Sign Systems Studies 29.1, 2001

Thinking with animals

Andreas Roepstorff

Department of Social Anthropology, University of Aarhus
Moesgaard, DK-8270 Hoejbjerg, Denmark
e-mail: etnoroep@au.dk

Abstract. A central claim of biosemiotics is the ascription of semiotic compe-
tence to nonhumans. For strange historical reasons, this claim has been quite
controversial in much of standard biological discourse. An analysis of ethno-
graphic material from Greenland demonstrates that people regard animals as
nonhuman “persons”, i.e., as sensing and thinking beings. Like humans, ani-
mals are supposed to have knowledge about their environment. Taking this
semiotic competence as a fact beyond any doubt enables skilled hunters and
fishermen to rely not only on their own interpretation of the environment, but
also on the animals’ interpretation of their environment. The behaviour of
fish, seals, and land animals, meditated by their acknowledged semiotic com-
petence, can thus be interpreted as giving signs about the behaviour, e.g., of
whales and icebergs. This a priori ascription of semiotic competence is also
apparent in discussions about management and regulation of animals. Rather
than discussing whether “the stock™ is depleted, much of the discourse among
fishermen and hunters focuses on whether animals can be semiotically dis-
turbed by what people are doing.

For several decades, a dichotomy between nature and culture has been
a backdrop of anthropological theories, whether grounded in material-
ism, such as cultural ecology and Marxism, or in symbolism, such as
structuralism or interpretive anthropology (Descola & Palsson 1996).
However, in recent years, a general shift of focus in ethnographic
studies has questioned the reality of this dualism. Instead of being
taken as a given fact, as a background allowing for the interpretation
of various phenomena, the highly specific and concrete interpretations
of the nature—culture dichotomy in a given context has been put into
question (Roepstorff & Bubandt 2002).
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This development in anthropology and ethnography appears to run
parallel with the recent developments in semiotics where, in a similar
vein, the nature—culture dichotomy has become an analytical question.
In particular, biosemioticians have claimed for more than a decade
that it is indeed meaningful to study sign processes outside of the hu-
man realm (Sebeok 1988), and in ecosemiotics the question of how
sign-processes are mediated between humans and their environment
has become the focus of investigation.

Based on ethnographic material from West-Greenland, this paper
reexamines Claude Lévi-Strauss’ classical statement on the cognitive
relationship between humans and animals (Lévi-Strauss 1963).

In moving back and forth between ethnographic descriptions and
an analysis that touches on both eco- and biosemiotics, the study at-
tempts to demonstrate how these three perspectives may be fruitfully
interrelated in simultaneously calling into question the reality of the
nature—culture dichotomy. The analysis demonstrates that embedded
in the interactions between humans and animals is a fundamental un-
derstanding of the similarities and differences between humans and
nonhumans. It is suggested that the choice of a semiotic as opposed to
a physical stance towards the nonhuman world is a question inscribed
in larger issues of a cosmological nature, and that the distinction be-
tween humans and nonhumans is central to how people relate to, and
act in, the world.

In his classical study on Totemism, Lévi-Strauss (1963: 69) harshly
criticizes the overtly materialist and functionalist explanation of to-
temism held by the British social anthropologists Malinowski and
Radcliffe-Brown. As an alternative, Lévi-Strauss suggests that in to-
temism, “natural species are chosen not because they are ‘good to eat’
but because they are ‘good to think™ (ibid.: 89). Thinking, according
to Lévi-Strauss, is nothing mundane. In thinking, animals are not pri-
marily “creatures that are feared, admired, or envied”. Instead, “their
perceptible reality permits the embodiment of ideas and relations con-
ceived by speculative thought on the basis of empirical observations”
(ibid.). The reality of totemism may therefore be “reduced to that of a
certain mode of thought. [... Its] image is projected, not received; it
does not derive its substance from without. If the illusion contains a
particle of truth, this is not outside us but within us” (ibid.: 104).

Lévi-Strauss’s claim that the relationship of humans to animals is
first of all conceptual and not about proteins avoids a number of prob-
lems. However, his understanding of thinking appears to create a
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whole set of new problems to which I will return later. Meanwhile, [
will shift my focus to the ethnographic scene.

