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Poethical Witness: Asemic Reading

A RAWLINGS



Must writing be understood as a human activity? 

What qualifies as a writing instrument or surface?



Asemic writing is a form of literary composition comprised of illegible 

script; in other words, the visual material of the composition identifies as 

letter-forms, but there is no process of decoding available to confirm pho-

nemes or semantic attachment to the visual. My interest in asemic writ-

ing is born of an asemic reading practice through witnessing the output 

of more-than-human writers. I situate myself amongst biotic and abiotic 

entities to see if I can touch that ages-old enthusiasm to interconnect 

with an environment by recognising the linguistic within its body. When I 

submit my estranged self to the power of listening and sensing within an 

ecosystem, I strive to stretch beyond semantics but also to witness my 

constant impulse to construct meaning. 

In these moments, I dream it’s possible that a world of signifiers 

explodes the dominant human language used to name and to know 

them. In this dream, asemic writing populates and inscribes landscapes. 

I question embedded notions of what bodies (be they human, water, 

weather, other) are capable of and/or constantly composing. I learn 

anew how to ethically read, converse with, collaborate with, and/or in-

terpret non-human entities.

As a reflective aid to my witness practice, I take several photographs 

of an environment-based ‘text.’ Forms form. Lines repeat. Superposition. 

Instead of ink on paper, barnacles mark rocks, fungi marks bark, and 

crabs forge paths through sand. Distinct forms link with other distinctions.
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As with exposure to foreign human languages, immersion in unfamil-

iar bioregions can heighten a person’s capacity to sense environments 

partly removed from the locational semantics we inherit. Looking at or-

ganic litter on a beach, I know little more than cursory names like leaf, 

shell, seed. Their intricate arrangements indicate a deep logic at work, 

but one I am not yet equipped to decode.

Within the field of cultural geography, ‘reading’ a landscape or an 

environment has become a popular metaphor—though asserting that 

landscapes are passive texts waiting to be actively engaged by readers 

is ethically spurious. If we hover for a moment with the notion that an 

environment can be interpreted, then the implication is that the environ-

ment itself is comprised of (or, better yet, actively composing) mean-

ing. In this case, ecosystems and their biotic and abiotic components 

embody the capacity to communicate, with the visual material akin to 

writing. 

I suggest the visual markers of more-than-human writers offer hu-

mans an opportunity to develop a practice of asemic reading. We may 

find ourselves unable to comprehend what is composed, but assured 

that it holds its own inherent logic and that it is, indeed, communicative. 

Such an ideological shift away from the superiority of speciesist anthro-

pocentrism allows a poethical approach to ecocentrism where biotic and 

abiotic entities are capable agents for communication.
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JENNIFER SPECTOR



Run to earth
Ground is singing 
Eidolon salved with door
Terremoto Terrane cleaving 
Land extruded from mountain

Down by the rock pool collision 
Pillow lava marled to the gape 
Relict of seamount crest of fount 
Paean to massive migration

Tumble down
Let us skim this cave
Rail precipice dance on the berm
Bird and wave
The blond arcade skippering our boat

I’ll sing the blues of a limning earth 
Lodestar flint and lantern
Lea festooned with riband parades 
Signaling mutation

Run to earth
Ground is broken 
Bedding trim of stitch

Headlands crumple like almond seifs 
There is stone where needed
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when forest hood is down
pine needles blanket chestnut earth 
fay puling grouse to furze
gold saws raddled in heartwood

augured pastoral 
quoins of straw
         fathers     uncles 
    brothers of the lake
runes for shambled agora 

tents liaised in the maze
foray on the hustings 
yarning lambent trills
to the buttonwoods 
sleeves damp with brume

        delphic phyla
veined off the strawflower 
welshes on suede word
        sails cymose hadspen 
    in the mottled prow
looking for reasons not to stake

in thicket or say a slink 
moon will arrive before them
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I.

In the first dream she
Is an emulous beast 
Mother sluiced from the rilles
Garroting sleep

In the second   in flux and swivel
She plums shades of the paramour 
Legato trancing the crypt    
A lynx bristled with fealty

                    Somewhere in dying 
       What moves into land
  Hides in skin,     in the burnt col from the eolian 
Eye   to shepherd and esker      out to the alders 

Kin stretched from skein, musked off 
Flexure         home-fractured     plinth    or idea
 Buttes on the pass,      setting dye       
Wheeling route with what got loose 

Her body scarce of sand     like barchans sloping 
  Steep crescents       pebble swift to hand      felting the lid in 
        Its spring locket of sleep      shunting to 
  Mill against the forms
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II.

