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ABSTRACT

Humans have tried to separate themselves from nature and to
gain an understanding of what it means to be human, through
studies of nature.

Ideas of human nature have political and

ideological implications, and are thus important in providing
information about what it means to be human and what the relation
to animals and the environment "ought" to be like.

The ideology of

human nature makes the world hence meaningful and points out
what kind of actions regarding environmental issues are
appropriate.

The understanding of human nature and the human

relationship with nature is culturally and historically produced.
Humans' cultural conception thus also influences what kind of
relationships are seen as desirable with particular animals.
Different animals are seen as having different relations to humans,
relations in which all animals are not seen as being equal.

Some

animals are defined edible, others are defined as companions.
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INTRODUCTION
"Gloria, bravely watching, shared our sense of outrage. 'Can't
we do something, anything, while we're here?" she demanded. 'Just
look at those two. We can't let them die like this.'
It was totally unrealistic, of course, but I decided to buy the
little white dog and the affectionate tabby cat
'They are for eating, not pets,' protested the man in the black
when I told him our intentions. But he could not resist the sight of
our money. Before long that little white dog and the tabby cat were
in loving homes in America." (Davies 1989:209).

Many of the questions raised in relation to the present day
environmental crisis come to the heart of what it means to be
human.

What

is our nature as

human

beings,

what

is our

relationship with our environment, including other animals and
humans?

These questions, taking the perspective of humanity as a

collective "we" ("our'V'us"),

seem to be a part of the essence of

how a human relationship with Nature and other animals could
and should be.
The goal of this paper is not necessarily to establish correct
"truths"

to

resolve

these

questions.

It

will

be emphasized,

however, how humans' conceptions of themselves in relation to
nature, "other"

animals and "other"

humans, are important

understanding what solutions are being sought.

in

Even though I

believe that some physical reality exists "out there," I still believe
that reality is
conceptions.

mediated

through

our own

cultural and

social

In order to make reality comprehensible, human

beings have to, in my view, construct ideological relations to the
natural world and other animals as well as to other humans.

This

6
paper will attempt
formulated

vary

to show

that the way

culturally.

Our

these relations are

conceptions

of

nature

and

animals are, therefore, culturally biased.
My main inspiration in writing this paper are the writings of
three people:
nature

and

transformed

Donna Haraway (1991) has discussed human social
how

our

through

experience
our

work:

of

nature

Lewontin

and

(1982,

culture
1984)

is
has

theorized about the dialectical relationship of nature and nurture,
pointing out that we are both biological and cultural beings; David
Pepper (1984, 1993) has connected ideas in the Western world of
the environment to the European history and politics, showing
that ideas regarding the environment are an inescapable part of
history and social environment.
The first part of
humans'

relations

to

the paper will focus on ideas regarding
other

relations to the natural world.

animals,

and

ideas

of

humans'

I will discuss how ideas of human

nature give information about what it means to be human, and
what our relations to other animals and environment "ought" to
be like.

I will also address the political implications of ideas

regarding human nature, because in my view, ideas of human
nature cannot be separated from their political and ideological
implications.

In the final section of this first part, an alternative

perspective to the dualistic model of nature and culture will be
provided, and I will emphasize how humans are a part of nature
but at the same time also cultural beings.
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In the second part, I will focus on how humans relate to and
conceptualize different animals in different ways, which in many
aspects cannot be fully separated from their ideas of

what it

means to be human. I will discuss ideas about animals as food and
as friends, and how our own cultural conceptions influence what
kind of a relationship we feel we should have with a particular
animal.
The paper will emphasize how human beings represent and
experience nature in a specific way, and how that influences their
views on how to treat the environment.
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1. HUMAN RELATIONS TO THE NATURAL WORLD:
NATURE, ANIMALS, AND 'OTHER' HUMANS

1.1. The Conceptualizing of Relations to Nature and Animals.
In this section of the paper I will give a brief historical
overview of

how relations between human beings and nature

have been formulated in the western world view.

Such a brief

discussion cannot, of course, completely cover all the factors of
importance.
strongly

In the Western world view, human beings have been

separated

from

the realm of

nature,

which

has

important consequences on how nature has been treated.

had
The

emphasis on where the roots of this separation of humans from
nature are to be found, is not agreed upon.

Christianity, ancient

Greek philosophy, and the philosophy of Bacon and Descartes
have all been mentioned as possible factors.
In the Bible, man was defined as a prime category and set
apart from other animals in a drastic way.

Even though humans

were, like all other animals, considered to be God's creation, the
human
kingdom

being

was distinguished

from

the rest

of

as "created in God's image" and given

the

animal

the role of

dominating nature as well as protecting nature for God (Attfield
1991:24,31).

Lynn White (1967) has claimed that Christianity is a

root cause of the ecological problems.

According to White the

Christianity emphasizes that the human being was made in God's
image and the whole natural order was created for humans' sake.
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However, as Robin Attfield points out, White is not necessarily
correct.
ideas.

Christianity incorporates two somewhat contradictionary
On one hand, as White focuses on, that humans have

control over nature, and on the other hand, that nature as God's
creation is perfect as it is, and man's role thus is to protect it
(Attfield

1991:28,31).

In Michael Soupious's opinion, the "Greek" view of
human-nature

relation

had

certain

implications

important effects in the Western culture.

that

later

the
had

Aristotle, for example,

tended to see man as the final link in the chain of teleological
relationships,

making

everything

subordinated to his needs.

below

men

in

the

chain

Aristotle saw all plants and animals as

being created to serve humans' needs.

The Greeks developed a

"value based calculus that divided life into 'means' and 'ends'."
Nature was seen as a part of the category "means," while man was
the "end in himself."
reduced

to

raw

Nature was in the Greek's world view, thus

material

"designed

to

sustain

man

in

his

teleological journey" (Soupious 1992:18).
Maria Mies maintains that the white male in the process of
"civilization"

in

the

Enlightment, separated
primitive people.
"primitive"

black

eighteenth
himself

from

and
the

nineteenth
realm

of

century

nature

and

The distinction of "civilized" white people and
people

was

expressed

more clearly

Enlightment than in the middle ages (Mies 1993:179-180).

in

the
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The eighteenth century idea of the Great Chain of Being can
be seen as a way of establishing ideological relations betw.een
humans themselves and between humans and animals (Lovejoy
1936).

The idea of the Great Chain of Being existed before

Darwin's theory of the common biological origin of humans and
other animals, but with the acceptance of Darwin's theory, the
Chain was transformed into coherence with it.

The Great Chain of

Being was a hierarchical organization of organisms, considered to
be God's creation.
world.

It explained the variety of organisms in the

Both humans and animals were considered to be a part of

the chain, but some species were seen as inferior and others as
superior.

The human male was placed at the top, as the crown of

God's creation, while the ape, the animal next to the human on
the evolutionary scale, was placed far below.
Even though the idea of the Great Chain of Being prescribes a
linkage, it also maintains a strong separation of humans and other
animals.

In order to bridge this conceptual gap between humans

and apes, the "primitive" human became useful as a mediator
(Schrire 1984:4).

These primitive

humans, especially

the so-

called Hottentots, were seen as having an even closer relationship
to an animal than to a civilized man

(Pepper 1984:75).

This close

connection of the primitive man to an animal was, for example,
seen in his "untamed" sexuality.

Buffon, born in the seventeenth

century, influenced by idea of the Great Chain of Being, went so
far in this idea that he argued that black women copulated with
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apes (Gilman 1992:176).

The French memoirist, Anais Nin wrote

as recently as in the early twenty century a tale of a trip about two
men in the jungle: "..they smelled such a strong animal odor they
thought they would suddenly see a panther, but out of the bushes
had sprung with incredible velocity a woman, a naked savage
woman, who looked at them with

the frightened eyes of an

animal" (Nin 1979:77).
The separation of man from nature has also been suggested
to have an important source in the Cartesian dualism, which is a
view of science that can be traced to Galileo Galilei's distinction of
primary

qualities

universe.

and

secondary

qualities

of

objects

in

the

Galileo argued that the primary qualities were the

objects which "really" existed "out there," and had nothing to do
with the existence or influence of human beings.

Examples of

primary qualities are the shape, size, and quantity of an object.
The secondary qualities were bound to the existence of humans,
and

thus

in

order

to

understand

what

"really"

existed,

secondary qualities had to be excluded from observations.
distinction

of

qualities

includes

primary

qualities

being

the
This
an

objective reality, while the secondary are subjective, and more a
matter of opinion.

This gives science the status of observation of

the truth (Pepper 1984:49).

Descartes carried

this distinction

further, by creating what has been called the Cartesian dualism,
which involves a dualistic distinction of mind and matter, subject
and object.

This distinction was important in creating a split
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between man-nature, where nature is reduced to only primary
qualities.

Man,

as

a

rational

thinking

being,

became

thus

separated from nature, the object of his study (Pepper 1984:5051).

The distinction of man and nature became even more potent

with Bacon's claim that scientific knowledge gives man power
over nature (Pepper 1984:54-55).

In Bacon's view, the issues of

"worth" should be replaced by issues of "use."

A man should no

longer ask himself whether he was a "good" man, but rather
whether he was a "material comfortable man."

The material

creating Bacon's man of comfort was nature, which should be
exploited

and

manipulated

by

science

to serve

man's

needs.

