John Berger: Why We Look at Animals (excerpts)
The nineteenth century, in western Europe and North America, saw the beginning of
a process, today being completed by twentieth-century corporate capitalism, by which
every tradition which has previously mediated between man and nature was broken.
Before this rupture, animals constituted the first circle of what surrounded man. Perhaps
that already suggests too great a distance. They were with man at the center of his
world. Such centrality was of course economic and productive. Whatever the changes in
productive means and social organization, men depended upon animals for food, work,
transport, clothing.
Yet to suppose that animals first entered the human imagination as meat or leather
or horn is to project a nineteenth-century attitude backwards across the millennia.
Animals first entered the imagination as messengers and promises. For example, the
domestication of cattle did not begin as a simple prospect of milk and meat. Cattle had
magical functions, sometimes oracular, sometimes sacrificial. And the choice of a given
species as magical, tameable and alimentary was originally determined by the habits,
proximity and “invitation” of the animal in question….
We know what animals do and what beaver and bears and salmon and other creatures
need, because once our men were married to them and they acquired this knowledge
from their animal wives. (Hawaiian Indians quoted by Levi-Strauss in The Savage Mind)

The eyes of an animal when they consider a man are attentive and wary. The same
animal may well look at other species in the same way. He does not reserve a special
look for man. But by no other species except man will the animal’s look be recognized as
familiar. Other animals are held by the look. Man becomes aware of himself returning the
look.
The animal scrutinizes him across the narrow abyss of non-comprehension.
This is why the man can surprise the animal. Yet the animal – even if domesticated –
can also surprise the man. The man too is looking across a similar, but not identical,
abyss of non-comprehension. And this is so wherever he looks. He is always looking
across ignorance and fear. And so, when he is being seen by the animal, he is being
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seen as his surroundings are seen by him. His recognition of this is what makes the look
of the animal familiar. And yet the animal is distinct, and can never be confused with
man. Thus, a power is ascribed to the animal, comparable with human power but never
coinciding with it. The animal has secrets which, unlike the secrets of caves, mountains,
seas, are specifically addressed to man.
The relation may become clearer by comparing the look of an animal with the
look of another man. Between two men the two abysses are, in principle, bridge by
language. Even if the encounter is hostile and no words are used (even if the two speak
different languages), the existence of language allows that at least one of them, if not both
mutually, is confirmed by the other. Language allows men to reckon with each other as
with themselves….
No animal confirms man, either positively or negatively. The animal can be killed
and eaten so its energy is added to that which the hunter already possesses. The animal
can be tamed so that it supplies and works for the peasant. But always its lack of common
language, its silence, guarantees its distance, its distinctness, its exclusion, from and of
man.
Just because of this distinctness, however, an animal’s life, never to be confused
with a man’s, can be seen to run parallel to his…. With their parallel lives, animals offer
man a companionship which is different from any offered by human exchange. Different
because it is a companionship offered to the loneliness of man as a species.
Such an unspeaking companionship was felt to be so equal that often one finds
the conviction that it was man who lacked the capacity to speak with animals – hence the
stories and legends of exceptional beings, like Orpheus, who could talk with animals in
their own language.
What were the secrets of the animal’s likeness with, and unlikeness from man?
The secrets whose existence man recognized as soon as he intercepted an animal’s look.
In one sense the whole of anthropology, concerned with the passage from nature
to culture, is an answer to that question. But there is also a general answer. All the secrets
were about animals as an intercession between man and his origin. Darwin’s evolutionary
theory, indelibly stamped as it is with the marks of the European nineteenth century,
nevertheless belongs to a tradition, almost as old as man himself. Animals interceded
between man and their origin because they were both like and unlike man.
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Animals came from over the horizon. They belonged there and here. Likewise
they were mortal and immortal. An animal’s blood flowed like human blood, but its
species was undying and each lion was Lion and each ox was Ox. This – maybe the first
existential dualism – was reflected in the treatment of animals. They were subjected and
worshipped, bred and sacrificed.
Today the vestiges of this dualism remain among those live intimately with, and
depend upon, animals. A peasant becomes fond of his pig and is glad to salt away its
pork. What is significant, and is so difficult for the urban stranger to understand, is that
the two statements in that sentence are connected by an and and not a but.
The parallelism of their similar/dissimilar lives allowed animals to provoke some
of the first questions and offer answers. The first subject matter for painting was animal.
Probably the first paint was animal blood. Prior to that, it is not unreasonable to assume
that the first metaphor was animal….
