improve the lives of other animals might fall prey to the idea that they are
somehow their saviours. This does not mean that speaking for others should
always be avoided. Sometimes a messenger is needed to bring certain issues
to the agenda, and refraining from speaking for others – even when this is
done with good intentions, for example, in order to respect difference and
promote listening as an attitude – might, in certain situations, significantly
undercut the possibilities for political and social effectivity (Alcoff 1991).
Being completely authentic and fully understanding one’s own position is,
as philosopher Linda Alcoff (1991) shows, a metaphysical illusion, which
often only obscures the intellectual’s power. To address problems with
speaking – or not speaking – for others, Alcoff convincingly argues that we
should investigate the power relations involved in this process. This includes
questioning our right to speak for others, interrogating the effect of our
location and context on what we are saying, taking responsibility for what
we say and being accountable to criticism, and analysing the probable or
actual effects of what we say in the context in which we speak, materially
and discursively. In short: we should look beyond the propositional content
of our speech and examine where that speech goes and what it does there.
In relation to other animals, this means carefully considering our
own position, the power relations involved, and our relation to non-human
animal speech. Our cultural ideas are not fixed, and ideas about nonhuman animals, including their languages, are changing. Speaking about
and for other animals can help this process forward in the right direction.
Emphasising animal agency is also of practical importance in animal
advocacy, because it can help other humans to see their individuality. Those
who speak for other animals do, however, need to be aware of the power
relations involved, and be critical of their own attitudes, privileges, and
motives. Where possible, they should look for ways to let their judgments
be informed by the acts and perspectives of the animals for whom they
speak. This is not a matter of saving them, but rather of supporting them in
situations where they cannot raise their voices and be heard so that they can.
In a similar vein of thought, anarchist thinker Michael Loadenthal
(2012) discusses the example of the Splash Back communiqué, which
was formed by a queer anarcho-insurrectionist network known as Bash
Back! after the deadly 2010 attack of his trainer by orca whale Tilikum147.
Entitled Bash Back!ers In Support of Autonomous Animal Action Call for
Trans-Species Solidarity With Tilikum, it satirically declared solidarity
147 Tilikum has killed three humans, including two trainers.
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with all trainer-killers, and announced that: ‘(T)he non-human political
prisoners at Sea World Orlando have organised the first chapter of Splash
Back!, an insurrectionary tendency of sea animals dedicated to destroying
all forms of oppression’ (Bash Back! News, 2010). The anonymous authors
of this manifesto called for actions of solidarity with Tilikum across the
US to support non-human animal autonomy and resistance. Splash Back!
emphasises that the violence used by Tilikum was intentional. Recognising
his individuality and agency, as expressed in a call for solidarity, signals a
certain attitude. It implies openness to the non-human animal perspective
on the situation, which can lead to new forms of interaction.
Assisting other animals
Human activist groups assist groups of non-human animals in different ways
– for example, they organise street protests, raise money, create websites,
teach courses in animal studies, build shelters, and rescue the non-human
animal victims of other humans. Many variations of speaking for and with
can be found in these practices. I will now discuss some examples of animal
activist practices in order to shed light on how they incorporate non-human
animal agency, and how this can be improved.
First, there are acts that involve contact with actual non-human
animals: for example, when activists rescue or liberate them from
laboratories, farms and other places where they are held captive. Some of
these acts genuinely take the form of humans saving other animals – think,
for example, of saving beagles from laboratories and finding new homes
for them – while others assist non-human animals. Greenpeace activists in
boats stay close to whales to prevent hunters from killing them. The Lobster
Liberation Front demolishes fishing boats and releases lobsters back into
the ocean. Activists also go to areas where non-human animals are killed
en masse – for example, the gassing of geese around Schiphol airport in the
Netherlands from 2011 onwards (Case Study 2) and the English badger
culls of 2013 and 2014 – with the aim of preventing the killing of nonhuman animals and assisting those who escape or are injured. These acts
are currently often framed as humans saving, rescuing, or speaking up for
other animals, which glosses over the agency of the non-human animals in
the process and keeps intact a framework in which humans decide what is
best. Viewing other animals as political groups, instead of simply as victims,
not only challenges this, but would also open up new strategic, political and
legal channels to challenge their oppression. Comparisons to marginalised
human groups can help to clarify what is at stake, and using political
concepts as instruments to work towards justice opens up new possibilities
for change. Using images and stories that highlight the perspectives of these
non-human animals can also be a way to do justice to their individuality.
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There are also forms of activism in which the main focus is
translating, or bringing to light, non-human animal agency in interaction
with other humans. For example, in the 1960’s, Jane Goodall started to
refer to the chimpanzees she studied as ‘her’ or ‘him’ instead of ‘it’ in her
scientific reports. Her colleagues saw this as anthropomorphism, but it
changed the way that many humans thought about chimpanzees. More
recent examples are the documentaries Blackfish (2013), about marine
mammal park SeaWorld, which highlights orca whale Tilikum’s agency
by using footage in which he uses violence against humans, framing it as
resistance,148 and Tyke Elephant Outlaw (2015), about circus elephant Tyke’s
acts of resistance. Humans often present captive non-human animals as
lovable and content, happy even, but these documentaries show that the
subjects do not like performing tricks or living in captivity, that they can
become depressed when they are held in solitary confinement, and that they
can and do intentionally resist their oppression. Recognition of their agency
works in two ways: the films can be seen as acts of solidarity with them
and others in the same situation, and their acts make something clear that
human advocates cannot, which strengthens the case the humans want to
make.
In addition to these more explicitly political protests, taking
non-human animal agency and subjectivity into account on a day-to-day
basis also challenges anthropocentrism and can show new directions for
interaction. In this context, Leslie Irvine (2001, see also Case Study 1) argues
that play between humans and companion animals can be a site for political
resistance, because, in play, humans and other animals challenge the current
construction of the human-non-human animal divide. Play acknowledges
non-human animals’ subjectivity and communication skills and thereby
challenges ‘human disregard for non-human life’ (2001:1). Drawing on
the work of Foucault, she argues that micro-practices – common everyday
practices – are spaces in which power hierarchies and conflicts are shown,
and in which common views about human/non-human animal hierarchies
can be challenged. Different aspects of play, such as resisting the notion of
otherness and trends to dominate other species, can address current power
hierarchies. Humans who engage with other animals in this way can build
new relations with them and can discuss these with other humans.
Finally, those who write about and educate others about nonhuman animals can, and should, also challenge anthropocentrism, not just
by addressing questions regarding the lives of non-human animals, but also
148 It is a successful example: following the release of the documentary, SeaWorld
lost 15.9 million dollars in 2013 and its market value dropped by half. In November
2015 they announced they were planning to phase out their use of orca whales. See
Coldwell (2015) for an overview.
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by taking their voices seriously and avoiding speaking for them whenever
possible. Hribal (2012) signals a pressing problem in the growing field of
animal studies, namely that theorising often fails to take account of the
animals’ perspectives and their agency (see also Meijer 2016 and Case Study
3). This perpetuates the existing hierarchy and continues the silencing of
non-human animals. While it is not always easy to know how we can best
include the voices of other animals, we need to listen to them and learn
from them, and not exclude them beforehand.
7.3 From animals as actors of change to interspecies communities: stray
dog agency and animal activism
Viewing other animals as activists can help humans to see them in a different
light. It can also point out injustices in human systems and help to imagine
new ways of co-existing. This involves paying more attention to what they
do and say. As discussed above, more attention for recent research on the
cognition, languages, cultures, and politics of non-human animals which
shows that the worlds of non-human animals are much richer, and in some
ways much closer to those of humans, than was previously thought (Bekoff
2007, Crane 2015, Smuts 2001, Chapter 2) is needed in both activism and
animal studies if we are to avoid repeating existing stereotypes about nonhuman animal cognition and behaviour. This also means changing our own
attitude as humans, and being aware of our own privilege in being able to
speak for other animals. Furthermore, we need to take their perspectives
into account, not only in the ways in which we strive for change, but also in
what we strive towards.
To conclude this chapter, I will discuss how the agency of stray
dogs can function as a starting point for new relations and as an example
of incorporating non-human animal agency into social change. Human
interventions directed at helping stray dogs currently often focus either on
neutering them and releasing them back onto the streets or capturing them
and taking them to shelters where they must wait to be adopted. Although
these types of interventions might sometimes be necessary because the dogs
are in danger (see Case Study 1 on the situation in Romania), they also seem
to imply that dogs can only be happy when they are living with a human
family that takes care of all their needs. While stray dogs often suffer from
many problems – disease, injuries, violence, hunger – they are not helpless
victims waiting to be saved by humans. They form communities and carve
out lives for themselves in which they instigate varying degrees of contact
with humans.
Comparing the lives of street dogs in India and unwanted dogs
in the United Kingdom, animal geographer Krithika Srinivasan (2013)
questions whether the situation in the UK, which is generally perceived
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as more animal friendly, is really better for the dogs. Apart from the fact
that many dogs are put down in UK shelters, dogs who are brought to such
shelters are always neutered, which limits their opportunities to have sexual
relations and form families, and infringes upon their bodily integrity (see
Driessen 2016 on the importance of sexual relations for other animals).
Their freedom of movement is also severely limited. Indian dogs have
freedom of movement, and live in packs in which family members can stay
together, and which in some cases also live in harmony with the humans
around them. Their lives are not free of danger and their situation could
certainly be improved – they are marginalised, and sometimes the victims
of great violence (Narayanan 2016).149 But they do experience a great deal
of freedom, and can live fairly good lives, especially if the humans in their
area provide them with some care, such as rabies vaccinations. Street dogs
in Istanbul also form their own communities; they are part of the city and
co-shape the city (Fortuny 2014). Their influence is not limited to spatial or
geographical arrangements, and they also leave their mark on the lives and
histories of humans. Dogs often seek out houses to guard, for which they
are fed in return. These acts, and the relationships with humans that follow
from them, play a role in many stories about the city (ibid.).
In Moscow, stray dogs have learnt to use the subway. These dogs
live in the suburbs because there is more space for them there and it is
safer than the city centre. There is, however, less food there, so they use
the subway to go to the market during the day. They avoid ticket barriers
by slipping through the gates when humans open them. They behave well
whilst on the trains, and know when to get off because of the sounds and
smells, and probably also because of the duration of the journey (Poyarkov
1991). By using public transport, these dogs show that non-human animals,
who are often seen as part of nature (as opposed to humans who are seen
as part of culture) can adapt to new inventions and circumstances and learn
to use them for their own benefit.150 These dogs challenge stereotypes with
their behaviour, and influence media as well as public opinion; photographs
and videos of them waiting for the next stop circulate on the internet.
When the city council of Moscow threatened to kill the dogs, these images
and stories where used by activists to generate goodwill amongst human
citizens (Lemon 2015). While the dogs are not currently seen as full
democratic actors, this process can be compared to Rancière’s (2005) view
of democratic action (see section 1). The dogs claim a right – related to
freedom of movement and using human infrastructure – and thereby make
149 Research on dingos shows that killing wild dogs probably only makes conflicts
worse because it breaks up families and social structures, leaving dogs traumatised
(Keim 2017).
150 These dogs also use traffic lights and know which humans to turn to for food.
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visible their own position in society. They trespass, and by doing so show
that they are capable of participation within human structures.
While their existence should not be glamorised – most stray dogs
die before their first birthday, winters are cold in Russia and life is generally
tough – they do show us something about the plurality of ways in which
dogs and humans can co-exist, as do the street dogs in Istanbul, India and
other places. Honouring dog agency does not simply mean leaving the dogs
to their own devices. The Moscow dogs are descended from, and sometimes
are, unwanted domesticated dogs who were abandoned on the streets. Not all
of them have the physical and mental capacities needed to survive. Human
infrastructure and architecture also influences the lives of animals of other
species. Humans take up space and resources, and create situations that
pose dangers to others, for example, with traffic, although we have seen that
other animals can adapt and use this for their own purposes. For these and
other reasons – such as forced processes of domestication – human societies
have certain duties towards non-human animals. This does not, however,
automatically lead to a duty to ‘rescue’ dogs off the streets and discipline
them into human society. Some dogs are the offspring of generations of
feral dogs, and are closer to wild animals than to domesticated animals.
They might value relations with members of their own species more than
relations with humans, and they might prefer a life outside to the restrictions
of a dog/human household, so instead of imposing a human rescue model
on them, we need to think about other ways of improving relations with
them.
There are many possible ways in which we could start to build new
relations with stray dogs. Laws and policies should be changed to prohibit
the killing and torturing of dogs, a major problem in India, Romania, and
other countries. The architecture of public spaces could take their presence
into account by building dog housing or other spaces, where they could
rest and find some protection against the cold. Traffic and existing forms
of infrastructure should be reconsidered; animal ambulances and hospitals
should help those who are ill or injured because of human intervention, or
who are part of shared societies.151 Vaccination programmes could prevent
rabies. Education could teach dogs and humans about living with other
animals, and promote respectful relations. Shelters could be opened during
the days, so the dogs could come and go as they please, or they could install
dog doors. Dogs who are persistent in seeking out human company could be
adopted. How the situation might evolve would depend on the preferences
of individuals and social groups, and also on external circumstances such as
weather conditions. If humans stopped hurting street dogs the dogs might
151 Whether or not medical intervention would be required or permitted would
depend on the circumstances.
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want to be closer to them; if domesticated dogs could experience more
freedom, they might prefer to live on their own.
Working towards change with stray dogs in the current situation
can involve feeding them, building dog housing, participating in street
protests – former street dogs also often take part in these protests – educating
others, lobbying for political change, making documentaries, writing with
dogs or taking them into your home and letting them shape your life. The
situation for other animals is often so bad that human activists cannot
afford not to use all the options available to bring about improvement. It
is, however, important to remember that other animals are subjects with
their own perspective on life; it is problematic to argue that their interests
need to be taken into account because they are subjects, while at the same
time determining for them how this should be done. In order not to repeat
paternalism and anthropocentrism we need to listen to other animals, and
act, think, feel, and learn, with them.
Conceptualising other animals as activists and co-authors of
change enables us to understand different interspecies practices as steps
towards interspecies change. These practices correspond with, and often
directly respond to, different forms of institutional oppression. In addition
to further developing these critical practices, which can help us to frame the
discourse differently and challenge the foundations of many existing liberal
democratic institutions and practices, as humans we also need to look for
ways to promote non-human animal political participation within given
political structures and institutions. In the next two chapters I address this
movement from within human politics. I first focus on the more general
question of non-human animal democratic participation, and discuss both
the normative foundations for non-human animal political participation and
ways to improve this participation based on examples of existing practices.
In the final chapter, I integrate insights about non-human animal languages
and non-human animal political participation by investigating how existing
human-animal conversations can be incorporated in deliberative democratic
systems.

206

Chapter 8
Animal democracy: citizens, strangers, and the challenges of political
participation
Honeybees decide collectively where to build a new nest. When a new
queen is born in the hive, half of the colony leaves with the old queen to
find a new place to live. In order to survive, they need to find the best
nest site, which might be a hollow tree or a chimney stack. The decisionmaking process works as follows: the transient colony swarm spends days
hanging in a bush or tree, and scouts set out from this position to search for
promising sites. As they return, they do a waggle dance, which means they
move in the shape of a figure of eight. The bees not only use movements
and body postures in their dance, they also use sound and pheromones and
influence electric fields, which passes social information to the other bees.
They express the location and the quality of the site they have found by
the intensity, direction and shape of the dance they perform. The better the
location, the longer the bees will dance, and so the scout who has found
the best site will continue dancing when all the others have finished. Other
scouts always verify the location. A unanimous decision needs to be made
within a couple of days, because if they deliberate for too long they might
lose the queen, or the colony may die (Seeley 2010). Biologist Thomas Seeley
(2010) describes their decision-making procedures as democratic debates.152
Bees are not the only non-human animals who make group decisions –
deer, buffalo, pigeons, cockroaches and many others do as well.153 Humans
152 He concludes that humans can learn from bee democracy: in order to be most
efficient, decision-making groups should consist of individuals who share interests;
debate should be taken seriously; different solutions should be offered; leaders
should not have the last word; and the majority of the group should play a role in
finding a good resolution.
153 Herds of red deer move when over 62% of the adult members of the group
stand up (Conradt and Roper 2005). In African buffalo communities, females
dictate their travel preferences by standing up, staring in one direction, and then
lying back down (Wilson 1997). It took scientists some time to understand that
this behaviour was not stretching, but voting. When the cows differ sharply in the
direction of their gaze, the herd splits up and grazes in different places. In yellow
baboon communities, high-ranking males and females have the final say about
troupe movement, but all the baboons influence decisions (Norton 1986). Pigeons
have complex social hierarchies in which low-ranking birds also vote on the flock’s
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and other animals also form communities in which group decisions are
made.154 We do, however, find a strict separation between humans and other
animals in these communities when it comes to political participation and
democratic agency (Chapters 4 & 5). While it is generally accepted that
other animals have some interest in influencing aspects of their life, most
humans are of the opinion that they have no interest in co-shaping society
and are not capable of democratic participation.
Most animal rights theorists (for example, Cochrane 2012, Garner
2013, Francione 1997, Pepper 2016, Regan 1983) share this opinion.
While they argue that we should take non-human animal interests into
account in existing human democracies, for example, in the form of
parliamentary representation by designated groups of humans, they see the
political participation of non-human animals as unnecessary, impossible or
inappropriate (Donaldson forthcoming). In this chapter I argue that nonhuman animal democratic participation is important both in order to do
justice to non-human animals and for democratic reasons. I first focus on
the normative aspects of political participation. I then discuss why nonhuman animals should have the right to participate politically and which
animals should have this right. In the final section, I explore ways in which
existing political practices can be made more democratic, and how we can
work towards new democratic practices with other animals.
8.1 Political participation
Proponents of animal rights want to establish just treatment for other
animals through instituting laws that would protect their basic liberties.
In this scheme, humans would design the laws involved, and other animals
would depend on humans to interpret these laws and speak for them. Even
proposals that ask for extensive reformulations of animal representation,
for example, in the form of trustees or proxies such as official advocates or
ombudspersons supplemented by institutionalised systemic accountability
by ethological experts, media, animal advocates and others who speak for
animals, still start from the idea that humans should act on behalf of nonnext flight. They have a flexible system of rank, in which some birds are more likely
to lead and others to follow, which according to researchers makes for a particularly
efficient form of decision-making (Nagy et al. 2010). African bees use pheromones
to warn each other, and when they attack collectively they can and do kill humans
(Collins et al. 1982). Cockroaches do not have complex social structures like bees
and ants, but are still capable of collective decision-making (Amé et al. 2006).
Non-human animals of many other species, ranging from birds, bats and fishes to
different species of insect, also make collective decisions (Conradt and List 2009).
154 In the next chapter I further theorise these forms of decision-making as
deliberation.
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human animals, and do not involve any justification of their acts to the
animals they represent. Most animal rights theorists see non-human animal
political participation as unnecessary because humans can represent other
animals, impossible because the animals concerned are thought not to have
the capacity to be democratic actors, and inappropriate because they are not
seen as members of interspecies communities (Donaldson forthcoming).
Sue Donaldson (forthcoming) argues that these dismissals of the
right of non-human animals to political participation rely on an ‘impoverished
conception of animals, of human-animal relations, and of democracy itself ’
(forthcoming:4). With regard to non-human animals and our relations
with them, this works as follows. Non-human animals are capable of living
different types of lives and there are many aspects of life that they can
determine individually with regard to work, play, food, companionship and
various types of social relations. They do not depend on species-specific
templates in the choices they make. Like humans, individual non-human
animals are in the best epistemic position to recognise dimensions of their
own flourishing, depending on their capacities, personalities and identities.
