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o ABSTRACT

This paper is an investigation into naturalists’ understanding of animal life,
focusing specifically on the turn-of-the-century naturalists George and
Elizabeth Peckham, and Jean Henri Fabre. It argues that these authors
apply what social scientists call the ‘Verstehen’ method to the study of

animals, in that they approach animal action as evidencing a subjective,
experiential perspective. The presuppositions and forms of evidencing and
reasoning of the naturalist genre are analyzed, and their effects on the
portrayal of animals are elucidated, by looking closely at the particular
authors. The paper ends by examining the connection between the form of
knowledge of animal life embedded in naturalist studies, and the question
of anthropemorphism.

Naturalists’ Portrayals of Animal Life:
Engaging the Verstehen Approach

Eileen Crist

This paper investigates naturalist portrayals of animal life. I argue
that naturalists’ interpretive approach to animals is coextensive with
the approach to human action that social scientists have called the
‘Verstehen' approach.! Verstehen involves the understanding of
action from the point of view of the actors themselves; the interest
1s in the subjective import of action. Applying the Verstehen
method to animals has pronounced epistemic and visual effects on
their portrayal. Here I elucidate these effects by examining the
writings of the turn-of-the-century naturalists George and Elizabeth
Peckham, and Jean Henri Fabre. These renowned naturalists, who
were among the forerunners of classical ethology,? were interested
in studying the natural life of animals. In this paper, by the term
‘naturalist’, I refer to researchers who (1) aim to give accounts of
animal life that are faithful representations; (2) relate their obser-
vations and findings in non-technical language; and (3) record
behaviours after close and long-term observation of animals in their
natural surroundings.’

Social Studies of Science (Copyright © SAGE Publications London,
Thousand Oaks, CA and New Delhi), Vol. 26 (1996), 799-838
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Naturalist writing about animals implicitly m_,:_u_.mnnm the Ver-
stehen approach, for animal life is regarded as immanently mean-
ingful. In his discussion of the notion of <n.am~orn=, Alfred Schutz
writes that the human social world ‘is experienced ?c.E the outset
as a meaningful one.* The Other's body is not nwvn:n_,_.oaa as an
organism but as a fellow-man ..., We :.Q:Hm__w. know i_.gm_ E.n
Other does [and] for what reason he does it’. ~.= quanu_nm with this
explication, for naturalists, what animals do is oxunnoamna from
the outset as meaningful’; the animal’s vo%. is not nxmn_._n_.._nna as
an ‘organism’, but as a subject’s body. While naturalists like the
Peckhams and Fabre discussed here do not presume that an un-
ambiguous understanding of animal behaviour is always n:nn.zu\
forthcoming, they nevertheless take it that m_._n_... an ::an_.mﬁ.za_:m
can be achieved, in principle, with close and patient .o_umw?mso.:.
The Verstehen approach to the m:Eno:é. Enm:.:m.ow animal
action relies upon the ordinary language of action and B:._.Q = that
1s to say, the everyday language of human affairs. Implicitly yet
resolutely, naturalists reject the idea that the ,”.n_.smn_.__m_. <.oomc£5
and reasoning of action and mind are exclusive epistemic prerog-
atives of human life. In deploying this language they both a_.,".noéq
and create an alignment between animal action and human action. It
is precisely the forms of this alignment that are labeled, omn_“.
pejoratively, as ‘anthropomorphic’. What the derogatory label .o
anthropomorphism implies is that the use of the language of human
affairs in relation to animal life is either to be accepted as a
metaphorical application of language, or rejected as a category
mistake (the reasoning is either analogical or erroneous). :._ n_oEB,ﬁ
to this evaluation of anthropomorphic language, however, it is .n_oma
that the naturalists discussed here present their m:m_wmnu.w as :._nE_
and veridical — in short, as realistic — depictions of m_::_..m_ life.
In this paper, I bracket the evaluation of :m.:.:m__ms anthro-
pomorphic portrayals as metaphoric or erroneous in c_”mnq 8. exam-
ine how the realist intent of naturalists assembles animal _,.mn and
action as subjectively meaningful. Rather than Eono:‘ssm_m an
evaluative judgement on the resulting .m:&ﬁﬂ.cao_ﬁw.mi. my
aim is to clarify, with some degree of precision, the w.:a of
understanding of animals that it reflects. But before exploring :._n
portraiture of animal life created with the taaﬂnrnz approach in
naturalist writings, I briefly consider the idea of Verstehen in
connection to human life.

y—
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Verstehen and Subjectivity

In his analysis of Verstehen, Schutz points out that in everyday
reasoning we take for granted the knowledge of the meaning of
human actions we participate in or encounter.® Even if this knowl-
edge is open-ended, heterogeneous and sometimes fragmentary,
nevertheless it is both sufficient and powerful in coming to grips
with situations of everyday reality. While Verstehen is often re-
garded as a method of social science, Schutz points out that jt is not,
in the first place, a scientific method. Rather, it is ‘the particular
experiential form in which common-sense thinking takes cogni-
zance of the social cultural world’.’ The Verstehen approach to the
meaning of actions and events does not originate within a social-
scientific domain, but rather derives from forms of practical per-
ceiving and reasoning through which the subjective meaning of
others' responses is understood.

In everyday life, in Schutz’s words, ‘we normally “know” what
the Other does, for what reason he does it, why he does it at this
particular time and in these particular circumstances’.* This knowl-
edge of the meaning of the action for the actor, that the idea of
Verstehen highlights, embeds a potential contradiction: it refers to
public knowledge and procedures for understanding the subjective
meaning of actions. This simultaneous character of Verstehen as
both public and subjective appears as a contradiction only when
grasping subjective meaning is understood as insight into the private
world of another. More specifically, it is only a contradiction under
a peculiar sense of ‘private’, since in the Verstehen attitude of
everyday life persons do in fact routinely assign or wager private
motives (reasons, Justifications, and the like) in understanding the
meaning of action for another. This sense of ‘private’, then, is a
publicly shared sense. As Harold Garfinkel notes, human actors
regularly assume ‘that there is a characteristic disparity between the
publicly acknowledged determinations and the personal, withheld
determinations of events, and this private knowledge is held in
reserve, i.e., that the event means for both the witness and the other
more than the witness can say®.’

Two senses of ‘private’, therefore, can be conflated in the
understanding of ‘subjective meaning as private’. One sense of
‘private’ references the vernacular, shared meaning — namely, a
personal matter, an aspect kept hidden, or a secret Jjealously
guarded. The other sense of ‘private’ — which is wedded to
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skepticism — denotes something objectively ineffable, inscrutable
except to the owner, in principle unobtainable, or always in-
completely known. While the first sense is an integral aspect of
human (inter)action, the second sense appears blatantly spurious in
the face of the largesse of subjective transparency in human life.!?

Verstehen understanding is subjective simply in that it refers to
the meaning action has for the actor, her or himself. Here ‘sub-
jective’ denotes two features: that an actor’s action has meaning
from the actor’s perspective; and more powerfully, that the meaning
from the actor’s perspective is internally linked with the production
of action. The first feature alone (namely the presence of a sub-
jective perspective) does not deliver the essential insight of the
Verstehen approach. The strong claim of Verstehen asserts not only
the existence, but above all the significance of subjective meaning,
in that the latter is constitutive of, and therefore inseparable from,
action itself.

The link between subjective meaning and action is secured in
diverse ways by human actors, and with various degrees of transpar-
ency and opacity, availability and secrecy, conventionality and
eccentricity. What the Verstehen approach underscores is that be-
yond the multifarious links that a subject may contrive between
meaning and acting, from the perspective of the witness the mean-
ing of a subject’s actions is routinely and massively — though not
always infallibly or indefeasibly — visible, available, or at least
purchasable with some detective work of practical action or of the
imagination. Because understanding the meaning of others’ actions
is a situated and motleyed affair it is not amenable to the closure of
a single epistemological standpoint. The intelligibility of action
from another’s perspective can range from being directly perceiv-
able to having to be tenuously inferred, on the basis of knowledge
that ranges from the particular and private to the thoroughly
commonsensical or universal.

In the Verstehen approach of the naturalists discussed here,
understanding the import of the activities of animals traverses a
parallel (though not isomorphic) gamut to understanding human
action. Even as the meaning of animals’ actions may range from
directly perceivable to thoroughly opaque or indeterminate, it is
always assumed that actions are meaningful, and that their mean-
ings are largely publicly available and accessible, rather than in-
effable or inscrutable.'' In naturalist writing, the meaningfulness
of animal life and action is not conveyed as an attribution from

-
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an external vantage point or as an inference about something
‘unobservable’, but as constitutive of the behaviours and events
nntm.nsn_ and scenically available. The Verstehen approach of nat-
Em__ma thus has the significant effect of acknowledging and evi-
m_nsném an experiential perspective in animal life. In what follows, I
Investigate the features of a subjectively meaningful animal world
and the methods of writing through which these features are forged.
At the end of the paper, I turn to examine the connection between
the Verstehen approach and anthropomorphism.

The Animal’s World as a Lifeworld

Perhaps the most encompassing way to characterize the portraiture
of naturalist writing is to say that it composes lifeworlds. The idea
of lifeworld denotes that the world of a subject is, first and foremost
a J_,..Q._n_ filled with action — filled with things that have been, En_
being, and will be done. Subjects are always already ceaselessly
engaged in acting in the lifeworld, with no reprieve.'? Although
actions in the lifeworld vary in modality and intensity, and in degree
of routinization and improvization, they tend to recur in cycles, such
as temporal cycles of day and night, of times of the day or of the
seasons, and they are directed expectably and habitually with
respect to others, objects and places. In their recurrence and ex-
uon..mE:Q the actions themselves are anonymous — that is, they are
ordinary, recognizable and shared both in signification and form.
.Ioine.n_.. in the lifeworld the agents of actions are always ex-
istentially eponymous — that is, they are specific, singular and
irreplaceable.

