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Simulated animal and simulated umwelt:
Towards a method of analysing and critiquing
nonhuman animals in consumer settings

Andrew Mark Creighton’

Abstract: In this article I develop sociologist George Ritzer’s concept ‘simulated
animal’ by focusing on rational systems, enchantment, and nonhuman animal cor-
poreality and behaviour. I argue that simulated animals are nonhumans controlled,
structured, or represented within consumer contexts. From this I develop what I
am calling ‘simulated umwelt. Simulated umwelt, as a concept, is a synthesis of
zoosemiotics with Ritzer’s work and focuses on nonhuman animals’ experiences
and representations within rationalized settings and consumer representation. This
is accomplished by applying umwelt theory and analysis to the subjective experien-
tial aspect of simulated animals via umwelt construction, in the ongoing pursuit of
descriptive and critical approaches to nonhuman animals closely connected to con-
sumption. I conclude by emphasizing the utility of simulated umwelt reconstruc-
tion for facilitating “truly” intersubjective descriptions of nonhuman experience.

Keywords: rationalization; McDonaldization; enchantment; zoosemiotics; ideal
types

Introduction

The importance of nonhuman animals is increasingly accepted throughout the
humanities and social sciences today, and this is especially relevant to semiot-
ics with research focusing on dog and human relations (Mangano 2018), animal
rights activism and speech (Meschiari 2018), etc. Jakob von Uexkiill’s (2010; see
Maran et al. 2016a) and later Thomas A. Sebeok’s (1972, 1990) work on nonhuman
animal communication has resulted in a drive within and beyond the humanities
for more zoosemiotic research on a wider array of communication phenomena
(Martinelli 2010) and their contextualized embeddedness in relations (Delahaye
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2023; Cerrone, Miaekivi 2021), institutions (Maekivi, Maran 2016), conservation
(Magnus, Maekivi 2023), and natural disasters (Nazaruddin 2022; Nazaruddin,
Magnus 2023) among many other areas. Zoosemiotics is also greatly concerned
with the climate crisis, modernity, and issues in the Anthropocene (Maran 2023a;
Noble 2021). Human relations with nonhuman animals have always been an
urgent topic for zoosemiotics, and this importance has only increased with the
quickly unfolding ecological catastrophes.

Timo Maran (2023a) has noted the semiotic and cultural importance of such
human development, focusing specifically on the over-reliance upon (and over-
abundance of) abstract meanings within many contemporary societies. Maran
pushes for degrowth and an attempt to interpret the world through more iconic
and indexical relations. In this paper, I take Maran’s work to heart, although I
turn in a slightly different direction by identifying phenomena within the current
consumer context that blur and confuse referential relations. I am not so much
concerned with redirecting meaning towards indexes or icons as I am interested in
identifying, defining, and exploring simulations of nature, here specifically of non-
human animals. Generally, I will discuss how rational systems, or McDonaldized
systems (Ritzer 2019), and their accompanying enchantment construct our under-
standing of the world. I intend to provide a better definition of the concept ‘simu-
lated animal;, while also coining a coupled concept, ‘simulated umwelt, as a means
to understand rational and enchanting influences on our world, as well as a way
to critique such influences and the rational treatment of nonhuman animals. To
accomplish this, I will draw on George Ritzer’s concepts of McDonaldization and
enchantment, and zoosemiotic literature on umwelt theory.

Enchantment and rationalization

At the core of this study lie two closely linked concepts, consumer rationaliza-
tion, or McDonaldization, and enchantment. McDonaldization can be under-
stood as an extension of Weberian rationalization, with Ritzer focusing his con-
cept on consumption. McDonaldization entails the structuring of a system based
on ends-to-means logic governed by strict rules or regulations, and Ritzer makes
use of American fast-food restaurants as a model and metaphor for this process.
McDonaldization is characterized by increasing efficiency, predictability, calcula-
bility, and control, which all contribute to amplified productivity and consumption
within the system, ideally at least (Ritzer 1983, 2001: 198). The act of prosumption
within fast-food restaurants exemplifies McDonaldization, as prosumption, or the
simultaneous act of consuming and producing, is used to create more control
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over customers by restricting human interaction (self-checkout machines cannot
be argued with), predictability through design (self-checkout affords easy-to-use
interfaces), efficiency through removing labourers (consumers work as cashiers
and also bus their own tables), and calculability via standardized procedures (con-
sumers know where to take their garbage, trays, etc.). Prosumption also aids in
extending the economic rational logic of fast-food restaurants, achieving lower
costs and increasing financial success. However, such systems have their irrational
drawbacks, or irrational rationalities. These can be the negative consequences of
their operations, being anything from environmental destruction to alienation
in labour or unhealthy diets. Moreover, McDonaldized systems themselves can
be alienating. Their predictability can be found to be boring or “inauthentic”,
and they remove us from more substantive, less rigidly structured experiences.
Consequently, McDonaldized systems and their irrational rationalities must be
mediated to ensure their continued success, and such a means comes in the form
of enchantment.

The concept of enchantment as largely understood today partially stems
from Max Weber (1965, 2001). Weber (2001: 123; see Jenkins 2000: 13) argued
that rationalization would increasingly disenchant society, resulting in our im-
prisonment within an iron cage of bureaucratization and formalization while
revealing the soulless objective reality of the world. When we consider contem-
porary consumer societies and Ritzer’s work, then Weber’s ‘iron cage’ and ‘dis-
enchanted world’ do not appear to have come to absolute fruition. The world
is still enchanted, although not with the teleological cosmologies which once
dominated pre-modernity, as Jeffrey C. Alexander (2013) notes. Additionally,
such enchantment is largely constructed for and by consumer means (Ritzer
2005, 2010). For Ritzer, contemporary enchantment is a means to hide and dis-
guise McDonaldization. Through many different methods and techniques, from
advertising and product placements to branding and local in-person events
enchantment is used to conceal the rational and dehumanizing aspects of
McDonaldization. Consequently, the term is rather encompassing in this sense,
and enchantment can be anything that obscures McDonaldization and its irra-
tional rationalities. As an example, recent research on this topic and tourism
has demonstrated the use of ‘situational-enchantment, or feelings of transcend-
ence and ‘oneness’ (Drinkwater et al. 2022). Situational-enchantment enchants
by giving consumers a spiritual connective experience, for instance in haunted
spaces, in which guests noted a plethora of felt emotions and a sense of connecting
with the paranormal (Drinkwater et al. 2022).