In order to find out what is best for other animals – given that humans
currently decide everything for them – this means humans should provide
them with a range of opportunities for self-realisation, so that they can begin
to make their own choices.155 Individual choice is closely interconnected
here with societal constraints. If we consider freedom of movement for dogs,
as discussed in the first case study, we find that even when an individual
human is determined to let a dog companion choose the best life possible
for themselves, both are still bound by a society in which traffic and rubbish
make it unsafe for dogs to roam the streets. Current societies are designed
to benefit humans at the cost of other animals.156 Re-shaping societies while
taking the good of non-human animals into account means creating space
for them to articulate that good in their own ways. In this context, it is
important to remember that other types of human-animal relations exist
(Chapter 3) and that non-human animals do already exercise agency and
influence human practices. It is, however, up to humans to take the first
steps towards making democracy more inclusive (Chapters 4 & 5) and to
begin to listen to other animals.
The right to political or democratic participation is not just any right,
155 See 9.1 for a discussion of the relevance of taking into account non-human
animal possibilities of exercising macro-agency.
156 Drawing on recent work in disability studies, Donaldson (forthcoming)
describes this as a ‘lack of fit’ between groups of non-human animals and the
societies in which they live. This lack of fit is not there because there is something
wrong with them, it is because the current system is designed to fit humans and – as
disability theorists show, for example – not all humans.
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precisely because it concerns shaping the conditions under which one lives.
Non-human animal interests have for a long time been shaped by subjection,
and oppression of their agency and voice; power relations have not only
played a role in how humans see them, but also in the space they have had
to develop themselves. The epistemic problem with humans representing
non-human animal interests on the basis of expert knowledge is that this
knowledge is partly shaped by centuries of oppression and unequal power
relations (4.2). More importantly, as Donaldson (forthcoming) argues, our
good is not pre-political, and it cannot be traced back to species-specific
attributes which can be measured scientifically (4.4). We come to know and
revise our conception of the good through relations with the other human
and non-human animals with whom we are tied up in political networks.
8.2 The borders of the democratic community
According to Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011, see also Donaldson
forthcoming, see also Chapter 5), we can and should distinguish between
non-human animals who are part of our communities and non-human
animals who are not in determining democratic rights and duties.
Domesticated non-human animals have been brought into our communities
by force, and have been deprived of living elsewhere through breeding
programmes, so for historical and moral reasons they have a right to be a
part of our communities (see Chapters 4 & 5). Because of the characteristics
they have developed through living with humans – and that humans have
developed through living with them – domesticated animals and humans
are also capable of forming close, responsive relations with each other.
Donaldson and Kymlicka contrast this with those non-human animals who
are not domesticated, and either live their lives as far away from humans as
they can in their own sovereign communities, or who live amongst humans
as liminal animal denizens. The last category poses most problems for
limiting democratic rights, and specifically rights to political participation,
to domesticated animals. Donaldson and Kymlicka clearly show that
humans and other animals can form communities, and they convincingly
argue that other animals should be able to co-shape these communities.
The categories they propose are not, however, fixed: some non-human
animals move from one to the other over time: liminal animals can choose
to live in a human home and be welcomed by the humans who live there;
domesticated animals can leave, and so on. For some, it is unclear to which
category they belong – Howard’s birds (1952, 1956) are an example, and dog
Merle (Kerasote 2008) as well (for a longer discussion of these and other
examples, see Chapter 3). Relatedly, sharing certain spaces, such as gardens,
warehouses and even houses with non-human animals who do not desire
close relationships might still involve making common decisions. Consider
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a human who moves into a new house with a garden. In this garden stands
a tree, and the birds who have lived in this garden for generations use this
tree for nesting and feeding. If we view the birds as liminal animals, justice
would require that the humans do not cut down the tree, and that we should
develop respectful ways of sharing the garden. However, these birds might
also have an interest in clean air, in the planting of more trees in the city,
changes regarding the house and sharing the garden, and other issues that
concern their habitat. Furthermore, some birds might be used to flying
into the house, and they might develop new friendships with the owners
of the house. Determining their rights of residence and participation would
change as the relationship changes, but it would be appropriate to take their
perspective into account democratically in many different circumstances.
Similar situations can occur with wild animals. Ralph Acampora
(2006) discusses the example of beavers who built a bridge near a university
in Alaska. This causes the parking lot of the university to flood when the
bridge gets too high. The university has decided to respect the beavers
as animal neighbours, and to allow them to build their bridge. Once the
bridge gets too high and the car park floods, the humans take down the
bridge, and the beavers have to start rebuilding it. Both parties suffer some
inconvenience in this process of construction and destruction; the beavers
have to keep rebuilding their bridge and the humans sometimes have no
parking space. Both parties can, however, function well and they live their
lives next to one another. Here we also find that beaver interests do not end
with the building of their bridge. If we zoom out from the car park to the
wider area, and consider human influence on the beavers’ habitat, it would
also make sense for them to be able to influence the way in which the
surroundings are shaped, for example, concerning whether new buildings
are erected in the area, when trees are taken down, with regard to pollution
of air and water or human use of the forests.
In addition to the fact that the lives of humans and nondomesticated animals are interconnected in many ways, there are also large
differences within the group ‘domesticated animals’ with regard to rights
and to possibilities for political participation. Rabbits and horses can learn
to take care of themselves fairly easily, and they might choose to leave human
societies when offered the chance, whereas other non-human animals, such
as goldfish, cannot make this choice, and others, such as dogs, might prefer
to stay with humans. These different cases would all lead to different forms
of membership, and to different forms of political participation. Within
species there can, of course, also be large variations at an individual level,
but also genetically and culturally. If we look at dogs, for example, we find
that liminal dogs, such as stray dogs, can become members of humandog households, as I showed in the first case study. Curious and outgoing
domesticated dogs might, if offered the chance, choose to become liminal
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(Kerasote 2008, Marshall Thomas 2010). In both cases the dogs have shared
interests with humans, especially with regard to the determining the macro
framework in which they live.157 Topics for discussion might include spatial
planning, division of goods, and rights of residence.
Concerning democratic decision-making, this means that we need
not only to envision new procedures with other animals on the level of
shared communities, but also between communities when interests overlap.
In many cases this will require humans to take a step back: interaction about
spatial planning with feral pigeons, negotiating sound pollution in seas with
whale communities, or greening cities would all ask for a more respectful
human attitude, more listening on the part of humans, and creativity in
finding new ways to interact. It would, however, be a mistake to think that
this would automatically lead to harmony: the interests of different groups
of non-human and human animals might differ markedly. In democracies
we always find a plurality of voices, and this will only increase when other
animals also take part. Difference creates meaning, and paying attention to
difference will make for a richer understanding of the world. While nonhuman animal participation would lead to new relations, and could lead to
new forms of understanding, it will probably also lead to more conflicts.
Categorising animals: the agonistic challenge
Non-human animals are not one homogenous group and they do not speak
with one voice. This plurality of voices can not only lead to practical problems,
it also refers to a fundamental democratic tension. Opinions, desires and
interests differ and might be incompatible. Not all relations are or can be
harmonious at the level of species, social groups and individuals. Chantal
Mouffe (1999) argues that disagreeing is a fundamental characteristic of
democracy, and that theories of justice that focus on consensus deny the
political character of democracy. Democracies are, in her view, necessarily
pluralistic; different participants come from different forms of life and it
is impossible to reach consensus without exclusion. Recognising this and
fostering mechanisms which allow for different voices to be heard is a
task for democratic societies. A focus on consensus obscures exclusionary
mechanisms and is ontologically problematic, because the harmony that it
implies is a fiction.
This agonistic model can shed light on the importance of taking
difference into account in interspecies relations. A focus on animal struggle
157 Dogs who have close relations with humans could, under certain conditions,
function as advocates for other members of their species; they can let us know about
their preferences, and we can develop new forms of living with them in a process
of revising reasons.
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and conflict, for example, animal acts of protest (Hribal 2010), can show us
injustices that would otherwise remain hidden because by resisting, animals
question power hierarchies (Chapter 7, Wadiwel 2014). Recognising that in
a democracy there is always necessarily a plurality of voices, some louder than
others, might help in challenging anthropocentrism, because human voices
become just one set of possible voices. Explicating disagreement and struggle
on different levels – from farm animal bio-political repressions to disciplining
domesticated animals – can help us to see power relations beyond the State.
The citizenship model proposed by Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011),
however, fares better with regard to protecting the vulnerable and in terms of
pragmatic value. Donaldson and Kymlicka argue that rights are the best tools
to come to justice because they are designed to protect the inviolable interests
of individuals, and as such they are particularly important for those who
cannot stand up for themselves within current formations of power.158 Many
non-human animals currently do not, or cannot, resist in a meaningful way.
The non-human animals who do resist often cannot change their social or
political position by themselves. Democratic rights would not only safeguard
them from human violence, rights of participation would also change their
position in society, and they therefore can and should be a starting point for
change. Furthermore, many humans today live in liberal democracies, and
rights and citizenship are concepts that we know well, so they are good
starting points for rethinking animal agency and participation. Existing
political institutions and laws greatly influence the lives of many animals, and
changing these to include other animals on grounds of justice could make a
significant difference. We do not need to subscribe to a universal metaphysical
standard to recognise the value of this for the situation of non-human animals.
Finally, rights to political participation would change not only their position,
but also the shape of society, and we do not know what the precise scope
of animal agency might be once we start treating them differently. Taking
difference and the agonistic aspects of democratic interaction into account
in thinking about non-human animal participation is, however, important.
A focus on consensus that uses the human as a measure obviously leads to
non-human animal exclusion, but when we do recognise other animals as
democratic agents, we also need to foster mechanisms that allow different
voices to be heard.
8.3 Moving towards interspecies democracies
In order to think and work towards social change with other animals, we
need to explore how existing democratic practices can be expanded to
158 Here they explicitly move beyond the atomistic liberal individual, and
emphasise the importance of relations for all beings.
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better include animal agency, and to search for new procedures, institutions
and encounters to further develop interspecies political processes and
frameworks. To conclude this chapter, I will explore practical ways in which
we can begin to do this. I do so first by discussing Donaldson’s (forthcoming)
proposals for ‘enabling voice’ and ‘enabling space’ as structural mechanisms
for promoting non-human animal political participation. I then turn to two
case studies in which democratic interaction between humans and other
animals already takes place, and explore ways to improve these interactions.
In creating new democratic mechanisms for non-human animal
participation, we can distinguish between proposals that aim to promote
non-human animal participation and voice within the existing political
framework, and proposals that challenge the framework itself. In this
context, Donaldson (forthcoming) distinguishes between approaches that
‘enable voice’ and those that ‘enable space’. Enabling animal voice refers
to fostering non-human animal democratic participation in existing
democratic structures. Donaldson locates two levels of analysis: the home
and work places. Humans currently determine most facets of life in these
spaces, and other animals are dependent on the goodwill of one or two
humans to lead a decent life. In order to avoid abuses of power, to foster
domesticated non-human animal agency, and to get to know more about
animals’ individual wishes and desires, Donaldson proposes to use the socalled ‘microboard’ structure for domesticated non-human animals who
share households with humans. Microboards originated in the disability
community, and are small groups of individuals, such as the friends, relatives,
and acquaintances of a disabled human with whom they have a relationship
of trust. These boards incorporate different perspectives, skills, contacts and
mutual correctives that can help individuals to frame and pursue their good,
and they offer advice and advocacy (similar structures have been proposed
in relation to children, see Gheaus 2011). In shared human/non-human
animal households, these structures could help to give non-human animals
more of a voice in the processes in which decisions are made concerning
their lives, and protect them from human harm. Donaldson also sees a role
for microboards in interspecies workplaces, where they could attend to the
wellbeing of individuals. Knowledge about these individuals could then be
implemented into works councils. These works councils would function as
follows: works council members whom the non-human animals in question
demonstrably like and trust would work alongside working animals and
map the good of these individuals within the workplace, as well as in
decision-making procedures. Their observations could be fed into collective
workplace decision-making processes, and this could lead to reshaping the
workplace in ways that would benefit the more generalisable good of animal
workers. These changes should then be communicated back to the working
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animals, and they should have a chance to respond in an ongoing process.159
While these changes would certainly benefit non-human animal
democratic participation, microboards and works councils still rely heavily
on human assistance and intervention. Furthermore, they are built on
human ideas and practices concerning other animals that were shaped
through centuries of oppression and without consulting them (Donaldson
forthcoming). According to Donaldson, in order to address this, we need to
create spaces in which other animals can make their own decisions, interact
with humans on their own terms, and in which humans take a step back.
She argues convincingly that the major obstacle to creating these spaces is
not the unruliness of non-human animals, but private property: the public
commons have systemically been enclosed, dismantled and privatised, and
this process has disproportionately affected non-human animals. They
cannot buy land to live on or protect from ecological destruction. They often
cannot even go outside when they want to. For social beings, this limits not
only their freedom of movement, but also their options for self-realisation.
In order to adequately challenge this, private property should be severely
restricted, and humans need to regard the sharing of space differently. The
spaces that Donaldson envisions would, for example, be large areas in which
traffic is severely restricted, where there are no laws requiring non-human
animals to be on leads – individuals would have to prove that they could
behave in such a setting – and in which non-human animals can interact
with others of different species on their own terms. This does not mean
abandoning them; in the beginning the process would be guided by humans,
perhaps in interaction with certain other animals with good social skills.
As a follow up to the microboard and works council structures, designated
humans, again perhaps assisted by other animals, could begin to oversee
the land instead of individual relations, as guides rather than police officers.
Because other animals would be able to make more choices and have more
freedom of movement, relations would change, and the commons will as
well.
The rich new geography of citizenship that Donaldson sketches shows
how new, more inclusive, forms of political interaction with other animals can
be envisioned. She rightly draws our attention to the inequalities with regard
to space and freedom of movement. Her ideas about sharing space could,
furthermore, be extended to include new forms of dealing with the non159 Similarly, in farmed-animal sanctuaries (if the domesticated animals there
want to work) humans could experiment with microboards and works councils in
order to determine individual and work preferences, which could function to inform
wider legislation (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2015a). Instead of seeing these places
as shelters, they could be seen as intentional communities in which animals of
different species live together and co-determine what living together might mean.
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domesticated animals who inhabit these spaces. In the new public commons,
certain domesticated non-human animals could also choose to move further
away from their human or seek out new humans – given that these humans
would be interested in developing a relationship. Given the current state of
political relations with other animals, however, the enabled space approach
is also utopian. It is therefore also important to look for ways in which we
can improve relations from the ground up. The idea of microboards in this
context does, however, raise some problems. While it is an interesting tool
for dealing with dependence, and could function as a check on human power,
it might also run the risk of making too much of a stranger of non-human
animals, i.e. at present, getting to know them is something that requires a lot
of interpretation and care, but many humans can interpret the expressions of
other animals correctly (3.4). This could reinforce ideas about them needing
care, and prevent humans from seeing the agency that they already exercise.
Non-human animals can express themselves in their own ways, and a high
level of understanding is possible between human animals and domesticated
non-human animals. Maybe the emphasis in this case should be on educating
humans, and creating options for other animals to leave the household they
have grown up in.160 Another problem with using microboards is – and this
is similar to the objections to dependent agency I raised earlier (Chapter
5) – that in this model non-human animals are supposed to interact closely
with humans. While many domesticated non-human animals do indeed seek
contact and even flourish because of their relations with humans, not all of
them do. Furthermore, relations are often not harmonious, and other animals
should have space to disagree and opt out of the frameworks they are part of,
especially considering the fact that they were brought here against their will.161
Finally, this would require a lot of intervention in the lives of companion
animals and their humans. Donaldson recognises these problems, and
therefore argues that we should, in the end, aim to create spaces for other
animals – but this leads us back again to the problem of improving relations
within current power structures.
The work of Len Howard (1952, 1956) can offer inspiration in
imagining new forms of interaction. Howard shows how relationships based
on equality with wild birds are possible in current societies. By opening her
house to wild birds, and creating close relations with them based on trust and
respect, she calls into question the distinction between domesticated, wild
160 There is of course the problem of adaptive preferences, which we have to be
careful about especially in the transition to a different form of living with other
animals.
161 Some dogs do not want to be touched or even looked at, and can feel the need
to defend themselves when humans approach them. It would be problematic to ask
them to ignore this as a citizenship requirement.
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and liminal: the birds trust her, but they are not domesticated. She also shows
us that we do not need large areas of land or major societal reforms to begin
building different relations and attending to other animals: a small house and
garden are enough. The birds co-shape not only the relations they have with
Howard: they also influence how the house is decorated and what grows in
the garden. Their acts can help us envision new forms of living together, as
well as new forms of political interaction. In thinking about new forms of
political interaction, it is important to recognise that other animals already
exercise agency, and to use this as the starting point for new relations. To
conclude this chapter, I discuss two examples of political interaction with
other animals, in which I investigate how we can further develop democratic
procedures with them.
Material interaction with seagulls
In 2014, Dutch politician Rudmer Heerema declared war on the seagulls
(NOS 2014). The seagulls in the Netherlands used to live near the coast, and
twenty years ago they were hardly ever seen in other parts of the country. Due
to the destruction of their nesting places by human activities such as farming
and tourism, they have moved into urban areas, where they nest on houses
with flat roofs and eat a diet which includes human foods. They can be found
in most large cities in the Netherlands nowadays, particularly those in the west
of the country, where they will eat any food thrown away by humans, from
French fries to bread and fish. They also steal food and tear open rubbish bags.
Because the population of seagulls is declining due to the aforementioned
changes in habitat, they are protected by law. Heerema wanted to change this
as soon as possible, because, as he argued, they open rubbish bags, damage
cars, pollute neighbourhoods, and keep thousands of people awake at night;
according to Heerema they also pose a danger to young children. Heerema is
from Alkmaar, where seagulls apparently also steal the cheeses for which the
city is famous.
De Vogelbescherming (the Dutch organisation for the protection
of birds) responded by strongly rejecting the idea of shooting the birds.162
Instead, they proposed a number of material interventions to persuade the
birds to move elsewhere and change their behaviour. The city of Leiden
began an experiment with yellow rubbish bags that are much stronger
than the normal black bags. The first series of stronger bags were still not
strong enough, so they made new ones. The birds soon discovered that they
could not tear open these bags and moved elsewhere. Other measures that
were proposed included providing the seagulls with more natural food
162 A summary of their response can be found on their website (Vogelbescherming
2014).
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and creating islands for them to nest on near the coast. Because they will
not just nest anywhere, the exact location of these islands will have to be
determined together with the birds by offering them options and following
their preferences. Finally, humans must stop feeding the seagulls. They do
this either because they like the birds, or because they are afraid of them
– seagulls are large birds, and people sometimes throw food towards them
in order to get rid of them. They should learn to say no respectfully; both
human and bird subjects will have to change their habits if they are to coexist more peacefully.
