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Affect, Space and Animals

In recent years, animals have entered the focus of the social and cultural sciences, resulting in the emergence of the new field of human–animal studies. This book investigates the relationships between humans and animals, paying particular attention to the role of affect, space, and animal subjectivity in diverse human– animal encounters. Written by a team of international scholars, contributions explore current debates concerning animal representation, performativity, and relationality in various texts and practices.

Part I explores how animals are framed as affective, through four case studies that deal with climate change, human–bovine relationships, and human–horse interaction in different contemporary and historical contexts. Part II expands on the issue of relationality and locates encounters within place, mapping the different spaces where human–animal encounters take place. Part III then examines the construction of animal subjectivity and agency to emphasize the way in which animals are conscious and sentient beings capable of experiencing feelings, emotions, and intentions, and active agents whose actions have meaning for the animals themselves.

This book highlights the importance of the ways in which affect enables animal agency and subjectivity to emerge in encounters between humans and animals in different contexts, leading to different configurations. It contributes not only to debates concerning the role of animals in society but also to the epistemological development of the field of human–animal studies.
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Animals and the spacing of affect

Contemporary life is full of activities involving encounters with diverse animals in diverse places, including everyday contact with rabbits and hedgehogs in gardens and parks, whale watching in the Pacific Northwest and the Azores, sea turtle conservation holidays in Greece, and serious involvement in sheepdog trials and horseracing. Animals attract and move human beings, both on screen and in real life. As a case in point, the website of the National Zoo and Aquarium (2015a) in Canberra, Australia, offers its potential visitors an option to book special visits behind the scenes during which they can ‘[g]et up close and very personal with some of the worlds [sic] most amazing creatures’, including lions, monkeys, and giraffes. What is conspicuous in the description of the zoo tours is that they are invariably described in affective language that appeals to the emotions of the potential visitors. The monkey encounter priced at 100 AUD acquaints the visitor with these ‘gorgeous little bundles of cute [sic]’ (National Zoo and Aquarium 2015b), whereas the lions and tigers are referred to in a more sublime lexicon as ‘magnificent’ animals and sources of real ‘experience’ (National Zoo and Aquarium 2015c and 2015d). Although these visits are commercialized and marketed, and the animals are not in their original habitat, the ‘memorable encounter[s]’ (National Zoo and Aquarium 2015e) provided by the tours reveal a strong interest in encountering animals in a way that affects the human participant in some personally gratifying way. What appeals to us is the cuteness of the creatures encountered at first hand, personally, through our senses: animals are to be touched and pampered, and their presence affects the visitor in various ways.

Regardless of whether the encounters are material, mediated, or textual, the nature of the encounter, its location, and the way in which it is to be experienced are issues that increasingly intrigue the academic world. In recent years, animals have entered the focus of the social and cultural sciences, resulting in the emergence of the new field of human–animal studies, where the relationships between humans and animals in different contexts are explored. This new wave of scholarly interest in animals has been described as the animal turn (Ritvo 2007) and it has led to the publication of novel and often cross-disciplinary understandings of how humans encounter and relate to animals. What is characteristic of the animal turn is that, rather than understanding the animal as playing a passive role in human–animal relations, it places the animal at the centre and perceives it as a subject and an agent contributing to the encounters observed and studied.

Relationships between humans and animals, especially those living within human society, may be scrutinized from the viewpoint of affect, a topical field of discussion in the social and cultural sciences, where its emergence has been characterized as the affective turn (Koivunen 2010). The term affect refers to the experience of being affected by the other both bodily and emotionally, an aspect of the human–animal encounter that cannot always be comprehensively understood through language (Ahmed 2010). As such, affect is epitomized in the practices of companion animal keeping, where animals, by entering into individual relationships with humans, serve the emotional needs characterizing life in late modern societies (Franklin 1999: 57). The concept of affect is, however, considered to be more inclusive than that of emotion, when human encounters and communication with non-humans are subjected to investigation (McCormack 2006), and when the reactions are expressed in the context of animal companionship, aesthetics, and suffering, for instance. Emotions, then, can be understood as more cultural and social, and therefore cognitive, although the difference between the two concepts is not straightforward or understood as such. An illustrative definition has been provided by Thien (2005: 451) who understands affects as the how of emotions or as ‘emotion in motion’. Affects are thus not received in a vacuum but registered in relation to personal experiences and emotions, as Brennan (2004: 7) suggests.