George and Elizabeth Peckham, in their work Wasps: Solitary
and Social (1905), make an observation consonant with this view of
the animal as an inhabitant of a lifeworld:

In ._,ns&_._m much popular natural history one might suppose that the insects seen
:w._:.w about on a summer's day were a part of some great throng which is ever
moving onward, those that are here today being replaced by a new set on the
morrow. Except during certain seasons the exact opposite of this is true. The
nw.:,m things about us abide in the same locality and are the inhabitants of a fairly
restricted area. The garden in which we worked was, to a large extent, the home
of a limited number of certain species of wasps that had resided there from birth
or having found the place accidentally, had settled there permanently.'! .
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The Peckhams indicate that from a cursory perspective (which they
identify as ‘much popular natural history’, although it is easily any-
person’s perspective) there appears to be no everyday life, no
existential permanence in the world of insects. After careful obser-
vation this view is redressed by the naturalists, in that anonymous
and indefinite ‘flying things’ are seen to be ‘permanent inhabitants’
of a restricted area, such as the garden. A fundamental step in the
disclosure of a lifeworld is that the animal’s world is no longer
faceless. The world of the garden, for instance, takes form as a
world of everyday life, filled with eponymous actors carrying out
anonymous actions.

The lifeworld, pictured as a place replete with actions with no
time-out, might be regarded as a spatial metaphor for the fullness of
life. Every instance of action, however trivial or inconsequential it
may appear, bears testimony to this fullness. The Peckhams see the
wasps as being in constant action. They observe, for instance, that
‘the wasps love the heat of noontide, and with every rise of
temperature they fly faster, hum louder, and rejoice more and more
in the fullness of life’."* This, then, is a salient angle of the naturalist
outlook on the animal world: because that world is meaningful,
action is not identified strictly with energetic engagement, but
equally, action can be passive or inconsequential. In accordance
with the Verstehen understanding of action, the naturalist sees
action as disclosing (patently, or after close attention) a subjectively
meaningful orientation to the world. Since the animal’s world is
always already meaningful, as long as animals are alive they are in
action.

The passage that follows illustrates this point (and see Figure 1).
Describing the natural history of the wasp Bembex, the Peckhams
observe that when the weather is overcast or rainy the wasps do not
work at excavating and provisioning their nests. The Peckhams
report an observation made on such a day:

On going over to the island one cloudy morning to spend some hours in watching
the Bembex activities, we found the spot quiet and lifeless. No one seeing it for
the first time would have dreamed of the multitudes of living creatures beneath
his feet. The nests seemed to be all closed, but on peering curiously about we
found one on sloping ground, in the suburbs of the colony, of which the door was
open. Just within was the proprictor gazing out on the landscape, as she is shown
in the illustration. She seemed to be leaning on her elbows, and her face,

enlivened by two great goggle eyes, had an irresistibly comic aspect."®
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FIGURE 1
Bembex Spinolae Looking Out of its Nest

£
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Source: Peckham & Peckham, op. cit. note 13, 131,

Once again the Peckhams highlight the opposition between a naive
perspective on animal life and knowledge after close observation.
Just as the view of insects as ‘ever-passing throngs’ is an illusion, so
this location’s appearance as ‘lifeless’ is an illusion. Beneath the
quiet surface, the ground is full of wasps in their closed nests. Thus
the knowledge that the naturalist claims is unique in that it eludes
strict classification as either ‘commonsense’ knowledge or ‘techni-
cal’ knowledge. It may be characterized as ‘uncommon-sense
knowledge’,'® in being simultaneously esoteric and non-specialized.
It is not ‘uncommon’ in the sense of privileged or technical
knowledge, but in the sense of deriving from practices of observa-
tion and learning which are not widely shared.

The location of the wasps’ nests is sequestered from the land-
scape with notions that are lifeworld-derived. At first, the Peckhams
refer to it as ‘the spot’. However, the boundaries of the spot are not
purely physical. They are circumscribed through the idea of a
colony which has suburbs; like a city, the spot becomes a centrally
populated location which is more sparsely inhabited in the outskirts.
The colony is made of nests, which have doors, and these nests are
owned by the proprietors that built them. The location is configured

as the physical manifestation of a lifeworld, one created by the
activities of the wasps.



806 Social Studies of Science

Just as the quietness of the spot conveys an :.:mmc.s of life-
lessness, so the Bembex at the door of her nest, if :o:.nmn_ at all
(though this requires ‘peering curiously mcoE. — that is, 4 non-
ordinary engagement of perceptual action) might be seen as %.::m
nothing’. There is nothing remarkable about a wasp sitting motion-
less at the foot of her burrow. In the world that the Peckhams are
disclosing, however, this Bembex is ‘gazing out on :...a landscape’.
The wasp’s action is grasped as ‘gazing’, for the ._onmsc: of the nest
on sloping ground indicates that there is mc.:nﬂr._:m to gaze at. The
wasp’s sitting position conveys that she is gazing, in disclosing a
diachronous, stable and comfortable quality in her comportment:
she was in the position of ‘leaning on her elbows’ when .g_mnoqm_dn_
and, if not disturbed, she will remain in this position until she ,ﬁoc.,...
gazing. The disclosure of the wasp as ‘gazing out on the _mﬂmnm_uo
is an example of the naturalist's simultaneously interpretive .m_a
perceptual outlook on animals as always m_nmmn.w engaged in action.
This outlook is all the more conspicuous in the portrayal of
inactivity — of passive or quiet action. For the mmnﬁ_m_,:m. ‘non-
action’ simply does not exist in the wasps' world. This n.u.wwn_ﬁ..m.d
always meaningful activity contributes crucially to the portraiture of
the animal world as a lifeworld, a world filled to the brim.

The lifeworld is not only the world of a stream of n«nQ.nm.w
actions, but one that is also a world-in-common. For mn:_:_m it is
‘the one unitary life-world of myself, of you, of us all'."" The
understanding of the animal world as a shared E.on_n_ of everyday
life is illustrated beautifully in another description of the early
period of the life-history of the wasp Philanthus punctatus:

When the wasps emerge from the cocoon they find themselves in the company of
their nearest relatives and in possession of a dwelling-place, .s_ﬁ they live
together for a time before starting out independently to seck _s.a.a .qonz_._nm..oq.
the fifth of August we discovered on the island a _.»Euw_ ?::_.w om this kind,
consisting of three brothers and four sisters, the females with their bright yellow
faces and mandibles, being handsomer than the males. They ,.,.on_._._na to cn on the
most amicable terms with each other, their only trouble being that while they
were all fond of looking out, the doorway was too small to hold more Emn.o__o at
a time. The nest was opened in the morning at about nine o'clock, and during the
next thirty or forty minutes their comical little faces iﬁw:E appear, one after
another, each wasp enjoying the view for a few minutes with many twitchings of
the head, and then retreating to make way for another, perhaps in response to
some hint from behind. Then one by one they would come out, circle about the
spot, and depart, sometimes leaving one of their number to keep house all day
alone."®
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In a few brush-strokes, this passage encompasses the canvas of a
complete lifeworld — ‘of myself, of you, of us all’. The burrow
does not simply hold organisms in physical proximity: it is a
‘dwelling-place’ and, further down, a ‘house’ in which ‘nearest
relatives’ (‘brothers and sisters’) live ‘in the company’ of each other
‘on the most amicable terms’. There is multiple interplay in this
description of intersubjective mirroring of what Schutz calls the
‘Here’ and the ‘There’, crystallizing in the perception that the world
as a common place-of-action is at once perspectival and shared. The
Peckhams witness the There of the wasps as an experienced Here
from the wasps' point of view. As subjects, and only as subjects,
can wasps be ‘in company’, ‘a happy family' and ‘amicable with
each other’; ‘live together’, ‘keep house’, ‘enjoy a view’ or ‘retreat
to make way for another’. None of these conceptions of under-
standing with their rich fields of meaning — denoting feeling and
connoting awareness — are applicable to ‘mere organisms’.

The Here and the There: the World as both Perspectival
and Shared

In the description of the brother and sister wasps, first, there is the
mirroring between the Here of the human observers and the There
of the wasps, accomplished with the use of terms and ideas common
to both worlds, yet indexically distinct. ‘Indexically distinct’ means
that the senses of the shared concepts of wasp and human worlds
resound within one another, rather than collapse into each other.
The common terms refer to objects and actions that are homomor-
phous, or similar in certain ways, but at the same time non-identical.
For example, while in appearance the openings of wasp burrows
have little in common with the doorways of human houses, the
common grounds of construction through work and functional
usage admit reference to a wasp ‘doorway’,

The effect of common conceptions of wasp and human life,
especially in connection to domestic life — ‘possessing a dwelling-
place’, ‘being a family’, ‘looking out the doorway' or ‘keeping
house’ — is to form a connecting line between the wasps’ There
and the human Here. Inhabited spaces cast non-identical reflections
on to one another, as spaces produced through work, embodying the
abstract intention of being lived-in, and charged with tropes of
companionship and affection. The connecting link between wasps
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and humans does not remain a single thread, but becomes a resilient
cable as it is spun over and over by a plethora of common
vernacular terms of life, action and feeling. The compelling effect is
that the wasps’ potentially anonymous and insignificant world is
transformed into an eponymous and signifying lifeworld.