The example of human/seagull relations in the Netherlands
illustrates how we can experiment with interspecies decision-making. From
a political point of view, one could argue that humans should simply accept
the presence of the gulls, since it is human actions which caused them to
move into towns, and since they have lived there for quite some time now.163
Humans have no right to kill the seagulls, and neither will killing them solve
the problem if the situation remains the same, because new birds will simply
travel to the cities (like the geese in Case Study 2). In general, the map of
the land that seagulls have is different to that of humans, and sometimes
humans and seagulls inhabit the same spaces (ibid.); this will inevitably
sometimes lead to conflicts. When conflicts arise, communication is needed
concerning who can live where and how; the recommendations from the
Vogelbescherming can play a role in this. Small-scale experiments with
negotiations about nesting and feeding spaces for seagulls – seen as a form
of material deliberation (Chapter 9) – could inform legislation in these
circumstances. These experiments should be set up dialogically; humans
can make proposals to which seagulls can respond, to which humans can
in turn respond, and so on. While this might not lead to harmony, it will
improve understanding on both sides and it could help humans to begin to
see seagulls differently, and vice versa.
Keeping the agonistic dimension of political relations with other
animals in mind, it is also important to recognise that, in this example and
others, other animals can also choose to simply refuse relations or refuse
certain aspects of the relations within communities – they might, for
example, ignore human orders or their presence, or refuse to leave territories.
These acts of refusal often operate within other knowledge systems, and
might not therefore challenge human power in terms of power, but in other
terms (for a parallel in the human case, see Wood and Rossister 2016 on
indigenous politics of refusal). Refusal can challenge discrimination within
a community, but it will often go unnoticed because humans do not perceive
it as such. If an act is not registered by humans this does not, however, mean
it has not taken place. Refusal is linked to recognition, because it operates
163 See also Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011) on liminal animal rights.
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at the breaking point of the order between different groups. Recognition
implies moving beyond that to another level of interaction; refusal might
simply affirm the difference and challenge the hierarchy in that way.
Greeting as a political ritual
Humans also need to develop new institutions and procedures in order
to improve non-human animal political participation. An example of this
could be establishing interspecies political greeting rituals. Iris Young (2000)
criticises forms of political communication that are presented as universal,
but which in fact merely reflect the preferences of the dominant group.
She aims to remedy the exclusion that follows from these by discussing
communicative practices that can work towards including others in the
process of deliberation. One of the forms of interaction she discusses in
this context is greeting. She argues that greeting is an important part of
any political process, both ontologically and morally, because in greeting
we acknowledge the other as an individual. Levinas (1981) distinguishes a
process of ‘subject-to-subject recognition’ from the expression of content;
before we discuss thoughts and arguments, there is a moment of opening
up to the other person. For Levinas, subjects respond to the physical
vulnerability of the ‘other’, without the promise of reciprocation.164 The
other, in his or her physical, material vulnerability, makes a claim on the
subject which holds the subject hostage. Young argues that this moment
of recognising the other is implicit in greeting, because by greeting we are
announcing that we take the other seriously as an individual and express our
goodwill to communicate. Without the greeting rituals observed by Young
in non-Western and traditional, and in Western societies – Maori societies
for example, but also in Western political interaction, for example, in the
act of introducing a speaker – the political process would not function well.
Smuts (2001) describes the relevance of greeting in baboon
communities (2.6) and in interspecies contexts (3.4). In order to be able
to study a group of baboons, she needed to learn their language: greeting
was an important aspect of being accepted by them as a friendly stranger.
Developing new greeting rituals can contribute to finding new forms of
political interaction with different groups of animals. It can not only play
a role in negotiations between humans and domesticated animals (Irvine
2001, Smuts 2001), but also in conflicts between human and non-human
animal communities. An example of such a conflict, in which greeting
could play a role, is the human/macaque interaction in urban Singapore.
The population of native macaques in the Bukit Timah Nature Reserve in
164 For Levinas this only takes place between humans, see Derrida (2008) and
Wolfe (2003) for problems with this view.
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Singapore has been significantly affected by the encroachment of residential
development into their habitat and the destruction of wildlife corridors
(Yeo and Neo 2010). The National Parks Board has to continually negotiate
between complaining residents and preserving the macaque population. In
this conflict, both the macaques and the humans exert pressure, though to
different degrees; the macaques usually draw the short straw. The residents
knew that the macaques lived in the area before they moved there, and
they often give wanting to be closer to nature as one of the reasons they
chose to live there. They also feed the macaques, which has encouraged the
animals to move closer to the human settlements, leading to problems; the
macaques steal food and make noises, and there often are encounters which
are experienced by the humans as problematic or frightening. However, the
attitude of the humans is not purely negative; in addition to feeding the
macaques, some of them like the way they look and the sounds they make,
and many humans do not think they should be killed.
Yeo and Neo discuss different ways in which the macaques and
humans interact, such as having eye contact, reading each other’s body
language, staying at a distance or, on the other hand, making overtures. The
macaques respond to human speech and tone of voice and humans respond
to the sounds made by the macaques.20 In their recommendations at the
end of their paper, Yeo and Neo mainly focus on what the humans can
do. Humans should, for example, be educated about the consequences of
their behaviour (such as feeding the macaques) and about the macaques’
behaviour so that they know how to keep them at a distance. From a
political perspective, taking interaction into account and focusing on both
sides of the communication could strengthen the voice and position of
the macaques in the conflict. The macaques already communicate with
the humans, and they exercise political agency by questioning the borders
between the communities and by challenging the human-animal hierarchy.
Learning about each other’s languages, developing a new shared language,
and establishing (political) rituals could give the macaques a better
understanding of the humans and vice versa.
A first step in improving interaction could be the development
of forms of greeting as political rituals. Greeting can function as a way
in which the humans acknowledge the macaques’ existence as individual
others and vice versa, and establishing greeting rituals might be helpful in
determining borders between the two groups. Macaques are very sensitive
to facial expressions and gestures (Maestripieri 1997) and responding to
how they express themselves could make a significant difference to how the
interaction evolves. In general, learning about the greeting rituals of other
animals and respectfully engaging in new rituals with them can function
as a gateway to further political interaction and extended conversations.
To further investigate the political significance of greeting in interspecies
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situations, we would need to conduct small-scale experiments. How and
whether greeting works will depend on the animals involved – just as
with humans, there is no guarantee that it will improve political processes
or lead to consensus, but Smuts shows that it can lead to new ways of
communicating and new forms of co-existence.
Concluding remarks
I began this chapter by arguing that the democratic participation of nonhuman animals is normatively important from the perspective of other
animals and from the perspective of democracy. One of the main challenges
for this project is that our current political practices and institutions seem
to be too anthropocentric to be capable of incorporating non-human
animal voices. In the former section, and in the discussion of non-human
resistance and interspecies activism in Chapter 7, I have shown that
democratic interaction is already taking place, and have offered ways of
further developing these interactions. In the next chapter, I further explore
how this can be done by discussing how multispecies conversations can
be translated into existing human democratic institutions, conceptualising
them as interspecies deliberation.
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Chapter 9
Deliberating animals: from multispecies dialogues to interspecies
deliberation
Dogs and humans co-shape each other’s lives, goose communities interact
with human communities concerning the use of land, macaques and
humans argue about borders, earthworms and humans relate through
vermicomposting. In all of these cases, humans and other animals
communicate over time in processes which are, or which resemble,
dialogues. In this final chapter, I investigate the value of using a deliberative
model of democracy for institutionalising different types of interactions
and dialogues between human and non-human animals, and for promoting
non-human animal political participation and voice. While non-human
animal agency has become a topic of interest in a number of fields in recent
years (Introduction, 4.3), the question of how to translate this agency,
and political interactions between human and non-human animals more
generally, into existing political institutions, practices, and structures, has
not received much attention. This is unfortunate, both from the perspective
of the non-human animals who currently have very little voice in matters
that concern them, and from the perspective of democracy (Chapter 8).
Political animal philosophers sometimes use the concept of
deliberation to conceptualise changes in human attitudes towards other
animals (Garner 2016), but the concept is underexplored with regard to
interspecies relations (exceptions are Driessen 2014, Gunderson 2016). This
lack of attention for deliberation relates back to the idea that non-human
animals cannot express themselves politically in the rational manner which is
necessary to be able to speak of deliberation.165 Rationalist interpretations of
deliberation (Habermas 1994) have, however, been challenged in recent years
by feminist (Young 2000), post-structuralist (Derrida 2008), constructivist
(Driessen 2014), ecological (Dryzek 2000), and agonistic (Tully 2008)
points of view. These approaches all criticise the image of the rational subject
taken as standard and the image of political language and communication
attaching to that image. This provides a good starting point for rethinking
deliberation with non-human animals, because it questions capacities that
are interconnected with a view of the human as superior to other animals,
165 See Chapters 1-5 for a critique of this image of non-human animals and an
alternative.
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and asks for a broadening of the scope of political communication. In what
follows, I draw on ideas about interspecies languages, non-human animal
agency, and these critiques of an idealistic view of the human, to investigate
what deliberation means and could come to mean in an interspecies context.
I do so in order to bridge the distance between interspecies dialogues and
human political systems, and to shed light on institutionalising different
types of political non-human animal acts. I also aim to contribute to the
development of a different view of deliberative democracy by questioning
existing views of deliberation as human rational political communication,
and challenging the distinction between this type of deliberation and other
forms of deliberation.
9.1 Non-human animal agency and interspecies dialogues
Non-human animal agency is often discussed on the basis of personal
interaction with individual non-human animals (Donaldson and Kymlicka
2013b, Srinivasan 2016). One of the most prominent examples of this
approach is Haraway’s (2003, 2008) work on dog/human interaction.
As discussed above (Chapter 3, Case Study 1), Haraway writes about
her relationship with her dog companion Cayenne Pepper, and argues
that through training for agility they not only came to understand each
other better, but both their worlds changed. Through their interaction,
something new came into being, influenced by the agency of both dog
and human. Haraway describes agility as a ‘good in itself and also as a way
to become more worldly’ (2003:61). She sketches a vivid picture of how a
close relationship with a dog companion can have an impact on the way
one views one’s surroundings. She also successfully challenges the species
boundary, showing that belonging to the same species is not necessary
for understanding someone, building a close relationship or creating a
common framework of reference. There are, however, also problems with
her approach, and these become clear if we focus on the wider context (see
also 3.4, Case Study 1, Donaldson and Kymlicka 2013b, Weisberg 2009).
Haraway critically addresses certain aspects of power relations between
humans and dogs: she questions human exceptionalism, and she challenges
the image of dogs as incapable of meaningful communication. She also
shows that dog agency can shape human lives. She does not, however,
address the ways in which these power relations have been institutionalised,
for example, at the level of the State, the market, or culture; neither does
she discuss how this impacts the possibilities for exercising agency of most
domesticated non-human animals. For example, the non-human animals
subjected to the conditions of intensive farming cannot usually exercise
agency in the way that Haraway describes – even those who find a way
to escape their fate and make newspaper headlines because they have
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managed to flee the slaughterhouse are usually shot and killed (Hribal
2007a, 2007b). Haraway and Cayenne Pepper even participate themselves
in certain practices involving non-human animal exploitation, for example,
by eating the dead bodies of other non-human animals. Nor does Haraway
question the wider framework in which she and Cayenne Pepper interact:
while there is space for dog agency, the human in the relationship sets the
borders for the framework in which this agency can be exercised; Cayenne
Pepper cannot choose to leave the situation, nor can she set up a different
life for herself. Not addressing these power relations is not just problematic
from a normative point of view, it also sets limits on taking non-human
animal agency seriously, because it neglects the possibilities for non-human
animals to exercise macro-agency (see also 3.4, Case Study 1.3).
A similar problem arises in Clemens Driessen’s (2014) discussion
of cow/human relations. Driessen discusses non-human animal agency in
relation to technological innovations on the farm, and argues convincingly
that cow/human communication, involving material interventions, can be
seen as a form of deliberation. An example of how this works can be found
in the development of a mobile milking robot (Driessen 2014, Chapters 4
& 5). A group of Dutch cows and farmers experimented with an outdoor
milking robot, leading them to deal with technical and moral questions in
a new way. The farmers interpreted the behaviour of the cows in the setting
up of the robot; the cows adapted to the robot and showed their preferences,
to which the farmers responded by changing the settings of the robot or its
position, to which the cows again responded, and so on. The outcomes with
regard to the position and use of the robot were the result of the agency of
both the cows and the farmers. The robot thus enabled the cows to formulate
their standpoint in a new way and the farmers to read them differently, and
vice versa. Driessen sees this as a form of material interspecies deliberation.
He proposes to view deliberative democracy not as the Habermasian ‘ideal,
impartial and power-free antithesis to bargaining and voting’ (2014:96), but
rather as an ‘ongoing attempt to find practical ways for making political
processes more deliberative, stressing the importance of reasoned argument
(in whatever form) and free and open discourse (in whatever space)’. (ibid.)
These processes take place between humans and other animals, which leads
Driessen to use the term ‘animal deliberation’, by which he means political
interspecies communication around material interventions.
Theorising interspecies deliberation in this way is promising, and it
could contribute to greater freedom for non-human animals, because their
voices are brought to the fore and stereotypes about non-human animal
agency are challenged. The cows can show what they want from a milking
robot, which in turn shows humans that they do not need to make all
the decisions for them. It also shows how interspecies understanding can
grow through ongoing interactions, and that humans can adapt to non225

human animal preferences. This type of experiment could very well inform
government decisions; humans could create settings in which groups of
non-human animals are enabled to make decisions with regard to aspects of
their lives from which other humans can learn. The example of the milking
robot is, however, also deeply problematic. In the dairy industry, cows are
held captive and exploited for human benefit, which causes them, and their
calves, physical and mental harm. They have no, or very limited, opportunity
to address this abuse, let alone end or escape it. While suffering is not the only
lens through which we should view non-human animals, something both
Haraway and Driessen convincingly show is that not taking their suffering
seriously keeps intact the worldview that allows for exploitation (see 4.2 for
an analysis of the relation between epistemic and institutional violence), and
runs the risk of legitimating the practices attached to it. It is problematic
to only conceptualise non-human animal agency at the level of individual
relations, without also considering the broader political structures that
shape these relations. It is also problematic to recognise non-human animal
agency at an individual level and to not take into account the implications
of this for political structures. Conceptualising non-human animal agency
at the micro-level only, while humans continue to determine the macroframework in which it is enacted, reinforces the hierarchy between humans
and other animals that Driessen aims to challenge. Developing an account
of interspecies deliberation should involve investigating ways of moving
beyond current power hierarchies on different societal and political levels.
For these reasons, it is important to explore the interconnections
between interspecies dialogues – such as between Cayenne Pepper and
Haraway, and cows and farmers – and existing political institutions and
practices. Interspecies dialogues are important sites for engaging with
other animals in new ways (Chapter 3). These interactions can and should
inform legislation, and offer starting points for new interspecies political
institutions. In this context, it is important to recognise that different
layers of political interaction are porous (Tully 2008), and that nonhuman animal agency already influences human cultures, spaces (Emel
and Wolch 1998) and political structures (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011,
Hobson 2007) – again, political non-human animal participation is not a
matter of all or nothing. When we start from the idea that non-human
animals are individuals with their own perspective on life and their own
ways of expressing themselves, it becomes clear that it is not enough to
let humans represent them in a deliberative human structure (as proposed
by Garner 2016): we need to investigate how we can change this structure
with them. A deliberative model of democracy can contribute to closing
the gap between current highly symbolic, institutional human forms of
interaction and the non-human animal agency we acknowledge at a microlevel, because it recognises the relevance of interaction at different levels of
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society. It also captures the importance of recognising relational agency for
democratic participation: we are shaped by, and shape, common life-worlds
and political structures in relations with others of different species.
9.2 Deliberation and interspecies political communication
A deliberative approach to democratic theory has descriptive and normative
value (Young 2000 Chapter 1). Deliberative democracy is often contrasted
with an aggregative model of democracy. In the aggregative view of liberal
democracy, voting – understood as the expression of a given preference – is
seen as the primary political act. In election processes, various groups declare
their interests and compete for votes; citizens are seen as atomised private
individuals, with more or less fixed opinions. Using this aggregative model to
conceptualise democracy can only help to conceptualise some of the political
processes in a democracy. It ignores the processes of discussion that take
place in institutions and practices at different levels of society and politics,
and the normative assumptions inherent in these. In current democracies,
political discussions are often already viewed as a way of coming to a better
judgment for all, and coming to informed judgments based on facts and
reason is seen by many as better than simply expressing opinions loudly or
voting for one’s preferences, although it is well understood that voting and
negotiation also inescapably form part of the democratic process. Seeing
democracy simply as aggregative also fails to recognise the transformative
character of these deliberative processes for individual political actors and
society as a whole.
Furthermore, an exclusively aggregative model of democracy
narrows both the goals of democratic interaction and its normative aims.
The aggregative model primarily understands democracy as a protection
against tyranny, and sees democratic interaction as a way of promoting
and protecting human interests in the political sphere (Young 2000:26).
The deliberative model also includes these interests, but adds to this the
relevance of other democratic values, such as cooperation, solving collective
problems, and promoting justice. This model is interactive, and relies on a
view of political actors as beings who do more than simply express their
interests and form their opinions – which is a narrow and individualistic way
of understanding rationality (Young 2000). It is based on the understanding
that we always come to know and revise our conceptions of the individual
and the public good in interaction with others (Chapter 3, Donaldson
forthcoming). Political activity is not simply a matter of expressing interests,
but often also includes transforming those judgments, expressions, interests
and beliefs, in interactions with others. This is an open-ended dialogic
process, one in which judgments can always be refined and dialogues can
take place at different levels of society and politics.
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Human and non-human animals share a planet, and as discussed
in detail in Chapter 3, they share households, habitats, and communities.
We find a multitude of different relations and encounters between humans
and other animals in which other animals exercise agency, some of which
are political. In the first section of this chapter, and in Chapters 2 & 3, I
show that this interaction goes further than simply expressing preferences.
Interspecies dialogues can transform all the parties involved. While these
processes are not the same as human dialogues and human deliberative
politics, they do show us the potential of interspecies deliberation. We can
transform our judgments and our ways of understanding the world and
others in dialogical processes with others of different species. In order to
further conceptualise these as interspecies deliberation, we need to develop a
more inclusive view of political communication and a better understanding
of how different sites of deliberation can be related. I first turn to political
interspecies communication.
Democratic inclusion and forms of speech
Jürgen Habermas (1981, 1994), the most prominent theorist of deliberation,
stresses the rationality of deliberative procedures. He puts forward an image
of deliberation, as informed by reason, which is tied to an image of the
political actor as human and rational. Habermas argues that democratic
procedures are not just collections of dialogues in which anything is
allowed; decisions are improved through fair procedures in which the force
of the better argument plays a central role. Habermas’ influential views of
rationality and rational communication do not, however, reflect universal
values, but rather reflect the preferences of the dominant group.166 To further
elaborate on this, I now return to Young’s (2000) critique of a rationalist
view of deliberation. This critique sheds more light on how power relations
are interconnected with our views of proper political communication, which
is useful in further conceptualising interspecies deliberation.
The democratic norm of inclusion, which is seen as necessary for the
legitimacy of the outcome of a deliberative procedure and is interconnected
with the democratic ideal of equality is, according to Young (2000),
frequently violated in deliberative practices. She also shows that forms of
language use that are presented as neutral in deliberative practice and theory
in fact often express social inequalities and exclusionary practices. To further
explicate this, she distinguishes between two types of exclusion. External
exclusion refers to forms of exclusion in which individuals or groups that
166 See Chapter 1 for a discussion of the role of anthropocentrism in the
constitution of language and logos, see also Chapter 4 on the connection between
epistemic violence and institutional violence towards non-human animals.