The scene

From 1996 to 1998, I conducted a number of ethnographic fieldworks
in western Greenland focusing on the relationship between percep-
tions of nature and management of living resources. A central issue
was to examine how the Greenlandic hunters and fishermen related to
the animals they pursued. I was mainly interested in marine animals,
such as fish, seals, and whales. These animals were generally de-
scribed as quite sensible beings that would usually try to get what they
wanted, e.g., prey and partners, while avoiding what they did not
want, such as unpleasant or dangerous things, places, or encounters
(Roepstorff 2000, 2002). This representation may not seem very ex-
otic. On the contrary, it should appear very straightforward, and this
was also how I found it in the beginning. However, the position en-
tailed some consequences that were both logical and most surprising.
Let me give an example. Economically, the most important species
for the Greenlanders 1 was working with, is the Greenland halibut, a
rather large fish of the flounder family. The species is said to be par-
ticularly fond of living in places with deep water and active glaciers or
large icebergs. Now, active glaciers and icebergs are very beautiful,
but they are also very dangerous to be nearby. The combination of a
lot of compressed ice (most of which is under water), the ongoing
melting, and the strong currents is a very unstable cocktail. Therefore,
an iceberg or the front of a glacier may suddenly tip, break into pieces,
or literally explode, and this can cause gigantic waves and turbu-
lences. The consequences for anyone nearby, either on the ice or in a
boat, may be literally devastating. However, it is in these very hostile
places that the Greenland halibut prefers to be, so there may be very
good reasons to try to be there if you are a fisherman. In the very same
areas, and partly for the same reasons, one may also encounter seals,
popping up and down the water between the ice floes. As several of
my informants told me, this is a very good sign. Like humans, seals
are not particularly fond of being near an iceberg that suddenly ex-
plodes. However, every fisherman knows that seals have better ways
of knowing whether an iceberg will break than humans. As long as
there are seals around, it is considered fairly safe to be there for hu-
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mans as well, but if the seals suddenly disappear, it may, indeed, be
time to cut the lines and get going in a hurry.

Some of the explanations claimed for this relationship did not ap-
pear very unusual. Seals have a very good sense of hearing. They are
constantly in the water, and they are therefore very likely to register,
understand, and react to changes in the sounds that the glacier con-
stantly emits. Many fishermen, while being inside their boat, have
heard themselves how the constant conglomerate of sounds from the
water and the ice may suddenly change shortly before something is
going to happen. In knowing the behaviour of icebergs, the Greenlan-
dic fishermen and hunters thus do not only rely on direct observation.
The behaviour of seals, meditated by their acknowledged semiotic
competence, can routinely be interpreted as giving signs about the
behaviour of glaciers and icebergs.

There are several similar instances of the use of the competence
and interpretation of a species to get knowledge about something that
is invisible to humans. A classical example, first described some 100
years ago, is the relationship between the sudden disappearance of the
Greenland halibut and the imminent arrival of Beluga whale that al-
legedly predates on this fish. When discussing this issue, one of my
informants claimed that he knew for a fact that the fish knew about the
arrival of the Belugawhale, but it was indeed amazing and peculiar
how how the fish could know from a distance that its enemy was on
its way.

Animals as nonhuman “persons”

My observations are quite in accordance with a general finding of an-
thropological field studies of hunters in the Arctic, namely that ani-
mals are considered nonhuman “persons” (Fienup-Riordan 1990:
168).! According to this view, humans and animals are alike in that
they are all living beings, and they are all “situated in a field of rela-
tions which, as it unfolds, actively and ceaselessly brings form into
being: humans as humans, geese as geese, and so on” (Ingold 2000:
51). The notion has two very important and interrelated implications.
Firstly, animals are “persons” equipped with consciousness as a con-

! Very similar analyses have been given for the Yup’ik Inuits in Alaska by Fienup
Riordan, for the North American Indian groups of the Cree (Scott 1996), and for the
Ojibwa by Hallowell (Ingold 2000: 90).
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sequence of their being alive (ibid.). Secondly, the relationship of
animals and people were traditionally based on complicated ex-
changes based on the particular “personalities” of each species
(Fienup-Riordan 1990: 168).

