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Abstract 
 Th is paper uses academic and lay discourses to examine the ways in which “the city” is constructed 
in its relationship to “wildlife.” Th e paper examines the negative and essentialized ways in which the 
city’s relationship to wildlife has been represented in postcolonial theory and animal geography. 
Th e paper further explores these theoretical framings of the city in the empirical context of the 
relocation of an urban, flying fox colony, which provides opportunities to reconsider these bounded 
conceptualizations of the city. 
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  Introduction 

 Castree (2004) commented that “revealing nature as a ‘social construct’ . . . is still 
necessary and useful so long as the dichotomy of society-nature continues to 
inform lay and expert discourses” (p. 194). Although I concur with Castree’s 
point, I want to emphasize that “nature” is only one part of this dichotomy. If it 
is still important to deconstruct nature, then it must be equally important to 
interrogate that which is conceptualized as nature’s inverse: In any binary, each 
relatum depends on its opposite for meaning. 

 Th is paper contributes to such an interrogation by examining the ways in 
which “the city” (as a kind of proxy for human society) has been constructed in 
relation to “the wild.” Questioning the “boundedness” of the city is central to 
this interrogation. Th e “unbounding” of the city has been an emphasis of a num-
ber of recent works on urban natures, which have questioned “what it means to 
speak of the city as such, or why the city should be considered an appropriate 
scale at which to study the production of nature” (Braun, 2005. p. 636).2 Th is 
unbounding is seen as necessary, as authors note that urbanization occurs in 
and through vast networks and flows that connect urban natures to places and 
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 ecological systems outside the immediate urban environment (Braun, p. 637). 
Braun observes that “thinking with” material phenomena such as water, energy, 
food, and wastes, is a way to move beyond understandings of the city and coun-
try as discrete places (p. 637). Th is paper proposes to “think with wildlife,”—in 
terms of its materiality, subjectivity, and constructed identity—in order to 
explore the different ways that the city is both bound and unbound in relation to 
nature. 

 Empirically, this paper is concerned with the relocation of a colony of grey-
headed flying foxes from one urban place in Melbourne to another. Humans 
make many attempts to place “wild” animals in space; such attempts reflect much 
about the ways we construct those species and spaces and imagine their relation-
ship. Th e intentional placing of wild animals in space occurs on a variety of scales 
and via a diverse array of devices, from birdbaths and mouse traps at the house-
hold level up to quarantine laws that aim to control the movement of animals 
across national borders. Th is paper looks at the placing of animals at the scale of 
the city and seeks to probe into the different boundaries that inform or challenge 
such placings. 

 Th eoretically, the paper questions the ways in which the city’s relationship to 
wildlife has been represented in certain literatures, namely postcolonial theory 
and animal geography. I argue that a default frame tends to inform the theoriz-
ing of urban wildlife relationships. In this frame, the city is distinguished from 
non-urbanized areas and treated as a special place with a negative essence in rela-
tionship to wildlife. I suggest that this frame lurks, even in pieces of writing that 
treat the city as a differentiated and heterogeneous landscape. Th ere is slippage 
between the city as a symbolic (unnatural) place and the city as a specific, mate-
rial place. Th e flying fox relocation provides an opportunity to explore how such 
discursive framings of the city are borne out “in the world” and reveals that 
although Melbourne is spatially differentiated and dehomogenized in relation to 
the flying foxes in a number of ways, it is still imagined as a bound, essentially 
“human” space. I argue that, in theoretical and practical dealings with urban 
wildlife, the city is treated as both symbolic city and material city—as both 
essentially antagonistic to, and accommodating of, the wild. 

 Th e paper begins by outlining the main events of the relocation story. It 
proceeds with a review of representations of urban wildlife relationships in post-
colonial and animal geography literature. Th e paper continues to explore under-
standings of the city by returning to consider these in the context of the flying 
fox case. Th e intention is not to offer a detailed empirical investigation of the 
relocation. Rather, the paper draws attention to certain aspects of the flying fox 
case that offer some insight into the way the city is, and could be, constructed 
conceptually. For the purpose of this paper, wildlife refers to non-domesticated 
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native animals.3 Th is is the way the term is predominantly used in Victoria both 
by the Victorian Government’s Department of Sustainability and Environment 
and by the animal rescue group, Wildlife Victoria.4 I focus on wildlife because 
this particular animal category—treated uniquely as a proxy for “nature” or “the 
wild”—is perceived to have a special relationship to urban environments in both 
lay and academic contexts. I am reluctant to give a definitive explanation of the 
city here, because its deployment in academic and lay discourses resists firm 
definition. At times, it is used to mean the full extent of the urban environment; 
other times, it functions as a focal point, a force, a symbol, or an event. I hope it 
is not too unsatisfying to the reader that I allow its meaning to emerge through 
the course of the paper.  