Until the nineteenth century, anthropomorphism was integral to the relation between
man and animal and was an expression of their proximity. Anthropomorphism was the
residue of the continuous use of animal metaphor. In the last two centuries, animals have
disappeared. Today we live without them. And in this new solitude, anthropomorphism
makes us doubly uneasy.
The decisive theoretical break came with Descartes. Descartes internalized, within
man, the dualism implicit in the human relation to animals. In dividing absolutely body
from soul, he bequeathed the body to the laws of physics and mechanics, and, since
animals were soulless, the animal was reduced to the model of a machine.
….Countless productive inventions were still necessary – the railway, electricity,
the conveyor belt, the canning industry, the motor car, chemical fertilizers – before
animals could be marginalized.
During the twentieth century, the internal combustion engine displaced draught
animals in streets and factories. Cities, growing at an ever-increasing rate, transformed
the surrounding countryside into suburbs where field animals, wild or domesticated,
became rare. The commercial exploitation of certain species (bison, tigers, reindeer)
has rendered them almost extinct. Such wild life as remains is increasingly confined to
national parks and game reserves.
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Eventually, Descartes’ model was surpassed. In the first stages of the industrial
revolution, animals were used as machines…. Later, in the so-called post-industrial
societies, they are treated as raw material. Animals required for food are processed like
manufactured commodities….
Is there not one way in which animals, instead of disappearing, continue to multiply?
Never have there been so many household pets as are to be found today in the cities
of the richest countries. In the United States, it is estimated that there are at least forty
million dogs, forty million cats, fifteen million cage birds and ten million other pets.
In the past, families of all classes kept domestic animals because they served a
useful purpose – guard dogs, hunting dogs, mice-killing cats, and so on. The practice
of keeping animals regardless of their usefulness, the keeping, exactly, of pets (in the
16th century the word usually referred to a lamb raised by hand) is a modern innovation,
and, on the social scale on which it exists today, is unique. It is part of that universal
but personal withdrawal into the private small family unit, decorated or furnished with
mementoes from the outside world, which is such a distinguishing feature of consumer
societies.
The small family living unit lacks space, earth, other animals, seasons, natural
temperatures, and so on. The pet is either sterilized or sexually isolated, extremely
limited in its exercise, deprived of almost all other animal contact, and fed with artificial
foods. This is the material process which lies behind the truism that pets come to
resemble their masters or mistresses. They are creatures of their owner’s way of life.
Equally important is the way the average owner regards his pet…. The pet
completes him, offering responses to aspects of his character which would otherwise
remain unconfirmed. He can be to his pet what he is not to anybody or anything else.
Furthermore, the pet can be conditioned to react as though it, too, recognizes this. The
pet offers its owner a mirror to a part that is otherwise never reflected. But, since in
this relationship the autonomy of both parties has been lost (the owner has become thespecial-man-he-is-only-to-his-pet, and the animal has become dependent on its owner for
every physical need), the parallelism of their separate lives has been destroyed.
The cultural marginalization of animals is, of course, a more complex process
than their physical marginalization. The animals of the mind cannot be so easily
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dispersed. Sayings, dreams, games, stories, superstitions, the language itself, recall
them. The animals of the mind, instead of being dispersed, have been co-opted into other
categories so that the category animal has lost its central importance. Mostly they have
been co-opted into the family and into the spectacle.
Those co-opted into the family somewhat resemble pets. But having no physical
needs or limitations as pets do, they can be totally transformed into human puppets. The
books and drawings of Beatrix Potter are an early example; all the animal productions
of the Disney industry are a more recent and extreme one. In such works the pettiness of
current social practices is universalized by being projected onto the animal kingdom….
“About 1867,” according to the London Zoo Guide, “a music hall artist called the Great
Vance sang a song called Walking in the zoo is an OK thing to do, and the word ‘zoo’
came into everyday use. London Zoo also brought the word ‘Jumbo’ into the English
language. Jumbo was an African elephant of mammoth size, who lived at the zoo
between 1865 and 1882. Queen Victoria took an interest in him and eventually he ended
his days as the star of the famous Barnum circus which traveled through America – his
name living on to describe things of giant proportions.”
Public zoos came into existence at the beginning of the period which was to see
the disappearance of animals from daily life. The zoo to which people go to meet animals,
to observe them, to see them, is, in fact, a monument to the impossibility of such
encounters. Modern zoos are an epitaph to a relationship which was as old as man. They
are not seen as such because the wrong questions have been addressed to zoos.
When they were founded – the London Zoo in 1828, the Jardin des Plantes in
1793, the Berlin Zoo in 1844 – they brought considerable prestige to the national capitals.
