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When Species Invade
James Stanescu and Kevin Cummings

One issue that seems to be settled in environmentalism is a belief in the harm
and trouble of invasive species. Invasive species are plants and animals, nonnative to the ecological systems they are introduced to, which overrun the
natural balance of a system that did not evolve to limit their growth. To
highlight this issue, there is an annual National Invasive Species Awareness
Week, co-sponsored by such groups as the Environmental Law Institute and
The Nature Conservancy. The National Wildlife Federation Magazine has
run articles with headlines like, “A Plague of Aliens.” The need to kill
invasive species in order to protect natural habitats for native animals has
been a reoccurring attack against animal groups, and discussed by thinkers
such as Michael Pollan and Donna Haraway, and even fictionalized in T.C.
Boyle’s novel When the Killing is Done. Against this commonsense cliché,
our volume brings the tools of the environmental humanities in the fields of
rhetoric and ethics to critically reexamine the orthodoxy against non-native
species, and begin to chart a different course.
Within the growing literature on animal studies and animal ethics, scholars have critically examined factory farms, zoos, companion animals, and
laboratory testing. What remains underexplored are the logics of extermination deployed against feral or non-native species, and the discourses delineating borders, species, belonging, and nativity. The existing vocabulary utilized to determine who counts as a non-native species relies on troubling
definitions of closed ecosystems, neo-colonial borders, and anthropocentric
taxonomies. Subsequent descriptions of non-native species often represents
these animals as pests that wreak havoc on the ecosystem, promiscuously
over-populate, and spread disease. This rhetorical framing of the non-native
justifies a militarized relationship to particular species, in much the same
way international border conflicts, refugees, and migratory populations
vii
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heighten attention to proper belonging and defense against the other. Invasivity is a highly political and non-neutral calculation regulating both human
and non-human bodies, often simultaneously. Furthermore, the debate over
non-native species divides common ground between animal activists and
environmentalists. If the world is moving very slowly toward less cruelty in
the treatment of animals and a modest increase in awareness about the basic
dignity that should be afforded to all creatures, there is a vast slippage in the
case of feral and non-native species that merits attention. This volume is a
critical exploration of invasion ecology. We seek to look at the ways that
invasion ecology rhetorically frames itself and the thorny ethical issues
around responding to non-native species. Invasion ecology forces us to confront issues of nativity and settler colonialism, the power of border-making
and essentialized communities, the limits and needs of ecological restoration,
the conflict of environmental and animal ethics, and the always tricky question of how we are to cohabit this earth.
Before we go further, we must address a terminological question. There
are many words for what we are calling invasive species. These include nonnative species, aliens, xenospecies, introduced species, non-indigenous species, exotic species, feral animals, cryptogenic species, and, of course, the old
ones of pests, weeds, and nuisances. While we will use many of these terms
fairly interchangeably, we have chosen to keep the phrase “invasion ecology” as the term for the title of this volume, not because we agree that nonnative species are inherently invasive, but because we don’t want to hide or
gloss over how so-called invasive animals are being treated: as an invading
horde that must be utterly eradicated, and whose killing and destruction is
ethically encouraged, perhaps required. Rather than erasing or displacing
problematic terms, we believe that a revolutionary transformation of the
lingua franca for describing non-native animals begins with considering how
the words and actions that currently inform practices permit profound cruelty
and position these animals as creatures that can and should be exterminated.
ETHICS
Despite the often-widespread belief that non-native species are inherently
dangerous to the stability of the environment, there is increasingly scientific
pushback against this idea. 1 Just because a non-native species reproduces
quickly with an ecological niche does not mean they are automatically eliminating other species, they could even be increasing biodiversity. Ecology
does not have to be a zero sum game, red of tooth and claw. But while the
scientific debate is important, this is not where we have focused our energies.
Instead, this is a work of environmental humanities and ecocriticism, bringing together philosophers, communication scholars, literature professors, and

When Species Invade

ix

geographers. Our wager is that regardless of the science, the issue of framing
is something that will matter for determining the best policies and actions.
For example, the philosopher Mark Sagoff presents the following objections to a purely scientific framing of introduced species by highlighting five
obstacles to public support for these animals. 2 First, Sagoff argues that we
must have a specific definition of what counts as harm to the environment,
because absent such a litmus test, the process quickly devolves into personal
preference which is a key obstacle to generating support. A second barrier is
that policy makers feel the need to target all non-native species because the
potential harm and damage is so unpredictable. The third impediment is the
belief that species may reduce diversity in the ecosystem, although Sagoff
maintains that, in most cases, introduced animals mostly increase species
richness. Extinction is an obvious ecological harm, but except in rare cases
with predators on small island habitats, this fourth problem is not likely.
Finally, Sagoff explains that the fifth barrier is cases where introduced species are identified de facto as decreasing biological diversity. He argues that
we should avoid these kinds of stipulative definitions. In all of the objections
above, the central challenge is the inability of science to determine something like environmental harm from an objective ground. Biologists and conservation scientists might be able to determine changes to biodiversity, or
they might be able to determine if certain species are thriving or declining;
however, none of those are clear determinations of harm or benefit. The labor
of making those determinations involves not just important scientific work,
but also the common work of the humanities and the social sciences, including the careful debates of ethics and moral philosophy. Ethics here is less
about making final determinations for the environmental science, though we
do recognize that there is currently a large internal scientific debate, and is
instead engaged in making interventions in valuation. How much does an
individual animal life matter? How about a species? Do they matter for
economics, for humans, for themselves, for biotic communities, or from the
standpoint of the cosmos? Is it possible to mourn and value an individual
animal life? Or is it possible to only care about species as a whole? And in
this, the time of the Anthropocene and the sixth great extinction event, what
are our duties and responsibilities? How are we summoned to witness and
respond to the silver carp of the Great Lakes? The pigs of Santa Cruz Islands? The horses of Cumberland Island? The pythons of the Florida Everglades?
One of the reasons we want to be summoned by ethics is to push back
against the tendency to define harm and flourishing by the narrow anthropocentric and capitalist view of resource management. As Claire Jean Kim
argues, “‘ecological harm’ [is] defined in state discourse so as to protect the
‘resources’ threatened by ‘invasives.’ Maximizing the utility of the animalinstrument is the core logic in both instances, rather than a moral concern for
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the animals themselves.” 3 Often environmental actions are justified through
simple economic rationality. If science cannot directly give us an answer of
ecological harm, so often capitalism can provide us with the balancing sheets
to answer these questions. In this view, no one would challenge the honeybee
or wheat, but Asian Carp and kudzu become pests and weeds that need to be
eliminated. Under this view, we end up in the darkly ironic space where
environmentalism “must save the world from and for capitalism.” 4 We turn
to ethics to try and lay out a different evaluatory system that resists the move
to see wild animals as merely a resource to be managed.
Now, there is a way in which we are being unfair to many of the environmentalists who promote the elimination of non-native species. Many of the
environmentalists refuse both the naïve scientism and resource management
viewpoints we have so far criticized. Nevertheless, many of these environmentalists passionately believe that exotic species are threats to the ecology,
and proceed sincerely. However, one cannot help but notice that the projects
of restoration ecology, particularly in the desire to remove introduced species, is a response to human beings as the destructive invasive species par
excellence. It is humans who are the major cause of extinction of other
species; it is humans who profligately overpopulate and drain the resources
of the areas they live in. Indeed, the phrase “introduced species” implies that
these species have been introduced by humans. For many environmentalists,
intervening against non-native animals becomes a metonym for intervening
against humans’ ecological destruction in general. In the face of the very
understandable guilt humans might have for the destruction of the natural
world, it would make sense to excise this guilt with a strong vigilance against
the introduced animals that we describe in the same terms of ecological harm
that humans produce.
It is on this last point that we have seen the rise of the invasivore, that is,
the person who tries to hunt, prepare, and/or eat animals that are invasive
species. Chefs, hunters, and gourmets who serve non-native species are frequently profiled in the pages on The New York Times and the airwaves of
National Public Radio. 5 The hunting, killing, preparing, and eating of introduced species is not seen as an act that requires guilt, but is rather celebrated
and filled with pride. So much so that, “Mitchell Davis, vice president of the
Beard Foundation, said other species had moved from being pariah pests to
must-have items on American plates.” 6 The ethical intervention we want to
make would be one that would dodge the economy of the saved and the
damned that motivates so much of the guilt and discussion around non-native
species. It would be one that would cringe at the celebration of killing and
eating non-native animals. Instead, we want to bring the actual animal, with
her desires, her motivations, her sociality, and her embodiment, to the fore of
any discussion of the problem of invasive animals. We wish to remain
haunted by choices. As William James once wrote, “If we follow the ideal
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which is conventionally highest, the others which we butcher either die or do
not return to haunt us; or if they come back and accuse us of murder, everyone applauds us for turning to them a deaf ear.” 7 And as Isabelle Stengers
clarifies:
James thus seems to condemn moral philosophers to relativism, to the admission that all moral ideals are of equal value. Yet this is not so, and the position
James proposes, like that of the evolutionary biologists in the sense of Stuart
Kauffman, and like those of the sociologist in the Whiteheadian sense, demands an attention to the interstices. For James, this first means to accept that
the question is tragic. Philosophers should be able to resist the temptation to
justify the sacrifice, the exclusion of other ideals. They should accept that the
victims haunt the interstices of their adherence to an ideal. They should accept
to let their experience throb with the complaint of those who were sacrificed in
the name of what they define as moral. 8

Ethics therefore demands that we stay with the animal, with their particularity, and whatever we decide, that we remain haunted by the problem and
burden of determining the good.
RHETORIC
A story is being told about invasive species. It is a story of conquest where
the enemy is ruthless in plundering and despoiling the land. The story helped
create and sustain a movement to exterminate non-native species and involves a wide range of different rhetorical artifacts from literature to science
to philosophy. These texts constitute and nourish a particular kind of relationship between humans, native species, and non-native animals. We contend that efforts to explore the rhetorical maneuvers that position non-natives
as invaders prefigures and provides an entry point into evaluating the ideologies at work. Unraveling the assumptions that advocates of a militarized
relationship with invasive species use is a means to contest the logics used to
justify brutality. A rhetorical approach examines advocacy at work and, in
some cases, provides an alternative advocacy that re-conceptualizes or reformulates the relationship in question. So, it is useful to begin with an explanation of what rhetoric entails. Rhetoric is the study of the available means of
persuasion. At heart in this Aristotelean definition is a question of how we
make sense of advocacy and argumentation. For non-native species, the arguments and advocacy currently being articulated are decidedly one-sided. Our
intervention in this volume considers problems with the use of nativist discourses that defend martial solutions, and we suggest alternative possibilities
for cohabitation.
The coordinates of rhetorical action in the discussion of non-native species are more than just one-sided. It should not surprise us, then, that the
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animus toward these non-native animals is so pronounced that the language
is of armed conflict against a hostile invader who must be decimated in order
to be stopped. The use of combat metaphors is accompanied by frequent
reference to the promiscuity of these animals and repeated warnings of the
capacity of a small number to reproduce and rapidly overrun an ecosystem. If
we distill the rhetoric, the refrain of the dangerous invader has obvious and
prominent parallels to nativist discourses used in anti-immigrant arguments.
It is perhaps worth mentioning that etymologically, native, nation, and nature
all share the same root word of natio. 9 Protecting and preserving nation,
nature, and nativity collide and coalesce in both sets of arguments. Each
relies on the construction of imagery of a beautiful homeland or habitat
threatened with utter elimination by infiltrators who have no care for the
ways things are. The trespassers in both discourses mark and stain the habitat
for their own desires. Each strand emerges from a xenophobic argument
about the purity of natives and the contamination of non-natives. What is
especially disconcerting in the case of non-native animals is the current lack
of any meaningful response on their behalf.
Our purpose in investigating the invectives deployed against non-native
species is to chronicle the blue print used to guide acts of violence against
these animals. We contend that there is great value in analyzing and capturing the rhetorical conditions that make violence possible. But our aim, following the work of Edwin Black, is also to understand rhetoric as a way to
call into being a particular kind of subject or citizen. 10 In every discourse,
Black maintains that there is an implied auditor. We can judge rhetoric by
exploring who is called into being. The current discourse on non-native
species has an implied auditor who feels no compassion for invasive species
and who can reasonably be expected to support widespread efforts to exterminate these animals. The presentation of these animals as hyper-sexualized
creatures who rapidly reproduce and who have insatiable hunger in many
ways inoculates the listener against counter arguments. The audit performed
by the implied auditor does not calculate or consider the needs and desires of
non-natives species at all. They are rendered invisible. We imagine and advocate for less cruel responses to the migration of animals and offer this volume
as a rhetorical intervention in response. Part of the task of thinking differently about non-native species is finding ways to invite auditors to imagine
different kinds of relationships and to disassemble the logics at work in the
circulation of problematic labels.
In addition to attending to the common epithets used against non-native
species, there is also an important task in exploring the anthropocentric ideology at work in the human management of the environment. Anthropocentrism is a belief that humans are superior in both degree and in kind to other
animals. Born of hubris, it is the idea that humans are the master species with
exceptional status in relation to the other animals of our world. Children are
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raised to accept as common sense the belief that we are superior to other
animals in every way that matters. Absent in the vast majority of work on
invasive species is the argument that the worst violator and the species that
wreaks the most devastation as it spreads into new ecosystems is clearly
human beings. No other non-native species can come close to our ability to
colonize new spaces and destroy the original habitat. Although humans
largely treat ourselves as exempt from debates over how to manage nonnative species, there is increasing discussion of the devastation we have
caused to our planet. The Anthropocene is the name given to the epoch
whose genesis occurred when human activity first left an imprint on the
ecosystem. As we have moved deeper into the Anthropocene, the imprint has
exponentially increased in size to the point where irreparable harm is being
done to the planet. Suppose, for just a moment, that humans understand. That
collectively, as a hive, or individually; that consciously, or perhaps subconsciously, we know the damage we have caused and are causing. How easy
would it be to project all of our own worst traits onto other non-native
animals? Especially if that gambit allows us to cast ourselves in the role of
savior.
If the management strategies used against non-native species mirror the
policing strategies used against immigrants and others who live in the margins, then there should be fertile ground for a coalition that offers solidarity
for all of those who exist on the periphery. Decolonial approaches to thought
and scholarship emerged in large part from the works of Cesari, Fanon,
Glissant, and Wynter. Central to decoloniality is a contestation of imperialism. Instead of embracing the legacy of European thought and celebrating the
conquests of indigenous peoples, decoloniality is about what Walter Mignolo
calls “epistemic disobedience.” 11 In a 2011 Scientist Op-ed, “The Invasion
Ideology,” researchers Matthew Chew and Scott Carroll wrote, “What we
object to is an insistence on permanent, hopeless wars on well- and widelyestablished non-native taxa, conflicts that continuously disrupt ecosystems
where introduced species now play significant ecological roles.” 12 In the face
of continued demands for such a permanent war, each of the chapters in this
volume are provocations for epistemic disobedience.
THE VOLUME
The first move for such rethinking is taken up by Matthew Calarco in his
chapter, “Beyond the Management of Pe(s)ts: Zoomimicry in the Age of
Catastrophic Environmental Change.” Taking up the wild parrots in Southern
California as his provocation, Calarco seeks to chart the importance of an
ethical and ontological pluralism that pushes against a monism which supports seeing animals as resources to be managed. This monism flattens the
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world and its differences in its service of a global anthropological machine.
This global machine seeks to make the world hospitable and flourishing for
the lives it sees as important, and either lets die or actively exterminates life
that does not fit into its global order. Calarco allows us to understand what
invasive species are invading; namely, the sterile and monistic world of the
anthropological machine. Against this monism, Calarco follows two major
philosophers to start charting what a pluralistic world might look like. Turning to Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of becoming-animal, and the Ancient
Cynic philosopher Diogenes of Sinope practices of living kata phusin, or
living according to nature and like an animal, we see the sketch of zoomimicry. Zoomimicry requires human animals to understand themselves as being
part of the more-than-human world, and, therefore, inhabiting a certain ethical and ontological indistinction among all life forms. So, if the anthropological machine seeks to make the world the home for a certain form of humans,
than zoomimicry requires a certain proliferation and multiplicity of animals,
both human and non-human. And following that, we can understand resistance as a way, not of defining how animals need to live, but rather a way of
opening up more possibilities for the various kinds of flourishing and actions
that animal might produce.
The issue of ontological pluralism is taken up further in James Stanescu’s
“Alien Ecology, Or, Learning How to Make Ontological Pluralism.” Stanescu outlines the importance of the struggle between ontological dualism and
monism for the modern environmental movement. In so doing, he seeks to
show the limits of both monism and dualism for ecological thinking, and
engaging the philosopher William James, and the anthropologist Eduardo
Viveiros de Castro, he begins to build the principles of ecology centered on
ontological pluralism. Alien species become a paradigmatic example of the
importance of creating ecological pluralism, because they challenge the very
idea that ecological niches serve one purpose, have one sense of the good,
and can only incorporate one kind of species. The non-native species requires
from us a cosmopolitics, one that welcomes the stranger and the foreigner; a
cosmopolitics that can navigate multiple forms of the good. Furthermore,
Stanescu examines how ontological dualism and monism coincide to mutually reinforce and extend Foucault’s totalizing pastoral power and Chamayou’s
violent cynegetic or hunting power. Against the figures of shepherds and
hunters that make up pastoral and hunting powers, Stanescu follows Isabelle
Stengers with introducing the figure of the diplomat, who intervenes in a
more-than-human cosmopolitical Parliament to make possible a chance for
peace when species meet and invade.
Rebekah Sinclair and Anna Pringle engage poststructuralism and feminist
new materialism in order to produce an intellectual genealogy of the foundations of eco-communities and “pest” species in their article, “Guests, Pests,
or Terrorists? Speciesed Ethics and the Colonial Intelligibility of ‘Invasive’
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Others.” In so doing, they demonstrate the profound neocolonial logic that
has always supported and reaffirmed the ideal against non-native species.
Sinclair and Pringle reveal that pro-nativity arguments against humans and
other animals don’t just sound the same, but are also mutually reinforcing.
While the first part of Sinclair and Pringle’s genealogy engages the ideas of
the invasive and the non-native, the second part of the genealogy critically
explores the concept of species. Following in the steps of Ladelle McWhorter, they demonstrate that there is no singular definition of species within the
biological sciences. Instead, the definitions of species have their own histories, and these histories, understandably, form different narratives that affect
how we treat particular animal beings. Against the colonial narratives of
species, pests, and nativity, Sinclair and Pringle raise the specter of taking
seriously the American Indian narrative of Turtle Island and Sky Woman, in
order to rethink kinships, territory, and belonging.
Vasile Stanescu’s “The Judas Pig: The Killing of ‘Feral’ Pigs on the
Santa Cruz Islands, Biopolitics, and The Rise of the ‘Post-Commodity’ Fetish” combines rhetorical analysis, expose research, and theory to posit some
of the central motivations for eliminating non-native species. Focusing on the
killing of pigs on Santa Cruz Islands, Stanescu takes us within the systemic
violence that is used to kill and eradicate feral animals. While many of us
have an idea of the violence that goes on in factory farms, many of us have
no clue about the coordinated violence that occurs with decisions to eliminate invasive species. But Stanescu does more than this, and also reveals the
fictions of pristine and untouched wilderness that often justifies killing these
species. Instead of a pristine wilderness, what we are presented with is a
simulacrum, a copy of what we believe wilderness untouched by humans
should look like, but which can only be produced by intensive and extensive
human intervention. Engaging Foucault’s work on biopolitics and Marx on
commodity fetishism, Stanescu argues that nature and wilderness are a postcommodity fetish, which seeks to provide economic and tourist interests
while pretending to not be selling a commodity. As such, certain non-native
species ruin the perfect, Disney story of nature, and must be killed in order to
sell a nature never touched by humans.
Symbols and images play an interesting role in how we make sense of
foreignness and citizenship. In “Spectacles of Belonging: (Un)documenting
Citizenship in a Multispecies World,” Banu Subramaniam explores two media events to show how fear of the foreign is constructed through images and
how citizenship is documented. In Summer 2014, a number of unaccompanied minors crossed into the United States from Mexico and this created a
political frenzy with calls to deport these children because of the dangers
they pose as potential carriers of disease and germs. A year later, another
event occurred when undocumented students rallied under the emblem of the
monarch butterfly as a symbol of the need for freedom of movement for
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survival in a complex world. Both cases illustrate how non-native species are
deployed in debates over immigration. Each media spectacle also reveals
very different uses of visual images prominent in the construction of citizenship and foreignness. With unaccompanied children, the visual is connected
to anxieties about foreign germs in order to create panic and mistrust. In
contrast, when activists use the monarch butterfly as a talisman to represent
the desire for acceptance, they advocate for a new and different kind of
belonging. In tracing the ways these symbols frame invasions, Subramaniam
argues for untangling the xenophobic rhetoric and re-imagining a more inclusive politics of immigration. This is accomplished by re-reading deep histories of the ways anti-immigration arguments and environmentalist advocacy
are blurred together.
The majority of introduced and non-native species are treated as hostile
invaders. But in some cases, the non-native species are perceived as desirable. Charismatic non-native species, such as honey bees and horses, are bred
and managed quite differently than invaders who are perceived as less useful
to humans. Kelsey and Kevin Cummings take up the question of differential
treatment for charismatic species in their chapter, “Welcoming the Stranger:
Coercive Reproduction and Invasive Species,” to advance an argument criticizing coercive reproduction and advocating for the queering of discourses
on non-native species. To do so, they utilize the concept of reproductive
futurism. Reproductive futurism is the name given by Lee Edelman to the
ways the reproductive order in society is managed. In a heterosexist society,
reproductive futurism is maintained through the figure of the child as the
embodiment of the future. The inability of queer persons to procreate absent
assistance is understood in this framework as evidence of their lack. With
non-native species, reproductive futurism takes on a pernicious new modality, where invaders threaten the reproductive order through their promiscuity,
and native species must be defended in order to secure a future ecosystem
that mirrors the present and the past. But if some invaders have monstrous
attributes, others have a more pleasing appearance, or have instrumental
values so distinct as to merit a special exemption. Charismatic species play a
role in the ways humans are attempting to engineer nature spaces, and the
rhetoric and management of these animals support the vision of the reproductive futurism of which Edelman is so critical. The orthodoxy on invasive
species draws heavily from nativist ideology, and several chapters in this
volume focus on the xenophobia on display. Cummings and Cummings’
effort to queer the discourse on non-native species is an opening move toward understanding better the overlap between reproductive futurism and
nativism.
Casey R. Schmitt shares the history of modern restoration ecology
through a close reading of Aldo Leopold’s prophetic speech on June 17,
1934, at the dedication of the University of Wisconsin Arboretum. Schmitt’s
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chapter, “Paradise and Warfare: Aldo Leopold and the Rhetorical Origins of
Restoration Ecology,” draws from Kenneth Burke’s work on terministic
screens to reveal how from the early origins of restoration ecology, the
movement has harnessed terminology that sets up a binary between the radical extremes of paradise and warfare. Leopold’s vision contrasted an Edenic
unspoiled paradise with the dangers posed by both industrial warfare and
non-native species. Through his jeremiad, Leopold condemns warfare and
the dangers of invasive species and frames restoration as a passage back into
the garden. Schmitt analyzes the formal dedication speech, an adapted later
version, and some of Leopold’s other writings to explore how restoration
ecology draws from a cultural mythology that casts environmentalists and
contemporary proponents of Leopold’s land ethic at odds with those who
defend non-native species. For those who subscribe to the land ethic, on the
one hand, the emphasis is heavily placed on expanding the community from
humans to others, including species and the soil and land itself. But nonnative animals, on the other hand, are understood to pose the same kind of
risks as industrial warfare. While the divide seems preordained, Schmitt
suggests that a rhetorical reading might offer useful lessons drawn from
Leopold’s oeuvre for how to use metaphors to build public support for a
movement to present new ideas, adapt old metaphors, and promote change.
The final chapter of this volume draws from a science fiction story to
critique and present alternatives to conservationist models of environmentalism. Mica Hilson’s “Rooting for the Unrooted: Invasive Species and Uncanny Ecosystems in Peter Carey’s ‘Exotic Pleasures,’” tells the story of a young
mother who purchases a Pleasure Bird from an interstellar trader. Unknown
to Lilly, the young mother, the Pleasure Bird has consumed and will eventually expel seeds from an exotic and alien species of tree. The author, Peter
Carey, complicates invasiveness through a variety of narrative devices. So
while the story could be read as a cautionary allegory of the perils of nonnative species, there is also a reading of the story that can function to challenge reproductive futurism and invert common tropes used in discussions of
invasivity and nativity.
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Chapter One

Beyond the Management of Pe(s)ts
Matthew Calarco

On my daily bicycle commute through Orange County, California, I regularly
encounter a flock of “naturalized” or “wild” parrots. 1 They are classified by
species as red-crowned parrots (Amazona viridigenalis). These are unmistakable, remarkable birds, nearly impossible to miss (especially if one is outdoors
when they fly by). Their calls are ear-piercing, and their coloring is especially
beautiful, with green bodies and striking red and blue colors on their heads.
One need not be an expert birder to know that these parrots are not native to
the area—and they are far from alone in being so. Red-crowned parrots, along
with some dozen other species of wild parrots, have made their home throughout this region, each flock and species with their own unique appearance,
traits, and behaviors. 2
No one is entirely certain how these wild parrots came to be so prevalent
in the area. Some experts speculate that there have been a handful of large
releases (either accidental or intentional) over the years from pet stores, individual owners, or sanctuaries, perhaps during a fire or other emergency.
Others have suggested that the parrots have used their keen intelligence to
escape from residences and sanctuaries on their own, and have joined other
free/freed wild parrots to form flocks. Whatever the manner of their release,
these parrots have somehow and astonishingly managed to survive and reproduce in an environment that is in many ways ill-suited to their survival. As is to
be expected in a region that is as anthropocentric as contemporary southern
California, once parrots have escaped from the confines of being caged pets,
they are often subsequently targeted as pests and invaders. Concerns have
been voiced about the parrots being possible agricultural pests; worries have
been raised about whether their nesting habits might interfere with electrical
systems and other infrastructure; and, given how incredibly loud their calls
are, many residents have made the case they should be seen as a public
nuisance. In a similar vein, there have been calls from scientists to investigate
whether this non-native species should be classified as invasive, disruptive of
the natural habitats and the native species in the region. 3
1
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Careful investigation of the effects of the presence of wild parrots in the
area has yielded, however, very little in the way of matters with which to be
concerned. Given how foreign their native habitats are to the native habitats of
southern California, the parrots offer minimal competition to native bird species, and they make scant use of native food sources. Indeed, wild parrots are
reliant on many foods and habitats that are themselves non-native, imported
both by earlier settlers and contemporary residents. They nourish themselves
opportunistically from non-native species and they typically nest in non-native
trees. 4 Nevertheless, for many residents and for the increasing number of
those people who wish to restore southern California to what they consider to
be its native habitat, these birds are an unwelcome presence, an invasive
species that does not properly belong here and would not be able to survive
without human assistance and non-native introduced species. The remarks
that follow seek to develop an alternative conception of how we might begin to
think about and relate to these displaced wild parrots and other such species.

MONISM AND MANAGERIALISM
Daniel Simberloff proposes that the ongoing discussions over invasive species have failed to reach consensus due in large part to incommensurable
worldviews that inform the various positions defended in these discussions. 5
Simberloff isolates four distinct positions concerning how to deal with invasive species. The first, associated with traditional invasion biology, is the
perspective that Simberloff himself defends; it is premised on the notion that
a significant number of invasive species are potentially harmful and require
aggressive preventative and stringent exterminationist responses. The second
position is also associated with biologists but occupies the other end of the
spectrum concerning invasive species, suggesting that most are not harmful
and require minimal intervention and management. Simberloff associates the
third position with humanists and social scientists who believe that invasion
biology derives from a socially constructed nativism; this position tends to
downplay the negative impacts of invasive species and advocates adopting a
broadly noninterventionist stance toward such species. The fourth position
derives from those who oppose invasion biology on the grounds that the
animals and plants that are targeted for eradication have rights that preclude
harm and killing. While each of these positions has certain merits that are
worth taking into consideration, my aim here is not to defend any one of
them as superior; instead, my aim is to identify and examine certain of the
shared presuppositions lurking behind these apparently incompatible frameworks. My aim in undertaking this analysis is to suggest that by becoming
aware of and moving beyond this set of shared presuppositions, the various
frameworks at issue here can be seen in an alternative perspective that will
allow more fecund approaches to emerge.
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One of the chief presuppositions shared by almost all positions in the
debate over invasive species is ethical monism. By ethical monism, I mean
the position that there is a single normative framework that determines the
value of the entities under consideration and that provides the criteria for
decision making. Thus, in the position defended by many traditional invasion
biologists, value is seen to lie entirely on the side of human beings, and the
criteria for determining how to respond to invasive species are framed
against potential harms or benefits to ecosystems and biological systems
upon which human beings rely. Conversely, a more ecocentric approach
would suggest that value is to be found primarily in the health and flourishing of ecosystems; on this view, the management of invasive species would
be undertaken in view of their impact on ecosystems and not just human
beings. Positions that focus on plant rights or animal rights would have us
frame the problem in terms of harm to sentient beings or living organisms
and would develop criteria for decision-making in view of respecting the
individuality and integrity of sentient and living individuals, both invasive
and native. In the sentiocentric and phytocentric views, broader conceptions
of ecosystemic health would be of only indirect concern, taken into account
only insofar as ecosystems provide the conditions for the well-being of individual sentient and living organisms. These and similar positions are seen by
many philosophers and invasion biologists to be involved in a kind of zerosum competition for the status of exclusive normative framework for determining our interactions with various native and non-native species. It is often
assumed that one framework will best describe our obligations and provide
us with the criteria needed for making difficult decisions in view of conflicts
between native and invasive species. However, just as this kind of monistic
vision has long been seen as suspect in normative theory, here, too, we
should be wary of the presupposition that any one perspective will be able
fully to capture what is at stake in complex multispecies relations. In order to
achieve some semblance of justice in view of these complex relations, we
should be prepared to adopt a more pluralistic and multi-pronged approach to
normative matters. The concerns of invasion biologists cannot simply override those of sentiocentric or phytocentric activists or critics of nativism; nor
can the concerns of the latter allow us to overlook the importance of attending to ethical obligations at the level of ecosystems and broader biological
and planetary systems. In setting aside monistic presuppositions and desires,
we can begin to develop a more subtle set of analyses that account for
multiple senses of past, present, and future obligations that occur on multiple
registers and in view of multiple relations.
There is a second kind of monism that is at work in many of the debates
over invasive species to which we should also attend. This other variety is
found at the ontological level, and it takes the form of making exclusive
claims about the relevant ontological perspectives that should frame the dis-
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cussion over invasive species. In terms of the traditional invasion biology
perspective, there is a tendency to carve the world into species and to ignore
the salience of other ontological forms and relations at larger and smaller
levels. By contrast, sentiocentric and phytocentric approaches remain focused almost entirely on individual organisms that are abstracted out of the
multiple relations that engender and sustain them. Similar limitations of
scope attend standard anthropocentric and ecocentric approaches to invasive
species. The problem with such ontological monism is not simply that it fails
to account for various entities, assemblages, and relations at micro- and
macro-levels that exceed its scope; such a perspective also fails to do justice
to the deeply pluralistic nature of the world with which we are engaged. The
reason that we have a variety of viable, competing ontologies on offer today
is that the world itself—both human and more-than-human—precedes and
exceeds the ontological frameworks that have been imposed on it. Just as
monism has had to give way to pluralism in ethics due to the complexity of
ethical relations, so too must we acknowledge the necessity of pluralism at
the ontological level in trying to make sense of the basic structures of a world
that exceeds our comprehension in fundamental ways. Thus, what we need in
thinking about invasive species is something less along the lines of a single,
pluralist ontology and more like a commitment to plural ontologies. Ontological profligacy of this sort does not stem from free-floating relativism in
ontological matters but rather derives from a commitment to do justice and
be responsive to an extraordinarily rich world of beings and relations, and to
create forms of life that permit this richness to continue to unfold.
In view of how to think about and respond to invasive species in particular, it is essential to note that the ethical and ontological grounds of the
debate on this issue are shifting beneath our feet, even as we seek to address
them. The kinds of ethical and ontological perspectives that have come to
dominate the discussion are not simply incomplete; adding them all together
to create a facile ethical and ontological homoiōsis would not advance the
issue. Indeed, there are genuine conflicts and differences among these perspectives, and the call for a radical pluralism in both domains should not be
read as a pragmatic gesture aimed at flattening the differences we find there.
Rather, the need for pluralism, as just noted, stems from the complexity and
richness of the world itself, from the ways in which the world exceeds the
frames through which we have sought to disclose it. In this sense, the approach I am gesturing toward would have us understand the human and
more-than-human worlds as presenting themselves, attending to themselves,
announcing themselves, kath auto, in the sense that Emmanuel Levinas
grants to this Aristotelian phrase. 6 Ethical and ontological approaches that
seek to do justice to such a world, that are befitting of such a world, must be
understood as being fundamentally and structurally incomplete, contingent,
and subject to revision. Ethics and ontology would here come to be seen not
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as definitive discoveries and disclosures but as responsive experiments. That
this kind of responsiveness and experimentation rules out a managerial attitude toward all species—whether considered invasive or native—is a point to
which we shall return in what follows.
There is another sense in which the grounds for the discussion concerning
invasive species is literally shifting beneath our feet, a shift that further
complicates the traditional ethical and ontological frameworks through
which the debate has been carried out up to this point. I am referring here to
the thoroughgoing ecological changes occurring on nearly every portion of
the planet. From soil degradation and water scarcity to water/air/land pollution and climate change, the biotic systems that support human and morethan-human life are currently undergoing rapid transformations that already
threaten and will continue to threaten the health of the very beings and
ecosystems at issue in this discussion. In response to these often unprecedented and rapid transformations, living beings are on the move in ways that
challenge our most fundamental conceptions of what constitutes a bioregion,
ecosystem, and related conceptions of place. Whether this increased biomobility is something to celebrate or bemoan is beside the point here. These
unprecedented migrations of human and more-than-human life and systems
are already underway, and such mobility fundamentally calls into question
standard conceptions of historical fidelity and native species against which
the discussion of invasive species takes place. 7
These shifts and changes in planetary systems are often presented in
terms of marking a new geological age of the Anthropocene. This is a
deeply problematic concept, inasmuch as it seeks to assign responsibility
for these changes to human beings in general even as that same discourse
participates in and reinforces a system of power relations that have denied
full humanity to the vast majority of human beings. Similar to much of the
standard invasion biological discourse on invasive species, there is scant
discussion here of the historical processes and agents that are responsible
for these widespread transformations. As a result, discussions over how to
deal with native and invasive species tend to begin in medias res, with a
certain innocence and naïveté about what constitutes the structural factors
that have led to ecosystem disruption and biodiversity loss. In other words,
it is not simply “invasive species” that are the problem here, any more than
it is “human beings” in general that have introduced such species into a
given region. What we are, in fact, dealing with are the long-term consequences of an apparatus—an anthropocentric, anthropogenic, or anthropological machine—that has for millennia sought to remake the entire globe in
its own image, to the benefit of only a small subset of human beings and the
limited groups of beings whom they seek to protect and promote. It is this
rather small subset of human beings—let us call them statutory representatives of the subject position of “the human”—who have reshaped the globe
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along these lines and who have sought to transport human and more-thanhuman species to every corner of the globe. It is this group of subjects who
have made the ground shift underneath our feet and through whom we must
now frame the question of historical and current responsibility for the environmental degradation and biodiversity loss that the planet is undergoing at
present. Invasive species themselves, however, only play a limited role in
such loss—and standard debates over invasive species, with their overly
narrow focus on this single issue, tend to block access to the broader viewpoint that would allow us to see the various aspects of the anthropocentric
apparatus that has produced the ecologically degraded present.
To return to the notion of historical fidelity (which guides much of the
discussion over invasive species from both anthropocentric invasion biological perspectives as well as nonanthropocentric ecocentric perspectives), I
have suggested that our era is marked by a significant increase in biomobility
that renders such a conception of fidelity largely superfluous. 8 As much as
one might admire the desire to respect historical fidelity—especially when it
stems from a nonanthropocentric framework that acknowledges the independence and autonomy of the more-than-human world—rapid changes in ecological conditions have increasingly pushed life to be on the move and to
sever ties with any kind of guiding, bioregional historical thread. 9 These
transformations include not just species changing their ecological niches, but
ecological niches themselves shifting. Mobility and motility, to be sure, are
conditions of life as such, and hence life has always been on the move, has
always been an ongoing, dynamic, and mobile set of relations and movements. But the fundamental changes in mobility and motility that we are
witnessing today, and the speed at and with which they are occurring, have
created a situation in which we can say, without exaggeration, that to be alive
is to be invasive or to be in the process of becoming invasive. The hope of
rewilding certain bioregions in view of reversing these processes of invasive
movement can no longer be seriously maintained. One cannot rewild an area
or an ecosystem if a given niche or range has itself moved and mixed with
other niches and ranges. Of course, this is not to suggest that setting aside
areas necessary for the flourishing of more-than-human beings, relations, and
systems is a pointless project. To the contrary, perhaps no task is more
pressing for both human and more-than-human life today. But these projects
should be seen less as forms of re-wilding and more as form of alter-wilding,
of trying to help create the conditions for survival and flourishing for life
forms whose mobility and motility might not be able to match the rapid
speeds at which encounters and relations are taking place today. 10 The aim of
such projects would have to go well beyond learning to get along with
invasive species; nearly all species today have little choice in this regard.
What is needed is a better sense for how the circuits of mobility that have
been established for moving life around the globe are fundamentally at odds
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with the vast majority of life—both human and more-than-human—that inhabits this planet. Thus, even as it is acknowledged that changes have been
set in motion that undercut historical fidelity and that potentially make invasive species of all species, we must also strive to rethink those circuits of
mobility in view of creating other forms of movement that allow the space
and time for extant beings and species to adapt to such radical transformations.
If we take these fundamental changes in the very notion of invasive
species seriously, we might begin to carve out a rather different understanding of the more-than-human world and our place in and relations with it. The
rapidly changing ecosystemic conditions and interspecies relationships within which we find ourselves in the present could serve to help us move more
fully toward the kinds of plural ontologies already mentioned. As Philippe
Descola has noted, there are myriad ontological possibilities beyond the kind
of nature/culture dualism that has traditionally limited and continues to constrain our ecological thinking. 11 Faced with a fundamentally unpredictable
present and future in regard to other species and the broader environment, we
might finally take the opportunity to engage with some of these other persectives; this kind of generous ontological approach would seek to meet a radically plural, uncanny, and “de-deified” 12 world, a world understood as an
active and agential partner that cannot be reduced to attempts to discern its
purported “grain” or telos.
We might also take this opportunity to introduce a fundamental shift in
the economy of relations we have with the more-than-human world, moving
away from notions of ownership and mastery and coming to see ourselves as
fundamental latecomers to the ongoing cosmic and planetary unfolding of
life-death. Such a perspective would have us understand ourselves, following
Michel Serres along with many other authors and traditions, as being something like renters of certain portions of the planet, temporary tenants who
take as their aim living in such a way as to allow planetary relations to
continue on beyond us, to survive, even to flourish. 13 This vision of being a
renter should not be read as a plea for a hands-off relationship with the morethan-human world. It calls, instead, for deep and thorough forms of engagement and relation, with careful and respectful attention to how our modes of
relation might create the conditions for additional opportunities for mutual
flourishing. Thus, from this perspective human beings need not be seen as a
blight on the more-than-human world or fundamentally against nature. Indeed, given the widespread and ongoing forms of ecological degradation,
there is a desperate need for human ecological interventions and transformations that are carried out in view of creating the conditions for planetary
flourishing.
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KATA PHUSIN: BECOMING-ANIMAL, BECOMING-INVASIVE
To reconstitute the main themes we have discussed thus far: I have suggested
that if we move beyond the managerialist approaches to dealing with invasive species, we might begin to develop a more pluralistic way of thinking
and living. This pluralism would itself be a reflection of the radically plural
and shifting characteristics of the human and more-than-human worlds in
which we find ourselves at present. But what precisely would it mean to
adopt such a perspective and practice? How might we begin, following
Serres, “to reinvent the contemporary meaning” of living in conformity with,
in accord with, nature—of living kata phusin? What does living in conformity with nature mean in a time when natures of all sorts are becoming
increasingly invasive? In view of the wild parrots with which my analysis
began, I wish to offer here a few reflections on reinventing the contemporary
meaning of kata phusin. In particular, I wish to highlight two different aspects of this task for thought and practice: one that is more contemporary and
Deleuzean and another that is more ancient and Cynical (although, in a
strange contretemps, this ancient thought seems to be awaiting and anticipating us from out of the past). I begin here with the first aspect.
Much has been made in posthumanist theory and critical animal studies of
Gilles Deleuze’s (and Félix Guattari’s) analysis of becoming-animal. Understood variously as a displacement of the dominant human perspective in
favor of animal perspectives, a way of experimenting with animal affects,
and an exploration of an alternative economy and ontology of relations,
becoming-animal has come to be seen as one of central motifs in the contestation of humanism. While I believe there is much merit in the standard
appropriations of the concept of becoming-animal, there is another aspect to
this concept that has not been fully appreciated. Specifically, what has gone
missing in much of the discussion of becoming-animal is an analysis of the
potential effects that such forms of becoming have for animals themselves. In
other words, it is by limiting the discussion of becoming-animal to the effects
it has on human beings and “the human” understood as a subject position that
we fail to think through the implications of such becomings in view of morethan-human animals. Some critics of the concept of becoming-animal have
suggested that this anthropocentric limitation is reflective of Deleuze and
Guattari’s own work, that becoming-animal has nothing to do with animals,
and that they themselves care little or nothing for the fate of animals in
contemporary society. 14 A close reading of Deleuze’s individual and joint
works with Guattari on this theme reveals, however, that becoming-animal
and related concepts are, in fact, aimed at producing revolutionary transformations in view of both the human and more-than-human world.
As just noted, among the central features of becoming-animal for Deleuze
and Guattari is the possibility of (partially) displacing the viewpoint stan-
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dardly attached to the subject position of the human. To become-animal is, in
part, to think and live from a different site, one beyond the molar subject
position of “Man” and the all-too-human coordinates that define this position. If, however, this kind of shift toward becoming-animal is to issue in
resistance to the established order, it must be driven by passions beyond an
epistemological desire to see or know differently. It must also be animated by
a desire for a form of life that lies beyond the one associated with the human
and its familiar anthropological coordinates; moreover, it must be driven by a
sense of the deep injustice of the systemic violence that structures the dominant order in its interactions with the bodies and relations that fall outside of
the subject position of the human. Beyond epistemology, then, becominganimal and learning to live kata phusin allows us to catch sight of the shared
condition of the multitudes—human and non-human—who are trampled by
and who have been discarded by the dominant order. The wide variety of
beings who suffer as a result of the machinations of the dominant order are
differentially linked on this shared plane; the rich variety of possibilities,
connections, and networks such lives might have created (phusis itself, we
might say) have here been violently narrowed down to the limited coordinates that serve the dominant interests of the human.
Ultimately, it is the shame and responsibility one feels in this zone of
indiscernibility that, according to Deleuze and Guattari, give rise to efforts
aimed at transformation and revolution. Such shame and responsibility must
be carefully distinguished from the sad affects of guilt and obligation. The
ethical desire driving becoming-animal is not a sense of obligation that redounds to the self, with its primary concern for discharging ethical faults;
such a sense of responsibility for animals would ultimately be about oneself
and one’s concerns for ethical purity. Becoming-animal institutes, instead, a
responsibility before animals. Deleuze writes: “What revolutionary person—
in art, politics, religion, or elsewhere—has not felt that extreme moment
when he or she was nothing but a beast, and became responsible not for the
calves that died [non pas des veaux qui meurent], but before [devant] the
calves that died?” 15 This responsibility stems from the sense of shame that
comes from being complicit with an established order that produces an extraordinarily violent form of life; it is the sense of responsibility one has in
view of, or before animals and their potentialities, before phusis, to live
otherwise. Becoming-animal, then, involves developing modes of resistance
to the nomoi, the law and guiding principles of the established order, both in
view of challenging the subject position of the human and creating other
conditions for the lives of animals. In a passage that is often overlooked by
pro-animal critics of their work, Deleuze and Guattari explain that, in becoming-animal, “we think and write for animals themselves. We become animal
so that the animal also becomes something else. The agony of a rat or the
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slaughter of a calf remains present in thought . . . as the zone of exchange
between man and animal in which something of one passes into the other.” 16
While Deleuze and Guattari emphasize writing as a mode of resistance in
the context of becoming-animal, it is clear that this is not meant to be an
exclusive strategy. 17 Resistance must, of course, take multiple forms, from
writing and art to activism and the creation of alternative forms of life. What
is essential for resistance to become effective is to shift our individual and
collective perspectives away from those associated with human exceptionalism and to create alternative perspectives and practices that attend to the
potentialities of those beings who have been excluded by the dominant order.
Thus, to become-animal, to live and resist kata phusin, is to know that those
beings (again, both human and non-human) whom the dominant order has
placed in the position of the subhuman or non-human are capable of much
more than that order will allow. If we examine the situation of non-human
animals more specifically, we can see that we are surrounded by massive
apparatuses of capture and control that seek to reduce animals by the hundreds of billions to manipulable objects and commodities, to pe(s)ts to be
managed, to mere meat to be consumed, experimented on, or used for entertainment or sport. Revolutionaries and activists who seek to contest this order
in view of animals should be seen as seeking to assist in releasing these
beings to other possibilities, other potentials, other modes of relation and
becoming. Proceeding from within this perspective, what motivates resistance here is not an abstract sense of justice; revolutionary resistance and
responsibility is not simply a matter of treating likes alike in a cool and
neutral manner. Rather, there is an impassioned belief among those who
resist that animals are capable of entering into innumerable forms of life that
the dominant order structurally forecloses. It is not the case that such revolutionaries and activists know in advance what animal bodies can do and that
they wish to set animals on a specific track of existence—only the dominant
order presumes such knowledge. There is, instead, only an unwavering belief
in, and passion for, what else animals might do, and what else we might do
with and in view of them.
With respect to the wild parrots who have served as the impetus for our
reflections, becoming-animal would mean thinking from the perspective of
parrots in such a way that we help to co-create the conditions in which they
can continue living-on and thriving, both in their native habitats and in those
non-native places in which they find themselves. Alongside the wildlife
trade, the greatest threat to the well-being and continued existence of these
parrots in their native habitats is wide-scale deforestation and concomitant
habitat loss. 18 Many of us who live with and near displaced wild parrots
exacerbate the difficulties in their lives by contributing to the acceleration of
ecological degradation through overuse of water and food sources, fossil fuel
use that drives and intensifies climate change, random poaching and hunting,
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as well heavy automobile use that is linked to various kinds of pollution and
roadkill. Becoming-animal, becoming-wild-parrot would thus mean allowing
our relations with these beings to teach us to inhabit our shared time and
space differently, and to think more deeply about how we might live in such
a way as to encourage the survival and continued evolution of these birds, a
heritage and path of becoming which goes back tens of millions of years.
Living kata phusin would thus entail in this context a radical shift in our
form of life, a change in our practices that seeks to institute respectful relations with, seeks to live in accord with, wild parrots and similar displaced
species. But there is also a sense in which wild parrots (and other non-native
and invasive species) might have something to teach us about living kata
phusin in a world where living increasingly means becoming-invasive. We
would do well here to return to the ancient Greek context in which the phrase
kata phusin was taken as a philosophical task and an existential commitment,
as a guiding principle for one’s form of life. We find this kind of commitment at work perhaps most remarkably among ancient Cynics. Allow me to
illustrate this point by way of a brief analysis of one of the more memorable
anecdotes told about the ancient Cynic Diogenes of Sinope. In his historical
account of the Cynics, Diogenes Laertius reports that Diogenes of Sinope
was known for lighting a “lamp in full daylight and walking around with it,
saying, ‘I’m searching for a man [anthropon zetō].’” 19 Diogenes’ ironic gesture—looking for a human being among those who would have been clearly
identified as human beings—suggests that he could find no individuals who
were living authentic human lives. Instead, all that Diogenes could find were
“scum” or “scoundrels,” 20 individuals who uncritically marched in lockstep
with the dictates of human culture. It might be thought, then, that Diogenes’
primary interest was to point us away from the crowd and toward an authentic human existence. Such a conclusion, while true as far as it goes, undergoes complication as soon as one starts to flesh out more precisely what an
authentic human life might look like by Diogenes’ standards. It turns out that
Diogenes locates his alternative vision of human life not in any narrowly or
exclusively human standard but in living kata phusin 21 in the specific form of
what we might call zoomimicry. 22 During a particularly lonely and desperate
moment in his life, Diogenes reportedly stumbled on certain essential clues
for living an authentic life by observing a mouse. The ancient Roman historian Aelian relates the story of this encounter:
Diogenes of Sinope lived alone, rejected by the world. He was too poor to
entertain anyone, and no one invited him. He was avoided because of his
carping manner and his dissatisfaction with everything that was said or done.
So Diogenes was miserable and ate barley-bread and green shoots—that was
what he had. A mouse used to come and take crumbs of his bread. Diogenes
watched closely what was happening, smiled and became more cheerful and
contented than he had been, remarking: “This mouse does not need any of the
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luxuries of the Athenians, but you, Diogenes, are annoyed at not dining with
Athenians.” And he provided himself with timely comfort. 23