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ought to be included are left out of fora for discussion and decision-making.
Internal exclusion occurs when groups are formally included in processes of
discussion and decision-making, but when the ideas or modes of expression
of members of these groups are ignored, dismissed, patronised or not taken
seriously in other ways. In democratic deliberation, certain attitudes and
attributes are favoured, such as being dispassionate, articulate, orderly,
unemotional, and focused on argument. These norms of good – i.e. rational
and argumentative – political communication are presented as neutral, but
they tend to reflect the preferences and style of the dominant group (usually
educated, able-bodied, white men, see Chapters 1, 4.2 & 7.2 for an analysis
of this with regard to interspecies relations). Young argues that this image
of proper political communication devalues the style of speech of humans
who have not learned to argue in this manner or who do not speak the
language well; who are less educated; who present their arguments in a more
emotional manner; who use expressive body language – and so on. These
humans are often members of groups that have historically been excluded
from participating in political discourse. She therefore argues that working
towards democratic inclusion asks for expanding our conception of political
communication in order to identify new modes of inclusion, and to learn
to attend to one another in new ways in order to reach understanding.167
Identifying new modes of inclusion and learning to attend to others are also
very important in building new relations with non-human animals.
The exclusion of non-human animals from human political
discourse can currently be seen as a form of external exclusion; other
animals have languages and express themselves in many ways, but they
cannot make themselves heard in the dominant political discourse because
they do not speak in the language of power (see Chapters 1 & 2). To address
this problem between humans, Jean-Françios Lyotard (1988) uses the
concept ‘differend’. Lyotard distinguishes between a plaintiff and a victim.
A plaintiff becomes a victim if they have no means by which to prove the
damage that has been done to them, or more specifically, if, because of how
language is constructed, there is no representation possible in language
of the wrong suffered. ‘I would like to call a differend the case where the
plaintiff is divested of the means to argue and becomes for that reason a
victim. If the addressor, the addressee, and the sense of the testimony are
neutralised, everything takes place as if there were no damages’ (1988:10).
A ‘wrong’ is a damage accompanied by the lack of the means to prove the
damage (1988:5). We find an example of this in situations where land
167 Young explicates the political functions of three modes of communication in
addition to making arguments: greeting (see 8.3 for interspecies political greeting),
rhetoric, and narrative. In doing so, she focuses not only on words but also on body
language, signs, symbols, and other forms of expression.
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has been colonised and indigenous peoples were unable to claim it on the
grounds that their laws were not recognised as laws because they were not
written down in the coloniser’s language. Between human and non-human
animals, the formal political discourse is constructed so that non-human
animals are deprived of the possibility to address damages done to them on
a very fundamental level: they cannot speak because speaking is understood
as speaking in human language (Chapters 1 & 4.2, Derrida 2008).168 The
problem is not that the non-human animals do not interact with humans
or cannot draw attention to the wrongs done to them, but that a common
epistemic and institutional framework in which these can be addressed is
lacking.
In thinking about political communication with other animals, we
therefore need to focus not only on institutional reform, but also on the
epistemic dimensions of exclusion (4.2). Recognising that other animals
do speak is the first step to addressing Lyotard’s problem, redefining what
counts as ‘speaking’ would be the second (Chapters 1 & 4). There is a strong
connection between what is seen as proper political speech and the exclusion
of marginalised groups, and, as Young’s analysis also shows, it is not enough
to formally include the voices of those who are excluded without changing
the view of proper political communication associated with it. In other
words, it is not enough to simply see a group as political and ‘give them
voice’; acknowledging other groups as political should imply rethinking
what we see as proper political communication on a deeper level. When
we think about non-human animal political participation, we therefore also
need to extend our views of political communication from the perspective
of interspecies relations. Instead of arguing that other animals are as rational
as humans, and living up to the Habermasian standards mentioned at the
beginning of this section, we need to develop a view of deliberation – with
them – that encompasses their forms of rationality and speech.
Embodied political communication
Deliberation is usually interpreted as encompassing more than having a
conversation in which two or more individuals agree or disagree. It also
demands more than expressing preferences and responding to the preferences
of others, or sharing a common goal or plan. In deliberation, different parties
mutually agree to normative claims, and can be held accountable on the
basis of that agreement. The question of whether other animals are capable
of this is usually answered in the negative. As we have seen above, this is
because the view of language, rationality, and morality that underlies these
168 See Spivak (1988) for an analysis of this movement in the case of subaltern
humans.
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ideas is based on humans (Chapters 1, 4, 5 & 8), and therefore does not fit
how other animals behave and express themselves.
An interspecies account of deliberation needs to incorporate the
fact that other animals speak in other languages, and it needs to take the
embodied and habitual aspects of political interaction into account. Much of
human political communication also involves more than rational linguistic
speech that can be controlled completely, as we are always also affected by
pheromones, oxygen and unintentional chemical processes (Dryzek 2000).
Body language, gestures, rituals and emotions (Bickford 2011) play a role in
many forms of politics, as do stories and rhetoric (Young 2000). Referring
to recent work in moral psychology, Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011, 2014)
argue that animal morality, including human morality, should be understood
as primarily habitual. Humans are born with a certain social predisposition,
which is developed in childhood. When confronted with situations
that ask for a moral judgment, they often do not reflect extensively, but
respond immediately. Non-human animals who display moral behaviour
are socialised in their group in a similar way (see Bekoff and Pierce 2009,
Crane 2015, Peterson 2012) and we find a continuum of moral behaviours
in different species, varying between species, communities, and individuals
(compare Chapter 2 on language). Domesticated non-human animals and
humans can also form communities in which all are socialised and learn to
respond to certain interspecies norms through the moral frameworks that
structure social life (Chapter 3, see also Hearne 1986). Moral agency is, in
this conception, embodied and socially embedded; it is both subjective and
intersubjective, as well as being something that is constantly learned and
created with others. Donaldson and Kymlicka see this ‘norm responsiveness
in intersubjective relationships – the ability to moderate behaviour in accord
with internalised norms when relating to other selves’ (2014:14-15) as the
basis of democratic citizenship.
A focus on the embodied and habitual aspects of moral behaviour
and political participation allows for a different interpretation of the
requirements for deliberation. The process of revising reasons, coming
to normative agreements, and holding someone accountable, would not
have to be expressed in human language. Processes could involve speciesspecific languages – including the use of movements and gestures – and
material interventions (Driessen 2014, see also Case Studies 1 and 2). These
processes might take more time than those between humans, and could lead
to unexpected outcomes.
9.3 Political interspecies communication
While the precise characteristics of processes of interspecies political
communication should be developed in interaction with non-human
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animals of other species, there are certain preconditions that we can already
define as starting points for developing these processes. In what follows, I
will outline these around four themes: time, space, relations, and physicality.
These four aspects are not intended to be a full list, but taking them all into
account offers a good starting point for further political communication.
Time: from completed conversations to ongoing processes of deliberation
Political conversations between humans often take place in formalised
settings, and are aimed at reaching final conclusions. Because interactions
between humans and other animals are currently not yet formalised in this
manner, and because political interspecies communication involves many
uncertainties, with regard to non-human animal capacities, interspecies
understanding, and so on, it is better to conceive of these interactions as
open-ended processes (see also Donaldson forthcoming, Smuts 2001). In
these processes, understandings can of course be reached, but new insights
may always arise that can be used to improve these. As is the case with
humans, consensus is worth striving for, but it is unrealistic to expect to
reach full consensus because of the condition of plurality (Chapter 8).
Throughout this thesis I have discussed examples of these processes
of ongoing interaction between humans and other animals. They may have
taken the form of cooperative relationships (Chapter 3), of close friendships
(ibid.), of ongoing conflicts (7.1, 8.3), and of everything in between. While
not all the examples discussed are political, they can shed light on the
importance of taking temporal dimensions into account in relations with
other animals. The example of Howard (1952, 1956), who shared her life
with birds (Chapter 3) shows how great tits taught each other not to be
afraid of Howard, and that they also passed this knowledge on to younger
generations. While the initial interaction with the birds was careful, once
some of the birds found out that Howard was to be trusted, others followed.
In the example of Merle and Kerasote (2008), we find that human acts,
which were aimed at fostering the agency of a dog, initiated a process
in which the dog became more independent, which allowed the power
structure to change. This did not happen overnight, but took a long period
in which both parties could revise their position multiple times. Smuts’
interaction with a troupe of baboons (2001) shows us that groups of nonhuman animals can adapt to a human presence in their midst, as long as
the human participates in forms of interaction that are important to them.
Again, getting to know each other’s position, and adjusting to each other
takes time; Smuts describes how moving with the baboons through time
changed not only their relationship, but also her perspective on the world.
These aspects also play a role in political relations. The difference
between resistance and a simple refusal to participate, for example, in the
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case of working animals, relies on this temporal dimension. When a nonhuman animal is asked to perform a job, and they refuse, this does not
necessarily means they are resisting their oppression. When asked to work
for humans every day, under harsh conditions, the refusal to work on a
given day should be understood as intentional resistance; they know what
is coming, and they know they do not want to cooperate in that situation
anymore, even though they also know they will be punished (Hribal 2010).
This is only one example of how time can play a role in interspecies political
interactions; there are many others.169
Space: meeting other animals on their ground
Official political interaction often takes place in spaces that have been
specifically designed for it, such as parliament buildings and city halls. In
addition, different public and private (Tamura 2014) spaces can be used
politically – for example, streets that are used for a demonstration, the
internet when it is used for campaigning or activism, or museums when
they exhibit political art – but these spaces are often not thought to have the
same standing in political thought and practice (Tully 2009), and while their
influence on official forms of politics is increasingly recognised (Hobson
2007), actual political decision-making is often located in official spaces.
Most non-human animals would feel uncomfortable in official
human political spaces, because these are generally human buildings
enclosed by stone walls. Certain domesticated non-human animals – dogs
for example – sometimes accompany humans into these settings, but even
when they are present and can influence decision-making procedures with
their presence, these spaces are not the spaces where human/non-human
animal deliberation takes place. In order to further conceptualise processes
of interspecies deliberation, we therefore need to think beyond these human
political spaces. Here, as elsewhere, it is better to locate the spaces where
political interspecies interaction already takes place and to work from there,
rather than asking or expecting non-human animals to move into spaces
designed by and for humans. This goes further than simply recognising that
political interactions do not only take place in official political institutions, or
acknowledging the influence of other political practices on these institutions:
it implies broadening the notion of official political spaces to include these
other spaces. As we have seen above, examples of interspecies deliberation
can be found in many different spaces, ranging from the meadows around
Schiphol Airport to nature reserves in Singapore, cities and farms.
In a discussion of donkey/human relations in Botswana, Geiger
169 Donaldson (forthcoming) discusses how on the basis of these interactions
interspecies societies can develop over time in more detail.
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and Hovorka (2015) show that investigating the spatial dimensions of
interspecies relations is not something additional to analysing interspecies
interactions, but an important component for understanding how other
animals shape human lives and vice versa. In Botswana, for example, both
donkeys and humans are affected by poverty, and are affected by a cultural
understanding of what it means to be or to have a donkey. This influences
not only their relations, but also shapes their options for performing
differently. In order to further develop political models which acknowledge
the relevance of space, geographers and ethologists could locate and
analyse the spatial dimensions of political interactions. This means both
locating the actual spaces where these processes take place, and analysing
how they are connected to larger social and political structures. In further
developing the spatial aspects of interspecies deliberation, humans should
first acknowledge the political interspecies interaction where it takes place.
They could then adopt new attitudes towards other animals, and aim to
find new answers with them, in tandem with developing ways of translating
this interaction into existing political structures and using it to build new
political interspecies institutions.
Physicality: bodies, objects, and material deliberations
Conversations are always about something. For humans this ‘something’ can
often be captured in words. Interspecies deliberation often does not involve
human words, but as we saw above, this need not mean that we cannot
speak about things. Instead of viewing deliberation simply as a process in
which arguments are used to revise judgments, we should, as discussed in
9.2, also understand that our interactions with humans and other animals
are always embodied (see also Chapters 2 & 3). Furthermore, as discussed
in 9.1 and in Case Studies 1 & 2, objects can play a role in deliberation. In
dog/human relations the lead can function as a tool in deliberation (Case
Study 1), and in goose/human relations, land can function as a starting
point for deliberation (Case Study 2).
As with the spatial dimensions of political encounters, in order to
further investigate this, we should first focus on the material dimensions
of existing interspecies communications (Driessen 2014), after which
we can improve them and connect them to existing political practices.
Understanding that encounters are embodied and that we send out physical
signals to which other animals respond can contribute to change (8.3). We
can also invent new methods and processes to further develop understanding
and deliberation. A simple example can be found in a 2016 study, in which
23 horses of various ages and breeds were taught to use symbols boards to
communicate with humans (Mejdell et al. 2016). They used these symbols
to communicate whether they wanted a blanket left on, put on or taken off,
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and they used the symbols correctly given the circumstances.170 Instead of
asking horses whether or not they want to wear blankets, humans could
ask them whether or not they want to be ridden, whether they want to
stay outdoors or use the stables, what kind of food they prefer, and so on.
Humans could map these interactions, and the preferences could inform
further studies. A symbols board is obviously a human invention, and there
are many other options for investigating non-human animal perspectives; in
the case of food or shelter they could simply be given a choice. This example
does, however, show that it is possible for horses to express their preferences
in this manner, and that we can ask them about different aspects of their
wellbeing in different ways. As long as we remain ignorant of many of the
cues they use to communicate with us, this kind of invention can help to
bridge the distance between their preferred styles of communication and
ours.171
Relations: taking into account the context of deliberation
A focus on the temporal, spatial and material aspects of interspecies deliberation
helps us to understand how existing political dialogues are situated, and
offers us a starting points for conceptualising new forms of politics. In these,
humans are animals, and we should not see ourselves as rationally superior
beings who ought to be supervising these processes, but rather as entangled in
relations. Processes of change can begin with new human behaviours, and in
the current state of affairs humans have a special obligation towards different
groups of non-human animals (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011). Both oneoff individual encounters and daily group interactions are shaped by many
historical, cultural, political and other factors, and in understanding our rights
and duties as humans, as well as in envisioning new forms of interaction, it
is important that we take these into account. Hunting practices have caused
wild animals to be shy, which often leads humans to assume that wild animals
simply are shy. Howard’s birds, and the fallow deer discussed in Chapter 5,
show that this does not need to be the case, which opens up new possibilities
for interaction. Certain domesticated non-human animals depend on
humans for their survival, and understanding that humans have brought
this about helps us to think about our duties towards them. Here we also
find that the status quo is not a fixed truth: other animals can change
individually and collectively once they are provided with new choices.
170 One horse, however, often wanted to change, regardless of the weather; it was
assumed that she liked the interaction with humans.
171 Horses use referential communication to direct the behaviour of humans,
and humans are only just beginning to understand how complex and refined this
communication is (Malavasi and Huber 2016).
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An important part of recognising our obligations as humans is
giving up control over other animals, and over the outcomes of processes of
change. Beginning to interact with other animals differently and enabling
them to take matters into their own hands might not lead to harmony, and
might have unexpected results. We simply do not know. A suggestion for
further research is therefore to develop new political experiments with other
animals (see the Conclusion). These experiments can begin with existing
sites for deliberation, as mentioned above; farmed animal sanctuaries
(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2015), understood as intentional communities,
could also play a role in this.
9.4 Interspecies deliberation: a systemic view
In addition to developing political experiments with other animals as a first
step towards taking non-human animal voices into account in deliberative
democracies, we have to find new ways to translate these into larger political
structures. A systemic view of deliberation offers us a starting point for
imagining how this might work, and can also function as a model for
incorporating non-human animal agency into existing political structures.
I will now first briefly discuss what a systemic view of deliberation
encompasses, and then discuss its relevance for the interspecies context.
A systemic approach to deliberative democracy turns the focus from
single episodes of deliberation – in legislative bodies or small-scale initiatives
in which citizens can deliberate under relatively favourable conditions – to
the structure of the system (Mansbridge et al. 2012). This recognises the
complexity of democracies, and the variety of associations, institutions, and
sites of contestation – ranging from informal networks and schools to courts,
organised advocacy groups and the media – which foster and create political
work. In this view, a democratic system is made up of a set of interdependent
parts that are distinguishable and differentiated. These different parts are
relationally interconnected, yet they function independently. A deliberative
system encompasses a dialogue-based approach to political interaction
through expressing, demonstrating, arguing and persuading.
The systemic approach is in favour of a focus on rational argument,
yet it also acknowledges that protest and other forms of disruptive
communication can sometimes have a place in the larger scheme of things
to put certain issues on the agenda, and allow the voices of those outside of
hegemonic power be heard. In this, it also suggests ‘looking for “deliberative
ecologies”, in which different contexts facilitate some forms of deliberation
and avenues for information, while others facilitate different forms and
avenues’ (Mansbridge et al. 2012:6). In the interspecies situation, we could
take this to mean that certain sites consist of dog/human interactions, in
which spatial arrangements play a role, or goose/human interactions, while
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others might consist of humans deliberating about other animals, informed
by interactions with them. Focusing on the system of deliberation brings
to light aspects that remain hidden if one only focuses on individual sites
of deliberation. I will here discuss three, and show their relevance for
interspecies interactions. First, a focus on the system allows us to think
about deliberation on a larger scale and see connections between sites of
deliberation. Second, it helps to analyse the division of labour among parts
of a system; the deliberative qualities of some settings might be weak if we
regard them autonomously, yet they might still contribute to the overall
quality of deliberation. Third, regarding the entire system highlights larger
systemic inadequacies and contextual issues that impact individual sites, but
which remain hidden when we focus only on these.
Thinking on a large scale is important in interspecies relations. Face
to face deliberations between humans and other animals have, up to now,
only taken place in small settings, such as households, neighbourhoods and
towns. On a larger scale, the focus usually shifts from humans interacting
with non-human animals to humans discussing them. Investigating how we
can strengthen the relations between these smaller settings of deliberation
and institutionalised forms of human politics can give other animals more
voice and lead to new forms of interspecies politics. Below I discuss goose/
human deliberation as an example of how this could work.
Second, the division of labour proposed by Mansbridge et al. (2012)
can help in connecting and translating different forms of human and nonhuman animal knowledge. There are many matters that humans can discuss
with other animals, and vice versa (9.1). We can and should further develop
these ways of deliberating with other animals that take into account their
species-specific expressions, but in the current state of empirical research it is
unrealistic to expect to be able to deliberate with non-human animals in all
political affairs and institutions, or to be able to discuss things with them in
the same way that humans discuss with other humans. Non-human animals
are experts with regard to their own lives, and they can be assisted by human
experts, who can translate their standpoints for other humans. Humans
can also take on certain political roles in the current system, allowing other
animals to take on other roles; companion animals often are, for example,
good teachers. Because power relations are currently unequal and the system
is made to fit humans, humans have forms of knowledge which other animals
do not have, and they do have a role to play in formulating change.
Third, when we look at the overall system of deliberative democracy
we find that non-human animals are underrepresented generally, but also that
certain questions receive more attention than others. To give a few examples:
in mainstream political thought, there is a strong emphasis on human fixed
institutions and procedures, and not so much attention for the processes and
practices that inform and shape these. The role of non-human animals in
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these is not adequately acknowledged; non-human animals are often not
seen as a social group and are underrepresented in social justice movements.
