
 
 
 

RICE UNIVERSITY 
 
 
 

By 
 
 
 

A THESIS SUBMITTED 
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE 
REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE 

 
 
 

APPROVED, THESIS COMMITTEE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

Cymene Howe

Doctor of Philosophy

James Faubion

Cary Wolfe

Drew Robert Winter

April 2020

Cymene Howe (Apr 15, 2020)

James Faubion (Apr 15, 2020)
James Faubion

Cary Wolfe (Apr 16, 2020)
Cary Wolfe

https://riceuniversity.na1.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAA2ElUVpDDYXRshDRrpfqxwhFHaD7ulJBa
https://secure.na1.echosign.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAA2ElUVpDDYXRshDRrpfqxwhFHaD7ulJBa
https://riceuniversity.na1.documents.adobe.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAA2ElUVpDDYXRshDRrpfqxwhFHaD7ulJBa


i 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

Abstract 

 

Hyperanimals: framing livestock and climate change in Danish Imaginaries 

 

By 

 

Drew Robert Winter 

 

The IPCC and UN FAO have both suggested a global reduction in meat consumption to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions. But how do nations and citizens resolve tensions between ecological 

stewardship and meat consumption? What is implied in eating meat and raising livestock in a 

country where the historical imaginary yokes national values to the pig-producing countryside? 

To answer these questions, this dissertation examines how climate change is affecting meat 

consumption and production logics in Denmark. Though the country has a reputation for 

progressive environmental policy, its formerly large agricultural sector continues to exert 

disproportionate political influence, and many citizens consider pork its most "traditional" food. 

In 2016, a publicly-funded advisory council issued a report suggesting that parliament pass a 

beef tax to reduce consumption and reflect its environmental impact. The report was the most 

controversial the council had ever issued, with members receiving angry phone calls and 

politicians arguing the council should be disbanded. The proposal put national tensions between 

sustainability and agriculture in full view, and it became clear that such a tax would not be 

passed. Based on 16 months of fieldwork with meat industry workers, food innovation NGOs, 

environmental activists, and animal rights advocates, this dissertation explores how stakeholders 

in the meat-climate debate produce and enact knowledge; while industry scientists used 
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quantification as a stand-in for making ethical claims, NGOs attempted to make new 

environmental subjects through educational eating programs and pressure campaigns to increase 

availability of plant-based foods. These efforts are contrasted with activists who work directly 

with animals, whose work is biopolitical and affective. All actors claim to be in favor of 

"environmental sustainability" but are governed by conflicting internal regimes and motivations. 

What emerged was a hydra of anxieties not just about climate but human-animal relationships in 

general, that I call "hyperanimal." 
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Introduction  

Five of us stood outside the Super Brugsen grocery market, handing out leaflets while our 

hands shivered under the off-white sky. It was the third market we'd leafleted that afternoon. My 

colleague offered a leaflet to a man in his sixties who was clutching frikadeller (Danish 

meatballs) against his chest with one arm. He refused the leaflet, but began speaking to my 

colleague.  

“Meatballs are the truth!” the man declared confidently, pointing to the stack of meatballs 

resting on his chest. “Meatballs are real. Meatballs are the only truth” he repeated. “I don’t 

disrespect EcoJustice, but everything they do is shit.”1 

The leaflet was not related to climate change or meat, but rather to a particular brand of 

toilet paper that was using trees logged from circumpolar forests. He did not yell, or contort his 

face in anger—he gently wagged his index finger with the confidence of a retiree who saw this 

21-year-old volunteer as well-intentioned, but naïve and misguided. I was too far away to hear 

his exact words, but his smile confirmed the tone that my colleague later disclosed. I knew 

immediately that this incident—an elderly Danish man standing outside in the rain, emphatically 

pointing to pork chops and saying “meatballs are the only truth” would be a highlight of my 

research on attitudes towards meat’s climatological impact. It encompassed the modern 

discussion around meat and climate change, if in a caricatured way: a young student of 

environmental science attempted to diplomatically persuade an elderly man who clung to his 

 
1The man used the Danish word “lort” which literally means “shit” in the sense of excrement. 
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relationship to familiarity and physical presence so much that he actually scolded her for acting 

on claims that she—to him—could not see and feel with her own senses. He was declaring the 

value of these meats in their tangibility, their immediacy, and their understood utility—in 

contrast to the abstract, distant (in time and space), and allegedly vague values of ecological 

advocacy championed by activists like the woman who offered him a leaflet outside of his 

grocery store. This scene is not memorable for some kind of lurid humor about a man standing 

on a street corner arguing that the ultimate font of knowledge comes from ground beef. It is 

memorable because the man’s protective feelings towards frikadeller are indicative of a growing, 

uncomfortable conversation across Denmark, that is forcing officials and regular citizens to 

reconcile claims they often make about their country.  

Increasingly, livestock is becoming an environmental concern. Humans and domesticated 

animals now constitute 96 percent (36+60, respectively) of all mammalian biomass on the planet 

(Bar-On, Phillips, and Milo 2018). But enfolded along with this recent concern are a plethora of 

other anxieties: since the 1980s, the notion of animals as rights-bearing subjects has become a 

commonplace social concern, further supported by the 2012 Cambridge Declaration on 

nonhuman animal consciousness (Lowe 2012). Many social scientists have argued that 

animals—and the meat they produce—are shot through with gendered, classed, and ethnic 

meaning. More recent anxieties about greenhouse gases or suffering subjects does not, however, 

remove longstanding symbolic and material economies, but rather complicates them. This 

dissertation asks: how do nations and citizens resolve tensions between ecological stewardship 

and meat consumption? What is implied in eating meat and raising livestock in a country where 

the historical imaginary yokes national values to the pig-producing countryside? To answer these 
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questions, this dissertation triangulates the social, ethical, political, environmental, and aesthetic 

relationship between food practices, animal bodies, and climate change. The goal is to examine 

how climate change is affecting meat consumption and production logics in Denmark.  

What follows is an anthropology of ethics, specifically an ethics oriented towards species 

of nonhuman animals raised for food. The fieldwork was originally undertaken with the aim to 

understand how the dimension of climate change was affecting how farmed animals were 

conceived by major discursive actors in Denmark—a small country that, as several interlocutors 

put it, treats meat like Americans treat guns. The reason it is an anthropology of ethics is due to 

the nature of the interventions into animal agriculture at the time: the state had, for all intents and 

purposes, refused to make substantial overtures to impose new regulations to accommodate the 

findings of the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO). Aside from some 

symbolic acts by members of a few left-wing parties (detailed below), the state was not prepared 

to make any major policy actions, or to create a substantial educational campaign at the national 

or local level, to redirect its population away from its meat consumption levels. The most 

adamant that consumers would need to be the driving force of shifts was the industry itself, 

which I detail in chapter 1, whose ethical approach was dissolved into quantification and deferral 

to consumers. 

Structure of the Introduction 

The Introduction is structured as follows: first I will give background on contemporary 

Denmark and the environmental stakes to situate the premise for my inquiry. Next, I will 

introduce the central domain of my inquiry: the ethical. This will be followed by a brief 
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historical account of Denmark and in particular its agricultural development, to explain what lies 

behind the contemporary political debates over a beef tax, which I explain using Nicole Shukin's 

concept of "animal capital." This moment is critical, for it establishes the limits of the political 

domain to engage what I call the "meat-climate debate" (hence the ethical focus in the 

ethnographic chapters). With this historical and archival foundation in place I lay out my 

theoretical commitments and methodology, closing with a summary of chapters to follow.  

Why Denmark 

Denmark has been a world leader in sustainability practices and politics, receiving 

international praise from environmentalists and renewable energy proponents. The NGO 

Germanwatch, which rates the top 58 CO2-emitting nations each year according to climate 

policy, efficiency, renewable energies, and development of emissions in its Climate Change 

Performance Index (Burck et al. 2017), put Denmark ahead of all other countries for the last 

three years. "Green values are socially embedded" (Ingebritsen 2012:92): a 2008 study reported 

that Danish citizens were among the most confident that they were informed about issues related 

to climate change, the most supportive of renewable energy, most willing to pay more for green 

energy, and most likely to see it as their duty as citizens to take action to mitigate climate change 

(Eurobarometer 2009). Denmark set a world record by generating 43 percent of its total energy 

needs from wind power in 2017—the 9th record it set in 10 years (Reuters 2018). Denmark is 

also home to the world’s largest wind turbine maker (Vestas) and the largest offshore wind farm 

developer (Orsted). Growing up in suburban Michigan, where disposal categories were merely 

“trash” and “recycling”, I struggled to understand the parameters of the half-dozen variously 
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colored bins outside my rented flat. (Why, I thought, is there one bin labeled “papir” (“paper”) 

and another labeled “pap”, which I assumed was just a shorter way of saying “papir? Why isn’t 

there a bin for glass? What counts as a plastic container?) All of these questions were answered, 

and the intention here is not to paint Copenhagen’s recycling system as a Kafkaesque 

bureaucracy: on the contrary, it is meant to illustrate a level of sophistication and expectation of 

its citizens I did not witness in Michigan, much less my years in Houston, Texas. Despite these 

high marks, many Danes and environmental organizations were unsatisfied with the country’s 

pace of change. Although rated higher than any other nation in the CCPI rankings, the top three 

spots were intentionally left blank, as no nation was performing adequately enough to meet the 

carbon emissions needs set forth in the Paris Agreement, which acknowledged the IPCC’s 

recommendation to keep global rise in temperatures well below 2 degrees higher than the pre-

industrial era (a figure now reduced to 1.5C, IPCC 2018). This is the situation in which many 

Danish environmentalists found themselves, and a multitude of nonprofit organizations exist to 

press the Danish government and private companies to improve their carbon footprint. Denmark, 

however, is also a world leader in an industry that is environmentally hazardous and yet often 

overlooked by environmental interests: animal agriculture. 

Denmark is the largest pork exporter in the EU, with about 90 percent of their 28 million 

hogs destined for international markets in 140 countries. It is the eighth largest agricultural 

exporter in the world, with more than one third of export income deriving from the food industry 

(Mordhorst 2014:116). Danes often cite economic health to defend their pork industry: hog 

production exists in the Danish imagination as the industry that saved the country’s economy in 

the 19th century. Grain was the primary export until the 18th century when the supply of Russian 
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grain entered European markets, and increasingly affluent Brits demanded larger quantities of 

meat. Pork production increased gradually, and live pigs to German markets became a key 

export. The power of the agricultural industry—especially livestock, and within that, especially 

pork—created a number of political parties that closely allied themselves with farmers’ interests. 

Additionally, almost all farmers were members of unions. Agriculture continued to hold pivotal 

influence until at least the 1920s (Segers, Bieleman, and Buyst 2009:216). A 2012 European 

Commission report found that Denmark's GHG output was 12 percent per capita higher than the 

EU average, with 21 percent of its emissions coming from agriculture (9 percent higher than the 

EU average) (Eberle et al. 2012). While Danes were particularly eco-conscious, they also tended 

to consume a lot of meat per-capita (Biltoft-Jensen et al. 2016; Ovesen et al. 2002). 

Perusing the scholarly and popular literature on climate change when I began research for 

this project in 2014, animal agriculture was rarely mentioned. Denmark’s pork and dairy 

industries loom large in the public imagination, if no longer the country’s GDP. The current 

climate around immigration only reinforces narratives of tradition, with pork dishes often the 

selection of choice to stand in for ethnic Danishness and tradition—what the sociologist Michael 

Billig calls “banal nationalism” (1995). Pork’s use in this way, as a concrete grip on what it 

means to be Danish is part of my route to pose larger questions about what kinds of cultural 

traditions are being reinforced, reworked, and removed in the face of increasing anxieties about 

their contribution to dramatic ecological shifts. What are the ethics deployed that come to grips 

with new knowledges about the carbon emissions resulting from our everyday lives, particularly 

those to which we attach a strong sense of identity? 



13 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

Environmental stakes 

 In 2007, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) released a report 

entitled Livestock's Long Shadow, with the aim to  

raise the attention of both the technical and the general public to the very substantial 

contribution of animal agriculture to climate change and air pollution, to land, soil and 

water degradation and to the reduction of biodiversity. This is not done simply to blame 

the rapidly growing and intensifying global livestock sector for severely damaging the 

environment but to encourage decisive measures at the technical and political levels for 

mitigating such damage (FAO 2007). 

 

The report claimed that, 

overall, livestock activities contribute to an estimated 18 percent of global greenhouse 

gas emissions from the five major sectors for greenhouse gas reporting: energy, industry, 

waste, land use, land use change and forestry (LULUCF) and agriculture. 

 

In global anthropogenic emissions, livestock accounted for 9 percent of carbon dioxide, 

30-40 percent of methane (about 30 times more potent than CO2), and 65 percent of nitrous 

oxide (300 times more potent than CO2). In addition to emissions, animal agriculture contributes 

to the greenhouse effect because of mass deforestation required to plant feed crops or raise cattle; 

forests are a natural form of carbon sequestration. Most famously, the report pointed out that 

animal agriculture—accounting for all of its peripheral emissions—actually surpassed the 

emissions produced by all of the exhaust produced by transportation vehicles in the world. The 

report was the first major, credible report that reached a widespread audience about animal 

agriculture's role in climate change.  
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A subsequent FAO report was released in 2013, entitled Tackling climate change through 

livestock – a global assessment of emissions and mitigation opportunities. This report 

recalculated the overall percentage of livestock's contribution to climate change 14.5 percent 

from its 18 percent figure, but added that "livestock supply chains are an important contributor to 

climate change" and "the livestock sector should be part of any solution to climate change: its 

GHG emissions are substantial." 

The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), in its 2019 Special Report on 

Climate Change and Land, wrote that food production makes up "ca. 25-30% of total GHG 

emissions" and made a specific recommendation:  

Consumption of healthy and sustainable diets presents major opportunities for reducing 

GHG emissions from food systems and improving health outcomes (high confidence). 

Examples of healthy and sustainable diets are high in coarse grains, pulses, fruits and 

vegetables, and nuts and seeds; low in energy-intensive animal-sourced and discretionary 

foods (such as sugary beverages) (Mbow and Rosenzweig 2019). 

 

 In 2019, the FAO released an action plan for lowering carbon emissions associated with 

livestock production. The bulk of the suggestions were to boost efficiency within livestock 

production, but also cited changing types of animal protein, and switching to more plant-based 

proteins, as an alternative: 

With heightened awareness, there is growing consumer interest (particularly in HICs) in 

lower-emitting ASF, such as poultry meat and eggs, and plant-based alternative protein 

sources. Such alternatives appeal to consumer concerns about their personal diets, 

environmental footprints and animal welfare (FAO 2019).  
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If these reports are to be believed, then a reorganization of animal agriculture—

substantially contracted, entirely eliminated, or radically reconfigured—are necessary 

components of meeting the required threshold. Agricultural practices, and, in very high 

likelihood, consumption practices—must be changed to account for the current system's 

contributions to GHG emissions.  

Denmark is also one of the most affluent nations in the world, consistently ranking 

among the least financially unequal countries according to the OECD (Causa et al. 2016). 

Though a flat series of islands and peninsula extending from Germany, Denmark's land mass will 

remain almost completely intact even according to more aggressive projections, with the main 

threats being to beach houses on the west coast of Jutland. Mitigation methods proposed for this 

sea level rise include increased dykes, floodgates, and ceasing new construction in high-risk 

coastal zones (Dronkers and Stojanovic 2016). The government's 2008 strategy for climate 

change adaptation found that "opportunities for continuous climate change adaptation are 

generally good" and have not updated their concern for national sea-level rise since then 

(Danmark et al. 2008). None of my interlocutors mentioned sea level rise as a potential threat. 

The country’s northern location also mean it is not severely threatened by the rising temperatures 

that may render life near the equator impossible within a few hundred years, if current trends 

continue. The passion felt by the activists I worked with is not an act of personal survival, but 

what they believe to be an ethical imperative: although they can live a relatively affluent life, 

free of the ongoing and soon arriving hazards of climate change, the most likely hardship they 

will have in their lifetime due to climate change will be issues of food imports and climate 

refugees. The importance of this ethical outlook for my interlocutors will become apparent, but 
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for now suffice to say that these activists find themselves in a quandary of how to live true to 

their values despite the limitations placed on the institutions to which they feel they have access 

and responsibility. 

An anthropology of ethics 

In this section I will explain the central mode of observation across my field sites: 

namely, an anthropological investigation of ethical schemas. I say "ethical schemas" to 

differentiate the actual processes of ethical subject-making from the ethical values themselves, 

which take a secondary role. This is for two reasons: first, the ethical values are often far from 

novel and elucidated straightforwardly; second, the ethical values promoted were constituted by 

the regimes that structure ethical programs around those values, and those regimes were 

structured by a wider social milieu (i.e. the histories, imaginaries, and contemporary political 

contexts I outline below). However I draw a distinction between what Hegel calls "Moralitat" 

and "Sittlichkeit" wherein the former represents the ethical principles themselves, and the latter 

their embodied manifestation (Hegel 1952, from Faubion 2011).  

Due to the absence of state action, the burden for the shift in agricultural production and 

consumption fell to NGOs of various stripes, who are the ethnographic focus of this work. Some 

were only focused on meat as a climatological vector. Others were primarily interested in the 

animal as a suffering subject, but used the evidence of animal agriculture's detrimental 

environmental impacts to further push for their animal liberation agenda to de-commodify and 

give rights to nonhuman animals. Still others were primarily focused on food as an aesthetic 

object, and promoted their programs as a way to enjoy good food while also fostering a 
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"sustainable" mindset. But in all of these cases, the discursive move to frame meat and other 

animal products, like milk and eggs, as "unsustainable" and therefore requiring mitigation, 

required an ethical apparatus in lieu of mandates by states or ecclesiastical bodies. The discursive 

move had to be accompanied by an educational schema to reach their targets. In a few cases, the 

educational schema were meant to have an impact, direct or indirect, on individuals as citizens: 

the foraging experts in chapter 2B, chiefly engaged in a type of environmental subjectivation, a 

concept I borrow from Arun Agrawal, that was meant to produce concern among the citizenry 

that would then impose itself on the state apparatus. The values imparted here were general, 

philosophical, and affective—how those translated to political issues (avoided during 

pedagogical discussion) was up to the student to determine. In other cases, ethical schemas were 

promoted to modify consumption among consumer citizens. Consumer-citizens are meant to 

respond to issues of national importance through their consumption habits. The onus was on 

them, as consumers to change their methods of purchasing or otherwise obtaining food, to reduce 

demand. Because the status quo maintained levels of meat consumption that were relatively high 

on a global level, and because the industries supporting them were not under threat of a direct 

attack, new apparatuses of biopolitical environmentality had to be fashioned to re-route 

consumer-citizens to make use of new material infrastructures.  

Chapters 1 and 4 act as "bookends" in a way, in that they contrast with the second and third 

chapters, where ethical schemas based around consumer action are articulated. The first chapter 

represents what amounts to an obviation of the ethical domain through deferral to consumers and 

other areas of industry, relying in its reproduction precisely on continuing with the status quo. 

The last chapter represents what Hayder Al-Mohammad (2010) calls an "ethics of being-with," 
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in which the ethical schema between human and nonhuman is fundamentally relational, direct, 

and still embroiled in environmental and ethical conflicts in perpetuity. 

At the end of the introduction, I will share a series of events that effectively removed this 

issue from the state's jurisdiction. The withdrawal of the state in these explicit environmental and 

suffering concerns about meat production and consumption results in the vacuum becoming 

filled by what Fletcher (2010:176) calls "neoliberal environmentality" drawing on Foucault's 

notion of "governmentality": 

an effort to combat environmental degradation in the interest of biopower through the 

creation of incentive structures intended to influence individuals’ use of natural resources by 

altering the cost-benefit ratio of resource extraction so as to encourage in situ preservation. 

 

Fletcher cites four distinct interpretations of environmentality, based on Foucault's notions 

of governmentality, "applied to individual human bodies, often through disciplinary techniques 

intended to alter their natural resource use." The first is through the commodification and 

marketization of environment through ecotourism of nature preserves. The second is a 

"disciplinary environmentality" (Agrawal 2005) that goes further, seeking "to create 

‘environmental subjects’ through diffusion of ethical norms" (Fletcher 2010:177). Third is a 

"fortress" approach of preservation through restricting human access, or a "sovereign 

environmentality." The fourth is a "truth environmentality" based on humans' "essential 

connection" to nature, related to the field of deep ecology or "traditional ecological knowledges." 

I witnessed all four of these types in the field. The "fortress" sovereign approach was what 

EcoJustice aimed for in their campaign for the circumpolar forests mentioned already. 

Marketization, environmental subjects, and deep ecology were all present in the foraging 
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program of chapter 2. The effort to create ethical environmental subjects, however, is the focus 

here. The withdrawal of state mandates to curtail meat production or consumption through policy 

(on grounds emerging from animal welfare or environmental concerns) has shifted the matter 

away from policy and into the ethical realm: citizens, NGOs, industry groups, and retailers all 

began participating in building technologies of eating less or no meat.  

In An Anthropology of Ethics (2011), James Faubion outlines a program for 

anthropologically examining the ethical domain based on Michel Foucault's works on ancient 

Greek sexuality. He outlines component elements at work in cultivating an individual subject 

position2 (technologies of the self) in accordance with desired values regarding a particular issue 

(ethical substance) and subjects granted ethical consideration (chrism) through practices 

(askêsis), and mentorship (sôfrôn) towards an ideal subject position (telos) in which one exhibits 

discipline or moderation (sôfrôsune) as it were. While the object of concern is, in some form, an 

animal, the most proximate object ("substance") is food, or eating. What my sites in chapters 2B 

and 3 problematize and illustrate programs for, are ways of "eating well" (Derrida 1974) 

according to certain parameters. Although they look at first glance as mere instructions for what 

and how to eat, they have a deeper intent, which is less about direct asceticism than about 

producing subjects ("subjectivation") attuned to certain values ("climate", "nature", "suffering"). 

Both reflexive technologies and those produced with a "pedagogue"3 are featured at varying 

points, with a telos that involves a behaviors and attitudes based on enskillment about how to 

 
2 Subject positions, Faubion carefully notes, are not "individuals" in the liberal sense of homo-economicus, but 
constitutively relational. 

3 Though this is a reference to Faubion's schema, in Denmark a "pedagogue" is a professional of child development. 
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find, prepare, and appreciate particular foods, as well as how to interact with others from within 

their subject position (whether that subject position be "vegan" or merely "conscious citizens"). 

These subjectivation programs make up the bulk of how Danish citizens are instructed to orient 

themselves in relation to animal ethics. 

On the world stage, the likely future of the planet in terms of anthropogenic climate 

change seems grim, with nations failing to meet the requirements to keep global temperatures 

from rising 2 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels, CO2 emissions continuing to rise, and 

no radical shifts apparent on the horizon. Animal agriculture's contribution to global warming 

(which I use synonymously with "climate change") bears a number of unique obstacles, however. 

Meat as an object of climatological significance bears many of the same obstacles to 

mitigation as fossil fuels: its production is an economic resource for a portion of the population 

and, more importantly, its leaders have organized a powerful lobbying system whose political 

influence, relatively speaking, far outweighs its economic contribution due, in part, to agriculture's 

historical ties to political parties. But meat’s historical and cultural significance is far more 

personal to almost every citizen than fossil fuels. Fossil fuels underwrite contemporary 

economies—which is to say, contemporary ways of life—and there are certainly energy companies 

advocating for their continued use. But Danes, generally, do not fetishize oil and coal; they are 

poured, sight unseen, into gas tanks and furnaces to provide infrastructural stability and 

enhancement. When Danes flip on a light switch, they are unlikely to have a symbolic investment 

in fossil fuels continuing to power that light; by contrast, consuming “fake” meat elicits the 

judgment of taste buds and a series of assumptions that often provoke visceral discomfort or 
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disgust, unfounded fears of emasculation (Klement 2012), and fear of losing individual and 

cultural identity that are sometimes bound up with meat (see: Adams 2015; Buckser 1999; Fiddes 

1991). Compounding this complexity from the opposite direction is the ongoing movement, 

growing in popularity, to end animal husbandry altogether for fundamentally non-environmental 

reasons: the fact that “real” meat requires the raising and killing of animals, and its widespread 

availability requires extreme confinement regarded by many as especially torturous, not to mention 

producing labor requirements that are often dangerous (Pachirat 2013) and psychologically 

debilitating (Drodge 2004; Stull and Broadway 2012). For this reason, it is impossible to talk about 

the process of “climatizing meat” without talking about “animal” as well—an issue of enormous 

complexity in its own right. The centrality of “animal” in this manuscript may appear extraneous 

at first, but I hope the following chapters will demonstrate that the social developments of these 

three objects (“meat”, “animal”, “climate”) are inevitably mutually constituted. 

Denmark and its historical imaginaries  

Denmark is a northern-European country with a population of 5.8 million, bordering 

Germany to its south and a strait known as the Skagerrak separating it from Norway and 

Sweden. It also has two functionally independent protectorates: the Faroe Islands (population 

50,000) and Greenland (56,000), both of which have representation in parliament. Following the 

European revolutions of 1848, the country peacefully became a constitutional monarchy in 1849 

and remains so today. Initially, parliament was composed of both a house of lords 

("Landstinget") and a house of commons ("Folketinget"), but the former was abolished in 1953, 

and now parliament is referred to as Folketinget. Parties receive seats in parliament proportional 
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to the votes they receive in national elections. In 2020 over a dozen parties held seats in 

parliament, with parties often coalescing to form governments as a left wing "red block" or right 

wing "blue block." Although Danes often complained to me about the state of politics, they felt 

like the political system fairly represented the will of the population. The country's borders 

changed significantly over the years, once occupying modern-day Norway and parts of both 

southern Sweden and northern Germany. It also held colonies in what are now India (1620-

1869), St. Thomas, St. John, and St. Croix (1754-1917), and Ghana (1658-1850) where it 

participated in the slave trade (Gøbel 2016). The population is over 95 percent white, with 

slightly less than that number having at least one Danish parent. Denmark is a member of the 

European Union but retains its own currency (the Danish crown or "krone"). Its borders have 

remained consistent since 1920 when southern Jutland (Northern Schleswig) became re-

integrated from Germany after voting by plebiscite. The territory was conquered by Prussia and 

Austria in the 1864 Second War of Schleswig. The loss is widely regarded as a shift in Danish 

policy away from military operations as a political tool and caused the country to "turn inward," 

and focus on developing community; this is when the popular notion "hygge" is thought to have 

emerged. Prior to this plebiscite, the Danish flag was forbidden in the region. One story goes, 

residents got around this by raising a rare breed of pig known as the Husum Red Pied—a pig 

with a reddish skin and a prominent white stripe—as a stand-in for the "Dannebrog" (Alfter 

2008). The breed exists, though their use as flags might well be apocryphal. Whether it happened 

or not is less important to the fact that the story exists, joining Danish nationalism to the figure of 

the pig.  
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Denmark is located north of Germany and composed of a peninsula (Jutland) and over 1,400 

islands. The largest of these is Zealand, with the capital of Copenhagen on its east coast near 

Sweden. Over 60 percent of Denmark's land is used for agriculture—the second highest in 

Europe. Although its landscape has changed considerably over the millennia, agriculture in 

general and especially pig farming came to dominate Denmark in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

A notable development in Danish history, according to all sources, was the creation of 

cooperative farming associations in the 19th-century. These cooperatives pooled resources and 

shared skills to the advantage of all members, and are widely considered integral to the success 

of Denmark’s development as a lucrative exporter of animal products. Their importance is 

emphasized, for example, in this historical account from 1915: 

LESS than a hundred years ago agriculture in Denmark was no whit more developed than in 

any other country in Europe. To-day the Danish farmer takes his place as one of the most 

scientific farmers of the age, while Denmark is, pro-rata to its area and population, almost 

the greatest grower of farm produce that history has seen. What is the cause of these 

astonishing facts ? The answer is threefold : (I) a favourable system of land tenure, (2) 

advanced and well-developed methods of co-operation, and (3) a close alliance between the 

theoretical scientist and the practical farmer, the laboratory and Mother Earth. Denmark is 

a striking example of what immense things can be done, even with poor material, by 

combining energy with thought, work with science" (Harvey and Reppien, 1915:104). 

 

I presented this quotation to several interlocutors and asked to get their thoughts on it: 

“I am actually surprised to hear that this [quotation] is from 1915. I reckon that it could have 

been written more or less the same in a contemporary school book, and most people would 

definitely not bat an eye.” -Peter 

 

“I would not have guessed [the quotation] wasn’t written in yesterday’s news paper 

honestly.” -Hanne 
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“I don’t think anyone [is] talking about land tenures anymore, but #3 could’ve been written 

today. I think a lot of Danes would generally agree with this though.” -Jackson 

 

As my interlocutors affirmed, the rhetoric continues to operate. But this is not the most 

assertive statement one could find in ostensibly historical documents that explains the country’s 

rise as a meat exporter. Einar Jensen, an agricultural economist with the USDA in 1937, put the 

connection between agricultural success and the character of the Danish citizenry in even starker 

terms: 

In order to operate cooperatives successfully, honesty is required. Everybody  must do his 

duty in the common enterprise. To do so has become a matter of honor; to fail, a matter of 

disgrace. Although this morale may not carry the whole way, its effect is not to be 

underestimated even though it is customary to reward commercially the extra care involved 

in producing quality products. Cooperative activity has fostered the social point of view, the 

idea of all having a common cause, of each filling a place in a larger social group. Among 

true cooperators, and there are many of these, there is a willingness to forego petty gains if 

thereby larger advantages can be foreseen for all. In the quest of these advantages nothing is 

sought but a free field for all and a fair chance, without undue or unfair privilege as against 

other segments of society - and they insist on the same tolerance from other groups . . . 

[t]hus the cooperatives have not only played an important part in the economic development 

of the country. They have done more than that. Through them the Danish farm population 

has acquired added knowledge and ability, and thereby self-respect and social and political 

prestige. This has in no small way contributed to make the Danes a more democratic people 

than any other (Jensen 1937:353).  

 

Here we find, in a book a contemporary reviewer called “the best existing book on Danish 

agriculture and thereby Denmark” (Brandt 1938:720) a direct link between the agricultural sector 

and the honest, honorable, and democratic character of the Danish people. This narrative was 

recently challenged by two historians who, drawing on existing data, argue that it was elite 

(mostly German-speaking) farmers from the now-German Holstein region who invested in and 

orchestrated the cooperative movement. Their account “emphasizes the triumph of Danish 
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agriculture and the cooperatives as being the end result of a long period of modernization with 

roots in the eighteenth century (Lampe and Sharp 2018). They are not the first to challenge this 

conventional wisdom, but popular narratives elide the historical influence of elites. The 

cooperatives are also not the only story linking Danish national character to agriculture. 

Whatever the "real" story, two agricultural cooperatives that emerged were Danish Crown and 

Arla. Today, Danish Crown controls about 90 percent of pigs slaughtered in the country. It was 

cooperatively owned by its farmers until 2010. Now a joint-stock company, it funds the 

agricultural research and lobbying organizations covered in chapter 1 that, as we will see below, 

exert significant influence over the Danish political system. Arla is still a cooperative and is the 

largest dairy producer in Scandinavia, and was the fourth-largest dairy company in the world by 

milk volume (Gronholt-Pedersen 2017). The effects of this history continue to the present day in 

the Danish national imaginary, by linking modern values with the cooperative movement and its 

rural origin (Jenkins 2011:56).  

Furthermore, "a tradition of national romanticism, most of the central contemporary political 

institutions (political parties and the co-op movement, for instance), and the national sense of 

egalitarianism are all associated historically with the countryside" (2013:557). Danish historian 

Mads Mordhorst argues that "the influence of co-operative societies in Denmark . . . [are] viewed 

as a unique Danish way into modernity that is more democratic than the traditional process of 

industrialisation seen in other European countries," and that companies like Arla remain "trapped 

in their own history and storytelling (Mordhorst 2014)." In other words, pushing on industrial 

agriculture, which still has its roots in the Danish countryside and presents itself in the lineage of 

this rural mentality, means symbolically pushing also on many "modern" Danish values. 
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All of these historical accounts suggest "a structure of sentiment . . . around an imagined 

past" (Silvio 2008). That my interlocutors found quotations just as relevant today as their original 

publication suggests a strong continuity of narrative.  

The present: many meanings of meat 

There is a challenge in Denmark because it's a farm country. I think it's the country in the 

world where the highest percentage of the land is used for farming. So it means that most 

people, a lot of people, are in some way involved in farming or know someone who is. and i 

guess maybe that makes more people skeptical when you present these ideas that we should 

eat less meat and that this is a problem for the environment and so on.  

-Karl, Animal Allies 

 

Now that we have covered the historical significance of meat, I will explore contemporary 

moments if its importance. These examples will inform why, as I show in the following section, 

the state has not produced a policy on meat's climatological impact. In short, there are three 

reasons: 1) meat became a proxy for nationalist, anti-immigration "Fortress Europe" sentiment; 

2) the agricultural industry continues to maintain its historical hold on many political parties, 

both of which weaponize agricultural imagery to overstate the enduring economic importance of 

the agricultural economy; and 3) the symbolic values that transcend Danish history in particular. 

While right-wing parties may tout the importance of animal agriculture (90 percent of Denmark's 

agricultural revenue), it accounted for only 3.5 percent of GDP in 2015, and 2.5 percent of 

employment in 2016 (Eurostat 2018). Services and industry, especially transportation and 

energy, comprise the bulk of the Danish economy. To whatever degree the Danish pork industry 

exists in a Danish national imaginary, it has been taken up and amplified by certain Danish 
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politicians. In 2013, following a report by the Danish newspaper Ekstra Bladet, former Prime 

Minister Helle Thorning-Schmidt lamented the trend in Danish public institutions of not serving 

pork, or only halal meat, to ease problems with feeding groups that did not eat pig, such as 

Muslims. Then, in 2016, the nationalist and anti-immigration Danish People’s Party (DF) was 

integral in passing a proposal in the city of Randers to mandate pork be on the menus of all 

public schools. By contrast, the new environmentally focused Alternative Party, which took part 

in elections for the first time in 2015, attempted to drive home its commitment to environmental 

issues by serving free vegan hot dogs to Copenhageners during their daily bicycle commute. 

Although both parties view meat as a potent form of rhetoric, it is leveraged for differing 

political gains. International media dubbed the clash the “Danish Meatball Wars” with pork as a 

symbol of ethnic Danishness acting as a cover for anti-immigrant sentiment. Frank Nørgaard, the 

Randers councilman from DF who pushed the mandatory pork bill, told the New York Times, “If 

you give in on pork, what’s next?" (Zucchino 2016). Denmark's internal conflict about Muslims 

gained most widespread notoriety abroad in 2006, when a Danish newspaper published a cartoon 

depiction of the prophet Muhammed—an act that caused international backlash; however, 

xenophobic waves have been a feature of Danish politics since at least the 1992 Maastricht 

Treaty, when Danes narrowly voted against—and then narrowly voted for—joining the European 

Union, with detractors from both the far left and far right (Hervik 2011). The depth of this 

ongoing tension was highlighted in Norway in 2011, when Anders Behring Brehvik killed over 

70 fellow Norwegians and bombed a government building because of his opposition to Muslims 

living in Europe (Henkel 2012). 
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How my interlocutors reacted to mention of such stories was mixed. More than one person 

told me that “meat for Danes is like guns for Americans.” These were both campaigners for 

reducing meat consumption, however. My environmentally-conscious meat-eating contacts 

dismissed the symbolic nationalism of pork as inventions by the right-wing, intent on excluding 

Muslims, and implying irreconcilable cultural difference.4 It is in this sense that the animal’s 

“mimetic capaciousness . . . functions as a hinge allowing powerful discourses to flip or vacillate 

between literal and figurative economies of sense” (Shukin 2009:5). Animals and their meat 

byproducts switched from the symbolic to material register with dexterity—within the space of a 

single sentence, the animal is characterized as morsel, subject, emitter of GHGs, recipient of 

pain, national emblem, historical referent.  