There is, secondly, an interplay of the Here and There of the
wasps themselves. In the daily morning turn-taking routine of
looking out the doorway, the wasps manifest a Here and There. The
There of the wasp looking out is the upcoming Here for the wasp
waiting to look out. The There at the foot of the doorway, with its
coveted view, is seen by the Peckhams as experienced by each wasp
as the Here which is either upcoming or to be relinquished. Under
the auspices of this view, ‘some hint from behind’ urging retreat
from the spot — while not seeable — is appresented to the
observer’s imagination. In the lifeworld, actions are abstract while
actors are concrete. The anonymous action of ‘looking out’ the
doorway abstractly encompasses the same intention, expresses the
same desire and is achieved by the same movements (standing at the
doorway and turning the head about). At the same time, each wasp
is an eponymous and concrete subject, being one of the three
brothers and four sisters, each of which is ‘fond of looking out’ —
both desiring and intending.

In this passage about the seven sibling wasps, reciprocity and
kinship between humans and wasps is revealed and created in a
language deploying terms that share territories of common meaning,
even while referring to different objects and situations. The inter-
play of Here and There is seen in another episode related by George
and Elizabeth Peckham, concerning a wasp (Ammophila urnaria)
carrying her prey, a caterpillar, to her nest:

For sixty feet she kepl to open ground, passing between two rows of bushes; but
at the end of this division of the garden she plunged, very much to our dismay,
into a field of standing corn. Here we had great difficulty in following her, since,
far from keeping to her former orderly course, she zigzagged among the plants in
the most bewildering fashion, although keeping a general direction of northeast.
It seemed quite impossible that she could know where she was going. The corn
rose (o a height of six feet all around us; the ground was uniform in appearance,
and, to our eyes, each group of comstalks was just like every other group, and
yet, without pause or hesitation the litile creature passed quickly along, as we
might through the familiar streets of our native town,

At last she paused and laid her burden down. Ah! the power that had led her is
not a blind, mechanically perfect instinct, for she has traveled a little too far. She
must go back one row into the open space that she has already crossed, although
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not just at this point. Nothing like a nest is visible to us; the surface of the ground
looks all alike, and it is with exclamations of wonder that we see our little gnide
lift two pellets of earth which have served as a covering to a small opening
running down into the ground,

The way being thus prepared, she hurries back with her wings quivering and
her whole manner betokening joyful triumph at the completion of her task. We,
in the mean time, have become as much excited over the matter as she is herself.
She picks up the caterpillar, brings it to the mouth of the burrow, and lays it
down. Then backing in herself, she catches it in her mandibles and drags it out of
sight, leaving us full of admiration and delight."

In the description of this episode, the reciprocity of the Here of the
observers and There of the wasp is vivid, While the perspectives of
the Here and There co-exist in the same physical location, they look
out on to different worlds. In the Peckhams’ Here of the cornfield,
each row of cornstalks is the same as every other, and the ground is
uniform. The There of the wasp, then, is not the Here of the
Peckhams from a different physical angle; for in such a case it is
‘quite impossible that she could know where she was going’. As it
becomes clear that ‘she does know where she is going’, the wasp's
Here cannot be the uniform Here of the Peckhams. Rather the
wasp’s Here is the not-present Here of the Peckhams, in that the
wasp's rows of cornstalks are equivalent to the human's familiar
streets of a town,

Schutz presents the idea of the ‘reciprocity of perspectives’ that
exists in the human world with the notions of the Here and the
There. He observes that ‘I take it for granted, and I assume my
fellow-man does the same, that I and my fellow-man would have
typically the same experiences of the common world if we changed
places, thus transforming my Here into his, and his — now to me a
There — into mine’.”” The taken-for-granted assumption of this
reciprocity forms one of the pillars of the Verstehen attitude of
everyday life — of understanding others as ‘alter subjects’. In the
case of the Peckhams and the wasp the interplay of perceptual
perspectives both is and is not reciprocal. It is not reciprocal in that
this cornfield will always be a different place for the Peckhams and
for the wasp; and it is reciprocal in that what the rows of cornstalks
are to the wasp is what the familiar streets of their native town are
to the Peckhams.

A final point about the link of the Here and the There made in
this passage: in the naturalist’s genre there seems to be little room
for ‘disinterestedness’. Thus the science of the naturalist — 'sci-
ence’ in the sense that the genre intends to be faithful to the reality
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of the world depicted — is quite distinct from the understanding of
science that identifies objectivity with emotional and intellectual
aloofness and detachment.?’ The Peckhams put themselves into the
writing, they describe their presence as a feature of the scenes or
episodes they observe. They express their ‘admiration and delight’,
disclosing unembarrassed exhilaration about the wasps they de-
scribe. This interested participation plays an integral part in con-
stituting the wasp’s perspective as that of an ‘alter subject’. This
point will be revisited further on.

On the Decidability of Meaning of Animal Action

Thus far I have indicated that the Peckhams’ portrayals entangle a
background presupposition and a local perception of nrw w:..::&..m
world as inherently meaningful, and that this perspective is pri-
marily displayed in grasping the animal's conduct as nnm_,.a_n.m._.,_w
oriented to things in the world. To circumvent the opposition
between constructivist and realist epistemologies,”” this simultaneity
of seeing and assuming that actions are meaningful may be _,o@,_,oa
to as the naturalist’s ‘constructing a form of witnessing’ animal
behaviour. In this regard, insofar as the naturalist constructs the
understanding of animal action, this does not license amaﬁ&sm. a
meaningful interpretation at any cost; and insofar as the naturalist
witnesses the meaning of animal action, this does not guarantee that
its sense will always be transparent. Clearly, naturalists’ commit-
ment is to be true to the phenomena they study, and their narrative
1s engaging only insofar as their grounds of assessing E@ sense of
specific events or activities are cogent and no_sun:.sm..i:o.:
adequate criteria or evidence for understanding what an E”.:..._m_ is
doing are absent, then the observer meets an interpretive impasse
with respect to the meaning of the behaviours observed. As I
discuss elsewhere,” that animal action is sometimes intractably
opaque plays a key part in the construal of animal cor.m&ocn as a
‘natural-type’ phenomenon which is intrinsically meaningless and
experientially empty.

The ways in which certain animal behaviours are opaque to
human observers show interesting and telling discrepancies in com-
parison with the understanding of human behaviour. The use of the
vernacular of action implicitly reveals that, routinely and recur-
rently, the scenic elements of both animal and human action provide

Crist: Naturalists’ Portrayals of Animal Life 811

ample evidence for the sense of those actions. However, this
contiguity of interpretive transparency of the two realms fails at
certain junctures. In what follows, 1 examine two points of ‘un-
decidability’ of the meaning of animal behaviours. The first point
relates to the necessity, in certain cases, to witness the final outcome
of a series of actions in order to decide the meaning of the act as a
whole. The second point relates to the equivocality of certain
actions, which cannot be resolved, in the de facto absence of
‘formulating’,** as a communicative option between subject and
witness. These points will be clarified with examples.

With respect to interpreting human action, Garfinkel writes that
‘it frequently happens that in order for the investigator to decide
what he is now looking at he must wait for future developments,
only to find that these futures in turn are informed by their history
and future. By waiting to see what will have happened he learns
what it was that he previously saw. Either that, or he takes imputed
history and prospects for granted. Motivated actions, for example,
have exactly these troublesome properties’.” By taking the shape of
the future course of action for granted, Garfinkel notes the role of
background knowledge in human affairs. We are routinely able to
understand a course of action presently witnessed, without having to
wait for its future outcome or development: we ‘take imputed
history and prospects for granted’. This imputation is far from
arbitrary, as it is based, often without a second thought, on ‘what is
known’.*® To give a mundane example, a person at a bus stop is
seen to be waiting for the bus; there is no need to see the person
getting on the bus to ascertain that they were, in fact, all along
waiting for the bus.

‘What is known’ allows for the sense of actions (in their full
temporal extensions into an unseen past and an unseen future) to be
visible without having ‘to see what will have happened’. However,
with respect to actions in the animal world, and especially with
actions witnessed for a first time and with no available precedent as
an interpretive resource, the observer sometimes has to see what
will have happened in order to learn what she or he previously saw
(or is seeing). If there is no evident culmination, then the sense of
the action may well remain opaque or undecidable.

A passage in the Peckhams’ work illustrates this undecidability of
meaning. In the course of reading the episode recounted, the reader
can feel, along with the authors, the anticipation for what will
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happen, in order to decipher what is being witnessed. The back-
ground to this passage is that a particular species of wasp —
Aphilanthops frigidus — specializes in hunting queen ants. When a
wasp captures a queen ant, like all hunting wasps, she stores it in
her burrow and lays her egg on it. The Peckhams, however, have
never seen an actual capture of a queen ant. This event is particu-
larly intriguing since, even though queen ants do not come out of
their nests except once during their nuptial flight, the wasps some-
how manage to capture and store thousands of them. The Peckhams
describe an event which, in the course of its unfolding, they felt
might result in the observation of the capture of a queen:

Much interested in the matter [of how the wasp captures the queen ant], we
carefully examined the ant-hills of the neighborhood. Those on top of the hills
had openings too small to admit frigidus, supposing she had wanted to enter, but
down on the roadside below we found some larger doorways and sat down beside
them. We had scarcely arrived when a frigidus appeared on the scene, alighting
six feet away. That she should have come hunting so soon seemed almost too
good to be true, but she certainly was not doing anything else. She did not dig,
nor feed on the clover, nor circle about as though looking for her nest, but began
to clean and brush herself assiduously. Then she climbed a tall grass blade, and
swinging at the top went through some curious gymnastic performances. Then
she brushed herself again, drawing her third legs over the sides of her abdomen.
This went on from moment to moment, until half an hour had passed, and more
than once the painful suspicion crossed our minds that this was some trifling
male putting in the hours between breakfast and luncheon. One encouraging fact
cheered us: aimless as the wasp appeared she was slowly drawing nearer and
nearer to the nest; and at last, alighting on the top of a weed close by, she
crouched there in a most peculiar attitude, and gazed intently at the opening.
Absorbed and tense, she looked about to leap upon her prey; but after a time she
relaxed and moved about a little. Presently she came close to the entrance and
seemed on the point of going in; but the ants were swarming up and down, and
we thought that perhaps that step required more courage than she possessed. At
any rate she did not enter, but hung about for some minutes and then flew
away.”

