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Abstract

Anthropomorphism is an often misunderstood and subsequently misused term. Often ideas about other animals are de-legitimated by the assertion that any claims made are purely anthropomorphic and say nothing about human animal relationships and the otherness of animals.  After initially analysing different uses of anthropomorphism through the elucidation of the potential benefits and pitfalls. This paper will attempt to uncover some benign forms of anthropomorphism by offering up potential candidates.  By looking at how language, metaphor, identity and intentionality all contribute to the meaning of the word through the use of  examples this paper shall uncover any malign and benign aspects of this term. There is also the intention to tentatively explore other ways of using the shared attributes highlighted by the notion to see if one can get closer to a deeper understanding of the essence of other animals.
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Preface 

Hawk Roosting

I sit in the top of the wood, my eyes closed. 

Inaction, no falsifying dream

Between my hooked head and hooked feet:

Or in sleep rehearse perfect kills and eat.

The convenience of the high trees!

The air’s buoyancy and the sun’s ray

Are advantage to me;

And the earth’s face upward for my inspection.

My feet are locked upon the rough bark.

It took the whole of creation

To produce my foot, my each feather:

Now I hold creation in my own foot

Or fly up, and revolve it all slowly –

I kill where I please because it is al mine.

There is no sophistry in my body:

My manners are tearing off heads –

The allotment of death.

For the one part my flight is direct

Through the bones of the living.

No argument assert my right:

The sun is behind me.

Nothing has changed since I began.

My eye has permitted no change.

I am going to keep things like this.

Ted Hughes

Lupercal (1960)
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Anthropomorphism malign or benign

Can anthropomorphism lead to a deeper understanding of our relationship with non human animals, and could it also lead to a deeper understanding of the essence of other animals?

‘Besides exterior properties, notable from without, living beings have a mysterious inner side, a self if you like, which is bound to evade a science which contents itself without registering from without.  Such a science cannot get near to the inwardness of living beings, let alone understand or respect it.  We ourselves, as living, feeling and thinking (human) beings, possess a tacit, unscientific knowledge of our inwardness, obtained not from without but from within, that is, through our own inner experience of self.’  (Noske, P.61-61,1989)
Introduction 

Humans have always had interaction with members of other species.  Initially (if we take the secular view) this was as both prey and predator, as part of the natural process of interaction all species are part of, the interlinking ‘web of life’ that is demonstrated in the ‘wilderness’ throughout this planet.   This interaction developed and changed through the process of domestication of some species of animals, (occurring around some 40,000 years ago), to create a relationship between human beings and other species, that is arguably different to any other relationship between other species members.  With the development of this relationship a distinct separation between humans and the rest or nature has occurred, this is most obviously demonstrated by the current normative notion of animals that has arisen in western cultures.  

The differences between humans and other animals have consistently been used to show how humans are distinct from other species.  Animals cannot speak, they are not rational creatures, they are not self-conscious (self reflexive), they have no soul, no spirit, and this has led to assumptions that other animals stand outside the sphere of moral concern.  Historically Christianity has influenced western philosophy (just as it has influenced modern science), and the scientific revolution of the seventeenth and eighteenth century, more recently the similarities have been utilised by philosophers such as Peter Singer and Tom Regan to attempt to bring other animals into the sphere of moral concern.  The duality found in Cartesian philosophy added further to this distinction.  

After setting up what anthropomorphism now normatively means, the intention in this paper is to examine various candidates for malign and benign forms of anthropomorphism.  It is doubtful that a notion such as anthropomorphism can tell use much about the innerness of other animals, but I wish to explore the possibility that this route could aid us in a better understanding human animal relationships. 

The idea that animals are self-conscious and not automata nor simply beings with instrumental value will also be consistently adhered to through out this thesis. Although this paper is accepting of evolutionary theory, the term animal and non human animal will be used interchangeably to refer to non human animals, it is accepted that humans are part of nature, and a secular approach in terms of monotheistic religions will also be used.  

Anthropomorphism is not always maligned (invoking over sentimentalism of animals, giving them attribute they do not possess, not understanding them in their own natural context, i.e. in nature.)  By giving positive examples and arguing the problems that philosophers and scientists have given to anthropomorphism of animals I hope to show that it is not always a malign notion, but that it can also be beneficial, particularly in the area of animal ethics.

The following anecdote is an example of how anthropomorphism could be use to engender sympathy and empathy for other animals.  This example uses both strong and weak forms of anthropomorphism.  

The term anthropomorphism was one that I was unaware of as a child, it was only whilst undertaking a college course in media studies that the word and its meaning was first introduced to me.  As part of a project on advertising we were asked to create an advertising campaign for something we felt strongly about, I chose to create a leaflet advertising issues relating to the maltreatment of animals.  For this I made a comic strip about a cartoon dog and sheep ‘Frank and Jeff’ in which the two protagonists discussed what they had been doing over the previous summer months.

Frank the sheep had been on a cruise abroad, a very crowded one, where the bar was devoid of drinks and the buffet was permanently closed.  Jeff on the other hand had successfully interviewed for a job at ‘Boots’ the chemist, where he had gained employment in their experimental testing section.  The real underlying issue that the cartoon was attempting to address and inform the viewer about was the plight of thousands of domesticated animals that are routinely exported abroad from the U.K. for slaughter and meat consumption in other countries, and the use of animals in cosmetic testing in the beauty industry (at the time a campaign was being run by animal welfare/rights advocates about the use of animals in experiments by Boots).  I had decided to use humour and shock as a way to get my point across to other people.  The language the animals used was very human and colloquial, in an attempt to enable the reader to engage with the character, it could have been two humans discussing their experiences, this is also true of the illustrations they made no attempt to be a reproduction of a ‘real’ animal sheep or animal dog.  In-between these panels of illustrations I interspersed real pictures of animals undergoing the experimentation process and the journey overseas.

These pictures were shocking and seemed strange juxtaposed between what could have been a cartoon strip in a Sunday paper’s magazine.  On the final page of the leaflet we learn that the two characters are discussing their experiences from beyond the grave, sitting on clouds in a ‘Christian’ concept of heaven.  When I presented my idea to the teacher I was told that I was using the concept of anthropomorphism in my work, although I was never (at that time) told whether this was a positive or negative thing to have done.  Anthropomorphism, I was told, was placing human characteristics and attributes onto non human animals.
  At the time I had presumed this referred to giving animals a voice, a voice that we as human animals could understand and that this attribution of voice was a positive thing for ‘other’ non human animals.  The animals in the strip were not lamenting their situation, I had allowed the real photo’s of the creature’s situation to demonstrate the actuality and horror of the experiences, but by giving the animals a voice I believed that readers would view these characters as individuals, as ‘persons’ and thus be able to empathise or sympathise with their circumstances.  At this time I was naive to the criticisms, philosophical, scientific and others that could have been contained within the use of the term anthropomorphic.  Expressing the often cruel, instrumental way in which the majority of humans treat other animals, (both through direct experience and indirectly through the consumption of products, including meat), seemed obvious to my thinking, and it seemed to work, as many colleagues developed a sudden interest in the way other animals were treated by humans. This was possibly due to the positioning of the ‘real’ and imagined images of animals, or maybe it was the inclusion of the comic element or the voices given to ‘Frank and Jeff’.  Whatever the reason it seemed clear that a process of identification between the reader and the animal both real and imagined had occurred and this, I believe, made them want to find out more.   

This anecdote is used to open this discussion as it demonstrates how anthropomorphism could be used for potentially beneficial purposes in terms of convincing people about the cruelty aspects of the way many non-human animals (especially domesticated species) are treated.  It also gives a clear indication of the potential benefits of using anthropomorphism to enable identification with other species through the use of sympathy and potential empathy. Art Spiegelman used a similar format with his cartoon Maus about the Nazi holocaust, the aims of both cartoons are different, the intention of Maus is to engage the reader with a horrific reality about the potential evil and moral wrong doings that humans are capable of, (some readers may at this point see little difference in terms of ethical wrong doing, as factory farming has often be seen as synonymous by animal rights advocates with the treatment of prisoners in concentration camps) [Plumwood vol 1 & 2 1997].  However the fundamental difference is that ‘Frank and Jeff’ speak for themselves as animals, even if they are humanised animals, and through anthropomorphic manipulation have been given a voice.  Conversely the characters in Maus take the bodies of animals but retain their human characteristics too, and essentially they speak for the human perspective.  Bake comments that ‘These animal masks…serve a device for making more palatable a narrative which is essential about human values and identities.’ {Baker, p.139, 1993}

Before this discussion widens further it would be prudent to give a brief critique of anthropomorphism.