Insights may be gained by examining how Danes treat newcomers and examining what 

values they choose to emphasize (Golden 2001). The declaration of meat—especially pork—as a 

national symbol thus functioned as an (unfriendly) educational moment from Danish citizens to 

newcomers: if you want to be like us, you will eat pork, and by implication, a lot of other things, 

such as "not be Muslim." Wider than just an aversion to the influx of Muslim immigrants, the 

emotional investment in pork's national symbolism represents what sociologist Michaela 

DeSoucey calls "gastronationalism"—a fetishization of national dishes responding to 

globalization's erosion of national sovereignty (2010). More broadly, meat signals power over 

both finances and nature (Fiddes 1991:175). Demand for it is often more than nutritional, but 

 
4 This tracks with Jenkins' assessment of "Danishness" and "Danish national identity" as "fundamentally ideological . 
. . changed over time with the political needs of the era" (2011:61). 
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seen as part of a "moral economy" regarding the gap between rich and poor: Orlove argues that 

the rarity and prized nature of red meat may be precisely what prompted a Chilean food riot in 

1905, when it ceased to be available to the poor in the minimal quantities it was normally 

available—signaling a conflation of meat-eating poor and those who only subsisted on the 

staples of grains (1997). 

Controversy and the state 

I think that if we are to do something effective to at least lessen the climate impact of 

consumption we need political solutions. We need to agree as a collective that something 

has to be done. But in a democratic society we will only do that when a majority of the 

population has voted for someone who will do that when a majority of the population has 

voted for someone who will do that. And when will they do that? They will do that when they 

believe it's the right thing to do. So in that sense we have to begin with individuals.  

-Michael Golding, Danish Policy Council 

  

The reason that this dissertation focuses on NGOs in its ethnographic chapters is that efforts 

at political reform around agriculture's contribution to climate change were controversial and 

short-lived. In this section, I detail the closest that legal reform in this regard ever came: a meat 

tax proposed by a think tank called the Danish Policy Council, and attempts to take the idea up 

by a new green party that had just won its first seats in Parliament: the Alternative Party.  

Proposed meat tax and backlash 

The Danish way of life is far from climate-sustainable, and if we are to live up to the Paris 

Agreement target of keeping the global temperature rise ‘well below 2°C’, it is necessary 

both to act quickly and involve food.  

-Danish Policy Council  
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The Danish Policy Council is a think tank that writes reports around issues of bioethics for 

the consideration of parliament and the Danish public. Like most think tanks in Denmark, the 

Council is funded through the state (Campbell and Pedersen 2014:186). Established in 1988, the 

Council was primarily tasked with issues related to healthcare, but in 2004 the topic of foodstuffs 

was added as a potential topic. Seventeen members—scholars or industry researchers —sit on 

the council and form working groups around particular issues. One of those members was 

Michael Golding, a professor of bioethics at the University of Copenhagen in the same 

department as me—Food and Resource Economics. Michael, who studied food ethics and 

climate issues, joined the council in 2013, and became part of a working group on ethical 

consumption. They convinced the rest of the Council that it was a worthy issue, and narrowed 

their interest to meat as a climate problem. They spent a year and a half exploring the issue, and 

found that it was a serious issue that required action. Labelling the climate emissions on each 

package of meat, taxing meat, and banning meat altogether were the three main solutions 

considered. Ultimately the working group decided on a meat tax (at the point of sale): doing so 

would, Golding said, "make the external cost of meat visible" to the consumer, reduce demand 

for the most emission-heavy products (e.g. beef), and give Denmark a credible voice in 

international efforts on the issue. As was customary, the Council created a report that it 

submitted to Parliament and issued a press release. As Chairman of the working group, Golding 

was the spokesperson to journalists and the public. Rather than the usual low-intensity, local 

response, the report made international news.  
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The council has existed for 27 years and it is without any comparison the subject . . . that has 

attracted the most attention, not only in Denmark but also internationally, which is surprising 

considering we have spoken on euthanasia, organ donation, assisted reproduction, and things 

like that. But it simply exploded. And then I got a lot of very unfriendly mails from more or 

less anonymous people who threatened me with various things. -Michael 

 

 The backlash came from industry, politicians of all but the most left-wing parties, and 

many private individuals who contacted the Council to call them "stupid" and "idiots." Another 

member of the working group, Amber Lystrop, described the variations in the responses: 

We had a lot of criticism, a lot of very negative, and you might say hateful [responses]. 

There were two kinds, I think: one was people related to food and agricultural interests, and 

they were very political, very professional, and the [laughs] all the, especially men, who 

were really offended by . . . having to eat less meat. And that was . . . there were no 

arguments just, "you're stupid why do you say that! 

 

The vituperative response was so intense that it worried the Council as a whole, with one 

politician openly calling for the Council's dissolution over the paper.  

I must say the Council freaked out a bit. They were really intimidated by this because it was 

this kind of criticism. . . it wasn't like what we're used to where people disagree and there's 

[a reasoned, civil] argument. It was really quite intense for quite a while, and like I said most 

of them didn't have any heartfelt opinions on [meat] so they were scared, I think, by the 

intensity of the criticism. And it was waged politically by parliament who asked the ministry 

that we belong to if this wasn't beyond the mandate of the Council. So it was unusual, unlike 

anything we've done before. -Amber 

 

Amber guessed that the reason for the enormous and emotional response was that "food is 

seen as something very private." Michael suggested that the reason was meat's cultural 

importance for Danes and the notion that their consumption of it would be called into question 

and require personal sacrifice. Citing Denmark's agricultural history and the centrality of animal 
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products to the local diet, he surmised that it was a part of people's identity that they didn't want 

to give up: 

In Denmark I think it makes people resist the idea that there's a problem because it's very 

close to you. Discussing fur isn't a problem because people don't wear fur [in Denmark]. We 

have a lot, but it's all exported. So, to be against it is pretty cheap, it doesn't cost you 

anything. But when you begin relating what is very much engrained in your own self-

understanding as a cultural Dane, and saying "that's actually problematic," then I think 

people initially have a sort of resistance. 

 

 Michael said he thought the report was fruitful because it produced a lot of conversation 

that was still ongoing, but it was not a success in terms of actually getting a law passed. One 

group that did attempt to take up the proposal, however, was an upstart green political party that 

had just formed, and its members intended to be bold. 

The Alternative Party 

Walking through the halls of Danish Parliament was a bit of a surreal experience. Granted, I 

had to be let in through a secure side door with a monitored lobby, but after that I was whisked 

through the halls of political power by an assistant to the Minister.  

“It must be much harder to do this in the United States” she remarked to me as we passed the 

office doors of national politicians. She left me in a break room to wait for the Minister from the 

Alternative Party, Christian Poll. Poll was also the Party's spokesperson on nature, environment, 

climate, animal welfare, agriculture, and food. The 49-year-old wore a tailored sport coat over a 

t-shirt with blue jeans. He greeted me with a soft smile and handshake, and offered me coffee, as 

was the case with everyone I interviewed. He gave me an hour of his attention as I pelted him 

with questions about his Party’s efforts to push a pro-environmental agenda in a country that was 
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already recognized as a world leader in the area. Poll started out as a civil engineering student at 

Denmark's Technical University (DTU), then moved on to work as a consultant at the DTU, 

before beginning work at an environmental NGO, which he left to become a politician for 

Alternative. 

The Alternative ("Alternativet") is a "green" party that went public as a party in 2013 based 

on a manifesto calling for more cooperation across the political spectrum to solve issues, 

particularly environmental issues. It emerged shortly before the collapse of the Danish Green 

Party ("De Grønne"). Alternative has a more liberal financial focus in comparison to the Red-

Green Alliance ("Enhedslisten"), an eco-socialist party and the most left-leaning party in the 

parliament. Its goals included making all of Denmark's farms organic by 2040, and replacing 

income tax with a resource tax. In the June 2015 elections, Alternative won 4.8 percent of the 

popular vote, resulting in electing 9 MPs to Folketinget. Alternative did not have an official 

position on animal welfare when we spoke, but shifting to entirely organic production, Poll 

asserted, was beneficial for both climate and animal welfare, due to the requirements on animal 

housing and treatment to receive the EU organic label. 

In the last year, he said, his family has gone from seldomly eating meat to becoming 

completely vegetarian on account of his wife's health issues, and reducing meat consumption 

was a part of Alternative's mission: 

It has a climate aspect and a health aspect, because the WHO has presented a study about 

high meat intake: it will give you a higher risk of getting some kinds of cancer. And that, 

combined with the high climate effects per kilo, of beef produce, especially. . . so our goal in 

the first place will be to lower the consumption and production of beef, and we suggest that 

people and institutions introduce one day [per week] without meat as a start. But normally 

when that happens people realize, "Well this is both cheaper and more healthy and actually, 
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good taste, so they introduce another day and so on. We don't want people to become 

vegetarian or vegans, it's not about that. It's simply because we have a very high intake and 

very high production in Denmark of beef and pork especially, we want to lower that a little 

bit, maybe 1/3 or ½ and that will be a great step. 

 

But, Poll said, this proposition had gotten the Party "laughed at" many times in radio and 

television debates, and in newspaper articles. This was, though, the point of Alternative: "it is 

really a hot issue if you step into it, but then again we did it again and again, and now people are 

talking about it. . . if you don't want to talk about this then we will do it!" 

Talking about it, however, was about as far as Alternative ended up getting, and Poll 

explained why: 

It's all about power. Where is the political power? And in Denmark we don't see much in the 

energy sector; the energy sector is quite far along the right path. In Denmark we see it in the 

agricultural sector where we still have a very old-fashioned way, from the sector itself, in 

looking at how production techniques and a new way of thinking should emerge. Then they 

have a lot of political power, especially in some of the parties in power now, but also in 

parties in the [left leaning] red block. 

 

As I left the interview, I passed Uffe Elbaek, the party leader, who was dressed up to his 

reputation: wearing a t-shirt over his round belly, and blue jeans. In 2017, both Alternative Party 

co-founder and then-head Uffe Elbæk, and the animal welfare and environment secretary of the 

Red-Green Alliance, Maria Gjerding, publicly committed to adopting a vegan diet for 22 days to 

highlight the ecological impact of animal products. But that was the end of the political life of 

the meat-climate debate. Contrast these accounts with the pork law passed above—meat can be 

mandated, but it cannot be taxed, because the former registers meat as a national symbol, and the 

latter as a climate vector. 
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Analyzing porcine capital 

The material and symbolic economies of animals leveraged above by right-wing populists, 

agricultural lobbyists, under global capitalism (especially postcolonial nation states) is 

impressively described by Shukin in her book, Animal Capital. Pointing to this ephemeral 

category "animal", especially as critiqued by Derrida (2008) and Wolfe (2003), Shukin builds on 

but challenges theorists of biopower (Agamben 2003; Hardt and Negri 2001) by exposing the 

presumption that "the social flesh and "species body" at stake in the logic of biopower is 

predominantly human" (2009:9). For Shukin, technologies of biopower are themselves 

fundamentally reliant, or "hinge on the species divide" (ibid:11). Not as a firm, indubitable line, 

but rather as a gray zone that can be appropriated to the task at hand to separate and make 

killable any populations useful to those determining it. But Shukin does not rest her analysis only 

on the animal concept's killability and the usefulness of this "first instance" of othering. 

Analyzing an advertisement featuring a dissected beaver figure in Maclean's Magazine (one of 

Canada's oldest weekly newspapers), Shukin argues that the figure of the beaver—the national 

animal since 1975—transmits a complex series of affective signs to the reader. The beaver is 

"born" rather than "made", subtly indexing a national history that obfuscates Canada's colonial 

legacy and ongoing occupation of indigenous territories. Like all national objects, it implies a 

national wholeness that homogenizes citizens in order to consolidate the populace into not only 

citizens or those governed, but active participants in this national project. Additionally, the 

association of the beaver pelt with a bygone era of rugged interaction with "nature" by a white 

population, but absent of First Nations peoples, is a simultaneous index of the beaver as a 
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"natural" symbol and a material commodity—along with all of the subsequent narratives that 

flow from these two signs. Shukin's intervention, that the figure of the animal is central to both 

symbolic and material economies (but, following Bourdieu's theory of social capital (1986), that 

both of these are equally valuable forms of capital) is always in the background of this text. This 

"duality" of material/symbolic, and "fetish" in both Marxist and psychoanalytic terms, does a lot 

of work for us in explaining the figure of the pig within the Danish national imaginary. The 

central work of "animal" to "capital" and their fundamental interpellation, leads Shukin to 

joining the two words as "animal capital" to explain global capitalism's reliance on animal 

figures (physical or otherwise).  

My time in the field saw decreased government intervention in environmental issues 

(such as Denmark’s participation in the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement, or 

CETA) and growing power by private enterprise to flout whatever regulations already existed, 

causing them significant consternation. Environmental activists worried that CETA would allow 

non-EU corporations to challenge EU regulations and procure previously public services, 

including water and other utilities. In a press release, Greenpeace wrote that 

The EU-Canada deal contains a watered down version of the precautionary principle, that 

threatens to pave the way for a race to the bottom and weakens European environmental 

standards (Greenpeace European Unit 2017). 

 

There are, of course, laws about animal protection in Denmark. All of my interlocutors—

including animal liberation activists—concurred that Denmark's animal protection standards 

were higher than the EU's in general. Denmark received a "B" grade (A-F scale) from the World 
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Animal Protection, an international animal protection charity. No countries have yet received an 

"A" grade. 

 It may be tempting to blame this legislative inaction on "neoliberalism" (Comaroff 2007; 

Comaroff and Comaroff 2001) or "neoliberal governmentality" (Ferguson and Gupta 2002; 

Medina 2015) but I want to push against this. Neoliberalism implies a withdrawal of the state 

from matters it previously oversaw on ideological grounds, ceding them instead to the NGOs and 

private industry. The latter has occurred, and, as a result, these institutions and their subject-

making projects (c.f. Weiss 2016) are the focus of this dissertation. But environmental regulation 

in general and climate change specifically are arguably more accepted as matters of state in 

Denmark than most nation-states in the world today. The state's inaction is based around a 

particular industry (agriculture) and particular commodities (animal products) for political, 

social, and historical reasons. 

Theoretical Interventions 

This study triangulates the relationship between three main objects: food practices, animal 

bodies, and climate change. It will therefore be useful to examine each of these subjects in some 

detail, and construct a relevant version of each as it will be applied to my sites and analyses. 

Although the animal/meat is the object or idea I followed through all of my field sites, it is 

impossible to make sense of these phenomena as they circulate through and between my field 

sites without attending to the other forces at work; this means that many chapters will focus on 

cultural capital and organizational dynamics.  
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Climate  

 This dissertation departs from much anthropology of climate change that focuses on 

fossil fuel industries (Connor 2012; Townsend 2013) and renewable energy (Boyer 2019; Howe 

2015; Howe 2019). It does, however, contribute to understanding climate change and its 

attendant effects by studying how climate knowledge is made (Brugger et al. 2010; Edwards 

2010; Lahsen 2005; Taylor‐Neu n.d.), the ways in which that information is understood (Crate 

2017; Hodges 2017), and how it circulates in everyday life (Barnes et al. 2013; Strauss and 

Orlove 2003). Understanding local histories is crucial to understanding how climate change will 

be understood and characterized (Orlove et al. 2015). Current climate models are "technically 

sophisticated" but "economically reductionist" (Roscoe 2014)—a claim I extend to their 

prescriptions about diet, except to say that those are "nutritionally reductionist" but indicative of 

the tendency by groups like the IPCC towards "cultural erasure" of itself (O’Reilly 2015). The 

tendency to form equivalences through "efficacious numberwork" (Whitington 2016) extends to 

many aspects of climate change mitigation, from financial models and markets (Reno 2011; 

Tripathy 2017) to emissions and potential carbon sinks (McElwee 2015), to an audit culture 

(Strathern 2000) around nonprofit efficacy. The technologies for reducing carbon emissions, 

similarly, benefit from anthropologists explaining how these "systems are perceived, handled and 

implemented in specific contexts" (Henning 2005) and the visions of the future embedded within 

them (Cons 2018). Climate changes have historically created population upheavals and 

migrations that we are already seeing today, impacting (Bogin 1982; Cherrington 2008) and 

compelling shifts in perceptions (Frazier 2019) and practices (Crate and Nuttall 2009). 
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Ethnographies on the relationship between climate change and agriculture tend to focus on the 

former adversely affecting the latter (Davidson 2012; Gray and Gibson 2013; Ives 2014; Sayre, 

Stenner, and Argumedo 2017; Skarbø and VanderMolen 2014). More particularly, 

anthropologists look at the impact climate change has on animal agriculture and fishing. The 

present inquiry, however, reverses this flow to examine how agriculture (specifically animal 

agriculture) exacerbates climate change and uses its sociopolitical clout to maintain itself. I 

explore how these producers of carbon emissions view their actions (Hughes 2013). 

Human-nonhuman animal relations  

Animals comprise entirely too central and pervasive a category within anthropology to cite 

exhaustively, but there are some particular subgenres. Although this dissertation explores a 

relationship between nonhuman animals and climate change, whether "wild" (Cassidy and 

Mullin 2007; Lowe 2004; Lowe 2006), "domesticated," or "captive" (Fuentes 2007), it differs 

from most extant literature in that—like warming's intersection with agriculture—the animal's 

physical, social, semiotic place is in response to climate change and not seen as a contributor. 

Climate change endangers subsistence and traditional livestock operations in the circumpolar 

region (Anderson and Nuttall 2004; Marino and Schweitzer 2009) and the global South 

(Batterbury 2001) as factory farms (Blanchette 2015; Blanchette 2019) and slaughterhouses 

(Ameso et al. 2017; Fitzgerald 2010; McLoughlin 2019; Rémy 2004; Ribas 2016) increasingly 

turn animals into acute and global pollutant producers. The multifaceted epistemology of 

knowing [what] the animal [is] calls forth a great variety of anthropological work (Cruikshank 

2005; Castro 2017; Descola 2013; Evans-Pritchard 1937; Evans-Pritchard 1967; Franklin 2007; 
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Kohn 2007; Viveiros de Castro 2004). Animals also figure prominently as suffering subjects 

(Fuentes 2006; Haraway 2008; Haraway 2003; Haraway 2016; Hurn and Badman‐King 2019; 

Nadasdy 2007). 

Food practices 

 The central problematic in our study of food is meat, as a cultural icon (Fiddes 1991; 

Potts 2016; Århem 1989), political flashpoint (Orlove 1997), commodity (Gewertz and Errington 

2010; Stinnett 2018), a link to animal bodies (Yates-Doerr 2015), an environmental problem 

(Nonini 2013), and index of historical imaginary (Jenkins 2011; Buckser 1999). But studies of 

Danish (Delavigne 2004) and Scandinavian (Amilien 2012) food and culinary taste are of course 

part of the broader scope. The main meats in question are pork (Moffatt 2000; Driessen and 

Korthals 2012; Jian 2010) and beef (Judd 2003), but such distinctions are absent among 

principled vegetarians and vegans (Calarco 2014; Dunn 2019; Greenebaum 2012). Although 

eating is inarguably an aspect of daily life, this is not an inquiry into daily life in Denmark as, for 

example, Marianne Gullested (1984; 1991; 1996) wrote about Norway. Food here is more akin to 

what Sidney Mintz called "tasting freedom" (1996) in that it is meant to break out of established 

orders. 

This is of course not an exhaustive list of the anthropological genres with which I will 

engage; various chapters will draw from work on activism, infrastructure, charisma, NGOs, and 

multispecies ethnography, and human-animal communication. The end of all of this variation in 

meaning is not to find the right theories to reconcile the irreconcilable. Nor is it meant to imply 

that this plurality of knowledges are fragments of a once-unified concept. And it is certainly not 
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for passing judgment or hierarchizing the systems of thought from my various interlocutors. The 

premise of this project was that meat as an ecological problem has reached the cultural zeitgeist, 

and to chart its interaction with humans in contexts rich in both meat and ecological 

problematizing. As my subsequent chapters will demonstrate, what is at stake for my 

interlocutors is really the relationship between humankind and agriculture—a mutually-

constituting relationship that is, at present, a source of significant, multiple anxieties. The 

relationship between our species to other species was often explained through an interpretation 

that alludes explicitly to agriculture: animals are resources and tools for human beings to exist 

and reproduce as such. The positions that emerge to challenge precisely how the human relates to 

the nonhuman have certainly entered the imagination and discourse but, for their own reasons, 

none of the stakeholders feel confident that they can substantially alter the current course. 

Instead, each group defers to another by assuming that they themselves are limited by the 

agentive forces of the others. If no one involved feels that they have the power to make 

substantial change, then perhaps the existing debates around how humans should farm is 

assuming a level of agency that overlooks the dependence of human institutions on particular 

arrangements of the nonhuman, in the form of both plant and animal.  

The question of the animal 

1. I would like to have the plural animals heard in the singular. There is no Animal 

in the general singular, separated from man by a single, indivisible limit. We have to 

envisage the existence of "living creatures," whose plurality cannot be assembled within 

the single figure of an animality that is simply opposed to humanity.  

-Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I am (More to Follow), 47. 
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Much thought devoted to what is often called "the animal turn" draws on the work of Jacques 

Derrida. In particular, his lecture entitled "The Autobiographical Animal" and adapted to the 

book The Animal Therefore I Am (2008). Preoccupied with philosopher Jeremy Bentham's 

provocation that "The question is not, "Can they speak?", nor "Can they think?", but "Can they 

suffer?", Derrida thought through the characterization of the animal from Aristotle, Descartes, 

Kant, Heidegger, and Levinas. He spoke in passionate terms about the degree and scope of 

"industrial, mechanical, chemical, hormonal, and genetic violence to which man has been 

submitting animal life for the past two centuries"—going so far as to compare it to an 

intentionally self-reproducing Holocaust (26). But the violence "in the first instance" was, for 

Derrida, the very naming of "the animal."  

"Animal is a word that men have given themselves the right to give" (32). 

"The animal" is a term meant to separate our own species from all the rest—not as one 

unique species among many unique species (in Danish the word "different" here would be 

"forskellig"), but rather a singular species in a category all its own, whereas the rest are 

effectively homogenous (or "anderledes" in Danish). Furthermore, to call someone "animal" is 

an act of power that assumes their submission—their labor, their corporeal form, their traits 

become objects of control and profit, as a normative gesture. Tracing the circulation, 

manifestation, and mutation of "the animal" through my field sites was an integral component of 

this project, but those who know me will recognize that I sympathized with Derrida's moral 

appeals long before reading him. With that in mind, I urge readers to heed the above request—I 
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am here using "the animal" as a way to accurately convey my findings, but I am always aware of 

it as a first instance of violence. 

Although the focus of this endeavor was not the ethical problematization of the animal and I 

intentionally avoided bringing up the topic, it was always brought up by my interlocutors. 

Almost everyone at least signaled their acknowledgement of the ongoing challenges to 

contemporary human-animal relations, and many of them expounded on some version of their 

preferences in this respect. It was mentioned with such frequency and so intertwined with 

conversations about climate, agriculture, culture, personal habits, and policy, that it must be 

addressed and understood as always lurking in the background of these other topics. What 

accompanied these explanations in many cases was, almost verbatim, these two sentences: 

“I eat meat. I don’t eat a lot of it, but I do.” -Katherine 

Specifically, an assertion that one does indeed eat meat, proclaiming that they are on one of 

two sides, but then specifies that they eat relatively little. Several also declared that, though they 

were conscious of their meat input they were "not religious" about it—meaning not interested in 

a dogmatic, strict asceticism.  

In the above case, my interlocutor—a nature interpreter with a foraging program, went 

further: 

“I don’t eat pigs because I think it’s a disgrace [how most of them are treated].” 

 But the multivalent nature of animals within these conversations raised questions about 

the object of study. What is an animal in 21st-century Denmark? The particularities of this 



44 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

“question of the animal” scarcely make for an easier answer. Or rather, it cannot be 

ethnographically answered in a single, coherent fashion. The animal is, ontologically and 

epistemologically, an object of great dispute—subject to many theoretical and physical 

dissections. Derrida argued that the very notion of “the animal” was an “asinanity,” for it flattens 

the tremendous diversity of species and individuals that live, lived, or ever will live, into a single 

category unified only in their otherness to our own species.5 The "problem" I was investigating, I 

came to think, was less environmental, moral, aesthetic, historical properties differently weighed 

by my interlocutors, than a problem of situating our own species in relation to animals. 

Developments in ethical thought and ecological concern are crowding Fordist efficiency to 

(re)produce these aesthetic, alimentary, politically charged "meat animals." What I was hearing 

at my various field sites was always multi-issue because the subject was, implicitly, human-

animal relations vis-à-vis animal agriculture—in which human processes exert unprecedented 

power over every aspect of animal life. 

The multispecies power structure of industrial agriculture is brought into focus through 

Wolfe's (2003) application of Foucault’s biopolitics. Biopolitics, for Foucault marked a shift 

away from the “letting live and making die” of a European governmental system primarily 

focused on the expansion and cultivation of land, and towards a “making live and letting die” 

system chiefly interested in the management and control of populations. The institutions that 

emerged in this era through the state—namely the clinic, the prison—marked a form of state 

control invested in shaping and managing populations for particular ends (1977; 1994). I contend 

 
5 He chose to instead label this category “animot” (2008). Though I appreciate the move here, for clarity I will adhere 

to more traditional conventions. 
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that the industrialization and scientific focus of modern agriculture is perhaps this urge for 

population manipulation at its zenith: not only the diet, living quarters, health, death, and 

dismemberment of its population is under its control, but mastering the very genetic structure of 

species is constantly sought after in ever more precision (c.f. Franklin 2007), and the wake of its 

becoming in the form of flatulence and excrement are themselves tracked. Such precision is 

achieved by the fact that nonhuman animals are not subjects whose exploitation is inhibited by 

widespread presumptions of holding political or ethical standing; their productivity is thus 

untethered from fears of mass action, and thus their instrumentalization at every scale can be all 

the more efficiently carried out. Biopolitics is helpful to understanding human relations to 

animals raised on farms insofar as it emphasizes the state, control, and individual bodies 

accumulated at the level of population. It highlights processes shaping and guiding bodies. But 

biopolitics has much less to say about the semiotic epiphenomena of such a historical process 

that become their own justification for other forms of social organization. What is biopolitical in 

the first instance, becomes symbolic and enters other areas of social life. The way that the figure 

of the pig and the consumption of pork as a vector of right-wing nationalism and Islamophobia is 

one example of this. Shukin notes “the capacity of animal life to be taken both literally and 

figuratively, as a material and symbolic resource of the nation, that constitutes its fetishistic 

potency” (2009:6). But there is another, more tangible transition that takes place among 

animals—their transformation into "meat." 

Vialles (1994) noted a remarkable ontological transition that occurred in a French 

slaughterhouse—animals become meat. Animals enter, meat (and other non-animal objects) 

exits. Moreover, no one can agree on quite when this transition takes place. Most agreed that it 
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occurred between the death of the animal and the emergence—through butchery—of pieces of 

the corpse with borders recognizable as food commodities (a side of beef, etc.). Further 

complicating this transition is the fact that those who did the killing could not agree on exactly 

when death occurs—a point of contention also found by the political scientist Timothy Pachirat 

(2013) in an American slaughter and packaging plant in the 21st century.6 At least everyone 

seemed to agree with the transition of animal to corpse to meat. Except for the animal rights 

activists, who often refer to meat as “dead animals” and “corpses.” To many of these activists 

who oppose the breeding, confinement, and killing of animals for food, this is a linguistic shift 

merely obscuring the process itself, and masking the ontological transition from “living” to 

“dead"—a point made popular by the feminist vegetarian Carol Adams: 

"Through butchering, animals become absent referents. Animals in name and body are made 

absent as animals for meat to exist. Animals' lives precede and enable the existence of meat. If 

animals are alive they cannot be meat (2015:40)." 

Thus, a dead body replaces the live animal. Without animals there would be no meat eating, 

yet they are absent from the act of eating meat because they have been transformed into food. 

Regardless of one’s opinion on the ethics of the matter, it is useful in analyzing the ontology of 

these processes that the physical matter we are studying is at once multiple and contested. In her 

analysis of artherosclerosis, Anne-Marie Mol found that different medical practitioners within a 

hospital dealt with a different object, even though they were all dealing with the “same” 

artherosclerosis case: “a plaque cut out of artherosclerotic artery is not the same entity as the 

 
6 For anthropology on American slaughterhouses see Broadway (1990; 1994); Stull, Broadway, and Griffith (1995). 
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problem a patient with atherosclerosis talks about in the consulting room . . . [t]he loss of blood 

pressure over a stenosis is not the same thing as the loss of blood vessel lumen that radiologists 

make visible on their X-ray pictures” (Mol 2002:xi). There are of course obvious differences 

here: while the hospital is a system of varied knowledges and practices, they are ultimately 

working towards the same goals. In the case of animals in Denmark, the knowledges at play are 

often at loggerheads and enact their objects so differently as to be incapable of communication. 

Nevertheless, I am, like Mol, theorizing an “ontological politics” that “has to do with the way in 

which problems are framed, bodies are shaped, and lives are pushed and pulled into one shape or 

another.” In this case, the problems, bodies, and lives are that of “the animal.” The animal body 

is, among other things, a source of meat, carbon emissions, and suffering. 

But despite the efficiency of this frame for Mol’s fieldwork, we are presented with an 

additional challenge in this case—that of scale. The “object in brackets multiple” serves one well 

when the level of inquiry remains centered on the individual body, but what happens when we 

need to scale up? The body multiple accounts for lateral plurality, in which the same object is 

viewed through different lenses, but issues related to livestock farming only occasionally center 

on an individual farmed animal. More often discussions are precisely about the varying scales at 

which every issue must be considered. Discussions of ecological output alone require lenses at 

scales from the molecular to the bodily to the herd to global atmospheric composition. The body 

of a pig for example, can simultaneously be a historic nationalist symbol, a repository of 

suffering, a subject of rights, a commodity for sale, and a GHG vector. To speak intelligibly 

about ecological impacts and all the rest of it, we are necessarily speaking at vastly greater scales 

in time and space—objects and perceptions that both precede and continue after this individual 
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creature has existed as such. A pig’s excrement and flatulence—whose problematic components 

are microscopic or molecular—are only briefly within them, before exiting and becoming 

fungible substances associated with treatment ponds, and atmosphere, respectively. How we 

quantify their treatment also incorporates but exceeds their body: while the physical mutilation 

of having their teeth or tails cut (standard procedures in farming) is clearly a bodily experience, 

their capacity to move around and their mental and emotional well-being have more to do with 

the surrounding structures and processes that govern their movement. The palatability of their 

muscle and organ tissues certainly involves their body, but not until their bodily integrity and 

“they” cease to exist as such. Issues of herd resilience to disease or other health issues involve 

entities like viruses and bacteria that exist between individual bodies. I think you get the idea, but 

I want to drive home my confusion in the latter stages of my fieldwork and in writing, at just 

what is it we are all talking about?  

The center of all of these discussions is not an animal, nor even many animals, but the 

animal—a category encompassing myriad social and historical narratives and tensions. Not a 

particular species or individual, but criteria for a particular set of rules around care, 

commodification, and consumption. While the animal may sometimes be reduced to a particular 

species, or even an individual person (like Hector the bunny in chapter 4), they never escape 

their primary classification as animal—what Derrida called a category of negation: a disavowal 

of humanness prompted by the similarities that provoke the question in the first place. The 

similarities—though they are contested and their relative importance varied by each 

stakeholder—are needs for water, food, and shelter; a capacity for pain; a desire to not die; the 

expulsion of waste; expressions of affection and understanding.  
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What we are dealing with is not just all animals not human but also all of the associated 

inputs and outputs necessitated by the existence as food commodity of particular species of 

animals. This entity is with us in the atmosphere, in our rivers and streams, in our restaurants and 

digestive tracts, in our philosophy books and on protest signs. If we are going to talk about 

“issues” that are values impacting the physical world, we need a way to bracket part of the 

physical world that does not work within pre-existing taxonomies of species, subjectivity, or 

even emissions patterns. To account for scale, I turn to philosopher Timothy Morton and his 

theory of the hyperobject.  

Hyperobjects, Hyper-animals 

The apparent traces of hyperobjects appear as indexical signs, like the footprints of an 

invisible person walking in the sand" 

-Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects. 

 

Objects can't be reduced to smaller objects or dissolved upward into larger ones. Objects are 

withdrawn from one another and from themselves . . . Objects compose an untotalizable 

nonwhole set that defies holism and reductionism . . . What we encounter in OOO, which I 

have been expounding in these last couple of pages, is a Badiou-like set theory in which any 

number of affiliations between objects can be drawn. The contents of these sorts of sets are 

bigger than the container  

-ibid.  

 

Based in object-oriented ontology, the hyperobject (Morton 2013) is a category for physical, 

"real" phenomena too large to be conceived as conventional objects—they are not graspable 

either physically or mentally by humans, but we interact with them regularly. Spent nuclear fuel 

could be a hyperobject, but Morton's main focus of hyperobjects is global warming. We interact 
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with the hyperobject of global warming through the weather, but although this is part of global 

warming, global warming is far more than this localized, acute phenomena. 

The hyperobject “is massively distributed in space and time” and thus frees us from the 

constraint of having to conceive of “the animal” at any single scale. I am calling this 

"hyperanimal." The hyperanimal exists prior to the birth of any single organism, generation, or 

herd, and continues to exist after their deaths. The goal here is to re-conceive of animal 

agriculture in a way that it might be seen by a gargantuan being that has existed since the birth of 

the universe, and to whom the unfolding of life on Earth would occur, in human time, over the 

course of a few seconds. All of the animal birth and death, evolution through selective breeding, 

and contamination of the atmosphere through enteric fermentation would appear like a single 

continuous process—which it is, but which we humans are too puny to see as such. We interact 

with hyperobjects at the capillary level through sub-concepts: ecological factors, conductors of 

suffering, burdens of ethical practice, material goods, and family members. I will restrict my 

focus here to animals that have been selected for intensive farming methods (e.g. pigs, cows, 

chickens), but the concept is applicable for any species with a history closely entwined with 

humans (e.g. cats and dogs), for those who wish to take up the theory. 

Around 10,000 years ago, humans started engaging in agriculture. And once they established 

livestock-based systems, they began a relationship with those animals that would structure their 

experiences, define genetic lineages, establish communication systems, and structure social life 

in ways that carry on—with plenty of interruptions and constant alteration, to be sure—through 

to today. Industrialization drew the population away from their rural, agrarian villages to the 
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cities for factory work. In the 19th-century, slaughter techniques were intensified, and local 

markets where individual animals were slaughtered evolved into massive lots where the sensory 

inputs of noise, stink, and the sight of blood and excrement created mass disgust, especially from 

middle class populations. The advent of Fordist production methods in animal slaughter 

pioneered at the Chicago Union stockyards marked a new period—the rise of capitalist logics 

dominating meat production (Pacyga 2015). The story was similar at the London stock yards, 

where middle-class moralizing produced the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Animals (RSPCA), a precursor to the modern animal rights movement (Geier 2017:7). At the 

same time, the stink and visceral aversion of increasingly concentrated agricultural methods 

created a public distaste that eventually relocated these practices to more rural areas, and 

spawned the earliest predecessors of the modern animal rights movements. The domination of 

efficiency and technological investment culminates in the factory farming system whereby 

genetic homogeneity and virtually every aspect of livestock's environment, insofar as it affects 

profitability, is accounted for (Blanchette 2015). The expansion of these technologies and logics 

did not end at the edge of the farm, but pervaded social life. In Denmark, the economic 

prosperity brought about by the shift from grains to pigs, crept beyond material and financial 

reality and into social, aesthetic, historical reality: pork became a beloved food, a way of making 

a living, and a proxy for Danishness itself. Physically, their methane emissions crept into the 

atmosphere and, today, we are seeing their significant impact on our global climate. Contrast this 

(extremely truncated) history with the accounting of the FAO, which discusses emissions figures, 

or the animal rights group Animal Allies ("AA"), which only talks about animal suffering. These 

interventions—both of which I adamantly support—are not failing in their factuality but in what 
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they implicitly demand of others: an abandonment not just of nutrition but of ways of knowing—

knowing oneself, one's country, one's daily food habits, etc. The inadequacy of any single metric 

to define "the animal" is what "hyperanimal" pushes against—a failure for activists and a failure 

for our analytic purposes. In that vein, whenever a particular aspect of animality is mentioned, I 

invite the reader to think of what aspects are occluded.  