Finally, while non-human animal sentience is increasingly seen as relevant in,
for example, Dutch and European legal and political decisions, their voices –
in the wider sense – are not taken into account at all democratically.
The systemic approach has descriptive and normative potential for
conceptualising how to incorporate small-scale interspecies interactions in
existing political mechanisms and institutions, because it focuses on relations
between forms of deliberation. It also helps us see that non-human animals do
not need to be able to represent themselves in human language in courtrooms
or political settings for political participation to occur; there are many ways in
which forms of deliberation already take place, and many ways in which these
situations are related to, or bear a resemblance to, human political decisionmaking procedures. Tamura (2014) draws our attention to the deliberative
potential in settings that are usually seen as non-deliberative, namely social
movements and the intimate sphere. We can consider the deliberative potential
of these in the light of their influence on the macro-deliberative structure, as
proposed in the systemic view (Dryzek 2010, Mansbridge et al. 2012), without
seeing them as sites for deliberation themselves. Tamura argues, however, that
this view still seems to privilege the government as an ‘empowered space’
above other spaces, and that when we focus on decision-making, we find that
social movements also function as arenas for discussion, and that in everyday
life, everyday talk can be a locus for transforming ideas and opinions. He
therefore proposes a nested view of deliberative systems, meaning that each
part of a deliberative structure functions both as a deliberative system in itself
and as part of a larger system.
If we modify our views of political communication and processes of
deliberation, the interspecies dialogues discussed above (Chapter 3 & 9.1),
can be compared to deliberation in the private sphere. The same applies to
animal activism, in which non-human animals also take part (Chapter 7).
However, these forms of deliberation still need to be connected to other –
currently exclusively human – political practices in order to work towards
new interspecies political institutions and procedures. Mapping the relations
between different sites of deliberation can be helpful in bridging the distance
between the human-centred system we have now and a truly interspecies
model developed with other animals. In order to further investigate how
this could work in practice, I now briefly return to the example of goose/
human deliberation in the Netherlands.
A systemic perspective on goose/human deliberations
Goose/human conflicts arose as the Dutch goose population grew, for
example, around Schiphol airport, and between geese and farmers (see
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Case Study 2 for the full story). Humans responded to these conflicts by
killing the geese, which is morally problematic and ineffective in practice.
Many parties play a role in these conflicts – among whom media, farmers,
politicians and biologists – but the geese themselves are not consulted, even
though they can exercise agency and interact with humans. Goose agency
needs to be taken into account for normative reasons: the interests of the
geese are affected and they should therefore be consulted in democratic
procedures. It is also necessary for practical reasons: the current approach
does not solve the problem. Part of the solution here is that humans need
to accept the presence of the geese; but there will always be conflicts and
interactions between groups of non-human and human animals, so we also
need to look for new ways of dealing with this and similar situations. To
do this, we need to improve deliberation with geese, and we also need to
improve the relations between existing sites of interspecies deliberation and
human politics as a starting point for reformulating democracy with them.
To connect different layers of goose/human politics and improve
political goose participation we can take the following steps. First, existing
goose/human interactions need to be mapped, as do the political procedures
and interactions that govern these interactions. We can then investigate
how the relations between goose/human acts and human politics and
legislation can be improved, and how goose agency can be taken into
account in developing these improvements. A very first step towards the
inclusion of goose voices in existing political decision-making could be for
human politicians to meet the geese about whom they are making decisions.
In the current situation, politicians often know nothing about the species
and communities they are dealing with, which makes it easy for them to
disregard their perspective and leaves stereotypes intact. More generally,
interaction with the geese should inform the decisions made about them,
and these decisions should be communicated back to the geese in a language
they can understand – for example, through material interventions. They
can then respond, for example, by leaving a certain spot or defending it, to
which humans can then further respond. Existing communication can be
learned from: communication about land can, for example, provide us with
information that can help us to communicate with the geese in better ways.
Human experts in various fields, such as art, biology, and politics, could
play a role in learning about the geese and finding new ways to live with
them. Small-scale political experiments should be set up to further develop
models of interacting and co-existing with geese.
The importance of beginning now
In order to promote non-human animal political participation, we should
improve existing sites where interspecies deliberation takes place, taking
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into account different forms of political communication. We should also
look for ways to incorporate these in human political frameworks. Of
course, such normative recommendations refer us back to the question of
non-human animal exclusion, to the definition of language as exclusively
human, and to the construction of the human as political actor, as discussed
at the beginning of this thesis. While questions of language and politics
are important, and must be answered, it is also important to begin to act
differently in non-ideal circumstances. Humans already influence, and often
dominate, the lives of many other animals. Lobbying for their political
inclusion and participation – through activism and official forms of politics,
acting differently, and portraying them differently – can help individual
non-human animals, and it can also create new beginnings. Given the
profit that humans make from their exploitation of other animals – not to
mention their more general reliance on animal products – it is unrealistic
to expect society to change overnight, so for the time being, the possibility
of creating change on a small scale is all we have. This does not mean that
we cannot do or change anything. We can bring the perspectives of other
animals to light, help individuals in need, advocate for them, and begin to
take these new ways of living with them into account in political practices
and institutions. For some non-human animals, this could mean everything.
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Conclusion, or Case Study 3
Thinking with animals
The lives of humans and other animals are intertwined in countless
practices, relations and encounters. There are many different steps we can
take to improve these, ranging from paying more attention to other animals
in individual encounters – something which is already a radical choice in
a world that disregards their lives – to extending our political systems to
better incorporate their voices and developing new interspecies political
institutions and practices. New models of political interaction should
always be developed together with other animals in order not to repeat and
reinforce anthropocentrism. Our current system is, however, dominated by
humans, and for change to take place humans will need to take the first
step and alter their behaviours, habits, and institutions. There are different
reasons for humans to change their behaviour, and change is already taking
place on a small scale.172 Political participation by non-human animals is not
a matter of all or nothing, and non-human animals already participate in a
number of political practices. They influence human political decisions by
their behaviour and presence, and humans and other animals act and speak
together: they form communities, have conflicts, and are not separated by
an existential abyss. In working towards strengthening non-human animal
political participation, ideas about justice between groups of humans –
both insights from social justice movements and democratic views about
equality and freedom – can help us think and act. Building new relations
is an open-ended process; we do not know how other animals will behave
when humans stop treating them so badly, or how communities will evolve.
There are different ways in which humans can work towards change
with other animals. On a small scale, we can locate spaces for interaction,
such as sanctuaries, houses, gardens, towns, and dog parks, where humans
can foster animal agency, work with other animals, learn to speak with and
listen to them in a better way, and find out how political participation can
and should look. These experiments can inform larger political and social
structures. Experiments could be scientific in character; it is particularly
important in this context to create spaces in which non-human animals
can determine the grounds for interaction. We also need to learn to see
172 See Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011, Chapter 10) on the relation between
morality and economy with regard to non-human animal exploitation.
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other animals differently culturally; here activism and art can play a
role. Taking these steps towards interspecies politics is not a matter of
‘giving’ other animals voice, but rather of understanding and recognising
that they have been speaking to us all along. In this process, one of the
challenges for animal academics is to move beyond anthropocentrism in
their thinking, or, in other words, to make the move from thinking about
to thinking with other animals. Before I draw more general conclusions
and offer recommendations for further research, I therefore first explore
how interacting with other animals can influence academic thought. Taking
my own life as an example, I focus on two examples from the last year:
working as a volunteer at the Stichting Amsterdamse Zwerfkatten (SAZ, The
Amsterdam Foundation for Stray Cats), and my attempts to bring nonhuman animals into the academic world.
C3.1 Stray cats and bringing non-human animals into academia
The summer of 2016 began with the death of my cat companion Putih. He
was one of my best friends ever, and my companion in some of the darkest
times I have known.173 Most of this thesis and all my novels were written
with him sitting on my lap, and I missed, and miss, him very much. In
Heart of a Dog (2015), a film essay about losing the ones we love, and loving
them, Laurie Anderson tells us about her Buddhist teacher, who taught her
to give something away each time she felt the need to cry. While I am not
against crying, I do often feel the need to turn sad events around, and in
this particular case this drew me to the SAZ, where I applied to work as a
volunteer.
The SAZ takes care of stray cats in and around Amsterdam, and
sometimes in other cities if the cats there need help and there is no local
organisation taking care of them.174 They ‘trap, neuter and return’ (TNR)
the cats who are too wild to be socialised, and they socialise those who
show some interest in interacting with humans. Once these cats are used
to humans, they are brought to shelters in the area from where they can be
adopted. The SAZ also assists humans who take care of stray cats in their
gardens by supplying food and shelter for the cats, and they offer financial
support to humans who cannot afford a veterinarian for neutering cats
and medical assistance. Furthermore, they generally offer help to humans
and cats in need, for example, with taking in cats after domestic abuse, or
offering a place to stay during medical treatment if their humans cannot
provide the appropriate care. When the SAZ started in 1994, there were
173 Together with my dear dog companion Pika, who passed away in May 2014.
174 See also Van Patter and Hovorka (2017) for a case study of feral cat/human
relations in Ontario, Canada.
242

many genuinely feral cats. Now, most of the cats on the street are either lost
or abandoned. The most efficient way of reducing the number of cats on the
street is neutering, and the best way to get this done is by creating awareness.
Humans are also animals, and they are treated as such by volunteers of the
SAZ: they need to be educated and nudged into having their cats neutered,
and sometimes a paternalistic attitude is adopted with regard to pushing
them towards choosing the best treatment for their cats.175
The SAZ receives a small amount of money from the municipality
for the TNR program; the remainder of their activities are paid for by private
donations and funding from animal welfare organisations. Only two of the
humans who work at the SAZ are paid, the organisation is almost entirely
run by volunteers. The two salaried humans are J, a strong-willed woman
who set up the SAZ, runs the place, and takes care not only of the cats of
Amsterdam but also of many humans who need assistance, including most
of the volunteers. The other paid human is A, who cleans the cages and
comes in every day without ever taking a day off. By the end of the year she
is obliged to not come in because she must, by law, take off a certain number
of days every year. She does not speak much and comes to work by bus;
cleaning at the SAZ is her life’s work. More generally, working at the SAZ
is really important to the volunteers, and is an important way of creating
meaning in their lives. The humans and cats with whom they interact often
make up their social circle. For the cats, they are part of their social circle,
and cats show clear preferences as to who they prefer to hang out with and
who they ignore, both with regard to humans and to felines.
I initially applied for a cleaning job, and was given two afternoons of
training. On the second afternoon I was asked to work in the office instead:
someone was needed to answer the phone, and there is a lack of volunteers
who can do this, because most suffer from mental and/or social problems. In
the months that followed, I answered the phone on Tuesday afternoons, and
week by week other tasks were added to my function, including applying
for funding and writing articles for the magazine they publish. Although
I liked the cleaning job, it was clear that I could be of more value to the
organisation in this context. Kittens were often housed in the office during
the autumn, and if there were no visitors, they would move through the
room on the tables and chairs, and use us as toys. I would also often go into
the cattery, two medium-sized rooms where around fifty cats spend their
days, and I made some feline friends in this manner.
Cat agency plays a major role in how the SAZ functions, both with
175 I have also learned that shelters and organisations that take care of cats often
fight over money and principles even though they have the same aims. They are,
in that sense, not very different from the cats who defend their own resources and
territory.
243

regard to human behaviour and the way in which procedures are set up
(see also Alger and Alger 1997, 2003). Catching cats, taking care of them
afterwards, socialising the ones who show they can be socialised, releasing
the others; all this is done in ways that they co-determine. In order to catch
stray cats, they are usually first fed at a certain time, in a certain place – both
of which the cats co-determine – for a period of time. The cats are then
caught, either because they allow humans to touch them, or by placing a
cage at the feeding place which needs to be checked regularly and changed
if the cat does not show up. Many of the humans who call for assistance have
adapted to having cats living in their homes and gardens, and are willing
to put great effort into caring for them or helping them; the cats often
determine where they live, and the humans whose homes they choose often
help them, although of course some just want to get rid of them. Phone calls
with humans often involve interpreting cat agency from a distance: through
asking questions, the volunteer has to determine whether the cats are lost,
merely wandering, or actually living on the street. Learning more about
stray cats and their connections with humans has helped me to see the city
differently: the cats form communities, with other cats and sometimes also
with the humans who take care of them. There is an invisible network in the
city of humans taking care of these cats.
While cat agency is taken seriously by the SAZ, it is not yet taken
seriously by the wider political, legal and social structures, which can lead
to problems. Nevertheless, cat agency does influence interaction with the
city council from a distance, both because of the spaces the cats choose,
and through the humans who advocate for them and who are influenced by
their interaction with the cats. But cat subjectivity does not generally play
a large part in developing legislation or in city planning. The right of cats
to certain territories should be recognised, and taken into account in spatial
developments. Medical care could also be improved, and there are currently
no procedural guidelines for euthanasia; one or two humans decide on the
basis of their experience. Neutering is a practice that is disputed amongst
animal rights theorists (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, see also Palmer 2013
for a discussion of this and other problems with cat citizenship), but is seen by
the SAZ it as the only remedy for mitigating the suffering of stray cats – while
this topic deserves a longer discussion, it is something that should at least be
questioned. Another problem concerns older feral cats. They often depend on
one or two humans to take care of them. When these humans die and there is
no one else to take care of the cats, euthanasia is currently sometimes seen as
the only option for them; old cats often cannot settle in a new territory. The
same applies to cats who are ill or permanently injured, and who are too afraid
of humans to live in a human home. Because human cities are too hostile an
environment for them, they should have the chance to ‘retire’ to cat villages.
Although some shelters do offer this option, there are not enough of them.
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Working at the SAZ influenced my thinking in different ways.
First, it showed me the importance of work that is often underestimated:
cleaning and feeding the cats, socialising them, and helping humans to
find their feet in their own lives. In locating sites for animal activism and
social change we tend to only look at more official and rational forms of
interaction, while this organisation relentlessly promotes and works towards
better cat/human relations, saving the lives of many cats at the same time –
always in interaction with the cats, on the basis of respect for them. Second,
it showed me that many conflicts cannot be solved easily. While neutering
cats is problematic with regard to their subjectivity, in current circumstances
it is often the best solution, given human attitudes and the way that human
cities function. Similarly, although killing cats because the human who has
always fed them has died and they are too old to take care of themselves
or to find their way in a new home may seem cruel and problematic, the
alternatives might be worse. Third, humans and cats are not very different
in terms of what they want from life and how they go about getting it. And
fourth, there is hope: some cats live good lives on campsites or in gardens
and human households, assisted by the many humans who actively want to
put effort into helping them.
Bringing other animals into academia
One of my aims while I was working on my PhD thesis was to organise as
many non-human animal related academic events as possible during the
four years of the project, in order both to bring other animals into academia,
and to create a community of those working on animal issues who are
scattered around the country. I also attended and spoke at many animalrelated conferences in different countries, and as my talks usually involved
non-human animal agency in some form, it struck me that they always
consisted of humans speaking about other animals – sometimes there would
be a crow on a rooftop in the distance, or a fly in the room, but that was
about it. Helena Pedersen (2017) discusses the ways in which educational
institutions can become spaces for activism and resistance in the context
of animal liberation. She draws our attention to the fact that theory and
practice are interconnected, and to the fact that there are different ways of
changing the university from within. Being in a room with humans and
speaking about other animals without any even being present might often
be the best option available. When I co-organised a conference on nonhuman animal agency, we did want to invite other animals in (7.2), and we
decided to have one session outside, in a park near the university. Pigeons
and insects joined us, as well as a few dogs with their human companions,
and taking the humans to the park meant herding them. While I am not
sure whether this session led the humans to view other animals differently,
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and the other animals were not officially part of the conference, something
did happen that would not have happened if we had stayed inside: there was
a collective sense of joy and wonder, and attention to what surrounds us.
The second example of bringing other animals into academia was
less voluntary. In November 2016, I co-organised a two-day conference on
animal politics in Leusden, which was quite a hassle to organise. During
the conference, my dog companions Olli (Case Study 1) and Doris176 – a
Romanian stray I had adopted a few months earlier – stayed with L and her
two dogs; or at least, that was the plan. L texted me on the first morning
– more specifically: during the first keynote speech – to say that Doris
had first chewed through the telephone cable, so she had no telephone or
internet access, and then attacked her and a friend’s dog when they were in
the car. I was unable to go home, so she took the dogs to my house, where I
picked them up later in the day. This created a problem for the second day
of the conference, and as L was not looking forward to another day with
Doris, we decided that she would have to come to the conference with me.
We borrowed L’s car and drove to Leusden on the morning of the
second day of the conference; Doris was quiet on the back seat, still sleepy.
The conference centre was in the woods, and we went for a brief walk before
we went in – it was actually the perfect location to take a dog. Doris did
well during the day, considering that she suffers from fear aggression and
is uncomfortable around strangers. If humans try to touch her, stand too
close to her, walk up to her frontally or even make eye contact for too long,
she will start to growl; if they continue their behaviour she might bark or
even bite. When humans ignore her she is usually fine. She looks quite
friendly and lovely, which in a sense is a handicap. Most of the humans at
the conference respected her behaviour. During keynotes she lay next to
my feet; she only barked once or twice, which is not bad for a first time to
a conference. During the sessions I chaired, her blanket was underneath a
table at the side of the room and she was quiet. The last session of the day
was the only session that was difficult, as she was tired and became more
vocal. In the breaks we took a few nice walks.
The other humans at the conference behaved quite well. Some did
try to touch her, but most of them stopped when I told them about her
difficulties or when they saw her behaviour. A few felt entitled to touch her
(‘I have a lot of experience with dogs’) and one of them even tried again
later in the day. Even though Doris was not participating officially, and was
not the typical, friendly, touch-me-and-I-will-wag-my-tail dog, quite a few
participants told me that they appreciated her presence. She was mentioned
176 Adopting Olli and Doris was made possible financially because the University
of Amsterdam hired me to write this thesis, so in a sense, academia has also rescued
them.
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by some of the presenters and smiled at a lot. The fact that she barked made
people relax and laugh, and maybe it also reminded them why we were
there. For me, the fact that she was there was mostly stressful, but it was
also important. We are still a long way from actually thinking with other
animals, but having someone there who is not human – making the space
more-than-human – is in itself a challenge to anthropocentrism, and invites
humans to consider someone else’s perspective.
C3.2 Political animal voices: conclusions and directions for further
research
We need to begin thinking with other animals in order not to repeat and
reinforce anthropocentrism in developing new definitions of existing
concepts and new models of interspecies interaction; we need to take their
perspectives into account in theorising, and acting. It is important to realise
that humans need to change their behaviour, but the end result is not up
to them. This applies to determining what language means, building new
non-anthropocentric forms of politics, and incorporating animal voices –
understood broadly – and acts into existing political structures. Even though,
as a human, I do not have the last word about the final shape of society or
privileged access to knowledge systems, I can make some recommendations
that might contribute to viewing other animals differently, and offer starting
points for change in different fields. As a final step in this thesis, I therefore
draw conclusions and offer recommendations for further research. I first
focus on the insights developed in the various chapters, and then distil these
into some more general points. I end by discussing directions for further
research.
The first part of this thesis concentrated on the interconnected
questions of animal languages and interspecies worlds. In Chapter 1, I
showed that current interpretations of ‘language’ are rooted in a tradition
of thought, discussing examples of this in the work of Descartes and
Heidegger that rely heavily on distinguishing humans from other animals.