This passage illustrates the occasional undecidability of animal
action. Not only is it unclear what the wasp is doing, the Peckhams
are uncertain whether the wasp is male or female, which is in-
trinsically connected to what it might be doing. Each action of the
wasp is graspable as an action — that is to say, as ‘cleaning’,
‘brushing’, ‘climbing’, ‘slowly drawing nearer’, ‘crouching’, ‘gaz-
ing’, and so forth. But in the absence of a final outcome, the actions
fail to acquire sequential cohesion — that is, they cannot be
witnessed as linked pieces of an unfolding single act, potentially the
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act of hunting. The climax of the episode arrives at the moment that
the wasp ‘crouches’ and ‘gazes intently’, ‘absorbed and tense’ and
‘looking about to leap’; at this moment she can almost be seen as
perhaps stalking her prey. But neither do these actions have a
decidable import. This episode then is an example of a series of
behaviours whose ultimate meaning remains opaque in the absence
both of what ‘will have happened’ (some kind of outcome) and of
an independent source of information (previous knowledge) about
the hunting behaviour of this particular species.

The role of previous knowledge is important, since understanding
animal action does not always require witnessing a final outcome;
nor does the decidability of meaning always depend exclusively
upon scenic evidence. These points are elucidated in a series of
events describing the activities of a wasp Sphex ichneumonea (the
Great Golden Digger). Over the course of a couple of days, the
Peckhams follow the work of a particular wasp in building and
provisioning her nest. Their observations commence with her dig-
ging her nest for several hours. Then (see Figure 2):

[s]he came out and walked slowly about in front of her nest and all around i.
Then she rose and circled just above it, gradually widening her flight, now going

FIGURE 2
Thorough Locality Study by Sphex

Source: Peckham & Peckham, op. cit. note 13, 59.
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further afield and now flying in and out among the plants and bushes in the
immediate vicinity. The detailed survey of every little object near her nest was
remarkable; and not until her tour of observation had carried her five times
entirely around the spot did she appear satisfied and fly away. All her actions
showed that she was studying the locality and getting her bearings before
departure.™

The thoroughness, systematicity, and reiteration of the golden dig-
ger’s flight around her nest just prior to departing are presented as
the scenic evidence that the flight pattern, far from being random or
meaningless, is a ‘detailed survey'. The Peckhams remark that her
*studying the locality’ (taken to be a single act) is ‘shown’ (that is,
evidenced) in ‘all her actions’. While the flight is seen as a locality
study partly on the basis of its design alone, the Peckhams corrobor-
ate this assessment with knowledge from an independent source —
namely, that a wasp fails, or finds it difficult, to locate her nest when
the surrounding landscape is altered, sometimes even in small
details. Therefore ‘what is known' — in this case, by experiment —
confirms that the wasp’s survey is to be seen, legitimately, as a
survey. The intricacy of the flight designs is witnessed as the
method by which the wasp surveys, and so memorizes, the location
of her nest. The same form of documentation — of combining local
evidence with established knowledge — holds in understanding
human action: ‘Not only is the underlying pattern derived from its
individual documentary evidences, but the individual documentary
evidences, in their turn, are interpreted on the basis of “what is
known” about the underlying pattern. Each is used to elaborate the
other'.?”

The Peckhams continue their observations of this particular wasp
(see Figure 3):

When she flew away we naturally supposed that she had gone in search of her
prey, and we were on the qui vive to observe every step in her actions when she
came home. Alas! when she came back half an hour later, she was empty-
handed. She dug for four minutes, then flew off and was gone two minutes, then
returned and worked for thirty-five minutes. Another two minutes' excursion,
and then she settled down to work in good earnest and brought up load after load
of earth until the shadows grew long. We noticed that on these later trips she flew
directly away, depending upon her first careful study of the surroundings to find
her way back. At fifteen minutes after five the patient worker came to the surface,
and made a second study, this time not so detailed, of the environment, She flew
this way and that, in and out among the plants, high and low, far and near, and at
last, satisfied, rose in circles, higher and higher, and disappeared from view. We
waited for her return with all the patience at our command, from fifteen minutes
after five until fifteen minutes before seven. We felt sure that when she came
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_ FIGURE 3
Hasty Locality Study by Sphex

Source: Peckham & Peckham, op. cit. note 13, 61.

back she would bring her victim with her, and when we saw her approaching we
threw ourselves prone on the ground, eagerly expecting to see the end of the
drama; but her search had been unsuccessful — she carried nothing. In the
realms of wasp-life, disappointments are not uncommon, and this time she had us

to share her chagrin, for we felt as tired and discouraged as she perhaps did
herself.*

In assessing the meaning of an animal’s action, a verifying outcome
is not always necessary. Twice in the course of this observation the
Peckhams conjecture that the wasp has gone hunting, though both
times the wasp returns without prey. Instead of taking the wasp’s
empty-handedness as grounds to doubt the correctness of their
original judgement, the Peckhams understand it as indicating that
she failed to capture prey. The basis of their assessment that she has
been hunting unsuccessfully is that the next logical step, after the
wasp has dug and worked on her nest, is to provision it with
captured prey. The Peckhams' reasoning, then, preserves the logical
connection of actions, revealing that a tacit commitment to the
meaningfulness of the wasp's actions imbues how they witness her
activities, even in the absence of solid evidence. In affinity with
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Verstehen reasoning, even while there is no direct access to the
wasp's whereabouts or activities when she is away, the meaningful-
ness of actions is preserved by maintaining a view that they are
organized in logical sequence: while there is plainly no guarantee,
or proof, that the Peckhams’ interpretation is correct, the effect of
their reasoning on the basis of the wasp’s orientation to a logical
sequence of actions is to sustain a picture of subjective presence and
coherent agency. .

Indeed, there is method and logic to all the actions of the wasp in
this episode. When she flies off for short periods of time, she makes
no study of the nest’s location; when she flies away to be gone m.oq
an extended period of time she makes another study, which is,
however, less detailed than the very first one. It is noteworthy that,
while the Peckhams do not explicitly attribute intent and knowledge
to the wasp, both intent and knowledge are tacitly embedded in the
apprehension of the wasp's actions. As she makes no study of the
location before leaving for short periods, it is intimated that she
intends to be gone briefly. When she is about to leave for a longer
period, she makes a second study, indicating her m:R::o: to be
gone for an extended time; her second study, however, is ‘hasty’ as
she already knows the locality from her first ‘thorough’ study (see
Figures 2 and 3).

Maintaining the logical link of the wasp’s activities is thus
entangled with their implicit embodiment of knowledge and ::n._..-
tion. By presenting, and when necessary preserving, the sequential
logic of the wasp's actions, mental predicates are implicitly Em.an
applicable and pertinent. The Peckhams do not directly ascribe
mental processes or states to the wasp: the relevance of intent and
knowledge in the wasp’s world emerges as an effect of, rather than
an attribution in, their writing. This point will be elaborated later
on, in connection with the theme of anthropomorphism.

Returning for a final time to this particular episode with the
Sphex, what follow are the concluding passages. The wnm_&wsm
write that the next day the wasp was finally successful in bringing

a light green meadow-grasshopper which was held in the mouth and supported
by the forelegs, which were folded under. On arriving, the prey was placed, head
first, near the entrance, while the wasp went in, probably to reassure herself that
all was right. Soon she appeared at the door of the nest and remained motionless
for some moments, gazing intently at her treasure. Then seizing it (we thought by
an antenna) she dragged it head first into the tunnel "'
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Throughout the entire episode with this Sphex, the nuances of her
actions are conveyed, their modifications relative to what happened
before and what is about to happen, and their reiterations in slightly
different versions. For instance, in this particular passage, the
Peckhams narrate the small detail that the wasp ‘gazes intently’ at
her prey for some moments before dragging it into her burrow.

Relating this type of detail has a significant effect on the reader's
understanding and reception of the scene. Even if it does not embed
intention and knowledge with the same directness as the wasp’s
modifications of her locality study, the detail that the wasp was
‘gazing intently’ at her prey conveys the local modularity of action,
and thus its subjective expressiveness. Though the Peckhams put
forth no explicit philosophy with respect to the ‘question of animal
mind’, the description of this type of detail intrinsically subverts the
portrayal of wasps (or any other animal) in accordance with a
mechanistic perspective. The understanding of animals as mindful
emerges, not as a philosophical statement, but as a consequence of
the method of episodic, detailed description of their behaviours. As
I have elaborated elsewhere, the inverse also holds: animal behav-
iour can appear automated as a consequence of a descriptive
technology that is generic and thin. When the writing focuses on the
case of the concrete individual, inevitably, there are local peculiar-
ities and modifications conveyed in the description of behaviours.
Inversely, when the writing presents the generic individual, or the
typical case, behavioural patterns are made to appear uniform and
even mechanical. Thus, contrasting portrayals of animals as mindful
versus mindless may emerge, not so much as a corollary of the
writer's particular philosophical positions, as a consequence of
different methodologies of inscribing natural behaviour.