The hyperanimal speaks to the "species thinking" that Howe (2019:139) calls for: it is a 

heuristic device for thinking on the level (among others!) of species. Both our own, that of all the 

others, and (most importantly!) how these species are mutually dependent. Currently, I would 

argue that our own species' relationship with cows, pigs, and chickens—in which their enormous 

biomass endures because we survive on their flesh—is an especially unhealthy one. But to 

reduce this relationship to its unhealthy nature by showcasing ahistorical, nameless, suffering 

animal bodies, or by equating emissions figures with socioeconomic lineages, only introduces 

the contradiction, and is far from solving it.7 

An additional problem of “the animal” in this project was getting to spend time with the 

persons who fit that category—although animal enterprises often try to emphasize their 

transparency, I had tremendous difficulty gaining access to businesses that trafficked in them. 

Farmers avoided answering phone calls or constantly asked me to call back; slaughterhouses that 

advertised being open to the public told me that I needed to have at least twelve people and 

schedule months in advance; and even the scientists who do work on animals and meat largely 

 
7 I say this as someone who spent years telling people about these unhealthy relationships and shaking my head in 

confusion that it did not create a faster, larger change. 
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worked on numbers abstracted from their corporate clients. Animal advocates (excepting the 

rabbit sanctuary I volunteered with) had even less contact, preferring to interact with the human 

public, with the animal existing as ink in a pamphlet. Food innovators could talk at length about 

the qualities of good meat and the conditions that the animal should exist in to produce it, but 

this was largely secondhand knowledge: meat was ordered in bulk from suppliers and the care, 

maintenance, and preparation of the meat was the business. 

Ultimately though, this is not a study of the animal—though I use the tools of ontology to 

arrange and conceive of the things called “animal” or “agriculture” or “climate change” it is a 

means to wade through the various epistemologies that make up the psychic atmosphere of 

eastern Denmark. They swirl and pass through one another, sometimes separate and sometimes 

interlinked, like a drum filled with oil and water that mix and separate again. It is this mass that 

is my chief concern, though I do not find the other concerns trivial: they inform important 

conversations that ought to be had right now, not least by anthropologists.  

From this follows a natural “so what?” What do we gain from the figure of the hyper-

animal? Derrida’s “animot” readily highlights how the category of “the animal” is an 

anthropocentric othering with no basis in biology or taxonomy, but which helps expedite 

processes of instrumentalization. Biopolitics, as Wolfe articulates, encapsulates the social 

processes by which animot become shaped, articulated, and reproduced at the level of the 

population for social reproduction as such. Moral philosophers like Peter Singer (2001), Tom 

Regan (2004), and Martha Nussbaum (2011), highlight the arbitrariness of animot’s exclusion 

from Western ethical systems. And environmental reports from the UN FAO and others convey 
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in quantifiable terms the emissions of agricultural practices and how they are damaging ecology 

“at every scale from local to global” (Steinfeld et al. 2006).  

First, the hyperanimal makes sense of the data found within the field. Useful as the above are 

at describing various facets of animal agriculture, the preoccupations my subjects had with 

animal agriculture were not, first and foremost, with the issues comprising it, but rather with the 

entity of animal agriculture itself—a hydra of anxieties about human values and practices in the 

21st century. No one I spoke with felt like they could control animal agriculture, and always 

deferred the question of its evolution to other parties. It is of course fair to question, for example, 

what companies like Danish Crown could do if they were more concerned with ecological and 

animal welfare issues than profit, but to pose it begs the question of why they don’t, which is 

easily answered: that would defeat the purpose of their existence as such, for it is other 

stakeholders who have historically pressed these concerns into legal standards and marketable 

traits. In other words, imagining an animal agriculture “otherwise” requires also presupposing 

the same of other human institutions, ecologies, and populations—all of these fields have a role 

to play in the unfolding of animal agriculture as such, and therefore they are all mutually 

constituted through each other.  

This brings me to my second argument for thinking animal agriculture as hyperanimal: an 

object emergent from but not completely subservient to anthropos, shifts the focus away from 

human or capital power and towards the entity itself and its relationship to surrounding ecologies 

and species (human or not). For although there is much to be gained from focusing on the power 

inequality between capital and labor, state and population, human and nonhuman, doing so risks 



55 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

overdetermining the relationship between agricultural institutions and the rest of society as a 

unidirectional flow, rather than a dialectical and cybernetic relationship whereby consumers, 

NGOs, and the state—though often operating in tension with agriculture—still produce its 

boundaries as we understand them. These boundaries determine, for example, the juridical 

parameters surrounding excrement disposal, the forms of killing of meat animals, the space and 

sunlight allotted to chickens, the transport times and conditions for animals from farm to 

slaughterhouse. More than that, they may apply pressure to transparency, labor conditions for 

human workers, and retail cost.  

The goal of thinking the hyperanimal is not to minimize the shortcomings of the status quo, 

nor to redistribute responsibility for it. Rather, it is to start from the premise—seemingly agreed 

upon by all—that a great gap exists between what is and what ought to be in issues of ecology, 

ethics, politics, health, and labor, and that only tremendous reorganization of human society is 

likely to close that gap. From here, we historicize it and trace its growth and integration into 

other forms of life. The domestication of nonhuman species is widely regarded as one of the 

most pivotal moments in human history, and was an integral part of human interaction in forms 

like colonialism: for example, the buffalo of the North American plains were killed to make way 

for European agriculture. The hyperanimal allows us to index all of these questions efficiently. 

Such a loaded word will, I hope, also give us pause and a sense of humility for the size of this 

entity, and the momentum with which it travels, as so many try to change its course.  

To think the hyperanimal, for example, would be to see the industrialization of animal 

agriculture and its increased numbers of individual animals, as a swelling of the hyperanimal 
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(increased biomass), and a narrowing of the variety of the genetic lines that constitute it. This 

growth occurs concurrently with an explosion in the human population, that is increasingly 

intertwined with hyperanimal biomass as global meat consumption rises—especially of tissue 

from Confined Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs). Hyperanimality takes over previously 

"wild" lands that become the Brazilian soy farms needed to feed cattle, and waterways 

previously teeming with "wild" life are overtaken with the bacteria ejected from wastewater 

ponds at CAFOs, causing algae blooms that destroy ecosystems. Hyperanimality over time 

would appear like mold growing on idle fruit—life overtaking life. It is this physical, historical 

process—inevitably shot through with uncountable, shifting symbolic meanings—that acts as the 

backdrop to this study. In the chapters that follow, attention will be given to precise dimensions 

that emerge from this historical unfolding; specifically, ethical, aesthetic, affective, and 

ecological concerns. And while these may not have direct correlation with the big picture of 

hyperanimality, they are always part of it. For example, the reason that slaughter is hidden from 

view is, on its face, a matter of the sensibilities of the public towards killing. But, as Vialles 

notes, the social anxiety to avoid may be less with the killing of one animal than with the killing 

of countless animals through Fordist production methods. And the proliferation of this "Fordist 

killing" that must be kept out of sight, is the proliferation of hyperanimality that necessitates the 

secluded slaughterhouse and its efficient, confining, rapid logistics. 

I would like to take a moment to head off at the pass, as it were, a few likely objections, or 

pointed inquiries. The first is that this frame is effectively functionalist, since it creates an object 

from the sum of its parts. Except in this case, the object is not "society" as a whole but one of its 

principle processes. There are, however, important differences to be noted. Importantly, the 
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hyperanimal exists in tension with its surrounding environment, and its constituent elements are 

in tension with each other (state, industry, popular imaginaries). The hyperanimal as such is an 

object insofar as it manifests physically in the world, as a lineage of multiple animal species, but 

it is not an organism in a literal or metaphorical sense. The hyperanimal is on a trajectory in 

partnership with the homo sapiens. The hyperanimal is also not species, for it is not a category 

bound by species taxonomy or genetic continuity—although these are all aspects of it. Nor is it a 

"total social fact" (Mauss 2000:100) for its existence is 1) physical rather than processual—it is 

not an event—and 2) has a history longer than Denmark has been a nation, let alone its 21st-

century processes. A second possible critique is that the hyperanimal risks being used to scale 

out so far so as to make the perpetrators of climate change too small to see. For example, 2016 

Libertarian Party presidential candidate Gary Johnson, when asked about climate change, 

dismissed the concern because "long term" the sun would envelop the Earth and render the 

problem moot. Johnson's 2011 comment conflated the planet of 2050 with the planet of several 

billion years from now. To this I can only respond that abuse is likely to be the fate of any theory 

that reaches the zeitgeist (I am certain this one never will!). White supremacists have co-opted 

identity politics, and in chapter 2 we will see how "sustainability" was sponsored by banks 

invested in the Dakota Access Pipeline. I have no answer to these either. I can only emphasize 

what I find useful about the concept at its inception: to index the girth, history, and sheer mass of 

the social contradictions posed by animal agriculture, especially in Denmark.  
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Methodology 

 The ethnographic chapters showcase the efforts of ten organizations, grouped according 

to the nature of their engagement with the meat-climate debate. The first chapter covers livestock 

lobbying groups trying to downplay their industry’s influence, and industry scientists (e.g. the 

Danish Meat Lab) claim to be mere number crunchers. The second chapter covers the food 

innovation NGO FOOD, run by a celebrity chef, and his foraging education program WILD 

FOOD, made possible by recruiting public employees known as nature interpreters, to act as 

teachers. The third chapter covers many different groups that are all engaged in what I call 

"infrastructure activism"—projects to make plant-based foods more accessible and restrict access 

to animal products. Some of these organizations are focused on making vegetarian food more 

available (ANIMAL, Plant Food). EcoJustice Denmark—the national branch of the international 

environmental organization known for their elaborate forms of civil disobedience—began 

pursuing a campaign to pressure public institutions to buy less meat for their canteens in 2016, 

after being the main target of a documentary film attacking large environmental groups for 

ignoring livestock’s contributions; they were joined in this endeavor by a student group called 

Marking Meat (MM). Still others focused on building networks of vegans to provide mentors for 

those interested in altering their lifestyles (AA). The most vocal propagators of the relationship 

between meat and climate change have been animal rights activists, which are forthright in 

having an ulterior motive for advertising the carbon footprint of animal products, and use data 

like the FAO’s reports to encourage the public to adopt vegan and vegetarian diets. The fourth 

chapter represents an offshoot of the main animal rights campaigns in the form of those who 
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choose to work directly with animals. This chapter serves chiefly to compare and contrast the 

previous chapters: the rabbit sanctuary is run by animal liberation activists who used to work at 

ANIMAL, but whose ethical relationship to their rabbits is of a biopolitical nature similar to the 

industry managers in the first chapter. It is also, therefore, very different from the ways that 

animal rights activists engage the (human) public and attempt to reconfigure lifestyles and 

philosophies, which do not involve any proximity to the nonhumans they wish to protect. 

Together, these sites constitute the most prominent contributors to the contemporary meat-

climate debate in Denmark. 

 They are of course, far from the only contributors. I spoke with others, whose views and 

modes of engagement were either derivative or too idiosyncratic to merit coverage. For example, 

I interviewed two different "libertarians" who argued the meat tax would harm the poor.8 

Farmers may fall into the first category since they fund the scientific and lobbying firms that 

speak on their behalf and inform farmers of industry developments, but that is difficult to say for 

certain since none of them would speak to me. I experienced a similar reticence when conducting 

research on pig farmers in the US. In any case, whatever their personal feelings, farmers 

themselves are not key players in the meat-climate debate. There are also groups who advocate 

for locally-sourced and organic food, but my findings indicated that they are not engaged in the 

same kinds of conflicts that I am interested in here. The situation was similar with political 

parties, who did not wish to be bothered by an anthropologist, and which had already made their 

position clear during the beef tax debate mentioned above.  

 
8 Upon further inquiry, these self-described libertarians were found to be social democrats. 
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Methods 

This dissertation is the product of three visits to Denmark: a two-week preliminary visit, 14 

months of fieldwork, and a six-week follow-up period for additional interviews. During this 

time, I conducted 110 interviews across my field sites, as well as several interviews with 

individuals who could not be easily categorized, such as my landlords and professors at the 

University of Copenhagen, where I was a guest researcher. All interviews except two were 

conducted in English, with the remaining two conducted in Danish (one with an interpreter). I 

volunteered with four different organizations (EcoJustice, the Danish Meat Lab, Animal Allies 

(“AA”), FOOD) and engaged in observation and participant observation in a broader sense with 

other organizations. Although the organizations were almost all based on Zealand, the 

interlocutors I spent time with came from all over the country. The names of all groups I worked 

with and the names of their members have been given pseudonyms. The only exceptions are 

political parties and their representatives. 

I never would have chosen Denmark were it not for my formative experiences there with my 

American (now Danish) friend Jackson, who was one of my key interlocutors and the core of 

much snowball sampling. Born in a Chicago suburb, Jackson fell in love with Denmark and, 

according to our mutual friends, knows more about its history and rituals than many Danes. I 

often jokingly referred to him as the “future minister of tourism and culture.” 
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Geography 

The majority of my work was done with Copenhagen-based organizations (all the major 

nonprofits and other NGOs, with the meat research institute located about 25km outside the city. 

The exceptions to this were the foragers (scattered across the eastern and northern coast of 

Zealand) and the rabbit sanctuary (on the Southeastern island of Falster). Zealand is home to 

approximately 2.3 million of Denmark’s 5.7 million population. Obviously, this selection 

affected the results—a point frequently emphasized to me by interlocutors from every part of the 

country. There is a strong cultural and political divide, I was told, between Copenhageners and 

people from Jutland. “Everyone on Zealand is a Copenhagener” one Jutlandic interviewee told 

me, aware that this was a crude generalization but nevertheless a common feeling. Jutlanders 

were more rural, more nationalistic, more attached to tradition and meat9, while 

“Copenhageners” were global, cosmopolitan, multicultural, less ethnically Danish, and liberal or 

leftist. The conservative Danish People's Party's main voter base is located on Jutland, and the 

“meatball war” controversy regarding a mandate of pork originated with a representative from a 

southern Jutland town. This is not, however, to suggest that Jutlanders are averse to innovation or 

change. The south Jutland town of Sønderborg was the location of an intense renewable energy 

program based around new home design, infrastructure programs, local food initiatives, and 

agricultural manure re-use called “Project Zero.” I had planned to visit Sønderborg as well, but 

 
9 This corresponds with historical evaluations of Danish farmer ("bønder") culture (Friis et al. 1985:131). 
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after I asked whether the local livestock population figured into their carbon-neutrality plan, the 

Director became quite unwelcoming. 

Although a relatively small country (350km from east to west) its geography makes cross-

country travel difficult and expensive; the most efficient way for me to travel from Copenhagen 

to the northern tip of Jutland (Skagen, where the popular watch company was founded) was by 

plane. Otherwise, you would need to take a series of trains across and then north, or rent a car 

and pay over $50 in tolls to cross just two bridges. This tends to inhibit cross-country travel to 

locals and anthropologists alike. 

Organization of the manuscript 

This manuscript is organized into five chapters, though two chapters cover the same 

organization and are therefore labeled "2A" and "2B." The chapters are organized by the major 

stakeholders: the meat industry, a food NGO, and several environmental and animal rights 

NGOs.  

Chapter 1 concerns the knowledge production of the meat industry itself, including the 

national agricultural lobbying organization, a slaughterhouse school, and a meat institute. The 

remarks of employees about their diet choices also serve as examples of how most of my 

interlocutors described their childhood diets. I asked everyone I interviewed about their food 

habits growing up and how they have changed, finding minimal variation in total. The majority 

of the chapter details findings from two months at a meat industry research group that 

exemplifies the Danish approach to animal agriculture: modern, technological, data driven. 
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Through interviews with scientists and engineers I examine how numbers, measurement, and 

quantification supplant the ethical domain, which is deferred to the industry itself. This chapter 

examines the ways in which the industry thinks animals as matters of capital and personal ethical 

considerations, by using its own research methods to stand in the place of ethical judgements and 

obscuring the actual animals through anthropomorphic depictions. I also reveal how the industry 

uses its ties to university departments to further legitimize its findings (already thoroughly 

communicated through the language of "science" and the credibility it often entails. It then 

systematically filters its knowledge to individual farms and farmers. 

Chapter 2 transitions away from industrial production to the realm of haute cuisine, where I 

volunteered with a food innovation NGO led by a celebrity Danish chef, and we launched a 

foraging app to encourage the public to procure their own "wild" food in the spirit of New 

Nordic Cuisine. The first section in the two-part chapter is based on material formed primarily by 

what I call "office work": sites of administrative, bureaucratic, technical, or "screen work" 

(Boyer 2013). It details the administrative side of the project, and the multiple domains the head 

chef plays off each other in order to build his stature, using "green" imagery as a floating 

signifier to recruit a broad public into his projects while still receiving funding from sources 

charged with ecological crimes. Contrasting this green capitalism (Howe 2015), chapter 2B 

covers my time with the nature interpreters who actually taught the classes designed at the NGO, 

to illustrate the philosophical and praxiological gaps that made the foraging project radically 

different on the ground from the original vision devised at the Copenhagen offices. The foraging 

program in practice was a program for environmental subjectivation that deferred climate change 

to the political realm, and the ethical question of slaughter to the individual as an emotional act.  
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Chapter 3 covers the efforts of animal liberation and environmental organizations linking 

climate change to agribusiness in the popular imagination, but also pushing for normalizing 

vegan and vegetarian food through administrative and campaign work that I call "infrastructure 

activism." EcoJustice and Marking Meat aimed to reduce the amount of meat purchased by 

major institutions, ANIMAL and the Danish Vegetarian Association lobbied major grocery 

chains to carry more vegan items, Plant Food offered a vegetarian catering service, and Animal 

Allies organized a vegan mentoring group to link those who were "vegan curious" with veterans 

who had the skills and experience to guide them.  

Chapter 4 uses the “contact zone” (Haraway 2008) of a liberation-oriented rabbit sanctuary 

to, finally, bring us face to face with living animals. It explores how an animal liberation ethic 

interacts with animals in the flesh—shifting inextricably towards a biopolitical management 

similar to the industrial farmers the movement opposes, but with a crucial difference. Chapter 4 

largely functions as a contrast with the previous chapters; it shows how the ethical schema for 

caring for animals through eating has nothing whatsoever to do with how to manage physical 

animal bodies under one's care, but rather requires similar techniques to that of the industry 

workers of chapter 1. But in that similarity, it also implies a way of managing animal bodies that 

does not defer the ethical domain to consumers, or see animal bodies as suffering liabilities. 
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CHAPTER 1: Quantifying Ethics: "quality" and 

the normative function of life cycle analysis at 

a meat laboratory 

 

The deployment of statistical measures tends to replace political debate with technical 

expertise. The growing reliance on indicators provides an example of the dissemination 

of the corporate form of thinking and governance into broader social spheres. 

-Sally Engle-Merry, Measuring the World (2011). 

Introduction 

This chapter will illustrate how agribusiness institutions configure and manage knowledge of 

animals in their ecological, aesthetic, and ethical dimensions: quantification takes on the role of 

ethical dilemmas by defining and measuring animal welfare, and analysts separate the sentience 

of the animal from their physical bodies through anthropomorphism. Transparency is 

emphasized through selective access to agribusiness processes, while still being highly curated 

and regulated. Industry organizations engage in these practices to manage growing public 

("consumer" in their words) anxiety over the ecological, ethical, and other dimensions associated 

with modern production methods. 

The buffet line radiated the chatter of conversation, punctuated by spoonfuls of stew or 

potatoes gently plopping, or utensils gently scraping, against plates. Cooks sliced roast beef and 

quietly dispensed them to each employee. My last day of fieldwork with the Danish Meat Lab, 

was also the day of a birthday party for its executive director. Party organizers passed out a sheet 

with lyrics to a series of songs, which we sang in succession for him. Other employees also gave 
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speeches in his honor, and passed around a photograph of him with the former prime minister. 

After shuffling through the queue, I looked around for one of the clusters of standing eaters. I 

walked up to a group of men I didn't know, because they were speaking with Miloš. Miloš was a 

researcher at the Institute where I'd spent the last two weeks, interviewing employees, shadowing 

them at meetings, and chatting over lunch in the cafeteria. Miloš was in his mid 30s—a rarely 

young age at DML—and I suspect our common age range helped us both develop an affinity for 

one another. Miloš, like me, was also not Danish, but born in Serbia. We shared the common tale 

of being a foreigner in Denmark, and the low-key friendliness that seldom becomes friendship, 

due to Danes' proclivity for forming social groups early in life, and maintaining them throughout. 

The difficulty of breaking into the social atmosphere at DML was less a matter of friendliness, 

however, than of the physical structure and the nature of the work conducted by DML. 

Employees here spend most of their days in front of computers, making little conversation with 

one another. The abundance of glass walls certainly makes the space feel more communal and 

open, but this also restricts interactions to little more than a nod, or in my odd case as an 

American, a smile. This layout made my final hour at DML the most group-oriented setting I 

managed to witness, even running into an interlocutor from the Danish agricultural and food 

organization (his face was also on the cover of the latest issue of Beef Monthly). 

The Danish Meat Lab, or DML, is an institute specializing in various forms of production 

optimization and research for clients in the meat industry, both within Denmark and 

internationally. The organization is funded through a combination of public research grants and 

payments from their clients, which include prominent Danish meat companies such as Danish 

Crown. The organization has several dozen employees and is located in a small city about 25 
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kilometers west of Copenhagen. The institute is housed in a single four-story office building that 

is located on the campus of the Danish Technology Institute, housing multiple other technology 

and related ventures. Walking into the building, one is immediately struck by the clean 

architecture, constructed in the 2000s, and the fashionable-yet-understated furnishings of glass 

walls and other accoutrements. The lobby featured a series of couches beneath a pair of large 

images of meat freezers. The image on the left depicted dozens of sides of pork hanging in 

storage. On the right, a worker hunched over and handed a box of meat cutlets to a colleague. 

Both were encased in special suits and covered their heads with plastic. The images hung, with 

black frames, over a blood-red wall. 

The majority of employees had PhDs, some of which were "industrial PhDs" attained 

through research conducted as an employee with DML, in partnership with the Department of 

Food and Resource Economics at the University of Copenhagen—where I was a guest 

researcher. Faculty from the department (and other departments) engaged in joint research 

projects with DML employees. In fact, after returning from the field, a scandal broke in which an 

Aarhus University study on beef's environmental impact was retracted from the Danish Center 

for Food and Agriculture, due to worries about "the report’s arm’s length from business interests, 

among other things because business partners have been able to provide input and comments 

during the writing of the report and the press release" (Aarhus University 2019). I interviewed 32 

employees over two weeks at their offices, where I was provided a desk. I first contacted DML 

during the summer of 2015, when I conducted an exploratory interview with one of their 

researchers. This led to contact with Lise, the Director of Meat Technology. Lise seemed happy 

to help me and organized the interviews and the schedule herself. She also gave me a tour of the 
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facilities. In addition to the offices, the building contained testing equipment and a small meat-

processing facility to act as a testing lab for experiments on industrial procedure and technology. 

As a result, my time with DML was generally structured around interviews. I did attend several 

group meetings, but these encounters yielded less ethnographic data than the other activity where 

I witnessed employees acting collectively at the lunch table—as opposed to silently clicking 

away on their computers.  

 For lunch, most employees formed groups of 5-8 in the lobby and crossed the parking lot 

to the campus’s canteen, where they could purchase an appetizing buffet meal for just 20 DKK, 

or about 3 USD. All seating was arranged with rows of long tables, requiring attendants to sit 

shoulder-to-shoulder, and allowing little room for private conversation. It was during these 

lunches where I had most of my casual conversations with DML employees, discovered their 

history and their personal opinions, and shared information about my research. I attempted to be 

as transparent as possible, but hid my constant feelings and thoughts of moral conflict by 

selecting and eating meat and eggs so as not to arouse the resentment and concern that being 

vegan around meat-eaters so often does: what one eats is well-established as a marker of identity 

(Buckser 1999; Counihan 1988; Fischler 1988), and identities are major factors in assimilation 

into, or distinction from, particular social groups (Bourdieu 1986). What's more, vegetarians and 

vegans in particular have been known to arouse angst in their fellow eaters, just by virtue of the 

values associated with the practices (Cole and Morgan 2011; Roth 2005). The particular 

arrangement of meals at DML always included a series of prominent meat dishes, with 100 

percent of my coworkers consuming some form of it at each meal. Meat at the meat lab, and 

within the larger Danish alimentary constellation, was a "part [that] recalls the whole" (Douglas 
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1982:98) of the meal in that it was the only category that was indispensable across all the 

interlocutor's plates (unlike, say, potatoes, salads, or deserts which were all optional). In her work 

with slaughter workers, Mc Loughlin found that the canteen was the place where most access 

and trust was gained (McLoughlin 2019:324). As such, a dietary distinction on my part may have 

invited suspicion or distrust. Whether it ended up making a difference or not, I did not detect any 

defensiveness from DML employees about their chosen lines of work, and in fact I found much 

of the opposite: employees were typically apathetic towards the moral and environmental 

implications of the meat industry and their own role in it, if not outwardly confident in their 

choices and opinions. About 20 percent of them did express doubts and concern that they were 

not—personally or professionally—doing something that was making the world a better place, 

but even this concern was expressed with earnest curiosity and a matter-of-factness; it was not 

expressed with a tone of concern. Rather, it was an interesting thought experiment that no one 

seemed to put much prior thought into.  

 Employees’ positions on environmental, animal welfare, and health issues were often 

discussed in a language of quantifiable and empirical values—but not in an ethical framework—

to arrive at normative conclusions. This was precisely the way the organization comported itself, 

not just in the personal opinions of its employees during interviews, but to the public and to its 

clients as well: the organization produced and compiled data that was then shuffled to private 

industry to do with it what it liked. 
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LM and knowledge distribution 

 My first fieldwork interview took place not at DML, but the Copenhagen offices of 

Agriculture and Food (LM)10—the main agricultural association in Denmark, the lobbying arm 

of the agricultural industry, and a logistical organizer of local farmers. My first interview was 

with Paul, who showed me a map of various centers, where local representatives of LM offer to 

teach regional farmers about the latest practices and technologies related to their industry. Every 

pig sold by a Danish farmer incurs a small tax that goes directly to LM, and in exchange farmers 

are not only well organized on the political front, but they are kept in the loop on the latest 

industry trends. They have headquarters in Aarhus, but one of their buildings is in Copenhagen—

a 15-minute walk from parliament. LM employs over 600 workers as analysts, administrators, 

and research farmers, with turnover of 1 billion DKK. 

 Employees at LM were not shy about the fact that they attempt to influence politicians 

for the agricultural lobby.  

DW: So you speak directly to the ministers? 

 

ANETTE: Yes, to the ministers and also mainly to their—what-you-call it—the secretaries 

and the staff, but sometimes also the minister. We're going to talk to him about some special 

issues regarding the EU regulation. I don't know if you know but there is a new regulation 

coming up on the organic production that it's just being negotiated right now and we're going 

to talk to him about that in September and tell him our point of view, and try to inspire him to 

have the same view. And, you know, he is going to put his vote up or down to this proposal 

and we're going to talk to him about that. 

 
10 "Landbrug og Mad" is my Danish pseudonym. 
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In the conclusion I will argue that, although LM does more straightforwardly political work, 

DML is also influential in a more subtle way precisely because it transmits knowledge through a 

frame of disinterested scientific research.  

Access 

One of the responsibilities of the organic division of LM where I interviewed employees, 

was to host an "open farm day" where the general public was invited to visit and see how animals 

were raised. In contrast to the American trend of farm lobbies to push for legislation making it 

illegal to film the activities of farms and slaughterhouses—even while standing on public land—

Danish agricultural interests were more focused on emphasizing transparency. The flagship of this 

campaign was the country's large, state-of-the-art slaughterhouse, which offered tours. This 

program reflected the Danish agricultural industry's public relations push towards transparency. 

But despite this ostensible clarity, I was never given access to farms or operating slaughterhouses; 

when I emailed the slaughterhouse, I received the following response:  

Thank you for your mail. 

We do take groups on tour, but only for min. 12 persons 

At the moment, we have 3. Months waiting time 

Venlig hilsen / Kind regards 

I approached Lise and asked her whether she could vouch for me, and she eagerly promised 

to look into it. In the meantime, I attempted to recruit staff and friends to organize a joint meeting 

to no avail. Weeks later, she emailed to assure me that she hadn't forgotten this request; she later 

informed me that it would be impossible to get a tour. Anette at LM gave me a short list of farmers 

to interview, confident that they would be happy to speak with me, who either never returned my 
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calls or who, upon realizing who I was, told me to call back later six times (before I finally gave 

up). I was fortunate enough to talk with a teacher at a slaughter school just outside Copenhagen, 

where I was given a tour and allowed to see and photograph the pens where pigs would arrive each 

week to be slaughtered, but, unbeknownst to me, my appointment was scheduled while pigs were 

not there. Anthropologists who have gained more access (Blanchette here Mc Loughlin 2019) note 

that all transparency is with conditions, and what one sees is a highly curated and highly narrated 

experience, as obscuring its processes from sight are key (Pacyga 2015; Skaggs c1986.).11  

This occlusion of the animal death itself from view has been an intentional feature of 

animal agribusiness since the “Smithfield system” operated in London in the nineteenth century, 

creating middle class uproars over repugnant sights and smells. Reactions to the visceral 

unpleasantness of large-scale urban slaughter (unlike the small-scale butchery that preceded it) 

played a role the animal protection organizations (like the RSPCA) that preceded many modern 

animal rights groups (Geier 2017).  

Opinions on meat and the environment 

Most of the staff described growing up on what they called "traditional Danish" food. This 

meant flæskesteg (roast pork), frikadeller (pan-fried minced meatballs), smørrebrød (open-faced 

sandwiches with Danish rye bread, topped with meat and savory items), kartoffler (potatoes, 

 
11 Transparency was least present in the narrative of the partially-retired cow farmer I met through my interlocutor 

Søren, featured in the last chapter (they were neighbors), but his personal farm was small, close enough to common 

rustic ideals of traditional farming, and situated within a rural community. His largest concerns about the profession 

was the corporate consolidation of the livestock industry and agriculture writ large. 
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often in savory sauce), and occasionally the dish whose pronunciation is the marker of being 

fluent in the language: rødgrød med fløde (red groats with cream). Morton for example, said this: 

In my family it was very traditional we came from a farming community and was pretty 

traditional which would mean meatballs sausage of various kinds and a lot of potatoes. 

 

Jens, like Morton, grew up on a farm. To him, preparation of the ingredients was particularly 

important as traditional, with boiling vegetables as something he’d grown up doing, but later 

decided was a bad habit: 

My grandparents had a farm so we ate a lot of their products and we were not eating a lot but 

every day I would say [we eat] a lot of different ones: poultry, beef, pig. It varied quite a lot. 

Prepared the traditional way. 

 

DW: How do you mean a ‘traditional way?’ 

 

J: Traditional ways with potatoes and gravy and boiled cucumbers and vegetables. That 

changed quite a lot. I mean the way you prepare the food, I think that's common for the whole 

country. 

 

These dishes were often explicitly contrasted with "healthy" food, as another employee, 

Herbert succinctly put it: 

My mother was very much into nutrition and cared very much about having healthy food so 

no it wasn't traditional because she would take away all the fat. 

 

When I was a child we had a really healthy food and then when I was a teenager I had this, ‘I 

don't want to eat all that healthy stuff [phase]’ so I ate a lot of bacon and burgers and stuff to 

provoke my parents. -June 
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The opinions of staff were diverse, with some acknowledging the concerns of 

environmentalists, and others dismissing them as either flawed, relatively trivial, or not within 

their assigned responsibility. The answers about diet they provided were indicative of the vast 

majority of my interviewees. I asked every interviewee whether their position at DML affected 

their personal consumption habits, and in most cases the answer was related to an understanding 

of meat "quality" (discussed later). One member, however, had indeed chosen to modify their 

food habits based on their experience: 

Jens: I mean yeah so we don't eat—we don't put butter in the food—so it's out with all the fat. 

And then you come back to the animal products and there, change has been very much towards 

the carbon footprint—so if you take beef creating 12 kilos of carbon footprint per kilo . . . and 

fish creating 1 kilo that would [gestures and makes a "whoosh!" sound]. [It's heavy] that way 

and that means that [we only eat] beef once a week. It used to be more "pork twice a week," it 

used to be more "chicken two times a week," it used to be "fish two times a week." So it's 

really, we brought in a pyramid where beef is up there and . . . we have also days where we 

don't eat animal food. It differs. So that changed a lot. 

 

DW: And you actually got that knowledge and that concern as a result of working here? 

 

Jens: I've been thinking about that until I saw you. I think it has two reasons. One is that I don't 

like the machine way you produce a million pigs, slaughter them in huge slaughterhouses, and 

have infections on the skins and all of that, compared with a chicken who is going around [with 

space] I have seen on my way to my daily work. It has been a part of this change and I must 

say that 10 years ago I didn't know that. 

 

That same individual, however, also said that, for them, the way an item is produced is of 

larger concern than what is eaten.  

J: "So it's much better to take a tomato from an open land—a Spanish-produced tomato that 

tastes much better—and put it into a truck and run it all the way here [than attempt to grow 

tomatoes in Denmark]." 
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DW: "That's actually going to cost less in terms of carbon emissions?" 

 

J: "It'll be cheaper and it will be one-tenth the carbon emissions." 

At LM, two of my interviewees were quite candid about their relationship to the animal welfare 

aspect of production. The head of the organic department, Anette, was vegetarian for ten years and 

stopped when she had children. 

Anette: "Yeah that was because I thought that the industrial production of animals was not 

aligned with my values so that was the main reason." 

 

DW: "Have you—I know your behavior has changed on that. Has your attitude changed?" 

 

A: "Yeah I think today I'm more like, "Now I'm working in the business and contributing to 

changes on a higher"—or how do you say—"I'm more broad level" and I think that I have 

peace in my heart with eating meat from organic animals. I think it's, well, it can always be 

better but I think it's a good alternative. And I also eat meat that is not organic. I think I have 

another perspective now and I think if you want to make changes, I can be satisfied seeing 

changes over a longer time. I don't have to leave out all the changes myself in my own family 

in my own household. It's hard work [laughs] if you want to do that!" 

 

Another employee in the organic division was far more cut-and-dry:  

I know something about the organic production and I feel that because of the production rules: 

you're allowed to make a better tasting product, so that's my main concern for this. But also I 

mean, regarding animal welfare: it's something I think about but it's not my primary concern 

because if that was the case I would go vegan. 