  Flying Fox Relocation: Plot Summary 

 Th e grey-headed flying fox (Pteropus poliocephalus) is a large fruitbat native to 
Australia. It is a migratory species that has traditionally flown up and down the 
length of the East coast during the year, avoiding extreme weather conditions 
and following available food. In 1981, hundreds of these flying foxes found their 
way to the Royal Botanic Gardens Melbourne (RBG) and set up what is known 
as a “camp.” Th eir numbers increased gradually over the next 20 years until there 
were thousands of bats permanently camped in Fern Gully, an historic part of 
the RBG. At first, the bats were welcomed by the RBG; indeed, until 1997, signs 
at the gardens referred to the resident colony of “magnificent creatures” (Th iriet, 
2004). Th is seemingly warm reception, however, proved to be short-lived. In 
1999, the RBG management publicly announced the bats were no longer wel-
come in the gardens as the colony’s impact on the RBG plants and amenity was 
perceived by the management to be unacceptable. Th e impacts included the 
thinning of the Fern Gully canopy, negative effects on tree health, fallen debris 
on paths, and the sounds and smells associated with a large, flying fox colony. It 
should be noted, however, that the extent and severity of these impacts have 
been fiercely contested by different stakeholder groups. A campaign was launched 
to convince the public and the State government that Fern Gully and the RBG, 
at large, would ultimately be destroyed if the bats were allowed to stay.5 Th e State 
government became duly convinced that intervention was required, and various 
attempts were made to reduce or remove the RBG’s bat population. Th ese 
attempts included a plan to shift  1000 bats to Gippsland (in far-east Victoria) 
that was eventually abandoned due to prohibitive cost and dubious efficacy. A 
cull of an undisclosed number of bats ended because of public and scientific out-
rage and the subsequent listing of the flying foxes as vulnerable to extinction. 
Low (2003, pp. 308-312) and Th iriet (2004) provide a more detailed  description 
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of events. Finally, a decision was made to relocate the colony to an alternative site 
in Melbourne. 

 Substantial resources, time, and effort were committed to moving the colony. 
Attempts to lure the bats to roost in a pre-prepared, alternative site (complete 
with bat enclosures, decoy bats, audio recordings of flying fox camp sounds, leaf 
litter from the RBG, misting devices, and the daily provision of fruit salad) 
proved to be unsuccessful. However, dispersal and directed “herding” of the bats, 
using a combination of sounds that had been found to disturb the animals, even-
tually had the desired effect. By April 2003, the RBG was completely free of 
roosting bats.6 Th e colony is now settled in Yarra Bend Park, a piece of urban 
bushland about five kilometers from the city center, where the Victorian State 
government intends the bats to remain (Figure 1). 

 Figure 1. Grey-headed flying foxes roosting in eucalypts in their new home, 
Yarra Bend Park, 2006.  

  Th e City in Th eory: Symbolism, Specificity, and Slippage 

 In the following review, I explore how certain, bounded notions of the city 
work their way—at times explicitly, but oft en insidiously—into two distinct but 
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overlapping bodies of literature that have addressed (among other concerns) 
human-wildlife relationships in urban settings: postcolonial theory and animal 
geography. 

  Postcolonial Th eory 

 In 1996, Australian geographer Jacobs observed that “recent colonial and post-
colonial theory is saturated with a spatialized language although more oft en 
than not it functions metaphorically” (p. x). Jacobs sought to “move beyond the 
spatial rhetoric of colonial and postcolonial theory and return it to “real geogra-
phies” (p. x). Jacobs’ observation alerts us to the symbolic bounding of certain 
places or types of space. In this paper, I focus on how the city is treated meta-
phorically in terms of its relationship to wild nature. 

 Postcolonial theory has generally focused on the anthropogenic impacts of 
colonial processes. A smaller number of theorists have historicized the process of 
colonization and critiqued the colonial narrative of conquest and progress in 
relation to nonhuman nature. For postcolonial writers interested in the relation-
ship between colonization and nonhuman nature, the city oft en functions as a 
potent symbol, a monolithic tribute, to the colonial project of civilization’s 
struggle against wildness. 