In a human–animal relationship, affect and emotion are not solely the property of humans but the animal is also affected by the human (Nosworthy 2013). What this means is that both humans and animals are able to learn to become affected by the other and change their behaviour accordingly. Such a relational approach to human–animal encounters emphasizes the subjective experiences and actions of the animals in contributing to the production of the relationships in everyday interactions and practices (Birke et al. 2004; Haraway 2008). In other words, relationships between humans and individual animals can be understood as co-produced by both human and non-human actors in specific contexts. These contexts are historical and cultural, as well as spatial. Recent work has indeed paid attention to the fact that the location of the encounter, the space where it takes place, influences the ways in which animals are understood and appreciated, and Buller (2014) has suggested that encounters with animals can be understood as spatially situated. Such an approach has recently produced empirical research with a specific focus on the situatedness of human–animal relations, thus adopting the proposition put forward by Philo and Wilbert (2000: 5) that ‘the spaces and places involved make a difference to the very constitution of the relations in play’. In general, ‘animal spaces’ have been defined as either conceptual spaces for animals, addressing the conceptual boundaries and distances between humans and ‘other’ animals, or as physical spaces, ranging from cities to wilderness and including spaces that are (i) inhabited by animals only, (ii) shared by both humans and animals, and (iii) purely human spaces inaccessible to animals (Philo 1995; Philo and Wilbert 2000: 7–11).

However, as Buller (2014: 310) contends, both the conceptual and material spaces of human–animal relations are not always pre-structured by normative human orderings or otherings. Rather, human–animal relationships are affected by the spaces in which they are performed, often carrying different meanings for human and animal, for example in terms of control and freedom (Schuurman and Franklin 2015). As a result, the visibility of the animal in spaces that have been formerly understood as uniformly human transforms them, and makes them shared or even hybrid spaces where new spatial meanings are provided by both humans and animals. As Philo and Wilbert (2000: 5) suggest, ‘animals destabilize, transgress or even resist our human orderings, including spatial ones’. As Nyman (2012) has suggested, the presence of Christian, an African lion bought from Harrods, in metropolitan London, as documented in the memoir A Lion Called Christian (2009 [1971]), by Anthony Bourke and John Rendall, constructs new and hybrid spaces where human–animal relations and the conventional roles of the participants are newly reconstituted as a result of a transforming sense of relationality.

Recent research has addressed relationality in detail, and many studies have placed their focus on actual human–animal encounters and individual animals in order to emphasize their subjectivity and agency and, in particular, to foreground the affective agency of animals (Bear 2011; Warkentin and Watson 2014). Interesting examples of such work include Cheryl Nosworthy's (2013) study of disabled horse-riders, which conceptualizes affects as both the emergence of ‘flows’ before they are captured as conscious emotions and also the capacities that different bodies have for making connections with other bodies; Christopher Bear's (2011) exploration of the ways in which an octopus living in captivity as an individual animal becomes involved in affective relationships with humans in the controlled space of an aquarium, while Emma Power's (2008) work on the constitution of more-than-human families in and through the home, emphasizes the agency of dogs in the process. As the studies reveal, affect can be approached in human–animal relationships by exploring diverse individual encounters, and hence, in this volume, the term is understood more widely, rather than being based on the view of a particular theoretical school. The contributors to this volume approach the notion of affect in various ways and pay close attention to the context of their study.