What is anthropomorphism? 

The word comes from the Greek anthropomorphos and can be literally translated as human form, (anthropos meaning human being and morphe meaning form).  Anthropomorphism is currently described by the OED as ‘the attribution of human characteristics or behaviours to a god, animal, or object’ [OED, p71, 1998].  The word anthropomorphism is a very old one and was initially used to describe placing human attributes onto God or Gods.  Serpell quoting Humphries states that ‘anthropomorphism appears to have its roots in the human capacity for so called “reflexive consciousness”—that is, the ability to use self-knowledge, knowledge of what it is like to be a person, to understand and anticipate the behavior of others. Quite when this ability expanded outward to encompass nonhumans is anybody’s guess?’ [Serpell, p.86, 1996 ]  According to Mary Midgley
 the term has only recently been extended to ‘cover the attribution of some human qualities to non human, animals’. [Midgley, p.125,1995]   She claims that it was only during the last hundred or so years that the word’s sense was somewhat abruptly changed. 

We are humans and our epistemology/ontology means that we understand things in human terms, because we are human. The problem with only comprehending and making sense of the world through our own subjectivity and shared human sense of external reality (one needs to reject the notion of solipsism), is that we can make mistakes.  This can be done by for example projecting our own ontology and epistemology onto other beings, both human and other (something that humans constantly do).   We can only count these assumptions as mistakes if we take the ‘correcting insight to be less mistake’.  [Midgley, p.127, 1995]

The normative concept of anthropomorphism, has only recently as, become meaningful in discussions and descriptions of human animal relationships.  Although the word was not historically used to describe the concept, is there evidence to suggest that the practise of anthropomorphism of nonhuman animals occur before this time?  James Serpell in his article Anthropomorphism and Anthropomorphic Selection—Beyond the “Cute Response” illustrates a possible theory regarding the genesis of anthropomorphism.  

‘The archaeologist Mithen (1996) claims that anthropomorphism is one of the defining characteristics of anatomically modern humans (Homo sapiens) and that it probably evolved no more than 40,000 years ago. Mithen bases this claim on archaeological evidence of a sudden change in human attitudes toward animals and the natural world coinciding with the Middle/Upper Paleolithic transition.  Around 40,000 years ago, however, he postulates the evolutionary emergence of what he calls “cognitive fluidity” or the ability of the different modules to begin speaking to each other for the first time, resulting in a cultural explosion of unprecedented magnitude and creativity.  Anthropomorphic thinking, in Mithen’s (1996) view, emerged at this time as a direct consequence of a new dialogue between the social and the natural history intelligence modules of the ancestral human brain. This dialogue became possible through the agency of reflexive consciousness, which spread out of its point of origin in social intelligence and into the other domains.  This allowed modern humans to apply their sophisticated social skills—their ability to make inferences about the mental experiences of conspecifics—to their interactions with other animals and the natural world. The effect of this merger was dramatic. Neanderthals and their predecessors no doubt viewed animals and the workings of nature as objects or phenomena of great practical interest; but, if Mithen is correct, they were entirely incapable of using self-knowledge to infer comparable mental states in other species or of interpreting the behavior of other animals in the light of this inference. Modern humans, in contrast, seem to have great difficulty thinking about animals except in anthropomorphic terms.’ [Serpell, p.85, 1996]

If this theory is correct then historically humans have had a working and potentially mutually beneficial relationship with non human animals.  ‘Anthropomorphism also had other far-reaching consequences. By enabling our ancestors to attribute human thoughts, feelings, motivations, and beliefs to other species, it opened the door to the incorporation of some animals into the human social milieu, first as pets, and ultimately as domestic dependents.’ [Serpell, p. 86, 1996]  

Further evidence to support this claim is found in the idea of the ‘mixed community’.  The mixed community is one that involves humans and animals interacting as part of one community, a community that could have mutual benefits, but which inevitably places the more ‘intelligent and rational’ human in the dominant position. 
  Human beings now live in a mixed community, one which includes many other species
, animals which now come under the heading of domesticated.  ‘The traditional assumption behind the domestication of animals has been that, as Thomas Nagel put it, there is something which it is to be a bat, and similarly there is something which it is to be a horse or donkey, and to be this horse or donkey.’[Midgley, p 113, 1995] by this she is pointing to the sentience or consciousness of animals and the individual status each of these animals appears to have.  (Note she is speaking of mammals and mainly those classed as ‘higher’ mammals, ones that have sufficient similarities to humans in their behaviour that it makes it relatively easy to distinguish similar characteristics to human ones, other animals, though complex in composition are not included as it is difficult to see similar traits in their behaviour.)  These animals have come to be included often due to the similar characteristics they share with other humans, and for their utility as working animal, (dogs, elephants) and as a source of food (meat, dairy, eggs).  Animals are also kept in the elevated position of pets or companion animals.  Most of these animals are valued purely for instrumental reasons and the similarity of their characteristics (According to Ritvo
, Thomas
 and Midgley) have historically enabled a relationship between at least some ‘some’ animals and human beings to arise. 

Science and Anthropomorphism

Currently there is no solid evidence to unequivocally support the existence of animal consciousness.  In their book ‘Animal Acts’ Ham and Senior
 propose, somewhat glibly, that humans should patiently wait until the ‘experiments of those who study animal consciousness or calculate the percentage of DNA that humans share with apes’, bare fruit. [Ham and Senior, p4, 1997]  During this waiting period they suggest that we should refrain from using anthropomorphic fantasy in relation to our understanding, interaction, and relationship with other animals.  Although much scientific study has been and is currently being done into understanding and interpreting the non human, I would disagree that this is the best proposal.  Midgley offers the notion of parsimony as a solution to problems such as this. [in her chapter on the ‘Subjectivity and Consciousness of Animals’ [Midgley, p.135, 1995], as we have on offer many different suggestions, religious, scientific, philosophical and intuitive about whether or not animals are self conscious or sentient, we shall follow this principle and assert the claim that experiential evidence suggests that this ideas are true.  Whether science accepts or rejects the validity of anthropomorphism as a technique for describing and interpreting animal behavior is not an issue to be debated in this paper.  The behavioural studies of Dian Fossey
 and Jane Goodall
 could be used as a basis to attempt to validate the previous claim, but, although their work will be mentioned, it is the contribution anthropomorphism may or not make towards a deeper understanding of human animal relationships that is the focus of this thesis.

After all, as Midgley comments, if we have all been labouring and operating under a misapprehension for hundreds if not thousands of years, it hasn’t stopped us working a creating a mixed community and domesticating species.

Guthrie
 has criticised anthropomorphism as containing inherent anthropocentrism, this is not necessarily the case and this is one of the claims that I intend to explore.  Anthropocentrism refers to the belief that humans are the only things that have intrinsic moral value, everything else has only instrumental value.  Quite literally it refers to human-centerdness.
Different types of Anthropomorphism

The normative meaning and use of the word anthropomorphism in relation to non human animals is quite ambiguous.  Val Plumwood
 asserts that there are two main types of anthropomorphism and claims that these are representative of the general charge of anthropomorphism, 

1.  Anthropomorphism is attributing to non humans characteristics humans have.

2.  Anthropomorphism is attributing to nonhumans characteristics only humans have.

She claims that both forms are problematic when used to support for example the claim that animals have the characteristic of subjectivity, a shared characteristic between human beings).

These statements are open to different types of criticisms.