The affirmation of animals and animality, and the rejection of cultural extravagances indicated here align with other key characteristics of Diogenes’
version of the Cynic form of life. His extraordinarily minimal lifestyle (he is
said to have owned nothing, worn minimal clothing, and lived in a tub), his
nickname “dog,” and his shameless behavior in public all serve to cement the
iconic vision of the Cynic as living in alignment with animals and nature. In
refusing the split between human and animal that structures the dominant
cultural norms of his time, Diogenes offers another image of what it means to
be human—but it is an image that threatens to blur the distinction between
human beings and animals to the point of indistinction. 24 It is from this
perspective that Diogenes’ famous statement about his not being a citizen of
any city-state (apolis) but instead being a cosmopolitan (kosmopolites) takes
on its truly subversive force. 25 Rather than identifying with the limited number of human individuals who occupy a given polis, Diogenes insists—both
in word and in practice—that he lives alongside and has learned to live from
the world of animals, nature, and the entire cosmos. 26 Diogenes’ thought and
practice, then, asks us to take leave of a certain configuration of the human in
order to enter into a broader and richer set of possibilities for life, death, and
relation found within the interstices and beyond the confines of the polis and
its customs (nomoi).
To approach displaced wild parrots in this Cynical manner—not seeing
them as invasive species but as commensals, fellow beings with whom we
share a table and from whom we might learn something about living—would
entail understanding them as harbingers of the situation in which many human beings are beginning to find themselves and in which increasing numbers will soon find themselves. That is to say, with the rapid acceleration of
climate change and other forms of ecological degradation, human beings
(especially the most marginalized and dispossessed among us) are themselves becoming increasingly displaced, forced to migrate and make their
way in unfamiliar worlds. In order to survive in similarly unfamiliar conditions, wild parrots have often had to alter their reproductive patterns, social
groupings, means of securing food and water and to invent new ways of
living with species with whom they have had little exposure. To be sure, in
making these adaptations wild parrots have come into conflict with other
species, both human and non-human; but such conflicts are to be expected
when species are radically displaced. Rather than seeking to manage or exterminate such beings and species, we might instead try observing them carefully, assisting them where possible, and learning from the myriad ways they
adapt and respond to the challenges of being displaced. In so doing, wild
parrots and other such beings might serve for us as the rat did for Diogenes,
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neither as pests nor as pets, but as harbingers of the new earth, as practical
illustrations of what it might mean to live-on in an era in which all species
are becoming ever more invasive.
NOTES
1. These italicized remarks are reflections from the author that serve to frame the argument
that follows. —Editors.
2. Kimball L. Garrett, “Population Status and Distribution of Naturalized Parrots in Southern California,” Western Birds 28 (1997): 181–95.
3. Catherine A. Toft and Timothy F. Wright, Parrots of the Wild: A Natural History of the
World’s Most Captivating Birds (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2015), ch. 7. For a
helpful account of the various issues that have been raised concerning naturalized parrots and
invasiveness more broadly, see Matt Cameron, Parrots: The Animal Answer Guide (Baltimore,
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012), ch. 9. I should underscore my discomfort with the
terminology—wild, native, invasive, non-native, exotic, and so on—that structures this discussion. Although I will make use of some of this terminology, I hope that the argument laid out
here will serve to make clear the need for the invention of an alternative lexicon.
4. Kimball L. Garrett, Karen T. Mabb, Charles T. Collins, and Lisa M. Kares, “Food Items
of Naturalized Parrots in Southern California,” Western Birds 28 (1997): 196–201.
5. Daniel Simberloff, “Nature, Natives, Nativism, and Management: Worldviews Underlying Controversies in Invasion Biology,” Environmental Ethics 34 (2012): 5–25, esp. 7–8.
6. See, among several such passages, Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay
on Exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1979), 65.
7. For a contrasting defense of the importance of historicity in this context, see William
Throop, “Environmental Virtues and the Aims of Restoration,” in Ethical Adaptation to Climate Change: Human Virtues of the Future, ed. Allen Thompson Allen and Jeremy BendikKeymer (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012), 47–62.
8. Further discussion of this issue can be found in Henry Buller, “Introducing Aliens,
Reintroducing Natives: A Conflict of Interest for Biosecurity?,” in Biosecurity: The SocioPolitics of Invasive Species and Infectious Diseases, ed. Andrew Dobson, Kezia Barker, and
Sarah L. Taylor (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), 183–99, esp. 190–91.
9. For a fuller discussion of this point, see Ronald Sandler, “Global Warming and Virtues
of Ecological Restoration,” in Ethical Adaptation to Climate Change: Human Virtues of the
Future, ed. Allen Thompson Allen and Jeremy Bendik-Keymer (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2012), 63–80.
10. See Scott R. Loarie, Philip B. Duffy, Healy Hamilton, Gregory P. Asner, Christopher B.
Field, and David D. Ackerly, “The Velocity of Climate Change,” Nature 462 (2009): 1052–55.
11. Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture, trans. Janet Lloyd (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2013).
12. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science: With a Prelude in Rhymes and an Appendix of
Songs, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage, 1974), § 109.
13. Michel Serres, Malfeasance: Appropriation Through Pollution?, trans. Anne-Marie
Feenberg-Dibon (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011).
14. See, for example, Donna Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2008), 27–30.
15. Gilles Deleuze, Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation, trans. Daniel W. Smith (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 25.
16. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What Is Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and
Graham Burchell (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 109.
17. Leonard Lawlor presents a particularly lucid account of the role that writing plays in
Deleuze and Guattari’s becoming-animal. As Lawlor notes, the kind of writing that Deleuze
and Guattari have in mind is a “writing that struggles to escape from the dominant forms of
expression” (Lawlor, “Following the Rats,” 181).
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18. Cameron, Parrots, 169–70.
19. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, trans. R. D. Hicks, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1925), 2:6.41.
20. “One day he shouted out for men [anthropoi], and when people collected, hit out at them
with his stick saying, ‘It was men I called for, not scoundrels [katharmata]’” (ibid., 6.32).
21. “Instead of useless toils men should choose such as nature recommends [kata phusin],
whereby they might have lived happily” (ibid., 6.71).
22. In using the term zoomimicry here, I do not mean to imply that Diogenes’ actions should
be read as a simple imitation of animals (or, as Deleuze and Guattari would describe it, as
trying to change molar species). At issue in zoomimicry, rather, is the possibility of introducing
another economy of relations and social existence, one that takes some distance from a way of
life that sees itself as grounded in a symbolic order that excludes all more-than-human life.
23. Aelian, Historical Miscellany, ed. and trans. Nigel Guy Wilson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 13.26. See also Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, 6.22.
24. As Peter Sloterdijk notes, Diogenes’ conception of the fundamental animality of the
human goes well beyond that of the Aristotelian notion of the “political animal.” For Diogenes,
in exploring what constitutes human life beyond the dominant cultural model, “the emphasis is
on animality, the animal side and animal basis [Animalischen, der Tierseite und Tierbasis] of
human existence” (Peter Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason, trans. Michael Eldred [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987], 167).
25. Diogenes is described as “a homeless exile [apolis, aoikos], to his country dead.”
“Asked where he came from, he said, ‘I am a citizen of the world [kosmopolites]’” (Diogenes
Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, 6.38, 6.61).
26. For a thoughtful reading of the more-than-human dimensions of Diogenes’ (and other
Cynics’) cosmopolitanism, see William Desmond, Cynics (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2008), 199–207.
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Chapter Two

Alien Ecology, Or, How to Make
Ontological Pluralism
James Stanescu

When one looks at how non-native animals are eliminated, with dogs, aerial
hunting, bounties, electronic and even chemical trackers on animals, gridded
lands, and a variety of very powerful weapons, it can seem that those who are
in the business of eradicating introduced species are going to war, perhaps
even fighting an insurgency conflict, rather than engaging in wildlife management. 1 Indeed, whatever the environmental effects of non-native animals,
one has to contend with the fact that it is an issue often spoken of in the most
apocalyptic tones and terminology. We can see this aggression in the more
commonly used term of “invasive species.” Tim Low has argued, “As any
invasion biologist will tell you, it’s a threat more ominous than the greenhouse effect, industrial pollution or ozone depletion.” 2 And as Chew and
Carroll have pointed out in their op-ed in The Scientist, “invasion biology,
like epidemiology, is a discipline explicitly devoted to destroying that which
it studies. This necessarily constrains its research program and colors its
communications, both internal and external, in very particular ways.” 3 In
other words, the hyperbolic communication around non-native species allows us only hyperbolic reactions. Such reactions dictate that the only relationship to non-native species that we can have is either permanent war or
total eradication. As Manuel Delanda sums up, “Human beings shorten all
food chains in the web, eliminate most intermediaries and focus all biomass
flows on themselves. Whenever an outside species tries to insert itself into
one of these chains, to start the process of complexification again, it is
ruthlessly expunged as a ‘weed’ (a term that includes ‘animal weeds’ such as
rats and mice).” 4
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At the same time, this question of doomsday discourse and response
really raises more questions than it answers. There are certainly studies exploring the broader question of species richness and non-native species—
which is not to say that the effects of alien species is a settled question in the
environmental science literature—but at the same time, these scientists arguing for the benefit of non-native species are not cranks; there are real
debates around species richness and non-native species. We are just now
beginning to explore the ways that non-native species can be used for conservation techniques, something that has been routinely ignored in most studies
of non-native species. 5 So, why do we tend to focus on the destructive
aspects of certain non-native species, rather than the overall issue around
non-native species?
While there are many ways to answer this question—and indeed, this
volume is perhaps an extended meditation on exactly this question—my
chapter argues that one of the reasons is the very ontology in which conservationism and environmentalism engage. In other words, the way that certain
environmentalists conceive of the world guides their actions as to construct
non-native animals as a necessary threat that must be eliminated. In particular, I will examine the ways that ontological dualism and monism have made
sense for environmental movements, but how ontological dualism and monism are inadequate to address the question of non-native species. And by
falling short in dealing with non-native species, dualism and monism actually
work in tangent with the logics of pastoral power and hunting power. Against
dualism and monism, I argue for the necessity of ontological pluralism in
ecological thought. Pluralism requires us to be open to the new, the emergent, the becoming, and the always unfinished nature of ecology. Pluralism,
therefore, opposes the pastoral and hunting powers, and forms a necessary
part of a more-than-human cosmopolitics, which can begin to lay the groundwork for diplomatic channels in this time of invasions.
THE ONTOLOGIES
What it means to be environmentally concerned has changed over time, and
those changes have often brought with them different ontological claims.
What follows will be a far too global summary, meant to capture the major
movements and conflicts. It will not examine in depth the counter-histories
and minor philosophies that are important, but whose inclusion we do not
have time for.
The first major ontology of the modern environmental movement was
dualistic. Dualism split the world in two. We have mind and body, humans
and animals, civilization and nature, the constant play between transcendence
and immanence. Dualism was the basic ontology of conservationism. One
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need only to glance at the writing of John Muir to see how the Sierras
allowed him to experience transcendence in nature. And this makes a certain
amount of sense: What, after all, were the original conservations conserving?
They were conserving nature against humans. Early conservationists, seeing
the rise of settlements, deforestation, and the effects of early industrialization, sought to create places where the wild was preserved. The creation of
National Parks is certainly the most iconic achievement of the early conservation movement. Dualism allowed for the claim that humans were corrupting an inherently innocent, perfect, and pristine wilderness. To be a conservationist meant being dedicated to protecting nature and limiting humanity;
both of which were neatly rooted in a simple dualism, which reaffirmed the
distance between humans and nature. However, as conservationism gave way
to contemporary environmentalism, certain problems with the ontological
dualism began to become clear.
The modern environmental movement, often giving as a starting point
with the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, is less concerned with
pure conservationism, and more with the way that the degradation of the
environment entails harming humans. Our waters are poisoned, our soil
eroded, our air toxic, and now our planet is warming. Nature is not something
out there that needs to be protected from human meddling, but is rather
immanently all around us. However, our becoming one with nature is not
some sort of hippie reassurance, but has become the site of our modern
anxiety. As Stacy Alaimo argues, we are trans-corporal bodies, fundamentally porous. This means that if we are one with nature, we also one with toxins,
heavy metals, xenobiotics, and every pharmaceutical drug flushed down the
toilet. 6 Monism becomes the obvious ontology of this modern environmental
movement. There is no simple dualism between humanity and nature, but
instead we are interpolated as subjects of nature. The idea of some wilderness
out there, untouched by humans, has become nearly impossible to understand
in our present world of global warming, often under the header of the
Anthropocene. The Anthropocene is the name given to the geological period
in which humans have come to change the very earth itself. And so, if
weather patterns are changing, if we are creating super storms and acidifying
oceans and disrupting migration patterns, and any number of other ecological
changes, how can we find a wilderness untouched by humanity? Even if we
were to find some island, and no human had ever stepped foot onto that
island, the ecology of that island would be already changing and re-shaping
by the actions of humans half a world away, pumping green house gases into
the atmosphere and polluting the oceans with trash that won’t biodegrade.
So, this is monism. It is the realization that poisoning the ocean poisons the
fish, and that we then eat the fish with the mercury in it, and that goes into us.
And so, we tell pregnant women to not eat seafood, in hopes of cutting the
circle of life.
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I present these different modes of ontology in what I hope is a sympathetic light. It should be clear that these dualists and the monists are serious
environmentalists, responding to serious concerns. However, both dualism
and monism provide limited views of ecology. The purpose of this chapter is
to begin charting ontological pluralism as an alternative to the modes of
dualism and monism. While we will go into more detail later about what is
involved in ontological pluralism, I want to point out some of the concerns
that make pluralism so important against monism and dualism. First, the
focus of this chapter is the environmental issue of non-native animals. Second, while we have called the present age “the Anthropocene,” pluralism is a
realization that we do not all share equal responsibility, nor will we all be
equally affected by the Anthropocene. Ultimately, our current ecological
issues require an ontology of creativity and fecundity, one that might possibly, as Deleuze and Guattari have put it, “summon forth a new earth, a new
people.” 7 Conversely, dualism and monism unintentionally ally themselves
with political projects that seek to foreclose the power of the new and the
emergent.
SHEPHERDS AND HUNTERS
While earlier I explained the environmental forces that caused people to
orient toward ecological dualism or monism, I also maintained that both are
limited. When it comes to relationships of non-native animals, each form of
ontology can also be mapped onto a corresponding form of power that seeks
to control and eliminate alien species. Dualism follows upon what Foucault
has called pastoral power, whereas monism maps onto the cynegetic, or
hunting power, of Grégorie Chamayou.
Dualistic ontology is tied heavily into the work of classical conservationism. The conservationists hoped to protect wilderness and nature against
human encroachment. So it is the human who has the burden of being a
guardian or steward of the land. Within dualism, the conservationist is forced
to manage and take care of ecological and environmental others; from forests
and mountains to wild animals and plants, the conservations must protect
nature. Such a dualism replicates the power relation that Foucault calls pastoral. As he explains:
The shepherd is someone who keeps watch. He “keeps watch” in the sense, of
course, of keeping an eye out for possible evils, but above all in the sense of
vigilance with regard to any possible misfortune. He will keep watch over the
flock and avoid the misfortune that may threaten the least of its members. He
will see to it that things are best for each of the animals of his flock. . . . He
keeps watch because he has an office, which is not primarily defined as an
honor, but rather as a burden and effort. The shepherd (pasteur) directs all his
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care towards others and never towards himself. This is precisely the difference
between the good and the bad shepherd. The bad shepherd only thinks of good
pasture for his own profit, for fattening the flock that he will be able to sell and
scatter, whereas the good shepherd thinks only of his flock and of nothing else.
He does not even consider his own advantage in the well-being of his flock. I
think we see here the appearance, the outline, of a power with an essentially
selfless and, as it were, transitional character. The shepherd (pasteur) serves
the flock and must be an intermediary between the flock and pasture, food, and
salvation, which implies that pastoral power is always a good in itself. All the
dimensions of terror and of force or fearful violence, all these disturbing
powers that make men tremble before the power of kings and gods, disappear
in the case of the shepherd (pasteur), whether it is the king-shepherd or the
god-shepherd. 8

Anyone who has read Foucault begins to see here how pastoral power
crosses into disciplinary power and biopower. One manages, watches, and
guides, but does so out of a since of beneficence. Indeed, pastoral power is
simply one iteration of power within the genealogy of governmentality that
Foucault is sketching. Pastoral power is one phase of the same political and
philosophical linage leading to the governmentality of the police. Such a
government, he explains in “Omnes et Singulatim”:
includes everything. But from an extremely particular point of view. Men and
things are envisioned as to their relationships: men’s coexistence on a territory; their relationships as to property; what they produce; what is exchanged on
the market. It also considers how they live, the diseases and accidents which
can befall them. What the police sees to is a live, active, productive man.
Turquet employs a remarkable expression: “The police’s true object is
man.” . . . Such intervention in men’s activities could well be qualified as
totalitarian. 9

Such a monitoring and watchfulness is stapled to the very practice of conservationism. Conservationism requires a similar sort of guidance and vigilance.
The wilderness must be watched; it must be maintained, and it must be
protected. It is worth pointing out here that John Muir worked for a while as
a shepherd (which forms the basis of his book My First Summer in the
Sierra). It is worth thinking through how the dualism of the pastoral power
shapes our reactions to non-native species. First, the shepherd ends up creating a dichotomy between good animals and bad animals. As Anand Pandian
explains in his examination of pastoral power in the Cumbum Valley agrarian economy, plowmen created a “moral distinction between good and bad
animals—between those capable of control and therefore deserving of care,
and those incapable of control and therefore condemned.” 10 Pandian “was
intrigued by this image of criminal oxen, which [he] learned was ubiquitous
among those who handled these animals in the region. It depicted animal
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misconduct in moral terms as a problem of government, one that identified
bovine indiscipline with the mode of conduct at issue in the region’s most
distinctive colonial history: thievery.” 11 Non-native animals are seen in similar ways: as thieves on the natural habitat, as bad animals that over reproduce, and as invaders and pillagers that threaten the good of the environment.
Environmental shepherding and stewardship becomes a logic of protecting
and policing the flock, that is, the so-called native animals, against the threat
of foreign invaders and thieves. Just as Foucault’s pastoral power sought to
discipline unruly humans, there remains a clear logic in which unruly animals are sought to be excluded from the community of the shepherd. Dualism replicates the technology of pastoral power, and, therefore, goes ahead
and identifies certain problems with and solutions to alien animals.
If it is dualism that defines pastoral power, it is monism that defines
hunting power. In Chamayou’s Manhunts, he distinguishes between pastoral
power and hunting power as follows:
Michel Foucault located, on the basis of Hebrew tradition, the emergence of a
pastoral power. But I think this genealogy is missing an essential component.
To what, in fact, is the pastorate opposed? . . . The real counterpoint to pastoral
power, what is opposed to it not simply as a defective form of itself but as its
true antithesis, its inverted double and at the same time its foil, is Nimrod, the
hunter of men. In the long history of the thematization of power that began in
Hebrew tradition, there are in fact two opposing terms: Abraham and Nimrod,
pastoral power and cynegetic power. What are the characteristics of this opposition? The first principle of pastoral power is its transcendence. God is the
supreme shepherd, but he entrusts his flock to subordinate shepherds. The
schema is that of the human shepherds’ entire dependency and complete submission to divine authority. With Nimrod the opposite is true: far from receiving his people from the hand of God, he captures it by force, with his own
hands. The reign of the hunter-king is not only the first power on Earth but
also the first power that is specifically terrestrial, whose authority is not inherited from a transcendent source. Nimrod is the first figure of the immanence of
power. His rationality is that of a physics rather than a theology of power. This
is the first major characteristic of the opposition between cynegetic power and
pastoral power: the immanence of the power relationship or the transcendence
of the divine law as the foundation of political authority. 12

While Chamayou will frequently disturb this easy division in his book, it still
basically functions throughout. Cynegetic power is fundamentally concerned
with accumulation (particularly primitive accumulation) and massification.
Pastoral power is concerned with growth and good government. It is concerned with the individual health and life of those in its sway. Cynegetic
power is none of these things. It is the logic of the levy and the raid. It
divides, but does not individualize. Abraham grew a flock, Nimrod conquered an empire. But further, hunting power is fundamentally immanent,
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rather than dualistic. The hunters see themselves as immersed in the world
around them, an extension of nature and animals.
However, for Chamayou, the thinking of pastoral power is conjoined with
the violence of hunting power in a particular case: exclusion hunts. Chamayou explains that the central image of such exclusion hunts is the diseased
sheep. 13 The diseased sheep must be hunted, and absolutely exterminated, so
her disease does not spread to the rest of the flock. This image was used to
justify, among other atrocities, the hunting down and killing of heretics. Thus
the shepherd has to protect their flock, by killing part of their flock. Or, as J.
Baird Callicott, a famous environmental ethicist and monist, has argued,
What is especially noteworthy, and that to which attention should be directed
in this proposition, is the idea that the good of the biotic community is the
ultimate measure of the moral value, the rightness or wrongness, of actions.
Thus, to hunt and kill a white-tailed deer in certain districts may not only be
ethically permissible, it might actually be a moral requirement, necessary to
protect the local environment, taken as a whole, from the disintegrating effects
of a cervid population explosion. 14

For Callicott, we can be morally required to hunt and kill feral animals. We
do this not to preserve a pristine wilderness, but to bring into balance the
biotic community that monism focuses on. The exclusion hunt is not aimed
to kill the other, but to kill and cut off a diseased part of the self. In other
words, it remains within the immanence of monism, even if the practice ends
up being the same as with dualism. So despite the differences in dualism and
monism, and the differences in pastoral power and cynegetic power, they
both end up replicating the same relationship to the threat of outside invaders. We eliminate and eradicate them. We do it for the good of nature. And
from the inside of dualism and monism, these are not simply acceptable
actions; they are morally necessary actions. To resist the violence inherent in
the ontologies of dualism and monism, we need to begin to think through an
ecology and ontology that can resist pastoral and hunting powers, an ontology of pluralism.
RADICAL EMPIRICISM AND ONTOLOGICAL PLURALISM
Classical empiricism, like that of John Locke, distinguished between primary
and secondary qualities. Primary qualities are those that are seen as objective
and measurable, and secondary qualities are those that are seen to reside in
the perceiver, and are therefore subjective. Take this banana that is in front of
me. It is yellow, with some brown and black spots appearing. It has the smell
of a banana ripening. It has weight and volume. These are all primary qualities. When I eat this banana, I enjoy the taste. That enjoyment is said to
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reside within me, and not the banana, and is a secondary quality. This distinction between primary and secondary qualities has two famous rejections. One
form of rejection is performed by Kant in his Prolegomena, wherein he
claims that primary qualities are simply as subjective as secondary qualities.
The other famous objection is made by William James, where he claims that
any form of empiricism must take seriously as real all forms of experience.
This refusal to draw any distinction in experience is what James defines as
radical. He explains:
To be radical, an empiricism must neither admit into its constructions any
element that is not directly experienced, nor exclude from them any element
that is directly experienced. For such a philosophy, the relations that connect
experiences must themselves be experienced relations, and any kind of relation
experienced must be accounted as ‘real’ as anything else in the system. 15

Radical empiricism refuses what Whitehead would later call “the bifurcation
of nature.” There are not primary or secondary qualities here, and the beauty
of the sunset or the sweetness of the banana are in no way less real, less true,
than the more obvious measurable qualities of those beings.
By now, though, you are probably already beginning to think of some of
the issues that could arise from such a radical empiricism. I offer some of the
banana to my sister as she comes into the room; she eats some; her face
squishes up, and she tells me it has gone bad. But I found it sweet and
yummy. For the classical empiricist, this is no kind of problem at all, because
the banana does not really contain either sweetness or badness. But for the
radical empiricist, this is the primary issue. Both what my sister is experiencing and what I am experiencing are real, and true. There is no way to dodge
the issue by claiming that one experience is more real than the other, or that
neither experience is particularly real. Once you collapse primary and secondary qualities, and you take the radical empiricist approach that all experiences are real, then you enter into a necessary world of ontological pluralism.
While it can be normal to think of political pluralism, and the claim to
tolerance that can help support liberal pluralism, it is much harder to accept
the claims of ontological pluralism. We end up with not mere differences of
opinion, but rather with differences of reality. Such claims of ontological
pluralism tend to lead to charges of pure relativism. However, the perspective
of ontological pluralism is not relativist. As Eduardo Viveiros de Castro
argues in his work on Amerindian perspectivism:
Cultural relativism, which is a multiculturalism, presumes a diversity of partial, subjective representations bearing on an external nature, unitary and
whole, that itself is indifferent to representation. Amerindians propose the
inverse: on the one hand, a purely pronominal representative unit . . . on the
other, a real or objective radical diversity. Perspectivism is a multinaturalism,
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since a perspective is not a representation. A perspective is not a representation
because representations are properties of mind, whereas a point of view is in
the body. 16

Viveiros de Castro is making several interrelated points in this passage. First,
we have a shift from the concept of multiculturalism, which is about differing
opinions or representations of one reality, to one of multinaturalism, which is
about different perspectives and bodies, that is to say, differing realities.
Viveiros de Castro argues that perspectivism resides in the body. One way to
think about perspectivism residing in the body is the somewhat famous placebo effect. We know that we can give treatments to patients that have no
chemical or physiological help, and that for a large number of patients, they
will get better by simply believing the treatment will help. This effect is not
merely a difference in opinion or culture. For some people, the placebo
certainly made them better. It worked at the level of the body. So we can say
that the medical researcher and the patient cured by placebo have two different, but equally true, realities. The world of pluralism is not one of differing
relativistic culture, but of differing realities, of multinaturalism.
Multinaturalism and Jamesian pluralism both affirm that the world is not
yet done becoming, that there continues to be newness, creation, and production. As Viveiros de Castro puts it, “we could say that Amazonian multinaturalism affirms not so much a variety of natures as the naturalness of variation—variation as nature.” 17 Or as William James put it in A Pluralistic
Universe: “Pluralism or the doctrine that it is many means only that the
sundry parts of reality may be externally related. Everything you can think
of, however vast or inclusive, has on the pluralistic view a genuinely ‘external’ environment of some sort or amount. Things are ‘with’ one another in
many ways, but nothing includes everything, or dominates over everything.
The word ‘and’ trails along after every sentence. Something always escapes.” 18 The idea of nature as variation, and as still becoming, is one that
exists in obvious tension to both monism and dualism. For monists, the world
is already made, and we must act simply to keep it in balance. For dualists,
we must preserve the places of transcendent wonder from the immanence of
everyday life. But for the pluralist and the multinaturalists, the world is no
more done being made than political geography is over. Just as there will be
new nations, languages, currencies, there will be new morals, new realities,
and ultimately new ecologies.
MORE-THAN-HUMAN COSMOPOLITICS
Jacques Ranciere once put it that “Politics is not made up of power relationships; it is made up of relationships between worlds.” 19 This is certainly the
case where ontological pluralism leads us. The issue of non-native animals is
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not one where it is obviously clear who has primacy of consideration. Perhaps we are not dealing with a destruction of an ecology, but merely the
creation of a new one. In Kennan Ferguson’s excellent book on William
James as a political thinker of pluralism, he writes, “amesian pluralism, as an
ethical and philosophical system, encourages engagement with the world
based on terms we do not ourselves control.” 20 Jamesian pluralism, then, is
based upon an idea of finitude. Finitude, of course, has increasingly gotten a
bad rap among certain new realists, but what is being advanced here is not a
Kantian finitude. Here, let’s turn to James himself: “But the knower in question may still be conceived either as an Absolute or as an Ultimate; and over
against the hypothesis of him in either form the counter-hypothesis that the
widest field of knowledge that ever was or will be still contains some ignorance, may be legitimately held. Some bits of information always may escape.” 21 This is not the finitude of being trapped in myself, and being unable
to access the thing-in-itself, but is the finitude related to the infinity of what
is; the thing-itself can always be more. The issue of finitude is not just that
the world can always be more; it is also that reality is fundamentally constructivist itself. It is unfinished. “But this view leads one to the farther
hypothesis that the actual world, instead of being complete ‘eternally,’ as the
monists assure us, may be eternally incomplete, and at all times subject to
addition or liable to loss.” 22 As James adds in A Pluralistic Universe, finitude
is the idea “that the substance of reality may never get totally collected, that
some of it may remain outside of the largest combination of it ever made, and
that a distributive form of reality, the each-form, is logically as acceptable
and empirically as probable as the all-form commonly acquiesced in as so
obviously the self-evident thing.” 23
Such a relationship to finitude and pluralism has obvious political and
ethical implications. It forces us to attend to the realities of others. “What
happens to those creatures that are judged deficient in their intelligibility, or
those that transgress these boundaries, or those who understand but ignore
them? This includes the traditionally and contemporarily problematic categories of slaves, women, criminals, the insane, and children, each of whose
inclusion and exclusion from intelligibility and political involvement has
been contested.” 24 And, of course, we would add animals to that list. Jamesian pluralism forces us to understand the legitimacy of another’s world. The
idea of learning from and avowing the legitimacy of other worlds risks, of
course, voluntarism. But it does so as being irreducibly opposed to the totalitarianism that Foucault warned of in the police order. Against the totalitarian
doctrine of truth from the police, Jamesian understandings of truth side with
those who have been systemically excluded from the intelligible. In his own
life, James was publicly opposed to militarism and imperialism, and frequently spoke out against the Spanish-American War and the colonialism of
the Philippines. James’ pluralism granted the legitimacy of the world of the
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neighbor. His philosophy is profoundly social. “James opposed this homogenization, celebrating those people who were overtly unlike him, for it was
they who could teach and change him: people who loved war, people who
hated nature, people who believed in the afterlife, people who had new ideas
of medicine, and Cubans, Hawaiians, and Filipinos.” 25 Such a move has
nothing to do with discursive or social construction, because Jamesian pluralism is not a project of tolerance or liberalism. It is perhaps a project more
disconcerting, one that has to take seriously the worlds of those who are most
dissimilar from ourselves.
This is what brings us to cosmopolitics. Cosmopolitanism has always
been a rather strange ethic and politics, because it is centered not around the
treatment of one’s neighbor, but around the treatment of the stranger, the
foreigner, and the alien. It requires a kind of openness or hospitality to those
who are most altered and different from yourself. In our more-than-human
cosmopolitics, we have to take seriously the relationship of plural worlds in
our multinatural existence. Isabelle Stengers, who has perhaps tried to theorize this more than any other, has argued for the need to think of a cosmopolitical Parliament.
The cosmopolitical Parliament is not primarily a place where instantaneous
decisions are made, but a delocalized place. It exists every time a “we” is
constructed that does not identify with the identity of a solution but hesitates
before a problem. I associate this “we” with the only slogan Leibniz ever
proposed: Calculemus. Let us calculate. It’s an odd expression, constructed to
conceptualize the possibility of peace during a time of war. . . . Calculemus,
therefore, does not mean “let us measure,” “let us add,” “let us compare,” but,
first and foremost, let us create the “we: associated with the nature and terms
of the operation to be risked. It is not a question of acting in the name of truth
and justice, but of creating commensurability. It is a question of knowing that
the “truth” of the created common measure will always be relative to what
such creation will have been capable of, knowing also that a radical heterogeneity preexists such creation, the absence of any preexisting shared measure
among the ingredients to be articulated. 26

This Parliament is not strictly human, or at least it does not have to be. Part of
what is at stake is the very construction of a “we” in the cosmos. Ecologically, it needs to include native and non-native species. It needs to include
island nations that might be wiped out by rising sea levels, poor nations that
are using cheap energy to boost economics, and rich nations who have benefit from already pursuing that strategy. It needs to include all of the animals
going extinct, and all of the ones thriving, and all of the animals who are
being forced to reproduce in vast numbers in factory farms and breeding
mills, but whom no one would call thriving. We have to be able to include all
of these worlds and more, if we are to face the ecological challenges ahead of
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us. If the figure of dualism is the shepherd, and the figure of monism is the
hunter, the figure of pluralism is the diplomat. As Stengers explained in an
interview:
Diplomacy means that in such and such a situation war is the normal thing to
do, but that it may be possible that peace has a chance. In other words, peace is
possible not probable. . . . I think of the diplomat as a figure of inventing peace
as an event. . . . If there is a practice where hope is important it is diplomacy—
hope and not faith, because it is a matter of becoming able, not of ‘seeing the
truth’. An important point here that makes diplomacy possible is the difference
between sense and meaning. When you have a war situation, when ‘This
means war’, there cannot logically be a place for peace—it is a matter of
winning or being defeated. But the diplomats are the ones who can play between meaning and sense. You try and risk keeping the sense while a small
modification of meaning may produce a possible articulation in the place of
the contradiction from which war did follow, logically. 27

While the shepherd watches vigilantly, and the hunter preys and kills, the
diplomat intervenes among worlds, and tries to create the conditions by
which we all are able to cohabit this earth. While the globe warms and the ice
caps melt, while a never ending war is being waged on non-native animals,
and vast other species are becoming extinct due to habitat lost, the diplomat
turns to what William James has called the “workshop of being,” and begins
to create otherwise. Because after all, the world is not done being made, and
something might still escape. Because after all, there is a still a chance.
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Chapter Three

Guests, Pests, or Terrorists?
Speciesed Ethics and
the Colonial Intelligibility
of “Invasive” Others
Rebekah Sinclair and Anna Pringle

As globalized capitalism dramatically alters the climate through bloody politics, economic instability, and extractive ecologies, more and more bodies
are migrating, and the number of so-called invasive species, refugees, and
migrants is on the rise. Some of these bodies are welcomed as guests, but
others are labeled pests, or even terrorists—biological or political others
come to wreak havoc on stable and closed communities. But how do we
know who really belongs where? How are borders between bodies, nationstates, and eco-communities drawn and policed in order to stabilize as well as
construct those within and those without?
In this chapter, we are particularly interested in the plight of invasive
species: or rather, the ways constructions of invasivity and non-nativity are
used to render certain speciesed bodies killable. We argue that invasivity is
not a neutral observation of nature’s organic borders, but an enforcement of
colonial and national logics on nonconforming bodies and lands. Invasivity is
produced only when neoliberal, political logics cross-fertilize with speciesist
biological and eco logics to produce an other who threatens the interests and
ethical centrality of Man (white, property owning, able bodied, male citizen
of the North). To say these logics cross-fertilize is to suggest that scientific
discourses (like the ecosystem and so-called native species) rely on colonial
and neoliberal logics of property, territory, and citizenship to render their
subjects legible; simultaneously, nation states deploy biological frameworks
of ability, health, disease, and nativity to naturalize their organizational con31
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trol of lands, bodies, and borders. Rather than simply arguing that invasivity
uniquely combines these eco and biological discourses with neoliberal, neocolonial, and statist logics, we suggest that these logics are mutually constitutive; they require one another for their sense. Therefore, addressing contemporary crises of refugees, policed borders, occupied Indigenous lands, etc.
means also addressing the biological and speciesist terms through which
those violations are enacted, just as caring for speciesed lives means attacking national and colonial logics that control who belongs where.
To see the ways biological and statist logics intertwine to render bodies
legible as native or invasive, we can look to a small town in Essex England
and consider a piece of street art by Banksy. The painting happened just
before a bi-election prompted by the defection of city council member,
Douglas Carswell, from the Conservative Party to the UK Independence
Party (UKIP). 1 The latter is a deeply racist political party menaced by migrants and a severe case of otherness-phobia. 2 In Banksy’s piece, a group of
dully colored and perturbed pigeons represent the drab, monocultural, aggressively xenophobic vision of UKIP, while a single, colorful foe, an
African migratory swallow, is clearly the sympathetic character. The pigeons
picket signs directed at the swallow read “Migrants not welcome,” “Go back
to Africa,” and “Keep off our worms.”
But our avian friends are more than mere metaphors or placeholders
standing in for hominid counterparts. A deeper look at the winged bodies in
the painting reveals a complex matrix of migration, borders, nationalism,
citizenship, nativity, and purity used to render certain bodies intelligible as
welcome guests, and others as pests or terrorists. For while these Rock Doves
(pigeons) are considered native to the high cliffs along the western and
southern shores of the British island, and while their iconic placement in
English imagery and stories might make them seem like “English birds,”
they really could not be further from it. 3 Their use as global carriers since the
early Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations allowed these quick learning,
winged persons to make their home on every continent; their ecological
“origin” is in fact so obscured that they are considered native not only to
Europe, but also Western Asia, North Africa, and the Mediterranean. They
are perhaps the quintessential global citizen. Meanwhile the nation-state lines
appealed to in the pigeon’s provocation, “Go back to Africa,” are equally
misleading. For while the green migrant could be any number of different
bodies—from a swallow, to a warbler—almost all possible candidates have
one thing in common: they are technically “native” to England. Swallows, or
“European swallows” for example, are born and nest in England, and spend
between five and eight months in England and only four to seven months of
the year in their migratory destination, South Africa (most of the latter being
travel time). 4 This technically makes them native to Europe. While the poor
pigeons are often thought of as pests—“native” though they seem—and are

Guests, Pests, or Terrorists?

