


Heather
Davis

Future
fAnimals



In 1998, American artist Sam Easterson was commissioned by the Walker Art Center 
in Minneapolis to create a new work. For it, he decided to strap a helmet-mounted 

camera onto a sheep to be able to view the world from the sheep’s perspective. How
ever, what he discovered was that the sheep weren’t so keen on the idea. Easterson 
described being shocked “to realize [that] all the other animals in the flock could tell 
that this one sheep with the camera had been ‘altered’ in some way. She kept trying 
to enter, and they kept treating her as an outcast.”M Sheep in Wolfs Clothing was the 
first in what has grown into an amazing array of videos—from Easterson and others, 
such as National Geographic’s Crittercams—that figure the animal’s point of view. 
The point-of-view cameras do not afford unfettered access. Rather, the camera takes 
a position similar to that of a remora—a type of suckerfish that is known to attach 
itself to the bodies of sharks, other marine animals, and ocean liners—allowing us to 
accompany a creature into spaces we could not otherwise go. As feminist science 
studies scholar Donna Haraway writes, “The camera and the remora are more about

accornpanying than companioning, more about ‘riding along with’ rather than ‘cum 
panis/ that is, ‘eating bread with.’ Remoras and Crittercams are not messmates to 
either people or sharks; they are commensals, neither benefactors nor parasites but 
devices with their own ends who/which hitch a ride.”^ Our own assumptions about 
what an animal is and does are more often what is questioned or challenged through 
these videos, rather than understanding life as it presents itself to that animal.

What seems surprising in Easterson’s statement was not that the sheep could tell 
that this one had been altered, but that this reaction was not anticipated. Just as the 
makers of Google Glass were startled by the social death of their product, ending 
in scenes of ostracization,^ these sheep, regardless of whether or not they were pro
testing the invasion of their privacy, could easily tell that one was “off.” Easterson’s 
surprise betrays a quite common assumption: that animals will submit to human inter
vention without modifying their own behavior. In other words, it is common to assume



that animals do not have a vast knowledge of their own environments, perceptions, 
sensations, cultures, ways of being, appropriate behavior, and knowledge of the 
members of their community. We seem to think that this only applies to us, as humans. 
What this story shows are the ways in which animals are not the passive objects of 
a human gaze, but use humans and our technologies to their own ends.

Philosopher Vinciane Despret claims that it is often through the refusal of the animal 
that we learn to register its agency. In other words, it is only because of the ostraciza- 
tion of the one sheep that we learn about how they respond to a sudden and unex
plained difference in their fellow sheep. Despret writes, “This very resistance not only 
conveys [the animals’] perspective on the situation but credits them with full agency: 
they have opinions, will, desires, and interests.”^ And, as she makes clear, what we 
perceive as a lack of animal agency is often an agency of a different kind: “This resis
tance shows that when everything goes correctly, it is because of an active investment

on the part of [animals]. As in the case of human work, animals’ collaboration at work 
is visible when it is not obtained.”"\n A Sheep in Wolf’s Clothing, the active agency of
the sheep was registered precisely because they did not easily submit to this intrusion 
into their lives.

Animals are a part of the world of technological change; they not only resist technol
ogy, but actively play with it. The lyrebird, for example, has an amazing ability to 
imitate sounds and noises from its environment. It has been documented mimicking 
other birds, koalas, dingos, dogs, as well as car alarms, chainsaws, and camera shut
ters. Humans seem to be fascinated with the ways in which animals transgress the 
bounds of what we deem as “natural.” But it is perhaps more productive to understand 
the relations between animals, humans, and technology along the lines articulated 
by Haraway when she argues that “technologies are organs, full partners, in what 
Merleau-Ponty called ‘infoldings of the flesh.’ I like the word infolding better than inter-



face to suggest the dance of world-making encounters.”^This “dance of world-making 

encounters” that happens through technologies can be remarkable. This act is not just 
about precision and mimicry, but about artistry and play.