1. The first statement can be criticised as it assumes that there is no overlap of attributes between humans and nonhumans. It assumes there is a duality between human and animal natures, and it helps to create (and or sustain) a boundary between humans that one cannot cross and it attempts to enforce this claim on us.  This type of anthropomorphism can be used to claim that any representation of animals that use the attribution of human characteristics is not legitimate. . ‘This sense should clearly be rejected, not only because it is based on a demonstrably false assumption of radical discontinuity, but because it could be used to delegitimate virtually any depiction of nonhuman subjectivity that made sense to us.’ (Plumwood, p.1 1997).

This statement assumes that there are no shared characteristics between humans and other animals.  There is much evidence to contradict this notion, physiology is the most obvious demonstration of this, many humans share attribute with other animals, a glance at ones pet dog or a trip to the farm or wildlife part quickly show that a total lap of over lap between attributes is a nonsensical proposition.  This claim and this use of anthropomorphism can be considered as potentially malign or detrimental to any deeper understanding of the relationship between humans and non-human animals, and potentially our relationship with the rest of nature.  This type of separation typically finds its roots both in religion and science (particularly in terms of consciousness and self reflexivity.

2. The objection that any use of anthropomorphism is delegitimate is not open to the second statement.  It assumes that characteristics such as subjectivity and intentionality which humans have are not available to non-humans, that animals are unable of possessing these attributes because they belong only to humans.

An argument of this kind could work if one was discussing the ascription of a ‘soul’, as an attribute, because the theological argument could not be either definitively confirmed of denied. With other attributes there are difficulties in terms of deciding what attributes are shared between humans and other animals and what, (if any) are exclusively human.  This is clearly reflected in the continually changing attitudes that humans have about other animals, different issues, especially ethical ones. This doesn’t mean that people who adhere to this understanding of anthropomorphism are necessarily cruel or dismissive of other animals, Humans can still be in awe of other species for the differences they have to humans.  It does however bring into question how a mixed community between humans and member of other species could operate.  Without some shared understanding between human beings and other species, working relationships between animals and humans could not be viewed as really existing.  Without anthropomorphism both Serpell
 and Midgley
 agree the domestication of animals would have been a difficult if not impossible task. 
Our understanding of the world is constructed through our own human consciousness of mind, through experience, instinct and self reflexivity; meanings and relationships are formed and expressed in human terms through our shared epistemologies.  It is then a sensible assumption that everything we do will be an expression of our own humanity and that our relationship with other non-humans, as with everything else will be expressed and understood through human filters.  So the way we interpret and understand everything in a human way, it does not follow from this claim that the human way of interpreting the world is synonymous with anthropomorphism. 

Midgley
 outlines the Sceptical argument that can be made against the use of anthropomorphism in terms of how it could or could not tell us something empirical about our concept of things in the world (including that of other animals).

Our idea of x (e.g. a dog) is made up of elements drawn from human life

But x is not human

Therefore that idea is only a mirror and tells us nothing about x
This suggests that the sphere of ‘human life’ can never be extended [Midgley, p. 127, 1995]  However, ‘Every new thing that we meet has to be understood in terms drawn from earlier human experience.’ [Midgley, p.127, 1995]

‘It seems that modern Western society more than in any other emphasizes the ‘Otherness’ of the non-human.  By drawing a sharp dividing line between human and non-human, a vast gap is created between subject (the free acting human agent) and the object (the passive acted-upon thing).  ‘This division is related to the notion that we, as homo sapiens, are unique among the natural species (as if not every species were unique in itself!).  We perceive ourselves as belonging to a totally different order: the realm of culture, while all other beings and inanimate things are only nature.’ [Noske, p.40, 1989]

It would appear that if we are to represent animals in any way then the charge of anthropomorphism in the strong sense could be used to render any meaning or understanding as (potentially worthless) fantasy, that any insights and understanding about our relationship with other species would be seen as mirroring human attributes and would essentially only tell us about ourselves.  Thus leaving us trapped in a separate bounded world where all attempts to understand other species (other than in terms of biological/chemical makeup would be refuted by the criticism of anthropomorphism).

Plumwood suggests that ‘To avoid delegitimating all such attempts, we need to distinguish weaker and stronger forms of anthropomorphism, just as we need to distinguish weak and usually harmless forms of anthropocentrism from strong and damaging forms’ (Plumwood, p.2 vol 2, 1997).

Having considered what anthropomorphism means we return to the former part of the initial question; ‘Can anthropomorphism lead to a deeper understanding of our relationship with non human animals?’  Having outlined the normative understanding and usage of the term we shall now restrict our focus to the charge of anthropomorphism in human animal relationships.

Before offering three initial candidates up as potential examples of benign anthropomorphism, the concept of strong anthropomorphism should be elucidated as a contrast to the weaker form. This should help to distinguish between potentially malign and benign aspects of anthropomorphism. 

Strong anthropomorphism

Strong anthropomorphism has a tendency to say little if anything about other animals.  A ‘stereotypical’ example of this type of anthropomorphism can be found in the animations of Walt Disney.  The character ‘Mickey Mouse’ could be better described as therioanthropic rather than anthropomorphic, Mickey is a human in beast form, a form that has more in common with the biological reality of the man aspect of his make up than with the mouse he purports to be. Steve Baker points out the distinctions between anthropomorphic, theriomorphic and therioanthropic in his book ‘Picturing the Beast’.  ‘A theriomorphic image would be one in which someone or something..was presented as ‘having the form of a beast’.  Therioanthropic images in contrast, would be those ‘combining the form of a beast with that of Man’.   [Baker, p.  108, 1993] and suggests that in cases such as these this term rather than anthropomorphic would be a better and more accurate description of what is occurring.

Mickey tells us nothing about the actuality of the animal ‘mouse’ or about mice in general, but he is a reflection or mirror of our human selves, a parody of an element of humanity.

Another example of strong anthropomorphism is found in George Orwell’s novel ‘Animal Farm’.  The story, although portrayed through a cast of animal characters is predominantly about political and social issues, (human issues that animal’s do not take an active part in).  It uses animals as a metaphor to explain human belief systems, morality and behaviour, but again says next to nothing about the animals themselves.

The talking animal often has something to say about humans and their behavior and attitudes, as in Orwell’s animal farm. The characters in the book are obviously human based but they are represented with animals and although one could interpret them purely as about human social, political and cultural issues, the point when Boxer the hardworking old horse is unwittingly sent to the ‘knackers’ yard this circumstance could be interpret from both the human and animal perspective.  Emotion could be felt for the horse being abandoned at the end of his loyal and hardworking life due to being unfit to work and costly to keep; one could transpose this into social issues, but the plight of the horse of still blatantly apparent.  [Orwell, p.81-82, 1975].  In this case one can use this to generate compassion and empathy for the horse’s plight.  Although this is the circumstance for millions of animals every year it is often an obscured aspect of farming life.  By allowing the reader the opportunity to engage with a character, such as Boxer, who happens to be a horse, there is the possibility that they will think further about the situation of an animal they had become engaged with.

This example tells us little about the animals involved, possibly it contains enough to engender some element of compassion, but essentially this type of usage of ‘strong’ anthropomorphism is about the realm of the human where animals are of instrumental use, in fact the point of the book was to demonstrate how humans should not be treated in this manner. 

One potential benefit of strong anthropomorphism is that it could generate sympathy for a character such as Boxer through his ‘animality’.  This could also occur in the case of the initial anecdotal example of anthropomorphism.

The opening anecdote about ‘Frank and Jeff’ shows a beneficial usage of the term anthropomorphism in generating sympathy and empathy of other animals.  It tells us nothing about the animality (the essence or nature of these animals) of the animals portrayed and relies on the metaphor of animals to generate identification with the characters as persons and by giving them human voices it becomes open to criticisms levied at strong forms of anthropomorphism.  It however illustrates similarities to the way many animal rights/liberation and welfarists attempt to express and explain why there are moral issues relating to the treatment of other species.  It relies on invoking a relationship in human terms between other species and, by starting with the presumption that animals can feel pain and are sentient and conscious (to varying degrees), and may therefore be able to have some inner animalness, some sense of self in the way humans have, in an attempt to make the reader feel compassion towards other species, (who are in this case both members of the mixed community through the process domestication).  This is done through identification with the animal which can lead to sympathy and empathy.