This volume contains interdisciplinary studies by both humanists and social scientists that examine diverse relationships between humans and animals and pay particular attention to the role of affect, space, and animal subjectivity. Through critical studies of both cultural texts and practices from film and advertising to shared everyday life with animals and comparative religion, the collection shows how the human–animal relationship is configured in diverse contexts and discourses. What is foregrounded is the role of the non-human as a sentient and responsive being, as well as an understanding that the animal is an agent contributing to the construction of the relationship. Through case studies addressing the human–animal relationship, animal-related practices, and animal representations, this volume focuses on the ways in which human–animal encounters are situated, experienced, narrated, and mediated in the contexts of affect and space.

The volume includes three parts and a methodological afterword. The first part discusses the framing of animals as affective, the second part turns its attention to the role of relationality in spatially organized human–animal encounters, and the final part explores various modes of constructing animals and their subjectivity. Several of the essays in the volume take the human–horse relation as their object of study. The transformation in the role of the horse can be understood as exemplifying a considerable number of issues pertinent to contemporary human–animal studies. Human–horse relationships include emotional as well as instrumental values, and equine activities involve encounters with individual animals and the challenge of embodied communication with the animal. Horses are considered as friends whose wellbeing is cared for, and individual human–horse relationships are based on sharing experiences with the animal in specific spaces devoted to horse keeping. As a consequence, the study of human–horse encounters in many cases serves the interests of the wider field of human–animal studies.



Being with animals: affectivity

The chapters in the first part of the volume explore the role of affect in human– animal relations through four case studies that deal with climate change, human– bovine relationships, and human–horse interaction in different contemporary and historical contexts. The readings emphasize the affective bind between humans and animals and the emotional power of the animal image.

In the first chapter, Graham Huggan examines the role of the polar bear, an animal with visible emotional appeal, as an affective animal in the context of current media representations of global warming. Showing how emotionally laden and affective such discourses can be, Huggan foregrounds the symbolism inherent in the ever-popular image of the stranded polar bear. Drawing on the recent confluence of posthumanist ‘affective’ and ‘animal’ turns, he understands ‘affect’ as the capacity to engage meaningfully with others, especially – though not exclusively – through emotional registers. For Huggan, such an understanding of the concept clarifies the various functions of the polar bear in cultural representations of climate change, ranging from advertising to the work of nature documentarists such as Richard Attenborough and Gordon Buchanan.

Taija Kaarlenkaski's ethnological study of human–animal relations in late nineteenth-century rural Finland examines the importance of the cow for the period's smallholders. Drawing on an analysis of ethnographic descriptions concerning cattle tending, folklore, cattle tending guidebooks, and contemporary newspaper articles dealing with humans and cattle, Kaarlenkaski discusses the role played by emotions in transforming relations between humans and cattle amidst modernity. Kaarlenkaski argues that human–animal relationships were ambivalent during the modernization of rural Finland but nevertheless reveal emotional attachments between cattle tenders and their animals. While the physical living conditions of the animals were often poor, and cattle were kept for their products people were attached to them in various situations and in different ways, as indicated in the period's responses to slaughtering and feeding practices and an emerging concern for animal welfare.

The other two chapters address human–horse encounters from two different perspectives. Nora Schuurman and Alex Franklin discuss everyday practices which support the responsible ownership of horses in leisure contexts, including stables and other spaces of human–horse encounters. They explore the possibilities and limitations of interpreting these practices and experiences as they construct the pursuit of serious leisure in the sense proposed by Robert A. Stebbins in his Serious Leisure Perspective (SLP) framework. The chapter pays particular attention to the ways in which the pursuit of horse keeping as serious leisure can benefit the affective relationship between human and horse while also taking into account the horse itself as a sentient being and a subjective actor and agent. Schuurman and Franklin, however, argue that the SLP framework fails to acknowledge relationships of care as forms of serious leisure, and they suggest a revision of the concept with a greater focus on the affective relationship between the animal and its owner, and their actual ways of being together.