The girl lays beside you          on soil
Where her body too   will rue
Wicking the riches       
           Sharked days under silt        
  Name of her mother      stonebreath 
Lustre        blowing her pillows of smoke 

Talus with thimble       the rough-cut 
Vectors wooding groundswells 
Traced from this bed-shed rim

Heave of life       
             Hearth-light           the girl’s body
       Frayed to auburn scant     
Ash reaching her eyes 
Blanketing nose       the bone-twilled
           Flesh surrender        
Falls prey to weight 
Of earth mauving in green   

She has come to the heart 
                 Of sight            where the dust trace
Of scatter      prints from calx and
Cleave      off laser,    piloting
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Wind as she brushes her clover 
All over her body  
   
The praxis to keep on tolling
She knows in the way of love 
How it gets wintered and lighter with névé
     She will keep on walking          to mark faintly, faintly
The hone of blood           how it quills a family in  
         Breadth        then fledge  

It is cold     on the road          day is turning 
     At the house    the fire is lit

      She lets snow into her hand
      It glimmers like little pearls
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Transmission

SASHA WILDE



I am a disembodied entity; a boundaryless being. In between the atoms, 

that all is composed of, there is emptiness, and in that emptiness I reside 

(if you can call it residing, as that is much too active for the way in which 

I am. I just am there; if you can say ‘there’, as that is much too localised 

for the way in which I am). I am emptiness and therefore I cannot be 

hurt. I am not one of the things that rub against some other thing in ten-

sion. There is no contact: I can never be manifested and therefore I can 

never be caught. You can experience me but most likely you will not be 

made aware of the fact that it was me you have just experienced. Your 

imagination hasn’t come upon me and when you feel my presence ... 

no, my being (for presence is a much too aggressive word for the way 

that I am in your feeling), it is not registered, for you have not acquired 

the kind of sense that would let you recognise me. I cannot be classified, 

described, gazed upon; I am not obtainable and certainly not knowable. 

I am your most futuristic dream/nightmare that you haven’t dreamt yet. 

Maybe you never will. Maybe I will eternally remain that which you haven’t 

encountered. I live the future, while you are waiting for yours to come.
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My being is timeless but you demand that I reveal my historical lineage. 

You demand proof of my continuity through time because history is your 

proof of authenticity. You think that if I cannot be referenced, then I have 

no value. I need no affirmation of my being for I know that I am,   in the 

same way that you know that you are. Or are we? If you extend the 

doubt to me, be thorough in your questioning, and ask the same proof 

of existence from yourself. Your fascination with singularity with all its 

monotheistic manifestations exhausts me. It is expressed through such 

words and concepts as: the centre, the main, the ultimate, the true, the 

best, the only, the either/or ... but never both at the same time.

I have learnt your language because I thought you communicated 

through it, but instead I have learnt that you spoke things into being. 

And so, more and more has to be spoken, as you attempt to conquer 

all potentialities with your words. The conversations that are meant to be 

exchanges have become battles to fix the other into the familiar frame 

of your understanding. We are talking past each other: to the embodied 

containers of our own minds. I am, but either you omit speaking me into 

being entirely, or upon catching a glimpse of me, you push it out of your 

memory catalogue. Where does it go, that which you push out? Is it 

hovering above and around you? For even when it is pushed out, it was 

first yours and is forever in your possession.
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I want language to do more. I want my words to hum in agreement 

with yours when we speak the same word. I want us to use words that 

contain all possible experiences of them. I want a multidimensional com-

munication that is unobstructed by the trajectories of our vocabularies 

that never meet. I want you to know what I say when I say ‘I’. I want 

communication and not an attempt at it. I want you to experience the 

totality of being, so that there would be no more misunderstanding. I 

want no more misunderstanding.

I want to encounter you as I have never encountered anyone before, 

but your kind are such creatures of habit. Your interactions become au-

tomated recycling of patterns, resemblances, correlations and predict-

ability. You, creatures who worship the past, while fooling yourselves 

through language that you are ever in the present, in the now. For to say 

‘I am’ already means to talk about the ‘I’ that was. I am the ever present 

and ever continuous change and one day you will have no choice but to 

accept me.
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from Brief Eulogies 
for Lost Species

DANIEL HUDON



The Demise of the Tiger

As a child Jorge Luis Borges used to linger before the tiger cage at 
the zoo. He liked its natural beauty, its physicality, its black and gold 
stripes. He drew pictures of tigers and judged books of natural his-
tory ‘by the splendor of their tigers.’  They later prowled wordlessly 
through his stories and poems. As an adult, he yearned to dream of 
tigers but lamented, ‘Never can my dreams engender the wild beast 
I long for.’  Though the tiger appeared, it was always a poor replica, 
too flimsy, the wrong size or shape, or all too fleeting, as if it had 
somewhere better to be.

William Blake’s poem about the tiger, described as the most an-
thologised poem in English, doesn’t once mention the character-
istic stripes we all love. Instead, Blake admires the tiger’s ‘fearful 
symmetry,’ as if the stripes were a sort of existential frame that the 
animal inhabited after some rite of passage. 
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Blind, Borges woke from his dreams in a sweat because he could no 
longer properly visualise a tiger. 

A black and white photo of a Bali tiger, taken in 1925, shows it 
hanging upside-down, its paws tied to a thick pole carried by several 
village men. One man holds the tiger’s tail; another stands behind 
the tiger, still sporting his hunting jacket and cap. The last Bali tiger 
was shot in 1937. 