In this strand of the philosophical tradition, humans are not only seen as
fundamentally different from other animals, they are also seen as more
important and the standard by which other animals are measured. The
construction of language as exclusively human springs from this hierarchy
and reinforces it. Furthermore, both seeing other animals as fundamentally
different to humans, and seeing humans as the only animals capable of
language and reason, has moral and political consequences. The current
exclusion of non-human animals from our moral and political realms is
not based on a misunderstanding of their capacities or a natural order, and
it is therefore not enough to argue that they are like humans in significant
respects in order to address this exclusion. We also need to reformulate
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the concepts that were defined by excluding them, first by investigating
how they came into being, and second by interpreting them anew with
other animals. The work of Derrida on the co-constitution of ‘animal’ and
‘language’ in the philosophical tradition offers a good starting point for the
critical part of this investigation, but in order to be able to actually move
beyond anthropocentrism we need to engage with other animals more
closely, and develop a theory of language in interaction with them.
The second chapter opened with a critique of animal language
research, common in the first half of the last century, which investigated
the linguistic capabilities of non-human animals by teaching them to speak
in human language. This research not only obscures actual non-human
animal languages because it forces them to express themselves in a strange
language, one that often does not suit them physically, it also is based on a
too narrow understanding of language. Recent research into aspects of nonhuman animal language has shown us that other animals do communicate
in complex ways, and that their systems of expression often share structural
characteristics with human languages. In order to conceptualise these as
languages, we need a new understanding of language. A good starting point
for the further investigation of animal languages is offered by the later work of
Wittgenstein, particularly his notion language games, because it challenges
a view of language, common in the humanist tradition, as universally valid
and referring to an abstract truth; something which is intrinsically tied to
an image of the human subject. Seeing non-human animal languages as sets
of language games can bring to light similarities and differences to human
language, and allow us to better understand non-human animal agency in
shaping language. This also offers us a new way of studying non-human
animal languages; one in which humans do not impose their predetermined
concepts on other animals, but start by investigating non-human animal
expressions, viewed as meaningful. In order to be able to study non-human
animal languages in this manner, we need to stop focusing on how they, or
we, can prove that they actually use language, and instead see them as social
and curious beings who look for and have meaningful interactions with
members of their own and other species.
Chapter 3 shifted the focus from studying non-human animal
languages to living with other animals, and the relation between language
and building common worlds. Humans and other animals share habitats
and households, and sometimes develop close relations. While there are
significant phenomenological differences between species, there are also
many things that are shared, physically and culturally, and there are ways
to come to new forms of understanding in which language can play an
important role. Language is a tool in building new relations, a way of
expressing how beings view the world, and can be used to come to an
understanding about this. Building common worlds with other animals
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also requires the viewing of other animals as subjects with whom we are
entangled in meaningful relations, who co-shape our lives, and who have
their own unique perspectives on life; all of which means moving beyond
scepticism and anthropocentrism. This also implies recognising that humans
did not evolve in a vacuum, and nor did other animals; humans and other
animals share a planet and are connected through and in many different
practices. Engaging with other animals in new and respectful ways aimed at
increasing their freedom is possible, and offers members of different species
a way to learn and further develop empathy.
In the first case study, I discussed my own experiences with Romanian
ex-stray dog Olli, who joined my multispecies household in 2013. In our
first three months together we developed the beginnings of a common
language, as well as common habits. I learned to see the world through his
eyes, and experienced the constraints dogs must live with in cities anew,
because everything was new to him. Living together changed both of us.
This case study showed how creating a language and teaching someone your
language contributes to developing a common world. It also showed that
humans and other animals are entangled in political relations in different
realms, and that macro-structures determine the space for movement on a
micro-level. Finally, it showed that freedom is always relational, and that
trust and proximity can contribute to enlarging one’s freedom and world.
In Chapter 4, I challenged an anthropocentric view of politics. Our
current understanding of politics and the political has been shaped by power
relations, and leads to violence towards other animals. Criticising this from
the perspective of justice, for example, by arguing for non-human animal
rights on the grounds that other animals are like humans in significant
respects, is important and could significantly improve the position of
many animals. Because our current view of politics is anthropocentric,
however, we also need to investigate the power relations that have shaped
our understanding of politics and the different forms of institutional and
epistemic violence that play a role in these processes. Here our systems of
knowledge, connected to cultural practices, intersect with political exclusion.
While humans often recognise direct violence towards other animals,
institutional violence is often not recognised as such precisely because it
is interconnected with epistemic violence, which renders it invisible. With
regard to language, we find that other animals are formally excluded from
political institutions and practices because they do not speak, which refers
back to a view of language as exclusively human, and connected to cultural
practices and knowledge production. Challenging this requires rethinking
politics with other animals. They exercise political agency, and recognising
this is part of seeing them as full persons. In addition to analysing power
relations, we should aim to get a better view of what constitutes a good life
for them, and develop new forms of politics in interaction with them.
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In further developing political relations with other animals that
take their agency into account and are aimed at a better life for all, we can
and should draw on insights developed to conceptualise political relations
between humans. In Chapter 5, I discussed relations between groups of
non-human animals and human political communities using concepts
designed to guide human political relations. The concept of citizenship can
clarify relations, and offer a new perspective on formulating membership
of the interspecies community for the non-human animals close to us;
political communication plays a major role in this process. Donaldson
and Kymlicka’s (2011) theory of citizenship emphasises non-human
animal agency, but we also need a strong theory of communication and
language. The concept of sovereignty is useful for conceptualising new
relations with groups of non-human animals who are not part of human
communities. Donaldson and Kymlicka use this concept to formulate a
theory of justice for wild animal communities. The problem with traditional
interpretations of sovereignty as tied to modern Nation States, is that
historically, sovereignty has often relied on a claim made by the powerful to
legitimise the territorial domination of others. Challenging this with regard
to non-human animals means challenging human superiority at all levels,
including existing political systems. Existing institutions and systems do,
however, also hold promise for other animals, and like citizenship, these
concepts can bring into focus new forms of interacting with other animals
and institutionalising these relations. Furthermore, new political relations
are not a matter of all or nothing. In recent pleas for greening the city, and
for labour rights and habitat rights for non-human animals, we find, for
example, attention for non-human animal agency and interests from the
ground up. A non-anthropocentric interspecies political system is currently
no more than a utopian ideal, as are non-human animal personhood rights,
but this does not mean that change is not possible; these examples can be
seen as beginnings for new ways of thinking about, and interacting with,
other animals politically.
Animal rights theories, and animal studies more generally, often
focus on mammals, and sometimes birds. Earthworms are not seen as very
valuable by most humans, even though Darwin clearly demonstrated the
major influence they have on the world that we share with them, and current
research has shown that they are more like us than we think. In Chapter 6,
I turned to the example of earthworms in order to investigate the limits of
using existing concepts to think about political relations with other animals
and to explore the borders of interspecies political agency. The lives of
humans and worms are interconnected, and human acts influence worm lives
in many different ways. In our view of earthworms, questions of knowledge
and power are intertwined; earthworms are used to answer questions about
humans and ecosystems, not about worms, in an anthropocentric framework
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that is self-reinforcing. Sentience is often presented as the starting point
for moral consideration, but establishing whether or not other animals are
sentient takes place in a discourse distorted by prejudices about non-human
animal capacities. Because earthworms are so different to us, and because
we know very little about them, we cannot make definite assumptions about
their political agency or political relations. We can and should, however,
treat them with consideration and respect, and give them the benefit of the
doubt with regard to whether we may harm them. Food can be a starting
point in establishing new relations.
The second case study focused on goose/human relations in the
Netherlands, and specifically on the conflict around Schiphol airport in
recent years. Goose agency is not taken into account in this conflict, which
leads to normative and practical problems. Seeing geese as political actors,
paying attention to their species-specific behaviours, and investigating how
they act politically can help us to establish new relations and further clarify
how human political concepts might play a role in interspecies relations
more generally. For this to happen, it is important to begin seeing them
differently, and to develop a non-anthropocentric view of sharing space.
Translating their agency and communication with them into political
institutions can be done in different ways, for example, by developing new
models of deliberation. Different human groups can play a role in this
process.
In the third part of this thesis I concentrated on translating the
insights about language and politics from the first two parts into existing
political practices and institutions, and I investigated how they could play
a role in developing new forms of interspecies politics. Chapter 7 focused
on activism and social change, and explored the role of non-human animals
as actors of change. Non-human animals resist human oppression in many
different ways, sometimes together with humans.Their acts focus not so much
on improving human liberal democracies, but rather call into question the
anthropocentric framework in which they take place. While human activists
have a role to play in the liberation of groups of non-human animals which
sometimes includes the duty of speaking for them, they should also always
look for ways to incorporate their voices, consult them, and bring to the
fore their expressions and perspectives, because these can never be reduced
to human interpretations of them. To further develop activist strategies,
humans should look at intersections between the oppression of different
non-human and human groups, and should actively strive to bring to light
their agency in existing forms of activism. In imagining the goal of social
change, humans should begin with actual non-human animal agency rather
than human interpretations of what is best for them. I used the example
of different communities of stray dogs to show that non-human animals
have their own views about which communities they wish to be part of, and
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how much interaction with humans they desire. Both non-human animal
resistance and these stray animal communities offer us starting points for
working towards interspecies social and political change.
Chapter 8 turned the focus from activism to political
participation within given political frameworks. Non-human animal
political participation is often either considered not relevant by animal
rights theorists, or not considered at all. This is problematic, because the
right to political participation – to co-shaping the rules under which
one lives – is not just any right. Non-human animals are individuals
with their own perspectives on life and their own idea of the good life,
which cannot be reduced to species-specific templates. Granting them
specific rights within an anthropocentric framework without giving them
the opportunity to shape their lives and shared communities beyond
that, both fails to take their individuality and agency seriously, and fails
to really take seriously the idea of interspecies communities. We should
therefore focus on fostering non-human animal participation in political
institutions and search for new models with them, based on our relations
with them. Non-human animals who are close to humans should have
different rights in this regard to those further away, but the latter should
also have the opportunity, for example, to shape the use of common spaces.
Existing encounters offer a good starting point for promoting non-human
animal political participation. Political animal philosophers should locate
spaces where political interaction already takes place and look for ways
to improve it in a dialogue between humans and other animals, at the
individual and group level. Rights and other human inventions could help
to guide this process, which does not automatically lead to harmony or
justice; different groups have different interests, and enabling them to
express these is part of the task of democratic societies.
The final chapter of this thesis explored how conversations
between humans and other animals that take place at a micro-level can
be translated into existing human democratic practices and institutions
using a systemic perspective on deliberative democracy. A systemic view of
deliberation has value for incorporating small-scale interspecies interactions
into larger deliberative structures because it focuses on the whole system,
and brings out the connections between levels of deliberation. In this way,
different human and non-human forms of knowledge and communication
can be incorporated into larger existing structures. This could be a first
step in incorporating political animal voices into human politics. This will
require not only investigating the relations between existing interspecies
dialogues and existing political practices, but also rethinking what counts
as proper political agency – and speech in particular. Other animals speak,
and have their own languages, and incorporating this into politics might be
less far-fetched than we think. It does ask for a broadening of our notion of
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deliberation, and a taking into account of the temporal, spatial, material and
relational dimensions of the interaction.
In this thesis, I have challenged an anthropocentric view of
politics and language by explicating the power relations involved in these
processes and the forms of institutional and epistemic violence they are tied
to, and by offering an alternative. Non-human animals currently have no
voice in political systems, nor do they have the opportunity to change this
themselves. Change must begin with humans, and existing human concepts
and institutions can function as tools for change, and disrupt systems of
exploitation and domination; humans, however, also need to challenge the
views about human superiority that are inherent in them in order not to
repeat anthropocentrism. Viewing other animals differently – including
their languages, their social relations, and their political agency – is not a
matter of them proving to us that they are good subjects. It should start
with us recognising them as curious and responsive persons with whom we
are entangled in a multitude of relations – sometimes very intimately when
we share our lives with them, sometimes in more symbolic or distant ways.
This is not just a social or political matter: academia is currently also directly
connected to non-human animal exploitation, for example, through animal
experimentation, and in indirect ways by the reinforcement of humancentric discourses. Thinking with other animals is necessary for establishing
change. This has consequences for how we practise philosophy: instead of
determining beforehand how we should interact with other animals, which
political and social structures we should use, and how other animals should
or should not behave, we should enable them to express themselves more
fully as a starting point for thinking and acting differently with them.
Directions for further research
In order to further develop models of non-human animal political
participation, we need create experiments that provide non-human animals
with the opportunity to express themselves politically. This means creating
settings – in households, cities, sanctuaries, or elsewhere – where other
animals are given the opportunity to make choices for themselves to
which humans can respond, and so on, in open-ended dialogues. One way
of doing this is by creating situations in which they experience as much
freedom as possible, for example, in farmed animal sanctuaries (Donaldson
and Kymlicka 2015). Another possible route is found in the work of Len
Howard, who retreated from human life to live with birds and study them
on their terms (Chapter 3). Experiments can also be more modest, and take
place in interspecies households in cities (Case Study 1). The problem in
the latter case is that non-human animals are constrained in many ways, as
Case Study 1 shows, and that humans have to continuously make choices
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for other animals for reasons of safety or to comply with legal obligations.
Living with stray cats in cities (C3.1) provides us with a different perspective
on the border between human care and free choice, and offers a promising
starting point for further study. In all of these cases, it is important to focus
on their perspective and the intersubjective dimensions of the interaction,
and to understand that democratic participation is always something that
is created in relations with, and in relation to, others. Acknowledging
this means we must begin with the idea that other animals are subjects
with whom we are entangled in relations, and about whom we learn in
interactions that are also partly shaped by them. We find examples of this
in the work of Haraway (2003, 2008), and in Donaldson’s (forthcoming)
proposals for political non-human animal participation.
While we can begin to experiment with political participation and
new forms of living with other animals on a small scale, most of the nonhuman animals alive today are held captive and killed by humans for human
benefit. In order for the experiments I have suggested to make sense, we need
to investigate ways of making animal activism more mainstream to improve
the position of those who are unable to do so themselves. This requires
empirical research into which forms of activism are effective (Aaltola 2015,
Leuven forthcoming), and searching for collaborations between different
groups working towards change for animals, as well as groups that strive
for social justice with regard to other groups (Calarco 2015, Wyckoff
2014). It also requires further investigation of the interconnections between
academia and activism: it asks for exploring both how academia contributes
to perpetuating non-human animal oppression, and how academic work
can foster activism and different perspectives on non-human animals. Moral
and political philosophy has a role to play here, as does empirical research
into non-human animal capacities.
In addition to investigating the ties between academia and activism,
there is a need to bridge the gap between certain fields of knowledge and
political decision-making. Current political institutions and practices rely
on specific forms of knowledge production that fit into the dominant
discourse and keep intact forms of epistemic violence towards non-human
animals. This epistemic construction is interconnected with institutional
violence (4.2). In order to challenge animal oppression we need to address
both forms of violence. It is important to involve non-human animals in
these processes, or at the very least criticise their absence from an ethical
or political point of view. One specific point of attention is non-human
animal language research (Chapter 2). While there is growing attention for
non-human animals in political philosophy, the topic of animal language
is underexplored in philosophy and other fields of study, as well as in
politics. This is unfortunate, because recent research forces us to rethink
their linguistic capacities and our view of language, as well as of their inner
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lives and cultures. More research into this is needed, especially research that
moves beyond studying one aspect of the language of one species, as is still
common in biology and ethology.
In order to improve the situation for other animals, the animal
movement needs to work in all directions – including lobbying for nonhuman animal rights in existing human political spheres, promoting
veganism, helping stray cats, writing novels, educating others, taking in
non-human animals who need a home, and helping those in need in other
ways. As our ideas about non-human animal subjectivity change, animal
philosophy needs to focus more strongly on listening to them and paying
attention to their perspectives. This means learning about their languages
and cultures and respectfully engaging with them, in order to not repeat
the exclusion that our systems of knowledge are based on, and to find new
pathways with them. To build new relations with other animals, we need
to develop spaces where we can interact on different terms, to find out
what other animals want from us, and to show other humans that different
relations, built on mutual respect rather than exploitation, are possible. This
thesis is only a first step in imagining how political non-human animal
voices can be heard and integrated into human politics, and it should be
followed by actual political experiments with them, something that I hope
to concentrate on in the future. These are dark times for most other animals,
something that should concern all who read this, and it is up to us to act
differently.
We can begin again. We should begin again.
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Political animal voices: summary
In this thesis, I develop a theory of political animal voices. I do so in three
steps. The first part of the thesis focuses on language. I first investigate the
relation between viewing language as exclusively human and seeing humans
as categorically different from other animals. I then discuss recent empirical
research into non-human animal languages and cultures, and develop an
alternative way of thinking about language. I also investigate human/nonhuman animal languages, and the relation between developing a common
language and creating common interspecies worlds. The second part of the
thesis turns the focus to animal politics. Here I draw on insights developed
in the recent political turn in animal ethics, and specifically focus on political
non-human animal agency. I criticise anthropocentric interpretations of
politics from the perspective of justice and from the perspective of power
relations, and I investigate the potential of the different concepts that are
used to interpret and govern political relations between human groups
for thinking about political relations between humans and other animals.
In the third and final part of the thesis I focus on the relation between
political animal acts and existing human political practices and institutions.
I investigate how other animals already act politically, and how their agency
can be fostered and strengthened. I also discuss how these acts can function
as the beginning of new forms of political interaction with other animals.
In addition to the theoretical chapters, I discuss two case studies: the first
concerns my own experiences with Romanian stray dog Olli, and focuses
on language, politics and freedom in dog/human relations. The second case
study concentrates on the goose/human conflict that has taken place in the
Netherlands in recent years. It shows that viewing geese as political actors
is important for normative and practical reasons, and offers a different way
of thinking about goose/human relations. In the conclusion I focus on
thinking with animals. I discuss my own experience of bringing non-human
animals into academia and I also draw more general conclusions, including
offering recommendations for further research.
Most humans see language as human language, even though other
animals have their own complex and nuanced ways of communicating with
others. In the first chapter of this thesis I question this image of language
by investigating the relation between language and anthropocentrism. I
first show that current formulations of ‘language’ are rooted in a tradition
of thought that relies on distinguishing humans from other animals. In
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this strand of the philosophical tradition, humans are not only seen as
fundamentally different from other animals, they are also seen as more
important, and as the standard by which other animals are measured. The
construction of language as human language springs from that hierarchy
and reinforces it. Furthermore, both seeing other animals as fundamentally
different from humans and seeing humans as the only animals capable of
language and reason has moral and political consequences. The current
exclusion of non-human animals from our moral and political realms is not
based on a misunderstanding of their capacities or a natural order, and in
order to address this exclusion it is therefore not enough to argue that they
are like humans in significant respects. We also need to reformulate the
concepts that were defined by excluding them, first by investigating how they
came into being, and second by interpreting them anew with other animals.
In the first section of this chapter, I criticise this view of language, reason,
and animals. I discuss the connection between the concepts ‘language’ and
‘animal’ in part of the Western philosophical tradition, using the work of
René Descartes and Martin Heidegger as examples. We find an alternative
approach in the work of Jacques Derrida, which I discuss in the second part
of the chapter, and which complicates stereotypical views about ‘the animal’
and critically examines the image of the human that is connected to it. His
critique is valuable, but he provides only a negative view of non-human
animals, language, and human-animal relations. In the final section, I argue
that this is unfortunate: in order to adequately address anthropocentrism,
we need to redefine these concepts in and through interaction with nonhuman animals.