What is important to take away from these remarks is that, within these organizations, there is 

a diversity of personal opinions and sentiments; despite working as knowledge producers within 

the industry, these interlocutors have substantially differing opinions, with some doubting the 
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acceptability of the system as it is. This suggests that, whatever the official disclosures or positions 

of the organizations, the conclusions drawn from available data are not universally convincing 

even to those that produce them. Internal disputes among organizations are of course to be 

expected, but Jens’s dislike of industrial agricultural methods represents an opposition to the 

fundamental structure of the industry he works for. There was no one in the activist organizations 

I interviewed who disclosed such a radical break from the group.  

Quality's many forms 

First as to food-stuffs, they are not merely regarded by the natives as nourishment, not merely 

valued because of their utility. They accumulate them not so much because they know that yams 

can be stored and used for a future date, but also because they like to display their possessions in 

food. Their yam houses are built so that the quantity of the food can be gauged, and its quality 

ascertained through the wide interstices between the beams. 

-Bronislaw Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1984:168). 

One of the main endeavors of DML is to help their customers create better quality meat 

products. Quality is often understood as "fat cover, price, country of origin and place of 

purchase" (Ngapo et al. 2004:128) but at DML it was much more all-encompassing. "Quality" 

was a term used by engineers, analysts, salespeople, and researchers. For an environmental 

researcher named Fie, quality meant the chemical composition of the meat—investigating the 

degree to which chemicals from the surrounding environment, such as traces of paint, were 

found in samples. Others included levels of animal welfare in their definition of quality. They 

may or may not also include the consistency (taste, texture, cooking results), appearance, and 

nutritional content of a selected cut. One analyst, who worked with "quality improvement" saw 
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his task in that regard as both increase animal welfare and reducing the number of bruises to 

meat. 

One researcher, David, installed computer systems that would analyze what he called the 

"carcass"—the dead pig before its transition to meat—for "quality issues" such as sickness. 

We basically tied together many aspects of our production chain from cradle to grave so you 

have a product or process reproduce something. It’s basically looking at the inputs and outputs 

of that chain and relating it to environmental impacts—that's a wide variety of impacts 

actually—so what we're trying to do is environmentally assess a process or system and getting 

quantitative results. It's a way of gathering many many aspects in one and getting many results. 

I think we usually get 12 or 13 impact categories and that ranges from global warming, resource 

consumption, and toxicity. 

 

These methods use standardized factors and statistical history, applied to each new 

slaughterhouse, in order to quantify air, ground, and water pollution levels, and then struggle to 

make these values mutually coherent to "rate" the facility’s environmental quality.  

I'm working on a business plan for one of the areas that we are trying to sell our knowledge; 

it is called quality improvement. . . . I am responsible for quality improvement: it could be 

helping slaughterhouses get rid of bruises and meat, increased animal welfare, and shelf life 

could be things with in that area." -Section Manager at DML. 

Already we are seeing some bleed here: the aesthetic dimension of bruises in the meat are 

overlapping with the ethical dimension of animal welfare, understood as "quality" issues. The third 

and fourth dimensions, environmental and financial, are again tied together: 

Especially the wastewater prices are very regulated and very politically regulated also—it is 

very beneficial for the different factories to try and optimize how much water they use. It's 

part of this whole green branding thing that the Danish companies would like to do also, but 

water and wastewater is quite expensive in Denmark so we try to help them save water, but 

also to make new procedures" -Katen, senior specialist in environmental issues 
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Put simply, DML is tasked with quantifying and measuring factors that are deemed important 

to the Danish government, industry, and the public. Once measured, the client—often a major 

player like Danish Crown—may request options for improving performance, in the form of 

technologies or more efficient processes. Otherwise, the information is simply assimilated into the 

knowledge base of the client as proprietary data.  

For DML, animal welfare is a sub-genre of meat quality. On their website, the two topics are 

grouped together under a subheading that reads "Welfare and Quality Control (WQC)": 

Animal welfare and meat quality are closely linked. When you improve animal welfare, you 

improve meat quality, and you increase your profit. 

According to regulations in many countries and consumer demands, slaughterhouses must 

secure and document the welfare of the animals on the day of slaughter. 

The WQC protocol contains a well-defined setup of questions and observation points that 

combines management related issues with practical arrangements, animal-based measures and 

meat quality. WQC is based on the layout of the individual slaughterhouse. WQC includes 

observations and graduation of typically 6 to 13 indicators within each of the 4 important 

areas: unloading, lairage, stunning and meat quality. 

The WQC provides the slaughterhouse with a comprehensive and simple overview of the 

status at hand that is easy to communicate.  

The perfect tool for surveillance, benchmarking and communication of your animal 

welfare status.12 

The concurrent training of slaughterhouse employees ensures implementation of the WQC 

system and ongoing focus on animal welfare. 

 

Furthermore, the design of the check allows for inclusion of specific customer demands related 

to animal welfare, providing the slaughterhouse with a customized protocol. 

 

 
12 Bold in original. 
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DML advertises its services for improving animal welfare in client operations: 

 

A high level of animal welfare at slaughter is good business. The meat quality is enhanced and 

the working environment improved. Furthermore, if a high level of welfare is documented, it 

can be used to meet the customers’ demands. 

 

Defining animal welfare is understood to be key to measure it, and a separate web page is 

devoted to the definition: 

To be able to measure, document and improve animal welfare, it is crucial to be able to define 

it. Animal welfare is a complex and multidimensional term. However, several definitions and 

classifications exist. The five freedoms (freedom from thirst and hunger, freedom from 

discomfort, freedom from pain, injury and diseases, freedom to express natural behaviour, 

freedom from fear and distress) were first defined in the UK in 1965 and refined in 1979. 

Later, an EU project named Welfare Quality® defined animal welfare using four principles 

(good feeding, good housing, good health and appropriate behaviour) with 12 measurable 

criteria. Of these, ten are particularly relevant on the day of slaughter, while a 13th criterion 

can be added – absence of fatigue (Brandt, 2016[1]). 

 

Animal welfare can also be considered at three levels: emotions (Is the animal happy, scared, 

etc.?), biology (Is the animal ill? Does the animal have any injuries? Is it hungry?) and 

naturalness (access to outdoor areas, playing materials, etc.). Research has shown that 

consumers primarily define animal welfare in terms of naturalness, followed by absence of 

pain (biology) and happiness (emotions). In contrast, professionals (farmers, veterinarians, 

scientists) mainly define animal welfare from a biological point of view, followed by 

emotions. 

 

The crucial aspect of the above text is how it (1) understands animal welfare as a sub-section 

of quality, (2) defines the term for purposes of measurement, and (3) justifies these actions on 

account of their profitability/appeal to consumers. Relevant indicators are identified and measured. 

These measurements are then quantified in the form of a WQC score as shown in Fig. 1. 
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Fig. 1 DML document displaying overview of Welfare and Quality Check protocol. 

By placing “animal welfare” under the heading of “quality,” DML registers it as a matter of 

cost-efficiency and consumer desirability. Furthermore, by producing a set of measurable 

parameters and then creating a scoring system, DML prioritizes the quantitative aspect (the WQC 

score is what is visible to client administrators and, if it is used in marketing, customers). Eschewed 

and minimized is the experience of the humans and animals who produce and measure these 

routines. This is, in effect, quantifying ethics itself, and creating a score that implicitly inherently 

supports industrialized slaughter itself. In other words, Jens’s dislike for industrialized slaughter 

cannot be registered on the WQC score.  
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Quality is not the only factor that DML measures, however. It also does work on 

environmental factors, popularly represented .through a type of study called life cycle assessment.  

Life cycle assessment 

It is vital to distinguish two ideas that are often confused, that of quantification, and that of 

measurement. The verb ‘to quantify’ is used here broadly as a neutral term: to convert into 

numerical existence what was previously expressed in words and not in numbers (this is a 

descriptive, not a normative statement). On the other hand, the idea of measurement, inspired 

from the natural sciences, implies that something exists already in a form that is physically 

measurable  

-Alain Desrosières. Retroaction: How Indicators Feed Back onto Quantified Actors (2016). 

 

Life-cycle assessment is not simply an industrial way of thinking sustainability, but an 

influential metric for consumers in Scandinavia as well (Isenhour 2010). LCA emerged in the 

1960s through fear of diminishing resources and increasing environmental concerns, becoming 

formalized throughout the 1980s; today, guidelines for LCA are put forth by the International 

Organization of Standards (ISO) (Bjørn et al. 2018). ISO’s definition of LCA is "compilation and 

evaluation of the inputs, outputs and potential environmental impacts of a product system 

throughout its life cycle." It is a quantification and measurement of all of the environmental 

effects emerging from a given process, defined as a "system" that produces a "functional unit." In 

the case of food products, the functional unit was often a given type of product by mass as 1 kg 

or 1 metric ton, with a goal of establishing "a common unit that the environmental impact can be 

evaluated against (ibid 258). A "cradle to grave" LCA for meat takes account of land use 

(agriculture), transportation of the animals to the slaughterhouse, the electrical demands of the 

facility, amount of wastewater produced, chemical or other waste runoff and the accompanying 
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energy inputs to direct and manage them, enteric fermentation and other GHG emissions. Those 

factors—production and movement energy, chemicals, water, animals and their constituent 

flesh—are converted into numbers. Instructions for LCA of food systems instructs that "the 

system boundary should ideally be set where nature ends and the technological system begins 

(Schau and Fet 2008), but food processes in general are understood to blur this line (Berlin and 

Uhlin 2004). Furthermore, systems that produce multiple products (like a farm that produces 

both milk and beef) incur additional category issues, as the relative contribution of 

environmental impacts can only be assigned to a general category of "food" but not divided 

between the two products. 

Studies produced by DML are proprietary information for clients, but Figure 2 shows an 

example framework from an LCA study on food waste of various types according to consumer 

attitudes, and their influence on the household's environmental impact (Gruber et al. 2016): 
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Fig. 2: Schematic flow chart of the product system. 

  

 Data inputs for the study combined weighted averages, qualitative analysis from 

consumer diaries, and extensive reliance on previous studies for both data and methodological 

consideration, including which factors to exclude. As variables, the study included three 

"scenario" consumers, who served as impact multipliers at the consumer stage: for example, in 

determining power consumption from the refrigerator based on the "scenario types, the "base" 

was set as a multiplier of 1.5, the "conscious" consumer at 1.0, and the "careless" consumer at 

2.0. 
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Fig. 3 Three "scenario" consumers to account for varying activity 

The outcome is a tabulated score across eight distinct categories. 

 

The choice of whether particular methodologies and datasets are most appropriate—e.g. 

drawing from previous studies, conducting qualitative studies (as with the solicited consumer 

diaries) and interpreting them, or simply pulling from available data sets—points to the 

constructedness of scientific knowledge that anthropologists have long known (Latour, Woolgar, 

and Salk 1986). What's more interesting, however, is the way that these studies and 

welfare/quality services are, implicitly or explicitly, doing moral work for DML and its 
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employees. By extension, it also does this work for the agricultural lobby, LM, the agricultural 

companies, and their political allies. When David said that he is working on "quality 

improvement" and lists "animal welfare" as a part of this, he was implying the quantifiability, or 

at least measurability, of animal welfare. Similarly, when Jens stated that tomatoes from Spain 

"will be cheaper and it will be one-tenth the carbon emissions" he was no longer arguing from 

his own sense of moral or ethical responsibility but making an empirical claim that had a 

perceived shared value (i.e. eating tomatoes while lowering carbon emissions). There is no 

explicitly ethical dimension of WQC either—its value is understood as conforming with law, 

raising consumer interest, increasing meat quality, and decreasing operating costs. The 

measurement of these factors is the ethical work to be done, as far as DML is concerned. 

Contrast this with Jens' statement which is more straightforwardly about his own personal 

reaction to industrialized slaughter: "I don't like the machine way you produce a million pigs, 

slaughtering them in huge slaughterhouses and having infections on their skin [emphasis 

added]." These are two distinct ways of assessing the ethics of what happens at farms and 

slaughterhouses—one is straightforwardly normative while the other supplants a normative claim 

with data, on the grounds that doing so obviates the need for a normative claim.  

The preference for quantitative analyses distances analysts from their objects of study by 

creating the mediating factor of numbers. Numbers have no sentience, no emotional or affective 

dimension. Rather than allowing this gap to exist and to turn livestock into widgets, however, the 

majority of DML employees were very fond of anthropomorphized depictions of animals. 
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The toy pigs 

The rendering of animal figures and animal flesh can result in profoundly contradictory semiotic 

and material currencies. Yet, rather than undercutting the hegemony of market life, the 

contradictions of animal rendering are productive so long as they are discursively managed 

under the separate domains of culture and economy 

-Nicole Shukin, Animal Capital, 21. 

It is not only numbers that help us to stop thinking but also the hubris of our selective 

anthropomorphic conceit. 

-Henry Buller, Individuation, the Mass, and Farmed Animals, 2013 170 

 

A porcelain pig sat on Lars’s desk. I asked him about it. He said he purchased it in the 

Canary Islands. When I asked him why, he said because he was a "meat person." Cartoon 

versions of pigs were in a large number of the offices, either as three-dimensional figurines and 

plush toys, or in framed pictures and posters. The artwork was almost never "realistic" but rather 

depicted the animals as bipedal, speaking human languages, wearing clothes, or even taking part 

in their own meat-processing. On my last day at DML I asked my officemate, Kelly, about the 

ubiquity of anthropomorphic pig paraphernalia throughout the office. She said that something 

stark and graphic would have been too much, and I pointed out that the image in the main lobby 

was just that, and she said that she is fine with it and others are fine with it because it is their 

job.  
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Anthropomorphizing animals has, traditionally, been widely regarded as unscientific and 

misleading.13 But Lars and Kelly’s responses indicated that these posters and trinkets were not 

intended as part of their work.  

Humans manage anxiety about killing animals in a multitude of ways. There may be an 

ethical or ontological equivalence drawn within the context of the hunt that places both human 

and nonhuman on the same plane (Dahles 1993; Rentería-Valencia 2015). The animal may 

actually give themselves to the human to be killed (Nadasdy 2007), they may be declared a 

sacred friend and apologize (Powers and Powers 1984), or their killing may simply be 

understood as necessary for survival (Brightman 1993). In cases of animal experimentation, 

researchers and technicians declare it a sacrifice yielding utilitarian benefit (Sperling 1988). Mc 

Loughlin argues that "slaughter workers neutralize the act of killing so as to preserve and protect 

their sense of self by distancing themselves" (2019:323). According to feminist philosopher 

Carol Adams, by referring to animal body parts as “meat,” “pork,” “steak,” etc., an ontological 

rift emerges between animal bodies and the food on our plate. Doing so places distance between 

the everyday activity of eating animal products and the “dirty work” of killing sentient beings 

required to produce it. The geographer Henry Buller posits that concern for individual animals 

has risen in recent years on account of increasing recognition of animal sentience (e.g. Lowe 

2012). Anthropomorphism of individual animals extracts them from their histories and contexts, 

creating a “distancing concept intended to obscure the real intersubjectivity that exists between 

human and non-human animals” (1999; 203, from Buller 2013). In individualizing these animals 

 
13 C.f. Weil 2012, Johnston 2008, Daston and Mitman 2005 
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as para-humans who speak English and live in human houses, they are placed within a human 

subjectivity. If they are living in apartments and encountering the same everyday woes as the 

human scientists in whose offices they are depicted, they are not part of the porcine/bovine/etc. 

genealogies that are the subject of DML’s work. In these instances, anthropocentrism extracts 

animal subjectivities from the interspecies history that I am attempting to highlight with 

hyperanimality (and which creates the images of meat prominently hanging in the DML lobby).  

Conclusion 

In Animal Capital, Nicole Shukin describes the semiotic/material work of the figure of the 

animal, and their coeval nature, as "rendering"—playing on the double entendre of rendering as 

both translating imagery (as in digital software of A/V files) and of processing animal parts for 

use. At DML, ethical and environmental factors were mediated by rendering "the animal" 

through quantification processes and anthropomorphic imagery that stands in for photographic or 

otherwise more "transparent" exposure to pig bodies and their context. The only photographic 

rendering on display within the building was the enormous lobby photo showing meat in its 

processed state, and then it is hidden from view in the accompanying image where it is within the 

boxes handled by human workers.  

The pig imagery within the office was cartoonish and out of step with the scientific analysis 

of the pig precisely so as to produce a separation between pig bodies and the data/commodity 

realm that springs forth from employee computer screens, paperwork, and sample tissues. The 

stylized rendition produced a parallel track in which the pig as subject was nested, and although 

there was a constant disavowal of its "realness" by the employees who understood its 
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anthropomorphic and fantastical qualities, it was nevertheless the pig-as-subject they were 

constantly engaged with, while they interacted with the actual pig bodies and populations as data 

points. The semiotic rendering of the pig as subject through unreal imagery facilitated a "fun" 

subjectivity that took the place (in everyday life of office work) of the experience of "real" pigs. 

LCA and other scientific processes are the Lab’s stock in trade, but their application in moral 

or political terms seems largely limited to the employees doing the research themselves, as the 

information produced by the lab did not create a consensus in understanding of the available data 

on topics they studied, let alone a consensus in position on those topics. What did emerge as a 

common category was that of "quality" which became a repository of values that emphasized a 

litany of factors. Those factors translated to not only the object of the meat as it came off the 

shelf but historical properties relating to the specific animal from which the meat transformed, 

the conditions and practices of the slaughterhouse and farm the animal lived through, and by 

extension the microbial populations and their relative freedom of movement: pigs unloaded at an 

abattoir with new pigs from other shipments will have to re-establish hierarchies and may injure 

each other, resulting in "skin damage" from fighting that must be trimmed off. Animal welfare is 

also thought by consumers to be an important component of meat quality (Thorslund, Aaslyng, 

and Lassen 2017), and whether this is something that can be ascertained from the piece of meat 

itself is an object of debate—some say that an animal who is stressed at the moment of death will 

release stress hormones that seep into the muscle tissue, producing an acidic and bitter taste 

(Grandin 1980); in this way, animal welfare becomes not only detectable but also subtended to 

the issue of flavor. 
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Anthropologists have long been aware of the ways in which numbers in general (Crump 

1992) and quantification in particular (Rottenburg et al. 2016; Power 1999) are anthropogenic. 

Statistical measures ("indicators") are becoming central technologies for not only technical 

issues, but also social issues, with a consequence that political debate is increasingly supplanted 

by technical expertise (Merry 2011), with LCA emerging as a key form of normative governance 

through the authority of "science" (Newell and Vos 2011; Christian Wells et al. 2019). LCA is a 

popular tool for corporations interested in capturing "green" consumers, by assessing carbon 

footprints of their products, precisely because it "narrowly delineating system boundaries" to 

avoid the "messiness" inherent in modern production (Newell and Vos 2011). The creation of 

categories and the systematic division of objects into those categories are means to shape 

possibilities, whether those are directed at shaping the content for internet users (Cheney-Lippold 

2011) or designing optimization schema for slaughterhouses. Often overlooked is the ontological 

space between what exists prior to classification and afterwards; this is where values that 

determine outcomes lie (Bowker and Star 1999). When DML clients utilize their Eco-design-

certified technologies, recipients are frontloaded with the term "eco-design" but will not likely 

investigate the European Union requirements that define that label (European Parliament 2009), 

much less the application of these standards to DML's protocols and the application of those 

protocols to the equipment itself. Rather, the linguistic signifier "Eco-design" does two kinds of 

work: it manages to technically index EU regulations (for those who already know that the label 

signifies adherence to them) and for those who are not familiar, to fill that space with all of their 

pre-existing connotations that emerge in their minds—many with implicit normative qualities 

about "sustainability."  
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The ease with which the parameters of classification can be obscured behind signifiers is one 

disjuncture in the communication of information. Another is the way in which increased "audit 

culture" leads to internal processes becoming centered around measurement outcomes, as was 

the case with British academic research (Shore 2008). 

The presumed numerical certainty, simplicity and transparency of indicators obfuscates their 

heterogeneity as well as the uncertainties and complexities that surround their definition and 

production (Gerrets 2016:155).14 This is true in every case of quantification and analysis, but is 

extremely vital to be aware of in the case of DML and LM's knowledge production: they are 

forthrightly advocates for the agricultural industry, but their production also carried out in 

partnership with (and under the legitimizing scope of) Danish universities. In the popular 

narrative, this information is regarded as a cooperative spirit of agricultural industry, 

"cooperative" both in the sense of producing and sharing knowledge, but also in farmers as 

owner-operators of the major farming conglomerates. Peter Manniche reproduces this sentiment 

in his 1978 book on rural Denmark's agricultural history: 

As is the case with the other Scandinavian countries, Denmark is in a unique position to 

share with those other parts of the world not only the use of improved agricultural 

implements and techniques, but what is even more important, a liberal spirit of co-

operation between independent farmers and a broadly based democratic tradition of 

education, which had been largely responsible for its economic and social advance from 

an underdeveloped condition during a period with a rural economic structure not much 

different from that which the developing countries now enjoy (Manniche 1978). 

 

 
14 This obfuscation has been so problematic that many activist groups have opposed the implementation of indicators 

(Green 2001; Rosga and Satterthwaie 2009, cited in Merry 2011). 
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 This knowledge is then systematically funneled to individual farmers, who may not always 

judiciously specify to audiences that their methods are the result of a large-scale industrially-

funded study rather than anecdotal experience—the latter having a distinct affective property 

from the former. Perhaps most influentially, this knowledge is directly and explicitly leveraged in 

the political realm towards lawmakers—the vast majority of whom belong to parties that avoid 

open conflict with them. Through this combination of levers—apparent transparency; the 

credibility of the scientific method enacted at DML and LM's research farms; the legitimacy of 

the University; and the mediating of knowledge through individual farmers—the Danish 

agricultural industry shored up credibility and maintained its position despite the proliferation of 

conflicting research. But as we will see in the following chapter, the world of haute cuisine uses 

a separate set of mechanisms to reproduce itself, exists almost entirely separately from the 

industrial production side (in fact fetishizes its departure from it), and, rather than 

accommodating a range of consumer tastes, actively shapes a "fashionable" cuisine culture that 

integrates sustainability aesthetics. 
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CHAPTER 2A: WILD FOOD: culinary sovereigns 

and "trickle-down" social change 

 

The sovereign has the power to name, to mark reality, to establish coin, to be the equivalence by which 

value is made.  

-Bruce Grant and Lisa Rofel, Sovereignty (2004). 

 

The [nonprofit industrial complex] is the set of symbiotic relationships that link together political and 

financial technologies of state and owning-class proctorship and surveillance over public political 

intercourse, including and especially emergent progressive and leftist social movements, since about the 

mid-1970s.  

-INCITE!, The Revolution Will Not Be Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex (2017). 

 

Introduction 

This chapter studies an NGO running a foraging outreach program, advertised by its 

creators to encourage eating wild plants as a way to increase public concern for nature and 

sustainable living. The program's teachers were drawn from publicly-funded nature centers, 

aquariums, and museums—and represents the closest the state comes to re-educating the public 

about eating. It draws on conceptions of sovereignty and charisma to argue that Josif Radsi, a 

celebrity chef, used his taste-making authority to reroute ecological concerns to realms of 

aesthetic pleasure and prestige. Drawing signifiers of "nature" and "sustainability" into his 

culinary creations without making any of the explicit political commitments that create division, 

Radsi accrued social capital that translated into financial capital. The vagueness of its external 

claims was reinforced by Radsi's own employees disclosing that they did not know what the 

actual goal of his nonprofit was. The app he had created was meant to spread his foraging-based 
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cooking beyond the upper echelons of Danish society (that patronized his Michelin-rated 

restaurant) but in focusing entirely on plants the app obfuscated the meat that is central to most 

Danish meals. "Nature" is used, contra hints at "sustainability", as a "salvage" site that exists 

both inside and outside of capitalism ("pericapitalist")—using processes and materials created 

outside of capitalism in order to strengthen capitalism itself (Tsing 2015:62). Chapter 2A focuses 

on the symbolic use of nature, while 2B focuses on its pedagogical and material dimensions. 

Whereas DML's food processes garnered legitimacy through scientific methods and university 

affiliation, Radsi's organizations gained influence as elite arbiters of taste, creating a 

"sustainability" narrative vague enough to be funded by Nordea bank, a targets of environmental 

activists like EcoJustice. So while animals and climate change appear little in this section, my 

aim is to describe the ways in which they are kept out of sight. This relationship between 

sustainability and foraging contrasted sharply, however, with the rangers employed by Radsi's 

organization to teach foraging skills, who will appear in 2B. 

The food was an afterthought, scrambled together by the organizer, Christina, when she realized 

we’d been doing physical labor for over four hours without a break. Breakfast wasn’t exactly energy 

food: pastries, coffee, and some pieces of fruit. What we ended up with were bulk-order sandwiches—

the kind that come in those long cardboard polygons. The volunteers were bemused that an event 

highlighting food innovation, ostensibly hosted by one of the world’s foremost celebrity chefs, Josif 

Radsi, would invite aspiring culinary enthusiasts from all over the world to an unpaid volunteering 

opportunity and feed them a party-size order of food from a local sandwich shop (instead of one of the 

many artisanal dishes on display at the WILD FOOD Festival). The day began with rain, leaving 

volunteers like myself and Cem trudging through waist-high vegetation, struggling to stay dry under our 
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FOOD-issued ponchos, to deliver 40 lb. jugs of water to the various "stations" in Ama Park. Cem was 

my partner through many of these labors: a chef from Turkey who had been living in Australia until 

recently, and who just moved to Germany to pursue a more high-profile opportunity. Cem saw 

volunteering at the WILD FOOD Festival as a chance to develop his craft in the presence of world 

famous chefs, and maybe even get discovered by demonstrating his technique, rubbing elbows with the 

giants of the restaurant world. 

About FOOD 

The WILD FOOD Festival was the culmination of a year’s worth of labor by FOOD, a 501(c)3 

nonprofit organization that "brings together a global cooking community with a social conscience, a 

sense of curiosity, and an appetite for change." FOOD organized lectures and symposiums, and ran a 

blog replete with guest entries from rising gustatory stars. For example, the group hosted a semi-formal 

lecture and discussion series called FOOD Mondays, with topics that have included the role of 

restaurants in culinary creative processes, sustainability options for restaurants, and the nature of labor 

and hierarchy in the restaurant industry. The group also facilitated a leadership summit, partnering with 

an Ivy League University and its sustainable food program with the goal of "equipping the restaurant 

community to meet the world’s mounting environmental, agricultural, and social challenges." FOOD’s 

goal was to create spaces for discussions around issues within and connected to the restaurant industry, 

using Josif’s network of elite connections and celebrity status in the hope of creating a "trickle down" 

effect (to quote the managing director) in which ameliorating social ills expands from the financial and 

cultural elite, starting at the practices of world-class restaurants. The FOOD team has four staff 

(managing director, WILD FOOD manager, program manager, and project coordinator). When I 
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interned, there were two additional interns and a temporary event producer working specifically on the 

WILD FOOD Festival. The organization is funded roughly evenly from government grants, donations 

from various foundations, and individual donors, according to Managing Director Samantha Medici. 

The office was located in an 18th-century warehouse along the harbor in Copenhagen’s posh 

Christianshavn district. This spaced was shared with the staff of two other restaurants: Skaspi 

(contraction of "Skandinavisk Spiseri" or "Scandinavian eatery"), the two-Michelin star restaurant 

named the world’s best four times by Restaurant magazine, and a new restaurant that was in the process 

of taking over Skaspi’s original space on the building’s ground floor, called Pubb. FOOD had one 4x12 

foot table for most staff, while the director sat in another area of the offices with her own desk, amongst 

the Skaspi staff, that was on a slightly raised platform. 

When I first made contact with the FOOD organization, it was gearing up to develop an app that 

would serve as a teaching tool and reference guide for all forage-able plants in Denmark. The country's 

extensive rural landmass, 8,700km of coastline, and prevalent parks would thus become sites of 

recreational harvesting to augment personal consumption. They planned to combine this technology 

with a partnership to teach foraging to Danish school children, and patrons of many local nature centers 

around the country. Intending to eventually produce programs at every school in the country, the 

initiative was meant to be a joint venture with Danish schools to create greater environmental literacy 

and passion throughout the country. They called this initiative WILD FOOD, and the WILD FOOD 

Festival would serve as a public outreach event that could announce these initiatives to the public, while 

also showcasing prominent restaurants, chefs, and thinkers on food. When I began interning at FOOD in 

the spring of 2017, Skaspi had temporarily closed its doors to move to its new location in another part of 
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Copenhagen. Although not operational, Skaspi staff were busy planning the move, as well as a pop-up in 

Tulum, Mexico, selling out its 7,000 $600 USD spots almost immediately. 

FOOD originated with Josif’s idea for a two-day symposium on all things food. In 2011, just 

after Skaspi was deemed the best restaurant in the world, Josif hosted the first FOOD Symposium, 

bringing together the world’s foremost chefs and restaurant owners to speak in a large circus-style tent 

in Copenhagen. Since then, the festival has become an annual event, with the restaurant industry’s 

biggest celebrities speaking. Sarah, the project manager, said Skaspi employees gladly worked the 

grueling event for free because of the chance to listen to and talk with these gustatory stars. It is what 

FOOD is most famous for, and still is the only thing many other office employees seemed to think 

FOOD does. 

The app 

The WILD FOOD app was meant to be a (nearly) exhaustive list of consumable plant life that 

can be found in Denmark, available in both English and Danish. It contained an encyclopedia of species, 

divided into categories (fruit, nuts, mushrooms, flowers, etc.) as well as geographic categories (water, 

fields, forest, and city). Contained in each species entry are instructions on the uses for the plant, as well 

as how to safely and responsibly pick, store, and prepare it. Users also see advertisements for foraging 

tours available throughout the country by FOOD-trained foraging "rangers" who work at schools or 

nature preserves. The app contains general information about ethical and legal parameters for foraging, 

how to avoid dangerous imposter plants, recipe lists, and information about the WILD FOOD project as 

a whole, which is partially supported by a fund from the Nordea bank—the same bank that I protested 

with EcoJustice over their investment in the Dakota Access Pipeline. The app attempts to capitalize on, 
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and add to, extant "green infrastructure"15 (Berg et al. 2014). Green infrastructure is “…an 

interconnected network of green space that conserves natural ecosystem values and functions and 

provides associated benefits to human populations” (Benedict and McMahon 2006; 12). Green 

infrastructure is considered helpful to human well-being, including through "unplanned or incidental 

nature experience" (Beery 2017;1) such as routine strolls, particularly as human experience is 

increasingly urbanized. In one survey, Danes were found to be less stressed and experience higher 

quality of life if they lived within 1 km of green space (Stigsdotter et al. 2010). Green infrastructure, a 

made through conscious efforts in cities like Copenhagen, includes forests, wetlands, parks, grasslands, 

trees, flower beds, green court yards, and green roofs (Mell 2013, found in Beery et al 2017). Proponents 

of green infrastructure say that it offers "landscape, ecological services and quality of life required by 

affected communities." Edible food walls, urban agriculture, rooftop gardens, and fruit trees lining city 

streets comprise what is called "edible green infrastructure" or "EGI" (Russo et al. 2017). 

On the homepage for WILD FOOD, a video montage of forests, fields, creeks, and soil plays 

with Josif Radsi narrating: 

What if we were all foragers? If we were cooking with a little wild food every day. If we were 

acquainted with the land—in tune with the flavors of the seasons. If we thought of the forest as a 

larder, and the beach as a beautiful pantry. . . . What if future generations knew how to harvest 

sustainably? How to unearth roots that taste like cinnamon. What if the landscape became the 

focus of the meal, capturing the unique flavor of that point in time? . . . I discovered a whole new 

way of interacting with a place—by eating it. . . . Ever since I've wondered, how do we teach our 

kids to read the landscape? And how to we ensure that their children have an edible landscape at 

all? And how do we make sure that the generation following our grandchildren takes pride in 

knowing the rhythms of the season? And passing on the knowledge that the landscape is . . . 

something to take care of. Let's picture a world in which we all look beyond the lines separating 

the urban and the rural. Most of all, let's imagine if we fully understood our inherent connection 

 
15 Or at least it did since I produced the academic bibliography for the initiative; I was tasked with finding and curating 

academic research that could be used to support the program. 
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to nature, that the landscape is not just something we can interact with should we choose to, but 

that it's actually something that we're supposed to engage with, in one way or another, every 

single day. 

 

This audio, meant to be the story of WILD FOOD, makes several points about the scope and 

intent of the program that will be important to remember throughout the chapter. First, there is a clear 

link drawn between foraging and "sustainability" with explicit reference to future generations—two 

phrases that are ubiquitous in environmental advocacy (Myers and Macnaghten 1998). Second is that 

foraging is understood as a sensory and aesthetic experience: the beach is a "beautiful pantry" that you 

can know "by eating it" and tasting a "point in time." Third is that this is a skill set that can be learned 

and, ideally, passed down because of its values. Doing so is part of ensuring that one's grandchildren 

"have an edible landscape at all"—an allusion to a world so poisoned that no wild plants are safe to eat. 

These values are the advertisement for the WILD FOOD program, from its creator. The program is not 

meant to spur a foraging industry, as has happened with, for example, Matsutake mushrooms (Tsing 

2015); it is meant to popularize an outdoor hobby that can be incorporated into daily culinary life. 

When one looks at the app, they will find a list of plants organized alphabetically. Clicking on 

the entry will open a page with headers containing information about where to find them, how to pick 

them efficiently and responsibly, how to store them, and recipes for their use. Although only plants are 

listed in the WILD FOOD app, the recipes may contain animal products including meat. This foraging 

focus reflects the menu layout at Skaspi, where their year is divided into three "seasons": the "game and 

forest" season, the "vegetable season" and the "seafood season." These "seasons" are meant to capture 

key ingredients "at their peak." During the vegetable season, meat and seafood are still present, but 
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vegan and vegetarian menus are offered—the rest of the year, patrons are simply encouraged to wait 

until vegetable season if that is what they want. 

The only appearance of animals is as meat, represented as text in a recipe, devoid of history, 

physicality, appearance, or even the connection to an animal proper. By centering the foraged plants, 

which may end up being ancillary to the meat in the provided recipes, the app and its creators remove 

themselves from contemporary anxieties around animal agriculture. Whereas DML and the rest of the 

meat industry avoids the anxiety of the hyperanimal through quantification, anthropomorphization, and 

obfuscation through extremely controlled visuals, FOOD writes domestication and animal husbandry out 

of its narrative entirely. In this narrative, nature's bounty is all there is—a hidden oasis of plenty bursting 

with new tastes and experiences, unlike the conventional grocery store serving mass-produced calories. 

In The Mushroom at the End of the World, Tsing notes how foraging is a lucrative capitalist 

enterprise in part precisely because of the matsutake mushroom's elusive nature: the fact that it grows 

wild makes not only environmental destruction but environmental production effectively an externality, 

wherein capitalism reaps the rewards without planting the seeds, as it were. The aesthetic tasting 

experience garnered by Radsi's enterprises (both in his foraging-supplied restaurant and the program he 

advertised) are methods of supplementing capitalist food processes with "salvage accumulation." This is 

not to reduce the foraging program to that, as we will see its ethical implications in chapter 2B—but its 

use for Radsi's enterprises are salvage and aesthetic experience sold as sustainability. 

