
 
Colonizing Creatures: Humans and Other Animals, Past and Present 

FRSEM-UA 563 
 
TIME: Tuesday 2:00 PM - 4:30 PM  
LOCATION: TISC LC1 
      
Professor: Zeb Tortorici (Spanish & Portuguese)  
Email: zt3@nyu.edu 
Office: 19 University Place, Room 431 
Office Hours: Monday 3:00-5:00, and by appt. 
 
 
However you look at animals, even if the animal is 
up against the bars, less than a foot from you, 
looking outwards in the public direction, you are 
looking at something that has been rendered 
absolutely marginal. 

–John Berger 
 
Writing about animals depends on those tracks, 
trails, or traces—those material-semiotic remnants 
of whatever it is the pursuer hopes to catch, those 
often unintentional indexes of a now-absent 
presence.  
                                                –Etienne Benson 
 
The logic of domination is inherent in our attempts 
to write animals in, just as with the category of 
‘children,’ the perceived lack of opportunity or 
inability to ‘speak for oneself’ invites the rescuing 
discourse of inherent ‘rights’ to supplant this 
silence.   
    Neil L. Whitehead 
  

1874 article published in the New York Herald  

 

 
Course Description:  
 
Did you know that in New York City in the early twentieth century, “pygmies” from New Guinea and Africa 
were put on display in the Primate Section at the Bronx Zoo, attracting tens of thousands of visitors weekly 
and also sparking major ethical debates? This shocking fact serves as an entry point to examine the fraught 
relations between humans and other animals in the past and in the present (locally and globally). Our 
readings this spring will focus theoretically, historically, and methodologically on the ways in which the 
“human” and the “animal” have been defined over time and place, with significant ramifications for all 
involved. Topics to be discussed include medieval and early modern monstrosities; religious rites involving 
animals; the commodification of animal parts; bestiality and other violent intimacies; animal domestication 
and breeding; zoos, circuses, and animal displays; vivisection and animal experimentation; the production 
and consumption meat; animals in art; and the debates surrounding animal rights; museums and taxidermy; 
pests, rodents, and insects; the rise of animal protection and anti-cruelty laws; and, the advent of animal 
studies as an academic discipline. In our attempt to engage “real” animals—living, sentient beings—and their 
archived remnants, this course involves excursions to the Bronx Zoo, the American Museum of Natural 
History, and the Morbid Anatomy Museum.  
 



 
 
 
 

 
1906 article on Ota Benga published in The New York Times 
 
 
Course Materials: 
 
NYU Classes will be used throughout the course to distribute most of the course materials. There, you will 
find announcements, updates and changes to this syllabus, and links to related sites.  
 
 
Required Excursions:  
 
(1) Together we will meet with Marvin Taylor, directory of the Fales Library and Special Collections at 
NYU. In particular, we will meet to learn about the Marion Nestle food studies collection 
(http://www.nyu.edu/library/bobst/research/fales/findingaidsfc.html), and will also conduct primary research 
in the library (for discussion in class the following week).  
 
(2) As a group we will visit the Morbid Anatomy Museum in Brooklyn for the “Collector's Cabinet” 
exhibit and to explore their archival holdings (http://morbidanatomymuseum.org/exhibitions/). You must pay 
for your round-trip transportation ($2.50 subway fare each way). NYU will cover the $6 admission/student.  
 
(3) As a group we will visit the American Museum of Natural History to explore the temporary exhibit 
“Natural Histories” (http://www.amnh.org/exhibitions/current-exhibitions/natural-histories) and also to see 
the following permanent exhibits: “Mammal Halls” and “Birds and Reptiles and Amphibians Halls” 
(http://www.amnh.org/exhibitions/permanent-exhibitions). You must pay for your round-trip transportation 
($2.50 subway fare each way). NYU will cover admission/student.  
 
(4) On your own, you must visit the Bronx Zoo (and spend at least 2-3 hours there, taking notes and 
conducting your own ethnography). There is a writing assignment attached to this trip. You must pay for 
your round-trip transportation ($2.50 subway fare each way). Entry for NYC college students is free (you 
must bring your NYU ID). http://www.bronxzoo.com/plan-your-trip/hours-and-rates.aspx  
 
 
 
 



Service Learning/Volunteer Extra Credit (3+ hours and 3-4 pg. written reaction):  
 
http://www.timeout.com/newyork/things-to-do/where-to-volunteer-animal-welfare 
http://www.animalalliancenyc.org/about/apos/borough.htm 
 
 
Grading: 
 
Essays 1-3 (5 pages each):      45%  
Collaborative research project/presentation (~10 pages):  25% 
Weekly one-page response papers (posted online)   10% 
Participation (discussion, presentations, attendance):  20% 
 
Essays: 
 
One of the chief objectives of this course will be to help you develop your academic writing by reading texts 
carefully, by discussing your ideas in class, and by writing fairly regularly throughout the course.  The three 
essays (due on 2/17, 3/28, and 4/21) will allow you an opportunity to put into practice some of the techniques 
demonstrated in class, as well as work toward developing your final paper.  
 