Identification with other animals and the Sympathy, Empathy and the Sentimentality it can invoke:

Sympathy:  putting yourself in the same position as the person or thing you are sympathising with.  One can put oneself, with a little imagination into all manner of potential situations and fantasise how one might react and behave.  When it comes to crossing the species barrier one has to be aware of not only the similarities but of the differences between other species if one is going to draw conclusions on how to behave, particularly when it comes to ethical decisions regarding other species when doing this.  With the notion of sympathy one is not attempting to imagine oneself as another person or animal but one retains ones own subjectivity, ones own personality and embodiment as a human.  This could create limits to the possibility for an adequate understanding of another’s situation to occur.  For example the experience of getting drenched by an intense rainstorm would create a certain set of responses from myself, e.g. frustration at having wet clothes, the worry of getting ill having a leak in the roof of my house etc. for another human (particularly one living in a country with an arid climate) the response might be different, one of elation, anticipation of a good harvest, the reality of clean drinking water.  Situations, can be interpreted and therefore mean different things, to different people, this is also true of other animals, where more often than not a species’ biological makeup forms a large part of its interpretation and response.  (Ducks seem to love wet weather but my dog Shanti hates the rain and refuses to leave the house.)   Sympathy is about relating to how you might feel in a certain situation and although often responses match up there is a lot of room for misinterpretations and false assumptions.   There are also nonsensical situations regarding sympathising with animals, certain concepts such as film and literature have no meaning to non humans, so to speak of sympathy towards animals in these situations is meaningless.

Empathy:  Imagining yourself as that person or thing in a situation and perceiving how they as oppose to you might feel in a given situation.  

This involves a process of imagination where one attempts not only to fantasies about a situation but to take the extra step of trying to transcend ones own subjectivity and break through the subject object duality.  Of course this can only be done through ones own interpretation of the ‘other’ be it human or animal (or even plant, tree, or deity), this can lead to anthropomorphic (particularly in the second sense of the notion) and anthropocentric assumptions about how a member of another species might feel or react in a certain situation, but the potential benefit of empathy is that it encourages one to try and understand and interpret the otherness, the differences of the other as well as the similarities, thus giving the empathiser more knowledge of another animal, its behaviour, its diet, its capacity to suffer or to play and have pleasure etc. the way it relates to its environment and the rest of nature that surrounds it etc.

Sympathy and empathy can lead to sentimentality, a criticism often levied at animal rights/ liberation and welfarists. [Leahy
] To sentimentalise something is not a necessarily positive thing and can be seen as misplaced emotion.

Barbara Noske offers what to many will be a familiar contemplation about human-animal relationships.

‘As I grew up I became more and more bewildered by the way people used to speak and think about animals, and I began to wonder, first in childish terms and later as a university educated adult, how on earth our society had arrived at its subject-object attitude towards animals….Contrary to current notions about humans and animals I never once felt myself to be a superior human subject dealing with an inferior and passive animal object.’
 [Noske, Humans and other animals quoted by Baker in picturing the beast. P.77, 1993] ‘The tendency to like care for and to identify with animals is essentially a childhood phenomenon. Or, as it might often be more condescendingly expressed a childish thing’ [Baker, p.123, 1993] Children will be indulged with this view adults will not they will be stigmatised.  . Ursula Le Guin also supports the notion that people often stigmatise childhood values.[ Baker, P124 1993]
Before we examine potential candidates for the benign anthropomorphism proposed, it would be beneficial to look at the relationship between children and other animals.  Children do not have the dualisms, the boundaries that are apparent in many humans in western cultures.  Children are open to the world, they anthropomorphism everything. ‘From earliest childhood, it seems, we instinctively view other animals as social subjects and imbue them with human-like intelligence, desires, beliefs, and intentions.’  [Serpell, p.86, 1996]
Consider this example:

As a young child I played a game with my sister which involved stamping on and killing ants, we were on holiday and the cabin we stayed in was inundated by these insects.  My mum catching us in the process got extremely angry, ‘All these ants have mums and dads, aunties and uncles, you wouldn’t want them to stamp on you if you were an ant, would you?!’  The game ceased immediately and I felt very guilty and sad about what I had done and vowed not to frivolously kill anything ever again.

This anecdote brings to mind one given by Isis Brook [in ‘Can ‘Spirit of Place be a guide to ethical building?]’.  Her brother was also reduced to tears over an incident that involved him killing a spider when he was a child and being chastised on the same grounds.  In this case the spider was anthropomorphised as a father and the situation his children and wife would now be in was brought into question. [p.145-146] 

The reasons given for not killing a spider or some ants because you feel that other animals will suffer the loss (i.e. It’s relations, just as we might suffer with the loss of a parent or sibling or even friend).  This does not tell us much about other animals and how they live and relate to each other, but the sympathy and/or empathy that people (often young children) feel can be used to modify cruel behaviour and aid children to understand that other creatures are alive and can feel pain just as they can).  This is using and reflecting the similarities between humans and animals and using them as a justification for better treatment.

Does this deepen our understanding of non human animals, although it may create a deeper relationship with it, although possibly a misplaced one – anthropocentrism – and could cause harm as humans are not understanding the animal in its own context, humanity peers out on the world through it’s own filters and patterns of meaning and understanding that are projected by humans on to the world or are interpreted from the phenomena that exists.   One could use anthropomorphism in folk tales and other moral laden animals stories e.g. the Just so stories, Winnie the Pooh(who is apparently now a philosopher), Grimm’s fairy tales etc. as a way to explain the necessity of compassion towards other animals through the use of sympathy. But just because a child has sympathy with Peter rabbit’s plight doesn’t mean that they will necessarily equate the meat at the table with the story, or the pet rabbit in the garden with the meat.  There is the potential for the child to empathise rather than sympathise with other animals, as the Bettelheim quote illustrates, children find it relatively easy to imbue animals and the rest of the world with human attributes, sprit and magic.

Child-animal sympathy is widely accepted.  Some serious attempts to understand the specific characteristics if this have been inclined to centre on childhood animism. 

‘To the child, there is no clear line separating objects from living things; and whatever has life has life very much like our own.  If we do not understand what rocks and trees and animals have to tell us, the reason is that we are not sufficiently attuned to them.  To the child trying to understand the world, it seems reasonable to expect answers from those objects which arouse his [or her] curiosity.  And since the child is self-centred, he expects the animals to talk about the things which are really significant to him, as animals do in fairy tales, and as the child himself talks to his real toy animals 

 ‘a child is convinced that the animal understands and feels with him, even though it does not show it openly...In animistic thinking, not only animals feel and think as we do, but even stones are alive….And since everything is inhabited by a spirit similar to all other spirits (namely, that of the child who has projected his spirit into all these things), because of this inherent sameness it is believable that man can change into animal or the other way around…..’ [Bruno Bettelheim, p.123 Baker, 1993 [see also p138)]

This line of argument presumes a clear-cut distinction between value and belief systems of adult and child. ‘Such a line of argument presumes a clear-cut distinction between the value and belief systems of the sophisticated adult, who is ultimately in the right and the ignorant child-the child who intuitively, which is to say wrongly, holds open the possibility of an identification with the animal and the inanimate.  This prejudice constructs the animal as absolutely other, and by association those who identify with the animal themselves come to be seen as other. [Baker, p124, 1993]

Potential candidates for benign anthropomorphism:

‘Babe’

The film ‘Babe’ is a film adaptation of the Dick King-Smith book ‘The Sheep-Pig’ [1983].  For those unfamiliar with the story, here is a brief synopsis. 