33

subject to the bloody realities of culling, glass-shard covered roofs, spiketipped buildings, poisonous food, inhumane traps, and nesting preventions, 5
their avian other is annually and enthusiastically welcomed back to England
when they return to bare their young.
By taking a closer look at our winged kin, we see that this painting fails to
portray the so-called naturalness of im/migration over and against racist policies of bordered belonging. Instead, it precisely reveals the troubled processes of national and colonial legitimization by which nation-states or other
neoliberal borderings lay troubling claims on speciesed bodies and borders,
making the “natural world” legible in ways that secure their own borderpolitics and imagined boundaries. In other words, rather than using the natural flow of immigration to undermine racist politics, the painting simply
highlights that both creaturely and bipedal others are subject to the same
logics of borders and states. As both of our avian friends defy the territorial
logic of the nation-state, we see exactly how scientific worldings create
nature as a place of nativity, and invasivity, using legal precedents and geopolitical border securitization in ways reminiscent of the very UKIP migrant
policies Banksy intended to protest.
Finally, when the racist pigeons exclaim, “Keep off our worms,” the joke
pokes at capitalist logics of ownership, nationalism and “proper(tied)” subjecthood, as Athena Athanasiou would say. 6 But it also belies troubling
invasive species economies in which so-called non-native parties are seen to
steal rightfully owned resources from those “citizens” already safely in the
borders of a closed ecosystem. This supposed theft of resources—be they
jobs, healthcare, or worms—is one measure by which bodies are labeled
invasive.
In what follows, we lay out an interdisciplinary framework for deconstructing this troubled relationship between neocolonialism and biology in
discourses of invasivity. First, we follow Butler and Athanasiou in their
discussion of dispossession, and argue subjects are made legible by taking up
proper relations within space, territory, and place. We demonstrate that invasives are then made illegible and disposable when they refuse to conform to
neocolonial and neoliberal ideas of proper belonging. Rather than focusing
on bodies as individuals, our thinking emphasizes the assemblage and the
ways we are dramatically and delicately entangled with others. Second, we
trace discourses of invasivity through the sciences, and look at the birth and
history of the ecosystem concept in biological writings as an exclusionary,
nationalist, and settler-colonial framework for organizing bordered territories
and rendering “invaders” legible. Third, we denaturalize the discourse of
species on which invasivity relies, claiming species is produced through
troubled concepts of belonging, ecological niches, and geographical boundaries. Finally, after unsettling the colonial organization of land and bodies,
we rethink proper belonging by approaching ecological change and per-
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ceived border-crossings through the framework of hospitality (the guest)
instead of the pesticide politics of invasivity (the pest or terrorist). In the
hope of inspiring new politics and policies, we end by proposing new ways
of rendering communities legible, and more loving ways of co-becoming.
We see this as an ecologically decolonial project. That is, we interrogate
and resist notions of invasivity in protest of and resistance to the ongoing,
settler-colonial infrastructure 7 that organizes speciesed and Indigenous bodies according to its own logic of territory, and for its own gain. Our work
resists settler-colonial states like the United States and Canada that use the
framework of invasive species to wrongly divide our shared world into proper domains of speciesed belong, and who deal swift (in)justice to the bordercrossers. We further call these forces out for deploying invasivity as an
instrument of power to secure their racial, economic, and political agendas
over and against agential speciesed and Indigenous bodies, knowledges, and
kinship structures. In short, if the anthropocentrism and speciesism of invasive species discourses is, as Billy-Ray Belcourt suggests, part of a settlercolonial logic, then our project hopes to create what Belcourt names an
“animal ethic that disrupts anthropocentrism as a settler-colonial logic.” 8 As
we deterritorialize our imaginations of place, bodies, and relationships, we
hope to make space to reimagine the ways so-called invasives might relate to
one another, other creatures, and to us.
DISPOSSESSION AND INVASIVE ASSEMBLAGES
It seems appropriate to begin our analysis of invasivity with the concepts of
precarity and dispossession, and the ways all bodies are vulnerable—even
those perceived as threats. Precarity allows us to ask how, out of all these
precarious lives, some lives come to matter less. In her works, Precarious
Lives and Frames of War, Judith Butler theorized precarity as a state of
simultaneous affirmation and risk inherent in bodily vulnerability. 9 The condition of a living being is precisely to be in fundamental and instantiating
relationship to others—the subject’s birth into a “network of hands”—and
paws, wings, tentacles, hooves, claws, fimbriae, and flagella—is one in
which the subject is discursively sustained precisely as the subject of a life. 10
It is precisely because bodies are vulnerable, relational, and interconnected
that lives are both sustained and at risk. But this life is not distributed equally
to all. For Butler, “life” does not refer to the condition of being a breathing,
photosynthesizing, relational organism. Life is not a natural, neutral phenomenon (to live or not to live) that just anybody can have; life is a troubled,
anthropocentric, and (we add) colonial discursive economy that demands and
sustains itself on the derealization of the “non-lives” of other organisms.
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Like perceptions of edibility, domestication, colonialism, racism, etc.,
invasivity is a framework of recognizability by which certain bodies are
made speciesed and disposable, their lives derealized and made killable.
Recognizability is a way to name the precise matrices of knowledge/power
that control how bodies are cited: which lives are recognized, cared for, and
mourned, and which are relegated to the margins, the realm of the monstrous,
the pest. As a framework of recognizability, invasivity attributes to certain
bodies the qualities necessary for ethico-political intelligibility, and actively
attributes to others traits that then qualify them for statelessness, colonization, and death. When speaking of the deprivileged bodies of speciesed others (invasive, edible, or otherwise) and when documenting how bodies are
made unrecognizable or killable when their lives come into conflict with the
aims of the privileged, we must recognize how perceptions of what counts as
life and matter emerge within a history of colonialism.
But what ties invasivity to lives that don’t matter? What does non-nativity
have to do with derealization? Jonathan Clark rightly suggests that invasive
species are made killable in two ways: when they are believed to be lower on
the “great chain of being” (amphibians are more killable than polar bears or
Homo sapiens), and when they are understood as bodies that do not stay in
their proper place. 11 Though we cannot combat this first “great chain of
being” claim in this chapter, it should be clear that we stand in obvious
disregard for such indefensible and violent hierarchies. But this latter claim,
however, deserves much unpacking, as it lies at the centre of both speciesed
and anthropocentric discussions on refugees, migrants, evicted bodies, and
proper belonging.
Butler and Athena Athanasiou take up the relation between “proper
place” and disposability when they connect precarity to the political logic of
dispossession. 12 Like precarity, dispossession refers to the “injurious yet
enabling fundamental dependency and relationality” between bodies as “a
necessary condition of the subject’s survival” in the first place. 13 Dispossession exchanges a metaphysics of presence and its closed, essentialized material-subjects, for interrelational, unstable, and open becomings. But with this
fundamental bond comes the possibility for exploitation and violation. While
the precarity of dispossession as relationship is an “existential category that
is presumed to be equally shared” (we all rely on other bodies, and we can all
die), it is also a condition of “induced inequality,” in which certain bodies are
made unrecognizable as valuable or agential. 14 Dispossession names the condition of dis-locatedness, delegitimization, and unrecognizability that bodies
suffer as a result of this relationality; it is a condition “painfully imposed by
the normative and normalizing violence that determines the terms of subjectivity, survival, and livability.” 15 Yet, dispossession also names the fact that
many of those living the privileges of empire 16 take advantage of the precar-

36

Rebekah Sinclair and Anna Pringle

ity of others to secure their own investments, dislocating others and controlling the terms of intelligibility, grievability, and protection.
Dispossessed or stateless bodies lose their intelligibility as proper, mournable subjects and lives—matter that matters—when they fail to conform to
the frameworks of ownership, citizenship, and property that govern subjectivity. After all, Athanasiou notes that “‘dispossession’ originally referred to
practices of land encroachment.” 17 Following Derrida’s notion of ontopology 18 to which we will return later, Butler and Athanasiou suggest subjectivity
has a specific, colonized relationship with space, topos, and, territory. They
argue that dispossession is a mode of ontopology that carries with it a set of
regulatory practices by which subjecthood and bodies are materialized as
they take their proper place (or don’t). This relationship between subjectivity
and ownership, or taking up proper place, means that “property relations
have come to structure and control our moral concepts of personhood, selfbelonging, agency, and self-identity.” 19 For this reason, the intelligibility of
so-called invasive species, as well as other dispossessed, roaming, emigrating bodies, is inscribed in “colonially embedded epistemologies of sovereignty, territory, and property ownership” 20 that systematically exclude certain bodies from being recognized as subjects worthy of moral consideration.
We are concerned with dispossessional logic that uses a colonial system
of land management to turn networks of bodies into bordered territories,
materializing certain bodies as not properly belonging—as invasive. Invasives without proper(tied) subjecthood, are challenged to take their “proper
place instead of just taking place,” taking up place, or “displace”ing better,
propertied, native bodies. 21 But, as we will see in the following section, the
improper place taken up by invasive species is precisely what sustains the
lives of propertied subjects or legitimate species. For, as Butler and Athanasiou claim, all bodies are implicated in the logic dispossession, as the excluded secure the legibility of the included. We are all secured as “particular
bodies-in-place, through normative matrices but also though situated practices of raciality, gender, sexuality, intimacy, able-bodiedness, economy, and
citizenship” and, we must add, species. 22 In this way, each of us is implicated
in the becoming invasive of others, especially when others are materialized
as invasive when they are seen to threaten the nationalist, racist, speciesist,
food security, and ethical centrality of Man.
But invasivity and dispossession not only concern or act on individual
bodies. As Mel Chen suggests, precarious bodies and materials often intertwine with other bodies and materials to create forceful and lively assemblages. 23 We borrow the tool of assemblages from Chen (who in turn borrowed from Deleuze) to consider the way invasives emerge through networks
of meaning, relations, and connections, rather than as bodies stuck to a fixed
identity category. As Jasbir Puar relates, assemblages offer a way of thinking
about subject formation that understands bodies as “unstable assemblages
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that cannot be seamlessly disaggregated into identity formations.” 24 Like
Puar, our interest in the tool of assemblage stems in part from its acceptance
that a variety of bodies can be political actors: institutions, water, bacteria,
plastics, and invasives all have a role creating the emerging world, albeit
with differential agencies.
To begin thinking about how colonial states police assemblages they
perceive as invasive threats, we can turn to the US-Mexican border. In 1917,
a concern about the movement of typhus by way of lice led to the implementation of quarantine at the US-Mexican El Paso border crossing: “Mexicans
crossing the border, which was previously open, were segregated by sex,
stripped naked, and examined for lice.” 25 This intensified border security
scrutiny occurred during the years of the Mexican revolution. Only a year
prior, in 1916, the border town of Columbus, New Mexico, was raided by
Mexican revolutionary Francisco “Pancho” Villa in an attempt to gain arms
and equipment for the Mexican working class struggle. This raid is considered to be the only successful foreign military invasion of the United States,
and was a moment of resistance against Anglo-American expansionism. 26
Reacting to an assemblage of parasitical disease, transnational migration, and
Mexican anti-capitalist uprising, the white settler state created an immunity
politics on the border. In this politics, only white (propertied) bodies and
profitable materials were granted free passage, while Mexican bodies were
perceived as sickly and pest-ridden: a perception that continues to inform the
treatment of migrants on the US borders today.
For example, in the years since the World Trade Center towers fell, another assemblage of invasive threat has emerged on the border: the Agroterrorist. After 9/11, hundreds of agricultural scientists who were previously
“responsible for stopping invasive species at the border” were reassigned to
anti-terrorism duties. 27 Media investigations would later stress that border
agents were so engrossed with finding invasive terrorists, that the nation
became exposed to a “quietly growing menace attacking fruits and forests
and even prized forests ever since,” threatening the quality of the nation’s
food supply. 28 The cited terrorists included fruit-flies, cutworms, and the
Asian Gypsy Moth—a winged beauty whose racialized name underscores
her otherness—and are purported to have cost “billions of dollars in crop
damage and eradication efforts.” 29 After discovering the nation-state’s vulnerability to pest invasives, the protection of American vitality, signified by
the food supply, became a national priority. The 9/11 actors, along with the
Asian Gypsy Moth and kin, form as an assemblage of Agroterrorist threat
that the Department of Homeland Security advises is a new and dangerous
threat in the post 9/11 era. 30
But assemblages of perceived invasive threat also affect colonized communities. For settler-colonial forces sometimes themselves act as invasive
assemblages, combining colonial power, displaced species, invasive aims,
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and invasive materials into an insidious oncoming force that must be named
in order for Indigenous homes (and homelands) to be protected. Even as our
understanding of invasives depends on the troubling nation-state territorialization and private property that lie at the heart of modern human and proper(tied) subjectivity—a framework we contest—Butler and Athanasiou remind us that claiming legitimacy to lands, spaces, and homes is often the
only acceptable way in which many populations can protest or render their
grievances legible. Naming certain bodies invasive can also allow dispossessed populations to claim a place as their home, to articulate harm, or to
demand that sovereignty be respected. Consider First Nations populations
who express anger against invasive species brought to their territories
through shipments of pipeline supplies. 31 For these nations, the process of
decolonization means resisting these pipelines, and languaging their grievances requires using terms like invasive species, even as invasive species
are themselves displaced and dispossessed.
Finally, as Rafi Youatt suggests, “the politics of assemblages” reframe
the possibilities of resistance as they name “networks composed of human
and nonhuman actors who together work to create both disruptive and productive political effects.” 32 As an example of one of these resisting material
kinships, we can look to the Pomo nation who allied themselves with the
local oak trees over several generations. This is a “shared politics of resistance” to the interventions of colonial economies and the environments of
white settlers who “brought plants, animals, and diseases that damaged Pomo
and local vegetation alike” in the territory now known as Northern California. 33
In disrupting the colonial organization of bodies and the troubled distinctions between natives and invasives, we do not want to undermine the use of
invasivity as a necessary tool to articulate colonial violence amidst genocidal
encroachments on territory and culture. Nor do we want to undermine the
concrete precarity and diminishment certain speciesed lives face as they
encounter evolving and sometimes violent creaturely relations. Instead, deconstructing invasivity and proper belonging is a way of further differentiating the field of possible political relations and frameworks. It is a way of
decolonizing our understandings of territory and each other in order to affirm
the lives of invasive species while also responsibly naming colonial encroachment and its violence on displaced speciesed, Indigenous, and migrating bodies.
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THE NEOCOLONIAL NEOLIBERAL
BORDERS OF THE ECOSYSTEM
To fully unpack the bio-nationalist and propertied logics producing invasive
species, we must interrogate our own impulse to look for truly, concretely
invasive bodies; as though invasivity were both a discursive misnaming and
an actual biological reality. For there is no such unified idea of “invasives”
within ecology and biology. The definition of what constitutes an invasive
species—or what turns a non-native body into an invasive body—varies
dramatically. Even the formation of nativity is highly fraught, as we shall
see. What does remain consistent, however, and the kernel upon which all
notions of invasivity rely, is the idea of the “healthy ecosystem” whose
borders the non-native is said to invade.
And still, there is no unifying or agreed upon definition of the ecosystem,
either. This is well known and has been true since the term’s first official use
by Tansley in 1935. 34 Numerous histories trace the ecosystem’s lineage,
problems, theoretical and practical value and failures, and general lack of
coherence as a model of interpreting so-called “natural” phenomena. They
are keen to note that each science that considers the ecosystem does so from
such dramatically different vantage points as to make their shared object
unrecognizable. Evolutionary biologists wrestle to make the stable, fixed
ecosystem compatible with the processes of evolution; population biologists
define ecosystems by the kinds, hierarchies, and roles of species within, but
are unable to account for the flexibility of systems and bodies in time. Definitions of the ecosystem vary so vastly that ecologist Robert O’Neill even
suggests, “there is no such thing as an integrated, equilibrial, homeostatic
ecosystem: It is a myth.” 35
So here lies our dilemma: despite the failure of the “ecosystem” to adequately explain phenomena, bodies, relationships, or communities, despite its
fragile making, it remains the central concept for determining who belongs
where, how borders are determined and secured, and how the bodies within
those geographies are policed. Contemporary ecological theory constantly
changes the ecosystem concept, and yet practices of land management, population control, etc. ensure that these made-up boundaries are continually
enforced. For many, this comes as no surprise; according to Foucault, we
ought never be surprised that “power functions primarily in and through it’s
breakdowns, conflicts, and instabilities.” 36 Therefore, it is not sufficient to
show that the ecosystem is a contingent term with a troubled past. Rather,
our task is to show precisely in what ways power is contingent—discovering
which expertise and knowledge regimes power uses to produce the very thing
it believes itself to name—so that strategies for resistance can be better
imagined. Anna Tsing describes this as the moments of friction in globalized
capitalism that show us “it didn’t have to happen this way.” 37 We must
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understand how failed ecosystem discourses nevertheless continue organizing bodies, and forcibly securing a pesticidal biopolitics and disposable lives.
We believe the ecosystem continues to operate as it does because it comingles biological, economic, and nationalist discourses in a powerful assemblage. In doing so, it not only materializes eco-communities as little
nation-states through capitalist logics of production, economics, borders, defense, and even democracy, it also justifies and makes legible settler colonial
logics that actively dispossess certain kinds of bodies (racialized, disabled,
migrating) in order to secure nature as fixed, balanced, bordered, and accessible to white settlers. Beginning from its emergence during the Civil War, the
ecosystem is a knowledge regime that re-produces colonial property regimes
and subjectivities by justifying white colonial scientific knowledge as a privileged site where visions of time and bodies are secured as Truth. This is why,
following Andrea Smith, we argue that deconstructing the white supremacist
and patriarchical organization of land is an anti-colonial struggle. 38
The first recognized publication on the concept of the eco-community
came from George Perkins Marsh’s book, Man and Nature, at the end of the
Civil War in 1864. 39 This war, like most, wrought unprecedented devastation
upon land and a plethora of bodies, both as a strategy for depleting enemy
resources and morale, as much as to sustain huge roves of mobile armies.
The war required record increases in industry and resource harvesting, taking
a dramatic toll on forests, mines, and animal populations. The culling of
these trees and birds especially allowed mosquitoes and other “pests” to
wreak havoc on soldiers; with 1.1 million soldiers in the Union alone afflicted by malaria and yellow fever (more than the number that died in the
war), Andrew Bell calls the mosquitoes, the war’s “third army.” 40 It is in this
context, where white male property owning subjecthood is wed to the production of scientific knowledge and the management of racialized and speciesed bodies, that supposedly innocent understandings of ecological health
and ecosystems arise. Observing the extreme ecological devastation wrought
by the war, Marsh made connections between the bodies lost and the resulting new imbalances. As he studied the deforestation, soil erosion, increase in
mosquito populations, and depletion of fresh watersheds that resulted from
the Civil War and the settler colonial American landscape, he noticed that
“nature” was changing shape; or rather, that each change wrought by Man
had unique predictable impacts on the bodies around it. Marsh claimed the
actions of humanity constitute “a power of a higher order than any other form
of life” that “subverts the relations and destroys” the “absolute balance and
equilibrium” which “nature has established between her organized and her
inorganic creations.” 41 In particular, we note, Marsh focused on subversions
of nature’s balance by the human introduction of invasive, exotic and introduced species. He states, “Indigenous vegetable and animal species are extirpated, and supplanted by others of foreign origin, spontaneous production is
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forbidden or restricted, and the face of the earth is either laid bare or covered
with a new and reluctant growth of vegetable forms, and with alien forms of
animal life;” each of these operations has extreme consequences on the ecological communities in which they are embedded. 42
As we can see, to render these imbalances legible, Marsh interwove nationalist, economic, and natural discourses to define the infinitely complex
relationships of natural phenomena as stable, closed, and fixed outside of
human intervention. In doing so, he constructed an idealized nature: the eco
community. He described these communities as “terraqueous machines,” as
“zones” or “habitats,” and “economies of nature,” which were relatively
stable and unchanging without Man’s disruptive influence. 43 Subsequent definitions of the ecosystem, often emerging from systems analysis, also build
on ideas of the closed, balanced community with the idea succession: the
principle of order by which communities deterministically balance cooperation and competition to progress toward a unique state of equilibrium. However, to create the ideal nature required that Marsh illustrate the mechanics of
a disturbed nature. He did so in part by joining eco-logics with nation-state
territories that amounted to the construction of a disruptive “exotic” force.
Marsh spends a number of chapters in Man and Nature arguing, “whenever
man has transported a plant from its native habitat to a new soil, he has
introduced a new geographical force to act upon it, and this generally at the
expense of some indigenous growth which the foreign vegetable has supplanted.” 44 To make these invaders legible, he relies on nationalist and orientalist imaginaries of the global, tracing the arrival of Asian grains, Japanese
plants, Oriental flowers, Spanish wheat, Turkish seeds, and all other manner
of nationalized eco-bodies, noting the toll that these “foreign” “exotic” “emigrating” bodies take on the “native” and “indigenous” plants and animals. 45
Most of these “exotics” “immigrated” by accompanying colonial voyages. 46
Marsh’s envisioning of the ecosystem relied on white imaginaries of how
land should be ordered; imaginaries that understood speciesed, Black, and
Indigenous bodies as property and/or threats to propertied orderings. These
imaginaries continue to designate boundaries and police mobility while making possible white settlement on Indigenous lands. The ecosystem still divides land, forces, and a continuum of relationship structures into little ecostates in much the same way national logics carve up the globe, at the expense of narrative multiplicity and communities that transgress these borders.
The ecosystem concept simultaneously renders invasives legible through national discourses. In the literature surrounding the Agroterrorist border crossings mentioned earlier, bodies are referred to as “Asian citrus psyllid,” “European grapevine,” “Mediterranean fruit fly,” rendering bodies legible by
geographic violations.
These nationalized eco-identities are not simply semantic, they are also
legal. In the United States and Canada, the laws which protect non-domestic
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species typically rely on the notion of “country of origin.” As the national
imaginary links nativity, citizenship, and belonging to birth place, eco-bodies
become intelligible as citizens of an ecological nation-state based on their
place of birth. To deal with conflicts that arise when moving bodies cross
borders, the US Migratory Bird Treaty Act dictates that certain migratory
birds native (born in) to the countries Russia, Japan, the United States, Canada, or Mexico, cannot be killed when migrating to any of the other allied
countries. Birds born elsewhere or who are not specifically named on existing treaty lists (most of which were created before or no later than 1972) are
not protected. 47 If you do not fit the propertied orderings of the state, you
become disposable.
In this co-mingling of national and biological discourses, the ecosystem
has ontopological weight. In Specters of Marx, Derrida defines ontopology as
“an axiomatics linking indissociably the ontological value of present-being to
this situation, to the stable and presentable determination of a location, the
topos of territory, native soil, city, body in general.” 48 If, for Derrida, ontopology speaks to the impact and structuring force of territory (“this” territory) on subjectivity, then seeing the ecosystem as an ontopological scaffolding
allows us to pursue the schemas that secure bodies as bodies-in-place, bodies
ontologically wed to and inextricable from a territorial belonging. The ecosystem acts as a legitimizing structure through which bodies become legible
in space and time. Indeed territorial ecosystem (or eco-state) belonging is
secured not only through regulatory practices that fix speciesed (and other)
bodies in space, but also in time. For which bodies belong in any given
system, and how that system is demarcated, is always a matter of determining which histories, whose narratives, and whose emplacements come to
matter. The ecosystem’s legibility requires that multiple histories of migrating, changing, shifting bodies be deprivileged, and a single Polaroid becomes
normative. For example, evolution still poses serious challenges to the ecosystem structure. Ecosystem logic cannot account for the multiple, diverse,
and conflicting changes that occur along different time scales for different
populations; these changes turned a unified system into an open ended community with infinite and shifting thresholds. 49 The ecological historian F.B.
Golley even writes that, for a large part of the ecosystem theory’s history,
“ecosystems were being investigated with almost no time-space relations.
The problem was to capture enough real system behavior at a given point in
time and space to represent the system.” 50 This normative framework is then
transposed back upon the past, and forward, to guess about future operations.
The ecosystem concept not only produces and captures those they dispossess—the invasives, Indigenous communities, the out of timers or out of
placers—they also produce, mis-cite, and mis-historicize those bodies they
seek to make acceptable. Marsh’s construction of native bodies and ecocommunities, along with most subsequent definitions, comes to be legible
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only as wolves, beavers, buffalo, Indigenous populations, and any number of
other communities were forcibly disappeared from the ecosystems of the
“now.” Indigenous peoples and other bodies whose relational structures confound colonial arrangements of time-space must be removed in order to
secure the colonizer’s vision of a properly ordered nature. Andrea Smith
suggests that Indigenous bodies are often made into pollution, and thus,
require regimes of eradication: a genocide that makes possible a settler nature. 51 Contemplating the American National Park movement, Anna Tsing
writes, “Native Americans had been hunted down and murdered; remnant
groups were rounded up and forced into forts and resettlement areas, where
many died. Only then could the environment to which native livelihoods
contributed come to seem the exclusive handiwork of God, laid out for the
gaze of settlers.” 52
Beyond ecological ontopology and colonial temporal-spatial fixings, ideas of the ecosystem bleed together national border-logics with economic
imaginings of earth as a resource, as property, and ultimately, as part of a
colonial economy. Marsh even coined the idea of ecosystem services—a
controversial but still utilized framework—which attributed economic value
to ecological services like “waste-water recycling” and “pest control.” 53 But
not only are ecosystems made legible through the services they provide to
humanized settler communities; they are themselves constructed as little
economies. Eugene Odum and Raymond Laurel Lindenmen, two of the
biggest names in classical ecosystem theory, both suggested ecosystems
could be defined by tracing the exchanges of energy production and consumption within a network of bodies. Odum used languages like imports and
exports to mark energy exchanges between systems. 54 Lindenmen even
argued, “energy could be considered a natural currency” and came up with
the idea of “food chain” and trophic structure, which more or less names the
class a body occupies within a hierarchical system. Succession still names
the balance of competition and stability through collective self-regulation in
ways reminiscent of neoliberal “democracy.” Add to this the idea of the
ecological niche, described as the “profession” of the species within an ecosystem, and you’ve got yourself a fully functioning, neoliberally intact ecostate, complete with a class system, currency, and job markets. 55 So-called
“natives”—even ones forcibly captured in time and space—are imagined to
own the resources within their ecosystem, rendering speciesed bodies legible
as productive economic citizens.
By contrast, invasive species are officially described by the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration—notably a part of the US department of commerce—as “threatening the natural resources of an ecosystem”
and “competing with native organisms for limited resources” and “ecological
niches.” Like Banky’s racist pigeons, who legitimize their proper belonging
through their ownership of worms, natural resources really are thought to
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belong to the ecosystem and its “true” inhabitants. Species become invasive
when they are seen to threaten the idyllic “equilibrium” and supposed evolutionary balance of boundaried eco-states in much the same way racialized,
non-citizens are presumed to threaten the sovereignty and economic stability
of nation-states.
The ecosystem as a colonial economy clarifies how certain “non-native”
bodies are rendered invasive, pests, or terrorists, while others are not. Like
how certain non-white bodies with substantial cash get to move freely between states, certain acceptable species become guests so long as they are
seen as contributors, workers, and properly productive citizens who do not
disrupt the order of things. For example, most bodies that fuel the US food
system might occupy the “non-native” category, even though they are welcomed as guest. Meanwhile dehumanized, racialized bodies and certain nonnative species who threaten the economic viability of Man or perceived
“balances” of his Nature are forcibly removed. Bodies like the Wakame and
the Pacific Sea Star, for example, are perceived to threaten economic resources, even as, for example, imports of invasive oil are encouraged from
the Canadian tar sands (for “foreign” oil is a risk filled venture). 56
So how is it that we can see an ecosystem as a balanced, self-regulating
entity, and also be so thoroughly invested in removing those who fail to
conform? How can we claim the ecosystem is determined by the species that
exist within it, but then fix and expel species according to our own colonial
logics? It would seem that the duplicitous mapping of neoliberal logics onto
ecological spaces reproduces Derrida’s analysis of the democratic paradox.
For Derrida, democracy sometimes needs to suspend itself in order to preserve itself. 57 For example, in 1992 Algeria chose to suspend their democratic elections rather than letting a non-democratic party be elected. Likewise,
the self-regulative modes of ecological systems are also suspended, with
certain populations forcefully eradicated, in an effort to preserve the preferred/perceived “natural” orderings. However, this preservation of the ecosystem ideal is susceptible to deconstruction, for it can only be sustained
through the dramatic intervention of Man. When irreducible, non-conforming bodies and relational networks transgress the ecosystem ideal, thwarting
sapien-centric and eco-ontopological norms of intelligibility, their failure to
act properly or stay in their places is met with biopolitical violence. It is in
this intervention by sapiens biopolitics (and its related dispossession), that
the contradictions and contingencies of the ecosystem are revealed.
Because the ecosystem emerges within biological, economic, and colonial
paradigms, it relies on existing economic and national apparatuses of biopower to secure and enforce it. The borders of the “invaded” eco-states are
re-secured through biopolitical apparatuses and checkpoints that merge state
and national law with the biotechnology of electronic tagging, fertilization
management, and census taking. Management and publishing of fertility and
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reproduction among non-natives (creaturely and bipedal) are key ways to
mobilize terrified populations against invasives. Elena Gutiérrez relates that
the rhetoric of overpopulation, rising welfare claimants, increasing Mexican
immigration, and the perception that the costs of delivering immigrant children were excessive made Mexican women a prime target for sterilization in
Los Angeles County during the 1960s and 1970s. 58 Environmentalists of the
time also encouraged sterilization as a way to reduce the strain of population
growth on the ecological. 59 The material enforcements connecting “invasive”
eradications with existing biopolitical apparatuses are almost limitless. 60
They include the import of invasive materials, like pentobarbital from Denmark, for the “humane” “euthanizing” of massive numbers of invasive/criminalized bodies, as well as for dogs, cats, and other overbred and discarded
“products” of hominid domestication. Other, notorious examples include the
pesticides Agent Orange (dioxin) made by Monsanto and used in Vietnam,
and Zyclon B (hydrogen cyanide), developed in Germany and used in the
death camps of the German National Socialists.
BEYOND SPECIES: DETERRITORIALIZING SUBJECTIVITY
Just as invasive species relies on the neutral ideas of the ecosystem, languages of invasivity and nativity rely on the material reality of species. The
potential threat of any given collective is made legible through species discourse. But, like invasivity, species is not a neutral and natural biological
reality. It is a framework of recognition, “politically charged from its scientific inception” that emerges precisely through colonial, racist, and heteronormative discourses of belonging and geographical boundaries. 61
As LaDelle McWhorter notes in her genealogy of the species concept, the
history of species discourse is intricately bound up with eugenics, the politics
of slavery and of land encroachment on Native Americans. 62 Discourses of
race, heterosexuality, and ability have notoriously played a role in establishing morphological traits (physical sameness) and sexual reproduction as key
ways of distinguishing species. Famously, as white explorers “discovered”
diverse populations in exotic and far off lands, skeptics cited morphological
definitions of species to claim that people of color or Indigenous populations
were not part of the same “species” as white humans. 63 In the domain of
sexuality, “the preoccupation with reproduction implicit within patriarchy”
caused evolutionary theory to use heterosexual norms of reproduction to
render species and evolution legible, even as species discourse was simultaneously employed to render variations on human bodies (those disabled or
queer bodies and bodies of color) “literally biological enemies of the human
species.” 64 Speaking about the relationship between species definitions and
racism, Alexandra Isfahani-Hammond states, “colonialism and slavery are
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sedimented in biological taxonomies, from Linnaeus’s mid-eighteenthcentury hierarchy of flora and fauna to Madison Grant’s early twentiethcentury theorization of Nordic supremacy, informed by zoological scholarship and pivotal for the architecture of biopower not only in the settler
colonies of Brazil and the United States but also in Hitler’s Germany.” 65 This
imbrication of early species definitions and colonial racism or heteronormativity is especially clear in our own history of displaying dwarves, Indigenous people, and citizens of African nations in zoos along with speciesed
bodies. 66
But we cannot look at these suspicions of species belonging or human
zoos as misplaced racist fantasies corrected by contemporary scientific clarity on real species lines. Rather, these events reveal that species has always
functioned as a way of organizing bodies that does not strictly correspond to
the bodies it believes itself to name. As McWhorter notes, “the concept of
species was neither politically nor morally neutral before polygenists turned
it against Native and African Americans. Species could be made to function
oppressively to separate whites from blacks because it was already a tool for
marking separations in nature’s heterogeneous communities in the interest of
prevailing human practices.” 67 Since its inception in the seventeenth century,
the concept has been incredibly fraught and it’s defining parameters in constant flux. Using different taxonomic parameters, each field of science continues to use its own definition of species; ecologists use a concept that
focuses on ecological niches, biologists morphological characteristics. In
fact, in the time between Darwin and Mayr, many scientists, most famously
L.H. Bailey in his essay, “The Philosophy of Species Making,” 68 came to
wonder whether the idea of species could be objectively real, or independent
of the observer at all. 69 The conflict about whether species is a biological
reality or a human construct for organizing nature remains one of the most
lively debates within biology.
It is interesting that debates continue despite the supposed clarity and
specificity of the molecular languages of DNA. In fact, as DNA has gained
what Rosi Braidotti calls a “despotic authority” within biology, and especially within biodiversity studies, genetics have further confounded the ability to
determine species exactly. 70 For genes are themselves diverse entities, fluctuating and mutating through both random mutations or sexual selection, and
varying widely both across and within geographies. Highly technical discussions on the problems of species are negotiated on the playing field of mitochondria, chromosomes, nucleotides, and microscopic agents, with each
holding different ontological weight, depending on the particular species
discussed (a bird vs. a shark) and the particular science doing the discussing.
Biological species distinctions and phylogenic species distinctions each look
for different genetic material to make their species concept legible. Furthermore, as scientists attempt to trace how new species emerge or evolve geneti-
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cally, breaking off from each other in barely mappable continuums, they use
biogeographic languages similar to Marsh: that is, they look to find geographic origins—hunting DNA—with the hope of fixing species lines. Birds
are notoriously difficult case studies for speciation, as their air-born journeys
mean their genes often reflect the porous quality of their inter-territorial
belonging. 71
At the very least, we are claiming that species is not a determinate category; bodies exceed this naming and are irreducible to the traits and knowledge
species designations describe. For even if there was exact DNA and RNA
matches in members of the same so-called species, genetics would not necessarily be the only or primary factor by which bodies collect themselves;
DNA serves mostly as a surface descriptor of the ways bodies have organized and has very little power to explain why bodies become communities
or make the choices they do.
But even more than this, we claim that species as a metaphor misnames
and overshadows the ways bodies might actually organize themselves. The
deployment of DNA fails to account for the multiplicity of co-bodies (symbiotic and inseparable), and co-becomings that create the single, unified entity
in which species science is interested. Species seeks to name classes of
individuals: but it is confronted by the co-evolving and co-existing bodies,
lands, and forces that make up these collectivities. In fact, the horizontal
transfer of genes between bodies of different so-called species (from bacteria
to plant and animal, etc.) makes it nearly impossible to define species purely
by DNA. Genetic determinants have their own relationships that cross these
imagined lines and make a mess of speciesed identity categories. Even as you
read this, your own supposedly Homo sapiens body is actually 90 percent
bacteria, and only 10 percent other. 72 The sapien itself is a territory colonized
by “microbial nations,” and our function depends on genetic intermingles
with bacteria in ways defy the pesticidal politics of “invasive” others or pure
species distinctions. 73
Just as speciesed bodies are policed by DNA and genetic belonging in
ways that cover over their own modes of organizing and understanding themselves, Indigenous populations are also subjected to genomic analysis to
determine their genetic native purity, migration history. 74 Kim TallBear reminds us that the extraction of DNA from Native American bodies very
rarely benefits communities; it is a colonial technology that allows Western
science to determine the authenticity of Indigenous identity. As genetic scientists, family tree researchers, and would-be tribal members all clamour to
definitively test for and profit off of Native DNA, Indigenous sovereignty
and understandings of community are undermined by stripping away Indigenous knowledges of belonging and prioritizing colonial scientific knowledge. 75
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For an example of the way certain genetic markers are privileged over
community determination and knowledge, we could look to the recent lawsuit between the Havasupai Indians and Arizona State University. In the late
1980s the Havasupai people sent blood samples to the University of Arizona
in hopes of discovering a link between genetic factors and unusually high
diabetes rates. After receiving no results from the genetic tests, it was not
until 2003 that the Havasupai discovered the university subsequently ran
other, unrequested studies, including studies on genetic heritage, migration,
and inbreeding. Contradicting Havasupai history that they were born in and
sent to protect the Grand Canyon land, genetic analysis instead pointed toward birth and migration from Asia. 76 Kim TallBear and Jenny Reardon
write that the scientists involved in this genetic study “acted as if they
owned—that is, they had the right to possess and control—the Havasupai’s
DNA.” 77
Rather than simply claiming that these Indigenous populations are irreducible to their genetic heritage, or that this heritage somehow fails to capture
the full story, we must instead claim that these genetic markers cover over,
obscure, and violate exactly what makes these people a nation in the first
place: the history around which they have gathered and through which they
know themselves. This is our central concern: the colonial organizing principles that govern ecosystem and invasive species discourse not only carve up
the world into proper belonging and territories, but in so doing, also cover
over, disavow, or actively undermine the ways bodies do organize, collect
themselves, and co-become.
The Havasupai people disrupt these colonial frameworks by pointing us
toward a subjectivity outside of species designations, genetic lineages, and
the geographical corralling of colonial settlement. As the Havasupai people
have become with and alongside the land in the Grand Canyon, they are not
the migrants or invaders the Western analyses of their DNA might suggest.
They are an ecological assemblage that refuses to be dispossessed of their
history or their geological kin; they demonstrate that bodies co-become and
are determined in ways not reducible to or recognizable by troubled frames
of colonial recognition. By understanding and taking seriously that the lives
of the Havasupai are interwoven with the land, and that this co-becoming
cannot be understood through DNA, property, or borders, we are led to an
alternative subjectivity: one that highlights co-becomings, rather than becomings, and our entanglement with a world composed of diverse beings.
This kind of subjectivity affirms the ways we are all assemblages, within and
across our own bodies. Instead of the closed, bodily and territorial thresholds
of species, ecosystems, and states governed by colonial and speciesist logics,
this subjectivity is open to alternatives co-imagined with agential others,
including those we’re tempted to name invasive. We must be subjects who
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“experiment, which means always, necessarily, relationally or in encounters
with others.” 78
CONCLUSION
So how do we re-envision a shared space and shared home while still recognizing differences in desire, goals, and levels of enforced precarity? Perhaps
we must begin with reimagining the place that we Western, white settlers
hold, and by rethinking which lives, values, and knowledges are allowed to
make claims upon our collective sphere. We must move toward a kind of
hospitality that renounces logics of property, possession, and proper belonging in favor of co-becoming and affirming guests—a hospitality that makes a
mess of colonial predetermined arrangements of space and time, unsettling
white senses of who belongs and who does not.
Derrida’s reading of hospitality in D.H. Lawrence’s poem, “Snake,” offers a brief glimpse into this kind of hospitality. 79 In this poem, a man comes
to his water trough only to find a poisonous snake already drinking from it.
The scene begins in a moment of mutual precarity and thirst, where two very
real and different bodies share a need. As the snake quietly drinks, posing no
perceived thereat to his watcher, the man reconsiders his “human education,”
which tells him to harm the poisonous one who threatens his safety. In the
story, the speciesed knowledge of the other’s potential threat is destabilized
by the man’s newfound uncertainty about the snake’s desires; what if the
snake only wants a drink and then leaves? What if the snake’s possible threat
is overshadowed by its precarity and need? As the man is humbled before
these ethical possibilities, he refuses the allure of conflict, and both simply
go on their way. 80
This scene of hospitality exemplifies the deconstructive alternative to a
pesticidal politics of propertied and speciesed knowledge. This story exemplifies hospitality not because, in a self-congratulatory gesture, the man generously allowed the snake to drink out of his privatized water stash—as
though he controlled the terms of acceptance and belonging. Rather, hospitality is present because guest and host, home and invader, are confused and
replaced with a sense of mutual responsibility. Is it the snake who was there
first and hosts the man as his guest, or the man who hosts the snake? The
man arrived on the scene after the snake, not before, but still believed himself ethically responsible for and to the other. The poem even ends with the
man’s first person reflection, “someone was before me at my water-trough,
and I, like a second-comer, waiting.” 81
This story illuminates two important, decolonial alternatives to pesticidal,
border politics: responsibility and openness. Notice that the man takes responsibility for his anthropocentric desire to make the water his property by
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remaining open to the precarity of the other. He interrogates his impulse to
diminish the life that poses a perceived threat, and instead affirms an uncertainty and an openness. He takes responsibility for the troubled knowledges
of speciesed bodies, and instead releases an affirmation of agency and
choice. In this poem, it is the suspension of proper belonging, property, and
speciesed knowledge that allows new material kinships to form. So maybe
we too can take responsibility for our colonial, statist paradigms that determine who belongs where, and openly recognize that other bodies and spaces
are actively deciding, co-mingling, and becoming in ways not controlled
by—or perhaps even recognizable by—our current definitions of territory
and eco-community. As we take responsibility for our failures and violence
and become responsible to others, even potentially dangerous others, we
must also be humbled by their agency to decide for themselves. This is a
deconstructive hospitality that encourages responsibility in the form of being
actively dispossessed of our own knowledge regimes or attempts to colonize
and delineate territories. In being dispossessed ourselves, we can engage
novel relational assemblages and attune ourselves to the boundaries and
thresholds of precarious/invasive bodies. Following Donna Haraway, we
might even find “pleasure in the confusion of boundaries,” even as we take
“responsibility for their construction.” 82
A perfect example of this simultaneous openness and responsibility can
be found by turning to Andrea Smith. In the midst of writing this paper
deconstructing nativity and invasivity, a controversy arose surrounding the
non-native identity of this scholar we have cited above. While Smith is
renown for her work in decolonial thought and Native studies, and has identified as Cherokee throughout her career, Cherokee community members and
other Indigenous feminists have repeatedly asked her to stop passing as Indigenous. 83 Colonial frameworks of census taking, land management, and
cultural genocide decentralize and dispossess indigenous claims to their own
communities and lands. These frameworks thus make it possible for identity
and lineage to be made up, misnamed, erased, and revoked through, for
example, cultural appropriation, the foster care system, and colonial frameworks of recognition. By attempting to pass as indigenous—even being
called on as a token Indigenous voice in the celebrity circuits of the academic-industrial complex—Smith utilized the colonial processes of identity formation, and further dispossessed and disappeared Indigenous communities
and scholars, Cherokee and otherwise. Smith’s passing reinforces “a history
in which settlers have sought to appropriate every aspect of indigenous life
and absolve themselves of their own complicity with continued dispossession
of both indigenous territory and existence.” 84 However, as a collective of
Indigenous feminist scholars wrote in an open letter, this is not an issue of
who is legitimately native and who is not. They suggest, “our concerns about
Andrea Smith do not emerge from statist forms of enrollment or non-enroll-