To do this, we need to engage with other animals. Chapter 2 therefore
turns the focus to non-human animal languages. I draw on empirical studies
of non-human animal languages and cultures, in order to provide a better
insight into their worlds as a starting point for conceptualising interspecies
interactions and world-building. I begin by discussing language research in
which humans investigate the linguistic capacities of other animals through
teaching them to use human language. I then discuss problems with this
approach, for non-human animals and language, and I discuss how Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s later work, and specifically his concept language games, can
function as an alternative way of conceptualising and studying non-human
animal languages and interspecies languages. Seeing non-human animal
languages as a set of language games can bring to light similarities with
and differences to human language, and allow us to better understand nonhuman animal agency in shaping language. This also offers us a new way
of studying non-human animal languages, one in which humans do not
begin with predetermined concepts which they impose on other animals,
but start by seeing non-human animal expressions as meaningful. In order
to be able to study non-human animal languages in this manner, we need to
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stop focusing on how they, or we, can prove that they actually use language,
and instead see them as social and curious beings who look for meaningful
interactions with members of their own and other species. The second half
of the chapter, in which I use ethological studies and philosophical insights
to provide a phenomenological view of language, is devoted to exploring
how different functions of language can be characterised in a multispecies
context. I discuss the language games of mimicry, alarm calls, grammar,
identity and performativity, as well as meta-communication. In the final
section I argue that we need to move from thinking about to thinking with
other animals, and that we therefore need to explore the relation between
language and world in an interspecies context.
To further investigate the relation between language and building
common worlds, we need to shift the focus from studying animal languages
to living with other animals. Humans and other animals share habitats
and households, and sometimes develop close relations. While there are
significant phenomenological differences between species, there are also
many things that are shared, physically and culturally, and there are ways to
come to new forms of understanding in which language can play an important
role. Language is a tool in building new relations, a way of expressing how
beings view the world in order to come to an understanding about it.
Building common worlds with other animals again requires viewing other
animals as subjects with whom we are entangled in meaningful relations,
who co-shape our lives, and who have their own unique perspectives on life.
This means moving beyond scepticism and anthropocentrism; it also implies
recognising that neither humans nor other animals evolved in a vacuum;
humans and other animals share a planet and are connected through many
different practices. Engaging with other animals in new and respectful
ways aimed at increasing their freedom is possible, and offers members of
different species a way to learn and further develop empathy. In the first
half of Chapter 3, I theorise the connection between language and world in
interspecies relations. I do so first by reflecting on the relationship between
language and world, in which I use dog trainer and philosopher Vicki
Hearne’s views about interspecies language games, and Heidegger’s views
on the relation between world and language. I then turn to the embodied
aspects of language, drawing on the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In
the following section I focus on understanding other animals and the role
of empathy in this process. The second part of the chapter investigates
how this works in practice. I first conceptualise ethologist Barbara Smuts’
experience of living with baboons as world-building practice, using the
phenomenological insights derived from the first part of the chapter. I
then turn to living and speaking with dogs, discussing language, habits,
and building common worlds. In the following section, I consider sharing
households with other animals, and the role that material interventions can
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play in working towards understanding and improving conditions for other
animals, including increasing their freedom. In the final section I further
explore the relation between these different examples of interspecies worldbuilding practices and freedom.
In the first case study, I develop these ideas further by discussing
my own personal experiences with Romanian stray dog Olli around three
themes: language, freedom, and politics. I focus on the first three months
with Olli, in which a common language and habits were created and a
certain level of freedom was established for him. The first section shows
how our common language and habits came into existence. This created a
common world, as well as a way to express that world, which changed both
the dog and the human in question. The second section discusses learning
to walk on the lead in relation to freedom and oppression in interspecies
communities. The last section focuses on Olli’s political agency as a former
stray dog, both on the micro- and macro-levels. By emphasising Olli’s
perspective and actions, this chapter also aims to explore ways to move
beyond anthropocentrism in philosophy. I learned to see the world through
his eyes, and experienced the constraints dogs must live with in cities anew,
because everything was new for him. Living together changed both of us.
The second part of this thesis further focuses on the politics of
relations between non-human and human animals. Non-human animals
are not seen as political actors by most humans, systems and societies, nor
are they seen as part of shared political communities, even though human
acts, institutions and systems greatly influence their lives. In Chapter 4,
I challenge this political anthropocentrism and offer a different way of
thinking about non-human animals, and politics. I first discuss challenges
to anthropocentric interpretations of politics – which, for example, argue for
non-human animal rights on the grounds that other animals are like humans
in significant regards – from the perspective of justice. These critiques are
important and could drastically improve the position of many animals.
Because our current view of politics is anthropocentric, however, we also
need to investigate the power relations that have shaped our understanding
of politics, and investigate the different forms of institutional and epistemic
violence that play a role in these processes. These are discussed in the
section which follows. Our systems of knowledge, which are interconnected
with cultural practices, intersect with political exclusion. While humans
recognise direct violence towards other animals, institutional violence is
often not recognised because it is interconnected with epistemic violence,
which renders it invisible. Language plays a role in this process. Other
animals are formally excluded from political institutions and practices
because they do not speak, which refers back to a view of language as
exclusively human, and this view is interconnected with cultural practices
and knowledge production. Challenging this requires rethinking politics
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with other animals. In section 3, I therefore turn the focus to political nonhuman animal agency and the limits of the political. Non-human animals
exercise political agency, and recognising this is part of seeing them as full
persons. In addition to analysing power relations, we should aim to get a
better view of what constitutes a good life for them, and develop new forms
of politics in interaction with them. In the final section, I further investigate
how we can develop new forms of politics with other animals.
In further developing political relations with other animals we can
and should draw on insights developed to conceptualise political relations
between groups of humans. In Chapter 5 I draw on recent work in the
so-called ‘political turn’ in animal ethics, most notably Sue Donaldson and
Will Kymlicka’s political theory of non-human animal rights, to discuss
how these concepts can guide relations between groups of non-human
animals and human political communities. I first focus on those nonhuman animals who are part of human communities, and review proposals
to see them as citizens or members of a republican community. Using the
concept of citizenship can clarify relations and offer a new perspective
on formulating membership of interspecies communities; in this process
political communication, and non-human animal agency, play a major role.
In section two, I turn to non-human animals who do not wish to be part of
human communities. I discuss recent proposals to view them as sovereign
communities, and contrast these with proposals to conceptualise these
relations as interspecies cosmopolitanism. In the second half of this chapter
I discuss problems with traditional interpretations of sovereignty which rely
on claims made by the powerful to legitimise the territorial domination of
others. In order to challenge human sovereignty, we should challenge human
superiority on all levels, including existing political systems. However,
existing institutions and systems also hold a promise for other animals, and,
like citizenship, these concepts can bring into focus new forms of interacting
with other animals and institutionalising these relations. Furthermore, new
political relations are not a matter of all or nothing. In the final section, I turn
to examples of new ways of relating to other animals – as found in existing
institutions – that can function as beginnings for further reformulating laws
and political practices: labour rights, habitat rights, and urban planning. A
non-anthropocentric interspecies political system is currently no more than
a utopian ideal, but this does not mean that change is not possible; these
examples can be seen as beginnings for new ways of thinking about and
interacting with other animals politically.
In thinking about further developing political relations with other
animals, we find that they can act and express themselves in a great variety
of ways. In animal philosophy, ‘animals’ usually means mammals, though
birds, fish and certain invertebrates are sometimes included. An important
reason for this is that sentience is usually seen as the grounds for rights and
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human obligations; non-human animals have interests, and it is therefore
wrong to harm them. Small animals, such as bees, worms and spiders, are
often excluded from this image, because it is unclear whether or not they
are sentient. Since there are many non-human animals who are beyond
doubt sentient and who suffer greatly from human violence, it may indeed
seem best to focus on these cases. The lives of small non-human animals
and humans are, however, also intertwined, and humans use them for their
benefit. Furthermore, it is problematic to only focus on those animals
who are most like us, and who is seen as sentient is also partly a result of
human-centred discourses. In Chapter 6, I therefore discuss worm politics,
both in order to further clarify the borders of the political, and in order to
show the variety of possible relations with non-human animals. I do so
by contrasting new materialist approaches to non-humans with political
animal philosophy. I also discuss the relation between knowledge and power
around the example of earthworms as laboratory animals. I then turn to new
forms of interacting with earthworms, first by discussing eating as relating
and then by reviewing proposals to view them as sovereign communities,
or neighbours. I end by suggesting that we should respect earthworms and
start regarding them differently. Food can be a starting point in establishing
new relations.
In the second case study, I draw on the insights developed in the
first two parts of the thesis to investigate the goose/human conflict around
Schiphol Airport. Geese are not wanted in the fields around the airport, yet
they keep coming back because they like the grass. In response, humans kill
them, even though this does not solve the problem. Many different parties
play a role in this conflict – politicians, animal welfare activists, farmers, the
airport, the general public – but the role of the geese is underexposed. The
geese are the centre of attention, but no one is paying attention to their views
on the matter, nor is anyone interested in working with them to solve this
situation. This is unfortunate for normative and practical reasons. Seeing
geese as political actors, paying attention to their species-specific behaviours,
and investigating how they act politically can help us to establish new
relations, and further clarify how human political concepts can play a role
in interspecies relations more generally. For this to happen, it is important
to begin seeing them differently and to develop a non-anthropocentric view
of sharing space. Translating their agency and communication with them
into political institutions can be done in different ways, for example, by
developing new models of deliberation, and different human groups can
play a role in this process. In this case study I first discuss viewing geese as
political actors, and goose/human communication. I then turn to human
political concepts, such as ‘foot voting’ and squatting, and investigate how
these can shed light on group goose agency. I also discuss the politics of
space; humans have given themselves the right to claim certain spaces, and
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finding new ways of sharing space is important in all non-human/human
animal conflicts. In the final section, I offer recommendations for dealing
with geese in new ways in relation to existing human political practices and
institutions.
The third part of the thesis further explores how we can bridge
the distance between non-human animal and interspecies political acts,
and existing human political institutions and practices, in order to promote
political animal voices and foster non-human animal political participation.
I investigate how other animals already act politically, and how their agency
can be fostered and strengthened. I also discuss how these acts can function
as the beginning of new political interspecies practices and institutions. In
Chapter 7, I focus on the role of non-human animals as agents of social and
political change. The role that non-human animals play in social change is
not usually acknowledged in theory or in animal activism, because nonhuman animals are not seen as political actors or as agents of social change,
even though they act politically and influence human political institutions
and practices. This is problematic because it does not recognise non-human
animal agency, and reinforces viewing them as mute, in contrast to human
actors, which reaffirms anthropocentrism and unequal power relations. It
also leads to a situation, common in animal activism, in which humans speak
for other animals. This runs the risk of obscuring their perspective, and is
problematic for democratic reasons. We therefore need to explore nonhuman animal activism and possibilities for interspecies political change.
It is paradoxical, as well as patronising, if humans are still presented as the
group that decides what is best for other animals, or if humans determine
the precise form and content of ‘rights’ or ‘liberation’. This should instead be
a mutual project. Taking non-human animal agency into account in activism
can furthermore help us to see the existing situation in a different light, and
open up new ways of thinking about social and political change. It can
also contribute to imagining and creating new interspecies communities.
In this chapter, I first discuss non-human animal acts of resistance, and
investigate whether these acts can be seen as civil disobedience. I then turn
to the relation between non-human animal oppression and the oppression
of human groups via a discussing of intersectionality. This is followed by a
discussion of the question of speaking for others, and options for assisting
other animals as activists. In the final section I discuss how stray dog agency
can function as a starting point for change.
In addition to acknowledging non-human animal political agency
and developing new political systems with other animals, we need to
investigate how existing political frameworks can be made more inclusive
in an interspecies context. Chapter 8 therefore turns the focus from activism
to political participation. Non-human animal political participation is often
either not considered relevant, or not considered at all, by animal rights
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theorists. This is problematic, because the right to political participation
– to co-shaping the rules under which one lives – is not just any right.
Non-human animals are individuals with their own perspectives on life and
their own idea of the good life, which cannot be reduced to species-specific
templates. In this chapter, I first discuss how and whether non-human
animals can co-author the laws under which they live, and I explore the
normative justifications for establishing an interspecies democracy. In the
second section I investigate which non-human animals can or should be
seen as part of a shared interspecies community with humans. I conclude
the chapter by exploring ways to improve democratic interaction with other
animals, in which I discuss Sue Donaldson’s proposals for enabling voice
and space, and end with two examples in which humans and other animals
interact politically in order to investigate how democratic non-human
animal participation can be improved: material deliberation with seagulls,
and human-macaque greeting rituals as new forms of political interaction.
In this thesis, I have discussed many examples of ways in which
non-human animals speak and act politically, at an individual level and as
groups, with members of their own groups and with others. In the final
chapter, I draw on these cases to develop an interspecies understanding of
deliberation. I discuss how deliberation between human and non-human
animals already takes place, and how it can be improved, using a systemic
perspective on deliberative democracy. I do so in order to bridge the distance
between existing human-non-human animal dialogues at a micro-level, and
human political systems. I begin by discussing examples of dialogues between
human and non-human animals in the animal studies literature. While the
examples I discuss do justice to non-human animal agency and show the
richness of existing relations between human and non-human animals, as
well as potential for new relations and encounters, they do not challenge
power relations and anthropocentrism at a macro-level. In the second section
of this chapter I therefore turn my focus to deliberative theory. Developing
a theory of interspecies deliberation requires not only investigating the
relations between existing interspecies dialogues and existing political
practices, but also rethinking what counts as proper political agency –
especially speech. I discuss the relation between democratic inclusion and
different forms of speech, focusing on non-human animal languages and
the embodied and habitual character of political communication in order
to incorporate non-human animal voices. In the third section, I further
focus on political interspecies communication and argue for the taking into
account of the temporal, spatial, material and relational dimensions of the
interaction. In section four, I move to translating these insights into existing
democratic mechanisms by investigating the relevance of the systemic turn
in deliberative democracy for incorporating non-human animal agency
and interspecies encounters in existing democratic structures. A systemic
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view of deliberation has value for incorporating small-scale interspecies
interactions into larger deliberative structures because it focuses on the
whole system and brings out the connections between levels of deliberation.
In this way, different human and non-human forms of knowledge and
communication can be incorporated into larger existing structures. This
can be a first step in incorporating political non-human animal voices in
human politics, and the beginning of new forms of interspecies politics. I
also return to goose/human relations in The Netherlands, both in order to
show that interspecies deliberation already takes place, and to make some
recommendations to improve it. Other animals speak and have their own
languages, and incorporating this into politics might be less far-fetched
than we think.
If we want to further develop interspecies political practices and
institutions with other animals, we need to make the move from thinking
about to thinking with non-human animals. One of the challenges for
animal academics is to go beyond anthropocentrism in thinking, and to
make the move from thinking about to thinking with other animals. In the
first part of the conclusion, which can be read as the third case study, I explore
how we can begin to do this. I do so by discussing my own experiences
with other animals, in which I investigate their influence on my academic
practice and on the wider academic world of which I am part. I focus on two
examples: working as a volunteer at the Stichting Amsterdamse Zwerfkatten
(The Amsterdam Foundation for Stray Cats), and literally bringing other
animals into academia. In the second half of the conclusion I draw general
conclusions and offer recommendations for further research together with
other animals.
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Politieke stemmen van dieren: samenvatting
In dit proefschrift ontwikkel ik een theorie over politieke stem van dieren.
Ik doe dat in drie stappen. Het eerste deel, hoofdstuk 1 tot en met 3, richt
zich op taal. Ik stel een beeld van taal als zuiver menselijk ter discussie,
en ontwikkel een alternatief. Ook ga ik in op de verhouding tussen taal
en het ontwikkelen van gemeenschappelijke werelden. In het tweede deel,
hoofdstuk 4 tot en met 6, problematiseer ik de afbakening van het politieke
als menselijk, en betoog ik dat andere dieren ook politiek handelen. Ik
bespreek ook hoe verschillende politieke begrippen die we voor mensen
hebben ontwikkeld, zoals burgerschap en soevereiniteit, van toepassing
zijn op relaties met andere dieren. Het derde deel, dat de hoofdstuk 7 tot
en met 9 beslaat, bouwt voort op de inzichten over taal en politiek uit de
eerste twee delen. Het onderzoekt zowel hoe bestaande politieke instituties
en praktijken inclusiever kunnen worden en hoe politieke participatie van
andere dieren bevorderd kan worden, en hoe nieuwe politieke praktijken
en instituties ontwikkeld kunnen worden met andere dieren. Naast deze
hoofdstukken bevat het proefschrift twee case studies. De eerste gaat in het
op mijn persoonlijke ervaringen in het leren samenleven met ex-straathond
Olli, en de tweede gaat in op gans-mens relaties in Nederland, met name
met betrekking tot het conflict tussen ganzen en mensen rondom luchthaven
Schiphol. In de conclusie, waarvan het eerste deel als een case study gelezen
kan worden, pleit ik voor denken met dieren, in plaats van over dieren, en
voor de aanwezigheid van meer dieren in de academische wereld, waarna ik
algemene conclusies trek en inga op vervolgvragen voor onderzoek.
‘Taal’ staat voor de meeste mensen gelijk aan mensentaal,
terwijl andere dieren ook op complexe en genuanceerde manieren met
elkaar communiceren. In het eerste hoofdstuk stel ik het beeld van taal
als mensentaal ter discussie en ga ik in op de verhouding tussen taal en
antropocentrisme. Ik laat eerst zien dat ons huidige idee van taal voortkomt
uit een traditie die sterk leunt op het maken van een scherp onderscheid
tussen mensen en andere dieren. In deze tak van de filosofische traditie
worden mensen niet alleen als fundamenteel anders gezien dan andere
dieren, maar ook als belangrijker, en als de standaard waaraan andere dieren
getoetst worden. Het definiëren van taal als mensentaal komt voort uit die
manier van denken en versterkt hem. Mensen als categorisch anders zien dan
andere dieren heeft bovendien politieke en sociale gevolgen. De uitsluiting
van niet-menselijke dieren uit onze morele en politieke systemen komt niet
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voor uit misverstanden over hen of een natuurlijke orde, en daarom is het
om die uitsluiting aan te kaarten niet genoeg om te betogen dat zij net
als mensen zijn. We moeten ook de begrippen die gedefinieerd zijn door
hen uit te sluiten opnieuw definiëren, ten eerste door te kijken naar hoe ze
tot stand zijn gekomen en de rol die machtsrelaties daarin spelen, en ten
tweede door ze opnieuw te bepalen met andere dieren. In het eerste deel van
dit hoofdstuk bespreek ik twee voorbeelden van deze manier van denken,
door de begrippen ‘taal’ en ‘dier’ in het werk van René Descartes en Martin
Heidegger onder de loep te nemen. Beide filosofen zien een categorisch
verschil tussen mensen en andere dieren, dat verbonden is met het feit dat
andere dieren niet in mensentaal spreken. Een alternatief voor deze manier
van denken over dieren is te vinden in het werk van Jacques Derrida dat
ik in het tweede deel bespreek, en dat zowel stereotype ideeën over nietmenselijke dieren aan de kaak stelt, als een beeld van de mens als alwetend
en rationeel. Derrida’s kritiek is waardevol, maar geeft ons geen handvaten
om verder te denken met dieren. In het laatste deel van het hoofdstuk laat
ik zien dat dit problematisch is en schets ik het begin van een alternatief.