Essays should be at least 5 pages (with endnotes and bibliography on page 6), double-spaced, and written 
with a conventional, 12-pt. font and standard margins. You should develop your essays as a critical response 
to one or more of the readings, and in conjunction with our course trips. Paper topics will also include your 
own ethnographic reflections on zoos and exhibits (for which you must also submit your field notes with your 
paper). Please use the appropriate methods of citation (MLA, Chicago, etc.).  
 
Excellent essays demonstrate a judicious use of evidence and analysis in the development of an argument, 
while calling upon an appropriate academic style of writing to present its ideas in a logical and organized 
fashion.  Descriptive, “book-report” essays or essays that are hyper-critical or which reveal careless analysis, 
regardless of the quality of their style or organization, will not fulfill the assignment and should be re-written.     
 
Response Papers:   
 
Response papers should be at least one page (double-spaced) and should offer your initial impressions with 
respect to the readings, and/or respond to the prompts given each week. A response paper is due every week 
(with the exception of the weeks that papers are due). You are allowed to miss two weeks, but no more.  
 
Think of the response paper as an opportunity to guide or prompt class discussion and as a springboard for 
your own ideas. DO NOT USE THEM TO SUMMARIZE THE READINGS. Some approaches that may 
help you with the assignment are: (1) ask some question of the text that you are commenting; (2) describe an 
interesting contradiction or tension in the text; (3) suggest ways of generalizing the ideas presented in the 
reading in order to apply them elsewhere; (4) describe relevant similarities or differences between the text in 
question and some other texts that we have read in class; (5) propose some additional examples or counter-
examples that enhance the text’s argument; or (6) respond to the observations of a classmate in a previous 
class.   
 
Each student should post their response papers on Blackboard by 10:00 pm on the Monday before class. 
You must turn in printed copies of all of your response papers to me by the final day of class.  
 
 
Presentations: Each week a number of students will briefly present on the issues the readings brought up.  
 
 
 



 
Collaborative Research Project: 
 
During the course of this semester you will team up with 2 or 3 of your peers from class and work 
collaboratively on a research project. Projects can take the shape of traditional research papers or more 
creative artistic endeavors (which must still include a reflective written component). I will say more about 
this assignment in class and will provide you with a list of possible research topics. Each group should 
email me by no later than Monday, March 2 to let me know (1) who is in your group and (2) what topic 
you have chosen to explore. FINAL PROJECT PRESENTATION ON MAY 5.  FINAL PROJECT 
WRITE-UP ON MONDAY, MARCH 18. 
 
Collaborative Research Presentation: 
	  
We will have research project presentations during the last week of class. Presentations should delineate the 
argument of the paper or project, map the development of your argument, and note the implications (or the 
“so-what”) of the project. These will be detailed discussions of your project, the collaborative dimension of 
the work, and the experience of conducting the research (and/or the artistic process). 
 
Attendance Policy:   
Since each meeting is the equivalent of an entire week of class, you can only miss one class without having it 
lower your grade.  Each additional absence beyond the first will lower your final average by a third of a letter 
grade, e.g. with two total absences, a B would become a B-, or with three total absences, a B becomes a C+.   
 
Academic Integrity:   
Academic dishonesty is a very serious concern.  Any instances of plagiarism, or using someone else’s work, 
will be handled according to the procedures set out by the Faculty of Arts and Sciences.  All such offenses 
will be referred to the Department Chair and the Office of the Dean.  You may read more about these policies 
here: http://cas.nyu.edu/page/academicintegrity 
 
Class Schedule:  
 

I.  Defining the Animal 
 

Week 1 
Jan. 27 

 
Course introduction: Cultural Animals, Animal Cultures 
 
David Premack and Ann James Premack, “Why Animals Have Neither Culture Nor 
History” in T. Ingold, ed., Companion Encyclopedia of Anthropology (Taylor & 
Francis, 1994), 350-365  
 
Frans de Waal, “Predicting Mount Fuji and a Visit to Koshima, Where the 
Monkeys Salt Their Potatoes,” in The Ape and the Sushi Master: Cultural 
Reflections of a Primatologist (Basic Books, 2001), 177-212 
 
In class: Slideshow of animal representations (each student is to pick two images 
of an animal representation that interests them, and will speak to the class for about 
30 seconds per image)   
 
In class: Watch “Jacques Derrida and the Question of the Animal” 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ry49Jr0TFjk 
“Taxidermy Babe” http://www.vice.com/video/fringes-taxidermy-babe 
 