In the fourth chapter, Tua Korhonen examines the relationship between humans (and gods) and horses in Homer's warrior society and shows the high value accorded the non-human animal in ancient Greece. Korhonen's analytical rereading of the Homer's Iliad reveals that Homer's slightly humanized horses are fully recognizable, flesh-and-blood horses, whose fate in the Trojan War seems to be equated in many ways with that of humans. The warriors address their chariot horses by name; they urge, rebuke, and encourage them; they sometimes even take their sensitivity into consideration; and they also take care of them. Korhonen remarks, however, that the culmination of the human–horse bond in the Iliad – Achilleus’ relationship with his divine horses – displays more affection on the horses’ part than on that of the humans, thus clearly highlighting the agency of horses.



Mapping human–animal spaces: relationality

The second part of the book continues and expands on the issue of relationality but locates the encounters in place and space. It also contributes to an understanding of encounters between humans and animals as products of their practical actions in particular settings – in other words, enactments of human–animal space.

The first chapter in this part of the book, by Jopi Nyman, provides a re-reading of animals, their space, and performativity in Anna Sewell's 1877 novel Black Beauty, a classic text promoting animal welfare through popular culture. The chapter demonstrates that the novel's shocking images of animal abuse emphasize affect of a kind typical of the sentimental novel and that this strategy is a form of renegotiating the human–animal relationship amidst Victorian modernity. Reading the novel through the notion of compassion, as discussed by theorists such as Lauren Berlant and Martha Nussbaum, Nyman argues that the novel represents a claim for a new and more equal community where humans and animals may co-exist and where conventional hierarchies and divisions transform. The chapter suggests that as a part of its critique of discourses promoting human mastery, the novel reveals hybridized spaces of animal performances that reconstruct conventional human–animal relations and aim to restore agency to the non-human. Since humans and horses may perform together and form hybrid and intertwined identities within such spaces, Black Beauty seeks to replace conventional understandings of the separateness of humans and animals with an understanding of their togetherness.

The subsequent chapter is concerned with the sentience and awareness of the animal. In her analysis of the novel The Dog (1998), by the Swedish writer Kerstin Ekman, Maria Olaussen focuses on issues of memory, time, and place. The chapter follows the theories of the philosophers Matthew Calarco and Giorgio Agamben in identifying literary language as an alternative to scientific and anthropocentric discourses on animals and argues that the tropes and techniques used by Ekman allow for the expression of a specific Umwelt of the dog in the sense proposed by Jacob von Uexküll. Ekman's novel explores the interconnectedness of place and time in a story revolving around the agency of the dog as it focuses on its physical needs and sensations in relation to evolving and returning stimuli. The novel also gestures towards the possibilities and limitations of the traditional prose narrative to adequately represent time and place through the awareness of an animal. As a result, what emerges is a dog's mapping of its own animal space.

In the following chapter, Sissy Helff examines contemporary cinematic representations of human–horse relations in three selected feature films set in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: Joe Johnston's Hidalgo (2004), Steven Spielberg's War Horse (2011), and Belá Tarr's The Turin Horse (2010). By approaching the relationship between humans and horses and the underlying politics of transcultural affect in a comparative framework, the chapter draws on individual negotiations of entangled modernities, memory, mourning, melancholia, trauma, and guilt. While the films represent different cinematic styles, Helff sees their foregrounding of affect as a way of expressing modernity's structures of feeling and of unearthing transnational memories of human–horse relationships. In her view, the space of equine representation in the films under study is a transnational and transcultural cinematic space that allows for both political and emotional viewer response.