Bacon argued that "by art and the hand of man she (nature) is
forced

out

of

(Soupios 1992:
Many

her

natural

state,

and

squeezed

and

molded"

20-21).

feminists

have

pointed

out

that

throughout

history,

women have been associated with the realm of nature in the
Western world view, and like nature, have been exploited and
dominated (Mies 1993:179-180; Plumwood 1992:8).

Women have

been perceived as bound to the institution of the family (Mies
1993:179) and to their bodies.

The body was seen as having

neither a will of its own nor reasoning capacity.

The uterus and

the body were seen as closely connected in such way that if the
mind grew, the uterus shriveled (Marglin

1992:24).

The cultural dualism emphasizing a split between humans and
nature that seems to be so persistent in the Western world view,
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becomes even more clear if we think about what is meant by the
concept "nature."
western

speech

According to Matt Cartmill, in contemporary
and

thought,

the

word

nature

refers

to

"the

earth's surface and the plants and animals that live on it - as they
exist without human interference" (Italic in the original: Cartmill
1983:66).

The concept "nature" gains, in a sense, its meaning

when it is contrasted to culture, i.e., what is not nature (Marglin
1992:30).

Culture gains, however, also its meaning by being

referred to as what is not nature.

The contrasting views of

humans as a "disease of nature," (Cartmill 1983:75) threatening
the harmonious natural order, as many environmentalists hold,
and the technocentric view of humans as dominating nature and
being able to control it, have in common the perception that
humans are something external to Nature.
More recent theories searching for a biological distinction
between humans and other animals, seek explanations in the tool
capacity

of

the

communication.
conceptualization

human

as

According
has

well
to

language

as

as

humans'

Atkinson,
its

considered to be unique to human beings.

major

the

pattern

of

process

of

element

and

is

Language is related to

the use of tools and a more systematic way of using nature,
creating possibilities of dealing with diverse kinds of ecological
circumstances (Atkinson 1991:79).

Tim Ingold argues that what

distinguishes humans from other animals is the self-consciousness
that humans have in their activities.

Ingold emphasizes that this
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consciousness is unique

to humans, criticizing

ideas

that

see

hunter-gatherers (traditionally seen as the most primitive people)
as

somehow

closer

to

animals

than

other

humans

(Ingold

1986:9,73).

1.2.

Human Nature.
Animals have not only been used to contrast the human with

the natural world, but have also been used to seek knowledge
about humans themselves.

As Donna Haraway points out, humans

have always liked to use animals in learning about human society
and what it means to be a human being (Haraway 1991:21).
Animals have thus been seen as especially useful in providing
information
nature

is

about

human

frequently

nature.

associated

common with other animals.

The
with

reason
what

is

that

humans

human

have

in

Human nature is seen as the part of

our behavior and cognition that we are born with, it is our genetic
makeup, that cannot be changed or influenced.

This part of us is

often compared with animals because humans are considered to
have a culture that modifies them (even though there is a huge
disagreement as to the degree of that modification), which other
animals are not considered to have.
Hunter-gatherers

have

been

seen

as

providing

valuable

information about human nature, an idea derived from the view
of hunters-gatherers being closer to animals than
human.

the civilized

The social organization of hunter-gatherers was seen as
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the most "simple" form of human organization.

Emile Durkheim

argued that the Australian Aboriginals "organization is the most
primitive

and

1979:32).

simple

which

Hunters-gatherers

is

actually

known"

are

today

considered

(Durkheim
by

some

theorists to be a valuable source of information about human
nature.
heritage

In Edward O. Wilson's opinion, human nature today is a
of

hunter-gatherer's

(Wilson 1975:175).

existence

during

the

Pleistocene

He argues that in order to get information

about humanity "most general and primitive traits," we have to
compare

hunter-gatherers

today

with

higher

primates

baboons and chimpanzees (Wilson 1975:171).

such

as

The correlation of

the primitive with the animal ape, made in the paradigm of the
Great Chain of Being, is thus still among us.
Schrire

have demonstrated

that

E. Wilmsen and C.

hunter-gatherers

today

are

far

from isolated from the outside world, but have a political and
economic involvement with the nation state, of which they are a
part of (Schrire 1984; Wilmsen 1990).
Human

nature

has

also

been

observed

identical twins, who have been raised apart.

from

studies

of

Because identical

twins have the same genetic material, but are brought up in a
different

environment,

they

are

considered

by

many

information about what is nurture and what is nature.

to

give

Lewontin,

however, argues that there are no cases of twins which were
raised in a "truly" different environment;

Twins are usually
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adopted into similar kinds of families (Lewontin 1982:74), in the
same culture, at the same historical time.
The idea of human nature includes, according to Lewontin,
inherited universals of human behavior, and inherited differences
(Lewontin 1991:152).
considered

to

humans, and

Animals and hunter-gatherers are usually

give information

about

the

twin studies are considered

about the differences in human behavior.

universal
to

nature of

give information

The universal side of

the human nature is considered to give information about aspects
such as xenophobia and aggression (Lewontin 1991:152).

In many

theories of human evolution, a specific view of human nature has
been seen as the "foundation of Culture" (Haraway 1991:42), and
human nature is thus made as the basis of culture. The inherited
differences in human nature are, however, usually considered to
explain the difference between people. The differences are seen as
explaining why individuals have different I.Q. scores and/or enjoy
different successes in life in general.
The emphasis on the universals in

human

nature and

the

emphasis on inherited differences are closely coupled in the sense
that

both

have

important

political

implications.

Arguing

that

human society is the way it is because of human nature, and that
differences

between

humans

are

natural

ones

(i.e.,

because

humans have inherited differences), is important in claiming that
things cannot be changed in society.

Emphasizing environmental

differences as the cause of individual differences, and society

i7
being

as

it is

development,

because

creates

of

an

a

specific

assumption

individual differences can be changed.

historical
that

and

both

cultural

society

and

It can be changed because

the differences are not considered to be derived from "natural"
causes.
The idea

that

human

nature is constituted

by

inherited

universals has been important in legitimating beliefs claiming that
aggression,
human

competition,

society

and

(Haraway

hierarchy

1991:21).

are

necessary

Hobbes

parts of

maintained

that

power and authority was needed in society, because of the selfish
nature of humans (Atkinson 1991:67).

Sociobiology makes the

implications that a society without hierarchies of status, wealth,
and power, would be impossible to establish, the reason being
that

human

1991:152).

nature

would

make

it

impossible

(Lewontin

The idea of inherited differences has equally strong

political implications. It is associated with the question of what is
nurture and what is nature.

Inherited differences have been used

to explain crimes in society.

James Wilson and Herrnstein argued

in their 1985 book Crime

and

Hitman

Nature, that

biological

reasons, rather than sociological reasons, are more successful in
explaining criminal behavior. An anonymous author argues that
the sexual differences of crime rates is nature, while the national
differences are nurture, thus assuming that different sexes in the
same

society

1992-93:34).

receive

the

same kind

of

nurture. (Anonymous

Some theorists also claim that I.Q. levels are 70%
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inherited

(Anonymous 1992-1993:34), and

use that

"result"

explain why people enjoy different successes in society.

to

It has

also been argued that there is an inherited difference between the
I.Q. level of white and black people.
continue to appear.

Extreme versions of this view

As recently as in 1989, Philippe Rushton

argued that racial differences is in I.Q. scores, which can directly
be associated with the size of the brains and inversely linked to
the size of genitals of different "races" (Leslie 1990:895).
In 1949, Nicolas Pastore maintained that a correlation existed
between the political beliefs of a scientist and what he/she sees as
the role of nature and nurture in the development of the person.
Conservatives and radicals tend to believe in the stronger effect of
genes

over

environment

while

liberals

tend

to

believe

in

a

stronger affect of the environment over genes (Pastore 1949:176177).

Pastore suggested that scientists were not likely to be aware

of the impact of their political views on their "scientific thinking"
(Pastore

1949:182).

When

Pastore

discusses

liberals

and

conservatives, he is probably referring to liberals as more "left"
and conservatives as more "right" in the Capitalistic ideology.
This correlation of ideas about human nature also seems to exist
in the division of political ideas into "left" and "right" in a broader
context, or between Capitalism (which are based on conservative
and liberal ideas) and Marxism.
roots, and

can

This difference has historical

be better understood

by seeing

the difference
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between

a

Marxist

perspective

and

the

more

Capitalistic

are often fused

together in

perspective of the individual.
Conservativism

and

liberalism

Capitalism and are thus sometimes hard to distinguish (Goodwin
1982:167).

The difference between them is not the main concern

of this paper, but rather their contrast to Marxism, in terms of
their approach to human nature.
Capitalism seen as selfish.

Human universal nature is in

Self-interest is seen as the main human

motivation, and some people consider humans to be competitive
by nature (Goodwin 1982:38).

All humans are seen as deserving

equal opportunities in society.

What divides society is considered

to be inherited inequalities.

Socialism is, for example, often said

to be impossible because humans are greedy by nature (Goodwin
1992:10).
fit

to

The conservatives see some humans as more naturally
govern,

stratification

which

necessary

makes
in

elites,

society

hierarchy,

(Goodwin

and

class-

1982:164).