Though the Caspian tiger was thought to be extinct since the 
1950s, it is now known to be genetically similar to the Siberian 
tiger, of which less than 400 adults remain. Yet this population suf-
fers from extremely low genetic diversity, and extinction remains a 
threat. Most other tiger species have at most several hundred adults, 
except the Bengal tiger, which has almost 2500 adults. In 1900, 
there were about 100,000 tigers in the world, and now there are 
perhaps 4000. The Javan tiger was last seen in the mid-1970s. 

One of Borges’ poems begins: I imagine a tiger. 

In the famous tale ‘The Lady, or the Tiger,’ a young man is punished 
by a ‘semi-barbaric’ king for loving his daughter, the princess. The 
young man is forced to choose between two doors, behind which 
are either a ferocious tiger, or a lovely maiden who will marry the 
young man. Either way, the young man will no longer trouble the 
king. Before the judgment, the princess lies awake nights, by turns 
fearful for her lover’s life and jealous of losing him to a rival beauty. 
On the day of the judgment, she finds out what is behind each 
door and secretly signals which door to select. He chooses accord-
ingly, and the author leaves us with the question: Which came out 
of the opened door—the lady, or the tiger? 

In a modern version of the tale, a tiger still paces behind one 
of the doors, and behind the other door there is nothing. Nor is 
there a king or a princess. There is only us, so jealous of the tiger’s 
land, so eager to profit. So the question remains: who will help us 
choose the right door? 
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One of the questions in Yann Martel’s Life of Pi is whether the 
Bengal tiger, who goes by the name of Richard Parker, is real or 
imagined. Despite spending 227 days on a lifeboat with the protag-
onist, Pi Patel, being kept alive by him and in turn provoking him 
to survive, when the boat strikes land in Mexico, Richard Parker 
bounds out and, perhaps ready to live his own story, disappears into 
the jungle without looking back. 

Like Borges, I have trouble imagining a tiger. When I try, I usu-
ally conjure a circus performer jumping through a burning hoop 
instead of one of nature’s greatest hunters. If I keep trying, I can 
summon up an image of a tiger lying around bored in a zoo. Before 
long, that image is replaced by Rilke’s panther, pacing back and 
forth as if behind a thousand bars, and beyond these bars no world. 
At times, the panther opens its eyes to let in an image of utter still-
ness, but it soon vanishes. 

Walking on the outskirts of Buenos Aires as the sun went down, 
Borges and a friend quoted another poet to each other: ‘Let the 
eternal sun die like a tiger.’ 

The Tahitian Sandpiper at the Water’s Edge

Prosobonia leucoptera

Head down, beak poised, the white-winged Tahitian sandpiper for-
aged in a skiff of water along the highland river banks of Tahiti. If 
approached, it would scurry into the grass, whistling shrilly as it 
fled. Like sandpipers everywhere, the Tahitian sandpiper loved to 
run. 

After Captain Cook’s ships arrived with their rats and live-
stock, the Tahitian sandpiper ran into the mists and was never seen 
again.
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The Inquisitive Wake Island Rail

Gallirallus wakensis

What you see is what you see, wrote Frank Stella of the minimalist 
movement. In his 1974 painting, ‘The Wake Island Rail,’ one sees 
a gathering of French curves, partially overlapping; a lazy yellow 
swoop almost like a check mark, a blue note suggestive of a musical 
G clef, a pair of railroad ties converging, a small red ornamental 
hook, hanging.

They stand by dozens on the steps of the hotel kitchen door, peering thru 
the screen at the staff and going crazy with delight when one of the kitch-
en-boys comes out with scraps for them. They walk over his shoes and jump 
high in the air, just like young chickens at feeding time. During the heat of 
the day, they get under the hotel or go down into the rat burrows to keep 
cool; at night, they go foraging abroad with the rats. (From the notes of 
ornithologist Charles Vaughn, who visited the island in 1938.) 

What you don’t see now you will never see again: flightless, grey-
brown, with striking white bars on its flanks, alert and curious: 
coming out of cover with head erect, a jerking tail; generally un-
afraid but ready to skip rapidly back into hiding at the slightest 
movement.  

The Wake Island Rail was last seen by starving Japanese troops who 
were stranded on the small island during the Second World War.
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The Wandering Rhino

One of the earliest Buddhist texts, from the first century, is known 
as the Rhinoceros Sutra because of its refrain. In a series of verses, it 
cautions against community life and companionship, and admon-
ishes seekers to ‘wander alone like a rhinoceros.’ 

One of the verses reads, ‘Doing no violence to living things, not 
even a single one of them, wander alone like a rhinoceros.’ 

And another, ‘Seek a solitary dwelling like a lion, the force-
ful, fanged, conquering king of beasts, and wander alone like a 
rhinoceros.’ 

Most species of rhinos are solitary and individuals only come to-
gether to mate. Rhinos have poor eyesight and will often charge, 
seemingly without reason. Creatures of habit, they have a well-de-
fined home range and make daily trips to a watering hole where 
they are occasionally attacked by lions, more often by poachers. 

