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In her introduction to this collection of twelve essays Dorothee Brantz proposes that animals change things for historians: ‘Incorporating animals into any historical narrative’, she writes, ‘necessitates a radical rethinking of the project of history’ (3). Not only do animals, she suggests, serve as objects but also as subjects in the past, they also play a ‘role in the development of human societies’ (2). Tracing this much more intricate sense of the place of non-human beings in the construction of past cultures is central to the emerging discipline of the history of animals, and the essays in Beastly Natures reflect the field with varying degrees of success.


The collection is organised into four sections – on anthropology and history; wild animals and history; animals ‘serving’ humans; and the city and the countryside. The collection has some strong individual essays – Amy Nelson’s history of the Soviet space dogs provides an interesting insight into the scientific, political and popular culture of the 1950s and 1960s. The essay by Peter Edwards on early modern human-horse relations, that shows clearly the role class played in attitudes towards the animals, works well alongside Clay McShane and Joel A. Tarr’s discussion of horses in nineteenth-century American cities, which highlights a similar difference in perspective held by, on the one hand, theorists of horses and their owners, and on the other those who actually worked alongside them. What these two discussions show in miniature is the complexity of the place of animals in the past: at the same time different people might hold very different views of the same animals. It is the task of history to recognise these differences, and avoid all-too-simple generalisations.

Taken as a whole the most interesting section of the collection is the first, in which historians and anthropologists (working together, or separately) offer some theoretical contemplations of human-animal relations. All three essays – by Susan J. Pearson and Mary Weismantel, Nigel Rothfels, and Garry Marvin – ask us to consider how we might get beyond the document, or the human construction of the animal, to the real, and the potential impossibility of this. Pearson and Weismantel use ethnographic studies as a way of formulating what they term a ‘Theory of Social Life with Animals’ (22), arguing that we should pay more attention to the albeit fragmentary traces that animals leave. Nigel Rothfels’ essay traces the desire – past and present – to touch animals, and argues that such touching does not exist outside of representation; that encounters with real animals are always embedded in culture. And Garry Marvin, an anthropologist who has also written on zoos, bull-fighting, and hunting, offers what is, I think, the most significant essay in the collection. It is a study of human relationships with wolves in Albania, and provides historians with a reminder as to the importance of the categories we use to comprehend the world. 

Marvin outlines the ‘complex code of honor’ (68) that exists in Albanian villages and argues that it is this that explains the kind of hostility people feel towards wolves. He writes that in one poor community ‘The wolf was never described as a neutral animal following its biological nature: it was an enemy, one who perpetrated a crime and who was thus, in the shepherds’ eyes, culpable.’ (68) This view, Marvin argues, recognises that the code of honor that includes a protection of one’s household is breeched by the animal, and that it is this that leads to it being thought of as a criminal. The implications Marvin draws from this are far-reaching: humans do not live with biological creatures so much as they live with beings constructed within human cultural frames - ‘the real animal is the cultural animal.’ (75). This assessment, for Marvin, is not a defeated acknowledgement that animals always escape us, that we only ever encounter our representations of animals. Rather, he is arguing that the opposition between real and representation is a false one; that real day-to-day encounters are, and have always been, constructed. 

Marvin’s analysis, I think, allows us to move us away from what has been a focus in the history of animals for a number of years: the debate about representation and, by extension, the sense of how limited a history of beings who can never write back might be. Instead his analysis lets us see that the constructed nature of animals in relationships with humans is part of the reality of those relationships. In Albania, as elsewhere, the animals experience the reality of human constructions just as the humans do. And on the basis of Marvin’s work we can wonder whose natures are beastly here: humans’ or animals’?
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