Thorsten 
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My primary and closest contact at FOOD was a man named Thorsten. Thorsten was 28 years old 

and the WILD FOOD manager. He and I connected partially because of his master's degree in 

anthropology. He wrote his graduate thesis on celebrity chefs on television, and how they reproduced 

neoliberal frames of thinking about food and life. When I met him, Thorsten was a self-professed 

Marxist, guilty former vegan, and a devotee of work punctuated more by cigarettes than sleep. His 

constant bustle, enthusiasm, irreverence, and fashionable dress immediately made an impression on me, 

and I think the opportunity to contemplate the nature of what he and FOOD were doing, or at least for 

FOOD to appear contemplative, made an impression on him. He was interested in my project, but 

warned me that others at the organization aren’t "academics like us." Despite his fervid philosophical 

support of Marx, Thorsten was unabashedly in love with the rituals and preparation of gourmet food 

culture. "I love serving people" he said, reminiscing about being a child in his mother’s house, where the 

only thing that seemed to really bring her joy was crafting decadent meals and entertaining guests. When 

he had expressed interest in joining the food industry to his brother, already a chef at the time, his 

brother threatened to get him blackballed, due to the notoriously grueling pace, disrespectful bosses, and 

meagre pay new chefs often receive. But Thorsten took a different route, instead studying anthropology 

and food. With his M.A.in hand, he approached Skaspi looking for any way to participate. He was taken 

on first as an intern, and months later was asked to head the new FOOD initiative. 

Josif Radsi 

Radsi became a celebrity chef due to being the head chef at Skaspi, creating menus around 

"local" food that subscribed to New Nordic Cuisine’s attempts to broaden the spectrum of "delicious" 

fare considered distinctly Nordic. Skaspi developed a six-month waiting list for a reservation, and a full 
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meal cost around $300. Part of the unique flair of Radsi’s restaurant was its employment of locally-

sourced produce and animal products, especially locally-foraged plants. Staff routinely picked wild 

ingredients in particular locations to meet the restaurant’s demand, and increasingly connected with 

farmers cultivating these varieties, or private landholders with wild-grown populations. This gave rise to 

what one writer called "the era of the ‘I Foraged with Josif Radsi’ piece’" and another described as "the 

relentless questioning of what should and can be eaten." Radsi was hailed as not only a master chef, but 

an idealist who wanted to take a step back from the business-as-usual of food sourcing. He encouraged a 

return to Denmark’s cultural (and literal) roots. Radsi was born in Copenhagen in 1973, to a Danish 

mother and an ethnic Albanian father who emigrated from the Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. His 

family returned to Macedonia when he was young and remained there until the 1992 wars in 

Yugoslavia. During that time the family survived largely on food they foraged and hunted themselves, 

and Radsi claims this influenced his approach to food. It also played a role in how he contributed to the 

food movement known as New Nordic Cuisine. 

At the time of my internship, Josif was busy with his seven-week pop-up in Mexico. Several 

critics argued that the contributions to Mayan charities, locally-sourced food, and scholarships for 

Mexican chefs were not sufficient to escape the venture being "cultural appropriation." As I will argue in 

more detail below, Radsi's culinary developments are a form of artwork that draws on other aesthetic 

objects in order to create novel interventions within the accepted boundaries of his artistic creation 

(haute cuisine). However, the recombination of aesthetic signifiers outside of their original zones and 

without their original "spirit" removes their "aura" (Adorno 1997) and makes them "vulgar." In other 

words, the appropriation of both sustainability signifiers and alimentary practices from outside Denmark 

create novelty and momentary interest for Radsi's restaurant patrons while evacuating their raison d'être. 
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This makes sense for a food experience as novelty-based as Skaspi, where, one employee told me, meals 

are so nutritionally lacking that patrons often go to another restaurant afterward. The utility and 

practicality of food as nourishment is no longer an element of the meal—what Bourdieu calls "gratuitous 

luxury" (1986:55). 

New Nordic Cuisine 

Skaspi not only made Josif Radsi a titan in gourmet food, but it helped to make New Nordic 

Cuisine a world-renowned phenomenon. New Nordic Cuisine was an attempt by several prominent 

Danish chefs, to both bring the Nordic region back to its cooking traditions, while simultaneously 

innovating through expanding the imagination about which plants native to the Nordic region are not 

just edible, but delicious, and how they can be incorporated into various tastes. One aspect of this 

expansion was the development of the Nordic Food Lab. Part of the Nordic Food Lab’s research 

involved taking extended trips around the globe, often to the global South, and asking locals about their 

culinary practices—then incorporating this knowledge into novel dishes and preparation techniques. The 

group documented this process through podcasts.  

Originally located on a houseboat docked in the harbor adjacent to Skaspi, and considered part of 

it (and later FOOD), the Lab was a place of experimentation. Was local deer meat too "gamey" to be 

served in a five-star restaurant? Perhaps. But what if it was cured in a process similar to mummification 

for 18 months? Or what if umami was placed in ice cream? Eventually, the Lab was formally separated 

from FOOD, and then resided across the street from my former office at the University of Copenhagen. 

Partnering with the University, the Lab had gone from its modest houseboat to multiple rooms with 

extensive equipment to cook and analyze food at the molecular level—similar to Sarah Roosth's 
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fieldwork on molecular gastronomy, or the "application of the scientific method and laboratory 

apparatuses to further cooking" for increasing "taste and pleasure" rather than increased efficiency and 

availability of foodstuffs (2013). However, unlike those French chemists, the Nordic Food Lab was not 

overtly interested in a codification of nationalist cuisine. Rather than attempting to use science to further 

systemically codify a particular cooking tradition, the Lab and Radsi were interested in using new 

technologies to expand the array of local food options, to find new means of fashioning, and 

refashioning what is available. They sought to make the inedible edible, to take a savory dish and make 

it sweet, etc. The Lab was run by Lorenzo d'Angelo, an Italian-born chef who spoke to me in long, 

enthusiastic sentences—musing about the future of food, and its links to its past. After drinking a cup of 

coffee in the lounge, he gave me a tour of the facility. Several long hallways link rooms filled with 

various cauldrons and devices to measure, shake, cool, heat, and dry, as well as a spacious laboratory. 

What started resembling a culinary freewriting kitchen, has taken on the trappings of a chemistry 

department, under the auspices of a university and a world-renowned chef. 

When I asked him about sustainability, his tone shifted from exploratory to critical: 

 "What is 'sustainable?'" 

 He elaborated that there are many villages in Italy where the locals daily walk into the forests 

adjacent their homes to pick wild plants for preparation in food, as they've done for centuries, but that 

this is not a "certified organic" or "fair trade" process. He further stated that these processes, if increased 

in frequency, or replicated in other areas, would quickly wipe out the plant species to be foraged.  

 Ben Jenkins was the former Director of Experimentation at the lab, and he spoke to me via 

Skype. Like d'Angelo, fascination, passion, and adventure intonated his recounting of traveling around 
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the world to speak with locals about their food traditions, in which they marinated insects and ate larvae 

buried in a section of a tree. The variety and creativity of human consumption habits was his hobby, and 

became audibly irritated when discussing attempts to restrict diet on environmental or ethical grounds. I 

asked Jenkins how he felt value was circulating in these trips abroad, in terms of knowledge, money, or 

any other economies. 

The necessity we have as researchers [is] to give credit where it's due, whether it's due to people 

or places or traditions. It's not just about being nice, it's about making the world better. If chefs 

are making a dish, the dish, in my opinion, will be made better if they frame it as being only a 

tiny intervention in a much larger set of axis, rather than saying, "Look at this thing that is 

ahistorical and sprung, fully-formed, from my head, like Athena from Zeus." It is both less 

correct and it is less compelling. . . . The impulse to do that is a sort of rabid one-upsmanship 

about the title like Silicon Valley, where innovation is fetishized.  

 

Ben's spatiotemporal accounting of where new dishes come from is not unlike the way that Radsi 

has marketed his own dishes. In other words, Radsi does not claim that his creations "sprung, fully-

formed, from my head, like Athena from Zeus." On the contrary, his use of methods from experiences 

around the world are part of the biography of the meal that marks its appeal. I consider Radsi's 

development of dishes as a chef to be creative work as articulated by Stuart McClean: "the bringing 

forth of new material, linguistic, or conceptual formations or the transformation of existing ones and as 

calling . . . for a more broadly conceived poetics of making" (McLean 2009). Arguing for cuisine as 

creativity is nothing new (Douglas 1982; Stierand, Dörfler, and MacBryde 2014), and I do not wish to 

further theorize it here. For my purposes, let us merely understand Radsi's work as a bricoleur (Lévi-

Strauss 1966) of sorts: his creative impulses rely on the rearrangement of a number of factors to create a 

novel gustatory experience that nevertheless holds to certain conventions, such that it remains 

intelligibly of the field into which it intervenes. An expedient example of such work in terms of Radsi's 
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cross-cultural innovations is the notion of "fusion" cuisine—drawing on extant recipes from a variety of 

traditions and incorporating them. As a consequence of this, I treat the culinary products of Radsi's 

creativity as "art." But, as already stated, the genesis of this art is alluring precisely because it 

reconfigures the object in such a way that removes it from the constellation from which it emerged. The 

creation alludes to something at most, if not merely becoming a floating signifier (Lévi-Strauss 1987) 

stripped of the imbued meaning created from its local genealogy. This would be contrasted with 

something like what Luvaas calls "designer vandalism" in which Indonesian independent clothing 

designers appropriated logos and designs from popular culture. Unlike piracy, these designers 

"fundamentally alter what they reproduce" for purposes of broadening market access to sought-after 

fashion, but seek a general aesthetic reproduction more than they want to innovate. 

Redfield drew a distinction between experiencing art as "immanent" and as "icon." Immanent 

was what Vivas called "intransitive apprehension of the object's immanent meanings in their full 

presentational immediacy" (Vivas 1955;95 from Otten 1971), i.e. an appreciation of the object itself. 

Drawing on the philosopher and semiotician C.S. Peirce, he contrasted this with seeing art as "icon," or 

its indexical quality for bringing to life that which is not immediately present to the viewer (or eater, in 

this case). Redfield draws this distinction to call our attention to how an artifact of a non-Western 

culture ("primitive art" in his words) is appreciated differently by a casual museum-goer and someone 

who understands the artifact's linguistic or narrative properties, ritual use, religious significance, etc. The 

former will likely understand the object in an immanent sense, and find its aesthetics unappealing (or 

vice-versa) but in any case the genesis of that artifact's production—its existence as an icon—is lost to 

viewers outside its cosmological/epistemic production. The point of this explanation is not to wade into 
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the ethical side of Radsi's mixing of traditions, but to illustrate Radsi's skillset—for it is his occupation 

as a chef and the creative work it entails that enables him to influence the wider culinary world and food 

habits. The appropriation of environmental concern as an aesthetic, I will argue, creates similar 

transition in its appreciation from iconic to immanent in a way that removes at least some of its former 

potency. But before we get to that, we need to also explore another pivotal form of Radsi's influence: his 

charismatic nature. In the next sections, I will lay out the ways in which he is, at least for some FOOD 

employees, more than just an authority figure but a sovereign of taste. 

Office life  

Interning at FOOD was the most aesthetically rich environment of my fieldwork. The old naval 

storehouse was built with 3-square-foot wood pillars that somehow complimented the office’s 

Scandinavian minimalist furniture. The office was a single open room about 80 feet long by 40 feet 

wide, with tables serving as workstations, as well as the "experimental kitchen" in one corner, and 

separated in several areas by bookshelves. In the center, a pair of gymnast rings hung permanently, for 

the occasional member of staff (usually management, or one of Josif’s daughters) to exercise or try to 

lighten the mood. It was always humming with activity, not least because it was shared with Skaspi’s 

chefs, who used the experimental kitchen facilities to prep their latest foraged bounty, and to conduct 

their own experiments with new fare. Even the kitchen itself had to be shared between Skaspi staff and 

the staff of Pubb. Administrators and employees (both "front" and "back"—in restaurant parlance 

meaning "those who work with restaurant customers" and "those who work behind the scenes") 

swarmed in and out in nervous enthusiasm. Every day the Skaspi chefs would prepare lunch for the 

entire staff. Although everyone with FOOD spent most of their time doing screen work on computers, it 
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was common to leave for a few hours each day to participate in meetings in one or another room for 

privacy’s sake. Many of these meetings pertained to the app and the festival, but also revolved around 

the organization’s other duties. 

FOOD (and Skaspi) were also the most labor-intensive workplaces I visited during my stay. The 

staff was more international than Danish (of the six laborers with FOOD, Thorsten, Tobias, and 

Kristoffer were Danes, but Sarah was Australian, and Samantha and the two interns were American. The 

work pace looked much more like the American nonprofits I am used to, with tasks seeming to pile up 

faster than they can possibly be done, and orders from leadership changing dramatically overnight. 

Other than the interns, the staff often began working 12-14 hour days to accommodate Josif’s whims to 

accelerate deadlines or make large changes at the last minute.  

In my interview with Event Producer Kristoffer, he identified a persistent thread of working with 

groups to "make a difference" such as the Danish Refugee Council or Amnesty International and other 

NGOs that he "believed in" to "save the world." I asked him what he believed in.  

"Change! I believe in changing the things that are not okay. Children suffering in the streets. 

Hurricane victims. The environment." 

In a meeting, Samantha asked us what we thought the future of FOOD should look like, and 

what we should be attempting to change. After several people gave some answers (Thorsten had no idea 

how to answer this question), I asked everyone how they thought FOOD would negotiate with the fact 

that all attempts to disrupt and disagree would raise the ire of those who enjoy things staying the same. 

In other words, what kind of backlash was FOOD willing to accept for its positions, given that the issues 

it tackles (pollution, food waste, sexism in the workplace) are perpetuated by people and organizations? 
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If so, is FOOD interested in actually disagreeing with anyone? Samantha responded, "I would say 

"disagreement, but with civility." Based on my time with FOOD, reviewing its content and the content 

of the events it hosted, this meant identifying symptoms separated from perpetrators, and proposing 

solutions that did not cause any measurable discomfort to prominent stakeholders, inside the restaurant 

industry or out. 

Food for FOOD employees was first and foremost an aesthetic experience, and their interests 

were in finding creative ways to present, consume, and share that food. All of the staff came to FOOD 

because of their love of presentation, consumption, and ritual around food, with issues of social concern 

as secondary, if at all. This is not to suggest that the employees were unaware of social issues associated 

with food—quite the opposite. The staff had degrees in backgrounds like anthropology, philosophy, and 

food-focused public health. Tobias, for example, emphasized that "what is needed is huge, structural 

change," which he contrasted with individual habits like reducing meat consumption and turning off 

lights. Thorsten, similarly, expressed frustration (in classic Marxist terms) with the systemic problems of 

neoliberalism. Sarah, who joined FOOD after doing work on numerous sustainable food initiatives, 

found that she was "totally pessimistic about its existence or value [of corporate responsibility] for 

anyone except the corporation." 

It is also important to note that the degree of an employee’s confidence in FOOD’s capacity to 

and interest in creating social change was inversely related to their time at the organization, their 

authority within it, and their proximity to Josif: Thorsten and Samantha, the two longest-serving and 

highest-ranking staffers, had the most facetime with Josif and seemed resigned to the fact that FOOD 

was first and foremost a vehicle for Josif’s creativity and gourmet innovation, whereas other employees 
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expressed suspicious optimism, and the two interns expressed hopes and beliefs in FOOD that did not 

seem connected to any particular actions FOOD had taken, or statements it made. That even FOOD’s 

own staff could imprint on it their own personal passions (myself included), may also explain why 

adjacent staff did not have a clear idea of what it does either. The allure of buzzwords like 

"sustainability," "connection," "change," and "migration" serve much the same purpose as political 

slogans: vessels so large as to be emptied of any discernible meaning beyond what their viewer projects 

into them. I suspect I fell victim to this myself when I heard about the foraging program, as I spoke to 

Thorsten about its potential for reinstantiating food as a non-commodity, making food procurement and 

consumption a recreational activity, and using these as levers to move away from total dependence on 

industrial agriculture. 

Charisma and the judgement of taste 

My first assignment after meeting Thorsten was to edit about 200 pages of the English language 

version of the app’s content. As part of my fieldwork with each organization, I strove to not only 

observe and participate for my own benefit, but to offer any services that the group might find useful. In 

many cases this involved editing English language translations of their documents, since I have 

Bachelor’s degrees in Creative Writing and Journalism, have worked as an editor, and was at the time 

being trained as a Digital Content Editor for the journal Cultural Anthropology. How the work I 

performed on these 200 pages was initially—and then later—judged very differently. It was an 

indication to me that the rule of the sovereign of taste was fundamental to how FOOD was constituted. 

When I submitted my "pilot edit" to Thorsten, he was ecstatic, calling them "Amazing! Just what we 

need."  
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I was subsequently assured that my edits were indeed sufficient. I did not hear more about these 

documents until two months later and we were days away from the launch of the app. Josif had decided 

to bump up the launch date by two months, because he felt that his speech at a symposium of prominent 

chefs in Spain was a good opportunity to reveal it. This, of course, put extensive pressure on FOOD and 

all of its partners to push development ahead.  

Sitting in a meeting discussing how to move forward, Thorsten revealed that extensive rewrites 

needed to be made to much of the app content because the text was not good enough. Josif, who was not 

only fluent in English, but could often pass as a native speaker, was displeased with the wording of the 

text and, Thorsten added, he himself agreed.  

This attitudinal change startled me. On the one hand, I understood that if Josif did not like the 

text, then the text would be changed—FOOD, I had accepted, was his vision and his vision was final. 

However, Thorsten's judgment itself had shifted: he seemed to think the text was inferior, after explicitly 

leaving such glowing reviews of both the sample text and the final drafts, after I had specifically 

consulted him about the language and tone of the pieces.  

Just the day before, I interviewed Thorsten. I asked him about Josif: 

Thorsten: He has some weird—almost like it comes off as insights as to how things should be. 

He can't give you the answers from the beginning but when you put something together and 

present it to him it's like he's known the answers all the time, since you started working on it. 

He's like, "No it shouldn’t be like that it should be like this!" And you’re like, "Fuck! I can't do 

that—it's impossible! And then a few hours later you're like, "Fuck. He's right: it needs to be 

better." Always. I don't know if I said this before but I think about the guy who invented the 

hamburger: that's like the most beautiful snack. It's so lovely and it must have taken forever [to 

develop]. There's flour, there's eggs, there's butter in the bun, right? And there's so much work 

that goes into it. And the patty and the pickled cucumber. But the guy who showed up afterwards 

and added cheese? He just doubled the value of that. He just added cheese and walked away, and 

that's what Josif does—he just adds the cheese and walks away and it's super annoying." 



112 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

 

DW: So it's frustrating how good he is at it? 

 

T: Yeah and that's not just in the kitchen. It’s like, I've never seen him fail and it drives me crazy. 

 

Josif’s taste was revealed to me more directly one day in the office, when members of the Pubb 

staff were showing off their proposed uniform. The uniform was garnering universal praise from 

everyone in the office. Josif, however, expressed some mild disapproval, and I never saw that uniform 

again. I never managed to interview Josif directly. Whether more persistent prodding would have gotten 

me an interview is tough to know, and I got the distinct impression that asking directly would have 

resulted in blowback to myself and other staff at FOOD, who often policed his attention. His 

motivations were not forthrightly political, and Thorsten resisted my query that he was a workaholic, but 

he expounded on his insatiable drive: 

T: There's this wonderful anecdote by his wife Eve from like ten years ago, when he was much 

more involved with everything, before the restaurant was successful. One of the Sous chefs 

called her and was like, "Where is Josif?" And she is like, "What are you talking about? I don't 

know. Why are you calling me? Call him!" And he said, "I called him and he's not picking up!" 

It turned out that he was at home in bed playing some game on his PlayStation. He just couldn't 

let go: he needed to excel at all this. Two stars in Super Mario or whatever. That's not a 

workaholic, that's just a guy that needs to do the best. 

 

DW: Wow. And you feel like—again not drawing the comparison—but that's how you feel? 

That you have to put your all into it? 

 

T: That's how I want things to be in my life for better or worse. Sometimes it seems to be better 

and sometimes not very healthy, and I get angry and sad, and that's the flip side of it. But I 

wouldn't be...without it things should be dull and grey and whatnot. I don't want to have a hobby, 

you know? Fuck that shit. That implies being an amateur and not doing your best at something 

like, "I’ll just do it because it's nice?" Like, fuck that shit! 
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Several months after my tenure with FOOD ended, I had my last meeting with Thorsten. He had 

been hard to reach for a while, and when we met for coffee he mentioned that he had been taking time 

off to put himself back together, after having a breakdown due to working too hard. He was trying to be 

healthier and build up a sense of stamina to continue working. He confirmed that he was not a Marxist 

anymore, and had instead begun obsessively watching YouTube videos by Jordan Peterson, the pop-

intellectual and professor of psychology at the University of Toronto. Peterson became famous when he 

refused to abide by proposed rules around gender pronouns, and has since become a growing voice for 

sectors of the political right wing. Unlike Marx, Peterson emphasizes the legitimacy of extant social 

hierarchies, believes wealth stratification is largely legitimate, and in particular praises CEOs as having 

extraordinary skills and commitment to their work. Peterson is not only not a Marxist, but one of the 

most famous contemporary anti-Marxists—a stance that reached its apex when Peterson debated 

Lacanian Marxist Slavoj Žižek, before a crowd of 3,000. Based on the office culture of FOOD, 

Thorsten's admiration for Radsi's talents and work ethic, and the clientele FOOD serves, this shift 

seemed to more closely align with Thorsten's environment. But this 180-degree ideological turn—over a 

matter of months—suggests something more than just cognitive dissonance resolving contradiction, but 

the influence of a force even more powerful. 

I have no definitive evidence to suggest that Josif Radsi had, indeed, "never failed" as Thorsten 

claimed. I do, however, have evidence that his word was often—if not always—the final measure of 

value on all matters to which he opined. His word became internalized, at least by multiple members of 

the staff, as correct.  
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Weber defines charisma as: 

a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is considered extraordinary 

and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman or at least specifically exceptional powers 

or qualities. These are such as are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of 

divine origin or as exemplary, and on the basis of them the individual concerned is treated as a 

"leader" Weber 1978;242). 

 

Unlike, say, religious figures (Lindholm 2013), the charismatic qualities Weber elucidates here 

are rather vague and mystified, but the elements of "extraordinary" and "exceptional powers" that are 

"endowed" are critical: Radsi's personality is one that Thorsten, for example, seeks and, in his mind 

fails, to replicate. Furthermore, these qualities were not simply by virtue of Radsi's obsessiveness or 

natural skill in the intricacies of cooking, but an authoritative sense of taste that transcended food. This 

is not an anthropology of a charismatic figure and I am not interested in creating a schematic of how 

Radsi managed to attain his status as an elite arbiter of taste—some combination of skill, timing, 

celebrity, the nature of the elite restaurant business, and personal charm no doubt played roles. I am 

hesitant to think he is what Nietzsche would call an Übermensch (1885), but the source of this power 

definitely emanates from Radsi's persona rather than some form of collective effervescence (Durkheim 

1965). I can attest to feeling as though I was in the presence of a celebrity whenever he was in the office: 

feeling "starstruck" and suppressing the urge to stare. What is important is that he has it, and that it 

draws both a realignment of others' taste as we saw here, and a realignment of capital as we will see in 

the next section. 
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$130,000 per ticket 

One day, upon entering the office, I witnessed a level of stress and bustling that seemed 

uncharacteristic even for the hurried pace that so often pervaded the Skaspi and FOOD staff. Jennifer, 

one of the interns, mentioned that an exclusive event was happening that day: a few dozen people had 

purchased the opportunity to personally go foraging with Josif, take a tour of the Skaspi offices, and 

then have dinner with him at his home. The price for this afternoon was $130,000 per head, and the staff 

made it their priority to present the guests with an experience to match. The event was organized not by 

FOOD but through Skaspi, so the profits likely went to owner/investors. I was enlisted to help move 

some furniture, but most of what I ended up doing was to simply standing outside the building, 

alongside the rest of the staff (excepting Thorsten, who to his credit stayed planted at his desk despite 

instructions). After subjecting these guests to our largest grins and light head nods, I returned to my desk 

to find many guests inspecting our office like a museum: walking—hands behind their backs in relaxed 

curiosity—directly behind employees on their computers, inspecting the building’s architecture, and 

silently poring over the furniture and bookshelves. At one point, a patron was having difficulty opening 

the door to the office. I walked over, opened it, and smiled.  

"You need to jiggle the handle just the right way." 

He barely looked at me before trotting through the doorway. 

Later, I asked Thorsten about this event, and he said it was not unusual. VIP guests would often 

be invited to look around the Skaspi offices, where he felt he was being inspected like a zoo animal.  
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"They’re like, ‘And what do you do here?’" Thorsten said, in the tone one might ask a child what 

they were dressed as for Halloween. "I’m working! What do you think?!"  

The day's events left little doubt about the financial resources to which Skaspi and FOOD's 

resources are chiefly geared, and the level of draw that Radsi himself has to those with six-figures of 

disposable income. They had not come here to experience nutrition, nor even merely the $600-per-

dinner meals, but to meet an international celebrity known for his artistry and persona. Radsi's charisma 

is crucial because it is the engine through which these tastes and orientations to food and foraging are 

transmitted to an audience—as opposed to the financial and logistical means of LM and the scientific 

authority of DML seen in the previous chapter. But FOOD is not the only actor in push for a 

depoliticized greening aesthetic: it interacts with other nonprofits and government initiatives that do the 

same. 

Glad-handing in the subway 

"We’re going to this thing. I’m not even sure what it is" Thorsten spoke into his cell phone as we 

approached the location. Thorsten was invited by Nordea bank to an event called "NaTur i Byen" 

("Nature tour in the City") and feels like he should "at least check it out." He offered to let me 

accompany him. The invitation claimed that the project premieres a "new exhibition" that "helps citizens 

and visitors to experience city nature and inspire actors to network for new activities," but neither 

Thorsten nor I were sure what was going on: it looked like a press conference. The subway entryway 

was nestled at the bottom of a wide staircase, and its polygonal concrete and glass architecture did not 

assimilate the few potted (fake) plants adjacent to the podium and the tables set up for this event. A 

woman in her 40s was speaking, but despite the sound amplification, few of us could hear her due to the 
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ambient foot traffic. The audience seemed split in two: the inner circle composed of other professionals 

who accepted Nordea’s invitation, and a (much smaller, maybe 4 or 5) smattering of passersby who 

happened to peer into the corner of the subway entry to ponder what was happening, before turning back 

around and walking away. After her speech, Thorsten approached her and the two begin chatting in 

Danish like they knew each other. After a few moments she hurried away, having never acknowledged 

my presence.  

"She’s a member of parliament" he said. "Okay, there’s nothing left to do here. Let’s go." 

This encounter was one of many in which I witnessed the interactions between various political 

and business interests and FOOD employees, to create partnerships in which FOOD received funding 

from groups that would be advertised as sponsors. Although this was a simple meet-and-greet, it was an 

aspect of how the organization maintains networks for when they need to pull together large events, 

such as their festival celebrating the foraging program. 

The festival 

Planning the WILD FOOD Festival was a substantial affair. It was to be held in 

Amafælleddparken (Ama park), a large green space on the outskirts of Copenhagen, with trails, brooks, 

open fields, wooded areas, and even some cows. To secure the area for two days of events, wherein 

dozens of local businesses would set up tents to advertise the "green" aspects of their food, required 

months of planning and negotiation with the municipality. What’s more, the site was already the center 

of political turmoil: developers were attempting to purchase the land from the city and turn it into high-

end apartments. To help facilitate this process, FOOD hired an event-planning specialist just for this 
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project. The basis of the event was a series of stations, each offering patrons a taste of local ecology 

from three different ecological zones: littoral, wooded, field. Trained foragers would take guests on a 

tour of the local area, pointing out edible fruits and other plants and how to harvest and preserve them. If 

customers were willing to pay extra, they would participate in a workshop on preparing venison. Guests 

were instructed on butchering a deer and preparing meat. A deer killed only the day before, whose 

corpse hung from the tent, was the subject. Aside from these FOOD-developed courses, several other 

celebrity chefs set up tents to advertise their cooking prowess. 

Volunteers for the event came from many different backgrounds. Some were aspiring chefs and 

otherwise employed in the food world. Others were hobbyists, such as backyard brewers or 

sustainability enthusiasts. Still others were just tourists who thought the event sounded like a fun 

opportunity. The volunteering days were long—starting at 7am and usually wrapping up after 6pm, and 

scrambling to eat meals between shifts of scrubbing dishes, carrying water to the distant stations, 

assembling and disassembling equipment. In addition to our compensation with food, our admission 

price was waived, and we could participate in the day’s events free of charge—provided they were 

included in the basic admission ticket, and we could find the time in between tasks. My partner during 

much of this, Cem, voiced his displeasure at having so little time to participate in the events, and 

decided to prioritize participation and abscond from some of the less vital tasks. While guests milled 

around the deer carcass, Cen began slicing and arranging a special plate, in the hopes that he would be 

noticed by the event hosts. He was also hungry. 
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Conclusion 

There is no inherent link between gastronomy and [e.g.] world hunger, and maybe there is no link at all. 

-FOOD employee 

 

FOOD and Josif existed in a reciprocal cybernetic relation, each expanding social and financial 

capital to one another. The creation and operation of FOOD increased Josif’s profile within the culinary 

community and expanded it to other sectors, such as organizations with resources that can be directed 

through concepts like "sustainability" and "food justice" but which also necessarily meet the 

requirements of the funding streams they have acquired, such as affiliation with an Ivy League 

university. At the same time, FOOD’s reach into the culinary world—its capacity to recruit the world’s 

most respected chefs and food thinkers (e.g. Vandana Shiva) to its symposiums, FOOD Mondays 

lectures, and blog posts—rely on Josif’s profile and networks to function. Having acquired the resources 

to launch a project like the WILD FOOD app, Josif could then give a speech at a symposium in Spain to 

reveal it—which the FOOD staff unanimously agreed caused him to eclipse all the other speakers. This 

relationship is not itself antagonistic to the stated values of the organization, although it breathed life 

into the claims of some Skaspi staff that Josif’s work resembled "building an empire." FOOD’s 

trajectory is not solely governed by Josif’s whims, and in fact many on the staff, including its director, 

expressed wanting to take the organization in a direction more focused on issues of environment, 

gender, and race. But the power to make these changes as employees is significantly hampered by the 

fact that they are employed by Josif, and that Josif exists not only as boss but as sovereign: wielding 

tremendous influence to blaze whatever path he chooses.  
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Josif continued to grow his brand and his wealth from his value as an expert and visionary within 

the food world, with the locals of places he had visited—inside Scandinavia and within the global South. 

Furthermore, whether this accumulated social and financial capital would actually change any of the 

problems he and his organization are quick to use as buzzwords is not quantifiable. Josif and FOOD 

leverage public imaginations about "change," "sustainability," "food justice," etc., but without making 

arguments that point fingers at particular offenders; instead, they make general statements that either 

blame nameless positions (restaurant owners and managers), or target consumers directly. Samantha told 

me, specifically, "You will never hear Josif say the word 'sustainability.'" But instead of consumers 

being "blamed," they are re-educated to view alternative consumption practices like foraging and 

consuming more plant-based diets as aesthetic, recreational, and virtue-signaling devices that enhance 

their lives and their status—looking good by doing good. The appropriation of foods and cooking 

techniques from around the world serve similarly as raw ingredients in FOOD/Josif’s product—in 

wielding these techniques as a culinary sovereign, Josif conjured the metaphorical cheese on the 

hamburger, as Thorsten put it, that doubles the value. Except in this sense, the one who adds the cheese 

also gets most of the praise and profit. This system allowed Josif and FOOD to gain resources and 

cultural capital from elite individuals and institutions who can make similar inroads by attaching 

themselves to issues in ways that offer no rhetorical, financial, or institutional route back to their own 

culpability in the very issues FOOD purportedly gestures towards (e.g. Nordea’s investment in WILD 

FOOD).  

More precisely to the point, the incorporation of environmental icons (rhetoric in particular) into 

restaurant dishes and the foraging project in Radsi's bricolage manner, diminishes or removes the iconic 

nature of these artifacts and emphasizes instead their immanent qualities. None of the practices 
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emphasized—as far as FOOD is concerned—are really about sustainability, as Samantha emphasized 

above, even if the word comes up. Words like these do a different kind of work: that of placating. They 

gloss Radsi's food art as a vaguely socially responsible choice, allaying pervasive fears of climate 

disaster through the commodification of nature articulated by Fletcher's neoliberal environmentality in 

the introduction. In a similar vein, FOOD avoids anxieties about the (hyper)animal by cutting 

domestication out of the equation entirely: foraging is entirely about wild plants, with animal flesh only 

appearing as dehistoricized ingredients. The fact that foraging (and even hunting game) would quickly 

deplete the available resources and falls far short of the nutritional needs of Danish citizens is not really 

of concern to FOOD, because FOOD is interested in developing the culinary industry, not in engaging in 

the difficult contradictions inherent to food production. But whereas FOOD's events and Skaspi's menus 

are firmly under Radsi's control, the foraging program itself is enacted by Nature interpreters who are 

publicly funded and have their own agendas. How they enact this educational program is the subject of 

chapter 2B. 
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CHAPTER 2B: Taste on the ground: foraging in 

depoliticized nature and politicized climate 

change 

 

Introduction 

Although I spent two months working with FOOD, particularly on their WILD FOOD 

project, my role was in preparation and administration. My time in the FOOD offices ended well 

before the launch of the foraging tours began. I returned to Denmark in the summer of 2018 to 

interview seven foraging tour guides in the program and experience their tours. Foraging 

("sanketur") is not unheard of in Denmark. To the contrary, it is common practice for young 

scouts to learn to make soup from the plentiful wild nettles. Picking wild berries is also not 

uncommon for the novelty and the chance to get outside (Carroll, Blatner, and Cohn 2003). But 

the aim of the WILD FOOD project was to popularize the practice as a way to supplement one’s 

nutrition and palette, and as a means of environmental education. In this second part of Chapter 

2, I dwell on foraging-qua-public-education as an ethical technology: it was the closest the state 

was willing to come to directly engaging the public with discussions of animal use. The limits of 

foraging as food become apparent, and the human/animal relations occluded through FOOD's 

app and advertising necessarily come into view through the foraging sites and the anxieties of 

those teaching them. The result is a rejection of large-scale agricultural processes in favor of 

small-scale, intimate ethics of taking animal life, and deferrals to the state bureaucracy for 

climate/environmental action. More importantly, a political/ethical boundary emerges that treats 
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the matters important to these guides ("nature interpreters"), as outside their realm of influence. 

Instead of engaging directly with these questions, interpreters approach them indirectly through 

examining "nature"—a depoliticized entity that, some of them argued, holds the key to shifting 

social norms around species and ecology. I will detail several skills that various foragers impart, 

that they intend to be mechanisms for fostering a greater appreciation of nonhuman worlds. I 

argue that, while its teachers do not see their role as increasing the material dependence of the 

population on foraged food, the program is indeed making "environmental subjects" (Agrawal 

2005) and specifically problematizes animals as food sources. 

 I interviewed two nature interpreters from Jutland, one from Fyn, and five based on 

Zealand. The English translation of their role in the WILD FOOD program was "rangers" but all 

of these foraging teachers had a specific education as a "naturvejleder" or "nature interpreter"—a 

label not particularly liked by the FOOD staff. A nature interpreter is trained in specific 

understandings of ecosystems, much like being trained in forestry. But it is a pedagogy-, rather 

than practice-based education: nature interpreters are tasked with educating the public about 

ecological issues. Different nature interpreters had different backgrounds and specialties: 

Nicholas, for example, worked on what I can only describe as a working farm school, and had a 

background in animal agriculture; Jan was one of two interpreters I interviewed who were 

trained as marine biologists before they pursued their degree as nature interpreters. Their various 

backgrounds impacted their place of employment, and how and what they chose to focus on 

during their foraging tours, but during my time with them, I noticed strong similarities in the 
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plants they identified, how they discussed them, and the recipes they suggested.16 Rangers 

explained how FOOD’s project looked on the ground as opposed to the administrators and 

creators. They explained the disjuncture between those who will do the pedagogy side of the 

theory and practice conceived by Radsi. The project enacted was a negotiation and a translation 

between FOOD and nature interpreters—the latter having their own values for cultivating 

ecological affinity with the public through intentional pedagogy, less than aesthetic presentation 

or taste, or even recreation as an end to itself. The FOOD focus on the latter did not have a 

sufficient audience among many forager programs, requiring local reinvention and sometimes 

breaking the "rules" assigned by FOOD administrators. When I interviewed the nature 

interpreters during the summer of 2018 (less than a year after the tours officially began), the two 

groups hardly communicated with one another anymore—suggesting that the FOOD 

administrators had achieved their desired goals, and the foragers appropriated the program to 

their own ends.  