Guests, Pests, or Terrorists?

51

ment, federal recognition or lack thereof. They are not about blood quantum
or other biologically essentialist notions of identity. . . . Rather, our concerns
are about the profound need for transparency and responsibility in light of the
traumatic histories of colonization, slavery, and genocide that shape the
present.” 85
Following these Indigenous feminist scholars, and refusing the temptation
to either dispose or accept “invasive others,” we instead affirm deterritorialized subjectivity and new speciesed relations. We instead insist on a transparent and responsible subjectivity that takes seriously traumatic legacies of
colonialism on so called native and invasive bodies alike. We want to give up
the search for native and the non-native as fixed identities, while still affirming place and precarity. So rather than disregarding the idea of borders or
belonging entirely, we propose examining the processes of border creation,
while taking seriously the reality that we live in a world where some earthly
creatures are made killable within Western configurations of life and that
certain lifestyles (pesticide politics and obsolescence capitalism) are invasively diminishing others’ capacities to thrive. In our own attempts to resist
pesticide politics, we realized we each lacked the resources to fight individually, and so we took to the borderlands of time, geography, and disciplinary
belonging. We each needed some disciplinary invasivities. We even wrote
the paper on google docs 86—that cyber borderland that seems so immediate
and individual until you bump into the creative cursor of someone working
three hours ahead and thousands of miles away. Only by owning up to our
embeddedness in colonial processes, addressing our disciplinary limits, and
forming assemblages with each other and our respective material communities could we become responsibly dispossessed of our ontologies and open
up to new visions of relationship.
To move beyond, we need what Taiaiake Alfred terms a radical imagination, or a series of radical imaginations, with which we can destabilize,
differ, and hold open the possibilities of new relations outside the settler
colonial logics that govern and dispose of invasive species and invasive
others. Alfred argues that in today’s North America, a radical imagination
“would mean rejecting the image of this land and everything on and in it as
merely resources for capitalist enterprise.” 87 As Smith writes, immigration
(and we add so-called invasive species) is only a problem if you understand
land as property. 88 It would mean seeing this place as a “sacred homeland,
instead of an encountered commodity destined to be used and abused to
satisfy impulses and desires implanted in their heads by European imperial
texts.” 89 It would mean seeing speciesed bodies outside the troubled logics of
the eco state, and instead contemplating the particular desires of the others
we are tempted to name invasive while refusing to foreclose novel futures
with a pre-determined pesticide politics. This is not a romanticized view of
nature that denies conflict, loss, or death; it is willingness to question our first
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instincts about who should stay and who should go, and more importantly,
who decides. Given the agency and sufficiency of speciesed bodies to resist
our politics and decide their own fates, we propose trusting these speciesed
bodies and communities. We affirm what Rafi Youatt calls “a more handsoff rewilding strategy,” 90 even as we simultaneously take responsibility and
make amends for our neocolonial orderings and Indigenous erasures. 91
Leanne Simpson demonstrates how this imagination holds ideas of home and
guest in tension when she states, “I am not a nation-state, nor do I strive to be
one. Our politics and our nationalism are not based on enclosures defended
with violence, yet we still have homelands. We’ve had them for thousands
and thousands of years.” 92 Such radical imaginations may propel us toward
decolonial worlds where kins and kindreds of all kinds exist in non-hierarchical relations—or relations where the momentary, orderings and preferences
of each body are not recognized through or codified in universal systems.
With this in mind, let us end by supplementing Derrida’s story with the
Turtle Island story—a narrative that reaffirms our commitment to decolonial
imaginaries and centres the agency of speciesed lives and communities over
human organization of boundaries and belonging. The story opens before
humans have arrived on earth—where bipeds are the displaced and potential
invaders. Indeed, citing Benton-Benai, Watts suggests that in “many Indigenous origin stories the idea that humans were the last species to arrive on
earth was central; it also meant that humans arrived in a state of dependence
on an already-functioning society.” 93 As earth’s sky becomes unbreathable,
its waters acidic, the story reminds us that we our all dispossessed beings,
fundamentally interconnected. This Indigenous worldview, Watt describes as
“place-thought,” radically contrasts with the extractive and anthropocentric
ecologies of the metaphysics of presence. In the story of Turtle Island, we are
asked to “accept the idea that all living things contain spirit,” even extending,
“beyond complex structures within an ecosystem. It means that non-human
beings choose how they reside, interact and develop relationships with other
non-humans.” 94 In the Turtle Island story, even dirt, that seemingly blank
stage on which life happens, is an agent, not an owned or mute body. The
creation story of Turtle Island tells us of Sky Woman “becoming land or
territory.” 95 Sky Woman becoming territory speaks to the way all of us are
entangled with the earth in intricate, intimate ways. So as we move to tell this
story, we join with Watt in asking that we all resist the impulse to attack the
story of Turtle Island as mythic; let us remember that colonialism works in
part by making Indigenous and speciesed bodies stand in disbelief of their
worlds.
Turtle Island is a name for the land we write this from, Eurocentrically
known as North America, and it is derived from the creation story of several
First Nations’ communities. According to one telling by community members of Kanehsatà:ke, the story begins a long time ago when the world was
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all water. 96 In the water lived the water animals such as Beaver, Muskrat,
Otter, Turtle, and Fish. They were joined by water-birds like Ducks, Geese,
Loon, Mallards, Seagull, and Swan. Above the waters, was Sky World where
the Sky People lived. One day, Sky Woman fell from a hole in Sky World
toward the water below. The water birds caught Sky Woman as she fell and
asked great Turtle if she could rest upon Turtle’s back. The Turtle said okay
and let Sky Woman rest. Sky Woman then told the water animals that if only
she had soil, she would be able to plant the seeds she had brought with her
from Sky World. Some of the animals volunteered to dive to the bottom of
the waters for her. First Beaver went, but Beaver never made it back up. Then
Otter went, but Otter never returned either. After a while, Muskrat tried and
re-appeared, clutching the dirt in her paws. Turtle told Sky Woman she could
place the dirt on her back, and from the dirt the earth began to grow. The
story connects the fates of Sky Woman and her children (us) to the fates of
the turtles and other earth creatures. As guests on Turtle’s back, we have a
responsibility to undermine colonial categories of invasive and native, and
become accountable for our own embroilment in the bordered geographies of
settlement and pesticidal ecosystem policing. As we are prompted to find
kinship with turtles, muskrats, pigeons, swallows, snakes, otters; with dirt
and a variety of bacterial strains; with pine beetles and cane toads; and with
others made precarious or invasive, may we push toward decolonial futures
and seek novel ways of affirming the precarity and dispossession that bind us
all.
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Chapter Four

The Judas Pig
The Killing of “Feral” Pigs on the Santa Cruz Islands,
Biopolitics, and The Rise of the Post-Commodity Fetish
Vasile Stanescu

In his New York Times bestselling text, The Omnivore’s Dilemma, 1 Michael
Pollan uses the example of “invasive species” (and, specifically, the killing
of “feral” pigs in Santa Cruz) as proof that animal rights and environmentalism are inherently incompatible. Pollan even proceeds to personally hunt and
kill feral pigs in Santa Cruz; an experience he enjoys so much that he compares it to being high. 2 Likewise, Donna Haraway eats a feral pig in Santa
Cruz at the end of her text When Species Meet; 3 she claims that it is permissible to kill them because feral pigs harm the environment. 4 A 2011 novel by
T. C. Boyle, entitled When the Killing's Done, 5 deals with the killing of feral
animals on the Santa Cruz islands. 6 Specifically, the plot line centers on the
dramatic tension between an animal rights activist and a biologist-trained
environmentalist; the animal rights activist does not come across well in the
portrayal. 7
In this specific chapter, I’ll focus on Pollan’s discussion of this event, as
his work—as well as the broader “locavore” and “humane meat” movement—has been the focus of my research for several years. 8 However, I will
highlight the broader work beyond just Pollan to illustrate the way that the
killing of the feral animals in the Santa Cruz island can serve a singular
helpful “touchstone” to the wider issue of a supposed tension between “animal rights” versus “environmentalism.” In other words, it is the killing of
feral pigs in Santa Cruz and on the Santa Cruz islands that has engendered
commentary throughout famous works of popular culture, critical theory, and
literary merit; all of these have worked together to argue that the killing of
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the feral pig population represents a model example of feral species removal. 9 For example, the Nature Conservancy, the organization which in large
part owns the Santa Cruz island, claims their removal of the feral pigs population represents a “model,” 10 the “leading example,” 11 and the “blueprint” 12
for all future removal of invasive species. Therefore, to investigate Michael
Pollan’s arguments concerning the feral pig removal from the Santa Cruz
island is not only to address the topics of Michael Pollan, “locavorism,” feral
pigs, or even Santa Cruz island; it is also a way to engage with the one of the
most well known, well respected, and referenced examples of the topic of
“invasive species” and critique the over-arching argument of a supposed
incompatibility between scholars and theorists who are concerned with the
environment versus those who are concerned with the lives of non-human
animals.
In contrast, I argue that neither Pollan nor the case of the Santa Cruz
Island proves that any such “incompatibility” actually exists. In fact, the
removal of feral pigs from Santa Cruz Island was not primarily motivated by
environmental concerns, but instead, by desires to create a marketable view
of “nature.” Furthermore, I argue these animals were killed via technological
approaches that are deeply opposed to any traditional understanding of nature, “the natural,” or issues of environmental “stewardship.” I believe that
the concepts of the commodity fetish and biopolitics represent the best way
for us to understand the basis by which this active mass killing of species
deemed cosmetically undesirable has become reimagined as a system of
protective quarantine. And, as such, this killing helps to hide the reality that
ultimately, the most invasive and environmentally destructive animals on the
planet are not pigs on a small island but, indeed, ourselves.
PART I: OF PIGS, EAGLES, AND FOXES
The environmental justification for the killing of the feral pigs by the Nature
Conservancy, the private nonprofit that, in large part, owns the Santa Cruz
Island, is that it was necessary to protect biodiversity and endangered animals. The argument was the feral pigs had attracted golden eagles who then,
in turn, had started to prey on a type of endangered fox found on the island.
As both the National Park Service website and printed bulletin on the topic
explain:
[F]eral pigs have played a pivotal role in the catastrophic decline of island
foxes. Piglets provide a year-round food source for golden eagles, allowing
these formerly rare or occasional visitors to expand their range and establish
resident populations on the island that then prey on island foxes. Golden eagle
predation has placed the fox on the brink of extinction on Santa Cruz, Santa
Rosa, and San Miguel Islands. 13
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It is this narrative that underlies Pollan’s argument that animals’ rights are
inherently in tension with environmentalism. As Pollan pens in The Omnivores Dilemma:
As I write, a team of sharpshooters in the employ of the National Park Service
and the Nature Conservancy is at work killing thousands of feral pigs on Santa
Cruz Island, eighteen miles off the coast of Southern California. The slaughter
is part of an ambitious plan to restore the island’s habitat and save the island
fox, an endangered species found on a handful of Southern California islands
and nowhere else. To save the fox the Park Service and Nature Conservancy
must first undo a complicated chain of ecological changes wrought by humans
beginning more than a century ago. 14

However, this simplistic narrative has widely been exposed as a marketing
ploy. Tim Setnicka, the former Superintendent of the Channel Islands National Park, the original advocate for the pig removal program, and the coauthors of the original environmental assessment report for the island 15 have
come forward to admit that the primary motivations for the program were not
environmental but aesthetic. As Setnicka explained:
To help sell the fox restoration program, for which we had no money, we came
up with the media spin that one of the main reasons golden eagles reside on
park islands was because of pigs. This would help vilify the pigs and help
support the pig removal project. We didn't really remind folks that by 1991, we
had shot all the pigs on Santa Rosa Island, so there were no pigs for eagles to
eat. Of course, the golden eagles eat pigs, but they eat many more foxes, which
are easier for them to catch. 16

Confessions which, in turn, led Michael Markarian, the Chief Program and
Policy Officer of The Humane Society of the United States, to reveal that the
suggestion of a contraception program to remove the pigs was simply dismissed. 17 What both Setnicka and Markarian claim motivated the killing of
the feral pigs was not environmental concerns, but instead a desire to exterminate all animal species, based solely on their ancestry and their lack of
appeal to humans. 18
I spend such time quoting both Setnicka and Markarian because Pollan
cites the article that all of these quotations come from but, simply ignores all
of their claims. 19 It is also likely that Nature Conservancy is aware of these
critiques, since Setnicka served as the Superintendent of the Channel Islands
National Park and was listed as the “Contact for More Information” on the
Environmental Assessment Report which the Nature Conservancy used as
the basis for their removal of the feral pig population. 20 However, as with
Pollan, I find no mention of the criticism nor a response on any of the Nature
Conservancy websites or publications. While demonstratively aware of
multiple criticisms of the feral pig removal project, Pollan and the Nature
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Conservancy responded to the criticism only by selective omission. For example, Pollan directly quotes the first part of the earlier cited Op-Ed (in
which Setnicka admits that the pig removal program was developed as a
marketing technique) without reproducing or responding to this admission or
any part of the rest of the article. As Pollan writes:
A spokesman for the Humane Society of the United States [Michael Markarian ] claimed in an op-ed article [i.e., the same one that included the confession
by Tim Setnicka] that “wounded pigs and orphaned piglets will be chased with
dogs and finished off with knives and bludgeons.” Note the rhetorical shift in
focus from the [species] Pig, which is how the Park Service ecologists would
have us see the matter, to images of individual pigs, wounded and orphaned,
being hunted down by dogs and men wielding bludgeons. 21

There is no mention by Pollan that the former Superintendent of the Channel
Islands National Park admits that the program had nothing to do with environmentalism; that the Humane Society of the United States had offered a
different approach of pig removal based on contraception use and sterilization; that previous efforts at species eradication on other islands had disastrous results; that various groups have claimed that the environmental arguments put forward by the Nature Conservancy were specious (all of which
were contained within this same article). Instead, Pollan wrongly pretends
that the only criticism by animal rights activists was based on a distinction
between individual animal’s suffering and suffering of the animal as a species, even though it would have been impossible for him to read the part of
the article that he reproduced without reading the other criticism as well. In
other words, Pollan choose to take only the first paragraph, completely out of
context, in order to misrepresent the entire issue of the Humane Society (and,
by extension, all animal “rights” organizations). 22 The actual argument by
the Humane Society is not, as Pollan tries to suggest, between individual
animals and collective species; nor for that matter, is it between the environment and animals’ rights. Instead, the argument that the Humane Society
made is that the claim that the pigs, who have lived on the island for at least a
150 years, are an invasive feral species which must be killed was used as a
smokescreen to justify killing the pigs without any truly supporting evidence.
The Humane Society’s (and many animal rights organizations’) argument is
not that the individual should outweigh the species or that the environment
should outweigh animal rights, but instead that a rhetoric of protecting the
environment is being strategically deployed, not to protect any animals at all
but instead only to help hide the reality of the mass killing of feral pigs which
was undertaken purely for ascetic and marketing reasons.
It appears that Pollan includes this entire example—not in order to explain a theory he derived from the example itself 23—but instead as a “cut and
paste” example to prove a theory he already wished to believe in. Specifical-
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ly, Pollan published this identical chapter several years earlier (including the
same argument about this supposed tension between “individual” animal
rights versus “collectivities” species loss and environmentalism) as a article
in the New York Times with only one significant difference: the section about
the Santa Cruz island was instead written about “Wrightson Island.” Here are
the exact paragraphs that he originally used in the New York Times article
(with the Wrightson Island in the place of the Santa Cruz island):
In 1611 Juan da Goma (aka Juan the Disoriented) made accidental landfall on
Wrightson Island, a six-square-mile rock in the Indian Ocean. The island's sole
distinction is as the only known home of the Arcania tree and the bird that
nests in it, the Wrightson giant sea sparrow. Da Goma and his crew stayed a
week, much of that time spent in a failed bid to recapture the ship’s escaped
goat—who happened to be pregnant. Nearly four centuries later, Wrightson
Island is home to 380 goats that have consumed virtually every scrap of
vegetation in their reach. The youngest Arcania tree on the island is more than
300 years old, and only 52 sea sparrows remain. In the animal rights view, any
one of those goats have at least as much right to life as the last Wrightson
sparrow on earth, and the trees, because they are not sentient, warrant no moral
consideration whatsoever. (In the mid-80’s a British environmental group set
out to shoot the goats, but was forced to cancel the expedition after the Mammal Liberation Front bombed its offices.)
The story of Wrightson Island (recounted by the biologist David Ehrenfeld
in “Beginning Again”) suggests at the very least that a human morality based
on individual rights makes for an awkward fit when applied to the natural
world. This should come as no surprise: morality is an artifact of human
culture, devised to help us negotiate social relations. It’s very good for that.
But just as we recognize that nature doesn’t provide an adequate guide for
human social conduct, isn’t it anthropocentric to assume that our moral system
offers an adequate guide for nature? We may require a different set of ethics to
guide our dealings with the natural world, one as well suited to the particular
needs of plants and animals and habitats (where sentience counts for little) as
rights suit us humans today. 24

The problem is that “Wrightson Island” does not exist. It was a wholly
fictitious creation of David Ehrenfiled in his book Beginning Again: People
and Nature in the New Millennium. In other words, just to be very clear,
Pollan’s original “proof” that animal rights must violate environmental ethics
was based—exclusively—on his reading of a fictitious example as an actual
event. And, after the New York Times was forced to print a correction 25
admitting that the island (and for that matter the “Mammal Liberation
Front”) never even existed, Pollan simply “swapped” one example (Wrightson Island) for another (Santa Cruz Island) without altering—in any substantive way whatsoever—his overarching thesis or argument. My point is not
that Pollan made an embarrassing journalist error in treating a fictitious example as scientific evidence: any one can make an error. My point is that
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what both of these examples prove (that Wrightson Island does not even
exist, and that the op-ed about Santa Cruz is quoted—completely—out of
context) is that—at least for Pollan—the argument about the tension between
animal rights and environmentalism does not represent an opinion he is deriving from an objective study of large amounts of empirical evidence. Instead, it seems clear that Pollan first derives the argument as something he
wishes to be “true” (in order to able to discredit animal rights) and then he
searches for some type of evidence he might be able to employ to support his
already pre-determined thesis.
The Nature Conservancy, likewise, seems prone to these types of omissions and distortions since, from its very inception, its goal has always been
to remove plants and animals they have viewed as cosmetically undesirable.
As Jo-Ann Shelton, 26 a professor in the Environmental Studies program at
University of California, Santa Barbara, has documented, the purpose of the
Nature Conservancy (on which Pollan bases his arguments) is not to achieve
environmental balance, but instead, to eradicate all post-Columbian plant and
animal species regardless of the environmental realties involved. As Shelton
phrases it:
Despite its name, The Nature Conservancy planned not simply to conserve
populations of pre-Columbian plants and animals, but to restore a pre-Columbian landscape. The two goals are similar, but not identical. Conservation
allows for a possible co-existence of species; restoration is a type of biological
cleansing, an “exorcism of the exotics” . . . that requires that all European
elements be removed in order to recreate an archaic scene. 27

Therefore, both the Nature Conservancy and Pollan, while aware of the critiques against the killing of the feral pig population, simply chose not to
answer the claims that were made against them, as the criticisms undermine
their already predetermined narratives.
PART II: FETISHES
While this narrative provided by Pollan and the Nature Conservancy is factually incorrect, there are a couple of fairly deep issues also at work here that I
want to pause to unpack. For, while the work Pollan cites to justify killing the
pigs was, in large part, “pseudo-science,” the actual motivations were twofold: first, there was a certain view of what constituted “wilderness”; secondly, there was a certain specieist bias against those animals used for domestic
food consumption. There were in fact three different species originally left
on the island over 150 years ago: horses, sheep, and pigs. None of the horses
were killed (they were all removed and found homes); some of the sheep
were killed, but by then there were protests, so the sheep were all round up,
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not killed, and then sold to a food processing plant; all the pigs were killed in
an extremely brutal manner. 28 So, there was a clearly different value assigned to each of these equally feral species, not presumably based on the
species itself (pigs are as intelligent as sheep), but because of their relative
social value to Americans in food consumption.
The “overpopulation” of feral pigs was, in large part, caused by the killing/removal of feral sheep that were originally considered the worst ecological problem. 29 Once there were no more sheep to compete for resources, it
helped to cause the feral pig “explosion,” i.e., “managing” and killing off one
species leads to more managing and more killing. Because of the experience
over the outcry about the “feral” sheep, the Nature Conservancy brought in
private contractors from New Zealand (Prohunt Incorporated) to exterminate
the pigs. Prohunt is, in essence, a global for-profit animal exterminator. To
kill the pigs, Prohunt:
1. Erected fences across the entire island to turn it into manageable sections with traps and shooting;
2. Employed dogs and guns to hunt down pigs; 30
3. Escalated to shooting pigs down from helicopters;
4. When that didn’t (fully) work, they went to injecting pigs with GPS
locators. Since pigs are inherently social creatures, they would seek
each other out. As soon as they did, the contractors would come and
kill the pigs. So pigs’ very socialness was turned into a weapon
against them.
5. When even this didn’t fully work, Prohunt removed the reproductive
organs of the captured female pigs; forced them, chemically, to be
perpetually in “heat”; injected them with GPS trackers, and then used
this to attract the other pigs who were then killed. This strategy, described as “Judas pigs,” 31 proved to be highly effective and was the
most widely used. 32 To give idea of the scale of these actions, in only
411 days, Prohunt slaughtered 5,036 pigs. 33
Thus, two natural occurrences (friendship and mating) were violated, were
chemically, biologically, and mechanically exploited in order to supposedly
“protect” nature. Each of these actions taken entailed a significant environmental and ecological impact (helicopters, bullets, and fencing of an entire
island); all of which received no consideration throughout the Prohunt report,
the Nature Conservancy website, or the work by Pollan or any other advocate
for the program. And, likewise, the suffering of the pigs themselves was
given zero concern by anyone involved. 34 In fact, ironically, the fear that
some people might care about the animals was itself the justification for such
complete brutality: They had to kill all the pigs before anyone could raise
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awareness of what was occurring. As the report by Prohunt International
phrased it:
Because animal control is controversial, the likelihood of legal action against
an eradication project is high. . . . Legal action could prevent project completion or public pressure can sway a land manager’s commitment to a project
even if the eradication was considered the only solution to a conservation
problem. . . . To reduce these risks, eradication projects must operate efficiently, which requires intensive planning and commitment by the organization
conducting the field activities. 35

In other words, animals had to be exterminated to protect animals; nature had
to be violated in order to protect nature. And finally, there is fairly convincing evidence that the entire ecological arguments against the pigs (protecting
endangered foxes, eagles, etc.) were either untrue, exaggerated, or could
have been solved by other options (Shelton; Reynolds; Markarian; Channel
Islands Animal Protection Association). Instead it seems likely that the actual
motivations were aesthetic—to remove those animals which appear unnatural to the visitors (feral pigs, sheep, and horses). “Nature” represents, at least
in this specific case, less a question of stable ecosystems and more an Edenesque myth of “untouched” and “unspoiled” wilderness. Ironically, producing the visible approximation of this romantic myth was achieved by chemically induced estrus, GPS markers, and machine guns. As William Cronon
argued in his classic article “The Trouble with Wilderness:”
Far from being the one place on earth that stands apart from humanity, it is
quite profoundly a human creation. . . . Wilderness hides its unnaturalness
behind a mask that is all the more beguiling because it seems so natural. As we
gaze into the mirror it holds up for us, we too easily imagine that what we
behold is Nature when in fact we see the reflection of our own unexamined
longings and desires. For this reason, we mistake ourselves when we suppose
that wilderness can be the solution to our culture’s problematic relationships
with the nonhuman world, for wilderness is itself no small part of the problem. 36

What the example of the eradication of the feral pigs of the Santa Cruz Island
reveals is not the protection of nature, as much as its production as a buyable
and sellable product. The Nature Conservancy, while a nonprofit, is the
wealthiest environmental organization (by sum of assets, endowments, and
annual budget) and lists over sixteen different ways people can donate to
support its work on its website (Nature Conservancy “Membership and Giving”). In fact, the Washington Post has described the Nature Conservancy as
“something of a corporate juggernaut,” based on its similarities and connections to for-profit corporations. As the Post documented in a lengthy threepart article on the Conservancy:
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The Arlington-based Nature Conservancy has blossomed into the world’s
richest environmental group, amassing $3 billion in assets by pledging to
save precious places. . . . Yet the Conservancy has logged forests, engineered
a $64 million deal paving the way for opulent houses on fragile grasslands and
drilled for natural gas under the last breeding ground of an endangered bird
species. . . . Its governing board and advisory council now include executives
and directors from one or more oil companies, chemical producers, auto
manufacturers, mining concerns, logging operations and coal-burning electric
utilities. Some of those corporations have paid millions in environmental
fines. Last year, they and other corporations donated $225 million to the
Conservancy—an amount approaching that given by individuals. Today, the
million-member Conservancy itself is something of a corporate juggernaut,
Big Green. It is also the leading proponent of a brand of environmentalism that
promotes compromise between conservation and corporate America. 37

Hence, I see in this production of nature, a human-made product of consumption, a type of “commodity fetishism.” Marx first defined commodity fetish
in Capital, Vol. I:
In order, therefore, to find an analogy we must take flight into the misty realm
of religion. There the products of the human brain appear as autonomous
figures endowed with a life of their own, which enter into relations both with
each other and with the human race. So it is in the world of commodities with
the products of men’s hands. I call this the fetishism which attaches itself to
the products of labour as soon as they are produced as commodities, and is
therefore inseparable from the production of commodities. 38

Marx’s essential argument is that material objects appear—as if by magic—
without any reference to the labor conditions which were utilized in order to
actually produce the product. However, in this case, what we see is a reversal, since we usually think of nature as the opposite of a human-made product, and indeed, this desire to sell a view of nature as “untouched by human
hands” apparently helped to underlie part of the reason and attraction of the
slaughter of the Santa Cruz pigs in the first place. Slaughter of feral pigs
operates as a type of “post-commodity fetish,” in that it is precisely because
of the desire to escape the confines of the human-made and consumerist
culture, to return to an idea of Edenic-wilderness, that seems to underlie the
desire to exterminate the pigs. In other words, ironically, the very product
that is being sold is itself the desire to transcend the commodity fetishism of
consumerist culture and return to a supposed earlier time of “realness” and
“authenticity.” As such “nature” comes to operate as a product, but a product
that must be perpetually managed as a kind of “anthropocentric environmentalism,” in which the human is perpetually kept at the center of the creation
even as every effort is made to make her seem to vanish into an “island
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paradise” that looks, supposedly, the way it did “hundreds of years ago” and
“worlds apart” (Nature Conservatory; National Park Service).
This mass death, slaughter, torture, and killing of animals is justified only
via reference to the need to “protect” both animals and the natural world. As
such, I read this supposed, but false, need to remove feral pigs in relation to
the idea behind locavorism, the practice of trying to eat from small, local, and
humane farms within a limited geographic distance. As I have previously
argued, 39, 40, 41 the product that the locavore movement sells is itself the idea
of a return to an earlier time of authenticity beyond consumerism and the
commodity fetish, i.e., locavorism, itself, is an example of “post-commodity”
fetishism. This connection between feral animals and so-called humane or
local meat is right at the heart of Pollan’s work. He directly extends from the
“symbiosis” of humans having to kill off pigs (to save the foxes) to his claim
that there is a “symbiosis” of farmers’ raising animals for human consumption. 42 As such, the argument about feral animals really serves as simply
something of an aside to prove his essential argument about the “naturalness”
of meat eating. As evidence, this discussion about the feral pig population
occurs directly before his section entitled “The Vegan Utopia,” which takes
up the majority of the chapter. 43 This second argument is perhaps the essential argument for Pollan, in which he believes that there exists a type of
unwritten social contract between “Man” and the animals whom he eats—we
feed and take care of animals and, in return, are allowed to eat them. And
hence, his critique of “factory farming” represents a call, not to end the
eating of all animals, but only to fix the failure to “take care” of the animals
in the first place.
Pollan’s underlying argument and the manner in which he is able to segue
from feral animals to humane farming are based on the second idea that I
think underlies both of these arguments, that of “biopolitics”: the argument
that humans have to manage life itself. 44 The concept of biopolitics, as explained by the French theorist Michel Foucault, has two essential parts. The
first aspect is the propensity of states or corporations to manage statistical
categories of life (i.e., populations of feral animals on an island). As Foucault
phrased it, biopolitics represents the “ratio of births to deaths, the rate of
reproduction, the fertility of a population, and so on.” 45 However, more than
a series of possible actions (sterilization or birth control, removal or extermination), what most fascinates Foucault is the shift in ideology. Specifically,
Foucault is interested in the way in which the state and markets’ production
of death becomes refigured into the “protection” of life itself: “This death
that was based on the right of the sovereign is now manifested as simply the
reverse of the right of the social body to ensure, maintain, or develop its life.
Yet wars were never as bloody as they have been since the nineteenth century, and all things being equal, never before did regimes visit such holocausts
on their own populations.” 46 In other words, what most interested Foucault
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about the concept of “biopolitics” and its particular importance for our work
in this chapter, is the manner in which the state or the market has moved to a
system whereby all decisions must always and already be premised on the
protecting of life (the pig must be killed to protect the foxes), even as, in
reality, more death than ever is produced, not by a “right” to kill, but by a
“right” to protect life (animals are killed in order to “protect” animals).
The basic idea seems to be that “nature” cannot manage itself without our
constant human “intervention.” And yet this “intervention” must itself be
continually re-hidden. So, like the invisible hands of the market which still
require constant human intervention, this call for both the removal of feral
animals and the raising of humane meat seem simultaneously to both call for
and disavow the constant involvement of the human within the so called
“natural.”
To make sense of the removal of the pigs in Santa Cruz, we need to think
of commodity fetish and biopolitics in terms of each other. 47 In the classical
idea of the commodity fetish, the labor of producing an item might be concealed so that products attempt to appear as if no labor was involved, almost
by magic. (Our new Apple computer advertises that it was “designed in
California,” while being wholly built in China by workers who, at least
formerly, had to sign contracts promising not to commit suicide 48, 49). So too,
the labor in producing this island, Prohunt, the killing, etc. all have to vanish.
But there is in classical consumer fetishism at least the idea that one is
actually purchasing something; there is in fact, a product being purchased, a
commodity no matter how removed from the labor to produce that commodity the item has become (i.e., we at least realize that we are purchasing a
computer, no matter how removed it is from the labor conditions that have
produced it). However, in this new “post-commodity” fetishism, what is
concealed is not only, or even most importantly, the labor aspect of the
commodity, but simply the idea that one is purchasing a commodity at all.
Hence, the supposed Edenic view of the Santa Cruz Island, owned and privately managed primarily by the Nature Conservancy, presents itself as not
even being a product at all, as simply appearing, as a return to “nature.” And
therefore, the violence inherent in producing, maintaining, and refining these
manufactured and marketed views must itself be inscribed into a “natural,” or
in other words, a biopolitcal valence. Hence, the unending fiction that the
technological violence endemic in the killing of the so-called invasive species is simply a return to nature, the claim that The Nature Conservancy is
not violating nature but instead undoing, almost atoning, for an earlier violation of nature by removing a feral species in order to return the island to its
earlier condition. The logic of biopolitics (that man has to manage and protect life itself) serves as the justification to produce the commodity fetish,
while the logic of the commodity fetish, and indeed now the now postcommodity fetish (nature simply appears as if by magic, not only not made
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by man but not even sold by man), hides the functions of the biopolitical
management. When the Nature Conservancy claims, as it currently does on
its’ website: “Once on the brink of ecological collapse, Santa Cruz Island
now offers visitors a glimpse of what southern California used to be like
hundreds of years ago,” 50 the very product being sold is the ability to simultaneously travel through time before human intervention and control and
atone for environmental damage produced by such human control not via
less human domination and control, but via always more.
PART III: AN ISLAND “PARADISE”
Such claims are particularly troubling in the case of the Channel Islands (of
which Santa Cruz is a part) as it is the site of the oldest human remains in
North America. 51 As Susann Leikam argues:
The desirable target state of the Channel Islands is not imagined to be based on
the co-existence of human and non-human beings but rather to be characterized by the absence or minimal involvement of all humans. This is ironic since
the California Channel Islands happen to be the place with the oldest record of
human settlement on the North American continent and thus also with the
longest history of human modification. This highlights how pervasive the influence of the American ‘cult of wilderness,’ whose main basic tenet entails
the exclusion of any human presence from the wilderness . . . actually is. In
this line of thinking, all interaction between humans and the flora and fauna in
environments designated as wilderness spoils ‘nature’ and is therefore objectionable. 52