According to the description above, animals are sensible and sens-
ing beings able to get what they want, such as prey and partners, while
avoiding what they do not want, such as unpleasant things, places, or
encounters with predators. This account of the nature of animals is
hardly controversial. However, claiming that animals are “persons” is
likely to appear absurd, perhaps even perverse (Ingold 2000: 90),
since in the West, speaking of persons is to tell solely of the thoughts,
intentions, and actions of human beings (ibid.). Nevertheless, even in
the West, there are several instances where animals are treated like
persons. For instance, pets are spoken to, expected to understand,
given a name, and perhaps even taken through life cycle rituals, such
as burials (ibid.). One may also use the animal’s knowledge and
senses to find things invisible to humans like one can train a dog to
find explosives or drugs. This is not much different from the
Greenlanders’ use of the seals’ behaviour to interpret the ice or the
weather conditions. Thus, even in the West, animals may well be
thought to be equipped with person-like qualities. However, these ex-
amples are the exception that proves the following general rule: to be
a person is to be human, and animals can only be persons to the extent
that “humanity’ has “‘rubbed off” on them through close contact with
humans” (ibid.: 91).

To be a person in a Western context implies hence to be touched
by culture. Such a view is fully in accordance with the Cartesian dual-
ism of mind vs. body and culture vs. nature. The two semantic axes
appear to run more or less in parallel. Mind as well as personhood
presupposes that a living being is impregnated with culture.

Of course, the concept of dualism is an abstraction. Nevertheless,
the validity of this opposition can be demonstrated by semantic analy-
sis as discussed above In other spheres, similar studies have shown
that whole sets of meanings in verbal and nonverbal practice are struc-
tured in accordance with a general understanding of personhood as an
immaterial mind , which is impregnated with culture, inhabiting a
physical body, which is a concretization of nature (Lakoff & Johnson
1980; Kirmayer 1988).

The traditional Inuit understanding of human existence, by con-
trast, is not structured in this dichotomy. /nuk, a human being, is rather
understood as consisting of #imi, usually translated as ‘body’, of
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tarneq,” usually translated as ‘soul’, and areq usually translated as
‘name’ (Rink 1974; Nuttall 1992; Nuttall 1998: 182). Of these three
concepts, the meaning of farneq is probably the one that is most diffi-
cult to grasp, partly because the first missionaries picked on this no-
tion as the translation for the Christian idea of the soul. However, the
Christian understanding of an immortal soul, did not comply well with
the traditional Greenlandic understanding, as indicated by Crantz who
wrote in 1820: “There are indeed some [Greenlanders] who believe,
that their soul is not immortal or different from the living principle in
other animals; but these are of the most stupid sort” (quoted in Nuttall
1992: 184).

The usual translation of tarneq is soul, mind (Berthelsen et al.
1990). It is generally thought that the word is etymologically con-
nected to farraq (‘shadow’, ‘reflection”) and taarneq (‘darkness’)
(Nuttall 1992: 65), but the matter has not been settled. According to
the traditional Greenlandic belief, animals and people alike have a
tarneq that is somehow embodied in the #imi. In her discussion of the
cosmology among the Yup’ik Eskimos in Alaska, Fienup-Riordan
(1990: 168) notices that a somewhat similar stem, takar unites people
and animals: “The qualities of personhood shared by humans and
animals establish the basis for a mutual and necessary respect. Respect
is understood in both positive and negative terms. Perhaps the most
often used term is takar- (‘to be shy of, respectful toward, and/or in-
timidated by’)”. However, specialists of Greenlandic etymology are
not certain whether and how there is a relationship between the takar
among Yup’ik and farneq in Greenland,” and it is now generally

2 To complicate matters further, farneq is sometimes described as being identical
with, at times different from anersaaq, ‘breath’ (‘soul’) (Nuttall 1992: 65-66; Birgitte
Sonne, personal communication). However, for the current discussion, the more subtle
distinction between farneq and anersaaq can be ignored..