Babe is a pig born on an intensive farm; by sheer fate he is taken from this factory, where he is part of a machine like meat production process, a purely instrumental use of the animal, to be a prize at local country fair.  Babe is then ‘won’ by Farmer Hoggett and goes to live on his farm where Mrs. Hoggett can’t wait for the day when he will be fat enough to eat.  Babe, similarly all human children is naive and without his mother looks for guidance, the mother sheepdog Fly takes responsibility for him and before long the opportunity arises for Babe to accompany the sheep dogs to the fields.  Babe has already met a sheep and discovered the antagonistic relationship between sheep dogs, which work for their human master and the sheep they herd.  The sheep find the dogs aggressive and rude, the dogs believe the sheep to be stupid.  An incident of sheep rustling occurs and Babe alerts the farmer (acting in a similar way to a dog), he is then wrongly accuse of injuring a sheep and nearly shot and killed by the farmer, but is saved by the sheep dog Fly who, having found out what really happened from the sheep, distracts the farmer long enough for the news that feral dogs are on the loose to be imparted to him, thus clearing the pig’s name.  Babe uses good manners with the sheep and by asking them to move manages to herd them as well as the dogs did.  The farmer is impressed, Babe is entered into a competition as a sheep pig, and although initially ridiculed by fellow humans, the farmer and Babe win the competition against the sheep dogs.  Babe at the end of the film is elevated from the position of a meat animal; he is placed, by the farmer, on the same level as the sheep dogs in the farmyard hierarchy.

The anthropomorphism used in the film ‘Babe’ gives a voice and an insight into the life of what Val Plumwood calls ‘one of the most oppressed subjects in our society, the meat pig’ (Plumwood, vol.2 p.1, 1997).  Babe is a communicative animal, a pig that speaks, what is more he is an animal that rarely might be given a voice because he is the type of domesticated beast generally used for meat.  The film struck a chord with both adults and children, it ‘successfully disrupted the adult/child boundary and created a space for adults to share certain kinds of openness and sympathy for animals permitted to children but normally out of bounds for mature adults’, (Plumwood, vol. 2 p 1, 1997), this is unusual as the previous section illustrates.  By concentrating on the shared characteristics between humans and other animals, such as family relationships, playfulness, friendship between different species, hierarchical systems (although whether there is a definitive hierarchy in nature other than the one which human taxonomies have helped to imposes is questionable), etc.  Plumwood, in her critique of the potential benefit of anthropomorphism in the film, refers to Babe as having been born into the Gulag of the factory farm and then liberated to lead a more ‘normal’ life on the small scale domesticated farm.  This film enables an element of empathy to be felt for the pig, as it is an animal that we have at least some knowledge about, (unlike for example the echidna, or the ocelot ) we have a great ability to imagine what it might be like to be a pig in such a situation.  This film has a lot to say about the oppression of animals and its use of anthropomorphism as a medium that allows ones potential dinner to speak could be considered very helpful to those wishing to put forwards compassion for other animals. (Anecdotal evidence suggests, it apparently had an influence (for a time at least) on the consumption of factory farmed pig meat)  By giving the pig a communicative capacity through the anthropomorphic attribution of language it allowed identification with the individual animal ‘Babe’, but whether babe with his special abilities as a sheep pig is representative of his fellow pigs is questionable, the film also tells us very little about the pig’s pigness.  By the end of the film one has identified with the individual but that doesn’t mean that one understands the essence of pig in any deeper way.

Larson

Another potential candidate is the work of the cartoonist Gary Larson.

Gary Larson uses anthropomorphism in his series of cartoon illustrations called ‘The Far Side’. Many of the illustrations turn the gaze from humans onto animals and give us an insight into our own lives and paradoxical actions through the behaviour the animals exhibit.  The Far Side cartoons show humans and animals acting and interacting in a variety of often strange and unusual and mostly funny ways.  Larson’s characters frequently cross over the invisible barrier that divides humans and other animals (in fact it could be said to be the boundary between humans and the rest of nature), this is invariably where much of the comedy in his work arises.  Larson creates paradoxical situations where we move from the realm of the animal to the human and back again, thus dissolving boundaries.  Charles D. Minahen brings out the true subversive nature of Larson’s humorous illustrations in his article ‘Humanimals and Anihumans’ [P231-249 Ham].  His cartoons show humans becoming animals and animals becoming human, thy make fun of our alleged separation from nature and often attempt (and succeed) to represent people as the animals they are, he also manages to bring the personality of animals to the fore, the personhood of many mammals is to many people tacitly understood, but to those who see animals as automata, or as only instrumental ‘stupid’ creatures Larson has a way of turning this notion on its head.  This allows one to reflect upon how modern life (particularly in western cultures) has encouraged the separation between human beings and the rest of nature. A good example of this is found when Larson’s introduces the concept of aliens into on cartoon to illustrate the “morally” bad way in which humans often treat other animals?  The cartoon shows aliens riding in a space ship with a car containing dead humans tied on the roof, on top of the humans car there is the dead body of a deer, a brilliant example of anthropomorphism of aliens being used to reflect the way many humans treat their environment and fellow beings.  Larson has a way of turning the gaze from that of the subjective to the objective. This illustration of human behaviour might be considered acceptable to many and thus not really questioned when exhibited towards other animals, but when done towards humans by a “higher” species then becomes frightening and cruel at some level.  Currently this is seen as funny as we have no real evidence to demonstrate the existence of alien beings.   

Council of All Beings

The Council of All Beings is a ritual practise described by Pat Flemming and Joanna Macy (both deep ecologists) in the book ‘Thinking like a Mountain’.  In this ritual humans are asked to speak for another species to take on the ‘being’ of something in nature that is not human.   Although I mention species here it is not necessarily for a participant to become an animal or a plant, rocks, rivers and mountain are also given a voice during such a council.   In the book ‘Thinking like a mountain’ they describe one of these rituals and how The ‘Council of All Beings’, is conducted.  

There are three main themes that run throughout the ritual: 

1. Mourning

2. Remembering

3. Speaking from the perspective of other life forms.

During the Mourning feelings of separation and loss occur; rage may well up inside a participant, passionate caring may emerge too.  ‘When we stop repressing the pain, a sense of belonging and interconnectedness emerges’ [Seed, p14,1988].  Guided visualisations are then used to make the participants sensitive. These methods aid the participants in the process of shedding their identities; it thus enables them to speak from the perspective of another life form.  This life form could be a plant, animal or landscape.  This process allows for spontaneous expression, creative suggestions may emerge.  Invocations of powers and knowledge of these other life forms also empowers us.[ Seed, p.14-15, 1988]   The aim is to tap into our knowledge of previous stages of evolution embedded in our neurological systems.  Once the identification with another life form is made once the participant has, such as a mountain, a dolphin, weeds, or a possum, then each participant makes a mask.  The masks are made to symbolise each life form.  During the ritual, that connects the participants (in a holistic sense) to Gaia and the interconnectedness of all things, the humans speak from the perspective of another life form, in a sense the ‘become’ that other life form for the duration of the ritual. When asked to speak one can dance or use other body movement, sing, speak of dreams, or simply speak from the (intuitive) perspective of the life form with which one has identified.  Everyone listens and speaks with respect, and at some point towards the end the masks may be removed and people might speak to still masked participants from the perspective of the human being.  The participants then withdraw from the identification by burning the mask made during the identification process.

This is only a brief outline of the ritual, a fuller description can be found in ‘Thinking like a Mountain’. Each council is different from all others, as it is made up by the shared extemporaneous expression of those present.

The council of all beings is the best candidate for not only a benign anthropomorphism but for a potentially beneficial one in terms of understanding our relationship with both individual animals but with nature as a whole.  The aim to generate compassion for all life forms (similar to that found in Mahayana Buddhism) is of key importance to the ritual, the identification with animals, with ones own evolutionarily history and the responsibilities that can come out of the recognition/ realisation of the self as part of the world and that the world as an illusion (maya) made up, of our own projections, allows space for empathy for other animals.  It does in fact demand such a paradigm shift. The way that the new deeper knowledge one has about one’s relationship with other animals and the rest of nature.  The emotion’s tapped into during a visualisation and identification process may be those of a human empathising with the situation that an animal finds itself in, but does this become sentimental, not necessarily so.  It is not clear that this would help us better understand the essence of an animal etc. but it allows the human to break beyond ones usual boundaries of subject and object.

These examples all address the moral issues surrounding the way we treat and relate to animals.  If we accept that animals are active agents then we could see them as speaking through their behaviour, is it so wrong to interpret their behaviour through the medium of ourselves? Anthropomorphised animals can talk even if they are only saying the words that humans have put into their mouths, this leads to the question, can any human really speak for another animal or species of animal?