 Th ree authors who deal with the history of colonial relationships with nature 
in Australia are Lines (1991), Home (1997), and Dunlap (1999). Although 
these studies do not aim to directly analyze the relationship between the colo-
nial city and nature, any reference made to urban settlement suggests that the 
city was constructed in Australia as an antagonism to wild nature. Lines writes 
that “Celebrated by the felling of a tree, British civilisation began in Western 
Australia in June 1829 and commenced to steadily force back wild nature” 
(p. xvi); Home explains that from the 1830s in Australia, “. . . town layouts were 
encouraged to ignore natural features” (p. 26); and Dunlap comments that “Th e 
settlers usually began by killing the animals and cutting down whatever trees 
were around” (p. 49). 

 In the introduction to the more recent, edited book, Adams and Mulligan 
(2003) explain that “During the 18th century . . . ‘nature’ came to be understood 
not purely as something distinct from society, but somehow in opposition to 
culture, the city and industry” (p. 33). Here, the authors refer to an eighteenth 
century colonial mindset that conceptualized the city as some kind of constant 
that nature could be defined against; the city was meaningful in terms of its 
inverse relationship to nature. Th e use of inverted commas around nature (as in 
the above quotation) is common in postcolonial writing and is designed to show 
recognition of the multiple—and potentially problematic—meanings attached 
to the category. Th e city, on the other hand, is generally treated as if its meaning 
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is universal and unproblematic (city is not nature), even though its meaning 
largely derives from its inverse relationship to the very term being acknowledged 
as ambiguous and problematic. 

 Th roughout the essays in Adams and Mulligan (2003), the city is mentioned 
only in relation to the clearing of the bush for settlement or the grid-road system 
that imposed the order of straight lines and right angles insensitively onto the 
chaotic natural environment. Authors dealing with the city treat it as a ruthless 
and invasive force in comparison to morally superior nature, which is considered 
to belong to place. All references to the city follow the same pattern: Th e city is 
invoked as a phenomenon that was intentionally constructed in opposition to 
nature. Th roughout this literature, there pervades a common argument that the 
destructive impact colonial development has had on Australia’s natural environ-
ment was not an unintended side effect but part of a conscious intention to 
achieve mastery over nature. Adams and Mulligan claim the colonial mindset 
constructed “. . . wildness as a challenge for the rational mind to conquer . . .” 
(p. 5). Th e implication is that the city was built to facilitate this mastery of 
nature. 

 Much of the analysis in Adams and Mulligan’s (2003) chapter, “Nature and 
the colonial mind,” leaves the reader with the impression that the city served 
ostensibly to separate humans and wildlife. Th e following quotations illustrate 
this suggestion: “In the colonial mind, nature was ‘out there’, never ‘in here’ . . . 
always the distance between human and non-human was maintained, an apart-
heid at species level” (p. 43), and “Th e classic feature of colonial approaches to 
nature was the attempt to separate people and wild, non-human nature. Animals 
were to be confined to reserves and shot as ‘problem animals’ when they trans-
gressed invisible administrative boundaries” (p. 39). 

 Th e argument that colonialism did not have a clean endpoint, that its founda-
tions and effects linger in these “postcolonial” times, is well established.7 Apply-
ing this argument to the more-than-human sphere, Adams (2003) argues that 
colonial constructs still frame contemporary thinking about human-nature rela-
tionships. In his words, “. . . ideas forged under colonial rule still fly, like a comet’s 
tail of ideological debris, behind contemporary thinking on conservation. Th ey 
have enduring power” (p. 19). Th e argument that colonial constructs have endur-
ing power—combined with a slippage on the part of authors between past and 
present tense without acknowledgment of any conceptual or material change in 
the construction of the city over time—leaves the reader with the impression of 
a timeless city in which the colonial impulse to conquer wildness continues to 
determine the treatment of urban wildlife today. 

 Anderson (2003) deliberately attends to the symbolic boundedness of the 
city and critiques the Western narrative of, “. . . the march of humanity, which 
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has its ultimate manifestation in the secure enclosure of the City, where the 
expanse of nature ends or is ‘brought in’ in proudly domesticated forms” 
(pp. 424, 425).8 According to this narrative, Anderson says, “It is in the City 
where people, in entering into distinctively non-natural relations . . . realise their 
full humanity” (p. 425). Anderson capitalizes the “c” in city to highlight its sym-
bolic importance as a civilized and civilizing place in the narrative of Western 
progress; a place that, in essence, represents the overcoming of human and non-
human wildness. Here, Anderson also articulates an additional element of the 
postcolonial reading of the city, representing it not only as a place that was hos-
tile to human and nonhuman wildness but also as a place that could both reflect 
and catalyze the human ascent out of the site and state of wildness. Critically 
examining this colonial narrative has great political importance. However, I sug-
gest that representing the city as an abstract symbol of civilization seems to dis-
courage the articulation of geographical and cultural aspects of urban space that 
deviate from the “city versus nature” theme and has the effect of essentializing 
the city in its perceived relationship to wildlife.9 