In the final chapter of the second part of the book, Anita Maurstad, Dona Lee Davis, and Sarah Dean present a multispecies ethnography addressing the situatedness of human–horse relationships where both the material and the mental play a role in the making of the relationship, the human-horse dyad, in movement. Focusing on the equestrian sports of Icelandic gaited horse riding, dressage, and endurance riding, they analyse human and horse engagements as experientially situated in three different ways: situations of being on the horse, being with it, and being together in different terrains and sports. What they suggest is that shared spaces and practices produce a sense of horse-rider togetherness, emphasized in their interviewees’ narratives of human–animal interaction as embodied and shared action in a particular environment.



From objects to subjects: exploring animal subjectivity

The third part of the book examines the construction of animal subjectivity and agency through four case studies. The concept of subjectivity as applied in these studies emphasizes the ways in which animals are conscious and sentient beings capable of experiencing feelings, emotions, and intentions, and active agents whose actions have meaning for the animals themselves.

In the first chapter of this part of the book, based on interviews and narratives with equestrians, Lynda Birke and Jo Hockenhull address ways in which horse owners locate their understanding and explanation of horse behaviour in the context of affective human–animal relationships. While the working relationship between horse and human involves learning to work together, this relationship also configures and permits less predictable actions within it, i.e., a kind of breaking through acceptable bounds on the part of the horse. Addressing the reports that the interviewees narrate of their everyday encounters with animals, where they are moved in various ways, the chapter shows how the emerging horse stories reveal mutual affect, companionship, and also tolerance of the more behavioural challenges, and how varied interpretations of the horse's personality contribute to the enactment of the relationship. In so doing, it shows that partial connection and separation help to produce different biographies of each partner and the relationship.

In the following chapter, Teuvo Laitila examines the role of Buddhist jātaka tales as means of teaching morally acceptable ways of relating to animal others in classical Buddhist culture. Examining ‘The Tale of the Tigress’ in particular, Laitila reads the story in the context of human–animal communication and shows the possibility of understanding non-human ways of experiencing the world. The chapter suggests that the tale, which tells about an encounter between Buddha and a hungry tigress, can be read as a version of the theory of mind: humans have a common (biological and existential) basis with other animals, and emotions and reason tell them when the others are suffering. Companionability, Laitila argues, can be based on such understanding, on a belief that the relations that make life less painful are general to everyone. Companionability can thus be seen as a way of building relations aimed at treating the other as a moral agent to the extent of offering one's life to alleviate the other's suffering.

The discussion is followed by Jouni Teittinen's analysis of anthropomorphism and animal suffering through a reading of the American writer James Agee's short story ‘A Mother's Tale’, a story allegedly told by a bovine mother to its calf. What Teittinen suggests is that Agee's anthropomorphic narrative telling of the horrors of abattoirs foregrounds the power of fiction and allegory in addressing both human and animal suffering rather than merely that of one or the other. Teittinen highlights the ways in which bodily pain and vulnerability become mediated in society, both culturally and technologically, and suggests a reconfiguration of the concept of anthropomorphism in order to appreciate the ways in which representations of animal experience can be performative and have consequences for how we negotiate the limits of description. Teittinen argues that anthropomorphism is not only an epistemic challenge but also a matter of deeply affective ingroup/outgroup control, and that this demarcation is fundamentally tied to the recognition of suffering.

The final chapter by Karoliina Lummaa discusses the poetic, auditive, and linguistic strategies applied in the work of Eero Lyyvuo, a Finnish poet and creator of poetic texts that utilize bird song in providing biographical narratives of the bird imagined in the poem, as forms of naturalcultural poetics. For Lummaa, such bird poetry manages to reconfigure the human and the non-human by paying attention to the non-human's sounds and signs, its experiences and affects, which shows that avian poetry is more than mere animal representation. The affects evoked by Lyyvuo's poetry and naturalcultural poetics more generally are, Lummaa argues, twofold. They are able to create almost ecstatic experiences of sharing and of becoming-animal, and at the same time, they generate discouraging feelings of not understanding, of difference and distance. In sum, the studies in this part show how encounters with animals are intersubjective and open up the possibility of non-human subjectivity and interspecies communication.