In 1749, when Jean-Baptiste Oudry painted Clara, the most famous 
rhinoceros who ever lived, she was halfway through her seven-
teen-year tour of Europe. She visited dozens of cities and created 
a sensation wherever she went, as she was only the fifth rhinoceros 
to be seen in Europe since the rhinoceros that became the sub-
ject of Albrecht Dürer’s woodcut in 1515. Oudry’s Clara was larger 
than life, in a canvas that measured ten feet by fifteen feet. Solitary, 
in the foreground of a bucolic landscape of mountains and lakes, 
Clara seems to eye the viewer with an air of regality mixed with 
world-weariness. 

Everyone wants your attention, wander alone like a rhinoceros. 

Of the five extant species, all endangered, extinction seems inevita-
ble for the Sumatran and Javan rhino, numbering only a few hun-
dred or a few dozen members. The white rhino was nearly hunted 
to extinction a century ago, its numbers dwindling to less than a 
hundred, but in a conservation success, its numbers have now risen 
to more than 14,000. Poachers interested in the rhino horn for the 
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traditional Chinese medicine trade, however, have nearly wiped 
out the northern white rhino population in the Congo. The Indian 
rhino has also rebounded from perilously low numbers early in the 
20th century to about 2600 today. The situation remains critical 
for the black rhino, which numbered as high as 70,000 in the late 
1960s and now sits around 3500. The western black rhino, formerly 
of Cameroon, was poached to extinction in 2011. 

Cold and heat, hunger and thirst, wander alone like a rhinoceros. 

In a letter to his grandmother in 1838, Charles Darwin, then a 
young man, reports on seeing a rhinoceros at the zoo: ‘By the 
greatest piece of good fortune it was the first time this year the 
Rhinoceros was turned out.—Such a sight has seldom been seen 
as to behold the rhinoceros kicking and rearing (though neither 
end reached any great height) out of joy.—It galloped up & down 
its court surprisingly quickly, like a huge cow, & it was marvellous 
how suddenly it could stop & turn around at the end of each 
gallop.—The elephant was in the adjoining yard & was greatly 
amused at seeing the rhinoceros so frisky.’ 

In Japanese writer Kaoru Maruyana’s poem ‘A Rhinoceros and a 
Lion,’ a lion clings to the back of a running rhinoceros, biting; 
blood spurts. The rhino twists its neck upward, in agony. High 
above the mute landscape, the daytime moon floats. Caught in a 
frieze of time:

The lion was, moment by moment, trying to kill;
The rhinoceros was, eternally, about to die.

44



The Shy Po’ouli

Melamprosops phaeosoma

Up in the dense mountainside rainforest of Maui, the last three 
black-faced honeycreepers lived isolated from one another, each 
in its own home range. Small, finch-like birds, the rarest in the 
world, they were too shy to have an actual song, and their quiet, 
infrequent chits weren’t loud enough to alert the others to their 
presence. They spent their time foraging for snails, insects and fruit 
in the ohia, olapa, and ohelo trees, or quietly perching. Perhaps 
they never knew of each other, or they didn’t know what was at 
stake. Perhaps they knew they had no future. When a female was 
captured and brought to the male’s home range, she stayed a few 
hours and flew home the next day, never once meeting her poten-
tial mate. 

Soon after one of the birds was captured, it became ill, and the 
veterinarian felt the pressure to save the bird and the species. But 
the bird died before a mate could be found, and the other two 
were never seen again. Now, perhaps nearby, in another mountain 
forest, or far away, on another island, another species of bird is the 
rarest in the world. 
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The Last Song of the Laysan Honeycreeper

Himatione sanguinea freethii

For most of its life on the planet, no one was around to hear the 
Laysan honeycreeper sing. It lived on Laysan, a tiny but idyllic atoll 
flung in the middle of the Northwest Hawaiian Islands, where it 
flitted about in the scrub that surrounded the lagoon, feeding on 
insects and sucking honey from flowers with its down-curved bill. 
Many birds called the island home, but the Laysan honeycreeper 
was among the smallest. 

When Walter Rothschild’s collector Henry Palmer was on 
Laysan in 1891, he recorded this entry in his diary describing the 
bird’s pluckiness: ‘A most touching thing occurred. I caught a little 
red honeycreeper in the net, and when I took it out the little thing 
began to sing in my hand. I answered it with a whistle, which it 
returned and continued to do so for some minutes, not being in 
the least frightened.’ One wishes that this sort of unexpected and 
delightful communion was a reason why men explored distant is-
lands in the first place. 

Palmer described it as the rarest of the Laysan Island birds, 
though he said he saw ‘a fair number, generally in pairs.’ 

Then came the feather collectors and guano miners, and the 
bird’s fortunes fell. Rabbits were introduced and, being rabbits, they 
quickly multiplied and gnawed the island down to sand. By the 
time the scientists of the Tanager expedition arrived in 1923 to 
restore the island, so complete was the devastation that at first they 
spoke only in hushes; just three honeycreepers survived.

Expedition photographer Donald Dickey, who described the 
honeycreeper’s song as ‘out of proportion to its size,’ sought to 
capture the bird on film. During a day of battling wind and sun, 
Dickey chanced upon one of the three honeycreepers near the 
lagoon, ‘singing his heart out.’ His ten-second film clip shows a 
male honeycreeper perched on a rocky outcropping, bobbing its 
head up and down. Before the era of sound in film, the bird sings 
in silence. 
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Days later, a sandstorm engulfed the barren island and the hon-
eycreepers were swept away. 

