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Humans and Other Animals.

                                                        Anthropology.

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

Introduction/Conclusion:

For much of the worlds’ population, non-human animals are a vital natural resource that serve as crucial tools for survival. They can provide meat and therefore nutrition, they can be trained to protect our homes and assets, and they can be used in crafting medicines and clothing. 
For some, these ‘natural resources’ also provide luxury in addition to survival, with their skins fashioned into designer clothing, or their bodies consumed as indulgent delicacies. Though this use of non-human animals is present in many societies, for some, non-human animals are worth far more than their practical uses alone, holding the power to shape social hierarchies or be revered as sacred. There are countless ways in which non-human animals play a significant role in shaping human culture and personal beliefs.

The Nuer and Cattle: 

The Nuer people of South Sudan are a commonly discussed group within the field of Anthropology, particularly in regard to human-animal relationships, perhaps because the Nuer’s culture illustrates the importance of ‘’animal’’ to ‘’man’’ in a relationship that extends far beyond human consumer and material asset. The Nuer are pastoralists who keep herds of cattle that move from pasture to pasture in the Upper Greater Nile region. Their lives revolve around their cattle in a literal and physical capacity as they travel with their herds, allowing them to graze with the changing of the seasons. The relationship between the Nuer and their cattle has been described as ‘symbiotic’ as the Nuer could not live without their cattle ‘’any more than the cattle could survive without the care and protection of their owners’’ (Evans-Pritchard, E.E, 1953, p181). In addition to agriculture, the cattle’s practical uses are crucial to the Nuer’s survival, with milk making up an important part of Nuer diet and nutrition. Though the Nuer enjoy consuming meat, they are reluctant always to slaughter their cattle for this purpose, and so it is more likely that they can consume beef from their cattle when a sacrificial or ritualistic killing has taken place, and cattle hold significant sacrificial value because of their importance as an animal. The Nuer also consume the meat of cattle that die of natural causes, though it is said that when a man’s favourite ox dies, he essentially grieves its loss and must be persuaded to partake in eating it. For these reasons, nutritionally speaking it is milk that makes up a more significant part of the Nuer diet, rather than beef. The carcasses of cattle ‘’also furnish Nuer with meat, tools, ornaments, sleeping-hides, and various other objects of domestic use; and their sun-dried dung provides fuel for the great smouldering smudges that give protection from mosquitoes…’’ (Evans-Pritchard, E.E, 1953, p181). This kind of survival-based dynamic can often be seen elsewhere in animal husbandry (pastoralism in particular) with non-human animals serving as practical natural resources, however the Nuer are dependant on their cattle in many more ways, and their herds serve as more than just tools of survival. 

In much of his work regarding the Nuer (particularly in the 1930’s-50’s) Anthropologist E.E Evans-Pritchard discussed the love the Nuer have for their cattle, noting that the ‘’only labour in which they delight is care of the cattle’’ (Evans-Pritchard, E.E. 1953, p3). It is evident from his work that cattle are at the heart of many facets of Nuer life, playing a crucial role in nutrition, the economy, law, kinship, marriage, ‘’manhood’’, sacrifice and shaping of perception. 
The kind of separation we so often see and place between ourselves as humans and other animals in Euro-American or ‘post-domestic’ cultures (often stemming from human exceptionalism) is not present between the Nuer people and their cattle. In the eyes of the Nuer, cattle and people are essentially one, as cattle hold such importance to the Nuer that they are extensions of self - the differences between cattle and people very much underplayed. In dance, song, naming, and in speech, the Nuer celebrate the ‘’fundamental "likeness" of cattle and people’’ (Hutchinson, S. 1992, p295). 

In the Nuer economy, cattle are of great value and can act as currency, which can be seen in Nuer marriage customs when cattle are used as ‘’bride-wealth’’. Beyond fulfilling the role of currency in this way, ownership and quality of cattle defines social status in similar ways to how monetary wealth informs social status in many other societies. It is therefore understandable that Evans-Pritchard noted that the two most important uses of cattle are their economic-exploitation and role in marriage. 

The role played by cattle in shaping and defining social status in not the only way in which cattle shape Nuer society. Cattle shape perception of self and of others, as well as define all social processes and relationships. Nuer tribes are shaped around herds, and family units too are moulded by the cattle. It is in this way that cattle are directly linked to kinship, and arguably even perpetuate kinship. In the same way it is sometimes said regarding parenthood that ‘’it takes a village’’ to raise a child, it takes multiple families within a tribe to herd the cattle. From this reliance on one another’s help in herding, a kinship is formed, with Evans-Pritchard noting that ‘’only a group of kinsmen can herd the cattle and from this necessity springs the solidarity of the kinship group’’ (Evans-Pritchard, E.E. 1937). Cattle do not only underpin interpersonal relationships, but also inform the Nuer’s relationships with others from outside the group, as ‘’the attitude of Nuer towards and their relations with neighbouring people is influenced by their love of cattle and desire to acquire them’’ (Evans-Pritchard, E.E. 1937, p3) and they have contempt for those with few or no cattle. In addition to shaping bonds with and attitudes towards others, cattle are also at the heart of most conflicts and disputes and can be both the cause of injury or even death, and compensation for such damages. 