About the program 

The structure of the program was designed to use FOOD as a central hub of marketing, 

advertising, culinary knowledge, and communication for the foraging tours that were carried out 

by the rangers. I made contact with all of the rangers through the website, although Thorsten 

gave me contact information for several. Rangers were divided into two regional groups—

western being Jutland and the island of Fyn; and eastern being Zealand and the eastern islands of 

 
16 This is partially due to the fact that I visited all foragers within a two-month summer period with a long dry spell, 

limiting the available flora to be examined. 



125 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

Lolland and Falster. Rangers would then meet twice per year to formally discuss their 

experiences in the program and share information, although these exchanges were frequent 

through a Facebook group. Many of the rangers spoke to each other individually as well, 

knowing them through the program or prior to it. 

Rangers were selected based on an application process organized by FOOD, requesting 

nature interpreters to become their "rangers." All of the rangers I spoke to said that they applied 

due to personal interest and/or a desire to add to the list of activities provided by their place of 

employment. Many interpreters worked at institutions that already offered some kind of tours: 

Jan, for example, worked at an aquarium on the eastern coast of Zealand, where he took guests 

on boat tours of the bay that separates Denmark and Sweden. Offering tours specific to local 

edible species offered the aquarium a chance to gain additional funds through increased 

patronage, as well as potential for government grants. Clara and Kevin worked at publicly-

funded nature centers that offered tours on botany, biology, and ecology. Agnethe worked at an 

abbey and discussed the history of the church’s relationship to the local environment, including 

the use of plants as food and medicine. Once selected, rangers met and experienced a three-day 

training course, in which they learned about specific plant species in each of the three areas 

(forest, meadow, beach) and learned how to cook them from Jean Rinaud, a famous Danish chef.  

Both the FOOD administrators and the foragers are interested in innovating deliciousness to 

expand palettes towards foraged plants. But the FOOD chefs training the foragers, and Josif 

Radsi himself, are interested in its application at the elite levels of gourmet dining, or at least in 

foraging as, first and foremost, a culinary act. Foragers are much more focused on a level of 
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sophistication that is easily transmitted to people to lure them into the practice, rather than 

working with gastrophiles who are trying to expand to foraging. To both parties, the universal 

appeal of these culinary/eco-conscious ethea seems to fall short. For example, the primary 

architect of New Nordic Cuisine, Claus Meyer, attempted to create a meal plan that manifested 

the principles of NNC in a dietary regimen that met the nutritional requirements for every 

member of the Danish population, receiving 100 million DKK ($20 million) from the Nordea 

Foundation, and constructed a study in partnership with the University of Copenhagen to 

examine its feasibility. The results were that most participants preferred "traditional food" and 

found the recipes time-consuming, and the ingredients difficult to find. Although the nature 

interpreters had very different goals and view FOOD’s work as elitist, they too are engaged in a 

losing battle against class demarcations and the various types of capital and limitations that 

reproduce it. The typical attendees of foraging tours—retirees and elderly people with dementia, 

and young schoolchildren—are primarily motivated by recreational and educational projects and 

interests, and have little interest in or connection with the cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron 

1977) emanating from elite chefs and their restaurants or NGOs. But the segments of the 

population that attend foraging tours is still limited: nature centers tend to be located outside the 

major metropoles, thereby creating a need for attendees to travel; this is accomplished either by 

state support (schools and retirement homes leading the outings), the middle-class convenience 

of owning a vehicle in Denmark, or the willingness to spend hours on a variety of buses and 

trains for a two-hour outing. Even for someone like me who found public transportation 

refreshing and impressively accessible, these trips were exhausting. This does not concern 

FOOD administration though, as their project’s credibility rests on an apparent disavowal of the 



127 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

"distinction" of foraging food and an ostensible attempt to democratize it, even as its networks 

continue to be firmly within the elite culinary world. Furthermore, despite their apparent 

disavowal of the cultural capital through taste and procurement of food, the act of caring about 

environmental issues and outdoor recreation are not without class markers of their own (Paddock 

2016).  

It is crucial to understand that the foraging tours were one task that nature interpreters agreed 

to take on. Their role as "rangers" for the WILD FOOD program was something they did in 

addition to their normal work duties, which involved diverse types of community education. 

While animals were only passive features of the foraging program as ingredients, their presence 

and slaughter was part of the educational program for some nature interpreters. However, they 

did not see the raising and killing of animals as part of their educational work on "nature" so 

much as an ethical issue related to cultural norms.  

Nature interpreters 

The aim of setting up a Nature Interpreter Service was to give people interesting 

experiences, a greater knowledge of the countryside and thereby a greater understanding of 

the complexity of Nature, of farming conditions and perhaps an increased environmental 

consciousness. It was also the hope that, if people had a greater understanding of Nature, they 

would appreciate it more and care for it better.  

"The Interpreters still try to create a love of Nature, but they try at the same time to create an 

understanding of local and global environmental conditions." -natur-vejleder.dk 

"The purpose of the nature guidance in Denmark is to create understanding and insight into 

Danish nature, and to help ensure that children and young people learn to see and respect the 

connections between nature and culture, and between human and nature, so that a necessary 

balance between natural use and protection is preserved and developed."17 

 
17 Original text: “Formålet med naturvejledningen i Danmark, er at skabe forståelse og indsigt i dansk natur, og 

medvirke til at sikre at børn og unge lærer at se og respektere sammenhængene mellem natur og kultur, og mellem 
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"Nature interpreter" is an occupation created in 1986 with the goal of creating countrywide 

pedagogical influence to shape a particular understanding of environmental issues and ecology, 

based within schools, outdoor recreation facilities, and municipalities. Nature interpreters 

recognize the pivotal influence of humans in constituting what they call "Nature" and were 

attempting to create, through exposure and familiarity, a deeper sense of responsibility to 

ecological issues. It requires a formal education in Denmark administered through the Danish 

Forestry College that takes two years to complete (there is not a corresponding position in the 

United States). The skills taught are a combination of botany, biology, pedagogy, and history. 

Those who pursue it typically already have a background in biology, teaching, or forestry. 

Interpreters can work with the Forestry Service, local museums and municipalities, schools, or be 

freelance workers. Training and activities are funded through a public/private combination, from 

the Danish Forest and Nature Agency and the privately held Danish Outdoor Council—an 

umbrella organization for many outdoor activity and land use organizations, such as hunters, girl 

scouts, 4H, and sailing clubs. Their educational programs are based in nature centers, schools, or 

other educational facilities (such as the abbey). There are about 400 nature interpreters in 

Denmark. The vision of nature interpreters is one that endorses the "pragmatic use of nature for 

personal ends" (Fine 1997). Many who I spoke with had idealistic aspirations that informed their 

chosen career pursuits. 

 
menneske og natur, således at der bevares og udvikles en nødvendig balance mellem naturbenyttelse og – 

beskyttelse.” 
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I wanted to save the world [laughs]. I went to Borneo for a year. And then I thought actually 

I wanted to work with the WWF or something, and then I thought ‘no, I want to stay home’ 

[laughs]. And then I started to teach in a place near Copenhagen at Amagerfælled. -Agnethe 

 

What is "the nature?" 

The aim of Nature interpretation in Denmark is: 

● to show that Nature is a composite whole consisting of countryside, sea, climate, plants, 

animals, history and culture, of which Man is a part, both influencing Nature and 

dependent on it. 

● to show that Nature must be both protected and used. 

● to inform how Nature is a basis for trade and industry as well as for open air activities. 

● to give information about the written and unwritten rules regarding access to the 

countryside. 

● to explain local environmental conditions in order to clarify the global Environment and 

to work towards a sustainable life style. 

● to give information on Nature in towns and on the connection between urban life and the 

environment.  

-natur-vejleder.dk 

 

Foragers (and Danes talking about the environment in general) spoke often of "naturen" 

(literally "the nature" or "nature" in English). Although "naturen" maps quite accurately onto the 

English counterpart, it is worth noting that Danes tend to use it in places where many native 

English speakers have shifted to "ecology"—so whereas many in the English-speaking world 

have chosen to abandon the word due to the lack of nuance it provided and the ways in which it 

implies a lack of human-nonhuman entanglement, Danes seemed to be more likely to push that 

entanglement into their equivalent word. When the naturvejleders spoke of nature, they were 

speaking of the nonhuman elements of the world that we forget we are dependent on and 
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therefore responsible for. Or they described nonhuman life both as single entities and as 

interlocking systems (trees and forests). For Katherine, a major component of her pedagogy was 

in combatting the anthropocentrism she saw as the default mindset for many of the children she 

worked with. 

So the next time they see the nettle they don’t see it just as a weed that you have to get rid of 

but they have a defense mechanism that is quite clever and everything has its place and 

everything is here for a reason so you can’t get rid of it. So it’s about...you have to respect 

what’s here because it will still be here when we as a species is not here. It’s not something 

that [anyone] will weep about: "where did the humans go?" So [I] get the kids and also the 

older people to understand that they are not the center of the Universe. We are just a 

mammal. I don’t want to talk too much to them, I want them to do something active. I make 

a game where I hide things and they can find it. They discover that they are a mammal as 

well . . . so it’s just like . . . this understanding that . . . we rule the world I know that, but we 

do more harm than good. -Katherine 

 

Although the rhetoric of the foragers is of "nature" the Danish landscape—especially its 

arboreal areas—are anthropogenic projects. The country was almost completely covered in forest 

after the last Ice Age, but the rise of agriculture cleared it away until the it made up less than 3 

percent of the land in the 18th century, despite repeated orders from the crown to moderate 

deforestation. In 1805 the Peace Forest Ordinance ("Fredskovsforordningen") marked the 

beginning of reforestation efforts. Today, 12 percent of Denmark is forested. But according to 

Katherine, the purpose of the forests are not principally to foster recreation, ecological 

prosperity, or biodiversity, but to ensure steady timber supply.18 

All forest in Denmark are planted for [logging]. But here they have removed so much. We 

have said that we need some forest areas for the kids. -Katherine 

 
18 https://www.trae.dk/leksikon/danmarks-skove-fra-istiden-til-fremtiden/ 
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Yeah so we have this habitat here for food, and this habitat here's the forest we go enjoy and 

this habitat here is for the wild animal . . . so I think we have to combine it a little bit 

because I think one of the things for me—as a biologist—one of the main threats against 

nature is smaller area. It's a larger threat than climate change I mean the fact that we 

[expand] and give less space to Nature." 

 

[Forests] are planted for production. All forests in Denmark are planted for that. But then 

they have decided that in this forest that is very small, they don’t touch [it]. Well they touch 

it, even here, but we have said that we need some forest areas for the kids because otherwise 

I have to walk very far with them and that’s not fun. But not far from here you will see very 

large open areas where they have taken the trees." -Katherine 

 

The apparent paradox of how foragers like Kevin, Katherine, and Nicholas think about 

nature is that it is both "that which is not human" and "that which humans are a part of." But 

these definitions are differences of description vs prescription. The former, "nature as the 

nonhuman" describes the popular understanding of a strong line—ethical, ontological, practical, 

cultural—between the two, whereas the latter is a prescriptive intervention alluding to a number 

of different knowledges, from biological to "non-Western." As Katherine said, "all forests in 

Denmark are man-made." Going out "into nature" and personally extracting material and 

symbolic value from it is how foragers attempt to undermine "nature as nonhuman" with "nature 

as something humans are a part of." They understand Descola's (2013:4) criticism of the 

nature/culture dualism, but speak in terms that interface with a general public still operating 

under that assumption.  

It is through this anthropogenic history that I view the foragers' references to "nature." Much 

like Raffles's (2002) revelation about the constructedness of the Amazon, "nature" in the Danish 

landscape is not a pristine, pre-human or pre-civilizational object to be frozen in time.  
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Climate concerns 

Most of the nature interpreters I spoke to expressed concern about climate change and other 

environmental issues, tying these concerns to their educational and career pursuits. However, 

some expressed more apprehension than others about including such topics in their tours for fear 

of coming off as unfairly biased or editorializing. Katherine followed this comment up with 

indignation at the Danish People’s Party’s spokesperson, who that week had, for the first time, 

declared skepticism that climate change was anthropogenic. Even for the conservative and 

populist party, outright skepticism was new. But at least two of them thought that their work 

could help reconcile the problem of meat and climate. 

A: I think also if . . . if you say okay we can't eat meat so we need to eat a lot of other things, 

[it's] good to introduce other tastes and other textures, and introducing all these wild herbs is 

one way of doing that: so you don't just eat green salad, you get more options  

 

DW: Not just nettle soup 

 

A: Not just noodle soup and not just . . . saying "no" to a lot of things in the diet. We can 

also incorporate new things. But do I eat meat, yes. But I try not to eat too much. -Agnethe 

 

I have thoughts [about climate change] but it is definitely not my lesson. My function at a 

higher level is to give [my young students] a positive experience, leading to an emotional 

connection to the nature. -Kevin 

 

Climate change here is a political or social statement, too controversial or specific for 

discussion or specific pedagogy. The nature interpreter's mission "at a higher level" is something 

more amorphous: an emotional connection to "the nature." Nature is not political or 
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controversial, nor is specifically having an emotional connection to it. This is not because 

anthropogenic climate change isn't widely accepted in Denmark, but its implications are instead 

too specific and solutions too contested to merit emphasis. 

Rather than focus on "environmental issues" per se, nature interpreters focused on teaching 

specific skills to their foraging students that they believed carried with them an increased 

attunement for environmental issues. 

Taste as knowledge, experimentation as metaskill 

One of my interlocutors was Agnethe, who worked at an abbey that was turned into a 

historical museum. Agnethe’s chief responsibilities were in program development and 

maintaining the abbey with four other individuals. Becoming a nature interpreter was something 

she requested of her boss, on the argument that it would allow her to help residents gain a deeper 

appreciation for the surrounding area and its historical relationship to the abbey itself. 

Additionally, the desire to become a nature interpreter stemmed from her own experience as a 

child reading booklets from the World Wildlife Fund, and wanting to protect endangered 

animals. She gave me a personal tour, and as we walked from the building itself through the 

surrounding countryside, she frequently stopped to point out edible plants and how they can be 

used. Before we even left the main gravel road joining the central compound, we were standing 

at a tree with small, round, shiny red berries. 

Smells a little bit like chamomile. In Denmark we don't have too many national parks like 

you have. . . So this is the tree where you can eat this little fruit [offering it to me]. A bit sour 

still, but when they're green you can make marmalade with them for toast or something. In 

two more weeks I think they'll be good—on the 30th I hope so. These ones, nobody knows 
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how to eat them. They ripe up and become completely red like this; you boil them with a 

stone with sugar and water and then you can put them through a sieve and make like a puree 

and you put a little bit of lemon in, and you have what we call ‘Danish ketchup.’ And that's 

good with meat as well. Instead of always eating Heinz Ketchup what if you could get 

another ketchup sometimes, and try and expand the number of different tastes you actually 

have in your kitchen. And this is very accessible as well: these two trees, we get them 

everywhere. If you go by the road now these can either be yellow or red, and the thing is 

they just fall down and nobody uses them. That's where our mission is because you get 

people to actually use these instead of going and buying plums from, I don't know, 

somewhere else. -Agnethe 

 

When I asked her how she felt about the larger impact of the program, she said that while 

wild food cannot completely replace store-bought food, that it could create a meaningful 

difference for people if they just began acquiring 5-10 percent of their food from foraging. Doing 

so, she said, would reduce the need for buying food from other parts of the world, which would 

become increasingly important if global food production declined and it became harder to import 

goods. More than diversifying taste and supplementing the commercial supply of food, foragers 

saw the act of tasting and learning to prepare foraged food as a means to sensitize patrons to 

ecological concerns and the importance of nature. Reaching most of the nature interpreter’s 

facilities via public transit required a substantial amount of walking from (and waiting at) bus 

stops. Katherine’s Nature Center was no exception—a one-story cabin-like building nestled 

along the side of a rural road, and surrounded on three sides by forest and field, where Katherine 

and a few colleagues gave tours, lectures, workshops, and maintained a tiny museum of natural 

artifacts. One of her colleagues had recently submitted a grant proposal to pay her salary and 

effectively keep her job. In the rear, a few park benches and a chicken coop created a social 

space that looked out over a grass valley to the forested area where Katherine would give 

foraging tours. After the ritualistic offering of coffee we sat at one of the benches, where 
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Katherine discussed her ambivalence about having the chickens, and meat in general. She 

became a marine biologist and pursued the academic life until she realized she hated the writing 

and the abstract work—instead preferring to be "in the field" and up close with biology. After 

taking several years off when she had a child, she returned to work and was accepted at the 

Nature Center, where she started to work part-time as an older colleague eased into retirement, 

and eventually took over full time. Like the other rangers I met, Katherine did not set out to be a 

nature interpreter, but backed into it as a result of her particular educational and employment 

background, saying it was the kind of hands-on pedagogical experience she was looking for. 

I want to go out and make people realize things, not by preaching but by showing. I think 

it’s all about love: love of nature. If you have a knowledge and if you have seen something 

then you will respect it, just like people. You read about people getting killed and you’re just 

like "yep" but if it was someone you knew, you would care. 

 

For Katherine, the skills of foraging represent specifically the non-quantifiable portion of 

understanding nature—as much as she values the quantifiable, indexical ways of knowing 

ecosystems through her biology degree, she finds the most important aspect to be experiential, or 

even existential insofar as it leads to revelations about one’s place in the world, relative to other 

lifeforms. Foraging is a heuristic device to capture the attention and habits of the pupil (what 

Trubek and Belliveau (2009) call "cooking as pedagogy"). Both to develop lifestyles that 

incorporate and therefore value nature, and also as an end to itself, as an aesthetic pleasure and a 

modality of knowledge about nature unto itself. 

"Sometimes at the school it makes more sense opening a goat than opening a book." -

Nicholas 
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More than imparting knowledge through taste and sensual attunement, most foragers 

emphasized creating an interest that continually invests the subject in nature. Agnethe, for 

example, was more interested in cultivating an interest and some skills for experimentation.  

When we cook I try not to control it too much. I just have this table—you find all the 

groceries and here you find all the other materials: bowls and so on. And people just 

experiment themselves . . . in small groups. And when one group finishes something we just 

stop and then they present their food. And they go and everybody tastes it. 

 

Agnethe saw her role as providing the basis for a kind of play with nature. She provided an 

apprenticeship that did not so much fill an empty space of knowledge, as an introductory 

understanding that would enable an ongoing process, reorienting the subject’s relationship to 

wild food and environments. Katherine emphasized that this was about feeling and 

experimenting. 

A major part of edibility is not merely the knowledge that a certain kind of plant is "safe to 

eat" and how to identify it—this alone will scarcely serve anyone who isn’t completely lacking 

other options. Edibility that can change someone’s eating when they have other options means 

making it delicious. And while some plant matter—especially sweet berries—are delicious right 

off the vine, others require some treatment to become convincing: pine needles, when crushed 

and placed in the freezer with ice, can be made into a sweet slushy dessert called "granitæt." 

Closing the knowledge gap with the skill to 'make the familiar also delicious' is one challenge. 

The other challenge is building up the habit to do such a thing.  

 

DW: Do you get the sense that people are integrating this knowledge into their lives or– 



137 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

Agnethe: No. 

DW: No? 

Agnethe: They don't I think, but I think it's one step at a time. In Denmark we have this 

tradition that we collect mushrooms, and a lot of people do that because you can easily 

identify chanterelles, I think they're called, and a few others. You won’t mistake them for 

any other poisonous species and people they love to do it. And a lot of people do it, not only 

biologists and so on, so I'm thinking, "okay this is something that has been going on for at 

least the last 50 years or so, so maybe in 50 years from now people will do this herb 

collecting." I don't know—for me, myself, in the beginning—2 years ago when I just 

started—people asked, "okay so do you do this at home?" [shrugs]  

No I don't. And then I started thinking, "okay maybe I should start doing it." So I had to 

decide that I do it and now I do it because when I sit in my garden I think, "I could use that" 

and I pick it and I rinse it and I put it in the fridge and when I look in the fridge: "ah! There 

it is." I tell that to people as well so if you go for a walk and you think "Oh, this plant!" just 

pick it—I mean if you don't use it you can just put it your green compost. Just to try and 

incorporate a little into your daily routine. And that's why I wanted to show them something 

that they can find from a lot of places—and that they don't have to go somewhere special to 

find. You have to start somewhere. 

 

This is, ultimately, a form of making "environmental subjects" (Agrawal 2005): the creating 

of disciplinary technologies that "diffuse ethical norms" (Fletcher 2010). It is an attempt to 

change the habits of a population for the public good. In a common Danish fashion, it is a joint 

venture between public institutions and private enterprise. But the theoretical vacancies left by 

FOOD's overall paradigm allow substantial room for play, and the focus and message of each 

nature interpreter I foraged with was specific to the individual's ideology and the scope of their 

home institution. 

What this program attempts to teach is, a set of both skills and sensitivities, or attunements, 

to "nature"—or, more precisely, to the false ontological barrier between "nature" and "culture." 
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Therefore I categorize this as what Faubion calls "themitical"—the technologies for maintaining 

("sustaining") a given social order. 

But Agnethe's pessimism here undermines WILD FOOD's legitimacy as a public education 

program. Its success as such—rather than mere recreation—hinges on its ability to reach the 

public with its knowledge and to create some kind of meaningful transformation in the public's 

attitudes and behaviors. None of the nature interpreters I spoke with seemed to think it was 

having a substantial effect, nor was it becoming widely adopted by the Danish schools as had 

been hoped.  

Thoughts on the program 

Nature interpreters applied to be rangers because they wanted to gain foraging and culinary 

knowledge, increase patronage to their primary institutions, and find new ways of connecting 

their population to land, ecology, food, or history. All of the interpreters I spoke with expressed 

satisfaction with the program in this way. However, many also said they were left confused and 

disappointed in the program. Specifically, they felt the skills they were taught did not address the 

interests or skills of their patrons. 

When we were judged by how we presented it like you do when you are a chef and I was 

just way behind all the time . . . well taste it for God’s sake! Yes, I know it's important how 

it looks but when kids have to cook, I would never put something like that up that they 

should present it in a specific way so that it looked appealing. But that’s not something I 

would do. It’s a different world. -Agnethe 

 

Several said they did not receive enough continued support from FOOD after the program 

had launched.  
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In a way I think it’s a good project I thought it was good in the beginning, but it just faded 

out. I don’t know if they’re on to something else or if it’s finished or what. I think it’s a good 

project in a way as it started out but I’m not sure how it ended, or even if it ended. . . . It was 

up and in the media and then it disappeared. I don’t know if they have changed the idea or 

the money or what. -Katherine 

 

The disparity between what the rangers ended up having the means and interest in doing, 

and what they agreed to in their contract with FOOD, led to each site imagining, subordinating, 

and integrating the skills and format of the WILD FOOD program into their existing programs.  

The problem is when I signed for that project we were like private. Or, we had our own 

minds about what customers we can get. But then it changed rapidly after, and I was told by 

my boss that I was not allowed to do any public [tours] so it got really hard. So I did it 

anyway and disguised it, so I haven’t done it for a long time, for a year or so. Then I had 

adults, but it was like in special cases for people with dementia. So we have had Thomas, 

my colleague—he is a hunter and knows a lot of people that hunt—so in the autumn we get 

300 pheasants or so and we have a lot of freezers up there. We use that as doing this "wild 

food" thing. And then you supplement with the herbs. -Katherine 

 

Although most rangers personally enjoyed meeting and learning from a famous chef, several 

expressed disappointment with how adult-oriented it was. One exclaimed, "I cannot teach a four 

year-old child how to wrap a piece of meat in wild rosemary!" 

It is important to remember that the flexibility these rangers had in tailoring their foraging 

programs to their home organization’s needs is facilitated by the fact that they keep in very little 

contact with the FOOD administrators—some saying outright that they abandoned their 

responsibilities since they felt the organization had abandoned them. Over a year after the 

program first made news, foragers felt like this was no longer a joint project, and therefore no 

longer felt obliged by abide by the stipulations they originally agreed to. However, most of them 

did abide by one stipulation: that they attend annual reunions with other foragers from their 
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region. This event, rangers often told me, was both pleasant and helpful in sharing tips and 

comparing notes. Many of them knew each other before the program started, since they went 

through their nature interpreter education together, and they recommended each other to me.  

Although there was a noticeable disjuncture in goals and understanding between the 

program managers at FOOD and the nature interpreters themselves, the latter often kept regular 

contact with each other, and assimilated the knowledge and benefits of the program to meet their 

own needs and localized preferences. This was especially true for rangers who felt like FOOD 

had drifted away and abandoned the program to move on to something else. The lateral 

communication between rangers within their own region seemed far more valuable to them than 

communication or further knowledge from administrators.  

So while the WILD FOOD program is ostensibly a single project, in practice it is more an 

alliance between the FOOD nonprofit and several dozen varying institutions across the country, 

in which FOOD develops a brand, marketing, and communications apparatus and then intends 

for its knowledge to trickle down. In addition to providing the network and infrastructure to 

allow this trickle down, Nature Interpreters’ participation lends credibility to FOOD’s project 

and implies that the latter shares the same ecological focus as the former.  

FOOD’s stipulations for a set number of free tours, and a balance of adult- and child-

oriented tours, were not always honored; there appeared to be little recourse or concern from the 

perspective of the rangers. The rangers themselves also did not have a shared goal in mind—

foraging for Nicholas was a supplement to his main focus on meat production, Kathryn was 

primarily interested in linking botanical varieties to historical time, and Arnold to increasing 
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patronage to the aquatic museum. We must also not forget Nordea bank, whose NordeaFund 

financed the project in exchange for publicized sponsorship—branding itself as socially-

conscious at the same time EcoJustice was staging protest outside its Copenhagen offices 

demanding it divest from the Dakota-Access pipeline: 

Nordea-fonden supports activities which promote good living in Denmark. Since 1989, we 

have allocated returns to support non-profit, public and charitable purposes. In 2019, we 

expect to donate EUR 67 million. Our focus is on health & food, exercise, culture and 

nature. We also offer a residence programme as well as grants to Danish students studying 

abroad." -NordeaFonden.dk 

 

The overall effect was a program that was highly tailored by the interpreters and as a result, 

the type of environmentality and ethical programs incurred were heavily variant. Some foragers 

had no interest whatsoever in communicating beyond the program's directions, while Katherine's 

"truth environmentality" (Fletcher 2010:177) conveyed a non-anthropocentric cosmology. 

Oftentimes, the aesthetic dimension of food preparation was, the nature interpreters thought, 

antithetical to living well according to the nature-oriented principles that were their own focus—

and which had to have mass appeal. 

The Animal Enters 

Although FOOD administrators claimed to avoid the issue of meat in the WILD FOOD 

project, the subject emerged often with the foragers themselves, as they translated the program to 

their own circumstances, skills, and desires. For administrators, the act of foraging is a 

standalone activity that adds taste and ingredients to an unidentified dietary palette. But for many 

of the foragers, the program was integrated into existing animal and meat relationships to 
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compliment the latter. The most obvious example was Nicholas, who worked on an educational 

farm—a pedagogy-focused piece of farmland that raised hogs, rabbits, and plants for slaughter 

and consumption.  

The farm school where I met Nicholas was located directly next to a Danish primary school 

in a small Zealand town. The two institutions actually shared a wall, and so when I asked one of 

the teachers overseeing the children playing in the courtyard, they knew Nicholas by name and 

quickly directed me to the barn. When I found him, he was preparing for the arrival of a forklift 

carriage. Behind us, a grass field was dotted with rabbit cages that allowed grass to protrude. The 

cages would be moved routinely to "cut the grass" and provide nutrition to the rabbits, who 

would eventually be slaughtered for meat. A maze of pens covered in mud housed a few pigs. 

From a mobile trailer, he and his assistant managed the property, scheduled tours and events, and 

worked with researchers who used student engagement as an opportunity to enlist them as 

researchers for studies of plant and insect life.  

In the wintertime thirty-five years ago, this man decided that the kids would profit by seeing 

some animals from the farm and take care of them and help with the everyday life on this 

farm. And it started off just like a busy place right next to the . . . school. In their spare time 

when they are free from school to come in . . . and then there was the symbiosis between 

these two institutions—now it's for all the pupils in the community of to help take care of the 

animals. They came out here . . . To get the shit out and to feed some animals, but there's a 

lot more to this subject. So, my task is to get the elderly peoples to go out here to get wiser 

and [support the teaching] that public schools have. I'm a tool in order to get the theory into 

practice out here, so if you have biology or any subject or you're into—math—this is our 

playground in order to get theory into practice. The more I'm here the more I understand 

about the climate question: it is very important that we see a lot of things and do some 

experiments in order to get some pictures of a different way of having animals and using 

them to feed ourselves; in a matter of welfare for the animals but also the climate tasks that 

we have. So it's more and more for us to use this as an example to see the cow to talk about 

"the cow as meat" but we have the rabbits here as well and make some comparisons in order 

to see what's best for the climate and us in order to get into our meat and our food. -Nicholas 
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At Katherine’s nature site, animals were also present, despite her personal misgivings about 

killing animals for nutrition.  

[We] don’t use them for meat. I like them here because I like animals and its very cozy, but if 

I started again, I’m not sure if I would have them. And all the visitors, that is the best part of 

it. They ask, "do you have any animals?" and "can we look at the animals?" 

 

Compare this with comments from the other interpreters: 

 

"I eat meat. I don’t eat a lot, but I do it." -Agnethe 

"I don’t eat pigs because I think it’s a disgrace [how most of them are treated]." -Kevin 

A personal ethics 

The subjectivation through the askêsis of foraging skills was meant to have as its telos 

several abstract sensibilities towards the relationship between human and nature. The sôfrôn here 

would be someone who understood and was mindful of the impact of decisions made by 

themselves and human communities on the rest of the ecosystem. The substance of this aspect of 

subjectivation is rather ephemeral: it is an orientation not just to eating, but to human behavior's 

impact on everything else. Implicit in this attunement to nature was a belief in moderation 

(sôfrosunê) in how much one takes from nature, both in terms of meat and plant food. For many 

interpreters, this also included the consumption of animals themselves. But Nicholas's goal, 

though still highly personalized, involved a more acute substance (meat eating) and a more 

immediate process that cannot easily be called askêsis, as it is not clear whether it is a process or 

a diagnosis. 
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Nicholas told me that after he publicly killed a pig in front of a class, several parents who 

heard about it were upset, and caused a local outcry. Administrators and local politicians became 

involved, and Nicholas invited them to witness another slaughter to see for themselves what it 

was like. At that point, he said, everyone—including the parents who raised the initial 

objections—agreed it was appropriate. The witnessing of a single slaughter was determinative. 

In the first instance, animals appear in the foraging programs as one of several nutritional 

resources that must be raised, slaughtered, and prepared with skill and attention to nutritional and 

environmental needs. But the student’s proximity to the practice of turning the animal into meat 

forces the ethical and affective dimensions into view. The affective force of killing and watching 

die compels moral reasoning to the fore, and problematizes the system. Nicholas, for example, 

recollected his own encounters with killing animals, and integrated this emotional response into 

his pedagogy as a means of reproducing his own journey. But morality, in Nicholas’s context, is 

a personal matter: as he said, if one is not comfortable witnessing an animal being killed, they 

should feel ambivalent about purchasing meat, but if they find themselves able to stomach the 

process emotionally they may underwrite it financially. One is meant to experience it through a 

proximal, sensory experience, and that visceral feeling is their guide. Ethics here is located 

within the individual at the emotional level, and between individual human and individual 

slaughtered animal at the affective level—"to mediate the relationship between the psychic and 

the social" (Ahmed 2004); in other words, the reaction you have to witnessing the slaughter 

creates your path forward vis-à-vis meat consumption. Alternatively, one might call it an 

"embodied morality" (Rydstrøm 2003) as its object is the body of the animal during slaughter. 

The need to reflect on how to move forward may be a moment of moral breakdown (Zigon 
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2007). But exactly how this process is supposed to work is intentionally mystified: Nicholas 

implied that the internal experience of each witness was not his business, and emphasized that 

each experience is determined by that individual. A more detailed explanation is not the goal 

here though—what is important is precisely the individuality of it and the inattention to practices 

that precede the individual's transformation during the slaughter. Importantly, this as much an 

analysis of the act itself as it is as a diagnosis of their own sensibilities as a person. Morality is 

thus limited to personal choice, with public policy being determined by the aggregation of 

citizens who have ideally all undergone this individual, emotional/affective process of self-

evaluation. Put another way, morality in this instance is epiphenomenal of affect. 

The accruing of individuals who find the behavior unacceptable does not, it would seem, 

lead to a policy shift. It is, in the first and last instance, a "personal decision." The net effect of 

this is that the ethical domain is limited to individual consumers, and those who are comfortable 

with the act are free to continue to do so insofar as it is financially viable.  

The judgment of the viability of killing is also not meant to resolve doubt about a killing, but 

killing per se—Nicholas did not prescribe that his students witness the killing of every animal 

they eat. He said that they need to see it once and that this experience may be "idealized" to stand 

in for all subsequent killings that will bring forth the food that they shall eat. This may not seem 

at first glance like an important distinction, but treats the witnessing, therefore, not as a particular 

circumstance to be evaluated based on the merits of what is at stake in that instance, but rather 

understands this as one instance among many, where the circumstances will be repeated. This 

distinction is what Haraway calls "making killable"—it is a decision not to kill a single creature 
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but to place their "kind" in the category of "killable", unlike humans who—though one may kill 

another individual in conflict, are not categorically allowed to be killed (2008). In her study of 

Conscience Committees in the Israeli military, Weiss (2012) notes that a visceral disgust with 

violence was tolerated and applicants who expressed this were exempted from service, whereas 

principled opposition was not recognized as legitimate, because the latter was politically opposed 

to the state. The exemption for visceral disgust at slaughter may be expedient since it 

pathologizes the individual and depoliticizes the meat-making process. 

Nicholas made clear that he felt ethical obligations to the animals who would become 

food—the way they were treated in their lives as well as the way in which they were killed, were 

important factors, he told me. He acknowledged, however, that the treatment he provided his 

own animals, was better than what they would experience in industrial farms and 

slaughterhouses, and that these facilities were necessary for giving the population access to 

cheap meat, which was more important than taking that choice away from them for better animal 

treatment. We might consider this a form of "flexible personhood" (Shir-Vertesh 2012), in which 

the animal is held to ethical obligations that change at the moment that they are ready to 

transition, ontologically, into sustenance.  

The role of environmental issues like climate change in environmental subjectivation is a 

similar, but not identical problem. It is not an issue that nature interpreters feel is their place to 

discuss during this educational program. The crucial line is between an admiration and 

appreciation of nature, and the specific dilemmas of climate change. The latter are the job of 

legislators representing the will of their constituents, but state educators like nature interpreters 
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cannot cross the boundary from the abstract affinity for nature to the specific impulse to act 

against climate change—either through personal action or political demand. Importantly though, 

this is a political intervention, rather than an ethical one; although individual subjects are still 

meant to formulate their own position, it is not a purely personal one, for it has effects on other 

political beings (humans, fellow citizens). Nature is, as Katherine pointed out, a system that 

pervades and impacts all life, whereas individual animal bodies are suffering bodies subject to 

human power. 