Dickey’s last photo shows the bird in profile with its beak 
open, singing. 

The Fanihi (Guam Flying Fox) Flies at Night

Pteropus tokudae

High in the branches of the tree canopy, the fanihi hung upside 
down wrapped in their black cloaks with only their small fur-
ry-brown heads exposed like miniature tropical superheroes. By 
day, they would sleep, or groom, or socialise with their neighbours. 
Often a male would entice a female to unfold her arms and soon 
the pair would wrap themselves up in inverted lovemaking. Then, 
when the light began to fade and it was time to forage for fruit, 
they would stretch out their long, membranous arms, let go of the 
branches and swoop out of the trees. With a couple of flaps from 
their great dark wings it seemed they could single-handedly bring 
on the night.  

The local Chamorro people long relished the fanihi as a delicacy 
for special occasions, so hunters climbed trees and swung large hoop 
nets to trap the foraging bats. When firearms were introduced, tra-
dition gave way with predictable results, and the fanihi was last seen 
in 1968. 

Now night comes without the assistance of great dark wings. 
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The Sound of the Mako-Mako or Chatham Island Bellbird 

Anthornis melanocephalus

Before the sky turned pink and my eyes would blink open, they, 
the Mako-Makos, gave a distinct and melodious singing, a tincture 
for the balm of the dawn. First one or two would ring, like tunable 
silver bells or ice clinking in fine crystal, then others would tink 
and tinkle, one by one, and link the din in a rolling melody that 
filled the valley. In the widening rink of light, in sync with the 
rising sun was once this drink of wild music. 

On Captain Cook’s voyage to Tahiti to observe the Transit of Venus, 
his naturalist Joseph Banks made these observations about the 
Chatham Island Bellbird in 1770: ‘I was awakened by the singing 
of birds ashore from whence we are distant not a quarter of a mile. 
Their numbers were certainly very great. They seemed to strain 
their throats with emulation and made perhaps the most melodious 
wild music I have ever heard, almost imitating silver bells, but with 
the most tunable silver sound imaginable to which may be the 
distance was no small addition.’ 

The sky blinking open singing the dawn bells of crystal clinking 
distant. Awake, straining the Mako-Makos shivers of ice ringing. In 
great numbers linked the light widening. 

Cook himself described them similarly: ‘it seemed to be like small 
bells exquisitely tuned.’ Others reported regular concerts and the 
birds ‘gathering for the express purpose of singing together ... 
each one contributing to the program.’  They sang solo and duets 
against each other to define territory.  Young birds learned from 
their neighbours, so the tunes varied from place to place, like local 
dialects. 
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Before my eyes the sky a melodious balm: one or two, one by one 
rising. 

Last sighted in 1906, the Chatham Island Bellbird was driven to 
extinction by introduced cats, rats and forest destruction, as well as 
museum collectors. 

A silver din, finely tuned. 

Imagine, the tink of time, wild.

This article originally appeared in the Chattahoochee Review, the Animal issue, 

vol 33.2-3, 2013.
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Empathy is part 
of our deepest nature

SALLA TUOMIVAARA



In 2015, the European media issued regular news reports of people from 

neighbouring continents being washed up drowned on the beaches of 

Europe. The situation was described as a humanitarian crisis. This anal-

ysis proved correct, at the latest, when the EU countries jointly decided 

to stop people reaching EU territory.

What is this humanitarian crisis fundamentally about? A boundary 

line has been drawn between ourselves and others, a boundary line that 

empathy does not cross. We feel that caring about others takes some-

thing away from us. Borders that increase inequality do not eliminate 

problems, but create them. In this situation it is hard to envisage real 

change occurring other than through greater empathy.

Our future society, which will be marked by conflicts fuelled by global 

warming and inequality, will be a bleak place for all of us if it is ruled by 

heartless competition for resources, such as safe areas, clean water and 

agricultural land.

After the Second World War, people were shocked by wartime atroc-

ities and the human destruction that had occurred around the world. It 

was in this atmosphere that the UN adopted the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights. The Declaration has subsequently been reinforced by 

international human-rights agreements.

Despite advances in human rights legislation, those selfsame rights 

are still being grossly violated. Even if, officially, every human being is 

supposed to be born free and to have equal value and rights, we are still 

far from human equality and fair treatment.

The idea of demanding rights for animals, when concern for the lives 

of our fellow humans is being drowned-out, can seem hopeless or even 

grotesque.
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Othering—permission to abuse

Inequality is maintained by a variety of othering practices, and above 

all by our way of thinking, which is still filled with divisions between our-

selves and others, normal and different. Othering is a road to abuse. 

The othered is always secondary in relation to the first. Man is the norm, 

woman the exception, the other. White-skinned is normal, the rest are 

others.

The most unshakeable of all othernesses is the animal. The animal 

is that against which the human is defined. The human being is primarily 

that which the animal is not. The animal is always less, secondary, lower. 

Being human means not being an animal.