The

liberals have similar ideas in many aspects, but maintain that all
humans

should

have

stratification in society.

equal

opportunities,

creating

a

fair

Both conservatists and liberals thus tend

to emphasize human nature rather than nurture as a factor that
creates inequality in society.
Marx focused on the interaction between humans and their
society.

He argued that the human being is the product of society

just as society is produced by the human.

Marx, therefore, seems

to see an interaction between society and human beings, neither
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being independent of each other.

He also sees individuals as

interacting among themselves; "individuals undoubtedly make one
another, physically and mentally, but do not make themselves."
In Marx's view,

individuals cannot be pictured as isolated, outside

society, as Adam Smith tended to do.

Even when individuals are

isolated, they do not stop being social beings.
to Marx, "isolated within society."

They are, according

Marx argues that the only

"real" nature that humans have is the one which develops in the
history of

their society; "the nature which develops in human

history - the genesis of human society - is man's real nature,": "all
history

is

nothing

but

a continuous

nature" (Sayer 1989:16-17).
nature

as

static,

circumstances.

but

transformation

of

Marx, therefore, does not see human

constantly

being

reshaped

by

historical

Human nature in capitalism is only a product of

that particular history but not a universal phenomenon.
view

of

human

nature

implies

that

inequalities

in

society

Marx's
are

not

necessarily based on inherited inequalities, nor human nature.

As

I will discuss latter in the paper, Marx does not necessarily seem
to have excluded the importance of "nature," even though he puts
the major emphasis on "nurture."
an

individual

is

only

The view that the behavior of

"nurture"

is

often

labelled

determinism in opposition to biological determinism.

cultural

Locke, for

example, saw the individual as being tabulae rasae, a blank sheet
that

the

social

environment

writes

on.

The

Skinnerian
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behaviorism would also be classified under cultural determinism
(Lewontin

1984:266).

Human nature is often seen as the final authority in a political
argument (Goodwin 1992:10).
nature

thus

reflect

what

The different

changes

are

views of

desired

for

human
society.

According to Marx, human societies can be changed, and human
conditions can be greatly improved.

Marx claimed that "the

philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; The
point, however, is to change it" (Lewontin 1984:277).

According

to the Capitalistic ideology, people are unequal in society because
they are unequal by nature.

For those believing that inequalities

are biologically determined, changing them by social means can
be seen as to "go against nature" (Lewontin 1984:7).

1.3.

Human Nature as an Ideology.
All

ideologies rest

on

a

specific

view

of

human

nature

(Goodwin 1982:185). One of the strongest ways of legitimating a
political belief or ideology is to blend it with the "common sense"
of society, leading to a claim that "nobody could imagine how
they might ever be different" (Eagleton 1991:58).
can

thus

be a

Human nature

very strong legitimation for various kinds of

ideological purposes.

Not only can the idea of human nature be

seen as useful for ideologies, but human nature itself can be seen
as an ideology. Before discussing that further, it is useful to look
at what is meant by the concept of ideology in the discussion
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provided in this paper.

The concept ideology does not necessarily

have to refer to a specific belief being true or false, nor does
ideology have to refer to the dominant ideas in society (even
though

historically seen, ideology is frequently referred

to as

either or both of these things) (see discussion in Eagleton 1991).
My major use of the concept of ideology is to suggest that
ideology describes a certain way for human beings to see their
relations to the world.
make

Clifford Geertz has argued that ideologies

"otherwise incomprehensible social

situations meaningful,

to so construe them as to make it possible to act purposefully
within them.. " (Geertz 1973:220).

In Raymond William's view,

ideology can be seen as the "general process of the production of
meaning and ideas" (Williams 1977:54).
The concept
ideology.

hegemony

is, in

my

opinion, important

to

It can, in its most general sense, be defined as the way

"in which a governing power wins consent to its rule from those it
subjugates"

(Eagleton 1991:112).

Having a strong ideological

dimension, hegemony refers, just as ideology, to the system of
ideas and beliefs in society, but also to the lived social process
(Williams 1977:110).

In order for a group to gain hegemonical

power, it has to associate its own interests with the interests of
the society as a whole (Eagleton 1991:116).

In order for ideology

to gain hegemony, it has to give people a sense of "common
sense" of the natural order of things, i.e., create a meaningful
order of existence.
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If these ideas regarding ideology are seen in connection with
human nature as an ideology, human nature becomes a way of
creating

a

meaningful

establishing a

relation

order of
between

existence.
humans

It

is

(ourselves)

a

way

and

of

other

animals (i.e., how our human nature makes us like or unlike
animals), as well as between the humans themselves (e.g., in a
capitalistic society, it explains why all humans are not equal in
society).
a human.

It thus helps humans to understand what it means to be
As previously discussed, some people see human nature

as having more explanatory value than other people.

Hence, the

construction of these relations is a way of establishing ideological
relations between "us" and "other," both in the natural and social
world.
Human nature is not only important in understanding how
humans see

their relations to "other" humans and

to "other"

animals, but can also be useful in understanding how humans see
their relation to their physical surroundings, i.e., the environment
or nature.

A few examples will be provided where a specific view

of human nature can be seen as the basis for a theory of the
human-resource/nature

relationship.

The

examples

include

Garrett Hardin's theory of the Tragedy of the Commons, Thomas
Malthus' theory of population, and a theory classified as Cultural
Ecofeminism, dealing with the cause of environmental problems.
Hardin's theory of the Tragedy of the Commons is a theory of
human

environment

relationships,

focusing

on

common
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properties.

According to the theory, a resource cannot be held in

common without being overexploited.

Hardin argues that if it is

in no ones' interest to take care of the resource, no one will.

Each

person will add more animals on the land (his example is pastoral
society), and thus gain as an individual more profit from the use
of the resource.
The theory of

This creates an overexploitation of the resource.
the Tragedy of

the Commons rests on certain

premises which are not mentioned in the theory itself.

One of

these premises is an assumption about human nature.

Human

nature is considered to be selfish, anti-social, and maximizing.
Cooperation in using a resource is not seen as an alternative by
individuals, possibly because that would contradict the selfish and
competing nature which individuals using a resource are assumed
to have.
in

This connects to the problematic views generally present

Hardin's

resources.
economy,

influence

of

Daniel

K.

where

competition,
1990:185).

theory

can

the

Ndagala

rainfall
be

relationship

is

more

between

points out
irregular,

profitable

for

that

humans
in

sharing,
every

a

pastoral

rather
one

and

than

(Ndagala

Similarly, in the Senegal River Valley, floods greatly
the

distribution

of

agriculture

in

the

area.

An

individual, who owns a specific piece of land, would run the risk
in

any

given

agriculture.

year

that

his

land

would

not

be

suitable for

Instead, each year each individual receives a portion

of land suitable for agriculture in the common land system (Park
1992:95).
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The theory of the Tragedy of the Commons also assumes a
relationship between humans and resources in which it is selfevident that humans have the capacity to overexploit a resource.
The theory does not address the fact that different animals have a
different

reproduction

ecological variables.

rate

and

are

not

equally

sensitive

to

That creates differences in animal holding of

different species of animals in a different environment.

In the

Middle Eastern pastoral economy, for example, sheep and goats
can

reproduce

much

faster

than camels,

but

are

much

more

sensitive to ecological variables, and can thus easily be wiped out
in a dry year.

It is hence doubtful that it is as easy for individuals

in the Middle East to always put one more animal on the pasture
as is assumed in the model.
Like

many

others

environmental

problems,

influenced

Thomas

by

writing
Garrett
Malthus'

growth (Pepper 1984:99).
Population, it is

about

the

Hardin

was

writings

In Malthus'

seen as intrinsic

environment
to

some

regarding

and

extent

population

Essay on the Principle of
to humans

to reproduce

geometrically or arithmetically, like other biological populations.
The population would thus "outstrip increases in the level of food
supply" (Pepper 1984:93).
to

be

rational,

Humans in this theory are considered

especially

the

European

man.

"Primitive"

populations were seen as having a rationality closer to animals.
The rational man poses limits on how many children he can have,
because

he

asks

himself

how

many

children

he can

support
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economically. If poor people are given economic help or if their
income increases, it is concluded that they will have a tendency to
have more children (even though they are not as rational in the
first place as the educated man).
"necessary"

constraint

on

The influence of "misery" as a

the

population

minimized by social help (Pepper 1984:94).

would

as

well

be

A higher income and

a better position in society in general, thus, results in families
having more children and being able to raise more children than
otherwise.
Even though Malthus' notion of human nature is not as clear
as

Hardin's

notion,

the

implications are still

context of humans and resources.
reproduce as fast as they can.

obvious in

the

It is assumed that humans

If population growth thus is not

regulated somehow, humans will reproduce at an enormous rate.
That

creates

overpopulation and

hence an

overexploitation

of

resources.
Neither Malthus' theory of population nor Hardin's theory of
common property, can be separated from the social and political
implications

they

carry

within

themselves.

Malthus

sees

a

competition within the species, as well as wars, famines, and
plagues,

as

the

major

constraints

on

human

populations,

encouraging social-Darwinist ideas of the "survival of the fittest."
These ideas imply that humans are different due to biological
reasons, and that the least "fit" should not be helped by social
means, because that is in the best interest of everyone.