We must note, however, that neither of the normative pathways set forth for these respective 

issues are themselves schema for ethical valuation: they do not prescribe which values should be 

at play, or how to scrutinize and measure scenarios to determine their ethical dimension. The 

emphasis is a negative one: find what is right for you, whether that be a utilitarian calculation, an 

affective, visceral response, a religious rule, etc. The main normative dimension seems merely 

that your ethics are not (ironically!) meant to be impressed upon others. As such, the foraging 

program is not quite a prescriptive agency—it provides askêsis, substance, and even a telos, but 

recoils from parrhesia—about its ethical valuation as well as the political/ethical controversies to 

which it is applied. 

Consider the fact that, after an initial outcry, killing animals—even in front of young 

schoolchildren—was acceptable, but discussing climate change was not. The reason being 

precisely that climate change is an object of political—instead of ethical—contention. As we will 

see in the next chapter, the animal rights activists—though using utilitarianism in their ethical 

thrust—rely chiefly on affective and emotional response through their imagery to do the heavy 
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lifting of behavioral shifts. The main difference is that the activists wish to manipulate the terms 

of this ritual of self discovery such that it happen through viewing (not an actual animal death) 

conditions on industrial farms and slaughterhouses.  

Conclusion 

The difficulty of democratizing food culture also underlines that despite recent changes in 

contemporary food culture away from the bourgeois French gastronomy toward a more 

omnivore taste ideal, class distinctions are still very clear in the contemporary food 

consumption 

-Jonatan Leer, The rise and fall of the New Nordic Cuisine (2016:6). 

 

The very processes through which taste is constructed as a cultural system reveal how such 

an apparently private experience as that of tasting good food is in fact social, political and 

conflict-ridden. 

-Cristina Grasseni, Slow Food, Fast Genes: timescapes of authenticity and innovation in the 

anthropology of food. (2005:91).  

 

In all these cases, nature interpreters emphasize that their foraging work is a more symbolic 

than material means of reconfiguring knowledge about food and its relationship to ecosystems 

and their travails. They were aware that if the majority of their students were to regularly 

incorporate such skills into their daily lives, new issues of scarcity and ecosystem degradation 

would emerge—indeed the very sustainability of the program rests on students not making such 

practices the mainstay of their dietary regimens. But this is not a product of naïveté, as 

interpreters understand the limitations of their capacities. They are, however, nearly universal in 

their declarations of the transformative power of these exposures, and their desires to make 

Danes rethink extant food systems. These aspirations counter the promises of globalized 
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monocrops so touted through the 20th century. Like many of the researchers in the meat industry 

I spoke to, the emphasis on procuring nutrition domestically was buttressed by assurances that 

what is within the country’s borders was reliable, safer, and better tasting: traceable and thereby 

cultivating "terroir" (Smith 2018). Growing skepticism about GM foods and international food 

systems and developing the concept of a foraging culture dovetail with the project of New 

Nordic Cuisine, which explicitly attempted to create a gourmet food phenomena that could rival 

France’s culinary hegemony. Localizing gastronomy through the creation of local tradition, 

Grasseni argues, became a common European project to recoup losses from the recession of the 

late 2000s. Internationally, the rise of New Nordic Cuisine fulfills the gourmet food world’s 

move towards what sociologists Richard Peterson and Roger Kern call "omnivorousness" 

(1996)—a celebration of eclecticism rather than exclusivity in diet that resolves the tension 

between elite palettes and an age of ostensible meritocracy (Johnston and Baumann 2007). 

The environmental side of this educational initiative was limited in its scope by the FOOD 

administrators who preferred green aesthetics to act as floating signifiers, without wading into 

politically-charged issues like climate change and meat production. But despite their autonomy 

the foragers themselves avoided these topics as well, hoping that an experience about a more 

abstract "nature" would—in a more circuitous way—erode nature/culture divides, 

anthropocentrism, and passive consumerism.  

The environmental subjectivation in place obscured the presence of domesticated animals. 

Nicholas brought animals and meat into view through his farm, but his chief concern about meat 
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was by treating the individual animal as a stand-in for all animals to be slaughtered for food, in 

all types of agriculture and slaughter facilities.  

In the conclusion, I will argue that this combination of gesturing of alliances while 

functionally pursuing divergent ends, is the salient feature of ecological discourse in the Danish 

conversation. But first, let’s examine the work of NGOs who are attempting to reconfigure food 

supplies through the conventional suppliers.  
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CHAPTER 3: Infrastructure Activism: modifying 

food systems to lower masses of methane and 

suffering  

 

Introduction 

This chapter draws on ethnographic fieldwork from environmental and animal rights 

activists in Denmark to argue that movements for reducing meat consumption are shifting away 

from targeting individual consumers to change their attitudes and behaviors, towards instead 

targeting institutions to provide more animal-free food options. This not only represents a 

fundamental difference in how change works—from a consumer to a more systemic focus—but 

also towards an understanding of animal advocacy that is more focused on production rates than 

individual ethical positions. However, these innovations do not produce a new concept of 

animality, but instead focus more on consumer and corporate behavior while limiting their 

interaction with animality to the suffering subject/population. Unlike the NGOs and nature 

interpreters of the previous chapter, these environmental and animal liberation NGOs are quite 

happy to provide not only an ethical program but explicit ethical valuation: climate change and 

animal suffering are indubitably unethical and must be minimized. Although the ethical 

substance (eating) remains the same, the organizations are expanding from their traditional 

methods of transforming individual behaviors and attitudes (subjectivation), to adjusting the 

individual's environment to better facilitate their askêsis. One continuing aspect of these 

technologies will be the introduction of the mentoring program started by Animal. This mentor—
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a veteran vegan—will help new vegans learn how to live in the world as such. Sôfrosunê means 

something different for environmental and animal liberation activists: while environmentalists 

seek a telos of a greater awareness of the environmental problems and an indeterminate reduction 

satisfies the environmental concerns, liberationists want a total abstention from products of 

animal origin—both for individuals and, eventually, the entire world. 

Major players in configuring the animal in Denmark are nonprofits concerned with the 

consumption and production of meat and other animal products. In the arena of animal rights, 

there are a handful of groups representing a spectrum of political and organizational 

philosophies. More volunteer-based groups like "Go Vegan!" and "Anonymous for the 

Voiceless" are international groups with chapters in Denmark, operating in ways traditional to 

animal rights groups. The professionalized groups, like Animal Allies and ANIMAL, are also 

engaged in what I call "infrastructure activism"—directing pressure towards food providers to 

change what they offer, and reducing their focus from being exclusively on creating allies in the 

public. More recent (and smaller) contributors to pushing the public away from animal products 

are environmentally-minded groups like Alternative Food Club and Marking Meat. These groups 

are chiefly concerned with the ecological ramifications of meat production and consider animal 

welfare to be a distant secondary concern. These eco-focused groups are also interested in 

infrastructure—pushing for meat taxes and, in the case of Alternative Food Club, catering for 

various community events like church meetups, without doing any sort of "awareness raising" in 

the process. In this chapter I will introduce these organizations—each of which I spent some time 

with—and how their work is infrastructural. 
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Activism 

Anthropology has shown how what is labeled "activism" or "advocacy" takes many 

forms (Nash 2004). Often, those labeled as "activists" are engaged in actions on behalf of 

themselves and their communities, such as Palestinian's opposed to Israeli occupation (Faier 

2004), Grassy Narrows First Nations opposing clearcutting in their territory (Willow 2011), and 

Nicaraguan sexual-rights activists (Howe 2013). Activism may be the result of subject-formation 

resulting from intense personal trauma, such as HIV/AIDS patients in South Africa (Robins 

2006). The activists in this chapter are not acting out of concern for their own well-being, but are 

"in solidarity" (Featherstone 2012) with human and nonhuman persons at a distance. Solidarity 

here is across difference—difference of species, of circumstance, of imminent danger (Wright 

2016). Environmental groups told me they were motivated by the peoples already and soon-to-be 

suffering due to the effects of climate change.  

Anthropological engagements with animal rights or welfare are often tangential to 

ethnographic foci regarding indigenous practices, especially whaling (Beldo 2019; Erikson 1999; 

Kalland 1993). Activists themselves are showcased in opposition to research (Sperling 1988; 

Groce and Marks 2000) or neglected/abused dogs and cats (Dave 2014). The sociologist James 

Jasper calls the animal rights movement a "post-citizenship movement" in that its members are 

integrated into their social system, relatively well-educated and affluent, and focused on altruistic 

work for another marginalized group (1999:7)—a finding reinforced by Ginsberg and Lowe 

(2002), "confirming the high level of economic and education integration, as well as the moral 

motivation of participants." All volunteers and employees of AA and ANIMAL expressed deep 
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moral conviction, and all employees and the vast majority of volunteers had secured Bachelor's 

degrees or were college students at the time. Although working at the organizations offered 

meagre pay (often equivalent to what Danes received on unemployment), they could pay their 

rent, chose their positions out of their moral conviction, and could easily have found more 

lucrative work in Copenhagen working in retail or food service industries. Naisargi Dave 

describes how activists are made through experiencing a "critical moment" that is "an intimate 

event in which the sight of a suffering animal, the locking of eyes between human and 

nonhuman, inaugurates a bond demanding from the person a life of responsibility" (Dave 2014). 

Although this is not an uncommon event based on my personal experience working with animal 

rights activists, it was not the narrative spoken by those I met in Denmark. For them, witnessing 

animals suffering was indeed important, but these witnessed events were through digital and 

analog media: leaflets and internet videos showing conditions on Danish farms and in 

slaughterhouses. Activists are nevertheless transformed and feel a sense profound of 

responsibility, but they may never share the gaze, as Dave articulates, in their activist careers. 

 Although many types of environmental and animal rights activism aim to produce ethical 

subjects and create identities that will shape how those subjectivities move through the world, 

this chapter will focus on how activists are focusing on altering environments to better facilitate 

more ethically desirable eating. The goal is both to make it easier to recruit new ethical subjects, 

and to make ethically desirable eating more widely practiced across the population at large. 

Infrastructure is commonly a target of activists, although most ethnographic work thinks of 

infrastructure in more traditional terms (Stalcup 2016), like transportation (Garcia 2019), 

electricity (Daswani 2020; Wood 2016), and waste disposal (Chalfin 2014). 
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Infrastructure—technological vs distributive 

Vegetarian and vegan products have gained mainstream acceptance, becoming a staple in 

large grocery stores. A movement has formed around creating vegan stand-ins for the most 

common—and increasingly, rare—foods. The most easily noticed are meat, milk, and egg 

substitutes; but there exists many alternatives to these products as food, as well as substitutes in 

ingredients (e.g. applesauce or egg replacer in lieu of eggs as an emulsifier in baked goods). 

Today, investment in "alternative" protein companies like Beyond and Impossible, as well as 

lab-grown "clean" meat from cell cultures, is in the billions. In 2015 former PETA Vice-

President Bruce Friedrich—who famously was arrested in the UK for running, naked, past 

Queen Elizabeth II, with "GoVeg.com" written on his torso (Manteuffel 2016) became co-

founder and Executive Director of the Good Food Institute, an organization that seeks to increase 

investment in vegan alternatives in order to use markets as a lever for reducing the 

commodification of animals. The rationale for these investments is to create a technological 

infrastructure to replace—gradually—meat as food from slaughtered animals, with meat from 

plants and cell cultures. Because meat production is the most environmentally impactful activity 

in food production (Steinfeld et al. 2006), plant-based alternatives are increasingly sought as a 

replacement due to their relatively low impact (Smetana et al. 2015). Although many common 

staples exist that can replace the nutritional role of meat (beans, rice, legumes, etc.), consumers 

often prefer to replace meat with a plant-based analog. Cultured or "lab-grown" meat is a 

potential future option, but has not yet reached retail markets (van der Weele 2017). The 

presentation (Zellner et al. 2014) and color (Koch and Koch 2003; Spence et al. 2010) of food 
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affects its flavor. There is little peer-reviewed research on why individuals choose plant-based 

foods that resemble meats in their taste, appearance, and preparation, but the website 

ChooseVeg.com makes a compelling and succinct case: 

First, most vegans grew up eating meat, and since many family traditions center on food, 

vegan meat alternatives allow people to enjoy familiar dishes and some of their favorite 

comfort foods without compromising their values of kindness and compassion. 

Second, most people don’t go vegan because they don’t like the taste of meat. By 

switching to vegan versions of chicken, fish, burgers, and more, you can still enjoy your 

favorite flavors without supporting an industry that treats animals like garbage and 

pollutes our water and air (Von Alt 2017). 

 

Other essays on this topic make the same points (Coffin 2013; Nelson 2013). This 

explanation seems valid: faux meat products allow individuals to reproduce the alimentary 

categories with which they are familiar, to minimize the amount of change necessary. 

Reproducing the same dishes with swapped-out ingredients is not only easier on habits, but also 

allows for minimal disruption of the semiotic, cultural markers imbued in particular dishes.19 In 

my experience with animal activist communities, "substitute" products were most advertised to 

meat eaters as a way to ease their transition, even though most of us expanded our palettes, over 

time, to other foods that do not seek to replicate animal products. This ease does not just apply to 

those interested in phasing animal products out of their diets completely, but also those like my 

landlord and his family, who chose to eat more vegan meals for environmental and health 

reasons. 

 
19 Chapter 2a's section on cuisine as art/creativity is also applicable here. 
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The development of cost-effective and desirable meat substitutes was the first step in a 

process that has now moved on to bringing these products to the marketplace in a mainstream 

and cost-efficient medium. While cell-cultured meat is not yet profitable, a vibrant cottage 

industry of "fake" alternatives is steadily growing. Now that the technological infrastructure of 

these products is established, and many nonvegans have shown interest in vegan products, the 

next step is to broaden the distributive infrastructure that allows individuals to eat these 

technologies on a daily basis. The first step was establishing the philosophy; the second step was 

developing the means for the individual to sustain themselves through it, in the form of vegan 

products; the third and current step is to interpolate this vegan matter into the systems that 

enable/constrict/constitute food consumption habits on the scale of the population. Infrastructure 

activism, I will argue, represents a fundamental shift in how actors constitute the human, but this 

does not alter how they constitute the animal: a bank of suffering, and a node of carbon emission 

and eco-disequilibriator. Some forms of infrastructure activism are forms of community 

education and network-building, such as AA's mentoring program. Others are achieved through 

protest and pressure on public institutions, which was EcoJustice and Mark the Meat's strategy. 

Finally, the work done by Animal Allies and ANIMAL was a form of "corporate outreach" that 

attempted to convince grocery chains that stocking more plant-based foods was also the most 

profitable. The data for this chapter comes from multiple groups I spent time with: two animal 

liberation organizations (ANIMAL and Animal Allies, or AA), two student groups that advocate 

eating less meat for environmental reasons (Alternative Food Club and Marking Meat), the 

Danish Vegetarian Organization, and EcoJustice (mentioned in detail in a later chapter). 
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Danish Vegetarian Organization 

It was a rainy Tuesday night—November 8, 2016—when I attended a public outreach 

meeting for the Danish Vegetarian Organization (DVO). The purpose of the meeting was to 

solicit ideas for the group’s strategy and campaigns moving forward. Several DVO employees 

were in attendance, including its leader, Thorben, and a prime donor, Jeffrey. Thorben was 

somewhat of a member of the Danish vegetarian leadership—he knew all the major players and 

they knew him. His parents were prominent in the scene. His mother took over a vegetarian 

restaurant in Aarhus (maybe the only one) which had a reputation for really good vegetarian 

food. His father opened a folkehøjeskole (a common institution in Denmark, where people can 

reside for as long as they like and take continued learning courses). In what little spare time he 

had, Thorben was a PhD candidate in cultural anthropology at the University of Copenhagen. 

DVO’s goals are not explicitly animal liberation related, but to normalize and simplify living as a 

vegetarian or vegan in Denmark. The group lobbied for labels on vegetarian and vegan products 

in supermarkets, partnered with restaurants to offer discounts to association members, and was 

attempting to get the head of the Danish health organization to explicitly state that a vegan diet is 

healthy for humans at "all stages of life." The phrasing was important to counter popular 

concerns that vegan diets would not be insufficient for babies and children, especially after 

several children had died from malnutrition. This is a statement that has been made by the 

American counterpart, the American Dietetic Association. According to Thorben, this decision 

was still governed by a single individual who also had ties to the meat industry and was in 

opposition to it, but the campaign was ongoing. At one point, CO-OP, which owns several of the 



159 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

country’s largest supermarket chains (Irma, Facta, Brugsen), reached out to DVO to request 

suggestions on what kinds of products to carry when they were still exploring the product 

segment.  

Attendees of the outreach meeting were also members of other vegan and animal rights 

groups, including a relatively hardline group called "Go Vegan!" which has its roots in the 

philosophy of the legal scholar Gary Francione, and is known for being uncompromising in its 

demands and its principles; they do not support encouraging gradual shifts to vegan diets, stricter 

animal welfare laws, vegetarianism, or "flexitarianism" in which the individual eats meat 

sparingly, such as only after 6 pm (Bittman 2013). The Go Vegan! member was particularly 

adamant that the group change its name to the Danish Vegan Organization, as being vegetarian 

was a half-measure, citing the cruelty of eggs and dairy. Dissenters of this point noted that, 

although they were themselves vegan and agreed that non-meat animal products were unethical, 

that they wanted to be as welcoming as possible and help to foster gradual change. Another 

member was also a party member of the Red-Green Alliance ("Enhedslisten" or "EL" for short), 

the most left-wing party with a seat in Parliament. She expressed her frustration that, although 

willing to sacrifice popularity for relatively radical stances on other issues, the Party would not 

endorse rights for nonhuman animals or support meat-free diets (several months later, a 

prominent EL politician went vegan for 30 days, along with Alternative Party leader Uffe Elbæk, 

to highlight meat’s contribution to climate change). DVO employees and Jeffrey pushed back on 

calls for a more uncompromising stance, and I could tell they were attempting to hold back 

frustration. Later, speaking privately with Jeffrey, he explained the importance he saw for DVO 

as an organization that meets people where they are and welcomes them, and that this is a 
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fundamentally different role from an explicitly animal liberation group. DVO focuses on 

targeting social institutions and adjusting them to make plant-based living more normalized. 

ANIMAL and Animal Allies 

I do think Denmark is a bit different than some other countries. I don’t think it’s 100% 

unique—I do think it’s a bit different from neighboring countries like Sweden and 

Germany in that it is a smaller population and the vegan population as well as the animal 

rights movement are newer—as in hundreds of years newer—than in either Germany or 

Sweden. In both neighbor countries you see a much higher population as well as a much 

much older movement as far as animal rights and promoting a vegan diet. I think it’s also 

one of the reasons you see what you’d call a mushroom effect in both the animal rights 

movement, and we can see it in Allies, in terms of the number of people attending our 

talks and signing up, as well as any Danish grocery store that within the last year/the last 

six months you can see this blooming of marketed vegan products.  

-Jackson, Animal Allies (AA) General Secretary 

 

Traditional Danish breakfast is how we began Jackson’s 29th birthday celebration: bagels 

with vegan cheese, chocolate squares, faux meat slices, orange juice, coffee, jam, and followed 

by Line's homemade cake. Eight of us were snugly crowded around the table in a very Danish, 

hyggelig ("cozy") fashion. We were all current or former co-workers with Jackson, the General 

Secretary of Animal Allies—Denmark’s only animal-rights-focused youth nonprofit. Everyone 

Jackson knows, he said, is through work in one way or another.  

"If I stopped being vegan I would have no one, I would be expunged from the whole 

community," he said jokingly, but not as a joke.  

We moved from the tiny Nørrebro apartment out to the courtyard to enjoy the rare sunny 

spring day, where we need not even wear our coats. There were a lot of wisecracks about work. 
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Jackson often joked about being a merciless dictator at the head of the organization. We all 

found this funny because Jackson is extremely accommodating, conflict-averse, and polite to a 

fault.  

AA was founded in 2008 by friends of the founders of ANIMAL—Denmark’s only 

government-registered animal rights group. AA is formally separate from ANIMAL, but was 

founded by friends of the ANIMAL founders with the specific goal of allowing the organizations 

to complement each other. I volunteered with both organizations at different times, and found 

that while they still do communicate, their staff have grown apart and most of their 

communication is limited to assuring that they do not engage in redundant projects. 

Jackson became involved with the organization shortly after arriving in Denmark with his 

Danish fiancé. The two met each other around the same time they met me—working at a US-

based animal NGO. Jackson wanted to be with his girlfriend, and thought Denmark would give 

him a better future, first and foremost because he could afford to complete his bachelor’s degree 

there. Jackson started as a local coordinator in northern Copenhagen, then became national 

coordinator—overseeing the "activist" portion of the group in the form of demonstrations, 

leafleting, and other events. Finally he became "general secretary," which is the head of the 

group. He received a bachelors and masters in social sciences with a focus on EU studies and 

global studies from Roskilde University. Although the leader of the organization, Jackson 

continues to regularly engage in the street work he started out with. He worked with local and 

regional coordinators, administrative and financial issues, and steered the group.  
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Originally, AA’s offices were a cramped basement located in the same building as 

ANIMAL (AA shared its storage space with ANIMAL), but in 2016 AA was able to fund a 

move to above-ground quarters in another part of the city. I could see all 3 full-time employees 

by looking up from my seat. In keeping with modern Danish office trends, each stood at a desk 

that could be quickly raised or lowered to alternate between standing and sitting. For lunch, 

either one of us volunteered to pick something up, or we would all walk to the restaurant around 

the corner for veggie shawarma. Jackson argued it was the best in the city—a bold statement in 

Nørrebro, where most of Copenhagen’s Middle East and the Mediterranean immigrant 

population resides. In the afternoons, we gathered in the conference room for daily mindfulness 

meditation—lying on the floor we listened to a podcast in which someone told us to focus on 

feeling parts of our body. A few times per week, we would gather again after work to drink beer 

at one of the many nearby pubs. 

Often labeled as "extremist" by other animal advocacy groups that work with the meat 

and fur industries to establish care guidelines, ANIMAL and AA were unapologetically in favor 

of total animal liberation: the elimination of the social and legal status of any nonhuman animal 

as a commodity or property, but instead as sovereign communities and nations (e.g. Donaldson 

and Kymlicka 2011). They sought to achieve this through outreach to the public, government 

institutions, and private enterprise in the form of piecemeal developments. The groups also held 

the official position that they are opposed to any and all illegal activity for animals. In practice, 

their activities were divided between leafleting to the public, corporate outreach in the form of 

increasing vegan options in supermarkets, a vegan mentoring project, and issuing "vegan 

challenges." ANIMAL and AA were, however, much more reform-oriented than certain more 



163 

 

HOUSTON, TEXAS 

APRIL 2020 

 

radical groups, such as Go Vegan! and Anonymous for the Voiceless, which encouraged nothing 

short of individuals adopting a vegan lifestyle: abstaining from purchasing or wearing leather 

and wool, only purchasing cosmetics that have not been tested on animals, consuming no eggs or 

milk, and—depending on one's interpretation of vegan ethics, not eating honey or palm oil. 

Veganism is, unlike vegetarianism or a "plant-based diet" a philosophy-driven lifestyle that 

manifests, among other things, in abstention from products of nonhuman animal origin. 

"Vegetarian" is understood here to mean those who abstain from eating the muscle, organ, and 

other tissues obtained through slaughter, as opposed to "vegan" which means a lifestyle in which 

one abstains "as far as is possible or practicable" (per the Vegan Society definition) from 

products that originated from animals. This includes milk, eggs, leather, wool, honey, animal-

tested products such as cosmetics, and miscellaneous products with ingredients from animals. 

 As of 2017, the group had three full-time employees including Jackson, and twelve part-

time employees made up of various local and two regional coordinators (one for Zealand and one 

for Fyn). Over 90 percent of the organization’s budget came from dansksungdomsfaelleskab 

("Danish Youth Society"). How much funding they received from the government was 

dependent on their number of members, so a large part of their efforts is on signups and 

maintaining these memberships. The remainder came primarily from membership dues. AA had 

2,600 members paying dues in 2016. They also received some small funds occasionally for very 

specific projects (e.g. pay-per-view campaigns, in which patrons were given a vegan snack in 

exchange for watching a video of undercover footage at farms and slaughterhouses). That 

funding was granted by an American group called VegFund. Members received emails, unless 

they opted out, about how to live vegan more affordably and easily, in an effort to further 
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transform and entrench them in the organization’s values. AA did much of their membership 

drive by attending concerts and festivals throughout the country. The majority of my 

volunteering with AA—spaced out over the course of my 16-month fieldwork—was in 

processing written volunteer slips and entering them into the database. 

AA's Mentoring Program 

AA's newest campaign was a mentoring program, meant to pair veteran vegans with 

those interested in "making the switch." Potential mentors and mentees could use an online form 

through AA's website to sign up. Once selected, mentors received the contact information for a 

mentee and introduced themselves. Pairs were made based on geographic proximity, allowing 

the mentor to give concrete examples for where to shop, and to be maximally aware of the local 

constraints and attitudes. AA employees understood—from personal experience and from talking 

with their friends, colleagues, and the public—that a vegan lifestyle requires particular types of 

knowledge about where to buy food, what is permissible, how to talk to friends, family, and 

coworkers about your decision. The head of this initiative was Karl, a 30-year-old man with a 

Bachelors degree in philosophy. At 17, Karl read a text by the musician Moby about why he was 

vegan. Karl grew up on a cow farm in western Zealand. 

It didn't occur to me at any point that [it] could be a problem . . . the practices of raising 

these cows. But reading this text really just shifted my perspective quite quickly: I started 

to see them as being with their own will, having a life for themselves. So I became a 

vegetarian and a little bit later a vegan, and I became very motivated to do something 

about this because it seemed to me suddenly, I could see this big problem that [has] been 

there all the time but I never realized it, and I wanted to do something about it. When I 

moved to Copenhagen to study I started volunteering with groups that were active doing 

fur protests and stuff like that. And then through volunteering I got in touch with the 

organization I'm working with now. -Karl 
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 This "epiphany" that led to graduated shifts (vegetarian, vegan, then activist) is not 

uncommon—I've heard this story many times as a vegan of 14 years. Aside from not growing up 

on a farm, it is very similar to my own story. Cherry found that "initial recruitment requires 

learning, reflection, and identity work" while "subsequent retention requires two factors: social 

support from friends and family, and cultural tools that provide the skills and motivation to 

maintain lifestyle activism" (Cherry 2015).20 How to navigate these "gray areas" (Greenebaum 

2012) requires one to elaborate, either alone or with help, a set of rules for how to "perform" 

veganism appropriately. In her ethnography of punk vegan subculture, sociologist Elizabeth 

Cherry found that "maintaining a vegan lifestyle is not dependent on individual willpower, 

epiphanies, or simple norm following; it is more dependent on having social networks that are 

supportive of veganism" (2006:157). In a survey, 75 percent of animal rights advocates said that 

literature (books, pamphlets, or magazines) were "very effective" or "somewhat effective" 

helping respondents take "their first step" (Ginsberg and Lowe 2002). Furthermore, punk vegans 

were more likely to adhere to the Vegan Society's definition of veganism than non-punk vegans, 

who instead constructed idiosyncratic definitions of the word. Now that Karl was a leader in AA 

and was trying a different approach. They offered people whose ethical valuation already 

anointed animals the chrism of ethical regard (likely from AA or another animal rights group 

serving as a prescriptive agency), but didn't know how to reach their desired telos. 

So it's a shift into helping people who are already on the fence, so it seems like a simple 

task. And when those people are being helped, they can then help others. [I]nstead of 

 
20 Another study that was in line with my own life was childhood experiences with animals and a unique attunement 

to their suffering (Pallotta 2008). 
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focusing on telling people all these arguments that rarely, [well] sometimes they work. 

But to many people if you can't even imagine how you would do it you can't even listen 

to the arguments about why you should do it (emphasis added). -Karl 

 

The program was going well, Karl told me, with over 100 mentors signed up, and all 

parties involved consistently enthusiastic about their roles. Although they could meet up 

physically if they chose, this was not the intention of the program. However, Karl was in the 

early stages of exploring the possibility of a "festival" that would bring all mentors and mentees 

together for an informal networking session, in which they could see and sample the faux meat 

products currently available in Denmark.  

 The infrastructure of the mentoring program is educational and social. Social support 

serves to illustrate sôfrosunê, with veteran vegans acting as sôfrôns—those who have the 

understanding of what is available to them and can exercise the self-discipline of abstention. 

Unlike the goals of the environmental organizations, this abstention is intended to be permanent 

and—barring rare exceptions like vital medication—complete rather than partial. Much of my 

volunteering with AA, however, involved pacing in front of the entrances to metro stations, 

trading awkward stares with commuters and other volunteers, trying to hold a pile of leaflets in 

one gloved hand and pull a single one from it with another gloved hand. The goal of this pacing, 

looking, and fumbling was to put as many of these leaflets in the hands of passersby as possible. 

Leafleting was the foundation of AA's work. The pamphlets were a crash course in animal 

suffering, basic animal rights tenets, and vegan food alternatives. Modeled on pamphlets from 

the US from groups like Vegan Outreach and Mercy for Animals—but with Danish content—the 

pamphlets are designed to contain all of the group's key points in an inexpensive form that can be 
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easily transmitted in large numbers. Hypothetically, an individual will accept a pamphlet out of 

curiosity, politeness, or simply a lack of will to reject it; they will then read it and have an 

epiphany that causes them to alter their lifestyle. Even, and perhaps especially, the most 

experienced leafleters do not expect this scenario to occur very often. Some volunteers confided 

that they doubted the tactic’s effectiveness. Few activists (if any?) had epiphanies based on a 

single moment—after all, an epiphany is not a complete epistemological transformation of 

oneself, even in its root meaning of seeing God. Rather, it is a forceful realization of some kind 

based precisely on a collection of one’s own assumptions and doxa: the theory, put forth by 

Bruce Friedrich and others, is that the graphic and stark nature of animal mistreatment calls forth 

an intuitive aversion one already has within them, bringing a deep moral sense to the surface. 

The leafleting model, my interlocutors told me, is based on the idea of repeated exposure: 

readers may reject the information upon their first exposure, but after repeated viewing will 

likely "realize" that their ethical assumptions about animal welfare are actually out of step with 

their lifestyles, and will take steps to eliminate or reduce their consumption of animal-based 

products. The end goal of this strategy is to eliminate the demand for animal products and 

thereby eliminate the profitability of the supply. Leafleting has been a popular method for 

outreach in the animal rights movement for decades; pamphlets are relatively cheap to produce 

(if not ship), and can be distributed by volunteers or unskilled laborers, enabling relatively large 

reach for their costs.  
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ANIMAL's corporate grocery outreach 

AA and ANIMAL closely followed the recommendations of an animal protection think-

tank called Animal Charity Evaluators (ACE). ACE conducts studies on effective animal 

advocacy and ranks animal charities in terms of their efficacy. Originally part of the Effective 

Altruism Movement--a Staffed by former employees of major animal rights organizations, ACE 

originated as a division of the 80,000 hours organization—a London-based nonprofit dedicated 

to finding the careers that have the greatest positive social impact. 80,000 hours was an affiliate 

of the Centre for Effective Altruism. The effective altruism philosophy involves using "data-

driven reasoning to channel social economy resources toward philanthropic activities" (Broad 

2018). Animal welfare, especially "factory farming" is a significant issue for effective altruists, 

since farmed animals are about 99 percent of animals subject to human use, by population 

(compared to homeless companion animals, animals used in research, etc. (ibid). ACE had 

traditionally considered leafleting an effective way to volunteer, and its 2013 study found that 

leafleting "causes a small percentage of respondents to go vegetarian or give up eating specific 

types of meat (Animal Charity Evaluators 2013). However, in 2017, a more rigorous ACE 

metastudy found that leafleting's impact was indeterminable, and encouraged nonprofits to shift 

resources towards corporate outreach and undercover investigations, if possible (Animal Charity 

Evaluators 2017).  

 ANIMAL and AA's leadership maintain close relationships with ACE, and declared to 

me their commitment to evidence-based strategies and tactics to produce social change. They are 
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too small as organizations to commission studies themselves, so they must rely on research 

conducted by larger organizations and research institutions like ACE and Faunalytics. 

But what about the supply of alternatives? Technological solutions are nothing without 

logistical counterparts. As many veteran vegans (of the 1990s and before) have told me, "it used 

to be really hard to be vegan." Soy milk, tofu, and meat substitutes were a rare find in Europe 

and North America before the 21st century, often in specialty shops rather than major grocery 

chains as they are today. Stories of squeezing one’s own nut milk or drinking unsweetened, 

watery soymilk are often accompanied with grimaces. Gradually, a cottage industry emerged, 

and with it a conflation of "vegan" with "healthy." High-end supermarkets and health food stores 

carry large selections of vegan alternatives—many made by companies that have since been 

acquired by major food corporations: for example, Field Roast Grain Meat Company was 

purchased by Maple Leaf Foods, Inc.—the largest distributor of packaged meats in Canada. This 

increased availability has caused an increase in overall consumption, and major meat companies 

are beginning to invest in non-meat proteins. This understanding, of the "convenience factor" is 

leading many animal rights groups to focus on increasing supply as an equally, if not more 

important, component of decreasing animal consumption. A close friend of Jackson’s (and 

everyone who works at ANIMAL and AA) is Martin Holm of Meat-Free Mondays Denmark. 

Holm explained that, for retailers like Irma and Co-op, what matters is not the ethics, but 

whether customers will buy it. "They don’t care what is on the shelf as long as the customer 

takes it off the shelf." ANIMAL had begun meeting with major grocery chains like Irma, Fakta, 

and Brugsen, and encouraging them to stock vegan replacement foods from new companies, 

assuring that they would advertise them and that they would sell. Although a slow and not 
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always successful process, the substantial increase in availability and the degree to which 

retailers advertised the new stock, was touted as evidence of success. 

Marking Meat's push for a meat tax 

Most people sat at the little living room table, a few more (Ferdinand and Rasmus) on the 

couch opposite them, and Viktoria standing against her kitchen counter. On the wall is a framed 

picture that says, "Never Give Up Hope." Many items on the agenda were around administrative 

stuff: who runs the Facebook page, how do we post things (as the group or as an individual 

within the group). We sat in Viktoria's living room and drank water and talked. Half a dozen 

students lined the walls of the living room in Caroline’s flat. Nick stood opposite them, holding a 

dry-erase marker next to a board. They fired suggestions and critiques at him, which he refereed 

and redirected onto the whiteboard. The synergy between the most active members and Nick was 

palpable—it felt like he was conducting a symphony. The group were discussing an upcoming 

campaign to lampoon the national meat companies. The group, Marking Meat, was formed as a 

class project by students in a high school class. The group of ten members decided to choose 

meat consumption as their topic. The campaign was the most successful in the history of the 

school. On the second day of the campaign, the Alternative Party shared their video on their 

page, instantly gaining a lot of attention. That attention allowed them the clout to network with 

other environmental voices, and also helped secure 50,000 DKK from the Roskilde Fund. The 

project continued as a youth organization. Some of MM’s members are vegetarians, and some 

are not. The point, as Sylvester, one of the members put it, was to "not be radical or activistic. 

That’s where you can really talk to people." Marking Meat represented a novel voice in that is 
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the only advocacy group specifically formed around meat as an environmental policy issue, but 

not a wider engagement with the meat industry or other environmental issues. Its dozen members 

were entirely volunteers, attempting to use their grant money wisely as they finish high school 

and plan their futures. The group was broadly committed to meat reduction for environmental 

reasons, but is not in agreement about precisely how to accomplish this—in fact the group prided 

itself on its interest in consensus process and its pragmatic approach to policies. Specifically, the 

group supports "Meat Free Mondays" and a consumer tax on meat. They held several forums 

where they invited various positions to present their case and debate: radical vegans, organic 

farmers, environmentally-focused politicians, and climate-conscious vegetarians. They marched 

with their banners at climate rallies, and made videos calling for municipalities to enact green 

policies concerning meat, and urged them to support meat-free meals in schools and daycares. 