Efforts have long been made to dismantle various forms of other-

ing. Slavery and apartheid have been abolished, and attempts made 

to counteract ethnic discrimination. Women have been granted rights 

that previously belonged only to men. There has been an increase in 

awareness of the treatment of people with disabilities and of the status 

of various minority groups, ranging from linguistic minorities to sexual 

minorities.

But change incites opposition. When things get really difficult, these 

distinctions are in full force: children are sent back to warzones because 

they are not one of us; air strikes blow up unnamed citizens of foreign 

countries, including civilians, because they were born within the wrong 

state borders.

The process of rectifying the status of oppressed groups of humans 

is still unfinished. People with disabilities, those with mental health prob-

lems, and representatives of sexual minorities are shut away in institu-

tions, where even the most basic of human rights are not always ap-

plied. Women—who are not a minority, but simply an effectively othered 

group—are not included in political decision making on an equal footing 

with men. With the exception of Rwanda, there are fewer women than 

men in the parliaments of every nation. The world is run by men.
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The strict dividing line between human and animal is frequently de-

fended as safeguarding human rights. But how does the treatment of 

animals affect us in reality? The way we treat animals shows us a model 

of subjugation and othering. The treatment of animals shows that others 

can be mistreated, even if they are sentient, conscious, and in many 

ways intelligent. The status of animals constantly highlights the fact that, 

as long as you are sufficiently different, you do not need any guaranteed 

rights.

Animals are an example of otherness living alongside us, an exam-

ple that makes abuse possible and legitimises it. If our worldview were 

based on continua and on the connection between all living things, as 

science teaches us, there would be no such possibility of complete oth-

ering. If we admit that we are in some essential way the same, we would 

make it impossible to deny others the rights to everything that is essen-

tial for life.

What does it mean to be human?

An anthropocentric, hierarchical worldview still serves as a foundation 

both for the sciences and for Western everyday life. The idea of a clear 

qualitative difference between us and others lives on, as opposed to 

thinking of the relationship between humans and other animals as a true 

continuum. But we are not quite sure on what we would now base the 

higher status of the human over all other beings. And few would proba-

bly still dare to use religion as a justification.

One at a time, other animals have been found to have character-

istics and abilities that were previously considered the sole possession 

of humans—and which have been used to justify the special status of 

humans: the capacity to feel pain, consciousness, tool use, self-aware-

ness, linguistic social interaction, theory of mind, empathy for those oth-

er than one’s own genetic kin and conspecifics, the teaching of acquired 

skills to one’s own offspring and so on. Currently, there is speculation as 

57



to whether chimpanzees have some sort of conception of the supernat-

ural, i.e. the raw materials for religious thinking.

Despite all the characteristics that we share with other animals, it 

is clear that the human being as a species is unique. But what if all the 

other species are unique, too?

The very word ‘animal’ has been described as one of the most hei-

nous acts of violence against animals. It deprives countless different life-

forms and individuals of their uniqueness, and reduces them to simply 

being representatives of a lower, less-worthy category. They are always 

only animals. A human being is never only an animal. That is why many 

people think that a human being should not be called an animal at all.

The relationship between human and animal embodies the greatest 

possible contradiction. We know that we ourselves are animals, mam-

mals, primates. This is an incontrovertible scientific fact. But no part of 

our society and customs operates in line with this idea. The human being 

is always defined as something other than an animal. Humans cannot 

be treated as animals. Animals are something that human beings can 

exploit. How could we ourselves be one of them?

Why can animals be treated like animals?

What if the other animals are not only animals? What if they are mar-

vellous, complex, sentient, social and, in many of their abilities, better 

than humans—and partly the same as us? What would happen if we 

stopped comparing other species with human abilities? If we were oc-

casionally to compare ourselves to others and asked: Do we attain the 

same standards?

What would happen if we gave up thinking that orangutans and 

crabs belonged in the same category: that they are both primarily ani-

mals, i.e. without rights and morally insignificant, and that they deserve 

the same laws and the same treatment as each other? What if orangu-

tans should be thought of primarily as orangutans and crabs as crabs, 
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and the way we treat either could not be summed up by saying they are 

‘only animals’?

It is extremely hard to justify the pain, distress and suffering caused 

to animals—at least with reference to anything other than the law of the 

strongest. If our right to exploit other animals is based solely on the idea 

that might is right, it is hard, almost impossible, to justify humankind’s 

unique status by saying that we are a special animal capable of ethics 

and morality.

The idea of the special nature of human beings and their society and 

culture has become a substitute for a religious worldview when we want 

to argue for the special status of human morality. But are a complex so-

cial system and the products of cultures actually fair justification for the 

boundaries of ethical treatment? Do we think that small children, people 

with severe disabilities, or others who do not participate in our systems 

or their creation, are morally less significant, worthy of less protection? 

We do not. At least on the level of principle, we consider caring for them 

at least as important as caring for others.