Potential criticisms

Babe 

Individuals:  Does anthropomorphism work when referring to a whole species, or just about individual animals, is it holistic?  In the case of Babe, are the viewers responding to the plight of an individual and remarkable (he has different attributes to the usual pig) pig or to member of the species as a whole?  A difficulty with this is the individuality of Babe comes from anthropomorphism; he is different to all other pigs and therefore should be treated/classified differently.

Larson

Is this a malign form of anthropomorphism; is it detrimental to how animals are valued?  Can it tell us anything about the way in which we should treat animals, or does it simply give us a mirror to how we do treat them, eating them, farming, hunting and fishing, etc.

Council of All Beings 

This ritual is not to my mind anthropomorphic instead it seems like a sharing of attributes, we might be surprised what things both humans and other beings share that we are currently unaware of.

Anthropomorphism is primarily about addressing the similarities between humans and other animals.  By recognising these similarities we can gain some connection between ourselves and the other and develop meaning, understanding and possibly a relationship.

The speaking animal comes out of anthropomorphism, but what they have to say may either; generate a closer understanding of what it is to be another animal e.g. ‘council of all beings’ and this could lead to a better understanding about how to treat and interact with them, this could also lead to a more holistic understanding of the human position in relation to nature and as part of nature.  Sometimes the purpose of utilising anthropomorphism is to educate humans about certain codes of moral behaviour; they say very little about how human should behave towards other animals. ‘The idea that animals are metaphorically indispensable to human kind has certain attractions, because it proposes a relationship between humans and animals which is not necessarily an exploitative one, nor one which necessarily works be denigrating the animals.  Certainly it is anthropomorphic, attributing through carelessness or convenience all manner of human motives to the animals, but its motivations do not seem to be inherently.’ [Baker, p.81, 1993]
Animals should be valued for both their similarities and for their differences (maybe the term cherishing from Jane Howarth
 or the notion of care, would be better terms to use here, as value could be seen as a loaded term?).  It is the similarities that allow us to have relationships with other animals (particularly in terms of domestication), yet it is often the differences that intrigues us, animals are often valued for their rarity, in that case it is their difference that is of most worth.  But this doesn’t bring them into the sphere of moral consideration nor lead us to a deeper understanding of them.

The more one knows about another animal the more one can claim to understand it and be able to interpret it’s behavior correctly, both Dian Fossey
 and Jane Goodall
 offer examples of this. Dian Fossey described the gorillas that she worked with as her kin, and claimed that she felt she was becoming Gorilla in some way.

Recognition of similarity and the demand of sameness.  

In other words demanding that the only important things about animals that tell us anything about the way we should treat them comes from them possessing some of the same attributes that humans (and only humans have).  For example the often-used justifications for why animal should and should not have moral value and be included in the sphere of moral concern.  Language, rationality, sentience, consciousness, self-consciousness etc.)   This is a question about how one moves from what is to what one ought to do about our relationship and moral concern for other animals.  We value them for the things they have in common with us that we value as attributes worthy of moral concern etc. 

The other view is the recognition of the similarities between humans and other animals, Midgley
 points out that although animals cannot talk they have many other similarities to humans and they can communicate without the use of language.  These similarities can lead to us to be able to have a relationship with other animals indeed serpell claims that our relationship with other animals can come from communication using similarities as a basis?

Crossing the boundary.

 ‘The animal is really nature glancing back at us.  It is this inwardness, the animal’s self and integrity which is disenchanted when science attempts to abolish all non-physical forces from the picture of nature, or at least tries to give them the status of an epiphenomenon.’ (Noske, p.62, 1989)  

Language 

Humans have the ability to communicate verbally and this allows us to talk about our own sense of self, I can describe my experiences, emotions, and sensations to another human and they can reciprocate.  Through this we can confirm that other humans have a similar inwardness, a self ness, even though I can never experience of personally confirm what their world and their life is like for them.  This sharing of communication through the use of language does allow, amongst many other things, the ability for me to believe that the world that I live in is the same world that other humans occupy (at least within the society an culture I reside in).  I can also discuss my experiences, dreams and plans with others, as they can with myself.  This confirms for me, unless I chose to believe that the other humans are merely constructs of my own mind, figments of my imagination if you will, that other humans have a self consciousness, a sense of self like my own.  What, you may ask does this have to do with our relationship with other animals?

Language does much to influence the way humans interpret the world.  Animals do not use language (at least not in the complex for that humans use, barking and grunting may be forms of communication, but there is little evidence to demonstrate that.  Frank Schalow
 uses Heideggerian philosophy to support the claim that because we should speak out for animals because we can speak and they cannot.  Could it be possible that some forms of anthropomorphism are just example of humans doing just this?  We could be accurately reflecting what they would wish onto the world although this would obviously be seen as anthropomorphic as language is not an attribute animals have.  However the essence of what is being said is actually correct.  This is one of the things that we will just never know, although there are individuals who claim to be able to talk to animals or in fact become animals, I am thinking of sorcerers and magicians at this point it is questionable as to whether these individuals physically become other animals or whether mentally they attain a state where the consciousness of the other animal is channelled through them so they believe (or possibly really are) thinking and understanding like another animal.  Their descriptions of this process would obviously be done through language, and be expressed through their sum of experience as a human, if it can be explained at all. This could again be seen as anthropomorphism by observers of the ‘sorcerer’ for example, someone placing their own characteristics and beliefs and preconceptions as a human onto another animal, again we will never know if it is ‘real’ or the ‘truth’.  [Deleuze and Guattari.231-309, 1988]
Anthropomorphism is often about giving a voice to animals, whether this is a human voice or one that can really express what another species of animal is really thinking is open to question.  If it is just human sentimentality then this is possibly detrimental to the way that humans consider animals, maybe it is thought that the words put into animals mouths are simply for the benefit for the humans doing it, in other words that it has an agenda, which may have something to do with the way other animals are valued, treated and generally considered, however it could be viewed as valuable for the humans who are offering the idea forwards.  For example the  ‘clucking like a chicken’ an article by Karen Davis [p192-209, 1995] which adapts the concept of speaking on behalf of another life form from the Council of All beings Model, could be seen as forwarding an emotional sentimental response to the treatment of battery chicken. The words put into the chicken’s mouth forms part of a human agenda (which as the author indicates we should have no question that it does).  In this case another person could see a chicken in the same situation and place different words into it’s mouth, or believe it incapable of thinking anything about it’s situation at all.

The Problem of anthropomorphism [in terms of place] is the potential to misapply an attribute to things in order that we should respect them. [p148]  This idea supports the ideas of.  These are usually mind like qualities, it might prevent a holistic approach.

Confusion between anthropomorphism and expressing an insight into another’s being through language being seen as anthropomorphism.  In other words, Using language to express insights gained through the connection with the other and with ones self in a ritual such as the council of all beings could be falsely described as purely anthropomorphic, putting human characteristics such as language and emotion onto another being.  With Gaia theory the whole world is conscious, has consciousness.  

So anthropomorphism can lead to relationships, but those that on deeper investigation seem to be carried out in and on human terms.  As Leahy
 points out in his book.    This is a mistake that animal rights advocates often make in over anthropomorphising all living creatures, this is great in the sense that it generates compassion and is open to being inclusive of other species within the moral sphere, if they [the animals] share certain characteristics with human beings.  Some of the problems with relying on similarities is that they can become either very general, (e.g. something is alive therefore it has moral value, this could be extended to include all plant life too, thus leading to difficulties when it comes to utilising resources such as wood or killing animals and plants for food).   Something has value because it is sentient or conscious, an argument found amongst animal liberationist/rights supporters like Peter Singer
 and  Tom Regan
 (although he uses the notion ‘subject of a life’) and others, this values the individual capabilities of an animal and the way in which both animals and ourselves share characteristics, but it says nothing about how we should morally consider other animals in nature, in their context, it tells us much about individuals and nothing about the moral value of the whole. 