 Palmer (2003) details specific, material aspects of contemporary city con-
struction. Th e paper asks, “. . . what might happen to human/animal relations 
when . . . a relatively wild area of land is annexed for development and urbanisa-
tion?” (p. 48) and, “. . . does the development/urbanisation of land demonstrate 
human ‘domination’ over animals—and if so, in what senses?” (p. 49). Unlike 
other postcolonial treatments of the city-wildlife relationship, Palmer’s paper 
does not resort to timeless representations of the colonial city, as it is explicit 
about its focus on contemporary urban space. However, the paper looks for 
answers to its questions by focusing on urbanization, which is the process in con-
temporary cities that is probably most like the initial construction of the colo-
nial city. In other words, by using the clearing of wildlands on the urban fringe as 
the empirical context for analyzing city-wildlife relationships, Palmer highlights 
the process in contemporary city construction that most closely resembles the 
initial colonial process of clearing wild nature. Although Palmer goes beyond 
the normal representation of wildlife as passive victim of colonial processes (as 
she discusses animal capacities to resist and transgress), the framing of the city as 
a force against wild nature prevails. 

 We have seen, then, in the examples of postcolonial critique outlined above, 
that the city is used as an abstract symbol of civilization or—if the city is given 
contemporary materiality and specificity—the emphasis turns to those aspects 
that mimic the initial colonization process of displacing wild nature. In the post-
colonial frame, the city takes its meaning from being “not nature,” and is posi-
tioned against “the wild.”   
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  Animal Geographies 

 Animal geography is a subfield of cultural geography with a specific interest in 
attending to the materiality of “real geographies,” to use Jacobs’ (1996) term 
again, with regard to human-animal relationships.10 Th is field of inquiry was 
reinvigorated in the mid-1990s with the publication of two, edited collections 
(Philo & Wilbert, 2000; Wolch & Emel, 1998) and two special—edited journal 
issues (Philo & Wolch, 1998; Wolch & Emel 1995). Within this field, some 
writers have turned their attention to human-animal-space relationships in 
urban environments, and these are outlined in Wolch (2002). Studies of non-
wildlife animals in the city—pets, animals in the zoo, feral animals, and animals 
used in agriculture—have investigated human-animal relationships in specific, 
urban, geographical contexts. 

 In contrast to the dematerialized treatment of urban space in postcolonial 
theory (which tends to emphasize the symbolic meaning of the city in relation-
ship to nature), these animal geography writers have exposed the different kinds 
of places within the city that exist and have bearing on human relationships with 
animals.11 A smaller body of work in animal geography has focused on urban 
wildlife, and this writing tends to differ in style from studies on domesticated 
and feral animals. Rather than detailing human-animal-space relationships in 
specific geographical locations, animal-geography work dealing with wildlife 
tends to slip into a more generalizing mode of writing about the city—as if it is a 
space with an essence. 

 Th is kind of implicit essentializing of the city can be detected in Wolch, West, 
and Gaines (1995) who lament, “Individual animals crowded out of their homes 
must risk entry into urban areas in search of food and/or water, where they 
encounter people, cars and other dangers” and “No place is kept safe for wild 
animals in the city” (p. 735). Here, the authors suggest the city is a dangerous 
place that wildlife is forced into rather than a varied landscape comprising cer-
tain places that wildlife might choose to safely inhabit. Although it is true that 
people, cars, and other urban phenomena can be dangerous to animals and do 
prohibit certain species from inhabiting the city, non-urbanized areas should 
not be positioned in contrast as some kind of wildlife haven. Predators, extreme 
weather conditions, cyclical food shortages, and competition from other ani-
mals sometimes present more of a threat to animals in supposedly natural habi-
tats than to those in urban environments, as will be illustrated in the discussion 
of the flying fox case. In explaining why wild animals inhabit the city, there is 
oft en an over-emphasis on loss of natural habitat as a cause and a corresponding 
under-estimation of how appealing urban places can be for certain animals. By 
claiming animals are forced from their “proper” wild habitat into unnatural 
places like cities, animal geographers implicitly reinforce the human-nature 
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binary that positions the city as (dangerous) human territory and the wilderness 
as (benign) nonhuman habitat. 