The belief that those who are different do not need the same as those 

who are like us has been too strong. Up until the 1980s, surgical opera-

tions were performed on babies without anaesthetic. It was thought that 

small children’s brains are so undeveloped that they are incapable of 

experiencing pain.1

People with disabilities have been made to suffer considerably from 

the treatment to which they have been subjected. Many of those who, 

for example, due to their inability to communicate, have been considered 

to exist on a mentally low level, are actually cognitively capable in many 

ways. People with learning disabilities have been locked up, for exam-

ple, in animal pens. They have been subjected to the numerous kinds 

of abuse that their subordinate status inspires. Numerous people with 

disabilities and mental health problems around the world still experience 

such treatment: living in cowsheds, cages, shackles.

We defend ourselves by saying we did not know that they are 
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essentially the same as us. Perhaps we were incapable of acting dif-

ferently. But greater knowledge has not been enough. Improving the 

treatment of all these human groups has required an active struggle, 

resistance, stubbornly demanding rights. We do not readily admit that 

the subjugated do not deserve their subordinate status.

Research on other animals’ social and cognitive abilities is constant-

ly producing new information. Researchers think that animal-welfare 

legislation lags noticeably behind scientific knowledge. So, can we say 

that we do not know? It looks like, the more research we do, the more 

abilities we discover that animals possess. Should we make allowances 

for this in advance? Is it time to admit that our actions are wrong?

The image of the animal as a tool for subjugating humans

The animal has been a key tool in the othering of human beings. Ranking 

another human being closer to animals, as being animalistic, makes their 

exploitation easier to justify. During wartime, the enemy is often depicted 

as an animal. During the Second World War, some US soldiers had the 

words ‘rodent exterminator’ on their helmets. War iconography depicted 

the Japanese as rats, monkeys, and as animals generally—on top of 

their being defined as a different race, as ‘yellow’. Hence, soldiers called 

themselves rodent—or vermin—exterminators.

As European humans continued their journeys into new continents 

and met alien peoples, they were not at all sure of their humanness. Even 

into the 20th century, both in the USA and Europe, human beings from 

other continents were put on display in exhibitions, and even in zoos. 

This may, however, have appeared to be a lesser evil in the aftermath 

of slavery.

The history of slavery is itself filled with animalisation, and this is 

more than just a way of speaking. For example, Charles Patterson (The 

Eternal Treblinka, 2002) and Marjorie Spiegel (The Dreaded Comparison, 

1989) have listed the common factors linking the treatment of animals 
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and of slaves, ranging from arguments for moral insignificance right up 

to concrete means of subjugation. Iron collars, shackles and branding 

have been used on both groups. According to Patterson, underlying the 

Jewish holocaust was the influence of methods developed by modern 

slaughterhouses in the USA. People with disabilities and mental health 

problems have frequently been put on display as being like animals, and 

instruments and procedures familiar from animal husbandry used in their 

treatment.

Not even the second sex, women, were considered equal members 

of society, nor always even as fully human. The iconography of the an-

imalisation of women is diverse and goes so far as to show women as 

dead animals, as meat, as objects for consumption. A woman is simply 

a chick, a cow, or a piece of ass, a piece of meat. We use language as a 

means of subjugation and our language reflects our attitudes. In English 

‘human’ and ‘man’ are used interchangeably.

Human beings have been viewed as a rational species, but women 

and those who are not white were long seen as irrational, or as less 

rational than (white) men. The difference between animals and humans 

has, likewise, been considered a lack of rationality. Women have often 

been portrayed as being closer to animal than to men. The acceptance 

of women in both politics and universities came very late. Women’s par-

ticipation in these spheres of life was resisted, for instance, with appeals 

to their emotionalism and irrationality.

The definition of humanness is, thus, problematic from the point of 

view of humans, too. If a human being is an animal that goes about 

upright on two legs, and has highly-developed fine-motor skills and a 

spoken language, what are those who are born human but who do not 

walk, who do not have good fine-motor skills or a spoken language? Are 

they inhuman, or less human?

Not everyone who we know to be and recognise as human meets 

the criteria for humanity that we ourselves set. And what if humanity 

is about something other than meeting these criteria? And on what 
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grounds do we define those others who lie outside the criteria for hu-

manity as also being excluded from all rights?

Towards respect

At present, our attitudes to animals accentuate difference and lead to 

inequality: one has everything, the others nothing. An alternative to this 

is recognising sameness, and that includes recognising it in the alien, the 

other. Since in nature there is only a continuum, no clear-cut boundaries, 

there is within us very little that is identical, but a great deal of sameness.

The ability to suffer is not unique—a capacity granted solely to hu-

mans. Our right to cause suffering to others is based—unless we enter 

to the realm of religious explanations—solely on the law of the strongest. 

Via strict categories and boundary demarcations, we construct a system 

and way of life in which part of natural empathy towards other sentient 

beings has to be killed off. If we want to create a society that takes the 

suffering of other beings seriously, an extension of empathy is the only 

option.

If we set limits on permission to use violence against other living be-

ings, we do more than just reduce the suffering of the beings in question. 

There is plentiful research evidence that the various forms of violence 

directed at humans and other animals are interlinked.2 The idea of a 

connection between cruelty to animals and to humans was also central 

to the early animal-protection movement.