The suggestion that anthropomorphism could be used as a route to gain deeper insight an understanding into what it is to be another animal does have flaws. Upon looking for, finding or being confronted by the similarities between humans and other animals one is bound to find many areas where there are gaping differences.  Anthropomorphism though able to engender compassion, of animals through sympathy and empathy with their situation in the world, can lead to sentimentality and does little to inform us about the animal and its relationship to the world it lives in and to nature of which we are all part.  For example stories about the ‘spider’ and the ‘ants’.  These teaches the child not to be cruel to animals, but it says nothing about the spiders place in the world and its nature/essence (scientifically this account is dubious, although ants live in communities there is no evidence to support that they have family groups, or that spiders have parental responsibilities.), the child is not caring for the spider because of its spiderness, it’s ability to catch flies, or spin webs, or the place it occupies in the ‘web of life’.  But for anthropocentric reasons.  This could be viewed as both beneficial and detrimental to our relationship as humans with the rest of nature as a whole.  It seems that some of the childhood world that allows relationships with animals, as friends and companions, as objects of concern, as entities with inwardness, self reflexivity, allows a route in to having a positive interaction with the world as part of nature (trees and teddy bears are ascribe this position or communicative personhoods too), could be a staring point that allows us to refute claims later forced on us by science, rationality and social and cultural normative behaviour, (at least in most societies in western culture).  Claims such as, animals are stupid, ‘for they cannot speak’, they are like machines, they are simply useful as instrumental ends etc. are constantly made.  Young children generally have not yet accepted the dualisms prevalent in society between humans and other animals, culture and nature.  If we allow this way of thinking to permeate our adult lives then we may see ourselves as part of nature rather than separate to it.  

Animals have been typically considered as ‘other’, Thomas, Ritvo (in Baker
), support this notion.  Much of the interpretation has to do with the identification with the animal, and generally this comes through experience of the animal and interpretation of that experience, increasingly experiences with the other animals in western culture come through art and literature, film through the media, wild life documentaries etc.  Rather than intimate experience with the actual animals, (other than companion animals).  There seems to be confusion between what really is anthropomorphic, and once the definition of anthropomorphism has been agreed and adhered to whether it is sentimental, and thus could contain invalid emotional responses (though possibly not).  Another question is whether anything that concentrates on the similarities between humans and animals (using human characteristics as the basis for assessing what similarities can be included) could teach us anything about the animal and how one should relate to it and treat it.  Remember there are huge differences between all species, many animals would become excluded, this is a criticism given by animal rights advocates, but it is also one that they somewhat strangely fall under themselves.  By relying on similarities to establish other animals as part of the moral sphere they can be accused of creating a gap between those animals that are like us and those who are not.  Animals that share enough characteristics can be adopted as a type of ‘stupid’ human, or as a young and naive child, and in the case of some pets will be treated as pseudo-humans.  Those with which we cannot discover any similarities such as the earwig, scorpion will be rejected.  Only if one considers all life as sacred or intrinsically valuable will concern be extended from those who are similar to those who are very dissimilar or possibly alien to us.  The arguments that demand sameness and are supported by anthropomorphic descriptions (weak sense), may end up excluding many living species and rely on the value of individuals rather than the value of the whole. ‘The demand for similarity is understood as an anthropocentric attitude’ [Aatola, p.195, 2002]
Are animals just a mirror for us humans, or can we use anthropomorphism to better understand what another animal is or what it wants, language is the crucial aspect to this, when we anthropomorphise animals it is often done through words through the attribution of language to other animals either by describing their actions or thought ascribing the speech that one might believe the animal to be either saying to ones self or to another animal.  For example:  A dog scratching at the back door might be thought or perceived to be saying “let me out, I need a walk, the toilet, I want to play, there is a burglar outside, etc”.  These are all human suggestions as to what the dog might be thinking, but it is impossible to know whether these claims are true.  If one later encounters a burglar in the house or a puddle by the back door, then one could conclude that the ascription of these thoughts and dialogue with the dog to be true, but one does not necessarily have any empirical proof that ones theory is correct. This is a blatant example of anthropomorphic behaviour that has been exhibited by humans for countless years, even prior to when there was a term to describe it.  Such anthropomorphism does presume that the dog is actually capable of thinking something, and it is this belief (which may be refuted when convenient or embarrassing etc. to the owner), in the self reflexive behaviour of domestic animals is what assists the acceptance of the communicative pig ‘babe’.  Direct experience of pets instinctively tells us that animals (more specifically mammals) do have to a greater or lesser degree a mind of their own, their own individuality or personality.  This belief in personality, could be reduced by the sceptic, to characteristics common to a species or a breed of animal, but the more one spends time with an animal the more it’s individuality, it’s character will become self evident.

Heidegger

‘Characteristically only humans are ‘world-forming’ in their capability to not only live, but to be ‘open’ to other beings.  Stones are ‘worldless’ and animals ‘poor in the world’. [Aatola, p.195, 2002]  

Humans ‘dwell’[reference to building dwelling thinking for further explanation] in the world., animals do not, both have ways of being in the world are part of the same ontology, but animals are not world forming in the way that humans are

‘Desein’ is Heidegger’s term for the manner in which human individuals exist.  Only humans can have this way of being in the world.  This appears to draw up firm distinctions between humans and the rest of nature, and impractically other animals, who may on first appearance be very similar to other humans.

According to Zwart
, Heidegger says that we can’t understand the gaze of the animal.  Animals can’t understand poetry and gain insights and make intellectual leaps in the way we can. 

‘Primarily, Heidegger is interested in human existence.  To stand out towards the world means to experience it as something completely astonishing to us.  And it is here that the animal presents itself to us and revels its mysterious gaze, which calls for wonderment rather than distain.’ [Zwart, p.386, 1997]  Animals, it seems have there own way of being in the world, of ‘standing out towards the world’ on which we cannot enter.  Only anthropomorphism would allow us to imagine what their world would look like, or we could just use a biological analysis of each species

Zwart
 makes the assertion that maybe the animal world appears poor to us because we cannot understand it, it is an opaque window we cannot look through, it a not because it definitively is this way. If we use phenomenological methods to get closer towards understanding the essence of animals, both as individuals and as a species, e.g. as in what is the essence of a dog and what is the essence of this dog.  However explaining this understanding might come out as anthropomorphic due to the difficulty of using language (a human thing) to express something about an animal.  However by the bracketing of preconceptions one might gain a ‘truer’ understanding of the phenomenon (e.g. a dog) this might be difficult to explain without putting human characteristics or understanding of mind onto the animal.

Heidegger expressed that language is not the preserve of humanity, human beings acquire language they do not invent it, it exists separate to them but they can use it, and according to Schalow’s
 explanation they should, to talk for other animals, this could again be extended to other things.  Ted Hughes
 seems to come close to expressing the essence of animals in his poetry, e.g. the Crow, or the Hawk.  He also uses anthropomorphism to express human morality and issues surrounding it.  Zimmerman
 reads Heidegger as critical of poetry, etc. as a way of understanding the meaning of other animals, he claims that anthropomorphism is not a way in to their (the animals) world. But there appears to be a fine line between anthropomorphism and its connections with similarity between humans and animals and the reading of artistic expressions such as poetry as a way of expressing, through our own ‘human’ ontology a tacit comprehension of other beings, such as those that are claimed to have been tapped into though the methods practiced in The Council of All Beings?

Becoming animal

‘The tendency to focus on mutual characteristics rather than exclusively upon species and physical forms has a philosophical analogue in Deleuze and Guattari's concept of Becomings-animal. In A Thousand Plateaus they state: 

“The rat and the man are in no way the same thing, but Being expresses them both in a single meaning in a language that is no longer of words, in a matter that is no longer of forms, in an affectability that is no longer that of subjects. Unnatural participation’ (D&G, p.258, 1988)
This process of affiliation and of awakening perception constitutes a transformation in the human character which often adheres closely to Deleuze and Guattari's
 formulation of Becoming-Other, especially in its concern with a movement away from the captivity represented by modern culture and majoratarian ethics, towards an anti-anthropocentric, anarchic sense of liberation. (chapter 2 web notes
)
Becoming animal, crossing the boundary between subject and object, human and not human, do these concepts go beyond anthropomorphism as previously defined?  Could work with weak forms of anthropomorphism aid us in our journey across the species boundary, or are we entering a realm of fantasy where everything is conjecture and no substantiated evidence can be gained through the use of anthropomorphism, a concept so reliant on the similarities between humans and other animals to add weight to the meanings and understandings of animals inner and outer workings and actions?

