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Using at least 2 ethnographic examples to illustrate your discussion, explore how non-human animals play a role in shaping cultural and/or personal behaviours.


As human beings evolved we came to view ourselves as being distinct from other animals. Our oldest relationship with non-human animals is one of predator and prey (Kasperbauer 2017); since then we have come to use animals in a multitude of ways. Human societies everywhere now rely on animals ‘as food, stores of value, commodities, signs, scapegoats, or stand-in humans’ (Mullin 1999: 207). The scope of animal influence on human lives is vast, so using a variety of examples from traditional hunter-gatherer, domestic, and post-domestic societies, this essay will explore some of the ways animals have shaped human behaviour as sources of food, as symbols, and as threats. 

During the Neolithic period, or possibly before, we discovered our ability to tame and selectively breed certain animals (Anderson 1997: 465). It is commonly accepted that the key events in human evolution were toolmaking, the domestication of animals and plants and the adoption of symbolic behaviours, including language; Shipman argues that our innate desire to interact with animals was a further factor and that we originally understood animals as ‘living tools’ (2010: 524). The animals that succumbed to domestication played a critical part in human evolution as humans modified them genetically to fit their needs. Domestication resulted in a gradual shift from nomadic lifestyles to settled communities (Anderson 1997). To domesticated humans, non-domesticated animals remained ‘wild’, and this distinction brought about the notion of ‘bounding and interiorization of space’ (ibid: 476) that is still a feature of the world today. Thus, by allowing humans to tame them, it could be said that animals laid the foundations of human civilisation.

Anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss famously said that animals are ‘good to think’ (Mullin 1999: 208). While the human view of animals is infinitely complex, it can be inferred from the ethnographic record that there are, very broadly, two ways of thinking about animals. The first – often seen in indigenous peoples – acknowledges the mutuality of humans and the animals they rely on for sustenance and companionship. The second is a relationship based on dominance and control, seen more in post-domestic societies where religious doctrine placed animals in a subordinate role. The latter view was entrenched by the Cartesian dualistic thinking that sprang from Europe’s Enlightenment period and it went on to play a significant part in imperialistic colonisation (ibid: 204). The former view allows animals agency and incorporates a blurring of boundaries between animals, humans, and the spirit world (ibid: 202). For example, the Bororo of Brazil consider themselves to be red macaws (Smith 1972), a point of view that perplexed post-domestic minds until the porous quality of indigenous human, animal and spirit worlds came to be better understood (Hurn 2012: 70). Thus it can be seen that animals, as something to think with, have shaped human ontologies, and therefore cultures, in very different ways. 

Most hunter-gatherer subsistence hunting practices around the world have three things in common (Hurn 2012: 50). Firstly, nature is seen as a ‘parent’ who ‘provides food unconditionally to its children’ (Ingold 2012: 36). Secondly, ritual is used both to prepare for a hunt and to atone for the kill afterwards (Hurn 2012: 47). Thirdly, a hunter will take steps to ‘think like’ the animal they are hunting (Hurn 2012: 46) – Kohn calls this the ‘hunting soul’ (2007: 9). Therefore, the animal being hunted creates both the ritual and the state of mind. In describing ritualistic behaviours, Hurn states that to prepare for a hunt, many indigenous hunters fast, abstain from sex, and conduct quasi-religious ceremonies (ibid: 48). As with shamanic practice in other parts of the world, New Zealand Māori tohunga (priests) communicate with and make offerings to nature spirits to ensure that the hau – the natural, reciprocal, order of things – is not disrupted (ibid: 49). The Chewong of Malaysia believe that animals will not allow themselves to be caught unless the correct rituals are enacted to honour previously slain counterparts (Kasperbauer 2017: 33). The First Nations Sun Dance is a traditional ceremony whereby hunters repay the debts of hunting by inflicting pain on themselves (ibid). Kasperbauer highlights the words of Tim Ingold: ‘coercion, the attempt to extract by force, represents a betrayal of trust… Animals thus maltreated will desert the hunter, or even cause him ill-fortune’ (2018: 15). So steps must be taken to preserve the harmony of the relationship between hunter and hunted. 