 Animal geographers are aware of, and have been great expositors of, the 
unique specificity of place. In this spirit, Wolch et al. (1995) acknowledge, “Most 
cities are spatial and social heterotopias, culturally fragmented arenas in which 
values and attitudes toward nature in general (and wildlife in particular) are 
bound to be highly variable” and, “Metropolitan areas are also spatially exten-
sive, patchy landscapes” (p. 737). However, there is slippage in the animal geog-
raphy literature on urban wildlife between this kind of recognition of cities as 
heterogeneous landscapes and the default, somewhat homogenizing frame of 
the city as a hostile place for native animals. 

 To review what I have said so far, it seems that most oft en when attention 
turns to wildlife in urban settings, the city is invoked not as a patchwork of mate-
rial places that might be more or less accommodating to wild animals but as an 
essentialized phenomenon working in negative relationship with wildlife. Post-
colonial theorists seem content with conceptualizations of the city as a symbol 
of civilization’s fight against wildness, while writers in animal geography slip 
between this symbolic frame and an acknowledgment of a city’s diverse specificity. 
Either way, the city—as a symbolically bounded place—seems to strongly infuse 
the work conducted on urban wildlife.  

  Bats and the City 

 In this section, I explore how the discursive framings of the city are borne out in 
the case of the bat relocation. I suggest that while “thinking with” flying foxes 
invites a reading of urban space as unbounded and dehomogenized, certain 
stakeholder comments in the relocation case reveal understandings of the city as 
essentially distinct from nature. 

  Th e Unbound City: “Th inking with” Flying Foxes 

 An idea that implicitly slides into the conceptualization of the city as a symbol of 
civilization is the belief that the imaginative spatial boundaries drawn by humans 
will be meaningful to wildlife. In this frame, it is imagined that wild animals, 
recognizing the city as an unnatural and dangerous place, will remain “out in 
nature” for as long as possible. Low (2003) presents a challenge to this way of 
thinking and argues that the urban environment functions as an oasis for many 
species: 
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 Our ideas about wilderness and nature lead us to think that animals prefer to live apart 
from us. Nature, by definition, wants to be natural, we assume. . . . [A] questionable 
idea is the assumption that animals living in our cities and wastelands are refugees from 
habitat loss who would rather be somewhere else. Th e truth is more interesting. (p. 47). 

 Many people are surprised by the idea that wildlife enters the city on its own 
accord. In 2005, there was enough perceived interest in the urbanization of 
wildlife for Th e Melbourne Times to feature a cover story (Murphy, 2005) that 
investigated the increasing number of native animals moving into the urban 
environment of Melbourne. Th e grey-headed flying fox is one such species caus-
ing surprise by taking advantage of the benefits urban habitats afford. Hall and 
Richards (2000), prominent scientific observers of Australia’s flying foxes write: 

 Th ere are [also] many instances of flying foxes setting up camps in suburban areas, oft en 
when there appears to be plenty of alternate and suitable habitat available elsewhere. 
Th ere are obvious advantages in establishing camps near humans: they are safer from 
shooting parties; there are more reliable food resources from regularly watered subur-
ban trees; and street lights are possibly used at night as a navigational aid (p. 61). 

 Scientists believe the bats are also drawn to the warmer temperatures resulting 
from the city’s “heat island” effect.12 A study by Parris and Hazell (2005) shows 
that Melbourne’s climate has become more hospitable to the grey-headed flying 
foxes over time. Th eir research reveals that Melbourne’s temperature has risen 
slightly since the 1950s; as a result, the average number of frosts has dropped 
from 12.2 a year (1856-1950) to an average of 3.1 (1951-2000). Between 1990 
and 2000, there were only five frost days in total. Th is reduction in frost occur-
rence not only makes life in Melbourne more comfortable for the flying foxes 
but also reduces weather-related mortality (Parris & Hazell, pp. 270, 271). It is 
important to note here that cities—although they do provide many advantages 
for flying foxes—are not places devoid of danger. For example, the density of 
power lines in urban areas means that “Th roughout their range, flying foxes elec-
trocute themselves by the dozen” (Grzelewski, 2001, p. 97). 