Towards new methodologies

The three parts of the volume are followed by an afterword by Karen Dalke and Harry Wels in which they seek to reflect on the applicability of conventional ethnographic and anthropological methods to the study human–animal relations. In discussing the animal turn and its consequences, Dalke and Wels emphasize the importance of empathy as a way of realizing the philosophical concept of becoming as used – in different ways – by authors such as Deleuze and Guattari and Haraway. In an attempt to fulfil the specific requirements of human–animal studies, Dalke and Wels draw on methodological insight generated by scholars in the field of disability studies (e.g., Grandin, Goode, and Sacks) whose studies have surpassed the problem set by the importance of language in conventional research. In the view of Dalke and Wels, the study of trans-species communication with anthropological methods – methods without words – needs more developed non-anthropocentric methods that would be capable of accounting for the experience and perspective of the non-human.

A common feeling among scholars within the field of human–animal studies is that, although the study of animals has become more popular and more respectable, it nevertheless remains marginal. This position is, however, not altogether disadvantageous, as it provides an opportunity to challenge settled assumptions about animals held by both scholars and society at large (Ritvo 2007: 122). Through the case studies and the methodological discussion that it presents, this volume aims to contribute a response to this challenge and to revise the epistemological development of the field of human–animal studies.
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2 Never-ending stories, ending narratives

Polar bears, climate change populism, and the recent history of British nature documentary film
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The polar bear (Ursus maritimus) must be one of the most effective animals on Earth. The largest of all bears living today, it is also one of the fastest and most powerful. The top of its food chain, it is a highly efficient predator. Feeding almost exclusively on seals from the Arctic sea-ice platform that provides its primary hunting grounds as well as its main habitat, the polar bear is the epitome of the silent killer, sneaking up on its prey with great skill before striking with fearsome speed and force, enough to flip a 150-pound ringed seal up out of the water and, in the process, crush its skull along with most of the other bones in its body (Feazel 1990: 2–3; see also Bieder 2005: 43). The polar bear is an impressive example of an animal adapted almost perfectly to its environment. Though a land mammal, it swims exceptionally well and is capable of covering vast distances in the water (Lopez 1986). A thick layer of fat, particularly around the rump, helps keep it warm and also aids flotation during swimming, while further fat in its diet (seals) provides the water it needs to process body wastes (Bieder 2005: 44–5). Its paws are significantly larger than those of other bears, ‘making efficient snowshoes on land […] and paddles in water’ (Bieder 2005: 45), while small protuberances on the pads give further traction on slippery snow and ice. Unsurprisingly, polar bears are treated with the greatest respect by local Inuit, who justifiably fear it – for the polar bear, the world's only animal that will deliberately stalk humans, also has the capacity to strike suddenly and devastatingly, home truths obviously lost on the small but significant number of wildlife tourists in, e.g., northern Canada and Svalbard, who pay the price of their curiosity with their lives (Lemelin and Wiersma 2007).

The polar bear is also one the world's most affective animals. Known for some time now as the ‘poster child for climate change’ (Owen and Swaisgood 2008: 143), it continues to be used in numerous environmentalist campaigns and to feature across a wide range of different media in different countries (as testified in Greenpeace's (2015) recent poster ‘Save the Arctic’). The routine use of polar bears for commercial and political ends might help account for the fact that the ‘cuddly’ polar bear comes second only to the even ‘cuddlier’ orang-utan as the World Wildlife Fund's most popular adopted animal (Barton 2008; see also Manzo 2010: 198). There seems no limit to its emotional appeal, particularly as a victim (Slocum 2004; Manzo 2010). Some of the most memorable Green campaign images of recent times have been those of bears, frequently caught in sigh-inducing mother-cub poses, being photographed ‘stranded’ on ice floes – no matter whether they are actually adrift or not.1