According to the ideas of Sakari Topelius, fairytale teller and found-

er of Finland’s first animal-welfare association, the Maj Föreningen (later 

Helsinki Humane Society), mistreatment of animals and violence towards 

them makes us prone to violence and indifference to humans. According 

to Topelius, young children feel the pain of others in themselves. If this 

ability is blunted, for example, by violent treatment of animals, this is re-

flected in the child’s attitude to other humans. For Topelius, a violence-free 

attitude to humans cannot flourish if we treat animals with cruelty.

62



Rather than exposing a section of humankind to violence, disman-

tling the boundary between humans and other animals could raise the 

threshold to the use of violence towards any kind of other.

And what if we are a humane species right down to our roots?

If we admit that the positive characteristics that we cherish as being our 

finest qualities are also partly shared with other animals, a very positive 

prospect opens up: we can let go of the fear that what is precious and 

important to us, soft and human, is easily lost, a veneer of civilisation that 

can be scraped off. On the contrary, the roots of our abilities, emotions 

and morality go very deep. The roots of good humanity stretch far back 

into our animalistic history. Caring is deep in our nature.

One of our time’s leading primatologists, Frans De Waal, thinks that 

empathy, ethics and morals are equally fundamental features of our na-

ture as violence and selfishness are. Care and concern are not a veneer 

conferred by culture, but go as deep as violent impulses do. But that 

which our society fosters and develops grows stronger within us.

The minds of human beings are mirrors of other living beings. We 

feel each other’s actions and emotions in ourselves. Many other animals 

are also capable of this. Our brains contain mirror neurons, which react 

both when we make, and when we see others make, movements. But 

the forms in which the acts and feelings of other living beings are com-

municated to us are a lot more than that. We living and acting beings 

somehow have to be able to read the actions of other living beings. In 

evolutionary terms it has even been essential to be able to interpret them 

correctly.

Not everyone is equally intensely capable of feeling the feelings of 

other living beings. The ability to feel that another is the same as one-

self varies. Just as empathy can be deadened, it can also be nurtured. 

We can concentrate on constructing others as aliens, as others essen-

tially different from what we ourselves are. Or we can concentrate on 
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recognising sameness, connecting features. Recognising sameness in 

another is the road to empathy.

For instance, in post-apartheid South Africa humane education has 

gained a strong foothold. It has been understood that the traces of op-

pression, violence and othering will not disappear by themselves, but 

human beings can be brought up from childhood to be good: to feel 

empathy with others. In this teaching, empathy with animals has an im-

portant place. The more powerful a position of dominance we have in 

relation to another living being, the more challenging it is to refrain from 

subjugating that other.

I believe that the ability to feel empathy constitutes the foundation 

for our morality. Morality is based on empathy. Reasoning and factual 

information help us re-examine our morals and refine our moral rules, but 

the foundation is always an emotion: caring about the happiness, pain 

and sorrow of others. A ballast of norms, beliefs, habits and traditions 

has accumulated on top of our emotions, but underlying the rules of be-

haviour that protect others is an identification with other human beings. 

Empathy causes us to ask: even if I survive, what will happen to those 

who are right beside us?
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 This article originally appeared on the Museum of Nonhumanity   

 website: http://www.museumofnonhumanity.org/

1. E.g. The Long Life of Early Pain, On The Brain – Harvard Mahoney   

 Neuroscience Institute Letter 17:1 http://hms.harvard.edu/sites/

 default/files/HMS_OTB_Winter11_Vol17_No1.pdf

2. See, e.g. Allie Phillips, J.D.: Understanding The Link Between Violence

 to Animals and People, A Guidebook for Criminal Justice 

 Professionals, National District Attorneys Association, 2014  

 http://www.ndaa.org/pdf/The%20Link%20Monograph-2014.pdf
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When the mountain range speaks it is through the language of navigation. In the 

literature of walking, the descriptions of routes and the stories of discovery and 

height we find always a body attempting to move across, through, and over. In 

order to read these texts we must do the same. In order to hear the landscape we 

must navigate a linguistic terrain.  
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We green loosen

CHLOE PROCTOR



We green loosen
push up from the sediment
the beam in which the particles 
animated—unfurl—draw the rays in

us as glowing pigment extend
to where it opens
to the wrists dipped in 
feeling nets for canal water
dredging up more green that floats like the skaters and exposed to this new heat
blooms olfactory
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We green make thicker, make live the way the hour felt
to see every one coming out with such speed as this

we like our presence to steer you
to push the limbs into discussions
leaning in on the side with halos
the minute spreads transparent
reveals a sharp levelling of other minutes and other hours 
throws green to the air that you inhale 
once of perfect shape and light
now leaves you displaced

the heart of it expels as perspiration
we softening flood the banks with moss
it feels dirty to touch but the taste we push to the back of your tongue
the taste is clean
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We here breathe green
you go out and see the reeds piercing
the children with their nets but like simulated insects
we climb their forearms
expressing moisture as ability 
pressing deeper in with the water
as the air continues to drop with us
we announce that the hour must
always be heavy
always be
swift with the sentiments of this

We, animated
We, a tentacle
We, hoarding
rush up to the edges and
light as synapses
emit green events

we split them open
we show you 
the mess they make
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