* The word tarneq consists of the stem far- (tag-) and the suffix -neq which gener-
ally denotes an abstract noun like the English words ending in -ness. Another word
using a similar stem is tagippoqg (to be shy) that is apparently used both for people and
animals. Experts on Greenlandic are, however, not certain whether the stems in tarneq
and taqippoq are indeed one and the same and whether it may be related to takar
among the Yup’ik. Etymologically, there is probably no direct connection, but the
words appear to be part of a complicated semantic field in which unusual transforma-
tions are likely to have occurred due to various linguistic taboos (Mike Fortescue,
personal communication). In common usage, tagippoq and tarneq are generally not
considered to be connected. There may be a semantic link, though, either directly or
via the common features of ‘shadow’ and ‘darkness’. If there has been such a link in
Greenlandic, it may have been made explicit in the secret language of the angakut
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thought to be impossible to separate the original meaning of farneq
from its later Christian connotations.

Of the three concepts timi, tarneq, and ateq, only the word ateq has
traditionally been considered to be uniquely possessed by humans.
Naming in Greenland carries a strong social importance. This is not
the place to give a full account of the concept, but traditionally as well
as today, a child is considered to be linked socially and spiritually to
the deceased persons whose names they carry, just as persons with the
same name are considered to be somehow connected (Nuttall 1992:
67-69).

Now, if this abstraction is taken to be as real as the Cartesian view
in Western thought, we have two very different understandings of the
difference between humans and animals. In both cases, humans and
animals are distinguished, since humans have something that animals
do not have. Cartesian dualism, however, postulates that humans have
an immaterial mind in a material and physical body, while nonhumans
are nothing but material and therefore they have no mind. According
to the traditional Inuit understanding, by contrast, both humans and
animals have minds and bodies, although only people have ateq the
name (soul).

I do not claim that this abstraction of a “traditional” Inuit under-
standing is passively being enacted in contemporary Greenland, nor
do I claim that Westerners are merely passive reproducers of Cartesian
dualism. However, thinking with animals, as I describe it above, ap-
pears rather incompatible with a Cartesian dualism but it is well in
accordance with a traditional Inuit tri-partite understanding of humans
and animals,. We will return to this topic below after a discussion of
how the understanding of animals is related to ecological concerns.

Environmental protection as Umwelt protection

During the last decade, the environmentalist debate has reached
Greenland and environmental issues have become a major concern for
many. At times, the environmentalist discourse runs counter to ideas
about management and protection of “nature” already held locally, but
there is at times a strong convergence between local management and
nature protection proposals and the environmentalist discourse. How-

(shamans), but this can not be established with certainty. It remains for experts in Inuit
languages to pursue this matter further (Robert Petersen, personal communication).
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ever, although there may be some agreement as to the measures, they
appear to arise partly from different ways of thinking, as the following
two examples may show.

Is gillnet fishing misbehaving?

The deep ice-fjords in Western Greenland have always been favoured
as a habitat of the Greenland halibut. The best fishing site is in the
vicinity of Kangia, Ilulissat icefjord, a highly spectacular location with
the magnificent Jakobshavn glacier, the most productive one of the
Northern hemisphere, located in the bottom of the fjord. Since the
early 20th century, the halibut has mainly been caught by means of
long-lines, but since the 1980’s, an intensive gill-net fishery from
smaller (30°) cutters has begun. Since 1993, based on mathematical
modelling, biologists have been calling for a reduction in fishing pres-
sure, initially because it was feared that the stock was directly threat-
ened, later because it was estimated that CPUE (catch-per-unit-effort)
could be raised if the fishing pressure was reduced (Roepstortf 1998).
Banning the very efficient gillnet fishery was considered to be an effi-
cient measure against overfishing. The proposed ban on gillnets was
partly supported by Royal Greenland, a commercial company owned
by Greenland Home Rule, who in practice has an almost total monop-
oly on buying and processing the fish. One of the reasons of this sup-
port was that Royal Greenland found out that many fish caught in gill-
nets were damaged, causing a deteriorated meat-quality in the produc-
tion line. Hence, both arguments against gillnets are concerned with
the body of fish, although for different reasons. While the factory is
interested in receiving specimens whose bodies are as unimpaired as
possible, the biologists are concerned about an abstract body of the
fish, the stock, which is an ideal sum of all the individual specimens
(Roepstorff 1998).