At home: Watch http://video.pbs.org/video/2300668052/ 
 
 



 
Week 2 
Feb. 3 

 
 

Reaction 
on readings 
or prompts 

Monstrous, Marvelous, Inhuman  
 
The Travels of Sir John Mandeville (1356), pp. 43-49; 120-145; 165-167;  
173-178; 189-190  
 
Stephen T. Asma, “Ancient Monsters” in On Monsters: An Unnatural History of 
Our Worst Fears (Oxford University Press: 2011), Ch. 1-3  
 
Leah DeVun, “Animal Appetites,” GLQ 20:4 (2014): 461-490  
 
Hampton L. Carson, “The Trial of Animals and Insects: A Little Known Chapter of 
Medieval Jurisprudence,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 56:5 
(1917): 410-415 
 
In class: Watch Ota Benga—A Pygmy in America 
http://vimeo.com/26441367 
 

II. Animals, Language, and Empire 
 

Week 3 
Feb. 10 

 
 

Reaction 
on readings 

 
Creaturely Control  
 
Ania Loomba, “Colonial Discourse” and “Colonialism and Knowledge,” in 
Colonialism/Postcolonialism (1998), pp. 43-69 
 
Jean de Léry, History of a Voyage to the Land of Brazil (1556), pp. 3-7; 78-99 
 
Harriet Ritvo, “Animal Planet,” Environmental History 9:2 (2004): 204-220 
 
Londa Schiebinger, “Why Mammals Are Called Mammals: Gender Politics in 
Eighteenth-Century Natural History” AHR 98:2 (1993): 382-411 
 
In class: This week we will be visiting the American Museum of Natural History 
 

 
Week 4 
Feb. 17 

 
 

Paper #1 
due 

 
 
 

 
Speaking Animals  
 
Michel de Montaigne, “Language of Animals”  
 
René Descartes, from the “Letters of 1646 and 1649” 
 
Ania Loomba, “Can The Subaltern Speak?” in Colonialism/Postcolonialism 
(1998), pp. 231-245 
 
Aaron Skabelund, “Can the Subaltern Bark? Imperialism, Civilization, and Canine 
Cultures in Nineteenth-Century Japan,” in JAPANimals: History and Culture in 
Japan’s Animal Life (University of Michigan Press, 2005): 195-243 
 
Franz Kafka, “A Report to the Academy” (1917)  
 
At home: Project Nim (dir. James Marsh, 2011)  / http://digitalanimals.org (Feb. 20) 
 
In class: The Couple in a Cage, Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gómez-Peña (2004) 
http://vimeo.com/79363320  
 



III. Animals as Food, Knowledge, and Text 
 

Week 5 
Feb. 24 

  
 

Reaction 
on readings 
or prompts 

 
Animal Traces 
 
John Berger, “Why Look at Animals?” in About Looking (Vintage, 1992): 3-28 
 
Etienne Benson. 2011. “Animal Writes: Historiography, Disciplinarity, and the 
Animal Trace.” In Linda Kalof and Georgina Montgomery, eds. Making Animal 
Meaning (Michigan State University Press 2011), 3-16 
 
Roger Horowitz, “The Politics of Meat Shopping in Antebellum New York City” in 
Paula Young Lee, ed., Meat, Modernity, and the Rise of the Slaughterhouse, 167-
177 
 
 Jared N. Day, “Butchers, Tanners, and Tallow Chandlers: The Geography of 
Slaughtering in Early-Nineteenth-Century New York City” in Paula Young Lee, 
ed., Meat, Modernity, and the Rise of the Slaughterhouse, 178-197 
 
In class: Meet with Marvin Taylor and visit the Marion Nestle Collection at the 
Fales Library & Special Collections 
  

 
Week 6 
March 3 

 
 

Reaction 
on readings 

or 
reflection 
on Fales 

 

 
Animal Death, Food, and the Politics of Sight 

 
Timothy Pachirat, Every Twelve Seconds: Industrialized Slaughter and the Politics 
of Sight (Yale University Press, 2011), 1-85, 233-257 
 
Read: http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/418707.article 

 
At home: Grizzly Man (dir. Warner Herzog, 2005) 

 
Week 7 

March 10 
 
 

Reaction 
on readings 

 
Taxidermy 
 
Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo: Taxidermy and the Cultures of Longing 
(Penn State University Press, 2012), pgs. TBD 
 
Donna Haraway, “Teddy Bear Patriarchy: Taxidermy in the Garden of Eden, New 
York City, 1908-1936,” Social Text 11 (1984-1985): 20-64  
 
Robert Marbury, Taxidermy Art: A Rogue’s Guide to the Work, Culture, and How 
To Do It Yourself (2014), pp. 174-223 
 