Enchantment is constructed by various types of spectacles, the most general
being the extravaganza, which makes use of intentionally human-constructed



Simulated animal and simulated umwelt 211

events, objects, etc., to entice consumers. Especially noticeable in Las Vegas hotel-
casinos, cruise ships, and similar venues of consumption like ski resorts, such
extravaganzas often create encompassing and immersive spectacles on grand
scales, in what Ritzer (2005, 2010; Ritzer, Stillman 2001) terms the new means of
consumption, or the new cathedrals of consumption. The new means of consump-
tion are institutions specialized towards consumption and differ from previous
consumer institutions in an increase in extravaganzas, simulations, implosions,
and McDonaldization (Ritzer 2010, 2005; Ritzer, Malone 2000). The new cathe-
drals of consumption are not always as grandiose as ski resorts or Las Vegas; alter-
natively, they are found within everyday experiences, from superstores to online
shopping and consumer media. Similar to their flashier cousins, these everyday
means of consumption integrate extravaganzas, simulations, implosions, and
McDonaldization.

While ‘extravaganzas’ is a general term for techniques used to construct en-
chantment, simulations and implosions can be considered as relatively specific
techniques, although they encompass a wide range of phenomena. Drawing from
Jean Baudrillard (see Baudrillard 1994, 1998), simulations blur the true and the
false via McDonaldized structures or enchanting representations. As such, merely
blurred truth and falsity is not enough to denote a simulation, but such blurring
must be facilitated by rationalization or the media surrounding such rationaliza-
tion. Simulations can be seen throughout consumer institutions from themed res-
taurants emulating cultures to simulated flavours in foods; this form of enchant-
ment confuses reality as a means to encourage consumption and production
(Ritzer 2010, 2005).

Similar to simulations, implosions for Ritzer (2010), who is again drawing
from Baudrillard (1983), are prevalent in the new means of consumption and
McDonaldization. Implosion in Ritzer’s (2010: 119) context can be understood
as the erosion of meaning between two once clearly distinguishable things - it
includes the “real” and fake meaning; implosions can also be a type of simulation
(Ritzer 2010: 128). A telephone and camera, for instance, are now imploded within
a smartphone along with social media, online shopping, video games, emails, and
a plethora of other apps and functions. Implosions not only operate on a techno-
logical level but implode our social and cultural relations as well: for instance, the
smartphone greatly erodes the temporal and spatial divisions between meaningful
elements of our lives. This effectively situates a user’s time and space and mediates
the user’s meaningful interaction when connected to a smartphone. Through this
technology, consumption can easily dominate meaning. Whether it is using con-
sumer products like the phone itself, giving information to data miners, consum-
ing audio-visual media and advertising, or online shopping, the new cathedrals
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of consumption can potentially, and often do, implode significant aspects of our
everyday lives for consumption purposes (Ritzer 2010).

Implosions are strongly linked to technology and organization, although they
can also be linked to the anomic — used very broadly here - dissolving of societal
norms, values, roles, identity, etc. (Creighton 2023). Such results can be seen in
the erosion of borders between adults and children, with adults indulging more
often in media like cartoons and video games, once largely reserved for children
(see Bernardini 2013 for a similar perspective emphasizing the importance of
marketing in this change?). This anomie has broken many cultural and societal
borders that in past times would have led to ostracization and mockery for certain
activities. This, in a sense, has allowed us greater freedom (freedom tied to con-
sumption) in choosing who we are, our activities, and who we want to associate
with, etc., yet such freedom has come at the cost of beneficial divisions, like that
between leisure and labour (De Kosnik 2013, 2009; Creighton 2022) or mana-
gerial techniques and emotional affirmation, i.e. co-workers are “like a family”
(Boltanski, Chiapello 2018: 98-99).

As a summary of the above, enchantment, whether constructed through simu-
lations, extravaganzas, or implosions, is used to disguise irrational rationalities
and the McDonaldization process and entice people into consuming products,
services, and experiences. This consumerism is governed by rational action and
systems, or McDonaldization, which encompasses strict rule regulations and
increasing efficiency, predictability, control, and calculability (Ritzer 2019). The
above is a general model of the structures and processes of current consumer society,
focusing on production, consumption, and representation and serves as a basis for
the rest of the article. I will now investigate and further develop a relatively under-
considered aspect of enchantment construction and rationalization, the simulated
animal, before using this to help develop the concept of simulated umwelt.

Simulated animal

Here I will argue that ‘simulated animal’ as a concept encompasses the simulation
of nonhuman animals via the McDonaldized control or structuring of nonhuman
animal corporeality, behaviour and communication, as well as through enchant-
ing consumer representations of nonhuman animals. ‘Simulated animal’ as a con-
cept is a relatively minor consideration in Ritzer’s wider work on enchantment