The Sami and Reindeer: 

As mentioned previously, the lives of other groups that practice animal husbandry also often revolve around their animals in a way that extends beyond simply survival. Another example of this dynamic is that of the Sami Reindeer Herders. The Sami people are an indigenous group that inhabit ‘’Sapmi’’ (sometimes known as Lapland in English, though this term is regarded by some Sami as offensive.) Sapmi encompasses large areas of Northern Sweden, Norway and Finland. Unlike the Nuer, not all Sami are pastoralists, and the number of nomadic reindeer herders within the Sami population has been in decline for decades, however whilst reindeer husbandry has little economic importance nationally, culturally it can be locally important and is central to the Sami way of life (Axelsson-Linowski, W., et al. 2020). Traditionally, Sami people lived in herding groups, shaped around their animals in the way many pastoralists are, covering great expanses of land in order to allow their herds to graze, and move with the changing weather and seasons.
The Sami have practiced reindeer husbandry for thousands of years (Kent, S. 2018) using the animals as a means for survival in an environment that can be cold and unforgiving. The consumption of reindeer meat has always been a staple in the reindeer-herders diet - more so than beef is to a member of the Nuer culture - but like the Nuer, the Sami resourcefully utilise every part of the animal in aiding survival, as well as in trade and so on. Parts of the reindeer such as antlers and skins are also used in crafts and the making of clothes and musical instruments, and today, homemade bone and antler souvenirs are becoming an important source of income for many Sami people (Harris, R. 2007).

Reindeer are present in many aspects of Sami culture, even outside of herding and practical use. The animals play a fascinating role in folklore and storytelling, as seen in the following extract:








The reindeers’ role in this creation story places the utmost importance on reindeer as a sort of mother of the earth, the white reindeer having created the earth of itself, making it a God-like being that is intertwined with nature and all aspects of the natural world. This kind of narrative places a spiritual importance on reindeer. 

‘Other Animals’ Everywhere: 

At this point it is important to emphasize that despite the focus thus far on animal husbandry and pastoralism, non-human animals have a role in shaping all cultures around the world. Animals historically have been used to teach morals and tell cautionary tales, such as is the case in Aesop’s Fables, and the Grimm’ Fairy Tales that have had a huge influence on European folklore and the connotations connected to different animals. These connotations are deeply ingrained in our culture, and can be seen in our media and advertising, our education, our meat consumption and so many other facets of daily life. In many cultures we are taught from a young age that wolves are dangerous, not to be trusted, and we may hear sayings such as ‘’wolf in sheep’s clothing’’, meaning someone who is not to be trusted. In addition to understanding certain animals (such as the aforementioned dangerous wolf or venomous snake) as threats, we also culturally understand certain other animals as sex symbols, with the term ‘’bunny’’ being often connected with female sexuality, synonymous with the Playboy Mansion and ‘sexy Halloween outfits’’. We are even socialised from the youngest of ages to be able to differentiate between which animals are fall into the category of ‘’pet’’ and which animals fit on the dinner menu, in accordance with our country and cultures dietary habits and food production industries, which is why one culture may be morally outraged by a different cultures consumption of certain animals such as dogs, whilst comfortably accepting that animals such as pigs and cows are acceptable future meals. Similarly, religion is another factor that dictates a cultures relationship with certain animals, as can be seen in India with much of it’s population following faiths that revere cows as sacred animals, which should never be slaughtered or consumed. 

Conclusion: 

Non-human animals play a definitive and ever-present role in shaping culture and personal beliefs. Non-human animals are intertwined with so many facets of our human perceptions, such as perceived morality, religion, order and ego. They help us understand the world and our place within it and mould our relationships with each other and ourselves. Though human exceptionalism is still present in many societies, and there are still some who believe that nature and culture stand in binary opposition, it is clear from observing different cultures crucial and unique relationships with animals (as well as our own) that nature and non-human animals are very much part of culture, not things that are ‘’other’’ and ‘’separate’’. 
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A creation story related by Risten Lango, a Sami reindeer herder, tells of a white reindeer creating the world. The reindeer’s veins became rivers, its fur became forest, its stomach became the ocean, and its horns became mountains. For the Sami people of Scandinavia and Russia, reindeer is a staple
                                                                                                                                 – Rebecca Harris, 2007.





