In the final set of events surrounding this particular Sphex, after
she laid her egg in the nest and flew off, the Peckhams dug up her
nest, to retrieve and study the caterpillar and the attached egg. The
remarkable events that ensued are then related:

We had not supposed that the digging up of her nest would much disturb our
Sphex, since her connection with it was so nearly at an end: but in this we were
mistaken. When we returned to the garden about half an hour after we had done
the deed, we heard her loud and anxious humming from the distance. She was
searching far and near for her treasure house, returning every few minutes to the
right spot, although the upturned earth had entirely changed its appearance. She
seemed unable to believe her eyes, and her persistent refusal to accept the fact
that her nest had been destroyed was pathetic. She lingered about the garden all
through the day, and made so many visits to us, getting under our umbrellas and
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thrusting her tremendous personality into our very faces, that we wondered if she
were trying to question us as to the whereabouts of her property. Later we
leamned that we had wronged her more deeply than we knew. :ﬁ we not
interfered she would have excavated several cells to the side of the main E::o_.
storing a grasshopper in each. Who knows ..__..._ perhaps our Golden U.mmn.,.
standing among the ruins of her home, or peering under our umbrella, said to

herself: ‘Men are poor things; I don’t know why the world thinks so much of

them'. ¥

This passage reveals a feature of undecidability of En Enmasm‘om
animal behaviour that sets it apart from the occasional undecid-
ability of the meaning of human action. So far I have aimed to show
how naturalists engage Verstehen practices of commonsense per-
ception and reasoning in order to grasp the m.._._u.ﬁnce.n meaning of
action. Interpretation and understanding are achieved on ::.u basis of
both the scenic qualities of activities or events and E:.m. is known
about them (through others’ studies, repeated observations, or ex-
perimentation) in their full temporal nx_osmwozm.._s Em course of
human (inter)action, when Verstehen fails remedial .mn:oz may c.n
taken in what Garfinkel and Sacks call .moaﬂc_m::m... which is
‘saying-in-so-many-words-what-we-are-doing’. Formulating can be
used to remedy equivocality or unclarity. In the course o.m convers-
ing, for example, a problematic feature of the conversation can be
isolated and itself turned into the topic of conversation. Participants
are then not only ‘doing’ but ‘saying-in-so-many-words-what-they-
are-doing’. > o
‘Saying in so many words what we are ao:...m is clearly not an
option when there is failure to lay an unequivocal hold on the
meaning of animal action. One remarkable facet of the story of E.o
wasp's intense response to the destruction of her nest is that .z
makes the absence of the option to ‘formulate’ visible. The wasp’s
actions can almost be apprehended as a plea or a demand for E..
account. In her bewilderment — her ‘inability to believe her eyes
— there is an intractable unclarity about how, specifically, to
understand her reaction (that is, as distressed, saddened, .m_..maqoa.
uncomprehending, shocked, and so on). Her .EEm.z:m her immense
personality’ in the Peckhams’ faces, invokes an _._._‘otmnmc_n.an@n:
of knowledge about what she is doing (accusing, questioning,
suspecting, attempting to communicate, or whatever). Inn.nrma.mo.n
response appears intelligent and poignant, yet, at the same time, it is
almost a testimony to the absence of what, for the human form of
life, involves the ‘precision’ of words. While this want of a stable
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sense to her actions appears irremediable, so is the feeling that there
is sense to them: her actions are overflowing with meaning, but her
words are missing. It is not, therefore, coincidental that the ob-
servers ‘put words in her mouth’. However, it is also quite clear that
these words — ‘Men are poor things; I don’t know why the world
thinks so much of them’ — are not given by the Peckhams as a
serious possibility of the wasp's thoughts, but as a literary solution
to their epistemological impasse.

While the absence of the option of formulating as a method of
communicatively clarifying the sense of action reveals a distance
between human observer and animal subject, at the same time, an
affinity between the two worlds is suggested in this passage with
respect to the common significance of work. ‘Working’, writes
Schutz, ‘is irrevocable. My work has changed the outer world . . . . [
cannot make undone what I have done . . .. Having realized my
work or at least portions of it, I chose once for all what has been
done and have now to bear the consequences. I cannot choose what
I want to have done’.™ The indelible and irrevocable quality of
having-worked-on-the-world is the background against which the
wasp is ‘unable to believe her eyes’ as she ‘stands among the ruins
of her home’. Through work, she has acted upon and changed her
physical and experiential world in a definite way. What is conveyed
in the description of her response is that the inexorability of this fact
— that once an aspect of the world has been physically altered this
cannot be revoked — keeps her ‘searching’ and ‘returning’ over and
over to the location of her nest.

Despite the inability to characterize the wasp's intense response
with the kind of conceptual precision that we regard as emanating
from words, a fundamental alignment between certain aspects of the
human and wasp ‘natural attitudes’ is forged in this episode.
Discussing the knowledge at hand of the human natural attitude,
Schutz writes that ‘to this stock of knowledge at hand belongs our
knowledge that the world we live in is a world of well circum-
scribed objects with definite qualities, objects among which we
move, which resist us and upon which we act’.* This fundamental
knowledge — about objects that have unforgettable significance,
about the physical contours of lived-in landscapes, with their ex-
istential permanence and alterability by, and resistance to, work —
is called forth as the background of the wasp's response to the
destruction of her work. The nest’s undoi ng undermines the hitherto
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dependable knowledge of the existential stability of objects, espe- FIGURE 4

cially objects of work. What is, then, conveyed in the wasp's
‘inability to believe her eyes’ is that this knowledge is so deeply
rooted, stable, and taken-for-granted that clear sensuous evidence of
the nest's destruction is refused (‘pathetically’), driving the wasp
into a state of crisis.

The Naturalist’s Depiction of the Trope of Work in the
Animal World

The common significations of work make the human and wasp
worlds pervious to one another, without the two worlds ever
becoming confounded. One shared signification is the aspect of
work just discussed, that of leaving a relatively permanent mark on
the world. Another signification of work, tacitly conveyed as shared
by humans and animals, is that of a practical orientation. Schutz
remarks that

we work and operate not only within but upon the world ... maodifying or
changing its objects and their mutual relationships. On the other hand, these
abjects offer resistance to our acts which we have either to overcome or to which
we have to yield. Thus, it may be correctly said that a pragmatic motive governs
our natural attitude toward the world of daily life. World, in this sense, is
something that we have to modify by our actions or that modifies our actions.*

The methodical and anonymous character of work, the continual
and appropriate adjustments of the action of work to meet the
contingencies that arise, and the use-value of the products of work,
all embody and signify what may be characterized as a practical
orientation and rationality.

This signification is an integral aspect of work, regardiess of
whether it is animal or human work. An example of how practical
rationality is embodied in the work of a wasp is perspicuous in
another story about the work of a ‘most fastidious and perfect little
worker’ (see Figure 4):

Just here must be told the story of one little wasp whose individuality stands out
in our minds more distinctly than that of any of the others, We remember her as
the most fastidious and perfect little worker of the whole season, so nice was she
in her adaptation of means to ends, so busy and contented in her labor of love,
and so pretty in her pride over the completed work, In filling up her nest she put
her head down into it and bit away the loose earth from the sides, letting it fall to
the bottom of the burrow, and then, after a quantity had accumulated, jammed it

Ammophila Urnaria Using Stone to Pound Down Earth Over Nest

Source: Peckham & Peckham, op. cit. note 13, 39,

”__“E_._zaﬂnmusq” h._.”“ Nw”d:_ _“ME.__ hsmscﬂ_ﬁ.zmu_ from outside and pressed in, and
g he sides. When, at last, the filling was level with th
ground, she brought a quantity of fine grains of di icki 5
min_a__ pebble in her mandibles, used it wm a _.M._.:En_” m__“H “M.H“m wh”m:m_mwﬁm “ﬂ”
WMMM_. M_ﬁ_ﬁ? thus making this spot as hard and firm as the surrounding surface.
ol _Mn qnmo.c_a _.nnM<nq m.oq. our astonishment at this performance she had
e one and was Jﬂ_:mEm more earth, We then threw ourselves down
n the ground that not a motion might be lost, and in a moment we saw her pi k
up the pebble and again pound the earth into place with it, hammering now ﬂ_n
now there until all again was level. Once more the s._..:_n.ﬁqcnnnm imm_ HuMn
and :.n:. the little creature, all unconscious of the n@:..:&:m: :._Ln ..Mmaam%m
aroused in our minds — unconscious, indeed, of our very existence and m..:n.n“._-

Y -—._N r n 1} =
1l
onl on do he 5__0-# and n—o m it we gave one _a__.-m—. ﬂﬂsﬂgn:ﬂﬂw_ L=

The ﬁ_m,a..n:vmo: conveys practical rationality and orientation in the
_:nm_uoa_nm_ character of the sequence of actions, the fastidiousness
mm doing ﬁnn work and doing it well' and the appropriate modula-
tions of action with the unfoiding progress of the work. The work of
the Wwasp — especially as it is recounted in its concrete instantiation
and is thus represented as an icon of some actual rn_.n-mmn-:os“
(what H.nm: ‘episodic description’, discussed shortly) — is not
mn.no:ﬁ__m__nn_ by mechanical or passive ‘motion in space’, but is
witnessed as intentional motion that ‘generates space’.’® Another
key signification, then, that is passed on to the animal is the
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intimation of what Schutz calls ‘wide-awakeness’ — that is, active
attention and awareness — implicit in the trope of work.