2 Bernardini, Jacopo 2013. The role of marketing in the infantilizeation of the postmodern adult.
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and rationalization, being rarely mentioned (see Ritzer 2005: 105, 2010: 183).
However, the sociologist’s concept of ‘simulated human’ is comparable with the
concept of ‘simulated animal, as both are the products of rational systems regard-
ing behaviour and appearances (Ritzer 2005: 102-105). So, a simulated animal
and a simulated human both act within McDonaldization, encompassing the very
tenets of such systems. Employees at fast-food restaurants, for instance, are simu-
lated due to their behaviour and appearance being oriented and controlled by
rational systems, not only in the general sense that they work within and to facili-
tate such systems, but especially in the sense that such systems direct their person-
alities through dictating appearances (uniforms), and orienting their emotional
expressions, discussions, and actions in general (smiling at customers regard-
less of personal mood). Nonhuman animals in this context generally fall under
similar rationalized structures. Simulated animal behaviour can perhaps best be
viewed in animal shows, where nonhuman animals have been trained to exhibit
certain behaviours, such as performing tricks and stunts, and certain levels of
obedience and reliance (Creighton 2022: 669). These nonhuman animals are often
even further simulated, having names and being anthropomorphized, with their
tricks being simulated human activities — seals and dolphin’s “kissing” trainers,
for instance (Creighton 2022: 673). Anthropomorphism points towards another
aspect of the simulated animal, which is the use of representation, and not just
changed behaviour, to simulate nonhuman animals.

In my previous work, I have demonstrated that anthropomorphism, especially
when linked to ‘simulations of intersubjectivity’ in advertising where enchantment
confuses human and nonhuman animal relations, often takes advantage of and
encourages emotions towards and bonds with nonhuman animals as a means to
entice consumption (Creighton 2022: 672-673). Meanwhile, Vinska (2016: 84)
argues that consumer objects for pets are symbols for relational emotions, direct-
ing and encapsulating human emotions. Moreover, fiction series, and other forms
of consumer media make use of nonhuman animal representations more gener-
ally to entice consumption too, as demonstrated by the Care Bears franchise. The
franchise has used cartoon bears to sell merchandise themed after the show since
the early 1980s. The use of live dogs in commercials enticing consumption via
associating the product with human-dog relations also acts as an example of such
simulations (Mangano 2018: 58-59). So, a simulated animal in these instances is a
media representation. Such representation can be structured by McDonaldization,
but other representations may just be the enchantment used to disguise or entice
said systems. The depth of these simulations is furthered when we consider the
prevalence of nonhuman animals represented in various media like series and
film, etc., that construct knowledge of nonhuman animals, which includes habits,
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affective relations, and atmospheres surrounding them. This can also be seen in
the ritual-like and dramatic nature of consumer media, creating enchantment
through focusing collective effervescences and representations towards a totemic
object, which could include products or the company itself, to create a commu-
nity-like experience as a means to facilitate consumption (Creighton 2023). This
means that knowledge of nonhuman animals in consumer media tends to be con-
structed to focus on and encourage consumerism. So not only are nonhuman
animals used in enchantment to create certain representations, but such represen-
tations create and channel meanings towards certain consumer entities.

Reiterating, nonhuman animals can be simulated as a form of enchantment
and as a product of rational action and systems in both their behaviour and rep-
resentations. However, positioning nonhuman animals as simulations is an ideal
typification, as such a strong distinction between behaviour and representation
is difficult to formulate. This is especially the case when nonhuman animals are
viewed through the lens of enchantment. Every behaviour could then be con-
sidered as a representation, as the nonhuman animal is either filtered through
enchantment, with enchanting descriptions created to represent it as a means for
enticing consumption, or the nonhuman animal is a complete construction via
enchantment in cases such as animation.

This brings us to a third simulated aspect of simulated animals, which deals
with the nonhuman animal’s corporeality. Corporeality, like behaviour, is ideal-
ized here, as it too can be considered representation when filtered or completely
constructed through enchantment. However, the corporeal simulation of nonhu-
man animals is often a product of rational systems themselves. Broiler chickens
in factory farm settings, or concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFO), for
instance, have had their own bodies and growth development transformed in
ways that conform to rational consumption and production. Such transforma-
tion includes a faster growth rate and increased muscle mass, meaning chickens
develop more meat at a faster rate, making them more efficient to produce and
more profitable for sale. However, it is important to remember that this comes
at the cost of the chicken’s own quality of life, as it is relatively immobilized by
its own mass (Bennet et al. 2018). Corporeal changes are also evident outside of
factory farms, as Annamari Vénska states, regarding pet consumer culture: “It
taps into the emergence of breeding as a science and a tool for configuring the
dog’s bodily shape and character to fit human needs” (Vinska 2016: 89). Vanska
notes that lapdogs have been a commonality and fashion accessory for the nobility
since the Middle Ages. However, their small bodies also make them ideal for con-
sumption, serving McDonaldized needs. They are controllable, require little space,
and can be kept in urban apartments. This means just about anyone can have a
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small dog, or a babified dog per Vinski’s (2014) term, without needing significant
strength, space, or resources to control it.

To clarify simulated corporeality, a last but extended point needs to be made:
the simulated animal is a simulated nonhuman animal, which, according to
Ritzer’s (2005: 101) definition of simulations, means it blurs the line between true
and false in enchanted and McDonaldized contexts. Simulations defined as such
can be easily seen in enchanting media images, anthropomorphization, and so
on. These are instances in which nonhuman animals are portrayed so as to blur
the meaning of their behaviour, corporeality, and other characteristics through
representations; as such, most media representations can be considered as (pre-
senting) simulated animals. Such simulations can be anything including announc-
ers anthropomorphizing nonhuman animals at animal shows, blurring meaning
between the human and nonhuman animal, or using nonhuman animals in adver-
tisements to connote their qualities with the advertised product, or even animated
series, mascots, etc., hyperbolizing nonhuman animal charisma to draw attention
to brands. However, when attention is paid to nonhuman animals with changed
characteristics in the physical world as opposed to only media representations,
Ritzer’s definition becomes strained, at least intuitively. If a nonhuman animal’s
corporeal body is structured by a rational system and exists within the world not
as a “pure” representation but as, so to speak, flesh and blood, then whether it is a
simulation or not is called into question. Media representations can be compared
with nonhuman animals, but corporeal or behavioural simulations are nonhuman
animals in comparison with other nonhuman animals. In other words, media rep-
resentations of simulated nonhuman animals in say, film or series, differ greatly
from living breathing simulated animals. A simulated animal whose corporeality
and behaviour has been simulated is, in fact, an actual animal with subjective
experiences, and in this sense is not fake.