Among the fishermen, there has been concern about the gillnets,
too. Based on local initiatives, the use of gillnets was banned in cer-
tain zones inside the ice fjords. There appears then to be a general
agreement on some limitations on the use of gillnets. However, the
arguments that [ recorded among the fishermen were generally very
different from the ones heard from the industry and from biologists.

One of the central concerns discussed among fishermen is the exis-
tence of “ghost-nets”, that is, gillnets that have been lost, but are still
actively fishing in the water. Nets are easily lost when they are set in
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regions of much ice, which is precisely in the zones where gillnet are
banned, and the fishermen regularly urge on the municipality to do
something to clean the water of lost equipment. Fishery biologists ac-
knowledge that lost nets may continue to fish for a while, but they
generally claim that in terms of pure biomass, it is a negligible quan-
tity, since the nets usually get entangled very quickly and will there-
fore no longer pose any kind of threat to the stock. Among the fisher-
men, by contrast, there seems to be less concern with the body than
with the mind of the fish. In order to understand how this is the case,
let us look in detail at another concept.

As shown elsewhere (Roepstorff 2000, 2002), the notion of over-
fishing is commonly translated as aalisapilunneq in Greenlandic. In
contrast to the English concept, aalisapilunneq does not merely de-
scribe a technical process affecting an abstract stock, but the word has
the morally negative connotation of someone taking more than what
one needs. Whereas the arguments of the biologists and of the industry
are framed in a discourse concerning “the rational use of a limited
body of fish” the fishermen’s arguments are embedded in a moral dis-
course concerning need, waste, and concern for the fish in a very par-
ticular way. In a logic where “taking more than one needs” is frowned
upon, the possible existence of ghost-nets fishing without satisfying
the needs of anyone is, indeed, something evil. Gillnet fishermen
claim, on the other hand, that the problem is not related to the tech-
nology as such, but rather to the materials being used. Modern materi-
als will not deteriorate in the water, and longlines and gillnets alike
may therefore cause problems if they are used without care. That the
fishermen’s discourse differs from the one of the biologists is, for in-
stance. indicated in the following argument of a dedicated gillnet fish-
erman: “I don’t understand why they accuse us gillnet fishermen of
overfishing [aalisapilunneq]. We only catch that we can sell [due to
the catch specificity of the nets], whereas the longline fishermen also
catch small fish that they have to discard. It is not we, but the long-
line fishermen that catch more fish than needed, and they are therefore
guilty of aalisapilunneq”.

However, the sea “pollution” discussed by the fishermen is not
primarily a disturbance of an abstract, general environment. The prob-
lem is, rather, that the ghost-nets are thought to interfere directly with
the Umwelt of the fish, understood in an Uexkiillian sense as interfer-
ing with the fish’s subjective understanding of its surroundings
(Uexkdll 1921; Ingold 1995). This was clearly stated by a fisherman
who had just shifted from gillnets to longlines, allegedly on moral
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grounds: “These lost nets keep fishing, and the fish don’t like the
smell [of untended nets with rotten fish]. If only we could ban the
nets, the fish would again be evenly distributed in the fjord”. In a
similar vein, a passionate longline fisherman stated: “These nets —
there is also a lot of pollution. Sometimes the nets drift into the ice-
bergs, and then they can not find their nets, they just stand there
somewhere. [...] The best fish are caught on longlines. They [i.e., the
gillnet fishermen] only think about themselves. They don’t think about
the fish”.