Dat alternatief ontwikkel ik verder in hoofdstuk 2 en 3. Hoofdstuk
2 verlegt de aandacht naar talen van niet-menselijke dieren. Ik bespreek
eerst voorbeelden van taalonderzoek waarin werd geprobeerd om nietmenselijke dieren te laten spreken in mensentaal. Het onderzoeken van
het taalvermogen van andere dieren door middel van mensentaal is ten
eerste problematisch omdat het gebaseerd is op een menselijke standard,
wat geen ruimte laat voor verschil, en ten tweede omdat het beeld van taal
dat geschetst wordt te nauw is. Het late werk van Ludwig Wittgenstein,
met name zijn begrip taalspelen, biedt een andere manier van denken
over taal, die geschikt is voor het denken over dierentalen en kan helpen
in het onderzoeken daarvan. Dierentalen als verzamelingen taalspelen
zien kan overeenkomsten en verschillen met mensentaal aantonen, en laat
zien dat dieren zelf taal vormen en geen machines zijn die alleen door
instinct gedreven worden. Taal onderzoeken als taalspelen begint bij het
onderzoeken van praktijken en niet met een menselijke definitie; dat is
niet alleen kennistheoretisch maar ook normatief en politiek van belang,
omdat mensen anders opnieuw de standaard bepalen. Het onderzoeken
van dierentalen begint met de aanname dat ze wezens zijn die betekenisvol
met elkaar en ons communiceren, en niet met het toetsen van hun uitingen
aan een menselijke standard: zij hoeven niets te bewijzen, mensen moeten
begrijpen dat ze altijd al spraken. Het tweede deel van het hoofdstuk is
gewijd aan het bespreken van verschillende niet-menselijke taalspelen:
mimicry, alarmroepen, grammatica, identiteit en performativiteit, en
meta-communicatie. In het laatste deel betoog ik dat we de focus moeten
verschuiven van denken over dieren naar denken met dieren, en daarom
verder moeten kijken naar de relatie tussen taal en wereld.
288

Om die relatie verder te onderzoeken, verleg ik de aandacht
in hoofdstuk 3 van het bestuderen van en denken over dierentalen naar
relaties met andere dieren, en de relatie tussen taal en wereld. Mensen en
andere dieren delen leefgebieden en huishoudens, en bouwen soms hechte
relaties op. Hoewel er belangrijke fenomenologische verschillen zijn tussen
soorten, zijn er ook veel dingen die gedeeld kunnen worden, fysiek en
cultureel, en zijn er talloze manieren om tot begrip te komen, waarin het
behoren tot een bepaalde soort geen bepalende factor is. In het vormen van
gemeenschappelijke werelden speelt taal een belangrijke rol, omdat taal een
perspectief op de wereld uitdrukt en een brug kan vormen naar de wereld
van een ander. Nieuwe relaties met andere dieren op basis van wederzijds
respect zijn mogelijk. Om gemeenschappelijke werelden te vormen met
andere dieren is het nodig om ze als subjecten te zien die op betekenisvolle
wijzen met ons communiceren, en met wie we in relaties verwikkeld zijn
die een geschiedenis hebben en waarin we elkaar wederzijds beïnvloeden.
De eerste helft van het hoofdstuk is gericht op de relatie tussen taal en
wereld. Ik onderzoek eerst de relatie tussen wereld en taal met behulp van
Vicki Hearnes ideeën over taalspelen tussen mensen en andere dieren,
en het denken van Heidegger over de rol van taal in het vormen van een
gemeenschappelijke wereld met anderen. Daarna richt ik me op de wijze
waarop taal belichaamd is, met het werk van Merleau-Ponty. Ook bespreek
ik de rol die empathie kan spelen in het beter leren begrijpen van andere
dieren. In de tweede helft van het hoofdstuk onderzoek ik hoe dit in de
praktijk gestalte krijgt, en hoe nieuwe relaties gevormd kunnen worden. Ik
bespreek onder andere het samenleven van etholoog Barbara Smuts met
bavianen, en hond-mens relaties. Hierin kijk ik ook naar gewoontes en de
materiële aspecten van communicatie en interactie. Ten slotte ga ik in op
de relatie tussen het creeëren van een gemeenschappelijke wereld en het
vergroten van elkaars vrijheid.
De eerste case study richt zich op de thema’s die aan bod komen in de
eerste drie hoofdstukken en geeft vast een voorzet voor het tweede deel van
dit proefschrift, door in te gaan op politieke aspecten van de relatie tussen
een hond en een mens. Deze case study is gebaseerd op mijn persoonlijke
ervaringen met de Roemeense ex-straathond Olli. Ik bespreek onze eerste
drie maanden samen, waarin we het begin van een gemeenschappelijke taal
en gewoontes ontwikkelden, wat ertoe leidde dat Olli zijn vrijheid steeds iets
kon vergroten. Het ontwikkelen van het begin van een gemeenschappelijke
taal en gewoontes leidde tot begrip, waardoor er een gemeenschappelijke
wereld ontstond, die voor ons allebei ons leven veranderde. In deel 1 bespreek
ik hoe dit vorm kreeg. In het volgende deel bespreek ik aan de hand van het
leren lopen aan de riem vragen over vrijheid en disciplinering. In het derde
deel ga ik in op de politieke agency van straathonden in Roemenië, en in het
bijzonder van Olli. In het hele stuk benadruk ik zijn perspectief, om hem
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zoveel mogelijk aan het woord te laten. Ik leerde de wereld door zijn ogen
zien, wat mijn kijk op de wereld veranderde.
Bij dieren en politiek denken de meeste mensen aan de Partij voor
de Dieren of andere vormen van vertegenwoordiging van andere dieren
door mensen. Net als taal, is politiek afgebakend als zuiver menselijk. In
hoofdstuk 4, het eerste hoofdstuk van het tweede deel van dit proefschrift,
dat zich richt op politiek, onderzoek ik manieren om daar voorbij te denken.
Het eerste deel bekritiseert een antropocentrische benadering van politiek
vanuit het perspectief van rechtvaardigheid. Pleiten voor een rechtvaardige
behandeling van andere dieren, bijvoorbeeld in de vorm van dierenrechten,
omdat zij dezelfde rechten zouden moeten hebben als mensen, is belangrijk,
en die rechten zouden de positie van veel andere dieren sterk kunnen
verbeteren. Omdat ons politieke- en rechtssysteem gebaseerd is op mensen,
kan het simpelweg toepassen van mensenrechten op andere dieren echter
ook tot problemen leiden, omdat het dieren wil erkennen in de mate
waarop ze op mensen lijken, en niet in hoe ze anders zijn. Bovendien
houden de mensen de touwtjes in handen. Om dit vermijden moeten we de
machtsrelaties onderzoeken die tot de mechanismen van uitsluiting geleid
hebben. Ik doe dit in deel 2. In deze machtsrelaties kunnen we drie vormen
van geweld onderscheiden: direct, persoonlijk, geweld, institutioneel geweld
dat zich voordoet alsof er geen geweld plaatsvindt, en kennistheoretisch
geweld, dat tot uitdrukking komt in onze kennissystemen, rechtssystemen
en cultuur. Om dit geweld aan te kaarten moeten we ‘politiek’ opnieuw
vormgeven met dieren: dat betekent menselijke superioriteit ter discussie
stellen, en andere dieren serieus nemen. In de derde sectie breng ik daarom
de politieke agency, de manieren waarop zij politiek handelen, van nietmenselijke dieren in kaart. Dit is ook een vraag naar de grenzen van het
politieke, naar welke daden als politiek gezien worden en wie dat bepaalt.
Opnieuw politieke relaties vormgeven met andere dieren vraagt om meer
dan alleen denken over macht en rechten, we moeten ook met ze in gesprek
gaan om te begrijpen wat zij onder het goede leven verstaan. In het laatste
deel ga ik hier verder op in en bespreek ik hoe we nieuwe relaties kunnen
gaan vormgeven.
In het denken over opnieuw vormgeven van politieke relaties
met andere dieren kunnen menselijke politieke begrippen een belangrijke
rol spelen. In hoofdstuk 5 onderzoek ik dit verder aan de hand van
de zogenaamde ‘politieke wending’ in de dierethiek, met name aan de
hand van het werk van Sue Donaldson en Will Kymlicka over politieke
groepsrechten voor andere dieren. Ik ga eerst in op de niet-menselijke dieren
die deel uitmaken van mensengemeenschappen en bespreek voorstellen
om ze als burgers te zien, vanuit een liberaal-democratisch perspectief en
een republikeins perspectief. Daarna kijk ik naar de relaties met groepen
dieren die hun eigen gemeenschappen vormen. Ik onderzoek voorstellen
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om die als soevereine gemeenschappen te zien, en de kritiek daarop uit
kosmopolitische hoek. Soevereiniteit zomaar uitstrekken naar andere dieren
is problematisch, omdat het een recht is dat machtige groepen mensen
zichzelf gegeven hebben. Toch kunnen bestaande instituties en systemen,
waaronder een begrip als soevereiniteit en alle praktische handvaten die we
hebben om soevereiniteit te garanderen, wel belangrijk zijn in het opnieuw
vormgeven van politiek met en van dieren, mits we daarbij de machtsrelaties
die ze gevormd hebben kritisch onder de loep nemen. Ten eerste omdat
zee en rol spelen in hoe de politiek nu gevormd is en daarom praktisch
veel effect kunnen hebben, en ten tweede omdat ze de positie en levens
van veel dieren kunnen verbeteren en daarmee een nieuw beginpunt voor
het denken en handelen kunnen bewerkstelligen. Politieke relaties zijn ook
geen kwestie van alles of niets. In het laatste deel richt ik me op nieuwe
manieren van omgaan met andere dieren die voortkomen uit bestaande weten regelgeving, namelijk voorstellen om dieren werkrechten toe te kennen,
om territoriale rechten uit te strekken naar andere dieren, en stedelijke
regelgeving die gericht is op het vergroenen van de stad. In deze voorstellen
vinden we aandacht voor het handelen van de dieren zelf en erkenning van
hun subjectiviteit. Hoewel onvervreemdbare persoonsrechten voor andere
dieren nog ver weg zijn, vinden we hier al wel het begin van nieuwe relaties.
Wormen worden in het denken over niet-menselijke dieren vaak
vergeten. In de dierfilosofie bedoelt men met ‘dieren’ meestal zoogdieren
– soms vallen vogels en vissen en reptielen er ook nog onder, maar de
kleine dieren worden niet meegedacht. Een belangrijke reden daarvoor
is dat mensen denken dat de kleine dieren toch geen verstand en gevoel
hebben, geen subjectieve ervaring van hun leven, en dus niet kunnen
lijden. Omdat er allerlei dieren zijn die zonder twijfel ernstig lijden door
menselijk handelen, lijkt het logisch hun problemen eerst aan te kaarten.
Ons handelen treft de wormen echter ook, en het is problematisch wanneer
we ons alleen richten op degenen die op mensen lijken. Ideeën over sentience
zijn bovendien vaak beïnvloed door stereotype ideeën over soorten; hierin
zijn wetenschap en macht met elkaar verweven. In hoofdstuk 6 ga ik
daarom in op wormenpolitiek, om verder te denken over de grenzen van het
politieke in relatie tot verschillen tussen soorten. Ik contrasteer verschillende
benaderingen, met name new materialism en burgerschapstheorie, om agency
van wormen en politieke relaties te duiden. Ik onderzoek ook de verhouding
tussen kennis en macht in wormenonderzoek en conceptualiseer eten als
een vorm van communicatie. Ten slotte stel ik voor wormen als buren te
zien, die we met respect en aanzien moeten beschouwen en behandelen.
Voedsel kan een ingang zijn in het bouwen van nieuwe relaties.
Voedsel speelt ook een rol in het conflict tussen ganzen en mensen
rondom luchthaven Schiphol, het onderwerp van tweede case study. Deze
case study past de inzichten uit de hoofdstukken over politiek toe op gans291

mens relaties in Nederland, en vooral op het conflict in de weilanden om
Schiphol, waar de ganzen niet gewenst zijn maar steeds terugkeren omdat
het gras er zo lekker is. In dit conflict spelen de ganzen de hoofdrol, maar
hun handelen wordt niet serieus genomen. Dat leidt tot normatieve en
praktische problemen. Ik bespreek hoe ganzen politiek handelen, op welke
manieren ganzen en mensen met elkaar communiceren, wie recht heeft op
het land, en het belang van het ontwikkelen van nieuwe omgangsvormen
met ganzen. Wanneer we ganzen als politieke wezens zien die kunnen
leren, en hun eigen kijk op de situatie hebben, kunnen we nieuwe
manieren vinden om de ruimte te delen en met de conflicten om te gaan.
We moeten begrijpen dat wij als mensen niet het alleenrecht op het land
hebben en in gesprek gaan met de ganzen om betere oplossingen te vinden.
Ganzenmanieren om te handelen kunnen op verschillende manieren naar
instituties vertaald worden, bijvoorbeeld door het ontwikkelen van nieuwe
vormen van deliberatie; verschillende groepen mensen kunnen een rol
spelen in dit proces.
Het derde deel van dit proefschrift gaat verder in op het vertalen
van de inzichten uit de eerste twee delen naar bestaande politieke praktijken
en instituties, en het onderzoeken van mogelijkheden om samen met andere
dieren nieuwe vormen van politiek te ontwikkelen. Hoofdstuk 7 richt zich
op de rol van niet-menselijke dieren in dierenactivisme. Niet-menselijke
dieren verzetten zich op verschillende manieren tegen menselijke
overheersing en spelen daarmee een rol in processen die zich richten op
het bewerkstelligen van maatschappelijke en politieke verandering. Deze
rol wordt door activisten en academici vaak niet onderkend. Hierdoor blijft
een stereotype beeld van andere dieren als stom intact, en het idee dat er
een grens bestaat tussen mensen en andere dieren, wat ertoe leidt dat hun
perspectieven niet meegenomen worden in het denken over verandering. In
dit hoofdstuk stel ik dit beeld van dieren en van activisme ter discussie. Voor
andere dieren bepalen waar verandering toe zou moeten leiden neemt ze niet
serieus als subjecten, wat paradoxaal is in het strijden voor dierenrechten,
en de machtsrelatie die heeft geleid tot hun onderdrukking kan herhalen.
Hun daden van verzet en protest onderzoeken kan inzicht geven in wat
zij willen. Het kan ook een nieuw perspectief bieden op maatschappelijke
verandering en nieuwe vormen van samenleven. Ik bespreek in dit
hoofdstuk eerst manieren waarop andere dieren zich verzetten en hoe die
zich verhouden tot burgerlijke ongehoorzaamheid. Daarna ga ik in op
intersectionaliteit, en onderzoek ik de raakvlakken tussen de onderdrukking
van gemarginaliseerde groepen mensen en groepen niet-menselijke dieren.
Ik ga ook in op spreken voor anderen en geef voorbeelden van manieren om
andere dieren te ondersteunen in hun activisme. In het laatste deel van het
hoofdstuk neem ik de politieke agency van straathonden als beginpunt voor
het denken over sociale verandering.
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Het onderzoeken van activisme, verzet, en protest van nietmenselijke dieren kan dienen als een beginpunt voor het denken over
verandering, maar daarnaast moeten we manieren ontwikkelen om andere
dieren meer stem te geven in bestaande democratische praktijken en
instituties. In hoofdstuk 8 ga ik in op het belang van politieke participatie
van niet-menselijke dieren, vanuit het oogpunt van die dieren en vanuit dat
van de democratie. Niet-menselijke dieren hebben hun eigen perspectief
op het leven en hun eigen ideeën over het goede leven, en worden net als
mensen gevormd in en door interacties met anderen, waaronder politieke
interacties. Mensen kunnen niet voor andere dieren bepalen hoe hun leven
eruit moet zien omdat hun ideeën over hen mede gevormd zijn door een
geschiedenis waarin dieren onderdrukt werden, en omdat niet-menselijke
dieren net als mensen niet te herleiden zijn tot soortspecifieke modellen: ze
hebben ieder hun eigen unieke kijk op het leven. Ik bespreek eerst waarom
politieke deelname van belang is en voor welke dieren dat van belang is.
Daarna ga ik in op de verschillen tussen groepen binnen een democratische
samenleving, en het belang van politieke participatie voor verschillende
groepen dieren. Ik eindig het hoofdstuk met een aantal voorbeelden
van manieren waarop we democratie inclusiever kunnen maken. Eerst
bespreek ik twee manieren om de stem van dieren te versterken, gericht
op het laten van hun stemmen in de bestaande situatie, en op anders delen
van de publieke ruimte. Ik eindig met twee voorbeelden van manieren
waarop bestaande praktijken inclusiever gemaakt kunnen worden, te weten
materiële interactie met zeemeeuwen, en het ontwikkelen van groeten als
een nieuw politiek ritueel met makaken.
In het proefschrift bespreek ik talloze voorbeelden van gesprekken
tussen mensen en andere dieren. Het laatste hoofdstuk richt zich op de
vertaling van die gesprekken naar een deliberatief-democratische structuur.
Ik bespreek hierin zowel hoe deliberatie tussen verschillende soorten al
plaatsvindt, als manieren om deze interacties te vertalen naar bestaande
menselijke instituties. Ik maak gebruik van een systemisch beeld van
deliberatie, dat zich richt op hoe verschillende vormen van deliberatie
zich tot elkaar verhouden. Ik bespreek eerst een aantal voorbeelden van
deliberatie tussen mensen en andere dieren. Daarna leg ik uit waarom een
deliberatieve interpretatie van democratie belangrijk is om verder na te
denken over interactie met andere dieren. Om deliberatie uit te breiden
naar andere dieren, hebben we een ruimere opvatting nodig van politieke
communicatie; op hoe en waarom we dat moeten bijstellen en uitbreiden in
relatie tot dieren van andere soorten ga ik in deel 2 in. Ik bespreek in deel
3 vier factoren die belangrijk zijn voor succesvolle deliberatie met andere
dieren: tijd, plaats, lichamelijkheid en materialiteit, en relaties. Ten slotte
leg ik uit waarom een systemische opvatting van deliberatie ons denken
over dieren echt verder kan helpen en hoe we dat voor ons kunnen zien. Dit
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model is zowel geschikt om stemmen van dieren in bestaande instituties te
incorporeren als om nieuwe vormen van politiek te ontwikkelen. Andere
dieren hebben hun eigen manieren om met elkaar en ons te spreken, en
dit vertalen naar bestaande politieke processen, instituties en praktijken is
minder vergezocht dan het misschien lijkt.
De conclusie, waarvan het eerste deel gelezen kan worden als de
derde case study, richt zich op denken met dieren. In de eerste helft van
de conclusie ga ik in op hoe andere dieren mijn denken en academische
werk beïnvloed hebben en betoog ik dat we andere dieren de academische
wereld in moeten brengen, door ze mee te nemen in ons denken en door ze
letterlijk mee te brengen. Ik bespreek in deze context mijn vrijwilligerswerk
bij de Stichting Amsterdamse Zwerfkatten en de aanwezigheid van nietmenselijke dieren op conferenties over niet-menselijke dieren. In de
tweede helft van de conclusie trek ik algemene conclusies en bespreek ik
de vervolgvragen die mijn onderzoek oproept. In het verder ontwikkelen
van nieuwe politieke praktijken en instituties is het vooral belangrijk om te
denken en spreken met andere dieren.
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