By the term ‘wide-awakeness’ we want to denote a plane of consciousness of
highest tension originating in an attitude of full attention to life and its require-
ments. Only the performing and especially the working self is fully interested in
life and, hence, wide-awake. It lives within its acts and its attention is exclusively
directed to carrying its project into effect, to executing its plan. This attention is
an active not a passive one.*

The powerful suggestion of what Schutz calls wide-awakeness
plays a seminal role in the arresting, and even uncanny, quality of
the trope of work in the animal world (thus the Peckhams express
astonishment in their description of the wasp’s use of the pebble).
The action of work, in its transformation of some aspect of the
world in a methodical and useful manner, is unavoidably perceived
as committed by a unitary and aware subject.*’ Hence a wasp’s use
of a pebble as a hammer may appear unsettling, because the
practical rationality of the hammer's use, its assiduous directedness
to the end of packing the earth and its internal intentionality of
configuring the disturbed earth to match the undisturbed surround-
ings, disclose the hammer’s agent to be an aware subject. If the
effect is uncanny, it is so because it comes up against ‘the image of
“ganglion on legs” [which] dominates our view of invertebrate
animals’.*!

Episodic Description in Naturalist Writing

An important general point that emerges through the investigation
of behavioural writings is that language is not, and cannot be, a
neutral instrument in the depiction or interpretation of animal
behaviour.*? Relatedly, neither are descriptive methods neutral in-
struments. Naturalists’ attention to the detailed nuances and varia-
tions of actions is directly linked to their methodology of document-
ing episodes of animal life — that is, concrete behavioural
instances.*

This method of depicting animal behaviour that the Peckhams
deploy extensively in their work, and which is also Jean Henri
Fabre's chief method of inscription, might be referred to as ‘epi-
sodic description’. An episode is a collection of interrelated actions
and events, of notable though varying duration, involving a particu-
lar engagement or encounter. Naturalists’ consistent reliance on

S
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episodic description in their depictions of animals is a methodology
which gives prominent position to the activities of the here-and-now
of the specific animal(s); it delivers animal life concretely. It
preserves both the uniqueness and the holistic character of action.
By focusing on the singular episode, even thoroughly mundane
behaviours are rendered unique; and by narrating events in their
specific sequential integrity, the specific series of actions is as-
sembled as an ‘act’.*

These features of episodic description have important ramifica-
tions in the portrayal of animals. Two of these consequences may be
pointed out here. First, the narration of commonplace events in their
concrete expressions creates a world of everyday life in which
ordinary activities are constituted as local accomplishments of
concrete individuals. Activities acquire a significance which is not
derived from exceptional or remarkable attributes, but from the
simple and irreducible fact of their having to be achieved. Animals
emerge as the authors of their actions, no matter how routine those
actions may be. With episodic description, therefore, the fact that
actions may be commonplace and anonymous does not take away
from their having to be achieved, in some specific here-and-now by
a unique and eponymous actor.

The second point relates to reconstructing the set of actions
observed in an episode. In episodic description the actions compos-
ing an event do not merely form a series, in the sense of simply
appearing in tandem, but a sequence, in the sense that adjacent
actions are logically and meaningfully connected. A sequence
indicates that contiguous parts of an unfolding act are organization-
ally connected.*” The sequential link between actions guarantees an
episode’s internal coherence as a self-contained event, as somehow
one thing that happened. The significance of portraying actions as
unfolding sequentially is that they are thereby seen as forming a
unified and meaningful act. The holistic character of the act, then, is
an emergent quality, not in a ‘mystified’ sense, but via the preserva-
tion of the organizational continuity of the actions that comprise it.
For example, an animal may be said to be ‘hunting prey’ or
‘building a nest’ only if the continuity of actions — their sequential
affiliations — is descriptively preserved.

A passage from Fabre’s The Hunting Wasps (1915), describing an
episode of a predatory encounter between a wasp and a cricket,
exemplifies certain of the seminal features of this method of
description:
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The terrified Cricket takes to flight, hopping as fast as he can; the mv:na pursues
him hot-foot, reaches him, rushes upon him. There .?:oim. amid .r.a dust, a
confused encounter, wherein each champion, now victor, now <pj=_m=na. by
turms is at the top or at the bottom. Success, for a .._._,a_....a_._p czm_mnaoa, at an
crowns the aggressor's efforts. Despite his vigorous kicks, despite =.n. m_._mﬁﬂ o
his pincer-like mandibles, the Cricket is laid low and stretched upon his back.

The murderess soon makes her arrangements. She places herself belly _w belly
with her adversary, but in the opposite direction, grasps one of :._n threads E._ the
tip of the Cricket's abdomen with her mandibles and masters s.._:. her ?:.u- egs
the convulsive efforts of his thick hinder thighs. At the same time, her E_an_.__m-
legs hug the heaving sides of the beaten insect; and her hind-legs, pressing like
two levers on the front of the head, force the joint of the neck to open wide. The
Sphex then curves her abdomen vertically, so as to offer c:-.w an ...:s.E.nwwEn
convex surface to the Cricket's mandibles; and we mon.. not E.Ec.u_ emotion, its
poisoned lancet drive once into the victim's neck, next into the joint E. the :.o_..:
two segments of the thorax and lastly toward the abdomen. In less :.:._n .._E.._ it
takes to relate, the murder is consummated; and grn.mw:na. after m&ﬁ::m 50
disorder of her toilet, makes ready to haul home the victim, whose limbs are still
quivering in the throes of death.*®

The indelible characteristic of this portrayal is m.:q. concreteness. It is
about this wasp and this cricket. This description may recount the
typical or average predatory _unrmio].:. of the species, but as a
representation it pictures only this specific encounter. H:o. n_..no_._:-mq
emerges as a single and coherent act of hunting, .E:_.. the wasp’s
methods being meaningful as a sequence of _om_nmh._v. connected
steps. The character of the encounter as m.Ema..n_. of life mua death
owes this quality no less to the .ﬂn_._.._moa. cricket, ir@ a.w_nnm .HN
flight’, ‘hops as fast as he can’ and (in vain) defends his life wit
‘kicks’ and ‘snaps of his mandibles’. .

The actions of the wasp’s final ‘arrangements emerge as ab-
stractly rational in the methodical, deliberate and efficient way Emﬂ
she holds the cricket pinned by his limbs, m.cn_o:,_n:. and neck, E:.._n
keeping her own body out of the reach of his Emﬁ__a_.om. The aﬂm.__m
of this description intimate that the wasp’s success in overcoming
the cricket is guaranteed only as an osmooam. of _”.nq course of
actions. The visual quality of the description brings into view ::.;
the wasp's subdual of the cricket — no matter _H.oé many times it
occurs in a season, and no matter how similar it is every next time
— has always to be accomplished _onm__w‘ and in the face of the
contingencies of ‘another first time’.*’ In this sense, the same nnm_ of
hunting is episodically never the same. (It must be stressed here v”
this perspective on animal action stems from a method of portrayal,

not from a philosophy.)

e e e e e B
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Fabre’s narrative owes its force to the effects of the finely-
grained detail of the temporal unfolding of a real event. The power
of his description is not guaranteed by the intrinsically dramatic
character of the event described: the dramatic quality is equally the
consequence of the method of description which, in narrating an
episode that is happening here-and-now, advances a tacit claim to
realism. Fabre offers this description as of something real, in the
way that an image on film is given as of something real. Its jolting
effect — as the reader sees the events ‘not without emotion' — is
consequent to this cinematographic quality, which amounts to a
textual invitation to the reader to co-witness this episode. The
reader’s witnessing is perceptual on a double level, in that the
encounter between the wasp and the cricket is both seen and
enlarged. Fabre takes the reader ‘right down there with them, and
everything gets big’.** His representation of animal life invites the
merging of reading and seeing.

In Fabre’s description of the wasp and the cricket, as with the
Peckhams’ portrayals, there is a brazen immersion of the naturalist
into the animal's world. In the naturalist’s genre there is little room
for disinterestedness. As mentioned, the knowledge of naturalists is
quite opposed to the idea that objective knowledge displays emo-
tional and intellectual disengagement. Fabre and the Peckhams’
impassioned involvement is reminiscent of Barbara McClintock's
‘feeling for the organism’, as described in her intellectual biog-
raphy.* McClintock relates her ‘participant observation’ of the
chromosomes of a cell as follows:

I found that the more I worked with them the bigger and bigger [they| got, and
when | was really working with them I wasn't outside. I was down there. | was
part of the system. I was right down there with them, and everything got big. |
even was able to see the internal parts of the chromosomes — actually everything

was there. It surprised me because | actually fell as if I were right down there and
these were my friends,™

There is a double-entendre in the notion of the ‘feeling for the
organism’, One sense implies a sentimental or empathic connection
between organism and observer. The emotive denotation is mislead-
ing, for it only diverts attention from the more central meaning
of the ‘feeling for the organism’, which is McClintock’s: that of
intimate, rational knowledge of an organism acquired after years
of close association and study.®' Like McClintock becoming ‘part of
the system’, the Peckhams relate how they throw themselves on the
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ground to observe the wasps. And Fabre, with his inimitable style,
is even able to bring the reader ‘down there’ with him.*?