To choose the site of the Santa Cruz Island as the locale to “restore” an island
to a place before human intervention is, arguably, the most ironic choice of
locale in all of North America. It is particularly ironic in terms of fox, as it is
estimated that humans predate the arrival of the island fox (from the mainland) by thousands of years; to “restore” the island to a time before human
intervention would involve, among other changes, the reintroduction of the
mammoth. 53
Furthermore, to claim, as the Nature Conservancy currently does, that
they have returned the island to what it was like “hundreds of years in the
past,” but without any people living on the island, erases the entire history of
the native people, the Chumash nation, from the history of the island. If the
Nature Conservancy actually wanted to “return” the island to the same condition it existed in before the advent of Western colonialism, they would have
to return the control of the island over to Chumash people, who both still
exist and— as late as 1984—were still suing in federal court for the return of
the island. 54 However, as far as I can tell, no one from the Nature Conservancy, the Nation Park Service, or, for that matter, Michael Pollan, is advocating
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for the return of the island to the sovereignty of Chumash people. It is also
revealing to reflect on the ways in which competing interpretations of time
and authenticity work to simultaneously exclude both the feral animals and
the native peoples from a right to continue to live on the island. The feral
animals lack the right because of their relative “newness” (i.e., their claim is
not old enough); the courts have ruled that Chumash nation lacks validity
because it is relative oldness (i.e., their claim of ownership isn’t recent
enough). This tension is odd as the Chumash nation was decimated and
removed from the island in approximately the same time period as ranchers
first introduced the first feral species of animals (i.e., the 1600s through
1880s). If, as the Nature Conservancy would seem to argue, the composition
of the island before the 1880s represents some type of singular moment of
time that has to be preserved against all forms of later foreign encroachment,
it would seem unarguable that the island should be returned the Chumash
people and protected from the interference by later Western people (including the Nature Conservancy itself).
Far from returning the island “back” to its condition in the past, the
Nature Conservancy is, in fact, creating something new: a pristine “island
paradise” free from human habitation, even though that was not case for over
ten thousand years of the island’s history. Far from a “return” to nature, the
Nature Conservancy is constructing, producing, and fabricating a simulacrum of nature, designed for an aesthetic idea of what the Nature Conservancy believes nature “should” look like. As such the Nature Conservancy operates in a permanent state of ironic tension: It has to both—simultaneously—
erase the extremely long history of human involvement in the island and hide
the constant and massive human intervention necessary to maintain the image of an “island paradise” restored to pristine condition from “hundreds of
years ago.” This tension is apparent throughout their website which—simultaneously—strives both to highlight and hide the Nature Conservancy constant involvement. For example: “The wild foxes are monitored using radio
collars, vaccinated annually for rabies and canine distemper and living happily once again in their island paradise.” 55
Certain corollaries exist between Nature Conservancy’s production of an
“island paradise” and Disney Corporation’s earlier production of an “Animal
Kingdom.” The Disney Corporation created the Animal Kingdom Theme
Park on Earth Day, April 22, 1998. While Disney is a wholly for-profit
enterprise, the website and promotional materials repeatedly reassure the
reader that that the purpose of the Animal Kingdom Theme Park is not
monetary but instead conservation. For example, as Disney currently lists on
their website: The Animal Kingdom “reflects Walt Disney’s dedication to
conservation and is committed to animal care, education and research” (“Disney's Animal Kingdom Theme Park”) as well as claiming that “[m]any of the
planet’s most amazing animals, from elephants and tigers to sea turtles and
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sharks, call Disney home—as do some of the world’s leading wildlife conservationists, animal care experts and educators” (“Disney Animals”). The
Disney Corporation even provides specific examples of their conservation
efforts based on the each of the animal species included in the theme park.
For example, in the section on “migratory birds,” Disney assures readers
that:
Disney Is Helping Migratory Birds!
It was Walt Disney’s dream to protect habitat for wildlife, which is why he set
aside one-third of Walt Disney World Resort—over 8,000 acres of wetland
and upland habitats—as a protected area. Disney’s Wildlife Management and
Conservation Area (WMCA) serves as an important corridor for many migratory bird species and a wintering and breeding location for others. 56

Of course, the reality is that the Animal Kingdom at Disney is not motivated
by either conservation or science. Instead it represents an observable—if
wholly invented—simulacrum of what tourist population would like to see
and enjoy as it matches what they imagine “nature” might look like. And,
unsurprisingly, to maintain such an ongoing simulation of the natural requires constant and ongoing control by humans. Such control, frequently,
entails animal death and suffering from what might be viewed as “unnatural”
sources (for example, wild cranes run over by Safari vehicles; elephants who
die in shipping; cheetahs killed by exposure to chemicals found in antifreeze. 57 While not on the same type of scale, it is my argument that certain
continuities between Disney’s production of an “Animal Kingdom” and the
Nature Conservancy’s production of an “island paradise” can be found. In
both cases there is an ongoing justification that what is going on is based
purely in science and conservation. Yet, despite claims to the contrary, this
man-made “production” of nature is not, in any way, a “return” to a supposed
earlier time of less human control, but in both cases, ever more. There has, in
fact, been constant human contact and intervention in the Santa Cruz Island
for over ten thousand years. While the introduction of the new species was,
undoubtedly, highly disruptive two hundred years ago, the goats, pigs, and
horses and other animals have lived—in relative ecological balance—on the
island since the 1880s. It is only since the advent of DDT (which decimated
the bald eagle population) and the human killing of the goats that the population of golden eagles grew to such large populations. Much like the children’s song of the “Old Woman Who Swallowed A Fly,” the killing and
controlling of one species seems to necessitate the killing and controlling of
yet another. As Tim Setnicka, the Retired Superintendent of the Channel
Islands National Park phrased it: “A large portion of the park’s history revolved around killing one species to save another.” 58 In fact, there is already
some evidence that the resurgence of the fox species may endanger the native
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spotted skunk species. 59 Will the Nature Conservancy need to “remove”
some of the island foxes to now save the island skunks? Or, as seems more
likely, will they simply allowed the skunk population to go extinct as foxes
more closely match the humans’ view of pristine wilderness? In all cases, the
goal of what is being produced—the true product—is not an actual stable and
sustainable ecosystem or even an uncontrolled “wildness” separate from human intervention; instead, much like the Disney’s Animal Kingdom, what
the Nature Conservancy produces is a facsimile of nature based on how it, or
its donors, imagine a return to the natural might appear. As Robert H. Nelson, a professor at the University of Maryland, explained in the New York
Times about a similar move to remove goats from the Galápagos island: “The
actions there now are in effect merely creating a simulation of God’s original
nature untouched by human hand. It is more like Disneyland than the real
thing.” 60
PART IV: THE HUMAN BURDEN
However, let us suppose—for a second—that I am wrong on every point: all
of the pigs had to be killed—in exactly the draconian steps outlined—for no
other reason at all than the wholly altruistic desire to protect an endangered
fox population on a small island, which could not have been protected in any
other way and whose continued growth will not lead to any future human
involvement. Even if all that were true, it would not alter the failure of
Michael Pollan’s original argument with which we began this chapter. As
any activist or scholar can attest, to enter into the world of critical animal
scholarship is to enter the world of increasingly esoteric and fanciful hypothetical examples: “If you had to choose to save your dog or your child in a
burning building, whom would you chose to save?” “If you were in a life
boat and could only save your dog or your wife, whom you would throw off
the life boat?” and, perhaps, most commonly, “Suppose that you were
trapped on a deserted island with nothing else to eat; would you chose to kill
and eat an animal?” Such questions would seem to have little relevance in
day to day life. However, what appears to be behind these questions, is that
the questioner believes that if in any existing—or imagined—scenario, it is
ever justified to kill any at animal at all, then, somehow, the animal rights’
position has become “invalidated,” and the any case of killing any animal
whatsoever is justified. This type of failed logic is exactly the case we can
see in Pollan’s invoking of the issue of feral animals and invasive species. He
is, in essence, simply asking an updated version of the “if you were stranded
on a desert island with nothing to eat” type argument. As Pollan’s use of a
wholly fictitious example in his first publication on the topic, followed by a
rough “cut and paste” version of the argument in the second, in which he
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misused quotations out of context, what seems to be at stake for Pollan’s
invocation of this argument is not his concern with endanger foxes. (If Pollan
has been particularly active on the issue of endangered island animal populations, I have yet to be able locate it.) Instead, I see these questions as expressions of “bad faith.” The purpose of invoking these questions is not, in
reality, to determine what would work out best in terms of addressing the
issue of invasive species (or, for that matter, nutritional options on deserted
islands or effective contingency plans in in case of home fires); in a certain
sense, to try and accurately answer the question raised, as I have tried to do
here, is to miss the actual point of question in the first place: These “bad
faith” questions serve only to pretend that even a single case of justification
for killing animals disproves animal ethics and justifies the consumption of
meat. However, such a conclusion is unwarranted. If feral pigs on the Santa
Cruz should—or should not—have been killed does not in any way answer
Pollan’s question about rather animal rights is “right” or “wrong ” or, even
more specifically, address whether Pollan is morally justified in the consumption of meat and other animal products. For the simple truth is that, if
Pollan is truly concerned with growth of climate change or presence of
invasive species, the single most important action he can take is to sustainably decrease or eliminate his consumption of animal based products.
While—perhaps—there can be some scientific debate if feral pigs should, or
should not, be removed to save an island, there is no scientific justification
for Pollan to continue to consume animal products, no matter how they may
have been raised or produced. In all cases my argument remains the same:
What we need is not to choose between animal rights or environmentalism;
we need to—indeed must—develop a complicated, nuanced, and intersectional approach that combines the insights of both animal rights and environmentalism to formulate a system that cares and accounts for the suffering of
both individual animals and the wider ecosystems in which all of us reside.
However, if humans were to consider such an analysis, we may conclude
that the invasive species we need most to worry about and strive to change
are not feral pigs on a small island but, instead, ourselves. For, there is a final
level of disavowal and supposed atonement hiding behind this Edenic façade;
specifically, that the major drivers of both species extinction and biodiversity
loss are not feral pigs but global meat consumption. As the United Nations
first phrased it in 2006 (a situation which has only worsened since then):
Livestock now account for about 20 percent of the total terrestrial animal
biomass, and 30 percent of the earth’s land surface that they now pre-empt was
once habitat for wildlife. Indeed, the livestock sector may well be the leading
player in the reduction of biodiversity, since it is the major driver of deforestation, as well as one of the leading drivers of land degradation, pollution,
climate change, overfishing, sedimentation of coastal areas and facilitation of
invasions by alien species. 61
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Hence, to bring this chapter full circle, I want to see this discourse concerning the killing of feral animals in relation to the discourse about humane
farming. In reality animals on so-called humane farms are still genetically
modified, grossly mistreated, and killed while still only babies in industrial
slaughterhouses. 62 But even if this were not the case, the practice would be
virtually irrelevant since 99.9 percent of all farmed animals in the United
States are raised in factory farm conditions. 63 Hence, I have previously
argued, 64 that the entire appeal or utility of the locavore product is to mask
the near universal reality of the factory farm system, and more importantly,
to mask the reality of the hard choice—that it is impossible to have one’s
meat and ethics, too. In other words, that what consumers are purchasing at a
premium is not the meat per se, but a forgetting that a decision has to be
made. As such the few token animals that do live on these supposedly more
humane farms serve as kind of symbolic proxy of atonement, like the United
States President’s odd practice of pardoning one turkey before Thanksgiving
in which Americans will kill millions of turkeys. 65 Likewise, these farms act
as type of symbolic pardoning of a few animals to atone for the approximately 70 billion animals who will soon be killed worldwide in—almost
exclusively—factory farm conditions.
The final lens through which I see this killing of pigs on the Santa Cruz
Island is via a symbolic atonement and disavowal. Like the “pardoned” turkey or the less than one percent of animals who are raised on “humane”
farms, in a world in which an estimated dozen species go extinct every single
day and as high as half of all species may go extinct by 2050, the act of
“saving” a single species of island foxes represents, almost exclusively, a
wholly symbolic action. 66 Indeed, in the same state as the Santa Cruz islands,
the San Joaquin Kit Fox is facing near extinction—almost exclusively—from
encroachment by human population and agriculture. 67 Therefore, like the
locavore or humane farming movement, the “saving” of the island foxes
hides the reality that the single largest drivers of species loss and extinction
are not pigs but humans, including humans’ epic consumption of other animals. Such a disavowal works particularly well, since it supposedly necessitates and justifies the killing of animals, when in reality it is the raising and
killing of animals, such as pigs, that is itself helping to cause the very epidemic of species extinction for which these deaths are supposed to atone. In
perfect anthropocentric logic, the cause of eradication of species is shifted
from humans to the animals themselves, in which via biopolitics and the
commodity fetish, the human can now intervene in order to “save” them.
We have a term from colonialism, “the white man’s burden,” 68 and in this
type of eradication, I think we can see a kind of parallel “human burden,” in
which our domination continues now simply under a logic of protective care.
We have to control the natural world in order to save it; we have to kill
animals in order to protect them. The appeal of Pollan’s arguments for pur-
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chasing “humane meat” and the Nature Conservancy’s eradication efforts
are, in essence, the same: One can simultaneously purchase one’s way out of
the commodity fetish, kill one’s way out of the logic of biopolitics, and,
somehow, dominate one’s way out of the anthropocentric paradigm.
NOTES
1. Michael Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals (New
York: Penguin, 2006).
2. Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma, 342.
3. Donna J. Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2008).
4. Donna Haraway’s treatment of the issues is a little more complicated than Pollan’s (who
is my focus for this chapter). However, Haraway’s interest also speaks to the symbolic importance that this single incident has acquired in which multiple scholars all are using this single
incident to examine a supposed tension between animal rights and environmentalism.
5. T. C. Boyle, When the Killing's Done (New York: Viking, 2011).
6. Despite the over-arching pro feral animal removal argument that seems to run though
Boyle’s text, his own view on animal rights are a bit more complicated than one might think
simply by reading his fictitious text. For example, in an interview he explains that he is
primarily vegetarian because of his view of pig intelligence being equal to that of dogs:
Q: I’m sure you’re familiar with Michael Pollan and The Omnivore’s Dilemma.
How have you solved your own “omnivore’s dilemma”?
A: It’s taken me a lifetime to become primarily vegetarian. I will not eat pork
because of the mistreatment of the pigs, who are as intelligent as dogs, which is just
so wrong. My wife, on the other hand, she eats big bloody slabs of meat all day
long. [Laughs] We can’t get too fanatical. I don’t believe in condemning other
people. After all, as humans, we’re all sinning in some way. (Jessica Dur, “Never
Done: An Interview with Author T. C. Boyle,” April 18, 2011)
Such comments actually echo Haraway’s own ambivalent reaction to her own eating of
feral pigs (because of their similar intelligence level to dogs). In both cases, one of the more
fascinating aspects of the question of invasive species is that even people who might problematize the eating of these killed animals seem to view the slaughter of them as “invasive” species
in less problematic terms.
7. This basis (as well as the use of clichés) is noticeable even from the first words of the
book’s summary in the inside cover: “Alma Boyd Takesue is a National Park Service biologist
who is spearheading the efforts to save the islands’ endangered native creatures from invasive
species such as rats and feral pigs, which, in her view, must be eliminated. Her antagonist,
Dave LaJoy, is a muscular, dreadlocked local businessman who, along with his inamorata, the
folk-singer Anise Reed, is fiercely opposed to the killing of any species whatsoever, and will go
to any lengths to subvert to the plans of Alma and her colleagues” (Boyle, When the Killing's
Done).
See also: Susanne Leikam, “Environmental Imaginations of the California Channel Islands
and Ecological Crisis in T.C. Boyle’s When the Killing’s Done,” Ecozono vol. 5, no. 1 (2014):
136–54.
8. Vasile Stanescu, “Crocodile Tears: Compassionate Carnivores and the Marketing of
‘Happy Meat,’” Critical Animal Studies (Canadian Scholars Press, 2014): 216–33; Vasile
Stanescu, “Green Eggs and Ham: Michael Pollan, Locavores, and the Myth of Environmentally,” Sustainable Meat,” The Journal of Critical Animal Studies VII. 3 (2009): 18–55; Vasile
Stanescu, “Man’s ‘Best Friend’: Why Human Rights Need Animal Rights,” The Journal of
Critical Animal Studies. Special Issue: Animals and Prisons (2012), 66–97; Vasile Stanescu,
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“Why ‘Loving’ Animals is Not Enough: A Response to Kathy Rudy, Locavorism, and the
Marketing of ‘Humane’ Meat,” The Journal of American Culture vol. 36 (2013): 100–10; and
Vasile Stanescu and Helena Pedersen, “The Future of Critical Animal Studies: From the Margins to the Center,” The Future of Critical Animals Studies: A Reader (Routledge, 2014),
262–76.
9. For example, The Nature Conservancy produced a publicity video about T.C. Boyle’s
novel entitled “Island Fever: Santa Cruz Island Inspires a Novel,” which includes the description: “Who doesn't love a good story? The Conservancy’s Santa Cruz Island restoration success
story is one of the best—so good, in fact, that it's inspired best-selling author T. C. Boyle’s
newest novel, When the Killing's Done.” The video itself assures the reader that the story is
“dramatic” and “complex” and ends with a short video clip of Boyle himself reassuring the
viewer that learning about the island foxes was “kind of a miracle.”
10. Nature Conservancy, “Uncover History of Santa Cruz Island,” Accessed May 16, 2016,
at https://www.conserveca.org/our-stories/all/2-blog/171-uncover-history-of-santa-cruz-island.
11. Nature Conservancy, “Santa Cruz Island: Places We Protect,” accessed April 11, 2014,
at http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/regions/northamerica/unitedstates/california/placeswe
protect/santa-cruz-island-california.xml.
12. US Fish and Wildlife Service, “Recovery Efforts Bring Endangered Fox Back from the
Brink of Extinction in Record Time,” accessed on May 16, 2016, at http://www.fws.gov/news/
ShowNews.cfm?ref=recovery-efforts-bring-endangered-fox-back-from-the-brink-ofextinction-in-&_ID=34736.
13. National Park Service, “Restoring Santa Cruz Islands,” accessed August 2008, at https://
www.nps.gov/chis/learn/nature/restoring-santa-cruz-island.htm.
14. Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma, 324.
15. John Reynolds and Tim Setnicka, “Final Environmental Impact Statement,” Santa Cruz
Island Primary Restoration Plan (National Park Service, 2002).
16. Michael Markarian, “Pig Eradication Plan Out of Control,” SFGate, May 22, 2005,
http://www.sfgate.com/green/article/Pig-eradication-plan-out-of-control-2668922.php.
17. As Markarian explains:
All of this raises the question as to why the Park Service and the Nature Conservancy continue spending millions of dollars on what some park officials internally call
their “mega kill, poison, and burn” plan. Even if we accept the premise that the
Santa Cruz Island pig population really does need to be controlled or reduced, there
are more humane and less draconian approaches. The Humane Society of the
United States offered to help with a contraception program for pigs, using a vaccine
developed by the Department of Agriculture’s National Wildlife Research Center
and approved for experimental use by the Food and Drug Administration. But the
Park Service and the Nature Conservancy simply said no.
18. Or, as Markarian, again phrases it:
In the face of such dismissive attitudes about a promising and humane technology,
one cannot help but wonder if the desire to eradicate pigs, rats, eagles, swans, and
other “nonnative” animals is based on their ancestry rather than on their alleged
impacts. Wildlife agencies have adopted a certain zealotry in wanting to exterminate any animal species that hasn’t been here for an arbitrarily determined amount
of time.
19. Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma, 324.
20. Reynolds, “Final Environmental Impact Statement.”
21. Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma, 325.
22. The Humane Society is not an animal rights organization; it is an animal welfare organization. However, Pollan treats it as though it was an animal rights organization.
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23. This is not to say that there are no peer-reviewed articles that support the removal of the
feral pig population from the island; there are. These articles tend, as an aggregate, to prove that
the number of the foxes has recovered, a fact—as far I know—no one disputes. At the same
time, they do not seem to clearly distinguish which specific actions taken did, or did not, cause
this rebounding of the fox population (i.e., breeding foxes in captivity breeding and releasing
bald eagles, capturing and killing golden eagles, etc.) nor do they disprove that a less draconian
option could not have corrected the problem. They also do not explain why the fox was such a
singular and specific focus. Finally, they fail to address the issue of bias, as a few articles cite
the very study of which Tim Setnicka both originally helped to create and later denounced.
However, in all cases, I simply recommend that the reader read the studies herself and derive
her own conclusions. In any case, Pollan seems unaware, and does not reference, any of these
studies.
See also: Brian R. Hudgens and David K. Garcelon, “Induced changes in island fox (Urocyon littoralis) activity do not mitigate the extinction threat posed by a novel predator,” Oecologia 165.3 (2011), 699–705; and Erika S. Zavaleta, Richard J. Hobbs, and Harold A. Mooney,
“Viewing Invasive Species Removal in a Whole-Ecosystem Context,” Trends in Ecology &
Evolution 16.8 (2001), 454–59.
24. Michael Pollan, “An Animal’s Place,” New York Times (November 10, 2002).
25. “An article on November 10 about animal rights referred erroneously to an island in the
Indian Ocean and to events there involving goats and endangered giant sea sparrows that could
possibly lead to the killing of goats by environmental groups. Wrightson Island does not exist;
both the island and the events are hypothetical figments from a book (also mentioned in the
article), ‘Beginning Again,’ by David Ehrenfeld. No giant sea sparrow is known to be endangered by the eating habits of goats” (New York Times).
26. I would like to highlight the blog “Say What, Michael Pollan?” by Adam Merberg, a
PhD student of mathematics at The University of California at Berkeley. I would like to
particularly thank Merberg for directing me to the article by Jo-Ann Shelton, which I might not
have read if I had not come across his blog. Merberg also highlights the failure of Pollan to
adhere to the meaning of the original op-ed on invasive species, a conclusion that we each
arrived at independently. It is comforting that he also found Pollan’s omission of the rest of the
op-ed by Markarian to be troubling.
27. Jo-Ann Shelton, “Killing Animals That Don’t Fit In,” 5 (emphasis in the original).
28. Norm Macdonald and Kelvin Walker, “A New Approach for Ungulate Eradication: A
Case Study for Success,” Prohunt Incorporated (February 2008); John P. Parkes, David S. L.
Ramsey, Norman Macdonald, Kelvin Walker, Sean McKnight, Brian S. Cohen, and Scott A.
Morrison, “Rapid Eradication of Feral Pigs (Sus scrofa) from Santa Cruz Island, California,”
Biological Conservation vol. 143, issue 3 (March 2010): 634–41; and Jo-Ann Shelton, “Killing
Animals That Don’t Fit In.” There was also a small number of cattle who were removed by
their owners:
In 1978, The Nature Conservancy purchased an interest in the western 90% of the
Island, about 54,500 acres, over which it assumed full control in 1987. In 1997, the
National Park Service acquired the eastern 10%, about 6200 acres, and incorporated it into the Channel Islands National Park which had been created in 1980. In
2000, The Nature Conservancy transferred 8500 of its acres to the Park Service. . . .
In both areas, cattle had been removed by their owners to the mainland for slaughter, but large numbers of sheep and pigs, and a small number of horses had been
abandoned to free-roam and thus become feral. (Shelton, “Killing Animals That
Don’t Fit In,” 5)
29. Shelton, “Killing Animals That Don’t Fit In,” 7.
30. While beyond the scope of this current chapter, it is also important to reflect on the
violence being done to the dogs to teach them to hunt the pigs. For example, trainers frequently
use electric shock collars in training of dogs in order to produce more effective hunters. I have
not been able to determine if Prohunt used these tactics in this specific incident; they have been
employed in other examples of feral animal removal.
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31. Please note: There is some variation with the terminology used in referring to a “judas
pig.” Some groups make a distinction between an animal with a GPS marker and an animals
with a GPS marker who has also been put into “heat”; this later group is referred as “Mata Hari
Judas” animals. The reports for this particular project only used the term “Judas pigs” in order
to refer to any animal with a GPS marker. However, it would be helpful for other researchers
on this topic to also explore the term “Mata Hari Judas pigs” for female animals that, in
addition to having a GPS implant, have also been forced into estrous. I think that this analysis
will help to reveal more of the sexism inherent in this practice.
32. Macdonald, “A New Approach for Ungulate Eradication.”
33. Parkes, et al., “Rapid Eradication of Feral Pigs from Santa Cruz Island, California.”
34. Note: As previously discussed, before the project began, the Nature Park Services did
commission an environmental impact report. However this report was commissioned before the
project began and, as such, left out several of the main practices used by Prohunt International,
including the use of “Judas Pigs.” (Reynolds, et al. 2002)
35. Macdonald, “A New Approach for Ungulate Eradication,” 8.
36. William Cronon, ed., “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong
Nature,” Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (New York: W. W.
Norton & Co., 1995), 69–90.
37. David B Ottaway, and Joe Stephens, “Nonprofit Land Bank Amasses Billions,” Washington Post (May 4, 2003).
38. Karl Marx, Capital (London: Penguin Classics, 1990), 165.
39. Stanescu, “Green Eggs and Ham.”
40. Stanescu, “Why Loving Animals is not Enough.”
41. Stanescu, “Crocodile Tears.”
42. Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma, 325.
43. Ibid., 325–27.
44. As earlier mentioned, other options included removing the pigs from the island (as was
earlier used with both the horses and the sheep) as well as the possibility of sterilization or
other “birth control” type options (as suggested by the Humane Society.) There were also the
several options that the Nature Conservancy had already engaged in (such as breeding bald
eagles and foxes) which may have contributed as much, if not more, to the foxes’ recovery than
the killing of the feral pigs. All of these options are—to a certain degree—still “biopolitical” in
that they still seek to control the reproductive capacity of the pigs. However, the fundamental
point of the idea of biopolitics is the manner in which the management of life can shift over to
the production of death. As Foucault phrased it in one of his first descriptions of the idea:
But this formidable power of death—and this is perhaps what accounts for part of
its force and the cynicism with which it has so greatly expanded its limits—now
presents itself as the counterpart of a power that exerts a positive influence on life,
that endeavors to administer, optimize, and multiply it, subjecting it to precise
controls and comprehensive regulations. Wars are no longer waged in the name of
a sovereign who must be defended; they are waged on behalf of the existence of
everyone; entire populations are mobilized for the purpose of wholesale slaughter
in the name of life necessity: massacres have become vital. . . . One might say that
the ancient right to take life or let live was replaced by a power to foster life or
disallow it to the point of death. (Foucault, History of Sexuality, 139)
45. Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the Collège de France,
1975–1976 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 249.
46. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978),
136–37.
47. Foucault first suggests this connection between biopolitics capitalism:
This bio-power was without question an indispensable element in the development
of capitalism; the latter would not have been possible without the controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment of the phenome-
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na of population to economic processes. But this was not all it required; it also
needed the growth of both these factors, their reinforcement as well as their availability and docility; it had to have methods of power capable of optimizing forces,
aptitudes, and life in general without at the same time making them more difficult
to govern. (History of Sexuality, 141)

48. Daily Mail Reporter, “You are NOT allowed to commit suicide: Workers in Chinese
iPad factories forced to sign pledges,” Daily Mail (May 1, 2011), http://www.dailymail.co.uk/
news/article-1382396/Workers-Chinese-Apple-factories-forced-sign-pledges-commit-suicide.
html.
49. Leslie Horn, “Foxconn Employees Forced to Sign ‘No Suicide’ Pledge,” PCMag (May
2, 2011), http://www.pcmag.com/article2/0,2817,2384763,00.asp.
50. Nature Conservancy, “Santa Cruz Island.”
51. The original footnote on this claim, included in Leikam’s article, reads: “On several of
the Channel Islands, ancient human remains have been discovered. The oldest were found on
Santa Rosa in 1959. Meanwhile identified as “Arlington Springs Woman” (rather than “Arlington Springs Man”), these bone fragments are estimated to have an age of about 10,960 years
(John R. Johnson, “Arlington Man,” National Park Services, accessed on May 17, 2016, at
https://www.nps.gov/chis/learn/historyculture/arlington.htm, 542), which makes this archaeological find the oldest in all of North America. See also: Johnson, et al.; Dandridge; National
Park Service (NPS), “Arlington Man” (143). As a newspaper article in the L.A. Times further
clarifies,
“Bottom line is she may be the earliest inhabitant of North America we have
discovered. It’s a find of national significance,” said John R. Johnson, curator of
anthropology at the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History, part of the team
involved in the research. . . . The tests were performed by Stafford Research
Laboratories in Boulder, Colo., one of the nation's preeminent carbon dating labs.
The results showed that the bones are probably 13,000 years old, 1,400 years older
than previously thought.
52. Susanne Leikam, “Environmental Imaginations of the California Channel Islands and
Ecological Crisis in T. C. Boyle’s When the Killing’s Done,” Ecozono vol. 5, no. 1 (2014):
136–54.
53. John R. Johnson, “Arlington Man,” National Park Services, accessed on May 17, 2016.
54. John Gherini, Santa Cruz Island: A History of Conflict and Diversity (Spokane, WA:
Arthur H. Clark, 2005), 50.
55. Nature Conservancy, “Endangered Santa Cruz Island Fox Back from the Brink,” accessed on May 16, 2016, https://www.conserveca.org/our-stories/all/2-blog/113-endangeredsanta-cruz-island-fox-back-from-the-brink.
56. Walt Disney Corporation, “Migratory Birds—Disney Animals,” Walt Disney World,
accessed May 17, 2016, https://disneyworld.disney.go.com/attractions/animal-kingdom/disneyanimals-migratory-birds/.
57. Cory Lancaster, “31 Animals Died At Disney Park: Death Toll Higher Than 1st Reported,” Orlando Sentential, May 14, 1998, http://articles.orlandosentinel.com/1998-05-14/
news/9805140239_1_disney-animal-usda-inspectors-animal-kingdom; and Mireya Navarro,
“New Disney Kingdom Comes With Real-Life Obstacles,” New York Times, April 16, 1998,
http://www.nytimes.com/1998/04/16/us/new-disney-kingdom-comes-with-real-life-obstacles.
html?pagewanted=all.
58. Channel Islands Animal Protection Association.
59. “The model predicted that foxes are likely to drive skunks to near extinction in absence
of a mediating force, such as predation by eagles. . . . This result is corroborated by the initially
high densities of foxes and low densities of skunks on Santa Cruz and Santa Rosa Islands and
may explain the historic extinction of skunks on San Miguel, the smallest island of the group”
(Gary W. C. Roemer, Josh Donlan, and Franck Courchamp, “Golden Eagles, Feral Pigs, and
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Insular Carnivores: How Exotic Species Turn Native Predators into Prey,” Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, 99.2 [2002]: 791–96).
60. Simon Romero, “War in the Pacific: It’s Hell, Especially if You’re a Goat,” New York
Times (May 1, 2007).
61. Henning Steinfeld, et al., Livestock’s Long Shadow: Environmental Issues and Options
(Rome, Italy: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2006), xxiii.
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63. Farm Forward, “Food Choices,” accessed on May 17, 2011, http://farmforward.com/
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64. Stanescu and Pedersen, “The Future of Critical Animal Studies.”
65. Magnus Fiskesjö, The Thanksgiving Turkey Pardon, the Death of Teddy's Bear, and the
Sovereign Exception of Guantanamo (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003).
66. Center for Biological Diversity, “The Extinction Crisis,” aaccessed May 17, 2016, at
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Chapter Five

Spectacles of Belonging
(Un)documenting Citizenship in a Multispecies World
Banu Subramaniam

Since 2014, social media, print media, and televisions in the United States
have been abuzz with spectacles about the role of the foreign in the country.
The country appears to have entered a particularly volatile period where the
foreign, especially brown skinned individuals, are being blamed for much of
the problems that plague the United States, including the realms of health,
economy, jobs, ecology, education, environment, and even inequality. As the
presidential primary campaigns went into full force in 2016, the issue of
immigration has emerged as one of the central problems ailing the country.
In the Republican party in particular, there have been renewed calls for
closing our borders, with every single one of the candidates for president
favoring laws that curtail immigration in some form or the other, some more
draconian than others. Donald Trump, who emerged as the presumptive nominee, has grounded his campaign in more isolationist and nationalist rhetoric,
including a tall wall along the US southern border (paid by Mexico) and a
ban on all Muslims entering the country.
In one of the ironic developments in recent times, we have witnessed the
“foreign” emerge as the site of national problems alongside an era where
globalization is increasingly making our world closer. 1 Over the last two
decades, I have been tracking the rhetoric about foreign plants and animals,
and how this rhetoric resonates with the politics of human migrations. Inevitably, I have argued, shrill calls for curtailing immigration in humans are
accompanied by frenzied calls for closing our borders to foreign plants and
animals lest they turn invasive. 2 These interconnections between our views
of foreign people and plants and animals is also not new, as historians have
pointed to many moments in history where calls for national “purity” extend
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to conceptions of the human and the flora and fauna of our landscapes. 3 In
many ways the co-constitution of our worlds of nature and culture—or what
Donna Haraway has called naturecultures—is by now well established territory in science and technology studies today. 4
In this chapter, I want to explore how media campaigns mobilize the fear
of the foreign. What are the signs, signifiers, and tropes that signal the fear of
the foreign? I have been particularly struck by the use of visuals in these
campaigns that signal threat and danger from the foreign. When is the visual
effective and when is it not? Why is it effective? How does it operate? In
particular, the visual poses particular problems for environmental activism.
The history of environmental conservation and protection shows us that these
movements have historically attempted to produce a population that appreciates, loves, and conserves nature. At the heart of these campaigns is an
attempt to render plant and animal life as treasured and valuable, as lives we
ought to nurture and protect. Stunning images of lush green forests, glistening oceans, spectacular flowers and dense canopies often accompany the
campaigns to go “green.” Given that environmentalists have spent decades
teaching the public to appreciate the natural world and protect it, how do you
now teach a public to hate some elements of nature? How does one teach the
public to differentiate between native and alien, to identity and hate what
some environmentalists see as “evil beauties”? Two sets of recent events
animate this essay. Both set of events use the visual medium and visual icons
to politicize and publicize the debates around migration and immigration,
although they do so in very different ways and toward very different political
ends. The two cases highlight how campaigns for and against immigration
are fundamentally “naturecultural” in their focus—highlighting the inextricable interconnections between human worlds and those of other plants and
animals. The two campaigns also show how the visual medium can be used
so very differently, and highlights the particular challenges of the visual for
environmental thought.
BORDER TROUBLE
The first set of events included the wildly publicized frenzy in the political
and news media during summer 2014 when reports of “unaccompanied minors” crossing the US border from Mexico occupied our front pages and
television screens. It was alleged that tens of thousands of young “migrant
children” traveling alone from El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras were
“pouring across the border from Mexico and presenting themselves to
American border patrol agents as refugees fleeing from rape and gang violence.” 5 We saw images of children and adults across the border, as well as
lines of buses attempting to cross. And then we saw the opposition. Across
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several southern border states, anti-immigrant groups chanting “Deport! Deport” met buses carrying these children, refusing them entry and provoking a
confrontation on several occasions. 6 Rep. Louie Gohmert of TX argued that
this was an “invasion” and that under the constitution, under Article I, Section 9, “Congress had the authority to call for the military during times of
invasion.” 7
The fear of immigration is never isolated to the humans. It includes nonhuman migrants in the form of unwanted germs, insects, plants, and animals. 8 As the anti-immigration protests grew, a new set of reports began to
appear—reports of a “Mexican germ invasion.” What was obvious in the
reporting is the difficulty of showing microorganisms. How do you show
germs? The campaigns focused on the problem humans and then alleged the
transport of deadly germs. One of the surest ways to do this scholars have
demonstrated, is to draw on the powerful tropes of history, in this case
images of the poverty ridden, overpopulated, and diseased bodies of the
black and brown. 9 In particular politicians and activists focused on germs
that are seen as “foreign” themselves. “Reports of illegal immigrants carrying deadly diseases such as swine flu, dengue fever, Ebola virus and tuberculosis are particularly concerning,” Georgia Rep. Phil Gingrey wrote in a letter
to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “Many of the children
who are coming across the border also lack basic vaccinations such as those
to prevent chicken pox or measles. This makes Americans who are not vaccinated—and especially young children and the elderly particularly susceptible.”
The hysteria continued. One story proclaimed “Border Patrol Agents Test
Positive for Disease Carried by Immigrants.” Channel 11 in Dallas reported
that one among 52,000 children tested positive for the swine flu or H1N1.
Congressman Henry Cuellar blamed the potential problem on “some of these
countries where they don’t have great health care systems.” 10 The response
to invasives—human or non-human—is often violence. Violent standoffs
preventing entry of the foreign individuals, sending the children back to
violence or the familiar rhetoric of a militarized border with agents.
While the drama on the southern border continued, other kinds of antiimmigrant rhetoric continued to flourish in other spaces across the United
States. Thousands of efforts to uproot, exterminate invasive species, or just
foreign plants and animals. Here again, violence typifies the response to
invasive and foreign species. Routinely avid environmentalists gave up their
weekends to battle Water Chestnut, Asian Longhorn Beetles, Garlic Mustard,
Purple Loose Strife, and so on. The frenzied alarm has been sounded by
groups of the right and left, environmentalists and non-environmentalists
alike. In the print media, these stories exhibit remarkable parallels between
the rhetoric on invasive plants and animals and those of human immigrants,
where colonial and racist narratives of dirt, disease, hygiene, overpopulation,
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resource depletion, aesthetics, poverty, and hyperfertility haunt narratives of
foreign plants/animals and humans. 11
MONARCH/IAN MIGRATIONS
In contrast to the anti-migration and immigration sentiments of the first case,
a second highly publicized event also hit the papers. One year after the
violence across the US southern border, undocumented students used the
“monarch butterfly” as a symbol of the necessity of migration and free movement for biological survival in the contemporary world. In her blog, Nadine
Block describes the underlying philosophy of naturecultural imagination for
such symbolism:
Consider, for instance, the widely used image of the monarch butterfly as a
graphic representation of the migrant. Beloved for its beauty and its seemingly
miraculous migration across huge distances, the monarch embodies hope for
those who must travel great distances to survive and find opportunity. Their
pattern of migration takes monarchs from Mexico to Canada through the United States, spanning lives of several generations; no one butterfly makes the
whole trip. How new generations know to return to their ancestral grounds is
still the stuff of scientific mystery. And for the activist artists who support
immigrants, this mystery conveys the message that holding on to one’s cultural
heritage across generations can be a wellspring of strength for a long struggle.
Migration and transformation, in fact, are what make us beautiful. 12

In his paintings of himself adorning monarch butterfly wings, queer activist
Julio Salgado used the monarch butterfly to also represent queerness since
the monarch butterfly in Mexico is often used to mock queer people. He
argues that “I wanted to change the negative meaning of the butterfly . . . to
reflect proudly that I’m queer and I’m an immigrant . . . and a chubby guy.” 13
Julio Salgado’s use of the monarch reminds us of the fertile naturecultural
imaginations that permeate our worlds.
The monarch butterfly was symbolically and systematically used in the
highly public national campaign. Undocumented students identified themselves by wearing homemade monarch butterfly wings to school, which symbolized their message: migration is beautiful. Their brave act of civil disobedience received national coverage. Activists on the streets adorned their
backs with the colors of monarch butterfly wings. Buses, posters, and placards were decorated with monarch markings.
The symbolism of the monarch butterfly and its links to migration have
endured in campaigns to support a more inclusive politics of immigration. In
a different but related movement to empower communities most marginalized, the dandelion became a symbol of abundance and empowerment. 14
During Undocuweek (October 8–11) which is aimed at raising awareness of
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the struggles undocumented students face, the monarch butterfly and its exquisite wing patterns graced many objects. The organization, F.R.E.E (Finding Resources and Empowerment through Education) has chosen the monarch butterfly, which “travels fearlessly” between North American countries,
as their symbol because they believe migration is a human right. 15
VISUALIZING NATURE:
A PICTURE IS WORTH A THOUSAND WORDS?
How did activists in these two contrasting cases—one against immigration
and the second pro-immigration—both use visuals to celebrate their positions
and cases? The visual medium, I argue poses a particular problem with
respect to plants and animals and visual representations of the environment.
In contrast the adage that “a picture is worth a thousand words” that resonates in many realms, the visual images of the foreign, exotic, and invasive
biota prove to be an exception to the rule. The advent of photography ushered
in a complex world of visual representation. Susan Sontag in her famous
essays On Photography argues that the modern era is seen to be marked as an
era that “prefers the image to the thing, the copy to the original, the representation to the reality, appearance to being.” 16 This vertiginous world of nature
photography that house magazines such as National Geographic, or popular
videos in television programs such as Nature bring to life lush visions of
parts of the earth that many viewers will most likely never otherwise see. Yet
the language of the photograph, visual critics argue is just as complex as the
language of the written or spoken word. We are long past the idea of a
neutral photograph, camera or photographer such as Helmut Gernsheim suggests in Creative Photography:
Photography is the only “language” understood by all parts of the world, and
bridging all nations and cultures, it links the family of man. Independent of
political influence—where people are free—it reflects truthfully life and
events, allows us to share in the hopes and despair of others, and illuminates
political and social conditions. We become the eye-witnesses of the humanity
and inhumanity of mankind. 17

Instead visual critics argue, photographs can be “read” just as other art
forms—visual landscapes are “framed” in particular ways, and “read” within
particular historical, cultural and political contexts. Photography is not a
universal language that transcends time, place, culture, or history. Instead, it
is implicated in them all. Deliberately and particularly so, the photograph has
a long and critical history in the cultural representations and understandings
of nature and the natural in our ideas about nature and the environment. The
“seamless blending of optical truth and aesthetic pleasure” has made photo-
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graphs a potent tool for communicating values about human relations with
and in the “natural world.” 18 Deborah Bright traces the parallel development
of public nature consciousness alongside the rise of the market of photographic images of nature. She finds not only dominant tendencies in terms of
style and iconology, but also “responses to the social pressures of an industrial empire that has grown, matured, and declined in the compressed space of
two centuries.” 19
There have been significant shifts in the iconography of nature, in part of
course because of our shifting conceptions of nature itself. William Cronon
beautifully traces the shifts of conceptions of the natural from times when
they were once frightening, mysterious, and dangerous into the depths of the
“dark continent” of “barren” “desolate” and “waste.” 20 By the eighteenth
century, wilderness was a landscape “where the supernatural lay just beneath
the surface,” expressed in the doctrine of the sublime. Nature as a sublime
site of beauty and spirituality made poets out of mere mortals. This majestic
landscape, evocative and transcendent lent itself to a glimpse of the face of
god, the pure bliss of the divine. By the end of the nineteenth century,
Cronon argues it was frequently likened to Eden itself. With the advent of
industrialization, continued colonization, expansion and development, nature
soon retreats to the victim, the endangered. As Susan Sontag puts it eloquently:
The photographer is now charging real beasts, beleaguered and too rare to kill.
Guns have metamorphosed into camera in this earnest comedy, the ecology
safari, because nature has ceased to be what it always had been—what people
needed protection from. Now nature—tamed, endangered, mortal—needs to
be protected from people. When we are afraid, we shoot. But when we are
nostalgic, we take pictures. 21