Disturbing the seals

Another important local environmental issues while 1 was doing
fieldwork was the question of snowmobiles. In contrast to most other
Arctic territories, the use of snowmobiles is heavily regulated in
Greenland. In the area of Ilulissat, snowmobiles are only allowed in a
narrow transport corridor along the coast. Elsewhere, the only allowed
means of transportation is the dog sledge. In a fervent debate, it was
argued that partly in concern for tourists, partly in concern for people
without access to dog sledges, a wider use of snowmobiles should be
allowed in the back country. The discussion was heated further by the
arrival of a young Danish ecologist who attempted to introduce “sus-
tainable tourism” in a Greenlandic context. He brought with him fig-
ures to prove how much pollution, in terms of emission etc., was pro-
duced by snowmobiles. The issue became tenser when a dispensation
was granted to allow a film team to operate from a camp deep in the
back country, which caused much snowmobile traffic for weeks. To
complicate matters further, the film team had hired one of the strong-
est opponents of the snowmobiles, a Greenlandic tourist outfitter, as
one of their consultants. To the strong displeasure of hunters and fish-
ermen, this consultant thus moved around the back country on a large
snowmobile. Rumors among the fishermen had it that during the film-
ing, he did not dare to enter the fishing and hunting grounds alone, for
fear of the consequences. The issue of the ban of snowmobiles was
entangled in a latent ethnic and economical conflict (Dahl 2000: 236).
Many temporary Danish occupants were unable to get into the back
country since they do not have access to dog sledges and the tourist
industry and the snowmobile rental were mainly in the hands of fami-
lies that were not native Greenlanders. However, this was not how the
discussion was framed. People mainly expressed concern for the ani-
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mals. According to the hunters, the problem was that the seals in Kan-
gia were particularly shy, and snowmobiles would scare them away,
which would interfere with the hunt. As in the issue of the ghost-nets,
the main argument was not concern for the environment in an abstract
sense. Rather, it was a matter of not interfering with the seals” Um-
welt, since mediated by their inherent shyness, this would stop the
interaction between men and animals.*

In both cases discussed so far, the underlying logic appears to be
the same. The Greenlandic fishermen and hunters are concerned about
their environment, and they claim that there is a clear relation between
human behaviour and the availability of fish and seals. However, the
relation is not the same as the one envisaged by most wildlife biolo-
gists or environmentalists. Fully in line with the basic idea that ani-
mals are sensing and thinking beings, the Greenlanders are concerned
about not disturbing what they perceive as the animals’ understanding
of their environment (for a similar finding see Morrow & Hensel
1992) . To use Uexkill’s biosemiotic distinction, they are concerned
with protecting the animals’ Umwelt rather than protecting an ab-
stract, general environment as it is characteristic of most environmen-
talists’ and standard conservationists’ approach. To a dualist, such as
the early missionaries in Greenland or most contemporary environ-
mentalists, this conception runs very close to an anthropomorphism
that fails to distinguish between humans and nonhumans. However,
this appears not to be the case. Rather, the conception is well in accor-
dance with a ‘traditional’ Greenlandic understanding of humans and
nonhumans, where the difference between humans and nonhumans is
not a matter of the existence of a “‘mind” or a “soul,” but rather a ques-
tion of humans being more than just body and mind (soul). My claim
is not that Umwelt protection is generally a better strategy than envi-
ronmental protection. It is quite clear from my research (Roepstorff
2000) and from similar evidence elsewhere in the Arctic (Fienup-
Riordan 1990) that although many hunters and fishermen are very

* Tt is tempting to see a parallel between the alleged shyness of the seals and the
concepts of taqippoq, tarneq and takar discussed above (note 3). In contemporary
Greenland, sealing is still very much affiliated with maleness. This connection is in-
scribed in the language, where the words angut, “‘man’, and anguvoq, ‘to catch a seal’,
are derived from the same root. Fieldwork evidence suggests that the spring hunt for
seals in Kangia is indeed not just a matter of proteins, and Greenlanders with various
ordinary jobs take some days off to participate together with professional hunters and
fishers. The hunt may involve a ritual-like communal sharing of raw heart, liver, and
blubber from a newly shot seal.
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concerned with how human behaviour interacts with the Umwelt of
particular species (that again, is related to the particular mind, or per-
haps shyness of a given species), not much attention is being paid to
whether fishing or hunting reduces the numerical stock, that is, the
abstract, total body of all the specimens out there. In other words, it is
as if both focusing exclusively on Umwelt protection and focusing
exclusively on environmental protection foreground one aspect only
while backgrounding other aspects that are rendered opaque. The inte-
gration of a perspective “from within” and “from without”, a focus on
Umwelt and a focus on environment, appears to be one of the most
important challenges facing contemporary attempts to outline a human
ecology that, like ecosemiotics, is both concerned with meaning and
matter (Kull 1998a, 1998b; Hornborg 1996).