The Effects of Fabre’s Descriptive Style: A Grub as
Subject

As an illustration of Fabre’s power to bring the reader within the
presence of the scene described, I present his portrayal of the life of
the grub. This lengthy example is used to show the effects of two
important aspects of Fabre's writing: his use of active verbs in the
description of animal action, and the imagistic intimacy of his
depictions which bring the reader within perceptual presence of the
animal’s life. The grub described is the larva of (what becomes)

the Great Capricon beetle — ‘the chief author of the oak’s

undoing’:%*

Strange creatures, of a verity, are these grubs, for an insect of superior organiza-
tion: bits of intestines crawling about! At this time of year, the middle of autumn,
I meet them of two different ages. The older are almost as thick as one’s finger;
the others hardly attain the diameter of a pencil. [ find, in addition, pupae more or
less fully coloured, perfect insects, with a distended abdomen ready 1o leave the
trunk when the hot weather comes again. Life inside the wood, therefore, lasts
three years. How is this long period of solitude and captivity spent? In wandering
lazily through the thickness of the oak, in making roads whose rubbish serves as
food. The horse in Job swallows the ground in a figure of speech; the Capricorn’s
grub literally eats its way. With its carpenter’s gouge, a strong black mandible,
short, devoid of notches, scooped into a sharp-edged spoon, it digs the opening of
its tunnel. The piece cut out is a mouthful which, as it enters the stomach, yields
its scanty juices and accumulates behind the worker in heaps of wormed wood.
The refuse leaves room in front by passing through the worker. A labour at once
of nutrition and of road-making, the path is devoured while constructed; it is
blocked behind as it makes way ahead.* (all emphases added)

Fabre goes on to describe the grub's physique and sensory capaci-
ties in detail. Concluding that the grub senses are ‘limited to taste
and touch’, he continues:

What can be the psychology of a creature possessing such a powerful digestive
organism combined with such a feeble set of senses? . . . What have the lessons
of touch and taste contributed to that rudimentary receptacle of impressions?
Very little; almost nothing. The animal knows that the best bits possess an
astringent flavour; that the sides of a passage not carefully planed are painful to
the skin. This is the utmost limit of its acquired wisdom . . . . [D]oes the drowsily
digesting paunch remember? Does it compare? Does it reason? | defined the
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Capricorn-grub as a bit of intestine that crawls about. The undeniable accuracy of
this definition provides me with my answer: the grub has the aggregate of sense-
impressions that a bit of intestine may hope to have.”® (emphasis added)

For Fabre, even while the grub has practically no psychology, it is
not an ‘organism’, but a ‘creature possessing an organism’. Thus,
despite its lack of a psychology, the grub is still portrayed as a
subject. At this point of the story anyone familiar with Fabre's
narrative style would, in the face of the grub's total demotion to a
‘bit of intestine’, be preparing for an equally dramatic reversal in
the final denouement.

And this nothing-at-all is capable of marvelous acts of foresight; this belly, which
knows hardly aught of the present, sees very clearly into the future. Let us take
an illustration on this curious subject. For three years on end the larva wanders
about in the thick of the trunk; it goes up, goes down, turns to this side and that;
it leaves one vein for another of better flavour, but without moving too far from
the inner depths, where the temperature is milder and greater safety reigns. A day
is at hand, a dangerous day for the recluse obliged to quit its excellent retreat and
face the perils of the surface. Eating is not everything: we have to get out of this.
The larva, so well-equipped with tools and muscular strength, finds no difficulty
in going where it pleases, by boring through the wood; but does the coming
Capricorn, whose short spell of life must be spent in the open air, possess the
same advantages? Hatched inside the trunk, will the long-homed insect be able to
clear itself a way of escape? .. .%. (emphasis added)

[D]espite his stalwart appearance, the Capricorn is powerless to leave the tree-
trunk by his unaided efforts. It therefore falls to the worm, to the wisdom of that
bit of intestine, to prepare the way for him . . . Urged by a presentiment that to us
remains an unfathomable mystery, the Cerambyx-grub leaves the inside of the
oak, its peaceful retreat, its unassailable stronghold, to wriggle toward the
outside, where lives the foe, the Woodpecker . ... At the risk of its life, it
stubbornly digs and gnaws to the bark, of which it leaves no more intact than the
thinnest film, a slender screen. Sometimes, even, the rash one opens the window
wide.

This is the Capricorn’s exit-hole. The insect will have but to file the screen a
little with its mandibles, to bump against it with its forehead, in order to bring it
down; it will even have nothing to do when the window is free, as often happens.
The unskilled carpenter, burdened with his extravagant head-dress, will emerge
from the darkness through this opening when the summer heats arrive.

After the cares of the future come the cares of the present. The larva, which
has just opened the aperture of escape, refreats some distance down its gallery
and, in the side of the exit-way, digs itself a transformation-chamber more
sumptuously fumished and barricaded than any | have ever seen. It is a roomy
niche, shaped like a flattened ellipsoid, the length of which reaches eighty to a
hundred millimeters [3 to 4 inches — translator's note]. The two axes of the
cross-section vary: the horizontal measures twenty-five to thirty millimeters [1 to
1.8 inches]; the vertical measures only fifteen [0.6 inches]. This greater dimen-
sion of the cell, where the thickness of the perfect insect is concerned, leaves a
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certain scope for the action of its legs when the time comes for forcing the
barricade, which is more than a close-fitting mummy-case would do.

The barricade in question, a door which the larva builds to exclude the dangers
from without, is two- and even three-fold. Outside, it is a stack of woody refuse,
of particles of chopped timber; inside, a mineral hatch, a concave cover, all in
one piece, of a chalky white. Pretty often, but not always, there is added to these
two layers an inner casing of shavings. Behind this compound door, the larva
makes its arrangement for the metamorphosis. The sides of the chamber are
rasped, thus providing a sort of down formed of raveled woody fibers, broken
into minute shreds. The velvety matter, as and when obtained, is applied to the
wall in a continuous felt at least a millimeter thick [0.04 inches]. The chamber is
thus padded throughout with a fine swan's-down, a delicate precaution taken by
the rough worm on behalf of the tender pupa.’” (all emphases added)

When the exit-way is prepared and the cell upholstered in velvet and closed with
a three-fold barricade, the industrious worm has concluded its task. It lays aside
its tools, sheds its skin and becomes a nymph, a pupa, weakness personified, in
swaddling clothes, on a soft couch. The head is always turned toward the door.
This is a trifling detail in appearance; but it is everything in reality. To mw a..,ma
way or that in the long cell is a matter of great indifference to the grub, which is
very supple, rurning easily in its narrow lodging and adopting whatever .825_.«,:
pleases. The coming Capricorn will not enjoy the same privileges. Stiffty girt in
his horn cuirass, he will not be able to turn from end to end; he will not even be
capable of bending, if some sudden wind should make the passage difficult. He
must absolutely find the door in front of him, lest he perish in the casket. mro:..m
the grub forget this little formality, should it lie down to its nymphal sleep with
its head at the back of the cell, the Capricom is infallibly lost: his cradle becomes
a hopeless dungeon.* (all emphases added)

Fabre begins with an account of the grub's movement inside the
wood. The grub ‘wanders lazily through the thickness of the oak’,
‘eats its way’, ‘the path is devoured while constructed’ and ‘blocked
behind as it makes its way ahead’. Even though these activities are
not observable, Fabre brings his readers to the grub’s paths inside
the oak, into the presence of its slow work of ‘scooping the wood’
and ‘digging the tunnel’. He bridges the distance between human
and grub, when, referring to the grub, he writes: ‘Eating is not
everything: we have to get out of this’. Having penetrated the grub's
alien world, Fabre’s next move is to consider its psychological
experience. Assessing its sensory limitations, he concludes that the
animal knows ‘very little; almost nothing’.

While he sustains the grub’s difference in an anti-anthropo-
morphic assessment of its mental limitations, through Fabre’s
account the grub ceases to be a mere grub (in his words, a ‘nothing-
at-all’), but emerges as an active subject. The grub is portrayed as a
subject by means of two interconnected features of Fabre's account.

-
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The first is the imagistic intimacy of its world effected in the
merging of reading and seeing. Fabre’s writing opens a visual field
on the scenery described, and in this way the grub’s activities and
way of life are magnified in the reader's eyes. With this magnifica-
tion, the grub commands attention, and the existential distance
between it and the reader is abrogated. The grub is seen to own a
world, and to author the work of its world. It thus becomes a
subject.

The second facet of the grub’s constitution as subject is the
consistent portrayal of its movements as actions through the use of a
diversity of active verbs. The cumulative effect of the sustained
usage of verbs to which the grub is subject — for example, crawling
about, wandering through, making roads, eating the way, digging,
leaving, gnawing, filing, bumping against, concluding a task, re-
treating, and so forth — is to position the grub at the centre of
action. Despite the insignificance of its being, the grub becomes the
sentient force from which action radiates. Its actions embody
intentionality, in the sense of being directed differentially and
specifically to objects in its environment.

This intentionality is manifested particularly in the grub’s activ-
ities surrounding its upcoming metamorphosis. These activities are
‘work’, by virtue of altering the world in skilful and useful ways.
Indeed they are presented as carpentry, as Fabre suggests at the
outset of his description: ‘With its carpenter’s gouge, a strong black
mandible, short, devoid of notches, scooped into a sharp-edged
spoon, it digs ...". The grub fashions useful objects, such as a
‘slender screen’, a ‘window’ and an ‘exit-way’; a ‘transformation-
chamber’ with a ‘wall’ that is ‘rasped’ and ‘padded’ with a ‘con-
tinuous felt’, or a ‘fine swan’s-down’; and a ‘barricade’ or ‘com-
pound door’ made of ‘woody refuse’, a ‘mineral hatch’ and
‘shavings’. While the vernacular of objects and actions of carpentry
abates the distance between the human and the grub worlds, the two
are never confounded. The grub does not appear human-like, nor is
new light shed on human carpentry after the description of the
grub’s work. Rather it is the very anonymity of courses of action
and work that allows the grub’s activities to be admissibly consti-
tuted in terms of carpentry.

This is so because not all significations of the notion of ‘work’
are passed on, wholesale, to the grub’s activities. Importantly,
though the notion of work is conceptually connected with purpose-
fulness in human affairs,” this signification is not passed on to the
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grub, since the objective of its work — that of preparing the space
and path for the pupa and the beetle — cannot be conceived as its
‘deliberate plan’. (That is, it is not conceivable to the human
observer that the grub anticipates, and thus makes preparations for,
its metamorphoses; hence Fabre’s assessment of the grub as ‘urged
by a presentiment that to us remains an unfathomable mystery’.)
This exclusion of particular significations from the animal’s world
— for instance, the exclusion (as a consequence of the unim-
aginability) of foresight in the grub’s preparations — creates the
kind of conceptual space that allows causal explanation in animal
behavioural science to flourish. So the perplexity about why the
grub does what it does is given relief in the explanatory appearance
of technical notions, such as the classical ethological ‘fixed action
pattern’, or the sociobiological ‘genetic programme’. Under the
auspices of such specialized terms, ‘rational’ behaviour — for
which no reasons or plans are forthcoming — can be enacted by
what are regarded as ‘non-rational’ organisms.