This modern role of nature photography reveals and frames nature as exquisitely beautiful, supremely vulnerable, fundamentally delicate. “Nature” pictures are always framed as removed from “culture” from human intervention
despite the obvious very human technology of photography, the human hand
of the photographer and not to mention the gas guzzling and polluting vehicles and planes that probably got the photographer to his or her pristine
location. Furthermore, as Simon Foale and Martha Macintyre argue in their
analysis of nature photography of biodiversity and ecotourism in the Western
Pacific:
Nature Photography, particularly as it is used in the service of environmentalist campaigns, has thus produced a partial and romantically-inflected vision of
the Pacific that owes more to its cultural origins in the industrial nations of
Western Europe and North America (The North or the West) than it does to the
experiences or cultures of the people of the Pacific . . . these images to publi-
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cize ecotourism similarly perpetuates a view of the Southwest Pacific as a site
of Western consumption, excluding many of the harsh realities of life for local
inhabitants and mystifying their relationship to, and understandings of the
natural environment.” 22

It is against this backdrop of environmental photography that we need to
locate the very peculiar problem of campaigns against invasive species. If
nature is exquisitely beautiful, if the history of environmentalism and nature
photography have rendered nature to be lush green, luxurious and colorful,
teeming with life. If such visuals have reminded us about the horrors of the
depleting biodiversity as a problem by highlighting smoking industrial
stacks, desolate barren ground, dirty polluted rivers, what of foreign/exotic
species? To the biologically naïve, which surveys suggests is much of the
United States, what of the lush green forests of greenery and colorful plants,
birds and animals that just happen to be exotic, foreign species? How can we,
against this backdrop of environmental history and nature photography frame
invasive plants and animals as inherently “evil?”
Immigrants and foreigners, the product of the “global,” are perceived to
be one of the reasons for the problems in the “local.” These shifts and trends
are evident in the national rhetoric surrounding alien and exotic plants and
animals. It is in particular a response to these images that immigrant groups
using the “monarch butterfly” resonate with the long histories of beautiful
nature, reminding the audience that like nature, humans can be beautiful too.
In contrast, the fear of immigrants uses the images of hordes of bodies of
color (that carry invisible germs), rather than any visuals of organisms,
which carry little inherent recognition or fear value.
MULTISPECIES BELONGING AND (UN)BELONGING
The two cases highlight how non-human species get implicated in human
migration politics. In the first, foreign germs are implicated in the dangers of
foreign humans, and in the second, a foreign butterfly with a transnational
habitat range is used to make a case for the need for transnational boundaries
for all organisms, including humans. In the first, the germs are reviled and in
the second, the monarch butterfly is much beloved. In the first, germs are
invisible, impossible to visually display and so rhetorical tropes of fear are
used to associate familiar images of human aliens to invoke the dangers of
invisible aliens (germs). In the second, migration activists use the visual
power of environmental campaigns for the monarch, to make a case for
porous borders for human migrants. All the rhetoric however is grounded in a
long enduring campaign against foreign and alien species, and invasive species in particular.
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At the level of research and policy, invasion biology is a fertile area. The
USDA, state governments, NSF committees, as well as environmental
groups all have invasive species programs. Panic around invasion biology
feature discourses squarely focused on alien/foreign species as “problems”
and native species as “victims.” 23 One sees as a consequence, management
policies that use militaristic language of “waging wars” and “battling” exotic
species. Paralleling human immigration, this rhetoric proposes the need to
“fence’ borders and develop policies to keep alien/exotic species out. One
sees local nurseries promote native species and local environmental groups
enlist its citizens to exterminate exotic/foreign species and plant native species. As biologist L.B. Slobodkin points out, “Good species are native species, and oddly enough, the less one might reasonably call them successful,
the better they are.” 24
As someone who has been tracking anti-immigrant rhetoric over the last
decade, this was a textbook case. The pattern is rather classic—campaigns
increasingly grow naturecultural as images and rhetoric of people of color
inextricably entangle nature and culture, humans with organisms that come
with them. What emerges is a foreign “naturecultural” assemblage. In periods of extreme xenophobia, as Nancy Tomes has chronicled, “germ phobia”
inevitably follows. 25
In the two cases that frame this chapter, the so-called “facts” tell another
story. In the first case, politicians and media experts painted a dire picture of
porous borders. Yet, doctors expressed surprise that Rep Gingrey, himself a
retired physician, would be party to spreading the idea that children could
spread diseases such as Ebola that don’t even exist in the countries they are
coming from. What the stories did not mention of course that 4 or 5 Border
Agents testing positive among over 18,500 agents would make them “unusually healthy among Americans!” H1N1 is also now the predominant flu
strain in the United States and Canada.
Similarly with foreign plants and animals. Simply exterminating plants
and animals without changing the ecological contexts, the environmental
degradation that shaped these shifts, does little to exacerbate the situation
except to feed xenophobic hysteria we are enveloped in. Indeed, in my collaborative experiments with Jim Bever and Peggy Schultz, we examined
fourteen species of native and naturalized plants of Southern Californian
plants and examined their relationship to soil communities in native soil,
sterilized soil, and foreign soil. 26 The results of the experiments reveal how
much the degree to which native and naturalized plants do or do not thrive
depends on the interdependent networks of mychorrhizal symbioses and entanglement. Plants—native or foreign—do not just perform uniformly across
contexts, but are deeply influenced by context. All native and all naturalized
species do not act the same. Deep context here becomes a function not
simply of the history of these organisms, but also of experimental method,
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attuned to the complexities of adaptation and variation. Plants that thrive
independent of mychorrhizal presence are more apt to thrive when transplanted in novel environments, but eventually the plants that can adjust and
adapt to the networks of arbuscular mychorrhizae do better.
These experiments show that plants are often in positive and negative
relations with the flora and fauna around. Much of the habitats in South
California where my experiments were conducted have been shaped by a
history of grazing that is a few hundred years old. Some ecologists suggest
that it has been so long since the “natives” dominated the area that we may be
at a new ecological equilibrium with a new mixture of natives and exotics.
After all, what is a native? Fifty years in the area? One hundred? Five
hundred? One thousand? Given the very recent migration history in the United States, the effortless reconstitution of most white Americans as the “natives” rather than Native Americans, African Americans, and some Latinos is
rather striking. The soil test plots thus emphasizes the way in which revealing
the cultural-political figurations co-comprising bioscience is not enough—
one needs to understand the deep naturecultural histories of place.
DEEP HISTORIES
In thinking of such deep histories, there is tremendous synergy and parallel in
tracking anti-immigrant rhetoric across humans and plants and animals. Indeed, Karen Cardozo and I have suggested that we ought to think of these as
“assemblages”—for example, there is great similarly with how we treat
Asian plants, animals, and humans, making it possible for us to think of
these as “Asian American naturecultural assemblages.” 27 Yet, in examining
these parallels one aspect where the histories of humans and plants/animals
diverge is striking—and that has to do with the rhetorical and visual campaigns of anti-immigration. Here, tropes of overpopulation, anti-immigration
and the histories of race and colonialism shape how we “read.” With humans
we see visual campaigns of images with the “brown hordes” swarming the
borders—characterized by the multitudinous, poverty stricken, and disease
ridden. During the deportation campaigns in 2014, we saw image after image
of central American children at the borders. There was little explanation that
seemed necessary. The long histories of racism and xenophobia have kept
these images rather potent and stable over the last century.
In contrast, I would suggest a history of environmentalism and nature
photography has created a very different history for plants and animals. If
one examines modern nature photography, one sees that it reveals and frames
nature as exquisitely beautiful, supremely vulnerable, fundamentally delicate. This is precisely the power of the monarch campaign—that naturalizes
deeply entrenched ideas of the beauty of nature. However in campaigns for

96

Banu Subramaniam

invasive species, environmentalists who wish to highlight the dangers of
foreign species need to alert the public to fearing some species that may look
green and beautiful. How do they do this?
FRAMING EVIL: HOW TO VILIFY AND PATHOLOGIZE
THE EXOTIC AND INVASIVE
Thus campaigns against invasive species that use the visual medium to further their cause face a problem. With the exception of certain species (that
unwittingly personify ugliness and/or danger), the vast majority of invasive
species are in fact quite ordinary looking or even breathtakingly beautiful.
Campaigns against invasive species must contend with the long history of
environmentalism that shapes and frames contemporary images of the natural. Historically, stunning visuals have been used to tout the singular beauty
of nature; drawing on the mythical “Eden,” the nostalgia of the fantasy of a
pure nature, they have long taught us to “read” nature in very particular
ways. This historical legacy presents a unique challenge to the contemporary
visual. As a result, the “extra-visual” or non-visual contexts of these recent
campaigns—such as music, rhetorical flourishes, and fear narratives—
become critical in visual campaigns. Here, I limit myself to campaigns that
use print media. I want to argue that the rhetorical power of words reemerges as central, even in visual campaigns.
Environmental campaigns that highlight invasive species have four main
goals:
• Draw attention to the problem: Here campaigns from the left and the right
have generously used old tropes of sexist, racist, and colonialist frameworks to draw on age old fears in order to draw attention to the problem
• Education campaigns: In addition to drawing attention to the problem,
campaigns must teach the public why this is important and why they ought
to worry. For the most part the campaigns seem to invoke a “pure nature”
and most often resort to nativist ideas of an idealized “native nature” that
the foreign species will destroy. It will be the end of life as we know it.
• Biological education: Campaigns also need to teach the public elementary
biological education. Since invasive species do not automatically look
foreign or evil, how is someone to know what is “evil.” So campaigns—
mostly at the local level—educate the public about the local invasive
species to watch out for.
• Energize, engage, and mobilize the public: Finally the campaigns have
tried various mechanisms to mobilize the public. Weekend trips to pull our
exotic species, emergence of native plant societies, media publicity cam-
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paigns, etc. In some towns, environmentalists have effectively mandated
what you can plant in your garden.
So this is the fundamental challenge. Consider a picture of a luscious green
field with redolent purple flowers, an innocuous looking baby fish, a shimmering colony of bivalves, a dense canopy of trees covered with lush epiphytes—certainly this is one plausible reading of the many images that haunt the
print media and internet. How do you render this evil?
• The power of words: The obvious way to render them “evil” is of course,
the words and captions that go along with them: “evil beauties,” “silent
killers,” “stealth destroyers,” “wicked plants,” “The Evil Twin,” or “They
may look sweet and innocent, but . . .” or “Beautiful, Deadly Plant Terrorizes Natives.” The caption frames the picture as inherently bad or evil
in no unsubtle terms. In the first case that animates this chapter, it was
easy to show “suspicious” people crossing the borders because we are not
familiar with this representation of the alien. What is more difficult is to
show the viruses and bacteria evoked. Here we see news shows flashing
words—names of scary bacteria, viruses and their purported diseases
(even those that did not exist in the region!).
• Drawing on the familiar: Many campaigns draw on other familiar campaigns. “The Wanted Poster” skulls and bones or “Wanted—Dead or
Alive” and a picture of the offending species. Or the Missing Person’s
Strategy: Campaigns use the “Have you seen this?” and again a picture of
the offending species (although I have yet to see any milk carton with such
an image, but it may come soon). It is precisely against such iconography
that the monarch butterfly was imagined. Using the widespread environmental iconography of the endangered monarch butterfly whose declining
numbers have been associated with destruction of their habitats, immigration activists used this image to highlight the similar plight of immigrants.
Like the monarch butterflies, they highlight the drug and violent driven
neighborhoods immigrants are escaping.
• The isolated image and the lack of context: The problem of invasive
species rhetoric that scapegoats foreign species rather than our development and ecological policies pervade these campaigns. The pictures of the
offending species are nearly always framed as “pure nature”—no context
is provided—the clear cutting for the new condo complex or the new strip
mall around the corner, the road just over the trees, the telephone pole on
the side or the electric wires overhead. The problem is not presented as a
“human” problem but an exotic “plant” problem—one that needs to be
removed to allow the native species to thrive. Thus the pure visual image
and the power of words such as good and evil is critical to render such a
visual campaign effective.
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• Nature out of place: There are a few examples that the context is highlighted—the snakehead fish fiasco in 2004 which began because someone
had bought an Asian Snakehead fish for his sister—but then released it in
the local pond. Or the exotic pet owners that release their pets outside. Or
the ships and boats that bring in foreign species. And of course, Customs
Inspections in most countries is entirely a national “border control” issue—not biological borders but political and historical ones. All the contexts that are highlighted here draw attention to the exotic, the foreign—to
the globalized world that exists outside our national borders—nature is not
in its place!
CONCLUSION
Eeyore in Winnie the Pooh once said, “Weeds are flowers too, once you get
to know them.” Deep context reminds us is that with categories such as
weeds and flowers, what is native and exotic, what is natural or unnatural are
deeply political and socially constructed categories.
The current moment of anti-immigrant xenophobia is unmistakable. The
globalization of markets, the global production and consumption of goods,
and the real and perceived lack of local control feed nationalist discourse.
September 11, the specter of terrorism and a volatile globe, have intensified
emotions and rhetoric. Immigrants and foreigners, the product of the “global”
continue to be used as scapegoats as one of the reasons for the problems in
the “local.” Xenophobic rhetoric strengthens as it travels between anti-immigrant rhetoric of human migrants and the rhetoric of biological invasions of
plants and animals.
Structures of violence seem deeply embedded in our understanding and
articulations of nativism and xenophobia. And our responses to people,
plants, animals, bacteria, or viruses are no different. We adapt our rhetorical
and visual symbols to communicate such violence—we play a gentle dance
in wanting the “good immigrant” workers and the economically or ecologically useful plants and animals, and wage campaigns when they have outlived their usefulness or refuse to stay in their “proper place. Here deep
history shapes our campaigns of violence. As Susan Sontag reminds us,
visual images are framed in particular ways—and this framing parallels the
rhetoric of biological invasions. In part it is because the history of environmentalism has rendered images impotent. Forestation—lush green forests,
canopies, meadows, and fields are seen as desirable—and vulnerable. In
contrast deforestation is presented as barren lifeless terrain. In this contrast of
lush life and barren terrains, human impact and human history is entirely
absent. It is this history that renders power to words to give meaning to
images.
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Understanding naturecultural worlds necessitates an understanding of the
complex role that images and worlds have played in environmentalism and
conceptions of nature. Disentangling the histories of images and worlds allows us to see the dense traffic between the worlds of nature and culture. It is
only through such work that we can (un)document immigration and its naturecultural politics.
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Chapter Six

Welcoming the Stranger
Coercive Reproduction and Invasive Species
Kelsey Cummings and Kevin Cummings

Along the Georgia coast are several barrier islands that are popular tourist
destinations. Cumberland is unique among these barrier islands in being
designated a national seashore. Lary Dilsaver chronicles the fascinating history in Cumberland Island National Seashore: A History of Conservation
Conflict. 1 Originally named by James Oglethorpe after William Augustus,
Duke of Cumberland, the island has a rich history as both a national park and
as a residence of the famous Carnegie family. 2 Although parts of the island
were developed prior to the Civil War with several large sea cotton plantations, the aftermath of that conflict left property owners unable to maintain
the lands, and the freed slaves returned to the mainland. Large sections of the
island were purchased by two prominent families: the Carnegies and the
Candlers. The Carnegie families’ ownership was maintained through the
trust of Lucy Carnegie, the wife of Thomas Carnegie and the sister-in-law of
Andrew Carnegie. The trust devised by Lucy Carnegie made it difficult to
sell the property prior to the deaths of all nine of her children, an event that
did not take place until 1962. The other famous family that purchased land on
Cumberland Island was the Candlers, who made their fortune with CocaCola. 3 In the 1940s and 1950s, as the Carnegies considered what to do at the
end of the trust, a variety of options were considered, including the possibility that Cumberland could be a launch site for the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration. Although NASA preferred Cumberland Island, the
Air Force lobbied heavily for a location at Cape Canaveral, Florida near an
existing air base. After considering other options, the Carnegies decided to
invite the National Park Service to consider Cumberland as a park site. This
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decision eventually led to the creation of protected wilderness spaces on the
island. 4
The establishment of Cumberland Island National Seashore in 1972 signaled a transition point from the island’s being a largely private sanctuary for
the Carnegie family and their descendants to becoming a protected wilderness. Disputes have arisen between conservationists and wilderness advocates who want the island to remain pristine and largely undisturbed, developers who would like increased public access to the island’s beautiful
beaches and maritime forests, and the Carnegie heirs and other landowners
who retain their property rights and who are credited with efforts to preserve
wilderness spaces on this Georgia island. These disputes center on protected
species, such as the loggerhead turtles who nest on the beaches, what to do
with exotic and invasive species including feral horses and hogs, and whether
to allow increased public traffic on the island through the construction of
roads. 5
Over time, various non-native species have been introduced to the island.
Although horses are not indigenous to Cumberland Island, they have roamed
the beaches and forests for hundreds of years. Residents believe the first
horses were introduced by Spanish explorers and missionaries in the sixteenth century. Evidence suggests the hereditary line of horses they once
introduced no longer exists, and the current herd is composed of horses left
by English settlers and also stock released by families living on the island. 6
The feral horses are not the only species of animal once domesticated that
reside on the island. Hogs and cattle were also brought by settlers. The cattle
were removed in 1974, and hogs remain on the island to this day. The
population of the feral hogs has waxed and waned over the years with massive population control efforts made in the form of extensive trapping and
hunts with dogs. 7 A major reason for the sustained effort to reduce and
eliminate the feral hog population is the danger they pose to loggerhead turtle
nests. Jennifer Bjork, a seashore researcher, estimates that 7,800 loggerhead
turtle eggs were consumed by feral hogs between 1995 and 2001. 8 The feral
horses also pose a unique threat to the island ecosystem because of their
consumption of salt marshes and their trampling of sand dunes. Specifically,
the horses consume massive quantities of green spartina grass and sea oats
which hold the dunes in place. 9 The stark differences in the treatment of the
two invasive species, horses and hogs, provides an useful launch point for the
consideration of how colonial logics are deployed in the human management
of animal reproduction. Because horses are a charismatic species popular
with the public, the discourses used to describe them in debates over their
impact on the surrounding island ecosystem function differently than the
rhetoric routinely used to discuss other invaders. Undesirable non-native
species produce anxieties because of their perceived promiscuity and the
threat they pose to local bio-networks, due to overpopulation and the spread
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of diseases. Charismatic species, on the other hand, are shielded from the
worst forms of animal cruelty, despite posing some of the same dangers to
surrounding habitats.
The treatment of the horses and hogs of Cumberland Island reveal how
charisma influences the treatment of non-native species and how the rhetoric
deployed against invasive species often has misogynistic undertones (fertility, promiscuity, overpopulation, etc.). The extermination of non-charismatic
invaders contrasts in interesting ways with their charismatic peers, who are
forced to live in unfamiliar habitats where they may face famine, disease, and
challenges they are unaccustomed to. Queering discourses on invasion can
challenge claims to a right to eliminate invaders, and can reveal the biopolitical reversal wherein humans assert sovereign authority to make animals live
through forcible breeding, through capture, and through containment in a
habitat where species may face immense suffering. In considering charismatic species as a parallel to other non-native animals, we see both sides of the
narrative of non-native animals. The power to kill and the power to make live
are both apparent in the contrasting treatment of charismatic species and of
their unattractive and less useful to human peers.
THE MISOGYNISTIC RHETORIC OF COLONIALISM
The question of invasion and the competing discourses that surround it is
central to ecological and environmental contexts. The discourse also parallels
and is informed by transnational human immigration. The ways in which the
notion of invasion is rhetorically deployed for particular projects of nationalism, white supremacy, imperialism, and other intersecting political frameworks reveal the strong relationship between discourses of “invasive” species
and those of “invasive” human immigrants. Indeed, the issue of dehumanization in language becomes particularly apparent when we compare popular,
scientific, and policy-based rhetoric that problematize the invader in specific,
consistent ways. Gendered dialogue centers on invaders’ reproduction as a
site of political anxiety; this view of reproduction as a site of political anxiety
serves the function of exerting sexual control and enforcing systems of sexual violence on feminized subjects and subjectivities. Banu Subramaniam’s
“The Aliens Have Landed! Reflections on the Rhetoric of Biological Invasions” is an enlightening work from which we draw both theoretically and
methodologically. Subramaniam explores the ways in which discourses on
invaders mimic the preoccupations and envisioned futures conceived of by
white American and European “natives” during times of heightened immigration and/or xenophobia. 10 As a result, she provides crucial insight into
how and why rhetorics on invasion draw from pre-established gendered and
sexualized imaginaries.
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In order to begin to explore the relationship between language and sexual
politics, it is necessary to clarify the subjects/subjectivities that we discuss.
As Subramaniam notes, “One of the classic metaphors surrounding immigrants is the over-sexualized female. Foreign women are typically associated
with superfertility—reproduction gone amuck. Such a view suggests that the
consumption of economic resources by invaders today will only multiply in
future generations through rampant over-breeding and overpopulation.” 11
The use of the word “female” as a noun is indicative of the pseudo-scientific
and dehumanizing nature of the type of discourse that Subramaniam critiques. As Subramaniam notes, the trope of the “over-sexualized female” is
used and applied across species in racialized and nationalized ways. Popular
feminist discourse has analyzed the ways in which the use of the term “female” referring to human women, not only identifies their/our reproductive
abilities as the central defining traits of their/our identities (naturalizing cisgender women and denaturalizing transgender women in the process), but
also literally dehumanizes them/us. 12 The reason that we emphasize the implicit misogyny of the use of “female” in the context that Subramaniam
discusses is because, in the same way that it dehumanizes human women, it
also divorces context and meaning from the specific identities of the invasive
species to which it is applied. Rather than referring to “female hogs” or
“female cherry trees” (though, as in the case of virtually every other species,
the reality of plant life gender does not lend itself to binary male-female
conceptions), the rhetoric of “over-sexualized females” ignores the particular
species identity of the animals or plants under discussion. The result of this
rhetoric is further, literal alienation and dislocation of invasive species from
the desirable native species.
Beyond its use of “female” as a noun, the “over-sexualized female” trope
is also emblematic of invasion rhetorics that prioritize anxieties around fertility, both of invasive species and of native species. Subramaniam notes how
narratives of miscegenation and hybridity circulate the imagined danger that
invasive species, as masculinized foreigners, pose to female members of
native species. 13 Intersections of sexuality, reproduction, gendered and racialized power result in a preoccupation with regulating the reproductive
sexualities of both invasive species and, to a lesser extent, native species. The
problem/solution binary of discourse on invasive species emphasizes the
need for (and simultaneous impossibility of) policy that functions to regulate
reproduction such that it becomes ideologically desirable. Desirable reproduction is “pure” and specific to native species, and the apparent chaos,
irregulation, and over-sexualization of invasive species is viewed as the central anxiety-inducing problem. Over-sexualized female invaders are specifically conceived of as a threat to and disruption of reproductive processes in
native species.
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As we will discuss in greater detail in the next section, conceptions of
invasive species’ reproductive functions and threats are often contradictory.
On the one hand, invasive species interrupt, prevent, or undermine the desirability and purported purity of native reproduction. On the other hand, the
reproduction of invasive species themselves (their apparent “over-sexualized” natures) presents them as not only invaders but conquerors, by virtue of
their ability to proliferate. “This rhetoric of uncontrollable fertility and reproduction is another hallmark of human immigrants. Repeatedly, alien plants
are characterized as aggressive, uncontrollable, prolific, invasive and expanding.” 14 In this framework, control over future populations becomes a
central exertion of biological (and as well, implicitly political) power, and
native species’ hegemony in this area is threatened by the ability of invasive
species to reproduce at a faster or more numerous rate. It is as a result of the
fact that female bodies and subjectivities are the site of power-related reproductive anxiety that they/we also become subject to biological, bodily, reproductive control.
One example of gender-specific reproductive control of invasive species
is described by Reuben Keller. He explains that carp have fertilization rates
close to 100 percent and can spawn several times in a single season producing 1.5 million eggs in a year. The efforts to control the population have
mainly involved poison and commercial harvesting of the fish. 15 Keller goes
on to note that other options such as gene modification, also known as
“daughterless technology,” are being considered so that all future offspring
are sex-determined to be male. 16 The notion of the “daughterless technology”
approach to reproductive and population control over invasive species represents a clear example of how undesirable female bodies are conceived as one
of the central threats characteristic of invasive species. Indeed, they are
threats to such an extent that one possible solution to their problematized
dynamic becomes the eradication of, most particularly, their gendered bodies. In part because gender and reproductive ability are made synonymous for
them, and in part because of other, larger rhetorical conceits of invasive
species’ female members, it is female bodies that become a central focal
point of anxiety in discourse around the invasive species issue. Bodily reproduction functions alternately as promise and peril.
EYE OF THE BEHOLDER
Policy making on the question of non-native species is largely informed by
scientific studies of the negative ecological impact of the introduced animals
and the consequences to native species and their habitats. But it would be a
mistake to assume that the science on non-native species is a settled question
or that the scientific method has produced an objective set of metrics to use
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to evaluate the implications of new species. Scientists appear to be just as
likely as the general public to be susceptible to judging animals based on
aesthetics. There are a variety of reasons this judgment based on aesthetics
occurs. Fleming and Bateman conducted a study of the kinds of research
projects completed in Australia, and their findings suggest that researchers
have a strong propensity for selecting aesthetically pleasing animals for research subjects. 17 Beauty and charisma also drive public perceptions of nonnative species; as a result, the treatment of horses is starkly different than
what is happening to hogs and pythons. Market based factors, as well as
charisma, are quite influential on the treatment of non-native species. Some
non-native species also have financial value and receive vastly different handling than other non-native species that have costs to the humans around
them. Earth worms and honey bees are considered useful and valuable. Asian
carp and zebra mussels are perceived as costly. The fight against non-native
species can more properly be defined as a war against invaders who interrupt
the human desire for profits or defined as a conflict with ugly animals. Too
often, environmental concerns are ancillary behind the force of the market
and humans’ peculiar affinity for “beautiful” animals to inhabit our nature
spaces.
Jamie Lorimer provides a useful account of non-human charisma and
identifies three distinct versions: ecological charisma, aesthetic charisma,
and corporeal charisma. 18 Ecological charisma has to do with the similarities
in our representations of ourselves and the animals we are investigating; it is
filtered by the visual and sensory appreciations we develop for certain species. Lorimer uses birds and butterflies as species that we detect easily and
that close proximity allows us to appreciate features that are similar to our
own. 19 Human physicality and embodiment provides a basis for comparisons, and hence, we might find appreciation for other species that share
attributes and behaviors with our own. Birds and butterflies are easy to
visually apprehend, and birds have songs that can be pleasing to the ear. The
second form is aesthetic charisma; this refers to both the majestic appearance
of certain animals and the inverse of species whose appearance is ugly or
frightening. Lorimer explains that some animals are majestic or cuddly,
while others exist in radical alterity to our own flesh through an appearance
and being that on initial inspection is inaccessible to us. 20 A beautiful lion
killed in his prime during an unauthorized hunt can provoke national outrage.
In contrast, we cannot kill enough cockroaches and snakes. The third charisma is corporeal, and this adapts over time through interaction. Close association over time provides an experience of pleasure in seeing a species. 21 For
example, I (Kevin) have seen sea turtles in several human-managed spaces
(as a child at the zoo, at a Turtle rescue station, at a turtle farm on Grand
Cayman), but the first time I saw sea turtles swimming in the wild, I was
mesmerized by their gentle swaying as they consumed sea grasses. For a
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moment, I felt like I understood how it would feel to be one. Each modality
of charisma is useful in understanding non-natives species that are perceived
as desirable versus those we imagine as threats.
The scientific orthodoxy on non-native species is that they are invaders
who disrupt and damage the habitats they are introduced to. But charismatic
species and animals who contribute to humans’ welfare are often treated as
special cases. The result in some cases can leave animals in habitats where
they suffer. Cumberland Island is a beautiful space with a maritime forest of
oak trees, sandy dunes by the ocean, and open fields left from when human
occupied and farmed the land. On a visit we saw the horses; it is easy to
understand why humans would be drawn to a tourist attraction where these
animals can be observed in the wild. Unfortunately, many of the horses we
saw were emaciated because there are insufficient grasses to graze upon and
because the island does not allow the horses sufficient space to roam and
forage. Michel Foucault famously described bio-power in Society Must Be
Defended: Lectures at the College De France 1975–1976 as the power to
“make live and let die.” Invasive species face elimination in violent and cruel
means because of what is usually an unquestioned right of the sovereign to
kill them. 22 To understand bio-power also means thinking about the transposed or inverted power to “make live.” The horses of Cumberland are
trapped on an island where they face perpetual famine.
Emotions and feelings have played a prominent role in the recent debates
over feral horses. Park Service ecologist Jennifer Bjork, in an interview with
USA Today, identified a key dilemma noting, “People tie strength and independence to horses when they see them running free over the beach, but are
we really just being selfish by doing for one animal when we have an interwoven web of other species that survive off of the same things?” 23 The major
barrier to relocating the herd is public sentiment. Leslie Happ writes, “But
the simple, overwhelming complication is that the public lo-o-oves the ponies. Popular legend has them the progeny of sturdy Spanish stock that swam
ashore from foundering sixteenth-century galleons—never mind the Park
Service’s prosaic description of them as abandoned farm animals.” 24
The environmental implications of the removal of certain species often
ricochets, and the introduction of new species can have unintended consequences. We were warned by a park ranger on one visit to Cumberland to
watch out for rattlesnakes. Feral hogs once held the snake population in
check by eating the snake eggs. The removal of the hogs resulted in a substantial increase in the snake population. Feral horses still pose a danger to
the endangered loggerhead turtles, because they trample the nests along the
beaches. The human desire to engineer pristine wilderness spaces cannot
account for all of the possibilities at play. Jurassic Park is a nice example of
how human hubris backfires. In the film, the character of Ian Malcolm predicts that the dinosaurs will not behave as predicted and that their reproduc-
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tion will not be guided by human engineering. We humans act as though we
know how to create equilibrium and harmony in nature. This assumption is
tremendously ironic, because the animal that causes the most damage and
whose migrations cause the greatest disruption is unquestionably humans.
Non-human charisma and the financial benefits certain animals have are a
key element in the blueprint for the management of Cumberland Island, and
in this particular case, the result is cruelty to both the feral horses and hogs.
REPRODUCTIVE FUTURE
In the previous section, we briefly introduced bio-politics to set up how
power functions to both enable and to constrain non-native species. Many
non-native species are hunted and killed. A few are forced to live. Managing
the lives of non-native animals is part of an ongoing effort to create and
sustain a particular future. Our anxieties about threats to that future have led
to problematic decision-making in the past, and by focusing on a particular
kind of future, we humans often project blame onto other species for our own
worst behavior and enact policies that have unintended consequences. The
desire to control the future, and especially to think of the future around
questions of procreation, is the center of much recent scholarship. In No
Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, Lee Edelman conceives of nature and naturalization as politicized rhetorical devices commonly deployed
by, and on behalf of, the state. Edelman’s larger argument centers on his
notion of reproductive futurism, a framework through which human futurity
is depicted as being dependent on, and iconically represented by, the figure
of the child. 25 In linking the future to procreation, a particular kind of heterosexuality is valorized. Reproductive futurism envisions queer personhood
and subjectivity as resulting in an apocalyptic lack of future. Edelman argues
that the necessary answer to this social narrative is its embrace by queer
theory. Here we will make a brief note on terminology. Edelman uses
“queer” both as an indicator of the theoretical position from which he works
(one which uses a broader conception of “queerness” as an intellectual
framework) and as a more specific reclamatory descriptor of LGBT subjectivities. Because of our particular emphasis on No Future, we use “queer”
here in accordance with Edelman and his choice regarding the word.
Edelman’s work is centrally concerned with embracing the queer lack of
futurity, as imagined by reproductive futurism, in order to critique the ways
in which cultural and social rhetorics enforce sexualized power structures:
The consequences of such an identification both of and with the Child as the
preeminent emblem of the motivating end, though one endlessly postponed, of
every political vision as a vision of futurity must weigh on any delineation of a
queer oppositional politics. For the only queerness that queer sexualities could
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ever hope to signify would spring from their determined opposition to this
underlying structure of the political—their opposition, that is, to the governing
fantasy of achieving Symbolic closure through the marriage of identity to
futurity in order to realize the social subject. 26

Through this argument, Edelman suggests the need to embrace the imagined
destruction that is wrought when logics of reproduction fail. In his formulation, queer subjectivity is no longer aligned with the discourse of the Left and
its reliance on reproductive futurism, but instead appropriates and reclaims
the Right’s doomed narrative of futurity’s loss as a result of queerness’
“radical potential, which is also to say, [its] radical threat.” 27 The threat that
queer subjects represent to futurity becomes a means by which they/we are
capable of destroying the structures, linguistic, political, and social, that oppress them/us.
Nature is also a rhetorical device by which reproductive futurism is enforced. Through the politicized naturalization of life and reproduction, such
rhetoric evokes the concept of nature as being representative of desirable
social action. Edelman writes of the Athenian Stranger in Plato’s Laws:
Nature here is less the ground for arbitrating sexual values than the rhetorical
effect of an effort to appropriate the ‘natural’ for the ends of the state. It is
produced, that is, in the service of a statist ideology that operates by installing
pro-procreative prejudice as the form through which desiring subjects assume
a stake in a future that always pertains, in the end, to the state, not to them. 28

This facet of Edelman’s argument aligns with his embrace of the “death
drive.” Death, as a truer, final, more permanent mandate than life, is the
natural order against which the state struggles. As a result, the death drive
acts as a foil to the conventions of reproductive futurism, leading life inevitably to its end. However, the death drive is not, according to Edelman, a site at
which queer theory should stake its opposition to reproductive futurism.
Rather, the death drive is a tool through which queer theory should question
and upset those social structures that maintain the ideological prominence of
reproductive futurism. 29
Edelman’s conception of nature as it relates to the death drive allows for a
consideration of the ways in which “nature” and the “natural” are deployed
on behalf of both reproductive futurism and the death drive. In the former
case, nature is politicized as a force by which reproduction is mandated. In
the latter case, nature is made anti-political in its denial of the life-affirming
reproductive imperative. Applying Edelman’s framework to the case of invasive species requires us to assess the death drive of the latter. How does the
rhetoric that surrounds invasive species read them as threats to the reproductive order, and subsequently, to futurity? In what ways does a death drivebased (queer) reading of invasive species affect larger narratives around

112

Kelsey Cummings and Kevin Cummings

nature and the natural? Finally, what are the social and theoretical functions
of conducting this type of queer invasive species rhetoric?
Using the death drive as a tool helps us understand current views on
invasive species. Invasive species’ harm is often understood to be financial,
with their negative environmental effects manifesting in explicitly economic
ways. An example of one such reading is provided by the US Congressional
Research Service document “Invasive Species: Issues in Brief,” which cites
“estimates of adverse economic impacts exceeding $100 billion annually” as
one of the primary motivators behind increased awareness of the invasive
species issue. 30 However, invasive species are also often understood in the
biological and ecological context as primarily representing threats to the
environments that they live in and the other species that they affect. These
understandings of invasive species often focus on the fatal interventions that
they make into the non-alien reproductive order. Clout and Williams explain,
“Such species are agents of ecological change, which includes extinction or
decline of vulnerable endemic species, alteration of the structure and composition of communities, loss of ecosystem services, and disruption of successional pathways.” 31 Invasive species are thus understood to be enactors of the
death drive in their violent rending of desirable native reproductive systems,
and subsequently, of ideal natural futurity.
Edelman views the death drive as existing in a contradictory position
from which it is both itself invasive and simultaneously indigenous to what is
commonly understood as the natural order. The death drive represents a
negation against the social. 32 The death drive, like invasive species, is emergent in a “natural” context simply by virtue of its existence, but formulations
of both categories within the framework of reproductive futurism (and “the
order of the social” more broadly) understand them to be intrinsically alien.
These rhetorical conceits of reproductive futurism are not wrong, however,
as Edelman argues. The negative nature of the death drive actively disallows
existence. 33 These facets of Edelman’s work indicate a means by which we
can make legible the simultaneity of invasive species’ relationship to nature
more broadly. If we understand invasive species to be enforcers of the death
drive, then we must ask how their antagonistic relationship to reproductive
futurism affects nature as it is commonly conceived. Invasive species are
themselves natural and were themselves a part of the reproductive order
before they became alien (either in fact or in classification). Their betrayal,
then, of reproductive futurism represents a turn by part of nature against
itself, and can be understood in the context of Edelman’s work to be indicative of the need to reject the social order in favor of an explicitly queer death
drive. Just as invasive species become emblematic of a force of nature that is
overtly destructive, queer subjects, too, are positioned in such a way as to
make them/us capable of enacting the death drive.
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Subsequently, the social and theoretical function of this reading of invasive species through Edelman’s work is to understand the queer death drive
as an ideological means by which the physical realities of invasive species’
effects can be understood. Invasive species’ rhetorical positioning as threats
to the desirable natural reproductive order make them agents of the death
drive. Their survival is fundamentally at odds with the natural systems and
promised futurity that surround them. It is by virtue of the fact that invasive
species are so inherently natural themselves that they are capable of representing the queer death drive so effectively. Being creatures for whom survival comes naturally, for whom the notion that they are destroying futurity is
either irrelevant or actively desirable (because it means that their survival is
effective), invasive species represent a site at which we can begin to understand what the theoretical destruction of reproductive futurism might look
like. Charismatic non-native species also play a prominent role in thinking
about reproductive futurism. Heterosexuality is rhetorically connected with
fertility and procreation. Similarly, charismatic species are bred for their
strength, beauty, and utility to human communities. Whereas, hogs, pythons,
and silver carp are represented as threats to the natural order, horses and
honey bees, in contrast, are rhetorically positioned in a way similar to Edelman’s iconic child as the emblems of a promising future.
AGAINST CRUELTY
While the dominant narrative about invasive species regards them as invaders who corrupt and destroy, Fred Pearce suggests we need to rethink the
case against these animals. Pearce is not alone, and his work, The New Wild:
Why Invasive Species Will Be Nature’s Salvation, provides a wide variety of
examples from a new generation of ecologists who argue that nativity is not
connected to fitness and who suggest that much of the existing doctrine
against non-native animals has no foundation in science. 34 This new refrain
is an important move in advocacy for non-native animals. As a new scientific
debate emerges on the impacts and implications of non-native species, the
need to rethink our language practices and rhetoric becomes much more
intense. There is a rhetorical divide between species that are labeled enemies
who are a threat through overpopulation, and species that are identified as
allies to humans or whose magnificence and grandeur provide a reason for
their redemption. We imagine that reading ongoing deliberations about nonnative species through a new queer rhetorical lens can aid in crafting an
advocacy for native and non-native animals that works against cruelty and
for an ethic of co-habitation. To re-imagine our relationships with non-native
species, we should disrupt the narratives and rhetorical maneuvers that allow
cruelty against these animals to be invisible.
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Cumberland Island provides a useful habitat for exploring how cultivating
a new rhetoric might work. The public response to the horses of Cumberland
Island is affective and influenced by sentiment. What seems to be missed is
that the horses are trapped in an austere island prison. Debates continue to
occur over how to manage their population to create the best experience for
visitors. While the treatment of the horses is better than the brutal slaughter
done to the feral hogs, the island habitat is a problematic home and puts the
horses in perpetual jeopardy from the lack of food. Cultivating a new rhetoric
will mean breaking with the symbolic order for both kinds of non-native
animals. Introduced animals who are stigmatized as alien invaders will need
to be re-imagined as beings capable of feeling pain, attachment, and belonging. Humans are quite capable of this kind of understanding in communities
where we lavish love on animal pets and companions. Getting our communities to consider cruelty against non-native species as cruelty is a promising
start. Additionally, we need to explore the logic by which we afford some
species higher status on the basis of their charisma or instrumental value.
Debates about what to do with non-native species are always debates
about the future. Like the iconic child that Lee Edelman rejects, queering the
discourse on non-native species requires rejecting the fantasy of pristine
nature spaces. The elimination of non-native species and the elevation of
charismatic species masquerades as a way to preserve the purity and innocence of nature against harmful contamination. But the tropes of innocence
and purity are deeply problematic. It is not just that strategies to maintain
purity often backfire and echo some of the worst kinds of thinking about
eugenics from our past; there is also the problem with how these logics
intermingle across contexts. Misogyny, colonialism, and anti-immigrant
xenophobia are propped up by repetition.
So what would it mean to embrace the death drive? Sentiment and affect
have had the unfortunate effect of creating terrible policies for both charismatic species and other non-native species. But there can be a productive use
of sentiment and affect, and it starts with an advocacy for those animals that
are routinely exterminated. We should criticize the cruelty visited on them,
mourn their loss, and find value in the existence of remaining non-native
species. Our thoughts and language also need to be formulated with an
understanding of our own anthropocentric biases. We appreciate some animals for their instrumental value to humans. Others produce anxieties about
external threats to our homes. What is markedly absent is a discourse that
allows for care and compassion to be part of the dialogue. The public imaginary is presently guided by an understanding that we must build a beautiful
world for our children. But a beautiful world cannot be forged if it is built
upon the bodies of the ugly and the forsaken. Learning to love the fallen, the
marginalized, and the alien is a step to create hope in response to a looming
and violent future.
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Chapter Seven