Conclusion

I began this essay by adopting Claude Lévi-Strauss’s metaphor of
“thinking with animals”. As with all other structures identified by
Lévi-Strauss, totemism and other religious ideas are the outcome of
the particular way human minds try to understand the word. In doing
so, “the mind operates in ways that do not differ in kind from those
that have unfolded in the world since the beginning of time” (Lévi-
Strauss 1972: 119). Lévi-Strauss refuses to uphold any particular men-
tal difference between modern and primitive societies. This refusal of
a particular mental dichotomy between moderns and primitives, be-
tween myth and science (Scott 1996), has become increasingly impor-
tant in contemporary anthropological theory. However, in the case of
Lévi-Strauss, abandoning one dichotomy appears to involve a very
high cost, namely the reinforcement of another dichotomy between
nature and culture. Because he insists on this distinction being funda-
mental, “thinking with animals” becomes ultimately a question of
“from within” rather than “from without”.

Greenlandic fishermen appear to think with animals in a way very
different from the one identified by Lévi-Strauss. It is not a question
of using animals as more or less arbitrary resources for the embodi-
ment of “speculative thought”. Instead, they think along with animals,
i.e., they use much more concretely ideas of how animals think about
the world to get to know it, and this knowledge has consequences for
the way they act in the word.
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These examples show that it is in the constructive interplay be-
tween the inside and the outside that animals are good to think with,
and thinking with animals appears to reveal more than the general,
abstract mechanisms of the mind. Resulting from a combination of
specific ideas about the world and an interaction with that very world,
the outcome of “thinking with animals™ is a knowledge object that
contains elements of both the world and of a particular way of know-
ing it. Ideally, then, studying these products may shed light both on
the world and on the perception of it.

The relationship to animals is hence extremely interesting for an-
thropology, biosemiotics, and ecosemiotics. In my Greenlandic study,
it appears that it is the perceived similarities between animals and
people that allows humans to think with animals, just as it is the dif-
ference between animals and people that allows one to do different
things to animals — eat them for instance. My most recent fieldwork
has been in brain imaging laboratories, and it appears, in a similar
vein, that it is the perceived similarities that allow one to think with
animals, just as it is the perceived differences that allow one to treat
them very differently. In the first case, it is the material similarity be-
tween humans and, say, a pig, that allows us to treat the pig body as an
experimental model for human bodies. Similarly, it is the perceived
difference (nonperson, no mind) that allows one to kill the pig in vari-
ous ways solely for the purpose of acquiring knowledge about it and,
by extension, about human beings.

This suggests that instead of maintaining a priori a sharp distinc-
tion between culture and nature, the more interesting issue is how, in a
particular case, the borderline between “culture” and “nature” and be-
tween humans and nonhumans is drawn. It is not a question of seeing
nature as either “really real” or “fully constructed and full of mean-
ing”. On the contrary, “nature” appears to be both at the same time,
really real and completely semioticized. The interesting question is,
therefore, to follow in detail how this comes about, how in one move,
identities, competences and “natures” are distributed among humans
and nonhumans. The shift from a classical biological perspective to a
biosemiotic perspective is an interesting attempt to reconfigure the
border between humans and nonhumans. If it is true that nonhumans,
just as humans, rather than inert bodies, are mindful entities endowed
with semiotic competence, the question remains: what is it, then, that
separates humans from nonhumans? The traditional answer among the
Inuits would be that this difference lies in the name and all that fol-
lows from it, an embeddedness in and an ability to create symbolic,
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social, and meaningful networks transcending the single individual. In
strange ways, this idea is not entirely different from the claim in con-
temporary biosemiotics that it is indeed the symbolic faculty that ren-
ders people unique among the animals (Deacon 1997; Roepstorff
2001).
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JAyMasi BMecTe € J)KHBOTHBIMH