Hardin's
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theory that common ownership of resources causes problems has
been used for a long time as a justification for various political
actions which have to do with access to land and sea throughout
the world (McCay 1987:2). As previously pointed out, Hardin's
model implies that because of human nature, as self serving and
maximizing, cooperation is not an alternative in using a resource.
It is not surprising that the model of the Tragedy of the Commons
has been used for advocating both governmental ownership and
private property management, as the only viable way of managing
a resource.
Another example of how we see human nature as determining
relationships

with

resources and

different point of view.

nature can

be taken from a

According to Val Plumwood,

Cultural

Ecofeminism (which is one field in the approach of Ecofeminism)
considers women as having a superior relation to nature, often in
a biological sense (Plumwood 1992:10). This approach seems thus
to accept the distinction previously discussed, that man is a more
cultural being and women a more natural being.

But instead of

seeing the distinction as making women inferior to men, the table
is turned around, and this considered to make women superior to
men.

An ecologically sound society, according to this approach,

is the one in which women have a closer relation to nature.

This

can limit and control the influence of the male, who are seen as
the primary cause of ecological problems (Plumwood 1992:10).
This

approach

emphasizes

the

different

nature

of

men

and
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women, women being somehow more natural beings, and thus
able to have a "better" relationship with nature and its resources.
It is interesting that this approach seems to perceive men as
external to nature, but women as, somehow a part of nature.
Humans'

view

of

their

own

nature

humans see possible relations between
and has, therefore,
The

political

influence

thus

nature and

how

themselves,

both political and ideological implications.

implications

are

political

actions

what

influences

reflected
are

in

how

perceived

these
as

ideas

desirable,

because human nature is seen as making some things in human
society

possible and other things impossible.

dimensions,

however,

are

reflected

in

the

The ideological
explanatory

value,

making the human place in the world somewhat meaningful and
comprehensible.

1,4.

Humans as a part of Nature.
Even

though

the

view

of

nature

and

culture

as

binary

oppositions has been very dominant in the Western culture, other
perspectives have developed as well.
Lewontin's

ideas regarding

human

nature and

nature and culture are very appealing.
theorists,

provides

a

dialectical

In my opinion, Richard
the

relation of

Lewontin, among other

understanding

of

the relation

between the social and the biological (Lewontin 1984:10-11), i.e.,
culture and

nature. The dialectical terminology itself indicates

some connection to a Marxist tradition.

In this paper, a complete
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discussion of Lewontin's ideas will not be provided, but those
aspects which I find relevant for the purpose of the paper will be
discussed briefly.

Before discussing Lewontin's ideas, however,

Marx's ideas regarding human nature will be briefly explained.
As previously suggested, Marx argued that the "real" nature of
humans is the one that develops in human history.

But as

Eagleton points out, one does not have to see this idea of Marx as
if he is maintaining that humans have no nature whatsoever.

As

Eagleton phrases it, to deny that human nature is immutable is
"not to assert that there is nothing whatsoever about the human
species

which is

natural and

unchanging"

(Eagleton

1991:59.)

Marx himself maintains that for the social man, nature is the "life
element of human reality," and also that "nature exists as the
foundation

of

his own

human

existence"

(quoted

in; Sayer

1989:15-16).
Lewontin

argues

that

the

nurture is a false dichotomy.

distinction

between

nature

and

In this dichotomy, the concept

"heritable" is considered to mean "insensitive to environmental
change" (Lewontin

1982:72).

It

reflects

a

belief,

previously

discussed, that the gene and the environment are "separate and
separable determinants of organisms rather than interacting and
inseparable
According

shapers

of

to Lewontin,

development"
the dialectical

(Lewontin
view

can

1982:72).
be seen

as

contrasting the dualistic world view, which separates culture and
biology, or mind and body, which has been so dominant in the
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Western world view.

Dialectical explanations also picture the

universe as "unitary but always in change" (Lewontin 1984:11).
In the dialectical view of the world, the relations of genes,
environment, organism, and society, are by no means seen as
simple, but as a complex interaction that cannot be explained by a
simple reductionist argument (Lewontin 1984:266).

According to

Lewontin, the norm of reaction is fundamental in understanding
this relationship.

A norm of reaction can be defined as the list of

phenotypes that can result from the development of a genotype in
a

"different

alternative environment" (Lewontin

1984:268). To

make matters even more complicated, each genotype has its own
norm of reaction, and the relationship between these norms is not
a simple one (Lewontin 1984:269).
large range of phenotypes.
to the environment.

Genotypes also vary in their sensitivity

Traits that are insensitive to environmental

changes in one specific kind
sensitive

to

Each genotype has thus a

changes

in

a

of

environment,

different

can

environment

be

very

(Lewontin

1982:70).
This interactionism perspective implies that the organism is an
interaction of the environment and genes (Lewontin 1984:270).
Lewontin points out that the interactionism tends to carry two
doubtful assumptions.

One assumption is the tendency to see the

environment as making the organism, when the organism actually
shapes the environment.

The other assumption is the belief that

some kind of final knowledge of human genotypes would give us a
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final understanding of society.

Even though we would be able to

know all the norms of reactions for all genotypes in humans and
the

environment,

we

could,

according

to

Lewontin,

still

not

understand society itself (Lewontin 1984:270).
Organisms do not merely "receive a given environment but
actively seek alternatives or change what they find" (Lewontin
1984:12).

Organisms hence do not only adapt to a specific

environment, but modify it and recreate it. The environment is
itself

under constant modifications by

(Lewontin 1984:13).

the organisms within it

As Lewontin emphasizes, just as there is no

organism without an environment, an environment is not to be
found without an organism (Lewontin 1984:273).
of

genes and

nature,

the environment in creating humans, or human

becomes

environment

The interaction

thus

more

complicated,

whereas

the

itself is not a constant variable, but transformed

through human activities.
Our biological structure affects our place in
world.

the natural

If humans were, for example, the size of ants or had wings

like birds, the whole world would look very different, and we
would act on it differently (Lewontin 1984:13).

All humans share

biological processes such as living and dying but the meaning that
they give those phenomenons varies from one culture to another
(Lewontin 1984:14).

We relate to and represent our environment

in a specific way, which is important for our view of ourselves as
social and biological creatures.

In understanding how humans
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represent

their

environment,

I

find

the

writings

Haraway and Teresa de Lauretis very useful.

of

Donna

Haraway maintains

that neither our social or personal bodies can be seen as natural
in the sense that they exist outside "the self creating process
called

human

labour"

(Haraway

1991:10). She

maintains

that

"what we experience and theorize as nature and as culture is
transformed by our work" (Haraway 1991:10).

Thus, even though

some "physical" reality exists, the way that we see that reality is
still mediated through our own social and cultural conceptions.
De Lauretis addresses, in her Technology
problems of the feminist anthropology.

of

Gender,

the

She argues that feminists,

and others concerned with those issues, are always trying to find
the real "nature" of the female.
of

gender

differences,

is

needed,

as

many of

Lauretis 1987:2).

a

De Lauretis claims that a theory

theory
the

not

previous

so

bounded

to

theories have

sexual

been

(de

The alternative which de Lauretis poses is, in

my opinion, a very interesting one.

De Lauretis finds it more

useful to see gender as a point of view or representation, which is
constantly being constructed, and reconstructed in all spheres of
society, both in contemporary societies and in past societies (de
Lauretis

1987:3).

She

refers

to

Althusser

who

argues

that

ideology represents "not the system of the real relations which
govern the existence of individuals, but the imaginary relations of
those individuals to the real relations in which they 'live'" (Quoted
in de Lauretis 1987:6).

De Lauretis adopts Althusser's notion of
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interpellation in relation to gender. Interpellation is the way we
accept the representation of society as our own representation
(de Lauretis 1987:12).
In my view, this analyses of de Lauretis can be applied to other
phenomena

than

gender.

Using

de

Lauretis'

and

Haraway's

arguments, one might conclude that there does not exist any
"true" final representation of nature.

Humans' ideas of nature are

always a specific representation, mediated through human social
and cultural experiences and conceptions.
humans

are

only

capable

of

As Pepper points out,

"perceiving

Nature

from

perspective of human consciousness" (Pepper 1993:31).

the

Pepper's

comment does, in my view, not necessarily mean that nature is
only subjective but not objective in any sense.
As

this

discussion

representations of
society.

As

indicates,

the

various

kinds

of

nature are not accepted as equally valid by

the

concept

of

interpellation

indicates,

each

individual's representation of nature is affected by his cultural
and

social surrounding.

When emphasizing this inequality of

representations, I find the concept of hegemony useful.

The

hegemonical class in Gramsci's terms would have a great deal of
power in the representation of nature in society, constructing it in
a specific
historical

way. In my view, hegemony
depth,

by

providing

an

insight

could
into

give nature a
how,

through

history, the idea of nature has been ideologically and politically
constructed, frequently in the interest of the hegemonical class.

34
The present hegemonical construction of nature would create a
continuity

with the past, but still be constantly reshaped sind

reconstructed

(Williams

1977:112).

As

previously

noted,

the

connection of a specific ideology to a "common sense," referring
to

the

natural

order

of

things,

is

hegemonical class (Eagleton 1991:58-59).
street.

very

powerful

for

the

Hegemony is a two way

Even though nature is hegemonically constructed in an

unequal power-relationship in society, it is still not completely
imposed on individuals in society, but has to be compromised to
some extent.