I have a response to the above — such changes in behaviour and corporeality
can be considered simulated even in merely in situ (in this article considered non-
rationalized nonhuman animals) comparisons with those in rational contexts, and
such nonhuman animals are similar to media representations as both are intended
to contribute towards the same goal of constructing and continuing consumer
processes and structures. Consequently, they are not different in this regard, and
rationalized animals could be seen as representing or being confused with their in
situ counterparts or even as simulacra being confused with supposed in situ peers.
This is especially true regarding how intricately linked media representations are
in regard to all nonhuman animals. This similarity comes from two elements,
implosions and the medium, or, specifically, the medium’s influence on the mes-
sage — “the medium is the message” per McLuhan (1994: 7). As I will elaborate on
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below, McDonaldized structures and processes themselves can be a medium via
their abilities to control communication.

Implosions, consumer media, and rationalization and enchantment are all
intricately linked. The new cathedrals of consumption, as Ritzer stated, make
heavy use of implosions to entice consumption by blurring what was once con-
sidered clearly divided meanings. Modern communication mediums are also
ripe with implosions, perhaps most notably blurring the boundaries between
space, time, and social and cultural spheres (where we work, shop, and social-
ize is now often the same place, the personal computer or smartphone). For
McLuhan (1994), this largely stemmed from mediums imploding space and time,
while Baudrillard (2008) noted this in wider contexts such as aesthetics.? Ritzer
(2010, 2005) contends that the new cathedrals of consumption greatly implode
many aspects of our cultural and social worlds, many of which create simula-
tions. Nonhuman animals as such, I argue, are imploded through interaction with
rational systems, simulating them; in this sense, I hope to consider rational sys-
tems as a medium. By this specifically, I mean to consider McDonaldization as a
means to control, create, and change both the environment it is embedded in as
well as the life within said environment. This consideration stems from rationality
often acting to structure communication, entire environments, and the behaviours
of nonhuman animals, largely through removing or constructing simplified yet
direct means of communication. This can be seen in the grander scheme with
Ritzer’s (2003: 193; Ritzer, Ryan 2002: 52) concepts of ‘nothing” and ‘something’ in
which consumer global goods are often constructed with as little local meanings
as possible. The products are instead made to attract a global audience. In more
semiotic terms, ‘nothing’ products, services, etc., have as few signifiers as possible,
but the signifiers they do retain tend to communicate with as broad of an audience
as possible, often crossing geopolitical borders and cultural barriers. Many nonhu-
man animals in such consumer systems can be seen as the inverse of this ‘nothing’
to a certain extent; their experiences are as meaningless as possible, and their com-
munication is reduced. This can be seen with dolphins at water shows and hotel
casinos (Creighton 2022: 667), with many animals in zoological gardens (Maekivi
2016: 209-210), or even in the case of broiler chickens whose very corporeal struc-
tures and environment prevent them from interacting with a much wider world.

This is not to say there is no communication or little communication. CAFO
chickens, for instance, are surrounded by thousands of other chickens when in

Baudrillard, Jean 2008. Simulation and transaesthetics: Towards the vanishing point of art.
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factory farm settings, and all are communicating. They are not, however, sur-
rounded by a functional ecosystem or enriching environment. These nonhuman
animals are grown and structured within and by a rational production/consump-
tion system. Consequently, such chickens (and other nonhuman animals in simi-
lar situations) experience fewer variation in communication and experiences and
are imploded through bodily changes or behaviour. They age quicker than their in
situ counterparts do, their bodies prevent interactions with the world, their own
communicable environment is largely restricted to the barn they are raised in, and
they die quicker, all to accommodate, construct, and reconstruct McDonaldized
systems intended for consumption. So, in this sense, rational systems, when seen
as a medium, implode nonhuman animals and their environment by structuring
a nonhuman animal for consumer needs, blurring the lines between product and
living being, quickening the nonhuman animal’s own development, and reducing
its space and experiences. This, again, not only challenges the distinction between
“real” and “false’, but it demonstrates the implosive abilities of rationalization and
its structuring abilities, which, if not traditionally considered a medium itself, is
always acting as a medium, changing and directing communication. Nonhuman
animals involved in these rational systems are often very much a part of them via
their body and behaviour. So, while they are, in fact, flesh and blood, they are still,
in many ways, like media representations due to the strong influences of implo-
sions and the medium-like nature of rational systems. Consequently, this leads me
to argue that nonhuman animals within these confines are simulated.

Quickly considering the above section, a working definition of ‘simulated
animal’ would be: nonhuman animals that blur the line between reality and fic-
tion, as well as nonhuman animals that are structured via McDonaldized systems.
Importantly, such structuring can change nonhuman animal corporeality and
behaviour, including their communication. Such changes largely lessen the com-
municative experiences for the purpose of consumer facilitation. Lastly, represen-
tations of nonhuman animals can also be considered simulations as long as they
are present within the context of enchantment and McDonaldization.