 Bat experts widely attribute the increasing urbanization of flying foxes both to 
the negative changes to forested habitats and to the advantages the city affords. 
However, it seems that greater significance is attributed to one cause or the other 
(to “carrot” or “stick”), depending on the context (especially the political con-
text) in which the explanation is provided. Hall and Richards (2000) is a serious 
contribution to the scientific knowledge of flying foxes and is ostensibly an apo-
litical piece of work. In the context of this publication, Hall and Richards state 
that flying foxes oft en set up camps in suburban areas when there seems to be 
habitat available outside the urban environment (p. 61). However, one year aft er 
their book’s publication—in the arguably more political context of a journalistic 
interview—Hall (Grzelewski, 2001) warns that 
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 Th ere is a simple reason [emphasis added] why [flying foxes] are moving into our cities: 
we have deforested so much of Australia that they have nowhere else to go [emphasis 
added]. I see their trouble as our wake-up call. . . . And by being so close to us—almost 
too close for comfort—they make sure that we get the message loud and clear. (p. 103) 

 Emphasizing that the flying foxes have lost their native habitat, as Hall does in 
the above quotation, may be an effective way to muster sympathy for the animals 
and an interest in their conservation. As we shall see, the construction of bats as 
either refugees or opportunists to support particular political agendas is evident 
in comments made by stakeholders in the relocation of Melbourne’s bat colony, 
Whatever part of the explanation for the urbanization of flying foxes is empha-
sized, it remains evident that—for flying foxes—the city is just another habitat 
opportunity and one that seems to more than meet their needs. Th inking with 
grey-headed flying foxes unbounds the city in relation to non-urbanized areas, as 
the animals are observed to be “promiscuous” in their use of urban, suburban, 
rural, and forested spaces for feeding and roosting.13 From the flying fox perspec-
tive, suitable habitat could just as easily be found within the city as outside it—in 
areas identified as “the country” or “nature.” In other words, the city does not 
appear to be a meaningful marker for the flying foxes. 

 Imagining urban space from the flying fox perspective can also dehomogenize 
the city by drawing attention to its internal differentiation. Th e identification of 
potential, alternative, urban, roost sites for the bat colony was undertaken in the 
early stages of the relocation project by the Grey-headed Flying fox Alternative 
Campsite Task Force. Th e Task Force produced a report (Barley et al, 2001) 
documenting this identification process, which represents Melbourne as a patch-
work of places that can be differentiated according to a number of factors affect-
ing the flying foxes. Th e factors purported to influence camp formation, listed in 
the report, include the following: 

1. camp size; 
 2.  vegetation structure (including overstorey height, number of layers, under-

storey); 
 3. aspect (including protection from winds); 
 4. micro-climate features; 
 5. open space near camp; 
 6. proximity to water; 
 7. seasonality of camp occupation; 
 8. camp regulation/limitation, including food, roost area, predation; and 
 9. anthropogenic factors, including noise. (pp. 19-23)   

 It is worth noting that in the Task Force’s assessment, anthropogenic factors are 
judged to be of relatively low impact to flying foxes. For example, Grey-headed 
flying fox (2001, p. 23) notes that the RBG were subject to a regular through 
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flow of people, that several camps of grey-headed flying foxes are located near 
major roads and industrial areas, and that camps have formed, and persisted in, 
close proximity to areas of high human use (such as schools and houses).   

  Th e Bound City: Human Stakeholder Conceptualizations 

 In this section, I demonstrate that although stakeholders in the relocation case 
treated the urban environment as internally differentiated with regard to the 
accommodation of flying foxes, the conceptualization of the city as bound by its 
essential humanness and unnaturalness still dominated understandings of the 
place of wildlife in Melbourne. Th is essentialized conception of the city may not 
seem surprising because cities are—by and large—places designed for humans. It 
may also seem that this conception of the city would make common sense to 
urban residents in terms of their everyday life experience. However, it is one 
thing to recognize that a city is a place designed mostly for humans and another 
to propose that the city—because of its humanness—is an unnatural and inferior 
place for wildlife. Th e experience urban residents have of the city is mediated by 
ontological framings and anthropocentric biases. Although the Melbourne met-
ropolitan area hosts (and is partially shaped by) a large and diverse number of 
wild animals—birds, mammals, reptiles, frogs, fish, and insects—the city contin-
ues to be conceived of as essentially human. Although some urban species, such 
as burrowing and nocturnal animals, inhabit spaces and times that are relatively 
inaccessible to humans, many species are visually and aurally perceived on a daily 
basis; yet, their collective nonhuman presence does not alter the conceived 
essential humanness of the city. 