Paradise and Warfare
Aldo Leopold and the Rhetorical Origins
of Restoration Ecology
Casey R. Schmitt

Invasive species. Non-native species. Non-indigenous species. Aliens. Exotics. Neobiota. Pests. Each of these terms describes a slightly different situation, with a slightly different perspective, driven by slightly different concerns. Yet at the same time, both across and within disciplines—sometimes
within the same conversations—the terms are lumped together, used interchangeably, as essential synonyms. It is no secret that the vocabulary of
“invasion ecology” is one of the primary ethical dilemmas in its study and
many writers have, in recent decades, sought to amend the problem, removing the imprecision of interchangeable yet individually biased and connotative terms. 1 The difference between labeling a population as “invasive” and
labeling it as “non-indigenous” casts upon the same phenomenon different
understandings, variously associated with human and cultural and sociopolitical “invasions” and “indigenes.” It is a crystalizing instance of literary
theory’s role in the physical and life sciences, and, specifically, a keen example of what Kenneth Burke called “terministic screens,” 2 the interpretive
frames inherently cast on elements of any environment by the terms used to
discuss and describe them. The cultural and personal connotations of the
words and syntax and languages we use filter interpretations of the objects
we describe, like a colored gel filtering the light that passes through it. Thus,
while contemporary sciences have campaigned for a consolidated vocabulary
in the name of consistency across studies, we’ve also sought a less politically
charged, more objective phrase for describing what happens when one species enters an environment where it did not habitually appear before.
117
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This is a noble goal, as it pushes environmental scientists, ecologists,
rangers, legislators, and the general public to question presumptions that
would group “invasive species” with “enemy invasions,” “invasions of privacy,” or even, say, “space invaders.” Yet in this ongoing effort, Burke’s other
key point about terministic screens is sometimes overlooked; that is, while
we might strive for less biased, more objective language that overturns and
questions common understandings, Burke reminds us that some form of terministic screen is inevitably and always at play. In communication, he
argues, the screens cannot be avoided. To talk about a thing is to filter the
thing through the tool of shared language and, so, while we can weigh the
benefits and drawbacks of terms like “invasive” versus “non-native” versus
“alien nuisance,” we must also accept that some unintended or imperfect
connotations will always already influence ultimate understandings.
In this chapter, I look back at one of the first public statements on what
has today become known as “restoration ecology” accounting for “nonnative” species to show that from its very inception this field has, for good or
bad, been harnessed through terminology and allusion to culturally laden
concepts that “screen” ecological efforts and situations. In his 1934 statement
on the value and purpose of the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s restored
landscape arboretum, celebrated naturalist Aldo Leopold discusses native
landscapes and the radical impact of Euro-American activities in the area
with rhetorical choices that set “restoration” ecology within a frame of mythic (even sacred) dichotomies, between radical extremes like paradise and
devastation, idyllic harmony and industrial warfare. 3 William Jordan III cites
Leopold’s 1934 address as the beginning of the restoration ecology movement, and a close textual analysis of Leopold’s words reveals that even at this
very beginning, the concepts of “restoration” and “invasive species” are
screened through reference to (1) Judeo-Christian myth and the Biblical story
of Eden, and (2) mechanized, industrial, and modern warfare. 4 These two
themes are recurrent, dominant metaphors in Western discourse, readily
available to an audience and, thus, cued through even subtle allusion. Leopold’s rhetorical nods to each theme demonstrate how paradise and warfare
become inherent cultural screens for understanding restoration and invasion
ecology.
I argue that themes of “paradise” and “warfare” may be, in fact, unavoidable whenever we talk publicly about “restoration” and “non-native” species
in the West. I also use Leopold’s argument to show how acknowledging
these inherent associations can actually promote on-the-ground efforts, even
if the tools for promoting the cause are imperfect. In his 1934 address, with
multiple allusions to the paradise and conflict depicted in Genesis 1–4, Leopold taps a widely accessible, deeply recurrent cultural mythology to lay the
groundwork for what would become modern restoration ecology. 5 The powerful and familiar dichotomy between paradise and warfare, already ubiqui-
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tous in American culture, frames the ecological imbalance caused by invasive or non-native species as the result of mankind’s own poor choices—akin
to the choices that led to the Biblical fall and World War I—and, thus, casts
restoration as a particularly human charge, to make amends and get “back to
the garden.”
Though historical and biographical work on Leopold has tended to cast
him as a critic of traditional religion and contemporary social politics, 6 analysis of the 1934 address reveals how his words and arguments draw upon
each to champion his cause. By applying rhetorical analysis and Burke’s
reminder that all discourse is screened, the chapter demonstrates that ecological arguments can build upon allusion and association instead of rejecting
them outright, even as they strive to find a more perfect vocabulary. Within
the purposes of the collection, this chapter contributes historical insight into
the early development of non-native species discourse while also paying
particular attention to its rhetorical tropes and vocabulary.
I first give a brief historical context for Leopold’s essay, then use close
textual analysis to analyze its spoken and written forms and trace the rhetorical allusions to paradise and warfare. Following analysis, I offer some concluding remarks on how the underlying tension between biblical paradise and
twentieth-century industrialized warfare continues to inform depictions of
non-native species and how, in spite of the potential inaccurate connotations
these frames may sometimes invite, this underlying tension may also become
a useful rhetorical tool for guiding future action and attention.
LEOPOLD, RESTORATION, AND
THE UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN ARBORETUM
The birthplace of modern restoration ecology lies on five square kilometers
in the heart of Wisconsin’s capital city and just a short walk from the UWMadison’s sprawling campus. On the shores of Lake Wingra, restored prairie, forest, and wetland sit protected from bulldozers and highrises, reserved
for ecological study, and preserved for the appreciation of daily visitors,
young and old. The University of Wisconsin Arboretum is an internationally
renowned outdoor laboratory touting the “most varied collection of restored
ecological communities in the world.” 7 Restoration ecology has championed
efforts to remove non-native species from ecosystems around the globe and,
through intentional activity, restore the environment to its pre-modern state.
Yet to hear William Jordan III—who coined the term “restoration ecology”
in the 1980s during his own time at the UW Arboretum—the global campaign may trace back to a single speech given on a single day.
On June 17, 1934, speakers gathered on a patch of newly acquired Arboretum grounds for a formal dedication ceremony. Among the speakers was
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famed naturalist Aldo Leopold, who had worked in Madison for over a
decade and donated time and money to the Arboretum’s creation. Jordan
explains, “While a number of speeches were made at the dedication . . . the
one delivered by Aldo Leopold retains a special interest.” 8 He writes, effusively, that Leopold’s speech is “much more than a historic curiosity. It is a
prophetic statement and a charter for the development of a new kind of
enterprise—not just a new kind of arboretum, but a new way of thinking
about and dealing with nature.” 9
Jordan and Leopold are but two of the influential ecological figures to
have worked and researched in and contributed to the development of the
UW Arboretum. For such a small space, it has played a remarkable role in
the way the world thinks and talks about ecology. Historian Franklin Court
traces the Arboretum’s ninety-year history by paying special attention to the
persons and personalities that made a turn-of-the-century vision of an Arboretum park into a functioning restoration reality. 10 A key aspect of its development and influence, Court notes, is the discourse that circulated in and
around it. Court, like Nancy Sachse before him, 11 provides a history of land
acquisition and management turnover, but also features extensive sampling
from speeches and pamphlets, correspondence letters, press accounts, and
personal recollections from the individuals involved, all working to define
the Arboretum’s mission as a natural space, though more often than not in
different ways; all striving to ensure its protection, but more often than not
with different, even conflicting, goals in mind. Along the way, he describes
the vivid, impassioned, and sometimes obstinate key figures in the Arboretum’s development. Nationally celebrated individuals like Aldo Leopold,
Frederick Law Olmstead, John Nolen, and Walt Disney appear alongside
characters of local renown, like “Bud” Jackson, Michael Olbrich, Ted Sperry, and John Curtis. Court’s work highlights how discourse and deliberation
and, yes, disagreement shaped the present Arboretum, illustrating how the
interaction of occasional adversaries can, when mutual interests align, indeed
forward ecological pursuits.
Court also traces how initial efforts to establish a public park led eventually to an academic site of bio-scientific inquiry. In the struggle to define the
Arboretum and its ultimate purpose, Leopold championed efforts to reserve
the space for restoration and study against counter-efforts to open the site as
a botanical garden and public museum. This struggle reached a climax during
Leopold’s controversial fifty-day stint as Arboretum director, his landmark
“What Is the Arboretum?” speech, and the compromise reached with his
replacement, G. William Longenecker, establishing the Arboretum as both
outdoor laboratory and public recreation space.
Leopold was one of the Arboretum Committee’s earliest members 12 and
continued to be involved with the Arboretum until his death in 1948. Leopold
came to Madison in 1924 to work at the Forest Service Products lab, but
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resigned in 1928 to be a private game survey consultant. 13 By the 1930s, he
was serving as Professor of Game Management in the Agricultural Economics Department at the UW. His interest in the Arboretum, Court writes, seems
to have always been in its use as an outdoor laboratory, for testing and
learning about Wisconsin ecology as it existed prior to Euro-American settling, farming, and other activities. It seems Leopold was perennially petitioned and encouraged to take on a larger role at the Arboretum and, though
he resisted by stressing his interest was more in his research, he did concede
to serve as director in 1933, as part of a move to promote “game cropping”
education (with a method of alternately supporting and harvesting wild game
herds to keep populations in check). His difference of interest in the Arboretum’s development and purpose, however, led to a split that September,
when Leopold was re-appointed as “research director” and the horticulturalist Longenecker became executive director. 14 Leopold remained wary of
allowing public access to the Arboretum space, writing in a heated letter to
NPS Regional Director Paul Brown, for instance, “If the Arboretum becomes
an ordinary park, my interest in it will cease. Any City Council can run an
ordinary park; a university has no call to duplicate such functions.” 15
Leopold’s position on the Arboretum and what it would eventually grow
to become, however, is most clearly articulated in his 1934 address, delivered
on June 17 at the Arboretum’s formal dedication ceremony, then re-drafted
and printed in a different form for national audiences as an article in the
magazine Parks & Recreation. 16 Jordan writes that he first read the address
in 1977 and has “been thinking about it ever since.” 17 While Leopold’s
posthumously published A Sand County Almanac has become essentially
canon in modern environmental studies literature, Jordan writes that the
“What Is the Arboretum?” address is a sorely overlooked and potentially
equally important text. He writes:
[I]t has major implications not only for the Arboretum itself or the University
of Wisconsin, but for technological societies everywhere. Yet recognition of
this has been surprisingly slow in coming. Even today, it seems to me, its full
import has not been fully grasped by scientists generally, by many environmentalists, or by the general public. For evidence of this you have only to
consider that in all that has been written about Leopold during the last thirtyfive years, no one has identified his participation in the development of the
UW Arboretum and the ideas behind it as one of his most novel and farreaching contributions to the modern conservation movement of which he was
both prophet and pioneer. 18

It is for this reason that the 1934 address and essay deserve analysis and
attention.
Leopold has, of course, since been named “the first important progenitor
of the current ecological awareness movements. 19 He has become a familiar
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character across environmental studies, appealing to both the academy and
the general public for the way his rhetoric and prose bridge science and
sentiment, encouraging value for the biophysical environment that relies on
fact and observation, yet remaining accessible to the average reader. 20 As
rhetorician Barbara Willard notes, in a series of essays and public talks, he
introduced new avenues of ecological thought and discourse, revealing the
landscape itself as an epistemological text and promoting an influential “land
ethic” that considered humans as ethically responsible to the larger biotic
community of which they were merely a part. 21 His rhetorical influence
makes the 1934 address all the more important, as it provides insight into
Leopold’s early advocacy, before WWII and the Sand County essays that
have tended to dominate discussions of his written work since.
LEOPOLD AND RELIGION
Leopold’s influence as a writer and ecological advocate has frequently been
lauded for its rejection of both traditional Judeo-Christian and fully objectivist scientific reasoning and jargon, and its construction of a new value
system to replace the old. Willard, for instance, notes that Leopold’s “land
ethic” provided a third path for ecology, between preservation and conservation, wherein humans were neither protectors nor consumers but rather part
of the biotic community. 22 Opie and Elliot explain how, through his use of
rhetorical devices, like allusion, in his prose, Leopold melded the objectives
of land management science with the transcendental ideals of Emerson and
Thoreau. 23 By articulating new ways of understanding the world and the
human individual’s role within it, Leopold’s work itself has come to serve as
a kind of religious foundation for some readers’ moral-ethical worldview.
Van Horn, for instance, writes:
Leopold was a scientist who thought long and hard about the relationship
between “fact and value” and what it meant in terms of “how to live.” . . .
Leopold wrote that one of the problems with promoting a conservation-based
land ethic was that “philosophy and religion have not yet heard of it.” . . . Our
social “values,” in other words, had not caught up to our earthly “facts.” As an
adept reader of natural and cultural landscapes, Leopold insisted that compulsory laws or economic incentives would not suffice—something more binding
and fundamental was needed, which could perhaps be captured under the term
“religion.” 24

While Leopold himself was not a religious man, his holistic view of the
natural world would later influence spiritual ecological movements, including deep ecology, a strain of ecological thought that considers the living
environment as an internally balanced whole and rejects any viewpoint that
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privileges the human, whether as consumer or steward. With epistemological
and ethical components, Leopold’s writing and speeches do take on a religious character. Leopold himself becomes something of a religious or prophetic figure—not unlike the string of other ecologists who have adopted the
so-called jeremiad rhetorical form, named for the biblical prophet Jeremiah.
The jeremiad form laments how a community has strayed from its sacred
responsibilities and rallies its audience to rededicate itself to a communal
cause. 25 Opie and Elliot argue that the jeremiad “is the best rhetorical device
for handling . . . the representation of the American people in their environment” and ultimately argue that all environmentalist texts are, in one way or
another, jeremiads. 26 Willard and Buell both remark on jeremiad qualities of
Leopold’s writings, in which Leopold positions himself as a prophet for
ecological action and change. In this respect, it becomes useful to consider
Leopold anew through a religious lens. 27
Meine is one of many to record that Leopold only ever entered a traditional church twice in his adult life—once for his own wedding and once for his
daughter Nina’s marriage ceremony—but that, according to Nina Leopold,
he also believed “there was a mystical supreme power that guided the Universe.” This power was to him “not a personal God” but “was more akin to
the laws of nature.” Nina Leopold in fact described her father as “the most
religious person I ever knew.” 28
With the question of Leopold’s relationship with religion in mind, Van
Horn, Taylor, and others have recently afforded greater and greater scholarly
attention to the spiritual and non-traditional religious aspects of Leopold’s
work and of restoration ecology as a whole. 29 Taylor writes, for instance, that
Leopold has become a “saint-like hero” to many readers and environmental
activists and that there is “a religious, or at least a religion-resembling dimension, to the ways Leopold’s ethics and narratives were being creatively integrated into environmental enclaves and movements.” 30 In a 2011 special
issue of the Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture, Van Horn
argued “that Leopold’s work continues to endure, and receive growing scholarly and popular attention, because he subtly traversed the realm of metaphysics in his writing, creating a challenging dialogue between the sciences
and the humanities.” 31
Yet while this collection makes strong arguments and observations of the
new religious repercussions of Leopold’s works, it also dismisses and overlooks the old religious elements frequently at play. Van Horn writes, for
instance:
To be sure, there are instances when Leopold incorporates religious anecdotes
into his writing, calling especially on the biblical prophets to underscore the
moral relation that people should have with land. However, it is his total
vision, what might be called a religious naturalism, that brought together his
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appreciation for geological time, the unfolding of evolutionary processes, and
his intense attachment to place, informing his ideas about how land use (and
abuse) was a moral responsibility. 32

In focusing on the broader, scientifically informed aspects of Leopold’s values, aesthetic, and “spirituality,” essays like this are too easily dismissing
Leopold’s allusion and appeal to dominant and long-lived cultural traditions,
including allusion to the Old and New Testaments of the Bible. Killingsworth and Palmer, for another example, in their seminal work on rhetoric and
environmental politics in America, note that Leopold “developed a rhetoric
whose breadth of appeal is unsurpassed in the discourse of environmentalism” but they brush aside how that broad appeal is based in allusions to, say,
Ezekiel and Isaiah in favor of stressing Leopold’s challenges to traditional
Judeo-Christian religion. 33 After briefly acknowledging Leopold’s use of the
Old Testament prophets in his celebrated “Land Ethic” essay, they write that
in Leopold’s work:
Just as the Old Testament ethic yields to the New Testament ethic which yields
in turn to democracy which gives way finally to the land ethic, so Judaism was
superseded by Christianity, which was replaced as a national mark of identity
by the civil “religion” of democratic enlightenment but now should yield to
“something broader”—perhaps a biotic regulation or some form of reverence
for life in all its forms. . . . Leopold’s argument reaches beyond ethics and
touches theology itself, that ecology offers a replacement religion. 34

Again, this is an important point and crucial to an understanding of why
and how Leopold’s writing has been so influential, but it does not mean we
should also overlook Leopold’s appeal based on existing religious ideas and
traditions. Killingsworth and Palmer note, for instance, when assessing another Wisconsin naturalist, John Muir, that reform environmentalists “occasionally add a high tone to their rhetoric in the tradition established by Muir,”
using religion “as a metaphor” to draw in readers and communicate their
ideas in an accessible way. 35 Deep ecologists, they write, “have not hesitated
to expand upon the spiritual implications of their thought and to make full
rhetorical use of the appeal to their readers’ religious sensibilities.” 36 This
use of religious allusion for metaphor and appeal is certainly at play in
Leopold’s work and demands greater analytical attention.
One of the most prominent writers to address Leopold and religion and
also to promote Leopold’s rejection of Judeo-Christian frames is J. Baird
Callicott. Callicott’s several works on Leopold resonate with the theme that
Leopold thought “the biblical worldview was incompatible with conservation
and, rather than accommodate conservation to that worldview, he instead
proposed to replace it with a more coherent and comprehensive alternative.” 37 With A Sand County Almanac, Callicott writes, Leopold’s “big pro-
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ject” is “to lead ‘the company’ out of the darkness of the Judeo-Christianconsumerist worldview and into the light of the evolutionary-ecological/
land-ethical worldview.” 38
And yet, Callicott simultaneously acknowledges that there may be room
for analysis of Judeo-Christian elements in Leopold’s work. After all, he
notes, Leopold is but an individual writer whose works give voice to ideas
that have gestated in the collective Zeitgeist for decades. 39 His popularity and
rhetorical successes draw on his ability to articulate larger social values and
understandings in a concise and quotable way. In this light, Leopold’s own
religious identity is less important. In this light, essays and oratory that tap
into broader traditions, inheritances, worldviews, and understandings are
more likely to achieve success. In this light, Leopold’s work can be seen to
draw heavily on broad cultural themes through allusion.
Daniel Buehler writes on how such use of the jeremiad form and rhetorical allusion to religious and cultural themes can promote ecological ends. In
particular, he analyzes Theodore Roosevelt’s 1908 address to the Conference
of Governors, tracing how Roosevelt uses both the jeremiad form and JudeoChristian notions of Manifest Destiny on the American frontier to introduce
and promote national conservation policy. Buehler notes that conventional
religious concepts of humans as dominant over nature may at first seem at
odds with compassionate conservation, but he adds that Roosevelt’s rhetoric
harnesses the already ubiquitous Manifest Destiny themes to package his
new conservation within a pre-existing worldview. He writes that “Roosevelt’s jeremiad maintained the cultural mythology that humans hold dominion over nature by tactfully heralding conservation’s ability not only to manage nature efficiently, but actually to improve its productivity.” 40 Moreover,
he suggests that any effort to “induce people to engage in collective action”
must “fit into the pre-existing social structures that function to organize
public life,” and, citing Burke explicitly, he argues that “in the end, any form
of change dictated by public life’s dynamism is taken to be a revision of
some historical viewpoint.” 41 While others have focused on anti-religious or
spiritual qualities in his essays and oratory, I argue that Leopold is drawing
on allusion to broader, older religious themes in this same way, as well.
And, to be fair, Callicott does note that an ecological activist can use
reference to Old Testament religion to promote this appeal. He cites, for
instance, the merits of “TEK” or non-academic, non-Western “tradition ecological knowledge,” passed down at an informal level through vernacular
belief and practice, writing:
The discourse of science is often abstract, arcane, and jargon-ridden, making it
inaccessible to laypersons and often even to scientists in other fields. The
discourse of religion and mythology, by contrast, is characteristically vivid,
concrete, metaphorical, and rhetorically compelling. Exponents of the scientif-
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ic worldview, such as Leopold, can effectively draw on the discourse of religion and mythology to express the scientific worldview in ways that are accessible and persuasive to a lay audience. Thus can the cultural custodians of TEK
partner with scientists to effectively communicate an evolutionary-ecological
worldview; and the religious and mythological contexts in which TEK is embedded therefore can complement and reinforce its scientific foundations. 42

Callicott ultimately notes, like Killingsworth and Palmer, that despite his
promotion of a new, scientifically-informed spirituality and worldview, Leopold does indeed make use of biblical allusion and metaphor. 43 In his own
analysis of Leopold’s “The Land Ethic,” too, he notes how Leopold draws on
popularly accessible and familiar mythic themes from Homer’s Odyssey to
communicate new ecological ideas. 44 A savvy writer, speaker or activist uses
these tools readily at her/his disposal, and Leopold is no different.
In his other work, Callicott explicitly urges environmental educators to
couple “worldview remediation” with “an effort to express positive environmental attitudes and values in terms of popular, pre-scientific worldviews—
such as that of the Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition.” 45 Leopold, it seems, is
doing exactly that in much of his work. He is, as Taylor suggests, “both a
pragmatic person who recognized social and political obstacles and who
worked within the available institutional systems, accepting and even promoting compromises to achieve sometimes modest conservation gains, while
ardently pursuing a deeper and more radical spiritual and ethical revolution,
hoping that just such an outcome would arise through an ongoing process of
social evolution.” 46
A close analysis of the 1934 arboretum address demonstrates how Leopold achieved this dual goal. It also opens discussion of three major repercussions for the use of broad allusion to be discussed in the conclusion of this
chapter; that is, in alluding to mythic, religious, and broadly available social
themes like paradise and chaos, harmony and warfare, the ecological activist
(1) simplifies (and, hence, in part sacrifices) the subject for the sake of moral
appeal; (2) rallies support for the cause by tapping into existing worldviews,
as Callicott describes above; and (3) can transform an overwhelmingly nonhuman cause into a particularly human charge for action.
ANALYSIS OF THE “WHAT IS THE ARBORETUM?”
The 1934 “What Is the Arboretum?” address was circulated in several forms.
The first was its oral form, delivered to a small crowd on the Arboretum’s
grounds and recorded, in part, by reporters, other attendees, and Leopold
himself. An initial print version of Leopold’s remarks in full was sent to Col.
Joseph “Bud” Jackson, a key Arboretum booster, via personal correspondence, but not published for fifty more years, when it appeared in the Arbore-
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tum’s celebratory half-century anniversary publication. 47 Months after delivering the speech, in the letter to Jackson, Leopold wrote, “It will be some
time before I can get the other one out in a printable form.” 48 This heavily
revised version became the Parks & Recreation essay that was then circulated and reprinted more widely. Leopold’s edits of the speech included shortening the length and removing many of the specific references to particular
features of the Madison environment.
One element that holds the different versions of the address together,
though, is the question “What Is the Arboretum?” The question appears in all
of the address’ forms, marking the address as a kind of mission statement for
what a restored landscape and research area could and would be in the
coming decades. Considering that the Arboretum was the first American
project of its kind and that Leopold has since acquired such “saint-like”
status in the history of restoration ecology, this address represents a defining
document for the field.
In analyzing the essay, I conducted close textual analysis of both versions
of the speech, to get a sense for how the two function together and separately,
but also paid greater attention to the Parks & Recreation version, as it is the
version Leopold had more time to prepare and revise and as it is the version
that most audiences have read and referenced since.
The most striking differences between the two versions of the address are
in theme and specificity. Yes, the Parks & Recreation version is shorter in
length, but it is the fairly radical shift in content that makes the comparison of
the two versions remarkable.
The primary focus of the initial speech, delivered on site and recorded for
Col. Jackson, is establishing the mission of the University of Wisconsin
Arboretum in particular. It is a speech about definition and uncertainty. The
address begins with the rhetorical question, “What Is an Arboretum?” then
answers the question in plainest terms. “An arboretum,” Leopold declares, is:
ordinarily a place where the serious-minded citizen can learn, by looking at
them, the difference between a white and a black spruce, or see in person a
Russian olive, a tamarisk, or an Arizona cypress. That is, it is a collection of
trees. Sometimes an arboretum also serves as an outdoor library of horticultural varieties, i.e., a place where one can compare all the apples, all the lilacs,
all the roses. Some advanced institutions arrange their tree-collection as natural associations, rather than as taxonomic groups.

But following this straightforward declaration, he announces that the UW’s
Arboretum will be something different, explaining, “We want to have all
these things, but they by no means represent the main idea which we are
trying to express here. It is something new and different. Perhaps. We should
not call the place an arboretum at all.” From this point forward, the speech
repeatedly stresses uncertainty, through rhetorical questions and open state-
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ments about gaps in knowledge. The words and phrases of the address function as terministic screens conveying a sense of uncertainty. Beginning with
the word “perhaps,” Leopold defers his authority as a forester and scientist,
stating that he “will have to leave [his audience] to judge” his definition’s
worth. He next invites his audience to imagine themselves blindfolded and
set in the Arboretum area a century earlier, asserting “you would not only fail
to recognize the place, but you might fail to realize you were in Wisconsin at
all.” From this point, he stresses the need to “restore” the landscape by listing
all of the specific non-native species in the Arboretum grounds (including
pheasants, quail, wild turkey) as well as those that once lived there but no
longer remain (including grouse, partridges, elk, and deer) and then launches
into a series of rhetorical questions that, in effect, emphasize, again, uncertainty. Beginning by noting that in the 1840s different plants populated the
land, he writes, “But just what shrubs, grasses, and flowers were they? We
don’t know. Why did they remain open, instead of growing up to solid
woods? Probably fire, but we’re not sure. What oaks? Largely buff-oak, but
we are not sure.” The one thing “we do know,” he claims, is that the bluegrass that covered much of the area when he spoke, “came with the white
man—while the native grasses which then grew here are now rare or even
possibly extinct.” He notes that the Arboretum’s bog is a “vast historical
library telling the story of the arboretum back to the Glacial Epoch, 10,000
years ago” but that its “volumes are still largely untranslated.” He posits that
the introduction of carp to the lakes has changed the environment, but punctuates his claim by adding “but we do not know.” The series of open questions—including the title of the speech itself—couples with words of uncertainty like “possibly,” “presumably,” and “perhaps” to climax with a section
sub-heading that asks, “Why Study Original Wisconsin?” And here, Leopold
poses his final questions: if we “have radically changed the land, “what of it?
It’s still good to look at—why worry? Why try to discover the exact processes by which the Wisconsin of 1840 became the Wisconsin of 1930?
Americans shall look forward, not backward, so why dig up these ecological
graves?”
All of this uncertainty makes the address an appeal to research, fitting
with Leopold’s own vision for the Arboretum space. The sense of uncertainty
is the sense of inquiry that drives university study and demands that more
research be done, to provide answers and better understandings. And so
Leopold answers his final question, “Why study original Wisconsin?” by
responding, “Because we are just beginning to realize that along with the
intentional and necessary changes in the soil and its flora and fauna, we have
also induced unintentional and unnecessary changes which threaten to undermine the future capacity of the soil to support our civilization.” His speech,
he claims, “is an admission that science does not yet know enough, or is not
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yet sufficiently listened to, to anticipate and prevent this process of wreckage
which attends our supposedly advancing footsteps.”
Thus, in its original form, the address is an appeal to the University, to
scholars and researchers and scientists, but not necessarily to the general
public. It is in this form that Jordan cites the speech as a pivotal moment in
the birth of restoration ecology and, indeed, Leopold begins and ends the
address by stating that the Arboretum, “in a nutshell” is a “reconstructed”
sample landscape for the purposes of repairing our collective uncertainty.
The questions, phrases, and themes use uncertainty as a rallying point for
researchers, and the address ends with a specific appeal to conduct more
study.
In this original form, the speech does not contain the broad dichotomies
and religious allusions found in other ecologist writing and, thus, makes it
characteristic of many texts cited in Van Horn, Taylor, and Callicott’s arguments. Yet, as I’ve noted, when Leopold re-edited the address for a wider
national audience, he made a series of notable edits and additions. When
speaking to a small group of local biological scientists, Leopold does not
allude to paradise or warfare, but when writing for the nation—to scientists
and members of the general public alike—these broad screens come roaring
into play.
The Parks & Recreation version of the address, to begin, has a radically
different title and introduction than the initial version. The inherent uncertainty grounded in the question-title of the initial version is gone, with a new,
simple pair of nouns, “The Arboretum and the University,” as an official
publication title in its place. This new title both avoids the uncertain, questioning tone of the first version and sets up a structural inclination toward
dichotomy, between this thing and that one. The Arboretum and the University are both a pair and a pair implicitly set against one another. Accordingly,
the new version of the speech is indeed one that draws on culturally weighted
dualisms and dichotomies: Eden and the fallen world, harmony and warfare,
past and present, human and nature. The edited speech stresses that industry
and the hubris of human progress has destroyed the harmony inherent in a
cooperative and peaceful environment. These ideas are subtly present in the
initial address, but the Parks & Recreation version invites a different perspective on restoration and the Arboretum through different rhetorical
screens.
Moreover, counter to existing observations about Leopold’s own attitudes
toward traditional religious ideas, these screens invite biblical comparisons
from the address’ very start. In his revised version of the address, Leopold
begins:
For twenty centuries and longer, all civilized thought has rested upon one basic
premise: that is the destiny of man to exploit and enslave the earth. The
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biblical injunction to “go forth and multiply” is merely one of many dogmas
which imply this attitude of philosophical imperialism.

This epic tone is remarkably different from the questions and definitions
that began the initial address, but it also explicitly invites metaphorical
frames for understanding that draw on two essential dichotomies in the Western cultural tradition: paradise and the fallen world, ancient peace and modern warfare. The phrase “twenty centuries and longer” casts reader attention
to an Old Testament era, and the “biblical” reference to “go forth and multiply” invites immediate comparison between the Arboretum and the most
famed garden and arbor space in the Judeo-Christian tradition, the Garden of
Eden. Leopold begins his speech at the beginning of the UW Arboretum’s
official history by explicitly referring to the beginning of the Bible, in the
Book of Genesis, in the passages that describe the beginning of time and
everything in it. The command to “go forth and multiply” comes from Genesis 1.22 and 1.28. God’s first command to human beings—and, indeed, to all
living creatures—is to “be fruitful, and multiply.” In Genesis 1.28, God
instructs “man” to “Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and
subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of
the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.” 49 Leopold is
openly inviting readers to associate stewardship and restoration efforts at the
Arboretum with the biblical model, in which God gives “man” a charge over
all seeds, trees, fruit, and beasts, 50 but also uses this allusion to invite critique. By linking the biblical narrative of land stewardship to exploitations
and enslavement and dogmas of imperialism, he also invites association with
the Arboretum as an alternative to a second major Western cultural model—
that of the imperialism and oppression that led to the various wars and
violent revolutions of the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s.
Is Leopold inviting his readers to do away with old worldviews and
replace them with the new science of ecology? Yes, quite certainly—he says
so explicitly in the revised address’ third sentence—but he is simultaneously
using the most essential dualistic foundations of those existing dominant
worldviews to establish and describe his new ideas.
Upon inviting the reader to reflect on the biblical Genesis and the threats
of modern warfare, the remaining 800 words of the published version capitalize on this screen to give Leopold’s points epic import that resonate with the
existing values and fears in his readers’ cultural framework, not unlike the
jeremiad tone and allusions of Roosevelt’s 1908 conservation address.
In alluding to the book of Genesis, harmony, and warfare, Leopold primes
his reader to think of the Arboretum experiment in the model of the Garden
of Eden—a place where the first humans are charged with overseeing the
welfare of the land, but also one where poor decisions can lead to disaster. In
Genesis 2–4, Adam and Eve are given dominion over an idyllic garden
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space, full of animals and trees, to “dress it and to keep it.” 51 They then,
through hubris and poor decisions, lose that space and position. Following
their banishment from the garden, their children fall into violence, and Cain
murders his brother Abel, enacting the first recorded murder in biblical history. This fratricide mirrors the wars that tore through Europe and are also
alluded to through Leopold’s revised language in this new version of the
speech.
Apart from the address’ first lines, Leopold makes only one other explicit
reference to the Bible—referring to humans as “sons of man” in the tradition
of Ezekiel and the New Testament Gospels—but after two explicit biblical
references other parallels to the Garden of Eden narrative are readily available for the Western reader. Leopold’s opening allusions have primed the
reader for continued associations as the essay moves forward. For instance,
Leopold asserts that humans are, in fact, the “brothers” of fields and forests,
and the deadly conflict between such brothers that he then describes mirrors
that of Cain and Abel. Leopold advocates, as an alternative, for cooperation
between humans and earth, reminiscent of that described in Genesis 2, before
the “fall of man,” and his campaign for a restored environment takes on the
screen of a quest for humans to “get back to the garden” state as God first
intended for human and non-humankind. Leopold’s repeated reference to soil
and earth in the short revised address, once primed with the opening allusion,
invites reflection on the Genesis narrative, as man is “formed . . . of the dust
of the ground,” 52 just as the trees are, 53 and is fated to return to it, “for out of
it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.” 54
Leopold has removed much of the specifics of plant and animal life from the
original text, but the import of soil, dirt, erosion, and peat in the published
version remains. Leopold’s claim that “Plants, animals, men, and soil are a
community of interdependent parts, an organism” and that a man is “no more
a separate entity than his left arm, or a single cell of his biceps” puts humans
and non-humans in relationship as parts of the same body—harkening parallels to the way woman is created from man’s rib in the story of Genesis. 55
The concept of an “arboretum” of native trees invites reflection on the famed
trees of Genesis, the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge of Good and
Evil. The hubris of scientists, “too busy inventing machines,” mirrors the
hubris of Adam and Eve, making clothing out of fig leaves and, in both
Genesis and Leopold’s address, this hubris is what leads to a loss of the
initial balance and harmony in the garden environment. These associations
and parallels are not explicit, but they are primed by the opening allusion and
readily available to readers through the cultural canon. Leopold’s revised
address capitalizes on the associations by concluding, slightly differently
than he does in the initial address, that “The first step is to reconstruct a
sample of what we had to start with. That, in a nutshell, is the Arboretum.”
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Reconstruction of “what we had to start with” becomes, through the screens,
reconstruction of Eden.
The same kind of word association allusion is invited with the theme of
modern warfare. Once the concept of idyllic, peaceful Eden is established,
Leopold invites comparison of this initial harmony with the mechanized
warfare his readers had experienced and decried in the early twentieth century. After referring to existing land management efforts as “imperialism,” for
instance, he adds explicit reference to “the incredible engines wherewith we
now hasten our world-conquest,” engines that, whether as military weapons
or not, are “double-edged swords” that can be used for “coöperation” or
“destruction” on a “scale almost geological in magnitude.” The language
presents mechanized world war as a metaphor for discussing and understanding ecology. The double-edged sword can also echo the “flaming sword
which turned every way,” keeping Adam and Eve’s descendants from returning to Eden. 56 Moreover, Leopold repeatedly refers to existing policies as
being grounded in an “iron-heel mentality” that has hindered cooperation and
community between humans, animals, and plants. This “iron-heel” alludes to
oligarchy, tyranny, and dystopia, and even to WWI–issue hobnail army
boots. He invites, for perhaps one of the first times in the rhetoric of nonnative species, comparison between ecological threats and an invading
foreign army, writing, “If some foreign invader attempted such loot, the
whole nation would resist to the last man and the last dollar. But as long as
we loot ourselves, we charge the indignity to ‘rugged individualism,’ and try
to forget it.” And all of this builds to the assertion that restoration at the
Arboretum is a cause of “national importance,” determining “the future habitability of the earth,” with questions “just as important as whether to join the
League of Nations.” Each word choice again screens the ecological issue
through allusions to World War I.
In effect, an address that had, in its initial version, stressed uncertainty
and research definitions, becomes an address about paradise and warfare, two
of the most familiar and culturally potent concepts in Western society, set in
bold opposition to one another. This is no longer a speech about nuance and
hedged remarks. It is a question of life and death, Heaven and Earth, peace
and destruction. The distinction between the two, Leopold implies, is the
decisions we make next, the human course of action. That action, as before,
is research—and the address still climaxes with an appeal to research and a
series of questions—but those activities are now primed with more epic and
symbolic import.
Of course, not all crucial elements of the Genesis story are readily identified in Leopold’s work. There is no clear analog in Leopold’s narrative for
Eve and the relationship between man and woman. There is no clear analog
for the serpent, a seeming agent of nature that deceives Eve into upsetting the
harmonious balance of the garden. Indeed, there is no real reference to or

Paradise and Welfare

133

analog for the biblical God who creates Eden and dictates what happens to
humankind. Likewise, Leopold’s address does not present a point-to-point
extended metaphor between restoration at the Arboretum and the events of
World War I. However, in both cases, the address does allude to and invite
association with dominant symbols, values, and anxieties already available to
the vast majority of his readers.
In the end, this allusion to both biblical paradise and industrial warfare
serves to communicate the same central idea, an idea that Leopold states
explicitly elsewhere in the address: that human scientists need to reduce
anthropocentric hubris and human exceptionalism and accept their place as
members of a larger community system. “Ecology,” he writes, “tells us that
no animal—not even man—can be regarded as independent of his environment.” Both the Genesis screen and the warfare screen support this idea. In
Genesis, a divinely ordered system is disrupted by the overreaches of humankind. In World War I, a peaceful community of nations dissolved into chaos
and bloodshed when each failed to concede or cooperate. The metaphors of
both were readily available for Leopold as a writer and he uses them to
communicate and illustrate his idea.
In doing so, he also links his argument to the inherent dualism in both the
paradise and warfare metaphors. Both the Eden narrative and the idea of
warfare are built on concepts of dichotomy and division, either-or scenarios.
In war, there is us and them, ally and enemy, life and death. In Genesis, there
are a series of explicit dichotomies, set in place by God, between heaven and
earth, form and void, light and darkness, day and night, open seas and dry
land. 57
The dichotomous worldview encouraged in the metaphors carries over
into Leopold’s ultimate depiction of the Arboretum. In his speech, there is
dichotomy as well—between, for example, humans as invaders and humans
as repairers, humans as part of the nature community and humans as particularly powerful agents of change, harmony and cooperation with the environment and chaos and degradation. The Arboretum, for Leopold, is a place
where human actors can make a choice, between the address’ two central
metaphors, making for either a space of paradise or a space of warfare.
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
The import of this observation is far-reaching, not only because of Leopold’s
individual influence as a writer but for the way it demonstrates a central
component of environmentalist argument and the rhetoric of invasion and
restoration ecology. That is, from its inception, discussion of restoration
ecology has tended to use vocabulary and terministic screens that invite
comparisons to the Garden of Eden and modern warfare. In fact, as Donald
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Worster notes, all contemporary environmental concerns, along with means
of interpreting those concerns and prioritizing certain perspectives over others, are “in large degree the consequences” of a give and take between JudeoChristian frames and their “modern secular offspring—science, industrial
capitalism, and technology.” 58 In wrestling with the terminology, modern
writers have frequently tried to avoid these comparisons, arguing that we
ought not over-romanticize restored habitats as paradise on Earth nor vilify
non-native species as “invaders” in a militaristic sense. Writers like Buehler,
for instance have argued that drawing upon existing cultural frames, as
Roosevelt did with his conservation message, can constrain innovative avenues for thought and even reproduce the conditions that created the environmental exigencies in the first place. 59 Yet Leopold’s address suggests another
course. When writing for intimate colleagues in a specific atmosphere, Leopold focuses on specific features of the environment and the technical questions that would drive future research and inquiry, but when addressing a
broader crowd, he acknowledges the popular (if problematic) narratives of
paradise and warfare always already at play. Leopold may, as Callicott and
others argue, have wanted to replace old worldviews with his new ecology
and land ethic, but his words show an awareness and even an incorporation
of biblical themes and broader social anxieties.
In eighty years of restoration rhetoric, the themes of paradise and warfare
are perennial concerns. Because the Judeo-Christian tradition is so ubiquitous, when describing an effort to restore an unpeopled, undisturbed natural
state to Westerners, identifications with the Garden of Eden and efforts to
“get back to the garden” are not entirely in the writer or speaker’s control.
Likewise, when discussing “invasive species” and “protection” of a place,
the presence or absence of frames of military defense or warfare is not
always up to the ecological agent. Both paradise and warfare are massively
influential cultural narratives, and they will likely creep into discussions of
non-native species and restoration regardless of the specific words that are
said. Paradise and warfare currently frame the Western experience and
worldview, and these frames are readily available for the ecological activist
to adopt or to reject—and Leopold’s work suggests that while complete
rejection of the frames might be impossible, adoption and adaptation can
forward one’s cause.
To this day the stated mission of the University of Wisconsin-Madison
Arboretum is “to conserve and restore Arboretum lands, advance restoration
ecology, and foster the land ethic.” 60 In words like “conserve” and “restore,”
association with the Eden narrative and military defense are always already
available to the reader. The Arboretum’s stated vision is to model restoration
and “ecologically sustainable relationships between people and the land.”
Here, too, while Arboretum officials, researchers, and volunteers would, like
Leopold, be quick to note that people and land are part of one system, the
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language invites some readers to think (consciously or not) of people and
land in opposition or dichotomy. Leopold’s 1934 address shows that acknowledging this predisposition in the general audience’s worldview is one
way to invite that audience to re-think their assumptions and re-craft that
worldview over time.
There are certainly all kinds of repercussions for a religiously grounded
dichotomy in ecological restoration policy, 61 but they are not necessarily all
negative ones and they are not necessarily all roadblocks to a new and nonreligious worldview. Implicit metaphors and associations have been embedded in the discourse of restoration ecology/non-native species from the beginning, and future advocates can use the dichotomy between paradise and
chaos, Edenic and martial frames, to stress the exigence of action now. Leopold’s own vision of restored ecosystem builds heavily from such dichotomy, channeling the tension between extremes like paradise and warfare to
convey the urgent need for restorative action.
In effect, by acknowledging rather than outright rejecting the dichotomous worldviews of old, he—and future writers like him—can complete at
least three important rhetorical moves:
1. Such allusions and metaphor can simplify the situation for the sake of
garnering base moral appeal. This may, at times, oversimplify the
scientific situation on any given site, but it provides a foundation for a
second useful rhetorical move;
2. Upon achieving a general acceptance and understanding of the simplified situation, the allusions and metaphors can rally general support
for the restoration cause by tapping into worldviews already widely
held, already underlying discourse in all parts of our society. This is
exactly what Callicott recommends coupling with technical explanations in future restoration education efforts; and
3. Once that general acceptance, understanding and support is achieved,
the writer or speaker can use the starting metaphors to introduce new
ideas, adapt those old metaphors, and promote change.
In the case of biblical paradise and modern warfare, the screens present both
a massive, extended universe beyond human control and a situation in which
human actions and human choices still make all the difference. By acknowledging and adapting themes of paradise and warfare, Leopold and others can
emphasize that though humans are part of something bigger, they can act to
make a change—just like the first humans in Eden could chose to reject the
forbidden fruit, and just as the individual conscript could contribute to the
greater world war effort. These are powerful screens always already at play.
If we have such tools at our rhetorical disposal, we ought to use them.
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Chapter Eight