At home: Explore the website http://d-i-v-y-a.com/ 
 Read: http://gothamist.com/2014/10/06/taxidermy_fair.php#photo-1 
Read and Watch: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/09/nyregion/a-taxidermist-is-a-
keeper-of-a-quiet-zoo.html 
 
In class: This week we will be visiting the Morbid Anatomy Museum  
 
 
 



IV.  Displaying Animals 
 

Week 8 
March 24 

 
Paper #2 

due 
 

 
Human/Animal Experiments 
 
Anita Guerrini, Experimenting with Humans and Animals: From Galen to Animal 
Rights (The Johns Hopkins University Press), chapters 1-4 
 

 
Week 9 

March 31 
 
 

Reaction 
on readings 
or prompts 

 
Animal Empires 
 
George Orwell, “Shooting an Elephant” (1936)  
 
Harriet Ritvo, “Exotic Captives,” in The Animal Estate: The English and Other 
Creatures in the Victorian Age (Harvard University Press, 1987), 205-243 
 
Jake Kosek, “Ecologies of Empire: On the New Uses of the Honeybee.” Cultural 
Anthropology, 25: 4 (2010): 650-678 
 
María Elena García, “The Taste of Conquest: Colonialism, Cosmopolitics, and the 
Dark Side of Peru’s Gastronomic Boom,” Journal of Latin American and 
Caribbean Anthropology 18:3 (2013): 505-524 

 
 

 
Week 10 
April 7 

 
 

Reaction 
on readings 

 

 
Exhibiting the Exotic:	  Zoos and Menageries  
 
David Samuels, “Animal Nature, Human Racism, and the Future of Zoos” 
(Harpers Magazine, June 2012) 
 
Randy Malamud, “Spectatorship,” in Reading Zoos: Representations of Animals 
and Captivity (New York University Press, 1998), 225-267 
 
Jocelyn L. Buckner, “Ota the Other: An African on Display in America,” Theatre 
History Studies 30 (2010): 154-175  
 
Primary source excerpts from Phillips Verner Bradford and Harvey Blume, Ota 
Benga: The Pygmy in the Zoo (St. Martin’s Press, 1992), pgs. 232-276 
 
In class: Central Park Zoo escape:  
http://hoaxes.org/text/display/the_central_park_zoo_escape_text/ 
 
Note: By April 7 you must have visited the Bronx Zoo 
 

 
Week 11 
April 14 

 
Animal Performances, Animal Art 
 
Jane Desmond, “Performing Nature: Shamu at Sea World” in Staging Tourism: 
Bodies on Display from Waikiki to Sea World (University of Chicago Press, 1999), 
144-152; 217-250 

 
Nick Fiddes, Meat: A Natural Symbol (Routledge, 1991): 121-162 
 



 
Susan Nance, “Jumbo: A Capitalist Creation Story,” Antennae: The Journal of 
Nature in Visual Culture 23 (2012), 83-94 
 
At home: Blackfish (dir. Gabriela Cowperthwaite, 2013) 
 
Note: Please reserve your calendars for this talk. Your attendance is required 
(unless you have another class scheduled at the same time, in which case I will 
provide a make-up option).  
 
“Fashion & Animals: The Anatomy of a Fatal Attraction” 
Tuesday, April 7, 6:00 pm / NYU Animal Studies Initiative 
 

VI: Other “Animal” Encounters 
 

Week 12 
April 21 

 
 

Paper #3 
due 

 
Sex and Violent Intimacy 
 
Piers Beirne, “Toward a Sociology of Animal Sexual Assault,” in Confronting 
Animal Abuse: Law, Criminology, and Human-Animal Relationships (Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2009), 97-140 
 
Michael Brown and Claire Rasmussen, “Bestiality and the Queering of the Human 
Animal” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 28:1 (2010): 158-177 
 
Kathy Rudy, “LGBTQ…Z?” Hypatia 27:3 (2012): 601-615 
 
Hugh Raffles, Insectopedia (Pantheon, 2010), pp. 267-291 
 
At home: Watch Zoo (dir. Robinson Devor, 2007) 
 

 
Week 13 
April 28 

 
Animal Protection and “Animal Rights” 
 
Piers Beirne, “The Prosecution of Animal Cruelty in Puritan Massachusetts, 1636-
1683,” in Confronting Animal Abuse: Law, Criminology, and Human-Animal 
Relationships (Rowman and Littlefield, 2009), 69-96 
 
Research Animal Protection Laws in NYC (pick 2 you want to discuss):  
https://www.animallaw.info/statutes/us/new-york 
 
Excerpts from Peter Singer and Tom Regan, TBD  
 
At home: This week at home, please try to watch the film Earthlings. Your brief 
reading reaction this week can be a critical reflection on this film 
 

 
Week 14 
May 5 

 
Reaction 

on prompts 

 
Research Project Presentations  
 

Collaborative Research Project Due 
May 14  

 
 

 