As philosopher Elizabeth Grosz argues, we can understand art and technology not to 
be the sole domain of the human, but to arise from the excessiveness of sexual se
lection itself. That is, art emerges from the excess and prolific abundance of the pro
pulsion of life. Animals use art in order to lure and seduce their mates. Grosz writes 
that the forms of sexual selection, such as the “haunting beauty of birdsong, the pro
vocative performance of erotic display in primates, the attraction of insects to the 
perfume of plants are all in excess of mere survival... these forms of sexual selection, 
sexual attraction, affirm the excessiveness of the body and the natural order... They 
attest to the artistic impact of sexual attraction ... a fundamentally dynamic, awk
ward, mal-adaptation that enables the production of the frivolous, the unnecessary.

the pleasing, the sensory for their own sake.”® In other words, the production of art 
is a part of the excessiveness of life: it is through these technological infoldings, 
sexual creation and co-species becomings that life produces itself in the incredible 
array and astonishingly strange beauty that we see around us, in animals, and in 
human animals.

While it is certainly a creative, playful, and sexually suggestive act for the lyrebird to 
mimic chainsaws, cars, and cameras, it also indicates something decidedly more 
troubling. The sounds emitted from this bird’s mouth give a good picture of the pres
ent environment of lyrebirds: one that is defined by tourism, transportation, and 
deforestation. This is in no way unique to the particular rainforests of Australia, but 
is, as most of us know, a global phenomenon. From the geologic to the atmospheric 
to the biospheric, humans are causing a massive transformation of the earth. Intense 
resource extraction, oil dependency, and the rapid global circulation of goods are



all propelled by the rapacious greed of the few who benefit from this system. This 
has led to what is being called the sixth mass extinction event.® As Thom van Dooren 
writes, “Far more than ‘biodiversity’—at least in the narrow sense that the term is 
often used is at stake in extinction: human and more-than-human ways of life lan
guages, ways of mourning and being with others, even livelihoods and diverse cul
tural and religious worlds are often drawn into the fray as species move toward and 
then beyond, the edge of extinction.”^® In other words, what is being lost is not just 
particular kinds of animals, but whole ways of life, and the ways those lives intercon
nect with others, both human and other-than-human. As anthropologist Stefan Helm- 
reich makes clear, what nonhuman worlds consist of are not just life forms, but forms 
of life. That is, cultural practices that have developed in entangled relations with 
other living things and their geologic and atmospheric surrounds.^^ The land and the 
animal are part of one system, one mutually unfolding and evolving relationship. So 
as we rapidly develop land, for suburbs or industrial agriculture, and raze forests.
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remove mountaintops and re-coat the surface of the earth in oil and its associated by
products such as chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and plastics, we affect not only the 
immediately perceptible systems, the number of species able to survive. We also af
fect ways of knowing and adapting to the world that have been created over many 
generations. We affect the mutual co-evolution of intimately interconnected relation
ships that we (at least in the Western, enlightenment tradition) are only just beginning 
to grasp. The sheep’s ability to detect the camera or the lyrebird’s mimicry of that 
same device is not innate, but comes about through years and generations of cultural 
learning. It expresses an entire civilizational strategy, one that is intimately connected 
to human life. As Van Dooren writes, “it is clear that this thing we call a ‘species’ is 
an incredible achievement.... We often do not appreciate—and perhaps we cannot 
truly grasp—the immensity of this intergenerational work: the skill, commitment, 
cooperation, and hard work, alongside serendipity, that are required in each genera
tion to carry the species through.”^®