Polar bears are victims, to some extent, insofar as they are caught in life-threatening social and environmental conditions that are not of their own choosing. Their habitat – sea ice – is receding across the vast majority of their range, with most forecasts predicting substantial further reductions; and although population decline has not so far been significant, many of the early warning signs are there, while local population losses, allied to significant habitat alteration, can often be precursors of eventual species extinction in the wild (Derocher et al. 2004: 160; see also Owen and Swaisgood 2008; Derocher 2010). However, the polar bear is an affective animal in large part because its appeal transcends the actual conditions in which it lives and forages. As numerous commentators have pointed out, its primary function today is that of an icon of vulnerability in a threatened world; as Robert Bieder suggests, following the American nature writer Barry Lopez (1986: 69), the polar bear is a ‘creature of Arctic edges’ – with the problem today being that both the Arctic, possibly even the world in general for which the Arctic stands as an overdetermined environmental symbol, and the polar bears are on the edge (Bieder 2005: 46; see also O’Neill and Hulme 2009; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009; Höijer 2010; Manzo 2010). The polar bear's affectivity (the measure of its affective state) thus owes not just to its readily exploitable emotional appeal, but to the multi-functionality of its status as an icon: as a physical and visual embodiment of ‘the Arctic’, ‘the wilderness’, ‘wild nature’, and – insofar as it is co-opted as an ecological or anthropomorphic cipher for general imperilment – of ‘the planet’ or ‘humanity’ itself.

In this chapter, I want to look at the role of polar bears as ‘affective animals’ in the context of current (global) media representations of global warming – itself a visibly overheated context in which it has become possible to see the ever-popular image of the stranded polar bear as nothing less than ‘the symbol for our times’ (Vidal 2008 qtd in Manzo 2010: 197; see also Garfield 2007; Hulme 2009). I will be taking ‘affect’ here in its broad dictionary sense as the capacity to engage meaningfully with others, especially though not exclusively through emotional registers, and while I will not be dwelling on the considerable complexities of contemporary affect theory, it should be clear from the following that the chapter takes inspiration from the recent confluence of posthumanist ‘affective’ and ‘animal’ turns (see, for example, Halley and Clough 2007; also Kalof and Montgomery 2011).

I am similarly indebted to recent work in and across a variety of disciplinary fields on the visual and narrative means currently being used to engage the general public on climate change issues. Empirical work in this area suggests that different images and stories do different kinds of work, and that while a particular image or story may be effective in one area – e.g., cognition, the general knowledge of climate science and its underlying issues, it may be relatively ineffective in another, e.g., affect or behaviour, which are defined in the relevant communications studies literature as the various ways in which individuals understand issues through emotional connection, or in which these understandings, whether primarily cognitive or affective, motivate them to take action of whatever kind (Lorenzoni et al. 2007; see also O’Neill and Hulme 2009; Manzo 2010).

As a number of recent UK- and US-based studies suggest, mobilizing the public in both of these countries to act on climate change is itself difficult enough given its vast scale, the uncertainties that continue to surround it, and the fact that it is commonly perceived as affecting ‘other’ communities in ‘other’ timeframes, especially the future – all of which makes it hard to connect with at either individual or collective levels in any tangible way (O’Neill and Hulme 2009: 402; see also O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009). In this context, ‘anchoring’ climate change in particular icons – usefully defined by O’Neill and Hulme (2009: 401) as ‘tangible entities […] bound up with how the viewer relates to [them] through their individual cultural values, sense of place and world view’ – can prove to be an effective mechanism in facilitating public engagement with climate change issues, although the effectiveness of these icons (as will hopefully be seen) also largely depends on the stories that are told around them, which operate in turn within larger discursive and ideological frames (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009; Höijer 2010).