Implications regarding Anthropomorphism

The Verstehen perspective on animal life as ‘meaningful from the
outset’, and its consequent description in the vernacular terms of
action, draw the charge of ‘anthropomorphism’.% Anthropomorph-
ism is viewed pejoratively as an erroneous likening between ani-
mals and humans, an unwarranted extension of a subjective per-
spective to animal being. The objection to anthropomorphizing
animals is commonly cast as a heightened expression of sceptical
misgivings with the Verstehen approach in general. Thus, the
accessibility of a ‘subjective orientation’ is viewed as troublesome
in connection with both human and animal action; subjectivity is
then pictured as especially problematic, if not intractable, in the
latter case. Sceptical misgivings about animals as subjects are
voiced vociferously, since the relative privacy of meaning of human
action ostensibly becomes absolute inscrutability in the case of
animal action. The ethologist S.A. Barnett, for instance, articulates
this idea, which has been extremely widespread in the behavioural
sciences of the twentieth century.

It is difficult to speak objectively about behaviour because a human being
ordinarily describes the things he sees by reference to other, more familiar things;
and the most familiar behaviour is one’s own. In the attempt to explain
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behaviour, we attribute our own awareness, feelings and thoughts, not only to

other people (as, with due caution, we must), but also to other species. This
anthropomorphism can lead to eror ., . .%'

Barnett identifies the human subject, in isolation, as the starting
point and centre of knowledge. On this foundation, an objective
view of any behaviour becomes deeply problematic, for an un-
bridgeable hiatus is created, from the outset, between the source of
knowledge and the object of knowledge.

Anthropomorphism is generally defined as the ascription of
human mental experiences to animals.®” The analysis of naturalist
writing allows for a more specific appreciation of the constituents of
anthropomorphism, of how it is created in the writing, and of its
relationship with a Verstehen perspective. What emerges with the
examination of naturalists like the Peckhams and Fabre is that
anthropomorphism is not straightforwardly a matter of ascribing
mental experiences, or as Barnett puts it, of ‘attributing our own
awareness, feelings and thoughts' to animals. While the naturalist
portrayals examined are, beyond doubt, ‘anthropomorphic’, such
attributions are not prominent features. At the same time, ‘aware-
ness, feelings and thoughts’ are far from irrelevant to the naturalist
genre: an important qualification is that such notions do not appear
as attributions in the writing, as much as they emerge as effects of
the writing.

This distinction between attribution and effect is significant with
respect to mental predicates. Thus, for instance, ‘awareness’ is not
an attribute of a subject that is made compellingly present simply by
being enunciated as present. Rather, awareness emerges as a corol-
lary to the way an action, or a sequence of actions, is perceived and
described. To illustrate with an example, Fabre describes a Sphex
(a wasp) that, upon returning to her burrow with captured prey,
finds a Preying Mantis on a blade of grass near the burrow’s
entrance. The Sphex takes notice of the Mantis — ‘she lets go of
her game and pluckily rushes upon the Mantis’. The Mantis,
however, stays where it is, and Fabre observes:

The Sphex goes back to her capture, harnesses herself to the antennae and boldly
passes under the blade of grass whereupon the other sits perched. By the
direction of her head we can see that she is on her guard and that she holds the
enemy rooted, motionless, under the menace of her eyes.*’

In this recounting, Fabre does not directly attribute the mental state
of awareness to the wasp. Instead, the tenor of describing ‘the
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direction of the Sphex’s head’ as betraying that she ‘holds the
Mantis rooted with her eyes’ delivers the Sphex’s awareness as a
viewable facet of the tension of the animals’ engagement. Here
‘awareness’ emanates from the totality of prior conditions and
unfolding events — that is to say, from the setting (the Mantis near
the burrow and the wasp returning with her prey), the subsequent
actions of the wasp’s rushing upon, passing under, and looking at
the Mantis, and the tension of an uncertain future, all closely
monitored and anticipated with the eyes’ focus. In short, without
any mention of the concept, ‘awareness’ emerges as an integral
feature of the scenery — a scenery approached with the Verstehen
interest in the perspective of the actors themselves. An :‘..o_.mnnm:a
atmosphere imbued with awareness ‘stands fast’, in Emzmnamnn_:..m
words, ‘not because it is intrinsically obvious or convincing; it is
rather held fast by what lies around it’.*

In short, a direct attribution of human mental experiences is not a
necessary feature of anthropomorphism. In the naturalist genre,
anthropomorphism is connected with an interest in the immanent
meaning of actions and events; this meaning is consistently de-
livered in the ordinary language of action. The significant con-
sequence of this particular use of language is the onnmzm: of a
conceptual environment within which modalities of =..==._. can
emerge as natural, scenic or compelling features. It is not surprising,
therefore, that critics of anthropomorphism not only warn against,
and attempt to purge, mental vocabulary, but more importantly,
offer as a remedy the importation of a technical _m:m:mmn.cm
behaviour to replace, insofar as it is possible, ordinary action
concepts.®

Conclusion

In this paper, my aim has been to investigate certain features of
naturalists’ Verstehen approach to animals. Naturalists understand
animal life as subjectively meaningful. Their task is to grasp and
communicate that meaning, using ordinary-language reasoning of
perceiving, understanding, and interpreting action. Their reasoning
cannot be formalized into a set of precepts, but is composed of a
diversity of procedures for discerning the sense of actions, qmsww_..m
from direct and confident perception of meaning, to interpretation
on the basis of scenic evidence (sometimes in combination with
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other sources of knowledge), to inference that may be contestable,
tenuous, or uncertain.

My examination of the writings of the Peckhams and Fabre
reveals certain of the features that assemble the reader’s focus on
animal action as meaningful: an understanding of the fullness of life
conveyed by depicting action as a perennial element of living (that
is, the animal is always-in-action); the presentation of the animal’s
world as a lifeworld populated by existentially eponymous actors
with an everyday life which is (often) shared and (always) replete
with action; the play of the Here and There between the human and
animal perspectives, accomplished especially via the shared vocab-
ulary of objects and actions. I have also identified certain of the
related methods of the Verstehen approach to animal life: episodic
description (that is, the recounting of some concrete here-and-now,
which communicates that action is always an achievement); imag-
istic intimacy (that is, a thickness and richness of description which
transforms the [interested] reader into a ‘virtual witness’ of the
behavioural scenery);* and the plethoric use of action verbs in the
active voice, delivering animals as authors of their actions. And
finally, the authors’ expression of passionate involvement which
galvanizes the writing (one commentator, for example, characterizes
Fabre's work, appositely, as ‘epic’).”’

My interest in this paper has been to elucidate naturalist knowl-
edge of animals, rather than to evaluate its ‘ultimate’ epistemic
status. Hence, I have refrained from characterizing this form of
knowledge as either ‘constructed’ or ‘realistic’. A strong con-
structivist viewpoint ironicizes the naturalists’ own perspective,
since the Peckhams and Fabre offer their descriptions and accounts
as representationally faithful to the phenomena under observation
and investigation. On the other hand, a realist assessment of natural-
ist writing commits the (obverse) intellectual error of an uncritical
acceptance of the writer's own self-presentation. Yet even beyond
these shortcomings, the deeper issue is that neither a constructivist
nor a realist perspective ultimately captures the finesse and power of
the naturalist’s understanding. This genre is strongly perspectival —
working with a background presupposition of animal life as sub-
jectively meaningful, as well as foregoing an attitude of disinter-
ested detachment. At the same time, it is candidly accountable —
with every case of behavioural description or analysis endeavouring
to be answerable to robust and ratifiable standards of perception,
argumentation, and interpretation.
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COMMENT

o ABSTRACT

The saciology of scientific knowledge is an empirical discipline, but
occasionally it can be fruitful to reflect on its methodological basis. Critics
have sometimes claimed that it is committed to a form of ‘idealism’ — that
is, to discounting or playing down the input of the material world. This
arises because sociologists often sum up their conclusions by saying that
‘knowledge is a social institution’, or that ‘concepts are institutions’, If we
think of social institutions according to the self-referential or performative
model outlined by Barry Barnes, this may at first seem to reinforce and
justify the charge of idealism. The main argument of this Comment is to
show that while an ‘idealist’ account of institutions is correct, the
conclusion alleged by the critics does not follow. A secondary purpose is
to compare Barnes’ account of institutions with recent work by John
Searle, and to show the significance of their different underlying
assumptions about the nature of meaning.

Idealism and the Sociology of Knowledge

David Bloor

I want to begin by looking at an old problem surrounding the
sociology of knowledge. The problem arises from the suspicion,
harboured by many philosophers, that sociologists of knowledge are
committed to some form of ‘anti-realism’. That is, they are com-
mitted to an approach that represents belief as having nothing, or
very little, to do with an independent reality. The charge comes
down to this: sociologists of knowledge portray the world as if it
depended on belief, rather than belief depending on how things
stand in the world. In other words, the accusation is one of idealism.
[ shall try to answer this charge and show that it is not true. There is
no built-in commitment to idealism of this form implied by, or
necessary to, the practice of the sociology of knowledge — not even
to a determined and thorough-going commitment to this approach.

Here is my ground plan. First, I shall show why the accusation of
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