Hegemony implies agency, without ignoring the

power of representation, and that power in general is not equally
distributed in society.
in

the

political

It can thus be argued that part of debates

environment

about

modern

environmental

problems, is a hegemonical struggle concerning representation of
nature.
Accepting this view of nature as mediated through humans'
cultural and social conception, is an indication that a pure sense
of objective biocentrism is difficult, if not impossible to achieve.
An important aspect of biocentrism is the idea of intrinsic values
of organisms and animals.

The idea of intrinsic values was

brought up in the defense of nature, claiming that non-human
components of nature have a value of their own, not merely an
instrumental value (Hargrove 1992:181).

Many environmentalists

argue that the idea of intrinsic values also implies that humans are
able

to

perceive

these

values

in

an

objective

way.

The
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environmentalists are, in this view, fighting for objective goals
which

are

not

influenced

by

conceptions (Norton 1992:212).

their

own

cultural

and

social

In my view, it is important not

to confuse what is the source of values and what are the objects
of values.

An individual arguing that humans are the only source

of values does not necessarily claim that humans are the only
objects of value.

An individual arguing that humans perceive

values objectively can, without making a contradiction, claim that
humans

are

1992:121).

the only

object

of

value in

the

world

(O'Neill

An anthropocentric argument claiming that humans

are the sole source of value, does not imply that a world without
humans has no value, because there is no necessary connection of
the source and object of
anthropocentric
meaning,

view

human

of

value (O'Neill
intrinsic

centered),

1992:122).

values

certain

In

this

(anthropocentric

components

of

the

environment are considered to have a value on their own, but the
human

conception

of

those

values

is

shaped

by

cultural,

historical, and social processes.
In my view, culture is a part of human nature, because human
biological

bodies live in, and

environment.

are influenced

by

their social

A human life is thus shaped by the existence of

being both a biological organism, and a cultural one as well.

We

have a physical reality "out there" that modifies and shapes our
social existence, a reality that has a value of its own, but as
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cultural beings, the way we see that reality is culturally and
socially shaped.
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2. ANIMALS AS FOOD AND FRIENDS

2.1. Introduction.
Human

beings are only one kind of

organisms inhabiting the world.
feed

the great variety of

Humans, like other organisms,

and prosper from their environment, i.e., they use other

organisms, and material from their environment as resources to
fulfil their "needs" as human beings.

As Levi-Strauss argued,

natural conditions are not passively accepted in human societies.
People "define and give them a meaning by developing them in a
particular direction" (Levi-Strauss 1962:94-95).
In this part of the paper, the focus will be on the relations and
different meanings that humans give different animals.

Humans

establish a relationship with animals, where all animals are not
seen as equal.

Different animals are considered to have different

characters,

thus

humans.

and

have different

roles and

relationships

to

Cultures have a specific history of relation and use of

animals, and thus carry a specific conception of how animals
should be used and related to.

Stated briefly, our views of

animals are culturally biased.
Animals frequently serve as a source of food for humans.
Even though human choices of food are to some extent based on
availability, humans still rarely eat every edible item in their
environment (Mintz 1985:3).

Levins and Lewontin argue that

even though it is biologically determined what people can eat,
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what they eat in reality is a different matter (Levins 1985:262).
Mintz points out that "humans make food

out of

just

about

everything; different groups eat different foods and in different
ways; all feel strongly about what they do eat and don't eat, and
about the ways they do so" (Mintz 1985:3).

In the case of animals

as food, various aspects are tied in; what animals should we eat
and

kill;

what

parts

consumption; how

of

should

them
they

should

be

be killed?

used
All

for

human

these

aspects

connect to humans' conceptions of their own nature as humans
and their relations to other animals.
having

variable

levels

of

Different animals are seen as

intelligence,

different

"natural"

or

inherited bonds to humans, and different rights which are defined
for them in a human discourse.
The following discussion will focus on how, in the present
environmental crisis, the emphasis for the protection of animals
cannot

be

environment.
human

separated

from

humans'

cultural

and

social

Cultural conception of the environment for some

beings can hence unconsciously become a guideline of

how all human societies "should" relate to their environment.
Even though the focus in the paper is on the influence of
culture on humans' views of animals, it is important to point out
that other theorists have seen these attitudes in more biologically
and evolutionary terms.

Harold A. Herzog, Jr. and Gordon M.

Burghardt have argued that humans' attitude toward animals can
be understood to some extent by studying human evolutionary
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history.

They argue that it is possible that "behind the apparent

diversity

of

processes

attitudes

that

are

there

the

are

result

some

of

underlying

natural

biological

selection"

(Herzog

1988:214).
The perspective in this paper seems to give a great deal of
autonomy and homogeneity to "culture."

I find it, therefore,

worthwhile to discuss briefly what is meant by culture in this
paper.
as

I do not adopt the traditional "mosaic" notion of cultures

being

characterized

by

sharp

boundaries,

static

and

homogeneous in their internal characteristics (Discussion of the
mosaic metaphor of cultures is, for example, provided by Hannerz
1992).

The problems in defining the concept culture and the

existence of terms such as subculture, microculture, and popular
culture, indicates in my view, how difficult it is to find the
boundaries of a culture.

Cultures seem to overlap with each

other, they seem to be a part of each other, and different cultures
are associated with social and cultural constructed categories of
class, gender, and race.

This confusion implies, in my view, that

culture

boundaries,

has

no actual

political and ideological purposes.

but

is

rather invented

for

For the purpose of this paper,

the concept culture becomes useful in explaining different views
of animals, but it has to be constantly kept in mind that ideologies
in one culture are not agreed upon but hegemonically established.
The concept culture is perhaps useful because it "is good to think
with" in Levi-Strauss' sense.
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As a framework for my discussion, I borrow some of LeviStrauss', Edmund Leach's, and Mary Douglas' ideas.

After having

discussed the ideas by the previously mentioned theorists, I will
take a specific example of a conservation battle of one particular
animal, and support my case with other examples which I find
appropriate.

The specific example discussed will be the protest

against whaling and sealing in Iceland.
come

from

a

special

approach these issues.
influenced

by

my

As an Icelander myself, I

cultural discourse

which

affects

how

I

The reason why I choose this example is

Icelandic

background.

The

whaling

case,

however, in my opinion, is a good example of how different
"cultures" create different relations to different animals, and how
environmental conservation can be guided

by culturally

biased

views toward animals.

2.2.

The Ideological Construction of Animals.
As previously argued, the definition of ideology used in this

paper focuses on ideology as a specific way for humans to see
their relations to their world, making "incomprehensible social
situations

meaningful"

(Geertz

1973:22).

Ideology

includes

religion, which in my view, should be given special attention for
the purpose of this discussion.
religion

focuses on

Clifford Geertz's definition of

the dynamics of

symbols

in

constructing

"human worlds," which is close to the understanding of ideology
provided in this paper.

By focusing on symbols, Geertz creates
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possibilities in

connecting

aspects

of

religion

which

are

not

supernatural in any sense but seem to be, however, an "expression
of belief in a particular world view" (Dubisch 1989:69).
Geertz's definition states that:

"Religion is 1) a system of

symbols which acts to 2) establish powerful, pervasive, and longlasting

moods

and

motivations

in

men

by

3)

formulating

conceptions of general order of existence and 4) clothing these
conceptions with such an aura of factuality that 5) the mood and
motivations seem uniquely realistic (Geertz 1973:90).
I find Geertz's definition of religion useful to keep in mind for
this paper.

Animals have not only material value for humans, but

a symbolic value as well. The whole fight for the environment is
integrated

by

various sets of

powerful

symbols:

the

struggle

between good and evil, life and death, freedom and captivity.
The issue of killing and eating certain animals also seems to
involve a strong and powerful mood and motivation in people.
Geertz's definition suggests that the way people construct their
order of existence appears to be an important aspect of

how

moods and motivations are created.
In discussing what is edible and what is not, it is important
to keep in mind that humans are the ones who classify nature, not
nature itself (Douglas 1990:25; Leach 1979:156). Leach argues
that:

"the world is created by the process of classification and the

repetition of the classification itself perpetuates the knowledge
which it incorporates" (quote from Turner 1985).

Culture seems
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to be very powerful in defining what is edible.

Not only does

culture define which animals are edible and which are not, it also
transforms some

natural

materials into edible ones.

Humans

cannot get energy from corn in its natural form, it needs to be
"transformed" by human culture, by baking or other means of
cooking.
In Edmund Leach's discussion of how humans formalize which
animals are edible and which ones are not, Leach derives his
position from Levi-Strauss' ideas about the connection between
nutritional

and

sexual

relations

(Levi-Srauss 1962:105), and
between

culture

and

nature,

between

that

humans

and

animals

humans exchange similarities

i.e.,

humans

use

the

difference

between animals in nature to deal with their own differences. LeviStrauss argued that this could explain why in totemic societies,
humans did not usually consume their own animal totem
Strauss 1962:107).
how,

by

(Levi-

Leach also expands Mary Douglas" theory of

classification,

animals

are

not

only

identified

into

distinctive categories, but how the classification also "taboos"
those animals who fall on the border of the categories (Lessa and
Vogt 1979:153).