Simulated umwelt

Keeping the definition of ‘simulated animal’ in mind, it is apparent the concept is
important in understanding rational and enchanting influences on the behaviour,
representation, and corporeality of nonhuman animals. However, the concept is
largely an etic perspective, in part conditioned on the notion of a comparison
between in situ and McDonaldized nonhuman animals. The in situ factors of a
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nonhuman animal can be compared to the equivalent of their ex situ nonrational-
ized peers, revealing differences or pointing to possible change created through
enchantment or rationalization within ex sifu nonhuman animals. Scholars can
also distinguish a simulated animal by looking at the characteristic aspects of
McDonaldization, such as increased efficiency, controlling technology, and irra-
tional rationalities, or through noting the considerable dissimilarities between
nonhuman animals as represented in enchantment and those in the system being
enchanted (Ritzer 2019, 1983). So, the current conception of the term, while
allowing a relatively encompassing understanding of nonhuman animals within a
more social theoretic context and possibly from multiple perspectives, is missing
a more emic view. Attempting an emic view here is important, as it allows more
qualitative theoretical considerations, taking subjective experiences from those
within rational systems. Considering subjective experiences offers more detailed
descriptions of understandings or even more normative empathetic considera-
tions, both of which are important for critiquing and studying social and cultural
phenomena. So, an emic view would allow new perspectives on the topic, attempt-
ing the integration of the Other into the analysis and the overall perspective.
Consequently, I propose to use the concept of ‘umwelt’ to create an emic
dimension to Ritzer’s simulated animal through coining a coupled term: ‘simu-
lated umwelt. Considering ‘umwelt’ allows reading a nonhuman animal’s subjec-
tive experiences while encouraging reflexivity. Dario Martinelli (2011) positions
umwelt theory and analysis as being not quite an emic method, but as an emic-like
method in which the view of nonhuman animals being studied is constructed to
the best abilities of the scholar. This takes knowledge of the corporeal, social, and
environmental relations of the nonhuman animal but also requires an understand-
ing that the nonhuman animal is an agent, experiencing its world subjectively
(J. von Uexkiill 1992: 319-320). Most importantly, researchers utilizing umwelt
theory must understand that they cannot entirely access this subjective world
but can only construct an approximation of it. This is perhaps best understood
through Gordon Burghardt’s (2007) critical anthropomorphism. While research-
ers are not able to escape imposing human characteristics upon nonhuman ani-
mals, they are able to reflect critically upon and analyse their biases while drawing
from as many emic properties as possible. Consequently, reflexivity is required
to gain and demonstrate this understanding, which can be done by emphasizing
constructed umwelten as representations or models. Jakob von Uexkiill’s (2010:
43) work supports this, emphasizing the bubble-like nature of umwelten, referring
to the subjective experiences of nonhuman animals. This positions the world as
viewable from many different perspectives and, consequently, the world has dif-
ferent meanings depending on the perspective. For Claus Emmeche (2001: 655),
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“[t]he Umwelt may be defined as the phenomenal aspect of the parts of the envi-
ronment of a subject (an animal organism), that is, the parts that it selects with
its species-specific sense organs according to its organization and its biological
needs”. However, umwelt theory and analysis have a wider methodology, encom-
passing the reconstruction of umwelten, which Thure von Uexkiill (1982: 4) refers
to as ‘participatory research. Such research involves studying the receptor organs
of the nonhuman animal, using this to decode the ways in which the nonhuman
animal interprets the world. Lastly, the goal, or perhaps normative aspiration of
umwelt theory, is to develop an understanding of the wider number of umwelten
acting in harmony (T. von Uexkiill 1982: 4).

The critical and emic-like aspect of umwelt theory, as well as its focus on
constructing nonhuman animal points of view, greatly positions it as a reflex-
ive method, allowing a means of understanding nonhuman animals’ subjectivity
within McDonaldization and enchantment by positioning the researcher as both
modelling experience and being self-aware of their influence on the modelling.
My previous work helped illuminate the importance of the simulated animal as a
means of understanding nonhuman animals within rational systems and enchant-
ment. It also helped create methodological comparisons of in situ nonhuman
animals with rationalized ones by offering conceptual guidelines to follow when
analysing nonhuman animals, e.g. effector cues, umwelt mapping, etc. (Creighton
2022). Conversely, Ritzer’s work lacks an in-depth conceptual understanding of
the simulated animal’s experiences. As I stated earlier, a simulated animal can
be identified by corporeal and behavioural changes within nonhuman animals,
as well as representations, all when constructed through McDonaldization and/
or enchantment. When umwelt analysis is applied here, the emic-like perspec-
tive allows the scholar to reconstruct the subjective experience of a simulated
animal. Umwelt analysis, in short, derives from focusing on the receptor and
effector organs and cues of a nonhuman animal which operate within a func-
tional cycle/circle (Funktionskreis) leading to meaning making, interpretive abili-
ties and agency. This general cycle allows the entity to perceive and manipulate
the world around it — constructing its umwelt and interpretive abilities (J. von
Uexkiill 1982: 31-32, 1992: 324-325; Kull 2020: 224). A nonhuman animal’s recep-
tor and effector tools can be largely understood as its corporeal structure or body.
Consequently, its abilities to interact with the world are largely constructed and
defined by this structure. It is important to remember that, according to Franklin
Ginn (2014: 132), “Uexkiill insists that every organism spins out beyond itself
into a wider mesh of existence, and thus is never alone”; however, there are still
constant defining limitations on their abilities due to their very corporeality, envi-
ronment, etc. More to the point, rational consumer systems are able to change and
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manipulate nonhuman animal corporeality, changing their effector and receptor
tools. This, consequently, changes nonhuman subjective reality by changing the
way they perceive, interact, and make meaning of their world.

The changed corporeal and behavioural aspects of a nonhuman animal are
extremely evident when we focus on their four basic functional cycles. These
cycles also demonstrate the emic abilities of umwelt theory through constructing
detailed nonhuman animal experiences. According to Jakob von Uexkiill (1926:
128) the basic cycles are: food, enemies, medium/environment, and partners/sex.
Paying specific attention to these cycles allows further investigation into simula-
tions by noting the more detailed experiences of nonhuman animals in ration-
alized settings. To exemplify this, I will return to the broiler chicken example.
Those chickens raised in factory farm settings where grit is not added to feed
tend to digest fibre poorly while developing stunted gizzards (Erener et al. 2016:
650-651). Grit is generally easily found and used by chickens in nonrationalized
settings. This means broiler chickens in CAFOs require grit supplements in order
to develop fully, relying on the control of the farmers for proper digestion.