Ending narratives and the ‘Aurora effect'

One frame that has been dominant to date is the apocalyptic or ‘ending narrative’. The connections between global warming and discourses of environmental apocalypse are well documented (see, for example, Killingsworth and Palmer 1996; also Buell 2010), although, as the theologian Stefan Skrimshire (2010: 220; emphasis added) shrewdly notes, ‘apocalypse’ may often feature as a temporally indeterminate marker rather than, as is more commonly assumed to be the case, an image of ‘future finality’ encapsulated in the end-oriented environmentalist rhetoric of ‘tipping points’ and ‘points of no return’. For Skrimshire,


[T]he concept or image of future apocalyptic finality […] functions [today] as something of a smokescreen. Indeed, inasmuch as it encourages the calculation and prediction of prescribed timeframes for viable action, it might also be an illusory consolation, by suggesting that (if a particular timeframe is exceeded) the fight might be over. Far more problematic for us, ethically and politically, is the framing of climate change in terms of the transformation of the present; of the revelation of crisis in our midst with no predictable end […]. What should interest us about an apocalyptic sensibility are the ethical questions that it generates about ways of living in this indefinite period of waiting and surviving (2010: 220–1).



Skrimshire's critique of the use (and abuse) of apocalypse in the service of climate change alarmism has been picked up, in turn, in some of the communications studies literature on global warming, which draws attention to extreme ‘fear appeals’ that imply that the problem, even if it is acknowledged as being caused by humans, is beyond the capacity of humans to control (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009: 358). Not surprisingly, the finger often tends to be pointed here at those sensationalist media practices in which ‘fear is employed as a communications tool that [aims to] break through the routine of everyday life and catch the viewer's attention’ (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009: 359) – a largely counterproductive strategy in relation to global warming insofar as it produces dissociation from the phenomenon, e.g., the defensive view that truly dangerous climate change lies elsewhere and/or in a speculative future, making it ‘an impersonal and distant issue’ (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009: 361); or the more openly denialist view that its dangers have been greatly exaggerated; or the exasperated feeling that global warming, while of definite concern, is distracting attention away from other issues that can be acted upon more efficiently and closer to home (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009: 362; see also Hulme 2009; Manzo 2010).

The role of polar bears in fear appeals is not difficult to envision. Iconic images of stranded polar bears arguably elicit public sympathy insofar as they are linked to broader narratives of extinction in which humanity itself is cast as acutely vulnerable, while the recognition of ‘our’ complicity in ‘their’ plight provides an example of another kind of ‘emotional anchoring’ to be found in distressing images of (apparent) animal suffering – that of guilt (Höijer 2010: 719, 723–4). Even more distressing are the images that appear in the so-called ‘shock ads’ that have been a feature of several recent media-centred climate change campaigns, notably the anti-aviation expansion campaigner Plane Stupid. In one notorious ad, a plane drones overhead as the camera tracks across a series of gleaming tower buildings. Suddenly and without warning, a number of full-size polar bears drop spectacularly from the sky, thudding onto the pavement below in scenes that are clearly calculated to be reminiscent of 9/11 and are no less horrifying (Planestupid.com 2011). The aim of the ad is to draw attention to the fact that every short-haul flight emits 400 kg of carbon dioxide, the equivalent in weight of an adult male polar bear. The ad twists conventional images of animal suffering while relying on the primary strategy (multiple identification) that characterizes polar bear iconicity – for these polar bears are both surrogate humans and unmistakably themselves.

The ad is brazenly exploitative on a number of different fronts, and it inevitably attracted a storm of negative publicity. However, while it is an extreme example it is arguably no less manipulative than other ads of its apocalyptic kind, such as a contemporaneous post-9/11 Greenpeace ad in which a hijacked plane is flown, with suitably terrifying results, into Sizewell nuclear power station. Like most other high-profile climate change campaigners, Greenpeace relies on a variety of mediagenic tactics that attach different forms of objectification and emotional anchoring to iconic images (Höijer 2010; see also Doyle 2007). ‘Objectification’, in the words of the Swedish media scholar Birgitta Höijer (2010:
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