In discussing ‘the hunting soul’, Hurn mentions a report of a Siberian Yukaghir man swaddled in elk skins making himself appear ‘liminal’ as he undertook a ‘mimetic performance’ to lure an elk and her calf close enough to shoot (2012: 45). She also notes !San hunters in Botswana will become so attuned to an antelope while tracking it they are able to pursue it for hours until it is exhausted, projecting themselves so completely into its experience they are able to pre-empt its actions (ibid: 44). Finnish Skolt Lapps and other reindeer-hunters deploy knowledge gained from close observation, namely, exploiting that animal’s tendency to stop moving when it realises it is being pursued – behaviour that makes sense when being stalked by a wolf, but works less well in respect of a hunter with a rifle (ibid: 47). These examples illustrate ways in which adaptations to particular prey animals has shaped hunting behaviour in indigenous societies.

As Hurn notes, in environments where there are no guarantees, “available sustenance cannot be dismissed lightly” (2012: 94). Conversely, in post-domestic societies where animals do not need to be caught for food, the human impulse to hunt has largely been diverted into symbolic recreational enactments such as fox hunting, bullfighting, and game shooting, to name some familiar European examples. These practices all involve ritualistic elements, such as distinctive costume and ceremonial actions, and all are considered to be high culture by the people who take part (ibid: 179). Quoting sociologist Adrian Franklin, Hurn notes that in the United Kingdom, hunting has ‘remained an upper-class sport and a central feature of their domination of the British countryside’ (2012: 177). Grouse shooting and deerstalking are pursuits for the wealthy, and the aristocracy continue to ‘jealously guard’ their land to keep the lower echelons of society out (Huggins 2008: 368; see also Evans 2019). Mullin discusses the link to the colonial mindset and the exploitation of animals (e.g. fur, ivory, trophy hunting and the invention of the zoo) (1999: 205), and interestingly, a recent study in the United States found a correlation between people with a higher social dominance orientation and those who had personally killed an animal. These people were also more likely to hold right wing authoritarian views and consume more meat than average (Monteiro et al 2017; see also Kasperbauer 2017: 155). So it could be said that the role of animals in these European examples is to entrench Cartesian views of human superiority, and foster and support a sense of in-group identity. 

Pastoral societies rely less on hunting and more on animal husbandry to stay alive. The reliance works both ways: Pandian notes ‘flocks are made up of beings that would scatter, starve, suffer, die, or simply lose their way without the careful attention of someone with better judgement’ (2012: 86). For example, when the land floods, the Nuer of south Sudan guide their cattle to higher ground (Evans-Pritchard n.d.). Beyond fulfilling immediate sustenance needs, herds also provide a sense of social identity and have symbolic importance. The Nuer use cattle not just as a source of food and domestic essentials such as leather and dung, but also as money, as status signifiers, and as social bonds – a way of establishing kinship to the extent that cows were viewed as ‘direct extensions of the human persona’ (Hutchinson 1992: 296). Similarly, the Tshidi Barolong in southern Africa use cattle to denote ‘rank, gender and social power’ (Mullin 1999: 210). Men in these pastoral societies, Mullin writes, are so intimately involved with their cows that a Maasai tribesman could ‘recognize individual animals and… describe, name and classify them according to appearance, reproductive status, history of acquisition, and genealogy’ (ibid). India is another culture where livestock is intricately woven into the personal and cultural. Cows are venerated for their role in supporting and creating life (Hurn 2012: 89), and have come to represent the Hindu practice of ahisma (non-violence) (ibid). However, because it is forbidden to kill them they are often turned loose when no longer productive, so becoming problematic, for example, by damaging crops (ibid). In becoming a symbol of modern Hinduism, cows have also inadvertently played a part in violent nationalistic oppression. In a reply to Simoons et al (1979), Batra notes that the present veneration of cattle stems from Brahmin revivalism, politics and a hatred of both beef-eating Muslims and colonialist British rule. Muslims and lower caste Hindus have been lynched on suspicion of eating beef (Doninger 2017). Highlighting a societal dissonance, Pandian wryly notes how, ‘in spite of anything one might say about the sacral character of bovine life in Hindu India’, cows are still routinely slaughtered for food (2012: 95). Observing how cows in India operate as a metaphor for society, he reflects on how colonialism mirrored the process of animal domestication: submit to training, discipline and ‘improvement’ or endure violence; what he describes as ‘paradoxical care’ (2012: 87). The cow in the above examples serves as an embodiment of cultural beliefs; its role is as symbolic as it is practical, shaping entire societies by guiding and constraining human behaviour.