Regarding enemies, the chickens are relatively secure within their farm enclo-
sures. If this were not the case, though, then their corporeality does not gener-
ally allow escaping from or defending themselves against predators like coyotes
or weasels. Broiler chickens suffer from at least two issues keeping them from
such abilities: heart failure and lack of mobility. The relative immobility of these
rapid-growth chickens would restrict them from escaping or defending them-
selves, despite the chicken’s perception and interpretation of a threat being preva-
lent. Additionally, chickens fed to develop and grow rapidly tend to have heart
issues, with up to 27% experiencing arrhythmia in such cases, causing the risk
of heart failure (Olkowski 2007: 999-1000). Consequently, CAFO chickens have
issues dealing with stress corporeally. So, in the unlikely case of encountering an
enemy, the chicken is significantly more likely to suffer a heart attack due to stress
when compared to broiler chickens outside of factory farming and rapid-growth
contexts.

Considering the environment, factory farms greatly reduce variations in com-
munication and experience on the part of nonhuman animals. The settings them-
selves are highly and densely populated (Anomaly 2015: 246), with inhabitants
being consequently surrounded by a limited variety but large number of similar
signs and meanings. Lastly, sex and reproduction for broiler chickens is greatly
changed in McDonaldized settings. The very sexual development of chickens can
be partially controlled by many factions, including lighting techniques within the
barn: “Once the birds have reached an adequate age, body weight (BW), and frame
size, then sexual maturation can be hastened by providing photostimulation” (Shi



Simulated animal and simulated umwelt 221

et al. 2020: 812). Chickens are also bred specifically for certain genetic results,
meaning many are removed from the breeding process (see Siegel 2023 for a dis-
cussion on broiler chicken genetics). Perhaps even more drastically, hens intended
for egg laying will likely never encounter a breeding partner in their entire life,
being completely denied this functional cycle. Considering these basic functional
cycles, it is notable that investigating the receptor and effector tools of nonhu-
man animals is an important means to utilize umwelt theory in investigating the
umwelten of simulated animals, but focusing on specific needs and behaviours,
or specific functional cycles, allows a greater understanding of the controlled
and simulated nature of nonhuman animals’ experience in rationalized systems.
Moreover, an understanding of umwelt allows more details than the notion of
a simulated animal, as umwelt theory directs towards more behavioural needs,
bodily structures, and emic aspects of the nonhuman animal.

When looking at the broiler chicken’s umwelt more generally, its corporeality
is changed within a rational system, and their subjective experiences are changed
along with it. The increased muscle mass and weight of these nonhuman animals
interferes with their bodies and their ability to interact with the world, limiting
their communication. Just from this point alone, an umwelt analyst can construct
the experience of immobility, seeing these simulated animals as experiencing
beings with agency, and inferring that such immobility is truly experienced and
felt. I think the aforementioned changes to the broiler chicken’s basic functional
cycles demonstrate very well just how horrific the experiences of simulated ani-
mals can be, especially in factory settings. Such immobility and the wider removal
of experience can be seen as a sort of umwelt reduction. Maran (2023b: 482),
in his discussion on umwelt collapse, discusses the core umwelt, which adapts
to long-term needs through meaning-making processes such as ‘cognitive arche-
types’ and ‘embodied memory. For Morten Tonnessen (2015: 82) this is part of
the umwelt that directly encounters the wider world. Rational structures in a sense
could be understood as reducing these aspects of a nonhuman animal’s umwelt,
quickly transforming nonhuman bodies, behaviours, and core long-term relations,
as seen in the example above. The chickens’ core umwelten are changed to fit the
nonhuman animals into a rationalized environment, simplifying their adaptive
abilities if not removing them. It can also be noted that umwelten with greater
changes to their core are perhaps more adapted to rational systems as their life
processes can only be sustained in such settings, especially as large populations.

When thinking reflexively on umwelt construction, it becomes apparent we
must try to reconstruct the nonhuman’s point of view guided by the bodily way
the nonhuman animal perceives its world (Martinelli 2010: 84). The point of
umwelt analysis is an attempt to reconstruct a situation as similar as possible to
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the nonhuman animal’s, and to gain some understanding of its world. When con-
sidering normative aspirations here, then umwelt analysis is used to construct an
understanding of the simulated animal’s experiences within rational consumption
and enchantment and to critique such experiences as needed, to inquire about and
critique suffering, the rejection of nonhuman animal autonomy, messages that
use simulated animals to entice consumption, etc. It is important to use umwelt
here to disrupt our natural attitude towards everyday life, to use umwelt theory
as a means to reflect and disrupt our, so to speak, common sense. This allows a
window into the damages and destruction many McDonaldized institutions cause.
For instance, the broiler chicken example shows significant harm is apparent, as
the rational changes of the chicken have resulted in its immobility and the clos-
ing of its subjective experiences, its umwelt. Viewing the chicken as an agent and
subjective being disrupts more mechanistic justifications for such behaviours, and
generally draws us closer to its experiences through empathy. However, corporeal
changes could arguably take the opposite route too; a nonhuman animal can have
their corporeal structures rationalized for their benefit, which may even enrich
their umwelt. Still, even in such cases, it is important to remain critical when
McDonaldized systems are involved, looking for nonhuman animal exploitation,
or irrational rationalities such as ecological disruption resulting from corporeal
changes in nonhuman animals or their increased use in labour, consumption, etc.