 Supporters of the bats’ removal from the RBG did not base their arguments 
on the idea that the city is the wrong place for wildlife. Rather, they supported 
the relocation because they considered the RBG to be the wrong type of urban 
place for this particular colony of animals. Th roughout the controversy, the 
director of the RBG asserted the significance of the RBG being a botanic garden, 
stating, “It is a place for plants. . . . It’s not a park, it’s not a zoo” (Moors, cited in 
Farouque, 2001). In this and other quotations, Moors dehomogenizes the city, 
distinguishing the RBG from other types of urban space—namely parks and 
zoos—that he implies would be appropriate for the flying fox colony. Various 
comments in newspapers from that time also express the sentiment that the 
RBG is a unique place because of its heritage plant collections; that this place is 
inappropriate for the bat colony because of its impact on sensitive plantings; and 
that there are other, more appropriate places within the city where the bats could 
roost. Echoing the director’s sentiment, an editorial, Beauty and the beast (2001) 
opined: 
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 Th is is not a zoo or an animal sanctuary, it is a garden. A garden is a place where 
plants grow, in order that people might enjoy them. Of course animals—swans, 
ducks, eels, frogs and even bats—may live there too, and they add to the attractive-
ness of the place. But if any of those increase to the point where they threaten the 
survival of the gardens, they must be removed (p. 14).14 

 In response to fears from orchard growers who did not want the bats roosting 
anywhere near their fruit trees, a State Liberal MP and environment spokesman 
stated, somewhat surprisingly, that the bats should have been “moved to an 
industrial zone” within the urban environment ( James, 2001). Th is suggestion 
involves a coupling of native animals with what many people would consider 
hyper unnaturalness, revealing that the conceptual placing of wildlife does not 
necessarily fit neatly with binary constructions typical of the “colonial mindset” 
that would position native beings in native places. 

 I have claimed that theorists focusing on human-nature relationships tend to 
treat the city as a symbolic place with a negative relationship with wildlife. Th e 
differentiation of the city revealed in the case of the flying foxes presents a chal-
lenge to these essentialized accounts. However, dualistic constructions of nature-
culture and wild-civilized were also at work during the relocation. Th e idea of 
the City as an unnatural place was expressed publicly by a number of individuals 
who regretted that a colony of native animals had been forced into Melbourne—
where they didn’t really belong: 

 It is regrettable that the grey-headed flying foxes have been forced to fly into town, 
rather than staying at home in the bush. (Beauty and beasts, 2001, p. 12) 
 Th e only reason the flying foxes are coming to the gardens is because their habitat 
has been decimated. (Beynon in Baker, 2001, p. 3) 
 Th e colony of flying foxes that is resident in the gardens is there because of human 
actions causing most other suitable habitat to be non-existent. (Gullone, 2001, p. 14) 
 Obviously the habitat left  “out there” is not enough. Th at is why flying fox numbers 
are declining and they moved “in here” with us to begin with (Miller, 2003, p. 11) 

 Th ese quotations represent the main argument for allowing the colony to remain 
in the RBG: Th e bats are in the city through no fault of their own, and we should 
therefore accept them, as we would accept refugees. Th e sense is that, although 
the bats may be out- of-place in the city, we humans are to blame for their trans-
gressions and that it is our obligation to offer them refuge in “our backyard.” By 
implying the bats are refugees, bat advocates constructed the city as a bounded, 
human place that is a temporary and non-preferable home for the bats. Con-
structing the bats as refugees means the bats’ accommodation in the city is pre-
carious because it is contingent on their proper place of belonging (their home in 
the bush) being unavailable to them. 

S & A 15,1_f8_79-95.indd   91S & A 15,1_f8_79-95.indd   91 2/13/07   1:34:01 PM2/13/07   1:34:01 PM



92 M. S. Th omson / Society and Animals 15 (2007) 79-95

 On the other side of the debate, those who wished the bats to be removed 
from the RBG emphasized that the bats had chosen to be guests in our urban 
environment and had abused the privilege. A councilor from the City of Mel-
bourne explained, “It’s like friends who come to stay. As long as they don’t stay 
too long” (Hannan, 2003, p. 7).Th e RBG was spoken of repeatedly as “five star 
accommodation,” against which the bats were cast as undeserving, destructive 
opportunists: “We want to see how effective noise disturbance and deterrence 
can be in lowering the five-star quality accommodation we have been offering 
too many bats for too many years” (Moors in Noise bid, 2002, p. 5). Th e image 
of the unruly guest in a five-star hotel contrasts strongly with that of the perse-
cuted refugee. Th e former is designed to pull sympathies toward the RBG, while 
the latter invites empathy for the flying foxes. Stakeholder comments about 
the bats suggested a conceptualization of the city as essentially human space. 
Whether positioned as guests or refugees, the flying foxes were considered to be 
out-of-place in the city.  

  Conclusion 

 Although the city is ecologically diffuse (as thinking with the flying foxes 
revealed) and internally differentiated (revealed by the Task Force in charge of 
selecting a new site for the colony and by stakeholders who distinguished 
between different types of urban space), it remains symbolically bound; Essen-
tialized notions of the city as antithetical to the wild are still active in academia 
and beyond. Invoking the symbolic city is not necessarily problematic, so long as 
it does not discourage new ways of reading urban space in relationship to wild-
life. Low (2003) cautions against essentializing nature, as he argues it can lead to 
the erroneous assumption that “animals prefer to live apart from us” and that 
nature “wants to be natural” (p. 47). It is not only our ideas about nature that can 
lead to empirically unsound conclusions but also how we characterize the city. 