Leach uses the English culture as an example, but

he maintains that his ideas have general validity, although not
universal (Leach 1979:160).
Following the notion of the classification of animals as a
cultural construction, Leach thinks that the edible part of the
environment

can

be

classified

into

three

categories:

edible

substances which are considered to be food and are part of our
normal diet; edible substances which are consciously
seen

as

edible

substances

under

which

are

recognized as food.

only

special

circumstances;

unconsciously

tabooed

tabooed,

and

and

edible

are

not

Leach argues that in anthropology the focus

has mainly been on the second category.

He maintains that the

third category has become so integrated in our culture, that it is
almost taken as self-evident that some specific animals are not
food (Leach 1979:156).

Leach thinks that we classify edible things

from the spectrum of our own "self."

A child, he argues, does not

see the world as many distinguished different categories, but as a
continuum.

The child is taught in its life-span development to

distinguish between its own self and the environment, and also
between aspects in its environment, each being labelled with a
special name.

The classification is, therefore, operating through

the spectrum of the individual's own self. As Leach himself puts it:
"Taboo serves to separate the SELF from the world and then the
world itself is divided into zones of social distances..." (Leach
1979:157,163).

A child learns, therefore, to identify its own self

from other things, and to identify people "like me" from people
"not like me," and also to identify "people" from "not people"
(Tapper

1988:49-50).

The dog in the English society is a good example, in Leach's
view, of this construction of the human-animal relationship, by
viewing it in relation to our own self.

Even though the dog is
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technically edible, the English society would not regard it as such.
In Leach's view, we can find the reason in how the Englishman
seems to think of himself and the dog as "beings of the same
kind" (Leach 1979:156).

The man does not consider himself to be

edible,

dog

therefore,

the

cannot

be

edible

either

(Leach

1979:156-157).
In

order

to

show

how

important

social

distance

is

in

establishing relations for humans, by creating both relations to
other

humans

and

correspondence is

to

animals,

between

the

Leach
way

maintains

animals are

that

certain

classified

as

edible and how humans are classified with regard to sex relations.
Four such classes can be identified:
1. Very close relatives vs. pets: Humans do not have sex with
very close relatives (one's sister or brother) and do not eat the
animals who are "close" to them (one's pets).
2.

Kin

relationship

(but

not

can

very close) vs. farm

be

expected,

but

animals: Premarital

marriage

is

strongly

disapproved or prohibited. Farm animals are mostly edible but
only as immature or castrated.
3. Neighbors/friends (not kin) vs. field animals/game: Person
would

be expected

to get a spouse from

these group. Game

animals are edible in a sexually intact form, they are hunted in
special seasons.
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4. Strangers vs. remote wild animals: Relationship not seen as
possible with strangers.
(Leach

Remote wild animals not seen as edible

1979:158-160).

Leach seems to see his theory as having a "very wide general
validity" (Leach 1979:160), and I thus want to look at it in
comparison with the Icelandic society, which is culturally similar
to the English society, which he takes as an example.

When

applying Leach's ideas to the Icelandic society, the correlation
between social distance and edible animals does not match as
nicely as in Leach's theory.

In Iceland, old milking cows are used

for ground beef and mature sheep become salted meat.
of

the Icelandic horse in

The use

the present times would rather be

considered to be closer to pet holding than to a farm animal.
People in towns and cities own horses for recreational enjoyment.
And on an increasing number of farms, the horse serves a major
role as a human's companion

rather

than

a

working animal.

Nonetheless, horse sausage and foal steak are eaten both in towns
and

in

urban

areas.

Leach

can

also

be criticized

for

not

mentioning other factors influential in determining what animals
are edible and what animals are not edible.
Leach's

terms, I

The social distance in

maintain, is only one factor of

influences our views of animals.
be taken as an example.

many

that

The Icelandic horses can again

In the old Icelandic peasant society,

where the horse was mainly a farm animal used for hard labor and
transportation,

its consumption

was forbidden.

That

can

be
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related to a cultural aspect which is not a part of the social
distance from the "self." The eating of a horse was forbidden'by
law when the Icelandic society changed to Christianity, probably
because eating horses was part of a ritual activity of the former
religion

(Adalsteinsson

1988:65).

What

also

seems

to

be

important in this case, are the difficult ecological conditions to
which the Icelandic people had to adapt.
many resources for obtaining food.

Iceland does not offer

There are neither as many

animal species nor as good conditions for cultivation in Iceland as
in England.

The few animal species which people were able to

hold were, therefore, extremely important for Icelanders in order
to survive in a harsh environment.
was used.

Every product of the sheep

The brain was, for example, often used to make

cookies, and its tendons were used as thread.

One can, therefore,

say that the Icelanders held a more pragmatic relationship with
their animals, while in England pet holding was more easily
possible.
Even though Leach has been criticized for focusing on the
individual ego or self of child, which he actually does not define
very clearly (see criticism by Mason 1990:219), several studies
have still shown that people have in general consistent attitudes
toward

animals that are formulated and shaped in early life

(Driscoll 1992:33).
This criticism of Leach's theory does not imply that the
theory is not useful to some extent in explaining the human-
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animal relationship. In my opinion, his theory is useful in a very
general

sense,

at

least

for

the

Western

society.

Over-

generalizations, however, have to be avoided, as well as other
factors included in explaining human-animal relationship.

The

limitation of the theory in explaining relationships with all animals
is, for example, apparent in that it seems not to be useful in
explaining relations of humans to animals such as ants.
theory

is

animals.

better

for

relations

between

humans

and

The

"larger"

There are cultural, social, historical, and/or ecological

conditions which have an important influence on this relationship
and conditions which Leach does not mention.
I find Leach's theory most useful when connected to the
concept of ideology, as it has been defined for the purpose of this
paper.

In

its

most

general

sense,

Leach's

theory

is

about

classification of a diversity of organisms, and an establishment of
a meaningful relationships with those organisms.

Thus, in my

opinion, even though Leach himself does not connect his theory
with ideology, a general view of
referring
animals.

his theory can

to an ideological construction of

human

be seen

as

relations

to

Leach's theory becomes thus useful in understanding

how humans try to make their situation in the natural world a
meaningful one.

In the same way as humans explain ideologically

the differences between humans by referring to human

nature,

they also try to explain how different animals have to be treated
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differently.

That can be explained by different animals inhabit

different spheres in their relations to human society.
It is in no way self evident how an identification with animals
is structured.

The Nazi ideology can be used as an illustration of

how variable this identification is with animals.

It also shows the

importance of social distance and identification in Leach's sense
in creating relations of animals and other humans.

The Nazis took

extensive measures to ensure human care and protection toward
animals (Arluke 1992:6).
eating

were

portrayed

as

Both hunting of
symbols

of

less

animals and meat
civilized

societies.

Animals were seen as models for human behavior and society.
Care for family, collectivity, and the law of nature were all seen as
desirable characters of animals that the Nazi society should learn
from (Arluke 1992:11).

Germany itself was portrayed as a women

that was as one with nature and at the animals side, fighting
against their common oppressors who where considered to be the
Bolsheviks, capitalists, and Jews (Arluk

1992:19).

The

Nazi

ideology identified the "pure" Aryan people with "pure" animal
species

which

seems

in

their

mind

to

have

been

mainly

domesticated animals, while what they saw as sub-human, were
identified with "lower" animals (Arluk 1992:14,28).

According to

Arnold Arluk and Boria Sax, the animalization of human life and
the blurring of the boundaries of a human and an animal, made it
possible "to treat animals as well as humans, and humans as
poorly

as animals"

(Arluk 1992:23).

The creation of

social
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distance and identification to animals is thus in

no way self

evident.
It can also be suggested that the treatment of women and
"black" people could be explained to some extent by the creation
of

social

animals.

distance between humans, and

between humans and

As previously discussed in part 1.1, both women and

"black" people were seen in the Western world as being closer to
nature.

The view of these social groups being closer to animals

and nature may have justified the unequal treatments and rights
in Western society between them and white males, even making
the inequality comprehensible and meaningful for the dominant
group in society.

2.3.

The Symbolic and Metaphoric Importance of Animals.
As this discussion has indicated, the identification of humans

with animals is an important factor in establishing relationships
with certain animals.

Just as the Englishman identifies himself

with the dog, the Nazis identified themselves with certain kinds of
animals,

as someone

siding

with

nature, fighting

Bolshevik, capitalists, and Jews (Arluke 1992:19).

against

the

This section of

the paper will focus on the symbolic and metaphoric value of
animals.
Geertz's definition of religion places symbols as an important
factor in creating a meaningful and general order of existence.
Animals always seem

to have been

important for humans as
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cultural metaphors.

Even in Paleolithic art, one can see evidence

of

in

man's

interest

assuming

animals'

identities

(Fernandez

1974:120).

Berger thinks that the first metaphor could have been

an

(Berger

animal

1977:504).

Animals

have

humans that enhances their metaphorical value.

similarities

to

They are born,

some animals can feel pain, fear, and joy, and animals are mortal
just like humans (Berger 1977:504).
Geertz defines a symbol as "...any object, act, event, quality,
or

relation

which

serves

as

a

vehicle

for

a

conception-the

conception is the symbol's 'meaning"' (Geertz 1973:91).