Rooting for the Unrooted
Invasive Species and Uncanny Ecosystems in
Peter Carey’s “Exotic Pleasures”
Mica Hilson

On the surface, Peter Carey’s 1979 science fiction story “Exotic Pleasures”
might seem like a straightforward allegory about the dangers of invasive
species and the havoc they have wrought on the Australian ecosystem. Over
the course of the story, we witness an extraterrestrial species of bird masquerading as pets while literally laying the seeds for human civilization’s destruction, planting trees that uproot the existing landscape, transforming it
into a facsimile of the birds’ native habitat. By the end of “Exotic Pleasures,”
the couple at the center of the story have killed their pet “Pleasure Bird,” but
the damage is already done; we leave them wandering through a postapocalyptic landscape of burst water pipes and gas lines, staring up at alien
trees filled with Pleasure Birds who looked “like troops who have just accomplished a complicated and elegant victory.” 1
However, the story is not nearly as straightforward as this simple plot
summary would suggest; indeed, as I will argue, Carey effectively complicates our notion of invasive species as a corrupting influence upon virgin
territory. While drawing from the same basic set of tropes that have conventionally been used to structure nature preservationist discourses about invasive species—namely, Christian motifs about purity and corruption, along
with a notion that nature and industrial capitalism are entirely antithetical to
one another—he scrambles many of the key reference points that these discourses rely upon. This narrative hybridization, I propose, erodes several of
the key categorical distinctions that serve as the grounds for preservation-
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ism’s construction of invasive species as an enemy against which native
habitats must be vigilantly guarded.
PRESERVATIONISM, DEVELOPMENT, AND
INVASIVE SPECIES AS POLLUTANTS
First, I should specify what I mean by “preservationism” and explain why I
am taking care to distinguish it from other philosophies of environmentalism
(particularly, the similar-sounding but dramatically different philosophy of
“conservationism”). Indeed, there is a long history of preservationists being
infuriated by conservationists (and vice versa) because, despite both caring
deeply about the environment, their priorities are so different. Since conservationists are most concerned with the responsible management of the
world’s natural resources, they have sometimes endorsed development projects (e.g., dams) that have horrified preservationists, who care most deeply
about keeping key locations (e.g., picturesque river basins) unchanged and
untouched by development. Preservationism’s priorities must also be distinguished from the focus of “restoration ecology,” which seeks to intervene in
ecosystems that have been damaged by human development; preservationist
organizations like the Sierra Club, on the other hand, primarily devote their
resources to environments that are undeveloped and “unspoilt,” with the
intention of keeping them that way.
John Muir, who founded the Sierra Club and was instrumental in the
development of the United States National Park system, was also a prolific
nature writer, and his words have served to encapsulate and disseminate the
preservationist worldview. This mode of thinking about nature emerged not
only from a tradition of Christian moralism, but also from a particular moment in the history of industrial capitalism. Throughout Muir’s writing on
nature, for instance, we get references to how the man immersed in nature
can lose track of time. In a famous passage from his memoir My First
Summer in the Sierra, he describes:
thrilling with the air and trees, streams and rocks, in the waves of the sun,—a
part of all nature, neither old nor young, sick nor well, but immortal. Just now I
can hardly conceive of any bodily condition dependent on food or breath any
more than the ground or the sky. How glorious a conversion, so complete and
wholesome it is, scarce memory enough of old bondage days left as a standpoint to view it from! In this newness of life we seem to have been so always. 2

That description of nature as a timeless space that liberates one from “old
bondage days” is telling and, I would argue, very much a product of its own
time, an era in which industrial capitalism was rapidly changing how
Americans perceived the passage of time. Conservationists like Muir were
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writing in a historical moment when timeliness and efficiency were becoming more highly prized and time was becoming more standardized, a process
that required a move away from more local and variable ways of telling time
by sunlight and moonlight. Part of the appeal of the “timeless” primordial
forest, then, is that it seemed to provide a sanctuary from the encroachment
of the rigidly measured temporality of industrialized capitalism, which increasingly prioritized efficiency and operated under the principle that “time
is money.”
This longing for a timeless space—that is, a space seemingly outside of
the synchronized “timeliness” demanded by industrial capitalism—is at the
heart of one of Muir’s key legacies, the establishment of “nature preserves.”
The nature preserve is a space that must be spared from development—a term
that has both economic and temporal connotations. Becoming a site of “development” brings a place into sync with the frantic pace of global trade,
sacrificing the quality of “timelessness” that is so highly prized within preservationist discourse. The nature preserve is meant to be kept not only timeless but also pristine, ostensibly unsullied by the dirty business of global
capitalism.
Ironically, however, the creation of “timeless spaces” like Yosemite National Park required making radical changes to the ecosystem, as the humans
who had been living off the land were forcibly displaced by the US Army, no
doubt disrupting the ecological balance in the process (as this tribe of huntergatherers was removed from the food chain). Simon P. James notes a further
irony; “the truth of the matter was that the lush meadow floor of Yosemite
Valley, which to Muir and others had seemed a vision of Eden, was the
product of the Ahwahneechee practice of burning the brush in order to create
space for grazing.” 3 As James observes, Muir’s work includes several passages depicting native tribes as “unclean,” implying that they are out of place
with pristine nature. However, I would add the significant qualifier that Muir
oscillates wildly between negative representations of Indians as unclean degenerates and positive representations of Indians as clean and wholesome
models for how to live in harmony with one’s environment. Tellingly,
though he opts for the term “Indian” rather than “native,” he seems to represent Indians as “clean” only insofar as he can view them as “natives” and
classify them among the region’s native wildlife. Note, for instance, the
following passage: “How many centuries Indians have roamed these woods
nobody knows, probably a great many, extending far beyond the time that
Columbus touched our shores, and it seems strange that heavier marks have
not been made. Indians walk softly and hurt the landscape hardly more than
the birds and squirrels, and their brush and bark huts last hardly longer than
those of wood rats.” 4 Muir thus admires these tribes for being relatively
“timeless” and for not inscribing deep traces of their history onto the landscape. In contrast, the Indians that Muir judges most harshly and deems
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“dirty” are those who more closely resemble the inhabitants of “developed”
regions, including a native hunter who trades venison in exchange for some
of the provisions carried by Muir’s party, as well as a group of native men
who beg him for whiskey or tobacco. Describing the dirty faces of the latter,
Muir remarks that “had a worn abraded look as if they had lain exposed to
the weather for ages” and concludes that they are examples of “degraded”
humanity. 5
On one hand, then, I would agree with James that to better comprehend
why Muir (like the preservationist ecologists he helped to inspire) draws a
distinction between “clean wilderness” and “dirty people,” we would need to
apply Mary Douglas’ famous definition of dirt as “matter out of place.” 6
That is to say, the preservationist approach to nature depends on the construction of a cordon sanitaire that excludes any matter (whether organic or
inorganic, living or inert) that appears “out of place”—and would thus be
classed as a form of pollution, rather than as a wholesome influence. However, I would further add that the qualities Muir most associates with dirt are
historicity and economic activity; the natives he encounters are “clean” only
insofar as they leave behind few visible traces of their activity, and they are
perceived as “dirty” degenerates only when they are seeking to engage in
trade with the developed world. As numerous critics of Muir’s writing have
noted, he envisions the wilderness as a prewritten, divinely authored text,
fully accessible and intelligible to anyone who achieves proper communion
with the natural world. The marks of development are, in essence, a blot on
this landscape, inscribing signs and narratives of movement (i.e., tracks) that
threaten to mar the divine text, rendering it illegible. Furthermore, like
modern-day graffiti scrawled over an ancient site, these signs of civilization
and commerce are perceived as “dirty” precisely because they disrupt the
viewer’s ability to preserve the (false) sense of the wilderness as a space out
of time, cut off from the fast-paced modern world.
What I want to suggest, then, is that Muir admires the Indians when he
can interpret them as a “native species,” but that he perceives them as “dirty”
blights on the landscape whenever they exhibit traits conventionally associated with “invasive species,” which are frequently represented as symptomatic
of modernity and globalization. Unlike much nature writing (which is often
content just cataloguing the features of a “timeless” place), writing on invasive species tends to demand a narrative, and often it tells a story about
global economic trade, one in which the invasive species figures as a sign of
industrial pollution. For instance, “The Africanized honeybee subspecies was
accidentally released in Brazil in 1957 during an attempt to create a hybrid
that would adapt to tropical climates and produce large amounts of honey.
Moving northward some 200 to 300 miles (320 to 480 km) per year, the bees
had reached Mexico in the 1980s and Texas by 1990.” 7 Or take this passage:
“The first nutria were deliberately introduced into the United States from
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South America in 1899 in an effort to establish new ventures in fur farming.” 8 Or this one: “Green crabs probably entered the east by boats and the
west by packing material of bait shipments.” 9 As these examples illustrate,
the conventional logics we use to classify “invasive species” seem to demand
an origin story, pinpointing the precise moment when the species—“harmless” in its native habitat—“went bad” and was reborn as a threat. And in
many of these supervillain origin stories, global capitalism is presented as the
underlying corrupting influence. The implication is that, without the intervention of global capitalism, these species would have—and should have—
remained static, rooted in place, eternally existing in a monotonously harmonious relationship with their native ecosystems.
In this discourse, nature is something that must be kept away from
narrative—which demands action and motion, thus entailing the displacement of matter and the production of “dirt”—which is imagined as a corruption, a symptom of the Fall. Invasive species carry the taint of narrative with
them, and we are seldom inclined to imagine this narrative will have a positive outcome—narratives about invasive species almost always emphasize
the decline of the ecosystems they have entered, and they often gesture
toward a set of apocalyptic future consequences. The invasive species, figured in this preservationist rhetoric as a demonic figure corrupted by global
trade, must thus be fought back, kept from overrunning and contaminating
the holy land. If the nature preserve is imagined as a prelapsarian space
outside of capitalist globalization and its attendant historical processes, then
the invasive species is the Burmese python in the garden, bringing about the
Fall of the nature preserve’s innocent timelessness. Indeed, news coverage on
the Burmese python, which has rapidly spread through the Florida Everglades, provides a good illustration of the discourse I am discussing. Even
though official reports by wildlife ecologists have stopped short of concluding that there is a direct cause-and-effect relationship between the appearance
of Burmese pythons in the southern Everglades and the disappearance of
native mammals from that section of the park—with one ecologist even
proposing the alternate theory that drainage of water from the area might be
largely responsible for the decline—most media reports on the study condensed its findings into a simple before-and-after story: before the pythons
came, wildlife flourished, but now “99 percent of raccoons, 98 percent of
opossums and about 88 percent of bobcats were gone.” 10 What is missing
from such stories is any kind of larger historical context to indicate how these
native populations have changed over time; rather, they are presented as
though they had been in stasis (“nature preserved” for posterity) until the
python breached their enclosed space.
This is why, although in practice some “nature preserves” might also be
designated as “wildlife refuges,” these two terms imply radically different
conceptions of the natural world and how to care for it. The strictly main-
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tained “nature preserve” would not allow for the relocation of species, which
would clearly belie its claims to being a “timeless” space in perpetual
homeostasis. By definition, however, a wildlife refuge is designed for refugees, animals that have been displaced from their native habitats. Roaming
refugees are often represented as threatening and invasive, dirty hordes that
come flooding across the borders of a space, which is why the construction of
a designated refuge does such important conceptual work. This is especially
true of a wildlife refuge, which is conceptualized as a permanent new home,
rather than as a temporary refugee camp; once animals are resettled there,
they can be received as innocent victims rather than being perceived as shifty
threats or messy vagrants roaming through urban, suburban, and exurban
developments. Interestingly, however, while “wildlife” is technically a very
broad term, one that could encompass everything from ticks to thorn bushes,
wildlife refuges are popularly imagined as a space for a specific type of
wildlife refugee—animals, and the so-called “charismatic megafauna” in
particular. Conversely, it is hard to imagine a wildlife refuge for displaced
plants; indeed, even within the space of a wildlife refuge, plants that are not
native to the region might be regarded as invasive species and thus be rooted
out by conservation officers serving as groundskeepers. Indeed, plants are
conventionally imagined as part of the “grounds” of a place, helping to
ground it so that it can be considered a stable home. Thus, in order to imagine
a “refuge” that serves as a home for displaced animals, we tend to imagine
the plants in that refuge rooted in place, serving as a stable ground, rather
than pursuing their own processes of displacement and relocation.
As I have been suggesting, both plants and animals have tendencies to
stray outside of their native habitats, but we typically have different standards for judging displaced animals and displaced plants. While both have
sometimes been villainized as invasive species, corrupted by capitalist development and global trade, the concept of the refuge allows some animals (but
not plants) to be redeemed, perceived as the innocent victims of development
rather than as blights wrought on the landscape by development. As I will
demonstrate in the next section, Carey’s narrative challenges this double
standard by showing a non-native animal and plant species spreading in
tandem, highlighting the points of connection between species that are often
classed into separate categories.
“EXOTIC PLEASURES” AND
THE MADONNA-WHORE COMPLEX
Carey first signals his departure from standard discourses about invasive
species by setting his narrative within a universe in which no space appears
to be untouched by the spread of free-market capitalism, in which the tradi-
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tional borders for preserving some kind of “pure” space have long since
eroded from the pressures of interstellar capitalism. Even outer space appears
less as a sublime “final frontier” and more as a far-flung set of exurbs; as the
story’s central character Lilly observes an interstellar cargo ship landing at
the spaceport, the narrator sardonically notes that it would contain “no exotic
threats or blessings . . . nothing more beautiful than iron ingots, ball-bearings,
and a few embittered workers who were lucky enough to have finished their
stint in the untidy backyards of space.” 11 These “untidy backyards” are also
represented as the property of corporate interests; the invasive species depicted in the story are natives of the planet Kennecott 21, owned by the same
company that runs the spaceport. Carey’s narrator briefly alludes to a past
conflict between these corporate interests and the regulatory agencies that
once had authority over space and operated according to a very different
ideology: “If the crew-cut Protestants who had begun the push into space
with such obsessive caution had seen the laxness of the space companies
with quarantine matters they would have shrieked with horror. But NASA
had wilted away and no terrible catastrophe had hit the earth.” 12 NASA, here
associated with careful preservation of planetary natural habitats—and compared to a plant that has since “wilted”—is not described in very flattering
terms. Rather, the narrator emphasizes this regulatory organization’s hysteria, paranoia, and obsessive-compulsive behaviors. The preservationist longing for purity is portrayed in a similarly unappealing light when the narrator
reveals Lilly and her husband Mort once worked as gardeners on an Edenic
estate which Lilly recalls as “some lost paradise from which they had been
inexplicably expelled by a stern fascist god.” 13 The detail that Lilly and Mort
were cast out of the garden “inexplicably” and unfairly is key, since it signals
how Carey is departing from the standard Judeo-Christian narrative; while
Lilly gets tempted by the “forbidden fruit” of the alien Pleasure Bird, this fall
into temptation only occurs after the couple has already been expelled from
the Garden.
Instead of having a stable home, Lilly and Mort lead a nomadic lifestyle,
and most of the story takes place either in their car or in the roadside motels
where they spend the night. Appropriately, then, the scene where Lilly is
tempted to acquire the Pleasure Bird, while clearly echoing the biblical tale
of man’s fall, takes place not in an Edenic garden, but rather in the parking
lot of a major center for interstellar trade and hiring—the epitome of a
“corrupted” landscape, a la the Joni Mitchell lyric, “They paved paradise and
put up a parking lot.” However, the land where this parking lot was erected
does not quite fit a conventional image of “paradise”; the story is set in
Carey’s native country of Australia, a land that has historically been represented very differently than the “pristine” wilderness of North America.
Though a popular standard (and frequent Qantas theme song) might proclaim
“I Still Call Australia Home,” the continent has a long history of being
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represented as a space that’s unusually inhospitable and resistant to domestication. Rather than regarding it as an even newer, fresher counterpart to the
“New World,” the Europeans who discovered and colonized Australia instead designated it as the Antipodes, the ends of the Earth. No wonder, then,
that Australia has so often been represented as a post-apocalyptic wasteland—its interior is a particularly popular filming location for post-apocalyptic films, from Mad Max to The Rover—or that it once functioned largely as a
dumping ground for convicts regarded as human garbage.
None of this is to discount the rich ecosystem that actually exists in
Australia, or the active efforts that are being made to preserve that environment. Rather, I simply want to highlight how the country has been conventionally imagined, as Carey plays upon these tropes to depict Australia as a
place which is always already a “wasteland,” offering no wholesome environment where the human family can lay down roots, that thus cannot be
“laid waste” by the dirty, disruptive depredations of invasive species. The
radical transformation of this landscape by the Pleasure Birds and the Rockdrill trees they spread thus certainly counts as cataclysmic, but might not be
the “terrible catastrophe” feared by the NASA officials and other advocates
of quarantine. Carey’s conclusion inverts the typical apocalyptic narrative of
how invasive species pollute an ecosystem and lay it to waste, instead presenting us with a former “wasteland” that has been transformed into lush
forest. Once Mort and Lilly run into this forest, which has quickly grown to
uproot the highways, gas lines, and other infrastructures that human civilization has become dependent upon, they literally reach the “end of the road,”
the point where they presumably can no longer roam the countryside by car.
Ironically, then, while ecological catastrophes are conventionally represented
as events that displace populations, Carey’s story leaves us with two characters who were already displaced, but now will likely be forced to settle down.
If the “corruption” that Lilly helps unleash onto the world ironically
transforms the landscape into less of a wasteland, the scenes in which Lilly is
tempted into acquiring the bird appear equally paradoxical. It is not quite
accurate to cast Lilly in the role of the corrupted innocent; even in her initial
encounter with the bird, she demonstrates that she’s already a savvy, calculating operator. In the story’s restaging of the Fall, the sinister snake in the
garden is replaced by a rogue spaceport employee in the parking lot, who
talks Lilly into seeing, then touching, then purchasing the exotic Pleasure
Bird he has hidden in a cleaner’s trolley. She is initially wary, deeming the
man to be “crazy” and a potential robber. 14 Given the financial windfall that
Lilly is ultimately able to reap from the bird, perhaps the craziest thing about
this man is that he is happy to give it to her for only five dollars; in effect, he
doesn’t “rob” Lilly, but lets her rob him, since after touching the bird, she
immediately “calculated its value in thousands of dollars.” 15 It is telling that
the danger that the bird presents is tied to the character who seems to be

Rooting for the Unrooted

149

crazily acting against his own “rational” economic self-interest, letting the
bird go for a steal. In that opening scene, then, the bird appears as both
poisonous gift—a Trojan horse hidden in the cleaner’s trolley—and as a
potentially valuable commodity. The duality is fitting, since the bird is able
to work within the prevailing system of free-market capitalism, but also
literally contains the seeds of that system’s destruction: the Kennecott Rockdrill seeds that the bird eats and excretes, Rock-drill trees quickly taking root
at every site where the bird deposits its waste.
The bird is not the only paradoxical figure within “Exotic Pleasures.”
When Lilly is introduced in the story’s opening paragraph, she is defined in
terms of her “funny face,” the narrator comparing it to a “crossword puzzle.” 16 The very flexibility of Lilly’s face, in other words, might make it
impossible to describe her as conventionally beautiful, but it also means that
she resists systemic pigeonholing. If Lilly’s face is a reflection of her character, then that character allows for the simultaneous expression of seemingly
contradictory elements. We see some of that contradiction at work when she
buys the bird, where she appears at once to be both a savvy negotiator and a
gullible mark. By the same token, the bird serves as a vehicle for both her
empowerment and her degradation; the money that she makes charging
crowds to touch the Pleasure Bird levates her to the status of primary earner
for her family, but to draw those crowds, she dresses up and performs as a
clown. In her clown outfit and makeup, Lilly appears somewhat grotesque
(especially in the eyes of Mort, who questions whether this garb is really
necessary), yet ironically, it also recalls the colorful plumage that the beautiful Pleasure Bird uses for similar attention-grabbing purposes.
The key paradox that Lilly presents, however, is that she appears to epitomize both sides of the so-called Madonna/whore dichotomy. When Lilly is
first introduced, the story emphasizes her maternal qualities; she is not only
pregnant with Mort’s child, but her primary role in the relationship seems to
involve nurturing Mort—whose defining characteristics are his boyish “innocence,” “smooth skin,” and “dreamy childlike face”—consoling him when he
encounters disappointments. 17 Yet the story insistently deconstructs the distinction between Lilly as mother and Lilly as “whore”—that is, as a sexual
woman, a temptress, and a woman who trades pleasure for money. For instance, in an early scene, we see a postcoital Lilly “on the bed stroking the
bird which sat comfortably between her breasts and her swollen belly.” 18 The
image reminds us that Lilly is an expectant mother and frames her relation
with the bird as maternal, as she cradles it in a classic “attachment parenting”
position. At the same time, however, her nudity serves as a reminder of the
sex that she has just had with Mort, and her pleasurable “stroking” of the bird
appears masturbatory.
The figure of the Madonna—the virgin mother who miraculously manages to conceive a child without going through the whole messy business of
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having sex—also underlies a preservationist conception of nature. In this
discourse, nature is “Mother Earth,” a timeless and wholesome source of
nurturance; however, it is also obsessed with preserving nature’s “virgin
forests” and “virgin soil,” which are figured as perpetually fresh and young.
Thus, the guarded perimeter of the nature preserve serves as a metaphorical
chastity belt keeping out exploitative developers and all others who might
“rape,” pollute, or (literally or figuratively) deflower the land. Like an overzealous censor, this discourse cuts out the “dirty parts”—that is to say, the
moments when the natural ecosystem appears neither as a wholesome motherly homebody nor as a pristinely chaste virgin, but rather as a body that’s
getting some action. What’s missing from this discourse of nature as VirginMother Earth is a sense of the ecosystem’s unpredictable dynamism, the
ways in which it is perpetually getting busy by getting dirty, generating
matter out of place. Think, for instance, of the primeval-yet-virgin forests
that have long been emblems of the preservationist cause; the trees in these
forests are valued for being rooted in the past, and preservationists hope that
they will remain rooted long into the future, but both of these are passive
formulations, burying the fundamental ways that presently, moment-by-moment, these trees actively take root. Muir-style preservationism admittedly
allows for a modicum of motion within the ecosystem, but all of this motion
is harmonious, ordered according to predictable routines of rhythmic flowing
and flowering; taking root, on the other hand, involves more discordant,
offensive forms of motion as matter is displaced and objects and organisms
forcefully collide.
“Exotic Pleasures” emphasizes just how much of the activity that sustains
an ecosystem is dirty business, involving the displacement of matter. The
Pleasure Bird spreads the Rock-drill seeds through excretion, and has a penchant for defecating on “nice clean roads,” which then become uprooted as
the tree breaks through the asphalt to take root. 19 On the one hand, this detail
is just another of the story’s uncanny science fiction elements—the crude act
of an animal excreting waste turning out to be part of a sophisticated alien
takeover plot. But, as Freud reminds us, the uncanny involves the return of
the repressed, the knowledge that we have willfully ignored and buried in our
subconscious lurching back up to the surface, like a reanimated corpse digging itself out of the ground. In this case, the spread of the alien tree—the
Kennecott Rock-drill—is uncanny, but although it happens at a fantastical
rate, it involves processes that are in no way alien to terrestrial tree species.
For instance, the narrator explains that the tree is able to drill through asphalt
because, “Whereas a terrestrial seed secreted mucus, the Kennecott Rockdrill secreted a strong acid much like lichen did.” 20 On the one hand, the tree
seed that “secreted a strong acid” is a sci-fi conceit, aligning the trees with
such threatening fictional species as the aliens from Alien, who have acid in
place of blood; however, the narrator also makes the explicit comparison to
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lichen, reminding us that such aggressive growth processes are not as alien to
the vegetable world as we might like to assume. We also learn that attempts
to eradicate this invasive tree through controlled burns have backfired dramatically; “Fire . . . merely accelerated the germination of the seeds.” 21 Here,
the Rock-drill bears more than a little resemblance to one of Australia’s
native plants, the Eucalyptus, which are highly flammable—forest ecologist
David Bowman describes them as “evolutionary freak plants that massively
increase fire risk,” trees whose flammability has evolved through natural
selection, as “Fire opens up the woody capsules that hold the seeds, which
love growing on freshly burned soil. Give a hillside a really good torching
and the eucalyptus will absolutely dominate.” 22 The eucalyptus, regarded as
an integral part of Australia’s native environment, is thus viewed as a dangerously invasive species in many other countries (including the United States),
and the Rock-drill tree’s uncanny resemblance to the eucalyptus further blurs
the lines between native and alien, between homey and unheimlich.
The narrator emphasizes the threat that these trees present by giving us a
privileged view of their subterranean expansion, telescoping the whole process into a quick sentence: “the root tips expanded, using osmosis, and little
by little cracked the rock, pushing a strong and complicated root system
down a quarter of a mile if need be.” 23 In bringing these ecological processes
to the surface, “Exotic Pleasures” ruptures a placid preservationist view of
eternally rooted trees, a view that depends upon keeping the offensive action
of taking root out of sight and thus out of mind. Furthermore, this preservationist representation of trees, which imagines them in harmonious statis,
elides a key distinction between slow motion and no motion; even if realworld trees don’t quite take root at the accelerated pace of the Kennecott
Rock-drill, a rate of growth that’s immediately visible to the human eye, their
slow motion nonetheless entails a substantial displacement of matter.
REPRODUCTIVE FUTURISM AND SOCIAL DAWKINSISM
“Exotic Pleasures” is also uncanny in the way it unsettles a standard rationale
for why we might want to preserve nature: so that our children (and their
children, and their children, ad infinitum) might inherit it. This discourse,
what Lee Edelman famously critiqued as “reproductive futurism,” 24 gets
referenced early on in the story, when Mort expresses concerns that the nonnative species (the Pleasure Bird) might somehow hurt the unborn child that
Lilly is carrying; taking a paternalistic tone, he warns her, that “fuck[ing]
around with exotics” constitutes a pregnancy risk. 25 In certain ways, this
appears to be a prescient warning; by the end of the story, as Mort and Lilly
reach the “end of the road” and encounter an alien landscape that now seems
to “belong” to the invasive species, it seems as though humanity itself (in-
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cluding Lilly and Mort’s family line) might have reached the “end of the
road.” Even more ominously, the couple’s unborn child stops being mentioned midway through the story, in essence disappearing once Lilly starts
making money with the bird, which appears to displace the baby in her
thoughts and affections. In this sense, the bird bears an uncanny resemblance
to that age-old figure of the “unnatural” child, the cuckoo in the nest.
The European cuckoo has been vilified by generations of nature writers,
perhaps in part because these writers resent the challenge that the bird (unwittingly) makes to their worldview, as its “natural” instincts lead it to violate the sanctity of the “natural” order that these writers celebrate. The cuckoo is infamous for laying its eggs in other birds’ nests; the baby cuckoo
hatches before its nestmates, and it instinctively makes a rocking movement
that pushes the other eggs (the native inhabitants) out of the nest. Although
the cuckoo is a native species in England and many other European countries, its characteristic breeding behaviors have led many nature writers to
describe it as though it were non-native, as an invasive species rather than
one that truly holds a rightful place within the native ecosystem. For instance, one nature columnist draws a sharp contrast between cuckoos and the
respectable, hard-working homebodies who serve as their hosts, asking, “But
why do adult cuckoos leave Europe so early in the autumn? Shouldn’t they
take it easy after the stresses of breeding, as other birds do? The answer is
that they’ve already had their holidays. If you abdicate your parental responsibilities the way cuckoos do, you have most of the summer to entertain
yourself.” 26 For a further indication of how nature writers have pathologized
the cuckoo’s breeding habits, just consider the titles of these studies: “Cuckoo Birds: Con Men of the Sky,” Cuckoos, Cowbirds, and Other Cheats, The
Avian Brood Parasites: Deception at the Nest. 27 Furthermore, the figure of
the cuckoo has sometimes been used to designate individuals who experience
alienation from their native lands or families of origin. For instance, another
famous Australian writer, Nobel Prize winner Patrick White, described himself as a cuckoo, a child that failed to meet his biological parents’ expectations or fit their family norms. 28 Part of what gives the cuckoo such a negative reputation, then, are the ways that it threatens to collapse categorical
distinctions between the native and the alien, between the natural and the
unnatural, between “wholesome” acts of nesting and parental nurturing and
“dirty” acts of squatting and resource exploitation.
Perhaps most disturbingly, the cuckoo challenges a sentimental belief that
the devoted, self-sacrificing mother is acting on innate maternal instinct.
Baby cuckoos emit cries that simulate those made by its host species and
stimulate maternal and paternal responses in its foster parents, who devote
considerable energy just keeping the (typically much larger) cuckoo wellfed. The Pleasure Bird in “Exotic Pleasures” also seems to share this attribute
with the cuckoo, making humans get attached to it by triggering maternal
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responses in them. For instance, Lilly temporarily hands the bird over to a
hotel manager who demands payment for their stay; as she tries to take the
bird back, however, the male manager clutches it tighter, “cooing over the
bird like a mother keeping her baby from harm.” 29 Lilly’s own maternal
protectiveness of the bird, which becomes an increasingly crucial part of her
conflict with Mort, is thus framed less as an intrinsic aspect of her femininity
and more as a desire implanted by the bird itself, a component of its parasitism.
The wedge that the Pleasure Bird places between Lilly (who dotes on it)
and Mort (who resents its presence) also strongly resembles a standard Oedipal scenario. Indeed, since the bird effectively takes the place of the couple’s
baby, the reader might reasonably interpret Mort as a man who would be
jealous of any being who displaces him in Lilly’s affections, taking away the
time and attention she used to devote toward “babying” him. That Oedipal
interpretation is further supported by passages that describe Mort venting his
frustrations at the little creature that Lilly dotes on and holds in her lap as
they drive, calling it “the little murderer.” 30
However, Lilly’s attachment to the bird, which becomes so intense that it
compromises her relationship with Mort, can be read not only as a maternal
fixation, but also as an erotic attraction. In Lilly and Mort’s increasingly
bitter arguments, she accuses Mort of resenting the bird because “You can’t
give me pleasure, so you’re damned if anything else is going to,” 31 suggesting that Mort views the bird as an erotic rival. The bird is thus not only
threatening to Mort and Lilly’s family unit because it is a kind of cuckoo in
the nest, but it also because it effectively cuckolds Mort. Again, we might say
that by highlighting this triangle between Mort, Lilly, and the bird, the story
is collapsing conventional distinctions between Madonna and Whore. Is Lilly
neglecting her wifely responsibilities in favor of the dirty pleasures and profits that the bird brings her? Or is she drawn by a higher, purer calling, to care
for a “child” who was not conceived by human intercourse, but rather came
from the heavens?
These ambiguities thwart any attempts to read this story as a conservative
ecological morality tale in which the invasive species threatens the sanctity
of the nuclear family. Indeed, “Exotic Pleasures” seems to go out of its way
to demonstrate how the conventional ideal of a homeostatic “nuclear family,”
quarantined from the polluting influences of the outside world, is an unsustainable fiction. Mort and Lilly are driven to do whatever it takes to preserve
their little family unit, even if it means exploiting others—like the impoverished hordes who flock to Mort and Lilly’s market stall and pay exorbitant
prices just for the pleasure of touching the bird. In this sense, they seem to
epitomize a neoliberal ethos perhaps best summed up by Margaret Thatcher’s
infamous formulation that “There is no such thing as society. There are
individual men and women, and there are families . . . people must look to
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themselves first.” As they prioritize the self-interest of the family unit, Lilly
and Mort demonstrate a lack of concern or even curiosity about in the people
and world around them. Even as they watch national newscasts about the
threat that the bird and the Rock-drill seeds pose to the environment and
larger human community, they respond “complacently . . . without alarm or
even particular interest.” 32 And once the birds are outlawed as part of a
belated nationwide quarantine effort, Lilly’s one act of environmental consciousness is when she “fulfilled her obligation to the world by collecting the
bird’s shit in a cardboard box” 33 rather than letting it shit directly on the
highway.
That lack of interest in anything beyond individual self-advancement and
the status of one’s family is, as I have indicated, symptomatic of neoliberal
ideology. However, there has been a large body of scientific (and pseudoscientific) writing that has sought to justify such attitudes by naturalizing
them, postulating that humans and other organisms are simply programmed
to place themselves and their families first. These notions were especially
popularized by a book published three years before “Exotic Pleasures” (and
before the start of the Thatcher era in Britain), evolutionary biologist Richard
Dawkins’ The Selfish Gene (1976), which claims that “We are survival machines—robot vehicles blindly programmed to preserve the selfish molecules
known as genes.” 34 For Dawkins—and especially for the many armchair
evolutionary biologists and evolutionary psychologists that his work helped
to inspire—nearly every human behavior (and animal behavior and plant
behavior and bacterial behavior and so forth) can be understood in terms of
this fundamental drive to preserve one’s genetic lineage and, ideally, maximize the return on one’s “genetic investment.”
One of the major problems with this line of thinking—what I term “Social
Dawkinsism”—is that, as with “Social Darwinism” before it, a theory that
began as a descriptive account of a process that generally takes place over
millennia has been reinterpreted as a prescriptive set of rules for how we
should live our lives in the short term. Furthermore, I would argue that by
locating “survival of the fittest” at the level of the individual and family
(rather than by race, class, or species), Social Dawkinsism is actually more
pernicious than Social Darwinism, as it allows for less cooperation among
individuals, encouraging everyone (aside from very close blood relatives) to
engage in a highly competitive zero-sum game to maximize the continued
survival of their genes. In other words, Social Dawkinsism takes a statement
that originally described a species’ gradual evolution to fit within an ecological niche (“survival of the fittest”) and transforms it into a motivational
slogan endorsing individual ruthlessness, akin to “Only the strong will survive” or “Might makes right.” From the perspective of Social Dawkinsism,
Lilly and Mort are doing the right thing, doing what they need to do (however ruthless it might be) in a competitive world in order to survive and provide
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for their offspring. But of course, that mentality leads to the downfall of
human civilization, rendering their family-first focus as a form of tunnel
vision; the key thing they cannot see (until it is too late) is how different
species might be working in tandem.
Taking note of Lilly and Mort’s limited and skewed perspective, we
might even question the final image of the birds as an invasive species, a
militaristic image that is entirely in keeping with evolutionary biology’s
tendency to represent survival as a competitive war game (so that, for instance, evolutionary biologists conventionally describe the relationship between the cuckoo and its host as an “evolutionary arms race”). In the story’s
final sentence, “Through the mists of gasoline Lilly saw, or imagined she
saw, a curious arrogance in [the birds’] movements, for all the world like
troops who have accomplished a complicated and elegant victory” (emphasis
mine). 35 To what extent is Lilly’s hazy vision of the birds as a strategic
invading army actually a projection of her own biases toward seeing the
world in terms of ruthless competition and calculated self-interest?
Even if we read this ambiguous ending in a more positive light—questioning the view of the birds as evildoers or harbingers of the apocalypse—
the story is nonetheless clearly satirizing the laissez-faire attitude that enables the forests of Rock-drill trees to spread so quickly. Lilly’s perception
that she has only a very limited “obligation” to the world around her—that,
just like her, the Earth’s many species must look after themselves and submit
to the implacable rule of “Survival of the Fittest”—is perfectly in keeping
with a neoliberal ideology of “personal responsibility.” What I am suggesting, then, is that much as the story presents unflattering portraits of both the
regulatory agency (NASA) and the manifestation of unregulated capitalism
(the Kennecott spaceport), Carey is satirizing both the preservationist impulse to overregulate the environment and the free-market capitalist impulse
to eschew regulation altogether. Although Carey seems to be questioning a
preservationist mentality that automatically regards invasive species as menaces and pollutants that must be “cleansed” from an ecosystem, he seems
equally critical of a purely laissez-faire attitude which regards the ecosystem
as a competitive marketplace in which only the strongest deserve to survive.
I want to conclude by noting that, even as it seems to propose a sensible
third course between preservationist and laissez-faire approaches to the environment, “Exotic Pleasures” is not designed to provide readers with a fully
coherent message about environmental policy. Rather, its primary value
comes from how the story thematizes conventional ways that we interpret
ecosystems and challenges readers to develop new modes of interpretation,
strategies for meaning-making that would inevitably lead to new ideas for
environmental policy.
As I noted near the beginning of this chapter, preservationist discourses
have traditionally been grounded in a notion of the pristine environment as a
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text that has already been written—a divine message just waiting to be received by those acolytes who achieve full communion with the natural world.
The Social Dawkinsists I critique also conceive of nature in terms of text, but
they use a very different sort of text as their model, an immutable set of
“natural laws” (headed by the law of “survival of the fittest”) that serve to
structure all interactions in the natural world. Influenced by game theory,
these discourses theorize that nature itself operates like a board game, allowing for some “rolls of the dice” or other chance operations, but otherwise
structured according to a strict set of rules. Thus, although this discourse
does not regard nature as a prewritten text (as Muir did), it does regard nature
as a largely predictable text, made so by its adherence to certain formulas
and rules of composition.
In departing from both of these models for understanding nature, Carey is
gesturing toward a conception of nature as a more messy, heterogloss, and
open-source text, one that is being written and revised moment-by-moment
through the collaborative and competitive efforts of a multitude of species,
each placing lines and displacing others. Unlike the reassuringly closed texts
described above, which would allow humans to step back into the role of
passive observers, bearing witness to pre-inscribed marks or pre-ordained
laws, Carey leaves things uncomfortably open-ended, creating a situation
where the characters and readers alike must actively work to create meaning
out of an unsettled and uncertain world. Specifically, he leaves Mort and
Lilly (our would-be Adam and Eve) in a space that might be interpreted as a
kind of paradise—a lush forest that has sprouted virtually overnight in the
midst of a wasteland of asphalt and gas lines—but a paradise that, unlike the
old Eden, does not happen to be designed specifically for humans. The unresolved question—the question that Lilly, Mort, and the readers must actively
work to determine—is whether, as the alien species entering this uncanny
“new Eden,” humans will be able to make a place for themselves in such an
environment.
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