LeHTpanbHBIM  YTBEPKIEHUEM OHOCEMHOTHKH SIBISIETCA TPUITICHIBAHHE
CEMHMOTHYECKOI KOMIIETeHIMM M JIPYyrHM CylIecTBaM Kpome ueyioBeka. [1o
CTPaHHBIM HCTOPUYECKUM TPUIHHAM 3TO YTBEPKAECHHE B ““HOPMAILHOM™
OHOJIOTHYECKOM IHCKypce 4acTo ocrapuBaioch. [Ipu aHanuze 3THorpadu-
YECKOTO MaTepuasna [ peHnaHauH OKa3bIBAaeTCs, UTO JIOAH OTHOCATCS TaM K
SKMBOTHBIM KaK K “JIMYHOCTAM, T.€. UYBCTBYIOILHMM M AyMAaroIIMM CyILIecT-
BaM. CUMTaeTCs, UTO KMBOTHBIE, KaK U JIIOIH, UMEIOT 3HAHUs O CPEIE CBOETO
obutanus. [IpuzHaHHe TakoHd CEMHOTHYECKON KOMIIETEHLIMH B KauecTBe
Oeccrioproro (¢akra TI03BOISET MCKYCHBIM pPBIOOTOBAM W  OXOTHHKaM
OIMPAThCs HE TOJIBKO Ha CBOIO MHTEPIIPETALlMI0 OKpYsKarollell cpeabl, HO U
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Ha MHTEPIIPETALMIO €€ KHBOTHBIMH. [loBemeHue pbIO, TIOMEHeH U Ipyrux
5KMBOTHBIX, O0YCJIOBJIEHHOE MX CEMHUOTHYECKOH KOMIIETeHLHeH, MOJKHO, Ta-
KuMm 00pa3oM, HHTEPNPETUPOBATH KaK IPHUITHCHIBAHUE HMH 3HAUYEHHA
NIOBEJICHUIO, HAIllpUMep, KUTOB U alicbepros. [logo0HOe anpuopHOE MPHCYX-
JIEHHE CEeMHUOTHYECKOH KOMIIETEHIMH NPOSBISIETCA W B CIIOpax IO IOBOIY
yIIpaBleHHs M PEryJHpOBaHMsA UHCIEHHOCTH S>KUBOTHBIX. boblias 4acTbk
JIUCKypca PEIOOJIOBOB M OXOTHHKOB HE CTOJIBKO ITOCBALIEHA BOTIPOCY O TOM,
“Ha HCXOZAe JIM 3amachl’, CKOJIbKO COCpeloTauMBaeTcss BOKPYD BOIIPOCa,
MOTYT JIH >KHBOTHbIE OBITb CEMHOTHYECKH A€30PHEHTHPOBaHbI NeHCTBHAMMU
YENOBEKA.

Moeldes koos loomadega

Biosemiootika keskseks viiteks on semiootilise kompetentsi omistamine veel
teistelegi olenditele peale inimese. Kummalistel ajaloolistel pdhjustel on see
vdide olnud “normaalses” bioloogilises diskursuses tihti vaieldav. Gréonimaa
etnograafilise materjali analiitisist ilmneb, et inimesed suhtuvad seal looma-
desse nagu mitteinimestest “isikutesse”, ehk nagu tundvatesse ja motlevatesse
olenditesse. Arvatakse, et loomad nagu inimesedki omavad teadmisi oma
elukeskkonna kohta. Suhtumine sellisesse semiootilisse kompetentsi kui ilma
igasuguse kahtluseta fakti vdimaldab osavatel jahi- ja kalameestel toetuda
mitte iiksnes enda interpretatsioonile oma keskkonnast, vaid ka loomade in-
terpretatsioonile oma keskkonnast. Kalade, hiiljeste ja loomade kditumist, mis
on tingitud nende tunnustatud semiootilise kompetentsi poolt, v3ib seega in-
terpreteerida kui teadete andjat, nditeks vaalade ja jadmégede kditumise koh-
ta. Selline semiootilise kompetentsi a priori omistamine ilmneb samuti saak-
loomade reguleerimise ja majandamise alastes vaidlustes. Ei arutleta mitte
niivord selle tle, kas “varud on ammendunud”, vaid suur osa kala- ja jahi-
meeste diskursusest keskendub pigem kiisimusele, kas loomad v&ivad olla
semiootilistelt hdiritud inimeste tegevusest.