Symbols

are culturally constructed and their meanings thus can vary from
one culture to another (Lessa and Vogt 1979:90).

Symbols can

also be multivocal, they can have different meanings for different
participants

(Turner

1979:56;

Lessa

and

Vogt

1979:90).

Fernandez sees symbols as rooted in metaphoric statements, but
having lost their direct link with the subject.
symbolic

behavior can

be

better

understood

He thinks that
if

its

underlying

metaphors are examined (Fernadez 1974:120).
Animals are thus useful as symbols, or as Levi-Strauss has
argued, animals are "good
frequently
1988:51).

used

as

According

metaphors
to

1988;51).

and

also

as

a

for

Tapper,

representation in two ways.
"other,"

to think

with" and are,
humans'

animals

society

can

be

therefore,
(Tapper
used

for

They can be used to represent the

model

for

the

human

itself

(Tapper

As other symbols, animals can be used both as a model
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of human society, and as a model for human society.

Animals as

symbols or metaphors can give social reality a meaning in Geertz's
terms, both by shaping themselves to it and by shaping the reality
to themselves (Geertz 1973:93).
As Tapper points out, animals are good to teach and learn
with (Tapper 1988:51).

If we take children in Western society as

an example, then the popularity in using animals to make the
world more understandable in their eyes and teaching moral rules
is obvious.

Books (both picture books and novels) for children

have for a

long

Sometimes
society.

time

the stories

used

animals

have one

as

child

the

basic

observing

As Fernandez points out, even

characters.

the

animals'

though all kinds of

"machinery" have become popular among children today, animals
are still important as sources for identity and learning.

He takes

as an example how infants are surrounded with stuffed animals
and given animal nick-names (Fernandez 1974:122).

Many of the

present

their

day

characters.
they

computer

games

use

animals

major

Books with animals have not disappeared, although

may have been shaped more to modern

cartoon-films

as

are

produced

animals play the major role.

for children

where

society.
some

Many
kind

of

There always seems to be some

animals around to symbolize or to use as a metaphor (Tapper
1988:51).
In Iceland, the fish, which is an important aspect of
economy, is used as a metaphor.

the

The fish is used to signify
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metaphorically the value of a thing or an idea, by saying that it
does not have the "value of many fish" (ekki margra fiska virdi),
i.e., it has little value (Palsson 1990:121).

On the back of the

present day coin is a fish, referring to the days when fish was used
as barter.

"Misfits," such as homosexual males, are spoken of as

"ofuguggi" (fish with his fins reversed), which was used for a
mythical, anomalous fish.

Misfits in the social order are then

referred to metaphorically as misfits in the natural order (Palsson
1990:126).
Mary

Douglas

warns

about

an

overgeneralization

in

the

direction of seeing animal categories primarily as abstract models
of

human

society.

She is

not

questioning

that animals

are

important as metaphors for human society, but rather pointing
out that they do not necessarily serve as a resource for thinking
about ourselves (Douglas 1990:33). She warns also about using
similarity as the only explanation (Douglas 1990:26).

This can be

applied to an argument made by some anthropologists, that fish
are rarely used as metaphors of human society because there are
so few obvious resemblances (Palsson 1990:118).

The various

ways they have been used as metaphors in Icelandic society shows
how culturally bound that view is (see e.g. Palsson 1990; Palsson
1991).

Similarity, as Douglas argues, is "relative, variable, and

cultural dependent" (Douglas 1990:26).
Human ways of creating a relationship between themselves
and

animals

is

thus

affected

by

various

kinds

of

cultural
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constructions.

In order to create a general order of existence,

animals are classified into different categories depending on their
closeness to humans, which is not based on an obvious similarity
but a culturally selected one.

Animals are also appropriated into

human societies by becoming a symbol for something else and
given a metaphorical value and often serve to understand the
human society itself.

The way that humans form relations to

animals is thus in no sense a simple process, but integrated into a
complicated

web

of

hegemonical

negotiation

of

meaning,

historical factors, and cultural creation of the "self" and

the

"other."

2.4. An Example of Human Animal Relationship.
Using these sources of information, I want to turn to a specific
example of human-animal relationship which has caused a great
deal of debate over the last years.

In my view, the debate over

whaling

aspects

and

sealing

conceptualizations

of

is

in

these

many

animals,

based

rather

on

than

different
ecological

factors.
The conservation of seals and whales has been of a great
concern for environmentalist groups such as Greenpeace USA.
The way that organizations such as Greenpeace USA spend their
money

must

give

some

clues

about

their

priorities.

The

expenditures for the year July 1 1982 through June 30 1983 were
as follows (Other categories are on the list as well but far below
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the seal and whale expenditures):
campaign

$402,149;

Seal campaign $940,061; Whale

Endangered

species

$138,884

(Henke

1985:119).

According to Arne Kalland, the ecological arguments

of

being

whales

1993:124).

endangered

are

loosing

ground

(Kalland

How can this huge emphasis on anti-whaling then be

explained when many whale species do not seem to be endangered
at all?
bases

Kalland points out that the anti-whaling campaign today
its

argument

on

ethical

and

moral

grounds

(Kalland

1993:124), which brings us to the concern of this paper, i.e. the
relationship that humans feel they "should" have with animals.
I will start by looking at the usefulness of the theoretical
discussion

provided

about

the social distance

between

and animals, and the symbolic importance of animals.

humans

If Leach's

analogies are taken as a starting point, it can be argued that for a
majority of people in the U.S. both seals and whales are relatively
distant animals.

As far as I know, these animals have not through

the history of the U.S. been a big part of people's lives.

It can

hence be argued that whales can be seen as exotic animals for the
majority of
however,

North Americans.

been

introduced

to

The whale and
many

North

the seal have,

Americans

through

television and exhibitions of various kinds, such a zoo and other
kinds of "tourist" attractions.

In Northern Norway, foreign tourist

entrepreneurs have introduced a whale tourism project, directed
towards

putting

an end

to whaling,

by

trying to change

the

perception of the local people regarding whales, as well as being a
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tourist industry (Ris 1993:156).
are

a

recreational

Both television and exhibitions

activity,

designed

entertainment, and commercial purposes.

for

educational,

That leads to, in my

opinion, an emphasis on certain characteristics of the animals,
such as their similarity to humans and their exotic characteristics,
including aspects which awake admiration, happiness, or other
kinds of sentimental feelings.
done by

That corresponds with research

Harold A. Herzog and Shelley L. Galvin of

representation in the tabloid press.

animal

The most "popular" animal

category in the tabloid press is the category of animals as "loved
ones."

This most frequently includes pictures of animals based

on anthropomorphic elements, such as having the animal engaged
in

a

typical

human

activity

morphological characteristics of

or

showing

animals

a human infant.

having

Herzog and

Galvin argue that this reflects our (probably referring to NorthAmericans) tendency to "attribute human characteristics, abilities
and

desires

to

nonhuman

animals"

(Harzog

1992:81).

The

tabloid press seems to reflect, to a certain extent at least, what
characteristics of animals people are interested to pay to see.
For an Icelander, I argue that whales and seals are a more
integrated part of the social environment.

Many folktales having

whales or mythical whales as the major character are preserved in
Iceland.

These

are

also

usually

tales

relationships between seals and humans.

about

contact

and

The seal used to be

considered very positively by Icelanders, even though that seems
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to have changed in recent years, partly because of campaigns by
Greenpeace and Sea Shepherd (Einarsson 1990).

Even though

many Icelanders today have probably not seen an actual whale, it
does not seem to them to be an exotic animal, but a part of their
environment in a nation built on a costal economy.

Whale meat is

considered to be "food," and the whale fat prepared in a special
way is part of a traditional Icelandic meal, which is eaten in an
annual celebration, and can be seen as one way of remembering
the national heritage.

The seal, however, is more visual than the

whale, but is not commonly eaten today.
important

source

of

food

and

Seals have still been an

income

for

many

Icelanders

(Einarsson 1990:35). Similar things can be said about other whale
and seal hunting nations.

The Inuits have traditionally been

engaged in hunting seals and whales.

Their representives in the

Inuit Circumpolar Conference argue that "whaling is a necessary
part of Inuit cultural identity and social organization" (Faegteborg
1990:126).

The Faroese people, who are one of the smallest

nations in the world, have also been described as "overwhelmingly
dependent

upon

fisheries"

(Olafsson

1990:31).

Within

the

population of Iceland, the Inuits, and the Faroese Islands, the
hunting of whale and seal have thus probably been considered to
be as natural as the hunting of other types of animals.
By using Leach's idea of social distance, I find it important to
note that in Iceland, individuals grow up generally considering
that it is just as morally acceptable to kill whales for subsistance,
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as it is to kill sheep and cows, while in the U.S., whales are seen as
exotic animals which should not be killed, but only used for
recreational purposes.

Similar ideas seem to exist concerning the

seal, even though it is probably not considered to be as exotic as
the whale, but has been given characteristics similar to a pet.

In

the case of the whale tourism in Northern Norway, Ris argues that
"the foreign entrepreneurs have tried to transform the whale from
within its traditional cultural context in Norway by introducing
instead a fundamentally alien view of it" (Ris 1993:162).
environmentalists' own ideas of
strongly

integrated

into

The

animals seem hence to be so

their world

view,

that

other

cultures

"should" as well accept them as valid, not because of ecological
reasons but because it is

morally wrong to kill a whale.