Before concluding I think it is important to make some further clarifications
about simulated umwelt as a concept here in order to contextualize the term
better. Specifically, I argue that the simulated animal and its umwelt are ideal types
within a spectrum ranging from in situ nonhuman animals on one end to rational
and enchanted nonhuman animals and umwelten on the other. This coincides
with Ritzer’s (2019) insistence that rationalization itself happens in degrees while
he also uses ideal types as a methodological tool throughout his work, distinguish-
ing localness and the global in rational organizations, or consumption and pro-
duction relations (Ritzer 2015: 2). Moreover, ideal types often do not exist in the
“real” world. This is notable when considering that all nonhuman animals appear
to us as symbolic on some level, as being influenced by representations. This can
be seen, for instance, in the relation of our umwelten; we can only understand
nonhuman animals through our own terms; we can only see them emically-like
or iconically-like, and not emically or iconically. Such “likeness” in part comes
from our own corporeal structures, etc. However, I am not discussing corporeal
influences on perception here; what I am discussing are the cultural influences
that are used to construct and even stereotype nonhuman animals that stem from
rationalization and, especially here, media enchantment.
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Considering the previous paragraph, never being altogether able to remove
the symbol from our view of something does not mean the latter is simulated;
it is only symbolic to some degree. Yet the pervasiveness of consumer media
within current times, and especially the pervasiveness of the image, suggests that
enchantment is always potentially influencing us and being passively absorbed
without critical consideration (Alexandri 2023; Book 2023: 56, 60). So, if such
symbolism is constructed through rational consumer means or enchantment, I
argue such animals are simulated, whether heavily or only slightly. More to the
point, the idealized typification of this spectrum allows an understanding of such
degrees by setting absolute posts on either side. These absolute posts, one being
absolutely simulated, the other absolutely unsimulated, allow a means to com-
pare a simulated animal’s umwelt as relative to various degrees of enchantment,
McDonaldization and other means of representation and organization (rational-
ized or not).

When looking at the notion of a simulated umwelt as a whole, at least from
what has been discussed here, then a working definition can be constructed with
a focus on epistemological humility, in which such construction is understood as a
model made through human interpretation within consumer societies, as opposed
to revealing reality. This consequently adds more reflexivity to considerations of
nonhuman animals in rational context than the concept of simulated animal,
encouraging greater contemplation of the construction of the simulated umwelt,
as well as means to disrupt consumerist-influenced commonsensical views of non-
human animal experiences. Accordingly, simulated umwelten can be considered
ideal types used to construct emic-like perspectives of nonhuman animals within
rational systems and enchantment. Such construction is focused on the process
and structures of the nonhuman animal’s umwelt, mainly focusing on their cor-
poreality (receptor and effector organs), basic functional cycles, behaviour, and
the understanding that they construct and experience their own world subjec-
tively. Moreover, focusing on specific functional cycles within a simulated animal’s
umwelt can direct attention to even more specific aspects of simulation, as shown
with the basic functional cycles of broiler chickens. Lastly, this can be extended to
their environment, as well as aspects of their core umwelt in regards to embodied
memory and immediate meaning making. As such, we can define a stimulated
umwelt as changed or constructed subjective experience of a nonhuman animal
resulting from McDonaldization altering the nonhuman animal’s corporeal, com-
municative, behaviour, basic functional cycle, and other elements. We can also
understand a simulated umwelt as an umwelt represented through enchantment.
So, like simulated animal, simulated umwelt notes a simulation structured by
McDonaldization, or a simulation used to enchant said systems, blurring the line
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between reality and fiction. Simulated umwelt as a concept allows the critiquing of
rational systems and enchantment by presenting nonhuman animals within these
contexts as experiencing subjects. Consequently, considering umwelten disrupts
mechanical narratives and allows empathetic interpretations and reconstructions
of nonhuman animal experiences within such systems.

‘Simulated umwelt’ as a term is also coupled with ‘simulated animal’; together
they outline umwelt maps (Maran et al. 2016b: 31; Tonnessen 2011: 40-4) by
focusing on the relational, structural and environmental aspects of nonhuman
animals within rational systems. These systems replicate the mediums of rational
media via imploding various aspects of the simulated animals, consequently
reducing the nonhuman animals’ communicative and subjective experiences. It
could perhaps even be more efficient to use these terms interchangeably, as they
do retain significant overlap; conversely, these perspectives have different main
focuses: ‘simulated animal’ is more concerned with rational consumption, while
‘simulated umwelt’ focuses on subjective experiences. With this, and the current
state of these concepts, in mind I encourage the two concepts be used in tandem
as idealized types, as ‘simulated umwelt’ is strongly linked to experiences of the
enchanting and rationalizing influence imposed upon a nonhuman animal, while
the notion of a ‘simulated animal’ is more concerned with the structural aspect of
rational systems and enchantment around said nonhuman animal.

Conclusion

While the above is a working definition of the ‘simulated animal’ and ‘simulated
umwelt’ concepts, I believe it has developed the general scaffolding needed to enrich
these terms and to use them to analyse nonhuman animals within rationalized and
enchanted contexts. Regarding ‘simulated animal; I have drawn out Ritzer’s defi-
nition, noting its focus on behaviour and appearance. Then, using my own work
and literature on the topic, I have added further considerations of corporeal change
elaborating on Ritzer’s points. The importance of the term ‘simulated animal’ as
a critical concept stems from its applicability in analysing nonhuman animals in
McDonaldized and enchanted contexts and its ability to compare simulated animals
with in situ peers. Moreover, I have also argued that rational consumer systems can
be considered as mediums that reduce and implode nonhuman animals and their
communicative abilities, and that such implosions result in nonhuman animal simu-
lation. This argument also builds upon Ritzer’s definition of simulations as blurred
meaning between fiction and the “real” due to McDonaldized systems, by offering
an explanation of this process via umwelt analysis.
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As I just noted, ‘simulated umwelt’ acts as a coupled term with ‘simulated
animal’ Compared to simulated animal, simulated umwelt allows a more emic-
like view, owing to its basis in umwelt theory, yet emphasizes the prevalence of
consumer influences on nonhuman animals throughout contemporary soci-
eties. In my previous work, I have used umwelt theory in conjunction with
McDonaldization and enchantment as a theoretical framework to analyse the
umwelten of simulated animals. With the formulation of ‘simulated umwelt” as
a concept, I argue such emic-like views can be more focused, taking subjective
experiences as the focal point. This, of course, does not necessarily work for an
animated simulated animal; however, it can work in many instances involving
living simulations. Also, a thorough analysis of how nonhuman animal experi-
ences are portrayed through consumer media and representations could greatly
benefit from the conceptualization of ‘simulated umwelt. The present analysis, in
many ways, has focused on umwelten within living beings, as opposed to anima-
tions and media representations not involving nonhuman animals themselves.