Another way animals shape human behaviour is as threats. As previously mentioned, our oldest relationship with animals is one of predator/prey. Kasperbauer posits that the basis of all human-animal interaction is one of unconscious aggression, a relic of this ancient relationship (2017: 13). He states that even the keeping of pets can be viewed through this lens, as it is a relationship of dominance and control – a view shared by others (see Hurn 2012: 98). Similarly, conservation efforts could be considered attempts to keep animals in their place – more on this below. The number of verbal insults using animal terminology hints at suppressed feelings of disgust (Haslam 2017; Myslinski 2020) and it is still common to call transgressive people animals. Kasperbauer also notes the psychological conflict inherent in eating meat and the threat to our sense of identity that results (2017: 79). 

A more physical threat to humans is zoonotic disease. This began to be a problem when humans started to domesticate animals (Hurn 2012: 62) and continues to be a problem to this day (Filippitzi et al 2016: 1066). We tend to equate zoonoses with livestock animals, but a significant example is malaria, carried by mosquitoes. Spielman and D’Antonio discuss how mosquitoes were spread by colonisation. For example, the slave trade carried the disease from Africa, where the local populations had gained immunity, to the Americas, with devastating results (2002: 52). Tierney notes how the mosquito has affected the Amazonian Yanomami – the number of people living in traditional population centres has fallen in the last sixty years because people have moved to missions where there is access to anti-malarial medicines. He describes how, while other tribes were wiped out because ‘trading routes were also the paths of disease’ (2000: 317), Yanomami in the highlands were spared because mosquitos prefer low ground. But modern encroachments into Yanomami territory have disrupted the environment and displaced communities, spreading the disease (Tierney 2000, Grenfell et al 2008, COHA 2010). Thus a tiny insect has altered the future of an entire population.

More threats have sprung from human disruption of the environment in post-industrial times. For example, carnivorous predators are increasingly being forced to coexist with humans in what we think of as human spaces, such as hyenas in Ethiopian cities (Young et al 2020), and bears in the Pyrenees (Vaccaro and Beltran 2009). The Pyrenees example also highlights how animals not considered dangerous per se – such as beavers and feral goats – are considered a threat. Locals complain that the designated conservation area is ‘a state-sponsored zoo’ (2009: 501) where they are unable to defend their land and property from the intrusion of protected wild animals. Discussing the reintroduction of wolves in the United States after a twentieth century campaign to eradicate them, Van Horn notes that animals who “[prey] on agricultural profit margins” tend to provoke retributive measures (2012: 211). When animals are viewed as pests, or ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas 2003: 36), they illustrate the extent of human domination of the planet, as we go to extreme lengths to control their behaviour.

The constraints of a 2000-word essay allow for little more than a scratch at the surface when exploring the countless ways non-human animals have played a role in shaping human behaviour. Animals have influenced the lives and outcomes of humans by serving as renewable resource, as companions, as the embodiment of spiritual ideals, and by being ‘a contrast class’ (Kasperbauer 2017: 1) against which we define ourselves, since prehistoric times. Animals have been a major factor in allowing human civilisation to flourish, as domestication laid the foundations of everything that was to come. The lives of human and non-human animals are inextricably linked and we shape each other’s fates.
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