The exotic value of the whale can hardly be separated from
the symbolic and metaphorical importance.
about the seal.

The same can be said

The organizers of the environmental organizations

seem to have realized this importance in motivating people, and
have taken advantage of it.

Paul Watson, the leader of Sea

Shepherd and formerly one of the leaders of Greenpeace, said this
about the seals in a CBS interview in 1978; "There are over a
thousand animals on the endangered species list... and the harp
seal isn't one of them.

You see, the seal is very easy to exploit as

an image." (quoted in Henke 1985:125).
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John

Gulland,

one

of

the

advisors

for

the

International

Whaling Commission commented on the the reason for whales
becoming one of Greenpeace's main symbols:
"Among

the

reasons

are

the

sheer

size

of

the

whales

themselves and the apparent simplicity of the issue itself - if we
cannot preserve the whales what can we save?

Whales, for these

same reasons make excellent fund raisers, probably behind only
giant panda and baby seals.

There may no longer be urgent

reasons of conservation for continued pressure to strengthen the
controls on whaling, but there are sound financial reasons for
groups that depend on public subscription to be seen to be active
in "saving the whale" (quoted in Einarsson 1990).
Whales, despite having an obvious visual physical aspect, are
mammals just like humans, and

the conservation organizations

argue that they are very wise mammals.

As Gulland remarks

above, whales are huge and give many people some kind of a
"sacred" feeling.
animal.

We can also say that they symbolize the "free"

If I allow myself to generalize freely, then it can be

argued that the underlying idea seems to be that if the whale can
be free, we ourselves will be free.
Seals,

Niels Einarsson argues, have become very

powerful

symbols of nature as a whole: "Save the seal, save nature."
are good animals to think with in Levi-Strauss 1 terms.

Seals

They are

animals which have, with their metaphorical role as symbols for
environmental organizations, helped people to think about much
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more abstract concepts (Einarsson 1990:40).

The visual effects of

the seal as well as the whale can also explain how powerful it is as
a symbol.

While the whale is big, strong, and powerful, the seals,

especially the baby-seals, are cute, small, and innocent.

Paul

Watson continues:
" We have posters, we have buttons, we have shirts... all which
portray the head of the baby seal with tears coming out of its
eyes.

Baby seals are always crying because the salt tears keep

their eyes from freezing.

But they have this image... they are baby

animals, they are beautiful.

And because of that the seal coupled

with the horror of the sealer hitting them over the head with a
club, it is an image which just goes right to the heart of animal
lovers all over North America (quoted in Henke 1985:125).
Arne Kalland has argued that the whale has been turned into a
"totem" for the environmental movements and the animal rights
activists.
"super"

The whale has hence become a powerful symbol, a
whale.

characteristics
animals.

The
that

whale

makes it a

has,

in

better

Kalland's
totem

than

view,

some

some other

One of these characteristics is the character of whale

being "betwixt and between," an animal that does not fit easily
into categories of mammals and fish (Kalland 1993:127).
are

also

pictured

as

having

lived

in

harmony

with

Whales
their

surroundings for 25 million years or more, and having other
characteristics that are seen by many as being valuable in humans,
such as being wise, kind, caring, and playful (Kalland 1993:128).
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That

must

make

the

whale

very

appealing

metaphorically

to

people who want to live in harmony with their environment.
In my opinion, we also have to look at more material aspects
of

what are desirable symbols for environmental

people in general.

groups,

and

Seals and whales have in common that they

carry little cost to the people traditionally fighting against their
killing (Kalland 1993:127).

It is inexpensive for individuals to

fight for conservation of an animal that has no economic and
substantial meaning for them.

Also, it is easy to blame a small

group of people, i.e., the whalers or the seal-hunters, who are
unable to counterattack with the same force (Kalland 1993:129).
This involves the construction of the "good" guys against the
"bad" guys, which is easy to comprehend in an environmental
debate (for both sides of course), but in my view is unlikely to
solve any problems.
John H. Peterson, Jr. maintains that the description of the
whale as a symbol, or the "super" whale, fits in many aspects with
characteristics that the elephant is given.

Both animals have a

very important symbolic dimension for many people.

Peterson

argues that in the case of both the whale and the elephant, certain
aspects are applied to all whale and elephant populations, creating
a policy that focuses on
people,

for

the

the protection of wildlife from local

"pleasure of

urban

tourists," rather

ecological reasons (Peterson 1993:173).

than

for
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The strong commercialization of animals in environmentalism
connected

to

the

environmentalists'

conception

of

their

own

views of animals as being morally superior to "other" views of
animals, have caused John H. Peterson, Jr. to call it a "million
dollar

belief

system"

(Peterson

1993:172),

connecting

environmental attitudes towards animals as practiced today, even
further towards a religion in Clifford Geertz's sense.
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3. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The first part of this paper gave a brief historical outline of
ideas regarding the human relationship with nature, emphasizing
how humans have both tried to separate themselves from nature,
as well as to gain understanding of what it means to be a human
through studies of animals.

Humans' understanding of their own

nature,

is

as

human

beings,

important

in

formulating

what

relations are considered to be desirable and possible with other
humans and nature.

The ideology of humans' nature makes the

world meaningful and points out what kind of actions in regard to
environmental
human

nature

issues
and

are
the

appropriate.
human

relationship

culturally and historically produced.
paper,

that

human ideas

of

The

nature

understanding
with

nature

of
is

It has been argued, in this
can

be

seen

as

specific

representations of nature, but not as reducable to a single "true"
and objective knowledge.

This representation is hegemonically

constructed, meaning that not all individuals in society have the
same power in contributing to the social construction of nature,
without excluding some kind of agency for the less powerful
individuals in society.

Even though nature itself can thus be

defined as a physical reality, existing in its own rights and value,
the way that human perceive that reality is culturally, socially, and
historically

constructed.
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In the second part of this paper, the main focus was on the
way that this representation of animals is possibly constructed.
Leach's theory emphasizes the importance of a social distance
between animals and humans, and the identification determining
what animals are considered to be edible and what animals are
not thought of as food at all.

The symbolic dimensions of animals

can also be seen as an important factor in explaining how animals
are

represented in

human

society, and

"should" have with those animals.
Leach's

should, however,

what

relations

humans

No single theory such as

be considered

to explain

fully

why

humans have certain views towards animals, because many factors
influence the human conception of animals.
Animals do not merely have an objective physical reality in
human societies.
animal

is

An understanding of what it means to be an

mediated

through humans' cultural

what it means to be a human being as well.

understanding of

Animals are brought

into human society, as a way of understanding what it means to be
a human being, and what it means not to be a human being.
Animals are used in order to understand humans' own nature,
which

frequently

is

used

to

define

what

kind

of

ecological

relationship humans can have with nature.
What does this mean for our present environmental crisis?
Does it mean that protection of animals and other aspects of
nature is useless
culturally?

That

because humans' conception of
by

protecting

the environment

nature varies
we

are just
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forcing our own value judgement on other people?

Alison Dundes

Renteln's perspective on relativism is, in my opinion, useful for
that problem.

Renteln argues that the theory of relativism has

incorporated both an idea of enculturation, i.e., how one culture
unconsciously shapes one's view of the world, and tolerance.

In

Renteln's opinion, the connection of tolerance to the theory was
what

mislead

relativism.

Seen

in

this

light,

the

theory

of

relativism is hence a theory of how values are made, without
incorporating a value judgment itself (Renteln 1988:57-62).

The

theory of relativism is thus in this perspective only a theory
describing how influential culture is in influencing our view, as
has been argued in this paper.

As in the example provided of

different representation of animals, the reasoning for not killing
whales and seals was based on a cultural representation, much
more than ecological reasons.

Cultural representations, such as

classifying all whales as the same, seeing the killing of seals and
whales as "morally" wrong, occure, in my opinion, when

the

cultural meaning for a specific group of whales and seals is the
leading force of action, instead of concern for ecological systems.
Those interested
emphasis and goals.

in

environmental

problems

have

different

Kalland classifies them into two basic groups;

animal right advocates and environmentalists (Kalland 1993:125).
Animal right advocates refers to those who are against the killing
of

animals

in

general,

Environmentalists can

including

the

vegetarian

perspective.

be defined as those who are concerned
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about ecological systems and try to prevent species' extinction.
This classification, of course, does not include all the diversity in
approaches to the environment, but can be seen as useful.

In my

view, both types of approaches to the environment are affected to
some extent by cultural values of their environment, even though
the animal right activists base their arguments more on moral
grounds than the environmentalists, who try to build their cases
on "hard" data.
It is unfortunate when environmental organizations blur the
distinction that should be intact between environmentalism, (i.e.,
being concerned

about

ecological

systems),

and

animal

rights

advocates (i.e., to be against animal killing in general) (Kalland
1993:125), basing their choice on what animals should be killed
on

cultural

conceptions,

rather

than

protecting

species

from

extinction.
In my view, animals have intrinsic value, even though the way
human beings define those values is culturally biased.

Humans

can thus probably never fully separate themselves from their own
value judgement.

It is, therefore, necessary for everyone engaged

in environmental issues to question their own values.
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