Umwelt analysis is also more reflexive when thought of as umwelt construction
from a human’s viewpoint. Such construction is largely done through the focus
on nonhuman animals’ corporeality, specifically effector and receptor organs, as
well as their functional cycles. Altogether, this conceptualization offers the tools
to create a multi-pronged understanding of a simulated umwelt. Conceptually,
‘simulated umwelt’ can also be used to interpret the loss of communicative variety
through rational systems regarding the loss of meanings within core umwelten,
in that it results in a loss of signs and a variety of meanings. ‘Simulated umwelt’
as a concept pushes back against discredited rational, destructively mechanis-
tic scientistic worldviews and highlights damaging consumer and production
institutions, like casinos, universities, and ski resorts. ‘Simulated umwelt’ exhib-
its McDonaldized destructiveness by highlighting nonhuman animals and their
experiences within such systems, encouraging intersubjective understandings,
as well as presenting their loss of meaning and experience when compared to
those in situ.

As already noted, these concepts are only in their infancy, and require further
developing. The eradication of experience and meanings among simulated umwel-
ten, for instance via rational systems, may also be described as a kind of semioc-
ide: the destruction of meaning and signs by “malevolence or carelessness”, nega-
tively influencing identities (Puura 2013: 152). Such a view may be beneficial in
better investigating the intentions of those working within McDonaldized systems,
whether in research labs or factory farms, as well as placing a greater focus on
environmental/ecological destruction (Uslu 2020: 242). Umwelt theory also often
looks at nonhuman animal representations within literature (Bala, Singh 2023),
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film (Pollmann 2013), and cartoons (Dydynski, Maekivi 2021), which are major
areas of enchantment that this article largely leaves unconsidered. Consequently,
these areas of research, among many others require significant attention, and may
be fruitful areas of inquiry.
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CmynATMBHa TBapuHa Ta CUMYNATUBHUIA YMBENbT:
A0 MeToAy aHani3y Ta KpUTUKIN HeNMIOACbKUX TBapyH
B YMOBaX CMOXNBaHHA

VY panill cTaTTi A Opalio 3 KOHLENITOM “CMMyJI;ITMBHo'i TBAapMHU , BBEEHOTO COLiO-
norom JI>xopmxeM PitnepeM. 3opema, 51 30cepemKyloch Ha TeMax pallioHaIbHNUX CHUCTEM,
3a4apyBaHHi, TiIECHOCTi HEMIONCHKMX TBAPMH Ta IX NOBeMiHLI. MeHi JifleTbca mpo Te,
110 CMMY/IATUBHI TBapVHM € HEMIOACBKMMM iCTOTaMM, 110 KOHTPOMIOIOTHCA, CTPYKTY-
PYIOTBCsT aB0 PENpPe3eHTYIOThCS B KOHTEKCTAX CIIOXMBaHHsA. Ha OCHOBI IjbOro st pos-
pobisito konuenrt “cumynsarusHoro Umwelt”. Cumymstuauit Umwelt BuHMKae BHACTI-
JOK CHHTE3y 300CeMiOTMKM Ta Teopil PiTiepa, cyTh IIbOrO KOHIIENTY Yy JOCBifjlax Ta
penpeseHTalifgX HEMIOACPKIX TBAPYH Y PalliOHa/Ti30BaHNX CEPENOBUIAX Ta KOHTEKCTAX
cnoxxuBaHHA. Voro dbopMymOBaHHA [OCATAETbCA LUIAXOM 3acTocyBaHHA Umwelt-
Teopil 10 Cy0 €KTMBHOIO HOCBIfHOTO aCIeKTy CUMY/LITMBHUX TBapuH depe3 Umwelt-
KOHCTPYIOBAHHsI, y Oe3lepepBHOMY IIOLIYKY ONMCOBUX Ta KPUTHYHUX IIiAXOAIB HO
HEJTIOZICHKIX TBAPYH, 1[0 TICHO IOB’sI3aHi 31 CIIOXXMBaHHSIM.

Simuleeritud loom ja simuleeritud omailm. Tarbimiskeskkondadesse
paigutatud mitteinimestest loomade analiiiisimise ning
kritiseerimise meetodi poole

Arendan artiklis edasi sotsioloog Georg Ritzeri moistet “simuleeritud loom”, keskendudes
ratsionaalsetele siisteemidele, lummusele (enchantment) ning mitteinimestest loomade
kehalisusele ja kditumisele. Vdidan, et simuleeritud loomad on mitteinimesed, keda kon-
trollitakse, struktureeritakse ning kujutatakse tarbimiskontekstides. Selle péhjal to6tan
vilja moiste, mida nimetan “simuleeritud omailmaks” Simuleeritud omailm tuleneb zoo-
semiootika ja Ritzeri to6de siinteesist ning keskendub mitteinimestest loomade koge-
mustele ja nende representatsioonidele ratsionaliseeritud taustadel ning tarbijate repre-
senteerimises. Selleni joutakse, rakendades omailmateooriat ning -analiiiisi simuleeritud
loomade subjektiivse kogemuse aspektile omailmaloome kaudu, piitides jarjepidevalt
saada tulemuseks kirjeldavaid ning kriitilisi ldhenemisi mitteinimestest loomadele, kes
on tihedalt seotud tarbimisega. Lopetan artikli, réhutades simuleeritud omailma rekon-
strueerimise kasulikkust mitteinimeste kogemuste “tdeliselt” intersubjektiivse kirjeldamise
hélbustamisel.