These anthropogenic changes are not only destructive. There is inadvertent creativity 
in the wake of our blind razing of the earth. White-footed mice, meadow voles, two 
species of bats, and two species of shrew have all been found to have significantly 
increased brain size in the past one hundred years due to anthropogenic pressures. As 
humans have rapidly transformed the landscape, these animals have had to learn 
new and novel ways of getting around and eating. This has resulted in much bigger 
brain sizes in these creatures.^^ We are not just causing extinctions, but also rapidly 
accelerating the processes of evolution. Humans create new forms of bacteria through 
an overuse of antibiotics and new microbial communities due to the overabundance 
of plastic.^"^ These kinds of evolutionary changes have also occurred intentionally. 
The Center for PostNatural History in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, documents histories 
of creatures modified by means of selection, breeding, domestication, induced 
mutation, and genetic engineering.^® And recent successes in synthetic life, cloning, 
genetically modified organisms (GMOs), transgenic organisms, and de-extinction

have all created new kinds of life forms.^® Life proliferates despite the most brutal 
pressures that we exert to restrict and inhibit its permutations and evolutions. How
ever, current rates of extinction far exceed novel forms of life. The scales are decidedly 
not tipping in our favor. And this applies not just to “wild” animals but to domestic 
ones as well: half of European livestock breeds went extinct in the last one hundred 
years, and 43 percent of those that are left are endangered.^^ It may not be to the 
sheep’s advantage to continue its association with humans, equipped with cameras 
or otherwise.

So, the photographs in this show cannot help but feel melancholic, despite the adept 
handling of the photographers. They show the textures, details, and ways of living 
of many charismatic megafauna. The beautifully composed, classic images of the 
majesty of monkeys by Simen Johan offer a kind of haunting vision of a world rapidly 
disappearing [p.108]. The intimate, enmeshed, and sometimes troubling relations



of farm and companion animals, depicted by Xiaoxiao Xu [p. 149], Pieter Hugo [p, 105], 
and Alessandra Sanguinetti [p.138] show the ways in which human lives are bound 
to those of other animals, for entertainment, food, companionship, and protection. 
We are dependent upon animals to sustain us. Although the evocation of the relation 
of photography to death may have become a platitude, there is something discom
fiting in photographing all of these animals, at this particular moment in history. For 
even as the images elicit and evoke the myriad ways in which animals figure in our 
imaginations, and the ways we try to stretch our imaginings into the movements, 
sensations, and cultural knowledges of these animals, it is hard not to see these still 
moments as capturing something about to be, or already, lost.

In Roland Barthes’s famous discussion of thepuncfum—the wound of photography that 
grabs the attention of the viewer, that makes it so we cannot look away—he speaks 
of a simple family photograph of his mother as a child after her death. He writes.

“I might say, like the Proustian Narrator at his grandmother’s death: ‘I did not insist 
only upon suffering, but upon respecting the originality of my suffering’; for this orig- 

^ inality was the reflection of what was absolutely irreducible in her, and thereby lost 

forever.”^® How would it even be conceivable to hold the irreducible loss of all the crea-

»
tures depicted here, their individual lives, and their enmeshed, collective relations? 
How do we even begin to conceive of a response adequate to this kind of loss? For 
* each animal is a way of knowing the world, and this knowledge births new kinds of 
worlds. We are reducing the world itself through the loss of each kind of animal. For 
“extinction is the loss not of a single fixed ‘kind,’ but of a potentially limitless set of 
emergent and branching flight ways from the present into the diversity of the future.

I Each species is ultimately a flight way beyond itself And although extinction is 

certainly part of the pathway of any species, mass extinction correlated to the actions 
of humans is not a neutral event. The loss of these animals implicates us in the most 
haunting and telling fashion.



If we are to accompany these animals, through our technological worldings, then we 
are accompanying them to the brink. The deaths of numerous species are not just to 
be mourned for their own loss, but speak in a foreboding tone about the future for 
homo sapiens. As these photographs make clear, animals are integral to human forms 
of life. Even if we would like to entertain the fantasy that these animals are not staring 
back at us with all the range of knowledge, artistry, and cultural expression that the 
world has ever created, and that we, on the other side, are somehow fundamentally 
different because we have managed to “capture” them in these single instances, one 
thing is for sure: we cannot live without them. For they compose us.
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