 Much critical attention has revealed nature to be a social construction, but 
less attention has been paid to unpacking our essentialized notions of the city. 
Although it is important to critically examine the relationship between urban 
environments and wildlife and to be mindful of colonial narratives, we need to 
take care that the city does not simply slide into a default position of represent-
ing the displacement of nature.  
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Notes

 1.  Correspondence should be addressed to Melanie S. Th omson, School of Anthropology, 
Geography and Environmental Studies, University of Melbourne, Victoria, Australia 3010. E-mail: 
m.thomson2@pgrad.unimelb.edu.au 

 2.  As examples, Braun offers Leitner and Sheppard (2003); Th rift  and Amin (2002) 
 3.  I acknowledge that “native” is a contested term and depends on the drawing of spatial and 

temporal boundaries. In this paper I use it to refer to species that originated in a given place or have 
inhabited an area for so long that they are officially considered to be native to that place. 

 4.  See Department of Sustainability and Environment webpage: http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/; I 
was told Wildlife Victoria aim to rescue “native animals, which is called wildlife” but “don’t do feral 
animals, which are not native” (Wildlife Vic volunteer, Personal Communication, February 5, 2004) 

 5.  Large signs displaying the heading “Imagine Melbourne without our Royal Botanic Gar-
dens” were posted at every entrance of the botanic gardens, and concluded with a warning about 
Fern Gully: “Th is once lush place, planted in the 1870s for the display of rare and interesting plants, 
will not survive if the bats remain”. Th e same warnings were repeated on postcards produced and 
publicly circulated by the RBG and addressed to the Minister for the Environment, and on the “Bat 
Crisis” webpage (www.rbgmelb.org.au/batcrisis). 

 6.  A study of the effects of sounds on the flying foxes was undertaken before the commence-
ment of the relocation (Van der Ree, Bender, & Nelson, 2002). 

 7.  For example, the lingering effect of colonialism constitutes the main field of inquiry at the 
University of Tasmania’s “Colonialism and Its Aft ermath” research center, which contributes to the 
interrogation of Australia’s “colonial residue.” 

 8.  Although I have included Anderson’s work under the banner of “postcolonial theory,” her 
work is also referenced under “animal geographies” in this paper, and this is an example of the over-
lapping nature of these two fields of study. 

 9.  Anderson comments in a footnote that the city not only has been celebrated as a monument 
to civilization but has also been identified with forces of darkness and evil, most famously during 
England’s industrial revolution (p. 439). However, both conceptualizations (civilized city, corrupt 
city) rest on the city’s separation from nature. 

10.  Here I am using Jacobs’ term to distinguish between the treatment of place as symbol, and 
the treatment of place as material and specific. 

11.  For example, and as the review by Wolch (2002) outlines, the following animal geographers 
have paid attention to particular places in relation to “non-wildlife” animals: Wolch and Rowe 
(1992) documented how a particular degraded park was transformed by the use of off-leash pet-
dogs; Anderson (1995) developed a critique of Adelaide’s urban zoo, which she saw as consolidat-
ing and legitimating the Australian colonial identity; Philo (1995) studied the reaction to 
agricultural animals in specific town squares in Victorian London; Gaynor (1999) investigated the 
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place of “food” animals in the backyards of a particular residential area of Perth; and Griffiths, 
Poulter, and Sibley (2000) focused on the public response to feral cats in the city of Hull. 

12.  Heat island effect is “A ‘dome’ of elevated temperatures over an urban area caused by struc-
tural and pavement heat fluxes, and pollutant emissions” (Environmental Protection Agency www.
epa.gov/OCEPAterms/hterms.html) 

13.  Th e Policy Officer for Wildlife Damage Control at the Department for Sustainability and 
Environment commented: “We still really don’t know what it is that makes [the grey-headed flying 
foxes] choose a site and stay there. Th ere is an enormous variation between the sites where they do 
roost” (Personal Communication, August 27, 2004). 

14.  Althugh these comments appear to reflect a willingness to accommodate the flying foxes in 
the city, it should be acknowledged that the high prioritizing of gardens in Melbourne (celebrated 
as a “garden city”, in Australia’s “garden state”), tends to make the inclusion of certain wild animals 
in this city precarious. 
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