Becoming animal is a move away from anthropomorphism; it is a different way of viewing the same material, a way of turning something that could be dismissed as anthropomorphic, as in looking for the human in the animal, rather than looking for the animals in the human.  It can create a point where deeper understanding/enlightenment about human’s relationships with other animals becomes possible.  One can begin to become animal!  There is no time to further elucidate this post modern concept here, so I leave this concept with the final description of what my understanding of becoming animal suggests in terms of using material normatively considered as anthropocentric to illustrate this point.  Imagine being a human who wakes up/ is born a dog, like the dog Fluke in the James Herbert novel of the same name.  Imagine slowly realising ones dog like nature whilst still retaining something of ones humanity, anything the dog says could be considered anthropomorphic, but the human and dog are becoming one in a theriomorphic manner.  Could an exploration of this idea possibly lead us closer to an understanding of the animality of humanity?  (Note: ‘Where animal imagery is used to make statements about human identity, metonymic representations of selfhood will typically take the theriomorphic form, whereas metaphoric representations of otherness will typically take the therianthropic form.’ ) [Baker, P108, 1993] 

This leads us to a tentative suggestion for another form of understanding other animals and our relationship with them that can include anthropomorphism both in its intention and in the interpretation of the work.

‘The post modern animal and the use of shock art.

This idea includes conflict and breaking down the barriers between the us and the them.  We anthropomorphise and look for similarities and construct our understanding though these, however when confronted with something that on closer inspection has fooled us into thinking that is like us but it is in fact something other that we have misled ourselves to believe is similar or the same as us, we could use this experience to then we can break through the issue of the subject and the object the boundary between us and them.  Thus causing a moment of shock, [Baker, p58-59, 1993] of potential separation from the usual mind set.  I tentatively suggest that through such shocks or moments of insight such as these can create may shake us out of perceiving existence through as phenomenologists call it, the ‘natural attitude’.  This moment when one is shaken free may be temporary but it also might manifest itself in a similar way to the Buddhist notion of ‘moksa’, the moment of enlightenment when one realises that everything is not self and that you are not self too.  (This is only a suggestion and there is little time to expand on or further substantiate this claim only suggests that this notion might e beneficial and does require further investigation.).

There is a problem in how one should morally treat and operate within the rest of nature; I don’t hope to solve the problems of this here.  Anthropomorphism in it’s weaker form can be of benefit in generating a deeper relationship with other animals and a deeper understanding and respect for them (on one level), in this sense it is benign, I does however, seem to initially restrict one from a deeper understanding of the essence of other animals.  I do think I would be useful in terms of speaking for another animal ‘babe’ (aiding the domesticated beast) and I find the anihumans in arsons work and the becoming animals of D&G
 can be revealed through the initial process of anthropomorphism, as it allows one to identify with other animals

Of course there are pit falls, as I have demonstrated. Anthropomorphism doesn’t necessarily aid us in comprehending the moral status of other animals or supporting it (other animal ethics) but it aids an understanding of nature and possibly of ourselves ‘A council of all beings’ would work with a holistic valuing/cherishing of nature and the non-human.

This begs all manner of questions:

How do we make the jump from sympathising and empathising for animals to appreciating them for their own sakes and for the sake of the planet?  Could this generate a holistic approach?  Is this possible? 

 John Berger gives an example of how a human being can become aware of an animal’s inwardness, although she or he can only stand outside and observe the animal. ‘The eyes of an animal when they consider a man are attentive and wary …Man becomes aware of himself returning the look.   The animal scrutinises him across the narrow abyss of non-comprehension.  This is why the man can surprise the animals….. The man too is looking across a similar, but not identical, abyss of non-comprehension….and so, when he is being seen by the animal, he is being seen as his surroundings are seen by him.  His recognition of this is what makes the look of the animal familiar…..The animal has secrets which, unlike the secrets of caves, mountains, seas, are specifically addressed to man.’
 [Noske, p62 1989]
I would suggest that there could be a possible point of comprehension when a different understanding about the other occurs, a paradigm shift in understanding occurs.  An intention of shock art in connection with understanding animals is to shake the observers normative sensibilities To create a space through the juxtaposition of ideas that unsettles the observer and shakes them from their preconceptions (shock art, Baker post modern animal, the duck/rabbit effect that can occur when reading cartoons or watching a film e.g. babe).  Creating a feeling of discomfort that might allow one to set aside ones preconceptions, just like in the phenomenological method.  There might also be a benefit from using Goethen science to understand the essence of other animals, the results of which can include poetry and prose that represent the human form an expression of the phenomena speaking.  Whether this notion has moved so far away from the initial starting point of this paper is questionable, but the potential of using aspects of anthropomorphism as a starting point on a journey towards a better understand what the essence of another animal is, can be suggested.  It may formulate a path back to the childhood animism that we seem to have rejected, and give us new understanding about how we should value and treat other species.

Conclusion:

Is anthropomorphism a malign or benign concept when used to consider human animal relationship?  Both the weak and strong forms of anthropomorphism outlined can have negative connotations as a tool to help one understand the inner workings of other beings.  Anthropomorphism concentrates on the both the similarities and the differences between humans and other animals and is thus open to the criticism of anthropocentrism depending upon how the term is applied to information about human and animal relationships.  

Can anthropomorphism lead to a deeper understanding of our relationship with other animals?  The ascription of a voice to member of other species as a means of interpreting their behaviour and identifying with them has had beneficial consequences even though it seems most of them are beneficial for humans rather than animals.  Domestication has been made possible by treating certain species of animal (generally mammals) as persons, individuals. The mixed community, it seems, was historically aided by the use of anthropomorphism, this leads to the idea that in order to have some relationship with another species, (other than one of awe and wonder for its ‘being’ as an object to be viewed by us the subject), then  

I have suggested that anthropomorphism can enable us to sympathise and empathise with another animal and this offers a chance for compassion for other beings to be generated.  By speaking for an animal, using acquired language to express another’s situation, such as that found in the ‘Council of All Beings’ ritual may be represented in an anthropomorphic manner, through prose or poetry etc, where the usually objectified animal is portrayed in anthropomorphic subjective language.  Essentially anthropomorphism can aid us in relating to animals in a human way and could therefore lead to people to engage with members of other species, particularly in there own environment, but it can only go a short way to explaining and understanding the innerness of the animal.  The charge of sentimentalising and anthropocentric loom in the wings awaiting every opportunity to make an appearance and as Aatola
 points out it is easy to fall under these criticisms when using apparently anthropomorphic evidence (even in its weak form) to justify ethical relationships with other animals.  

The ‘Frank and Jeff’ example could be viewed along with the other three propositions as benign, but essentially it does depend on the intention of the user of the term whether the argument could be constructed in a way that avoid the pitfalls of this complicated concept.  

After this somewhat fractured exploration, into the possible use of anthropomorphism as way to form a deeper understanding about the relationship between humans and other animals, we reached a point where anthropomorphism appears to be able to be used as a springboard to launch us into a deeper explanation of the differences between humans and non-humans; although this proposition is still open to exploration and debate.

Anthropomorphism is more a malign than benign concept, one that generates the possibility of relationships with members of other species on our terms, but says little, of nothing about an animal’s inner nature.  The use of poems such as the one by Ted Hughes given in the preface do, in my opinion offer a glimpse into what it might be like to be a hawk.  But it is a big leap to take to move from what it might be like to be something to concluding that this is a true representation of an animals mind.  Animals are not blank sheets of paper awaiting anthropomorphic inscription, they have there own inner self and anthropomorphism may not be the best way to attempt to reveal this. This does not however, mean that one shouldn’t try to attempt to do this. 
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