The prestige was not so different from that which had accrued to the private royal
menageries. These menageries, along with gold plate, architecture, orchestras, players,
furnishings, dwarfs, acrobats, uniforms, horses, art and food, had been demonstrations of
an emperor’s or king’s power and wealth. Likewise in the nineteenth century, public zoos
were an endorsement of modern colonial power. The capturing of the animals was a
symbolic representation of the conquest of all distant and exotic lands. “Explorers”
proved their patriotism by sending home a tiger or an elephant. The gift of an exotic
animal to the metropolitan zoo became a token in subservient diplomatic relations.
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Yet, like every other nineteenth-century public institution, the zoo, however
supportive of the ideology of imperialism, had to claim an independent and civic
function. The claim was that it was another kind of museum, whose purpose was to
further knowledge and public enlightenment. And so the first questions asked of zoos
belonged to natural history; it was then thought possible to study the life of animals even
in such unnatural conditions….
Meanwhile, millions visited the zoos each year out of a curiosity which was both
so large, so vague and so personal that it is hard to express in a single question. Today in
France 22 million people visit the 200 zoos each year. A high proportion of the visitors
were and are children.
Children in the industrialized world are surrounded by animal imagery: toys,
cartoons, pictures, decorations of every sort. No other source of imagery can begin to
compete with that of animals. The apparently spontaneous interest that children have
in animals might lead one to suppose that this has always been the case…. Yet it was
not until the nineteenth century that reproductions of animals became a regular part of
the décor of middle class childhoods – and then, in this century, with the advent of vast
display and selling systems like Disney’s – of all childhoods….
The animals [in zoos] seldom live up to the adult’s memories, whilst to the
children they appear, for the most part, unexpectedly lethargic and dull. (As frequent
as the calls of animals in a zoo, are the cries of children demanding: where is he? Why
doesn’t he move? Is he dead?) And so one might summarize the felt, but not necessarily
expressed, question of most visitors: Why are these animals less than I believed?
And this unprofessional, unexpressed question is the one worth answering.
A zoo is a place where as many species and varieties of animals as possible are
collected in order that they can be seen, observed, studied. In principle, each cage is a
frame round the animal inside it. Visitors visit the zoo to look at animals. They proceed
from cage to cage, not unlike visitors in an art gallery who stop in front of one painting,
and then move on to the next or the one after next. Yet in the zoo the view is always
wrong. Like an image out of focus. One is so accustomed to this that one scarcely notices
it any more; or, rather, the apology habitually anticipates the disappointment, so that
the latter is not felt. And the apology runs like this: What do you expect? It’s not a dead
object you have come to look at, it’s alive. It’s leading its own life. Why should this
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coincide with its being properly visible? Yet the reasoning of this apology is inadequate.
The truth is more startling.
However, you look at these animals, even if the animal is up against the bars, less
than a foot from you, looking outward in the public direction, you are looking at
something that has been rendered absolutely marginal; and all the concentration you can
muster will never be enough to centralize it. Why is this?
Within limits, the animals are free, but both they themselves and their spectators,
presume on their close confinement. The visibility through the glass, the spaces between
the bars, or the empty air above the moat, are not what they seem – if they were, then
everything would be changed. Thus visibility, space, air, have been reduced to tokens.
The décor, accepting these elements as tokens, sometimes reproduces them to
create pure illusion – as in the case of painted prairies or painted rock pools at the back of
the boxes for small animals. Sometimes it merely adds further tokens to suggest
something of the animal’s original landscape – the dead branches of a tree for monkeys,
artificial rocks for bears, pebbles and shallow water for crocodiles. These added tokens
serve two distinct purposes: form the spectator they are like theater props; for the animal
they constitute the bare minimum of an environment in which they can physically exist….
The zoo cannot but disappoint. The public purpose of zoos is to offer visitors the
opportunity of looking at animals. Yet nowhere in a zoo can a stranger encounter the look
of an animal. At the most, the animal’s gaze flickers and passes on. They look sideways.
They look blindly beyond. They scan mechanically. They have been immunized to
encounter, because nothing can any more occupy a central place in their attention.
Therein lies the ultimate consequence of their marginalization. That look between
animal and man, which may have played a crucial role in the development of human
society, and with which, in any case, all men had always lived until less than a century
ago, has been extinguished. Looking at each animal, the unaccompanied zoo visitor is
alone. As for the crowds, they belong to a species which has at last been isolated.
This historic loss, to which zoos are a monument, is now irredeemable for the
culture of capitalism.
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