I admire the animal rights organizations for their principle, and I agree with it personally, 

but that’s not what this group is about. This group is about meeting people where they are 

and the environmental side of things. -Ragnar, MM 

 

This disagreement highlights how, although these groups are both engaged in 

infrastructure activism towards similar immediate ends, their ideologies differ radically. AA and 

ANIMAL are interested in removing animal food from stores because their raw materials are 

from the bodies of sentient beings who ought to have the same moral status as human beings. 

Meat is, by virtue of its creation from the forced breeding, confinement, and killing of an animal, 

an ethical outrage on the level of murder. This leads, naturally, to an absolutist mindset about the 

legitimacy of meat production and consumption, that is only enervated by the groups' faith in 

studies that show gradual shifts to be more effective in changing popular behaviors. By contrast, 
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the environmental groups were entirely environmental in their scope. As such, they did not 

require such a high absolutist bar of their targeted individuals and institutions—merely what was 

sufficient to meet the GHG emissions standards set forth to curb "catastrophic climate change", 

of which animal agriculture contributes about 15% (Gerber and Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations 2013).  

Plant Food's vegetarian catering 

Had I known I was attending a church social, I probably wouldn’t have gone. Entering 

the cathedral, I was confused about whether I was in the right place (they only gave me an 

address, date, and time). A motley of old furniture was strewn about the central area where pews 

would normally be neatly arranged. Dozens of people—mostly in their teens and twenties, but 

some in their forties and older—mulled around and formed conversation circles or entered the 

queue for food and drink. I only relaxed when I saw the catering—a vegetarian selection. The 

event was put on by the progressive church ("ukirke"—"unchurch" in Danish), and involved us 

sitting in groups and talking with each other about life-changing events. In the spirit of the 

Danish church, it did not offer God as an answer to any of our troubles, so much as it provided a 

space for attendees to meet others and share personal stories within a context of communal 

understanding. No one there seemed to know about who provided the food for the event, or the 

significance of the fact that no meat was included. No one from the catering organization was 

even there—which I initially counted as little more than a lost interview opportunity. The group 

doing the catering was a small, all-volunteer organization called Plant Food, which offers to cater 

vegetarian food to local events in order for those events to have a smaller carbon footprint. 
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Looking back, the fact that no one in attendance at the event was aware of the catering seemed to 

follow the logic of infrastructural social change: it is invisible to the end user most of the time, 

especially when it is functioning properly. It also does not require an ideological shift of any 

appreciable degree to the end user—just a toleration of the end result. Plant Food was co-

founded by Mette, a high school student. I met Mette through her mother, Alice, who worked at 

the Danish Council of Ethics that was so derided for suggesting a meat tax that I mentioned in 

the introduction. Other than the catering itself, the Club hosts logistical meetings periodically 

just to make sure things stay on track, but explicitly avoids any political or rhetorical moves. 

EcoJustice 

One of my primary field sites during this stay was the local branch of what I am here 

calling "EcoJustice"—an international nonprofit organization with offices in dozens of countries 

and a $150 million budget. EcoJustice is seen by detractors to be a radical organization due to its 

commitment to serious shifts in ecological thinking and its members’ willingness to engage in 

nonviolent direct action. The organization was formed in the late 1960s. Several activists said 

they felt inspired by what they saw from the organization growing up. The Copenhagen office, 

which was also the headquarters of the Nordic region, had a staff of about 15 employees and a 

relatively stable group of about 30 volunteers. During my participant observation, I attended 

monthly volunteer meetings at the organization offices and participated in video production, 

public outreach, street theatre, and various forms of nonviolent protest. At monthly meetings, 

volunteers cooked vegan dinners that early arrivers could purchase, along with beer. 
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Meeting participants—usually between 15 and 30 people—would sit around a table to 

debrief on the previous month's actions, and discuss plans for the following months. The 

meeting’s agendas were coordinated by EcoJustice’s volunteer coordinator, Bridget, a member 

of the paid staff. In between staff meetings, volunteers would carry out actions organized by the 

local or regional offices, or engage in training exercises such as rappelling or nonviolent direct 

action ("NDA") classes.  

Within the group there existed a distinct faction of vegans who opposed the use of 

animals on ethical grounds for the animal as subject, but for many—including self-identified 

vegetarians like Ariel—the involvement of farmed animals in advocacy was primarily a matter 

of their ecological footprint. For the self-identified vegans like Dorothy and Delilah who also 

volunteered with ANIMAL (to be explored in the following chapter), animal agriculture is a 

twofold problem of environmental emissions and a violation of animal autonomy. Although the 

"environmental" faction acknowledged that industrial production was either qualitatively worse, 

or over an ethical line, it was a minor issue that only came up during discussions where 

disagreement was raised.  

Signs reading "Nordea træk jer fra ("divest from") Dakota Access Pipeline!" popped up 

from the mass of bodies saturating the street. Light green jackets—EcoJustice volunteers and 

employees—peppered the edges, keeping the crowd on track. We marched to the Copenhagen 

headquarters of Nordea Bank, and began chanting, demanding the company withdraw its 

investments in the Dakota Access Pipeline. The pipeline would transport oil from shale oil fields 

in North Dakota to southern Illinois. Environmental and Native American groups charged that 
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the pipeline—like many before it operated by Sunoco Logistics—would leak and cause serious 

environmental harm. Additionally, the Meskawi, Standing Rock Sioux, and Cheyenne River 

Sioux tribes expressed opposition on grounds that its construction violated treaties ratified by the 

US Senate. After about 30 minutes of chanting, a representative emerged from the glass building 

and read a statement, to much heckling from the crowd. Nordea would later divest from the 

project entirely. This was the sort of strategy that EcoJustice—one of the world's most well-

known, or notorious, environmental protection groups—was most comfortable with.  

EcoJustice had been criticized many times in the past for avoiding discussion of the 

connection between animal agriculture and ecological issues like climate change—one popular 

documentary on the connection even went so far as to insinuate that the group received funds 

from the meat industry. When I began fieldwork, EcoJustice was gearing up for a Scandinavia-

wide campaign to reduce meat consumption, with Denmark as the spearhead. Although the 

campaign did not go into effect until after I left the country, the plans were repeatedly shared 

with me and other members of the Agriculture Working Group—a subset of volunteers who 

developed our own campaign ideas and kept the rest of the volunteers updated on relevant issues. 

The plan was to raise the issue first by penning a number of op-ed pieces in major newspapers 

criticizing the meat industry and calling on policymakers to highlight the issue. Once they had 

stoked the flames of debate, they would introduce pressure campaigns on universities, hospitals, 

and other public institutions to decrease the total amount of meat they purchased, and to 

introduce more vegetarian meals, as well as one meat-free day per week. EcoJustice leadership 

were adamant to me that they wanted to approach this issue delicately, and distance themselves 

from the animal rights activists; they feared that any association with them would make the 
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public feel as though they were the enemies, causing a polarizing and ultimately unsuccessful 

campaign. Their focus was on drawing public support by demonizing food conglomerates 

themselves, and merely encouraging the public to reduce their meat consumption to a degree that 

the latter felt comfortable with. EcoJustice witnessed the backlash to the from the Danish Ethics 

Council mentioned in the introduction, and their organization had won campaigns against 

corporations and governments by gaining public support, as they had in pressuring Nordea bank 

to withdraw their investment in the Dakota Access Pipeline. More important than changing the 

public’s perception, however, was merely shifting the commercial purchases of public 

institutions such as hospital and university canteens, that therefore were accountable to public 

demands, with the change in end-user consumption taken as inevitable. This strategy, leaders 

said, would allow the group to avoid getting between the public and more symbolically-charged 

moments of meat consumption (home-cooked and holiday-based meals) and maintain public 

trust by placing the onus of responsibility on institutions, and to make criticisms of industry 

sufficiently flexible that they would not be written off as extremist and un-Danish. Even 

EcoJustice volunteers referred to plants as "rabbit food" (meaning that it was supplemental to 

meat). Since the goal was to pressure institutions and not consumers, and gross reduction in meat 

purchased was the goal, more symbolically-rich meals could be avoided. Day to day, although 

meat consumption in Denmark is charged, its presence at every single meal is less hard-coded 

into the ritual than holiday meals, where the menu is more specific, norms around hospitality and 

kinship are at their highest (Douglas 1982; Douglas 1984), and where eating norms of 

moderation are suspended for pleasure's sake (Williams 1997). Rather than eating for oneself, 

Danish holiday meals—though they can be made vegan as we did for Jackson's birthday—are 
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cooked for a gathering of extended family and thus any substitutions must be shared by all; this 

places the decision to "veganize" dishes solely on the cook(s) and requires them to decide for all 

attending guests, rather than just themselves. EcoJustice members were roughly split between 

those whose concern about animal agriculture was strictly environmental, and those who were 

also concerned about the welfare of the animals. Some were also practicing subsistence growth 

of their own to "eat independently from the food industry" (Kosnik 2018). Affluence and age of 

EcoJustice volunteers was more widely varied than in the other organizations, but the poorest 

were college students who expected to make a decent living upon graduation. Like the animal 

rights activists, EcoJustice volunteers spoke of altruistic moral impulses. 

Infrastructure Activism 

I think one of the main ideas is that organizations who work for animal rights and the 

environment have been doing the campaign telling people why to shift their habits for a 

long time. I think, my impression, is that recently there is a shift to focusing on actually 

showing people how to make the shift—you're assuming that many people already want 

to make a change. Most people share these core values that of course we should treat 

animals right and that we should take good care of the environment and most people 

want to be healthy. It's not really the motivation to do it that's missing for many people 

but it's a path from the habits that we have now and the food culture we have in most 

Western countries especially.  

-Karl, AA 

 

Star and Rheudeler (1996) identify eight traits of infrastructures: embeddedness, 

transparency, scope, learned as part of membership, links with conventions of practice, 

embodiment of standards, built on an installed base, and visible upon breakdown. What these 

traits amount to is that infrastructures are relational in nature, and tools that are not only required 
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for a given practice, but so known and ubiquitous that they become invisible—while also being 

in constant tension with ongoing needs and conflicts in conventions.  

What the aforementioned groups are engaging in is a form of infrastructure activism, in 

that they are attempting build new relationships as well as to retrofit (see Howe et al. 2016) 

existing embedded, learned systems upon which their ideal subjects can not only operate but 

flourish and more easily replicate. Unlike FOOD, they are not seeking to circumvent or change 

the transit structures or distribution centers that facilitate the nourishment of populations; on the 

contrary, they wish to use this "installed base" of medical institutions and food distribution 

chains to circulate the extant products developed by technological infrastructures mentioned 

earlier. The projects they do create in the form of the vegan mentoring program and Plant Food’s 

catering service, are chiefly not about persuasion nor the products themselves, but about 

convenience for consumers and support for businesses seeking to reduce their carbon footprint. 

The availability of plant-based foods at events decreases the added labor of making certain 

lifestyle and logistical choices; in the case of the catering program the convenience is the food 

preparation and delivery, while the mentoring program aids in the process of vegan self-making 

process. AA, ANIMAL, MM, DVO, Plant Food, and EcoJustice are all applying pressure to 

public and private infrastructures in the form of food distribution centers, for the purposes of 

altering the options available to the consumer.  

Infrastructure is vital for activists precisely because it defines the limits and possibilities 

of "being modern" (Larkin 2013:333). This represents an important shift in attention away from 

the formative animal protection debates and campaigns of the 20th century, which saw the rise of 
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the philosophical argument about the nonhuman animal as suffering subject within public 

discussions of the so-called West. Of course, this discussion is still ongoing and, perhaps, more 

hotly contested. But activists within the realm of animal rights and environmental advocacy are 

increasingly concerned with the means through which such principles can be realized by 

individuals and therefore shifting towards "supply" instead of "demand" from converting humans 

to their ideology. This represents, fundamentally, an even more radical shift: away from a liberal 

Enlightenment concept of autonomous individuals making "rational" choice and toward a view 

of the human as situated within particular and limiting economic/cultural/material webs. These 

groups are gradually shifting to seeing the supply determining the demand, rather than simply the 

other way around. 

In addition to the infrastructure of food companies, AA established a mentoring program 

that is, in Larkin’s words, both an object and a relation: it is a program that must be organized 

and maintained, but whose purpose is to form networks. It provides the community support as 

well as enskillment in the Foucauldian sense of the care of the self (Foucault 1988). Alternative 

Food Club provides organizations an alternative to more conventional catering services that 

allows them to serve both their own sense of environmental responsibility as well as display it to 

their attendees. Perhaps boldest among them, Marking Meat is endeavoring to reshape supply by 

actually constricting the revenue of the meat industry, through a meat tax.  

Unlike previous forms of activism that seek to make the invisible visible, and appealing 

to "truth" hidden behind slaughterhouse walls that aren’t made of glass (Pachirat 2013:246), 

infrastructure activism is an effort to seamlessly inlay ideals and materials into existing social 
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fabrics and networks, so that they might easily be utilized without the conscious self-evaluation 

and scrutiny so often demanded by guilt-inducing procedures like animal liberation activists 

talking about the horror of meat production; consumers need not shift their identity or make 

indefinite declarations about future behavior when they select a single item from a shelf that has 

been placed there due to activist campaigning. Animal rights groups are, as Karl put it, focusing 

on the "how" now that they have widely publicized the "why." Environmental groups and the 

news media had successfully publicized the meat-climate connection that almost everyone I 

interviewed, even those not invested in the debate like my landlord, understood and at least 

claimed to be trying to cut down on their meat consumption. These programs, if successful, 

would decrease supply of meat and increase supply of non-meat, with the assumption that 

consumers were sufficiently primed to be more elastic and shift their demand. Rather than 

focusing on individuals, infrastructure activism presumes that attitude is not the driving force 

behind behavior, but is somewhere between dialectical or the direct opposite—with behavior 

driving attitude (based on options, etc.).21 Activists realize that infrastructures, in Boyer’s terms 

"enable, persistently, at scales greater than their elements" (2017); through patching into the 

supply side of food distribution, relatively marginalized activists are bridging their material and 

symbolic apparatuses using a far more powerful "relation between things" (Larkin 2013:329). Of 

course, this is a wager. Activists are investing in certain premises: consumers are sufficiently 

primed to make use of this increased availability; that the corporate food conglomerates will 

 
21 Thorslund and Lassen (2016) found that "meat-related consumption practices involve several competing sets of 

moral conventions" and that concerns were dependent on whether they were related to consumption or production. 

Overall, however, they found that animal welfare played a relatively minor role. 
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continue to stock these products; and that these products will grow from their current status as 

niche, specialty items to overtake the consumption of what they were meant to replace. Thus, 

these are campaigns that have hitched their wagon to promises of profitability, turning to a 

neoliberal ethic of care in which political action is linked to consumer behavior. If all goes to 

plan, items like soy milk, the Impossible burger, and eggless egg replacer will render animal 

bodies obsolete. But how this happens varies across the organizations. While EcoJustice aimed 

to reduce the supply of meat by reducing the amount stocked by public institutions in their 

canteens, the animal rights organizations simply pushed for increases in an alternative supply to 

grocery retailers, and persuaded grocery chains that consumers would buy them. This second 

strategy is not without its detractors: Clay et al (2020) call the advocacy for faux animal products 

"non-disruptive disruption" (Goldstein 2018), that is "responsibilizing consumer-citizens (Lockie 

2009)" that creates an "unreflexive politics" through "individualizing systemic problems of 

environment, health, and animal welfare (Clay et al. 2020). This “corporate outreach” as ACE 

put it, is far from where animal liberation and environmental nonprofits are known to tread: 

environmental and animal rights organizations have very often protested against corporations felt 

to be violating their principles, rather than partnering with them to secure more agreeable 

production. And indeed, EcoJustice, AA, and ANIMAL continued to carry out protest actions 

during my fieldwork (I took part in several, including a flash mob at the German International 

Auto Show in 2016). But despite their willingness to engage in these hostile overtures, they are 

the stick, while infrastructure activism is a carrot: avoid bad press by shifting the terms of retail 

and production.  
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Emissions: methane and suffering 

In one of the few ethnographies on animal rights activists from an anthropologist, 

Sperling compares animal rights activists to millenarian movements and luddites who were 

disturbed by increasingly technological and humanistic society as distancing itself from nature, 

thereby creating "imbalance" between human and animal (drawn in stark opposition based on 

their genealogy in Christianity (1988:15). It was also influenced by nineteenth-century 

Evangelicism's "value of feeling over rationality" and the "cold logic of the new research 

science" (ibid:18). Since the 1980s, the charge that animal advocates were histrionic 

sentimentalists was common. In response to this common critique, activists attempted to couch 

their position in much more rationalistic terms. This context—that "animal rights" was an overly 

emotional and irrational campaign—led to the publishing of two major philosophical treatises: 

Animal Liberation by Peter Singer (1975), and The Case for Animal Rights by Tom Regan 

(1983).22 Singer was influenced by the work of animal activist Henry Spira and the utilitarian 

tradition of Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. Regan’s book took a rights-based, 

deontological approach. Although there are other figures who have put forth extensive works on 

animal rights (Francione 2008; Nussbaum 2011) most animal rights groups in Europe and North 

America operate with a tacit or explicit reference to Singer and Regan. 

Although Denmark’s organized animal rights tradition is much newer than groups in 

surrounding countries like Germany and Sweden, all of these groups operate within the 

 
22 Interestingly, prominent critiques of these works has subsequently been that they are overly antiseptic in their logic 

and undervalue emotionality and affect. 
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genealogy of the Western animal rights movement that gained traction in the 1970s and early 80s 

through the organization of groups like People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals in the 

United States and the United Kingdom, and Organizationally, many groups model themselves in 

whole or in part on the strategies and tactics of PETA—in several cases, PETA played an active 

role in nurturing international nonprofits. Danish animal rights groups model their literature on 

those produced and distributed by American organizations, sometimes even receiving the 

original file and rewriting the content in their home language.  

The animals on whose behalf ANIMAL and AA work, often seem to exist as a mass of 

victimhood. Occasionally, activists would share stories of individual animals, such as Cincinnati 

Freedom: the name given to a cow who, in 2002, leapt over a six-foot slaughterhouse fence in 

Cincinnati, Ohio and evaded capture for 11 days (Coston 2015). In general though, animals were 

thought of as a class, or category. The political goal was one of categorical expulsion from the 

category of "property" but the day-to-day concern was the collective suffering they endured. 

Their capacity for suffering, and the degree to which they endured it from industrial farming, 

was thought of in volumetric terms; though not quantifiable down to a number, it was imagined 

as a collective mass that had to be shrunk, ideally through the elimination of breeding the 

animals into existence. Employees and volunteers often spoke of "the animals" and what "they 

endure" as a reminder of our own responsibilities to them. These reminders were a regular 

occurrence, probably because, as activists also point out, they really are out of our sight 

otherwise. The focus on "exposing" the public to what happens on factory farms, and the 

constant complaints about people ignoring animal suffering, reveal a disjuncture that does not 
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elude activists themselves, who use such reminders to separate themselves from the as-yet 

unconverted.  

Campaigns around exposure to animals as they are living and on the other side of the divide 

are what the political scientist Timothy Pachirat calls a "politics of sight" (2013). In pulling back 

the veil of industry practices and experiences for exploited animals, activists hope that the shock 

and increased awareness will lead to abolition of these practices altogether. But Pachirat warns 

that there are diminishing returns on the politics of sight, and that increased exposure to such 

suffering by a population that utilizes the products of that suffering may lead not to destruction 

but rationalization. In her study of the transformation of animals into meat in French 

slaughterhouses, Vialles (1994) details that most French children who were given tours of the 

slaughterhouse were not disturbed at all by the process and in fact found dead animal parts quite 

amusing. She argues that human disgust and abhorrence with the killing and dismemberment of 

farmed animals is in large part due to the geographic shift that occurred during the 

industrialization of the meat industry: the meat markets that used to occupy the center of 

medieval European cities needed to expand, and were thus moved to the countryside where land 

was cheap. This was the point at which, Vialles argues, the public became unfamiliar with 

animal slaughter. And indeed it was during this time that the seminal figures of Western animal 

rights theory, like Jeremy Bentham, wrote of extending ethical systems to nonhuman species. 

The utilitarian logic and the politics of sight are related, but constitute animals in 

fundamentally different ways. The utilitarian logic thinks animals as a fungible mass that, when 

put through the machinery of animal exploitation, emits suffering in much the same way that 
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they produce methane: it produces socio-ethical problems that are not the animal's fault, but for 

which the goal is to drastically reduce the number of animals of that species. Both suffering and 

GHGs originate within the body of an individual animal, but their consequences extend outward 

in ways that cannot be seen by the eye. Industry supporters minimize the existence and severity 

of both. The animal is constituted through both histories of affective interaction (personal 

experiences with nonhumans by activists that they recounted to me) and the conclusions of many 

scientific studies of animal cognition that are transformed into movement rhetoric ("pigs are 

smarter than dogs" and "chickens like to play video games")23. The goal of these statements is to 

"humanize" animals insofar as it gives them a sense of agency, as opposed to being passive 

objects that grow meat the way plants grow fruit. In this way, activists quantify animals by their 

emissions in much the same way as environmentalists and even their industry counterparts, albeit 

through a different, nonphysical, parameter. Animals are still individualized in the mass, as each 

individual creature is a conductor of suffering, and fewer conductors of suffering is a means to 

reducing suffering overall.  

The American animal protection research organization Faunalytics posited four variables for 

quantifying animal suffering: number of animals, number of days spent housed/confined, 

housing/confinement conditions, and slaughter/death conditions. The first two can be reasonably 

quantified: records are kept of the number of animals, and we can extrapolate with relative ease 

how much time an animal spends in each habitat during their life cycle. The last two are, of 

 
23 The choice of such slogans and values is not without controversy in the animal rights movement. Some scholars 

find that viewing "intelligence" as a metric for producing moral concern or rights is ableist (Jenkins, Montford, and 

Taylor 2020). 
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course, virtually impossible to tabulate. What activists argue is that we can reasonably conclude 

that these latter variables negatively impact the experience of the animal used for food, and even 

a moderate level of discomfort would amount to a horrific moral objection. The essay concluded, 

however, that: 

In attempting to answer my own question about the audacity of quantifying animal suffering, 

it occurs to me that doing so would be a largely pointless exercise. Any animal who suffers at 

human hands is of interest to animal advocates, and understandably so. While some people 

and organizations might be swayed to shift their priorities to different issues based on 

quantified suffering, most would probably not be. Animal advocacy is fundamentally an 

emotional issue for most people (Faunalytics 2008).  

 

Singer's argues in Animal Liberation that a food system devoid of animals for eating would 

result in far less net global suffering, as the tradeoffs (loss of pleasure in eating meat and 

economic retooling) would be relatively small (2001). 

By contrast, the "politics of sight" involves an individualized animal with a narrative, popular 

for many outreach images: 
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Figure 1:Image from video on ANIMAL's website. "Meet your meat. Do you know how meat is 

produced in Denmark?" 

 

Such images will feature an animal, name them, and tell their story as it is understood 

through the standard life cycle for an animal of their species in the agribusiness industry. 

Although philosophy is often leveraged towards critics during outreach, the askêsis is exposure 

to and individualization of nonhuman animals exploited for human ends. 

A third, although least deployed, narrative treats animals as neither a singular mass nor a 

singular individual, but as a historicized, localized kinship group. Rarely do animal activists, in 

their outreach, present animals as first and foremost networks of relationships, but rather as 

rational, feeling individuals. This was more often deployed by Søren at the bunny sanctuary 

(next chapter), where each of the bunnies had a name, but who was also always identified—

explicitly or implicitly—with the bunnies to which he or her was bonded. The bunny sanctuary’s 
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focus on interactive physical and affective care over time at a fixed point with groups of bunnies, 

necessitates a localized, historicized, kinship-based account of the animals in question: the 

establishment of certain boundaries is necessary to prevent conflict and death, and injuries that 

lead to timely and costly vet visits. Furthermore, rather than a simple bank of suffering, there is a 

reciprocal direct relationship between the bunnies and Søren and Pernille—they are also in 

kinship with one another, and therefore have a personal investment that exists over and apart 

from the abstracted ethical duty of which ANIMAL and AA activists need to constantly remind 

each other. 

Conclusion 

Looking at food infrastructures under construction from activist projects allow us to see, 

as Howe et. al (2016) put it, where "the immaterial meets the material"—namely how 

sociopolitical projects manifest themselves physically and what ideological aspirations might be 

lost in this translation. But how does this change the figure of the animal? Fundamentally, it does 

not. For animal rights activists, the animal is still constituted as a passive repository of 

"suffering" as detailed in the Introduction, which is effectively a fungible commodity removed 

from the experience of any single animal (for purposes of strategic and philosophical discussion). 

For environmental activists, like meat industry technicians, the animal is not a repository but an 

emitter of desirable and undesirable substances: meat, fat, milk and eggs on the one hand; 

chemicals, waste, and unwanted organs on the other. What activists continue to avoid discussing 

is what will happen afterwards. Most activists have no problem with the termination of the 

forcible reproduction of farmed animals that will end the biological lines so assiduously designed 
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by modern agricultural researchers and technicians. Far from fetishizing these genetic lineages as 

a cooperative process (e.g. Haraway 2008), activists regard this as violence and unwanted 

existence, and do not weep for the cessation of species and individuals produced to exist as 

emotional laborers (pets) or commodities (food). But what is still left out is the place of the rest 

of the nonhuman species. No one discussed animals as political actors or our relation to them in 

what we might call a "just world", the way that Donaldson and Kymlicka articulate a "zoopolis" 

(2011). For many advocates, doing so would be putting the cart before the horse, as it were. 

Figured merely as producers of suffering and environmental degradation, the animals exploited 

in agriculture are not imagined otherwise—their place is restricted to their role as a commodity 

within agriculture. This is part of why both environmental and animal rights activists are 

working towards similar goals: the problem of both suffering and environment are not bound up 

in the animal's body per se (even though they originate there). The problem is in an animal-

centric food infrastructure, and cutting the animal portion out would solve both problems while 

society at large—and even its assumptions about the role of animals as commodities—remains 

unchanged. Rather than attempting to create a reckoning around the relationship between the 

human and the nonhuman that fundamentally constitutes society by suppressing nonhuman 

subjectivity (Wolfe 2003:1), activists here seek the reduction or elimination of a particular 

industry. If pressed, activists will stipulate that, ideally, all farmed animals would be allowed to 

live out their natural lives on a sanctuary of some kind, but their genetic lineage renders them 

merely suffering subjects, rather than being somehow re-integrated into a new multispecies 

paradigm. Animals raised for the edibility of their bodies are a double liability: doomed to both 

physical and moral excretions that cannot be integrated into an extant social arrangement. In the 
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next chapter, we will see what sanctuary life under an animal liberation ethos entails, and the 

ways in which, even there, the abstract mass becomes individualized, agency emerges from 

suffering subjects, and an intersubjective ethical formula is centered even amongst utilitarian 

adherents. 
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CHAPTER 4: "Animal" as object of care: 

biopolitical ethics at a liberation-minded rabbit 

sanctuary 

 

Examining multispecies collectives provides the necessary framework for understanding the 

changing parameters of ethical subject making in light of humans’ shared vitality with animals. 

 -Natalie Porter, Bird flu biopower: strategies for multispecies coexistence in Viet Nam 

(2013:144) 

 

Multispecies ethnography is a project that seeks to understand the world as materially 

real, partially knowable, multicultured and multinatured, magical, and emergent through 

the contingent relations of multiple beings and entities 

-Laura Ogden, Billy Hall, and Kimiko Tanita, Animals, Plants, People, and Things: A 

Review of Multispecies Ethnography (2013). 

 

Introduction 

 I am slowly dragging a covered wagon through a yard of overgrown grass, listening to 

the axles click, and waiting for my interlocutor to give me the signal that I’m finished. My job is 

to drag this wagon in a circle around his yard, over and over again. Within the carriage are two 

rabbits, who seem equally disenchanted with the experience. This is not a Sisyphean metaphor. 

The sun is finally low enough on the horizon—beneath the hedgerows of the distant wheat 

field—that I can look to the west without squinting. I hear the tall, unkempt grass compact 

beneath my feet, but it is barely audible compared to the rocking sound of the covered carriage I 

am dragging in circles around the yard. My friend and interlocutor, Søren, explains that the goal 

of this exercise is to bond the two rabbit passengers to each other, through shared stress that 
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compels them to see each other as allies against an external stressor. And around and around we 

go, for what seems like half an hour, trying to use this confined, uncomfortable space to bond 

two rabbits who had previously been aggressive to one another, to make sure they can remain 

together in the sanctuary. This is illustrative of what this rabbit sanctuary represents—imperfect, 

uncertain action, but tirelessly compassionate, and more democratic than it first appears.  

The sanctuary itself functions as a space of remaking inter- and intra-species relationships 

through a vegan worldview, but also has the role of directly caring for specific individuals, rather 

than simply campaigning for animals in the abstract. I spent a total of three months at the home 

of Søren and Pernille, who were also romantic partners. This chapter has two aims: first and 

foremost, it is a rare point of access to animals in person—and even more rarely, one operating 

under a logic that is neither personal/familial ("pet"), nor commercial/industrial ("livestock"). 

This site brings to the fore animals as objects of care, and reveals that even this care must take 

account of its subjects in much the same biopolitical system of management as commercial 

animal enterprises, but with the important difference: it prioritizes individual nonhumans in their 

specificity, particularly through the animals’ meaning-making capacity. Furthermore, rabbits are 

ideal suffering subjects, in that they pose fewer logistical and ethical dilemmas for liberation-

minded activists. And while the interlocutors in the last chapter and this one share the same 

ethical schemas and values, I show how the intersubjective engagement with the rabbits is a 

fundamentally different ethical mode than the subjectivation already illustrated. It is, rather, an 

ethics of being-with (Al-Mohammad 2010). 
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Background 

Søren and Pernille were equal owner-operators of the sanctuary, but Søren’s reputation 

for being talkative was as strong as Pernille’s reputation for being quiet, so he provided the 

majority of the spoken content. Pernille was even quieter because she was averse to speaking 

English, but as part of this chapter is meant to emphasize, spoken or written words are not the 

only way to convey information. Although neither of them are employed by professional animal 

organizations anymore, I (and they) still saw their work as part of infrastructure activism—

specifically as a node of affective relationships and practices for human-nonhuman care work 

through their "Bunny Space" nonprofit, which I will explain below. Maria Puig de la Bellacasa 

explains that care goes beyond Latour's notion of "concern" or the ethical technologies I've 

previously described, and "joins together an affective state, a material vital doing, and an ethico-

political obligation" (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017:42).  

I met Søren, now in his mid-thirties, six years ago, just before I started graduate school. 

At the time, he worked at ANIMAL in Copenhagen, with one of our mutual friends. He worked 

there with his girlfriend, Pernille, now 36, who was one of the co-founders. The organization had 

less than ten full-time employees, and was only about a decade old. The two worked full time for 

meagre but living wages, and eventually they began accruing rescue rabbits. After living together 

in Copenhagen for several years, the pair moved back to Søren’s hometown, the island of Falster, 

about 100 kilometers south of Copenhagen. Søren purchased a 2000-square meter ranch from his 
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grandmother far below its already low market price,24 and the couple began commuting to the 

Copenhagen offices from their home—a trip that required a 90-minute train ride that cost 

approximately 16 USD each way. The difficulty of this commute, and their mounting costs with 

home ownership and an increasing number of rabbit companions, led Pernille to quit her job as a 

professional activist, and take a "normal job" checking tickets on the trains she used to commute 

on, so that the two could make ends meet. Shortly thereafter, Søren was forced to leave his job at 

the animal rights organization as well, and the two began focusing on their rabbits full time. 

When I arrived in Denmark to conduct my doctoral fieldwork, they had 18 rabbits on their 

property, all belonging to them. Occasionally, one or two rabbits would spend a few weeks there 

as part of a babysitting service, but this was discontinued due to complications that exceeded the 

monetary benefit. The sanctuary was itself a private enterprise—Søren and Pernille used their 

own money to supply housing, veterinary care, and food for the rabbits. Søren took up 

woodworking and built most of the enclosures himself from his garage workshop. More than a 

few sick rabbits at any given time spelled financial stress for the humans.  

 Luckily, their home has the space to care for a large number of rabbits. Søren judiciously 

fenced in their ranch home, dividing the property into 9 distinct zones. This is important due to 

the territorial nature of the rabbits, who can quickly become lethal around a sick or strange 

counterpart. Rabbits (which the pair only called "bunnies") were ever-present in the home, 

sharing virtually every room with their human caretakers, save the bathroom—otherwise, one or 

 
24 Falster, like many rural areas of Denmark, is suffering from the effects of increased urbanization and agricultural 

consolidation. Young people especially prefer to live in the major cities of Aarhus and Copenhagen, leaving the 

countryside with more and more unowned houses. 
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another tribe of hopping furry animals would be in the area. I tried to keep the door to my room 

closed at night, but I was not judicious enough to avoid waking up from being hopped on. 

Moving from one zone to the next is achieved through doors, gates, or moveable obstructions 

that were rigorously policed: I was chastised several times for closing doors that were meant to 

stay open or, more seriously, opening doors meant to stay closed.25 For example, the house itself 

was home to three groups of small rabbits, each 2-3 in number; these rabbits would jump in my 

lap while relaxing with Søren, or attempt to steal bits of our dinner while the three of us sat on 

their living room couch. Six larger rabbits lived in another part of the compound: in an open area 

with uncut grass, attached to an enclosure with a heated shed. Between the shed and the field was 

a screened-in area with structures to lounge, toys to play with, and a straw "floor." At dusk, it 

was our job to corral these larger rabbits into the enclosed area, which protects them from 

potential predators like wolves, foxes, or even the local stray cats.  

Utilitarian ecologies 

Although the sanctuary aspect of this space was for rabbits, it was a space occupied by 

many species—species which contributed positively, negatively, or neutrally to the sanctuary as 

such. One neutral inhabitant, for example, was the resident hedgehog, Pierre. The residents had 

known that a hedgehog had previously been living on their property in a bushy area and 

eventually died, so they offered to let a local wildlife shelter rehome Pierre in the same place. 

 
25 In the event that a gate was left open by a negligent visitor, humans usually discovered the error from a high-pitched 

squeak followed by bunnies darting around, sometimes with fur flying. This, combined with the signs reading “Luk 

døren!” (“Shut the door!”) were enough to keep at least the familiar visitors in line. 
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But not all such aspects of biomaintenance sought such continuity. Building and maintaining the 

sanctuary altered the local ecology, didn’t it? In what ways, and how, I asked Søren. He 

interpreted the question as an accusation, and began reciting a utilitarian calculus as to whether 

more species were harmed or helped due to the building and maintenance of the sanctuary. For 

one thing, deer could no longer enter the premises due to the fences, and many insects may have 

died or at least lost their homes when he was building the foundations for the enclosures. But on 

the other hand, he reasoned that the growing of the field grass and of wild plants that he allowed 

to populate the area fostered lots of new living spaces for various nonhuman animals, so maybe 

it was a net positive. Clearly, Søren's role as a sanctuary operator had not shifted his ethical value 

system. 

The choice of rabbits over another type of animal was very deliberate, and Søren argued 

that they were particularly ideal for vegan advocates in Denmark. For one thing, rabbits often do 

not require large tracts of space, and therefore can live in relative comfort within the confines of 

the apartments that most activists in their 20s can afford. Furthermore, because rabbits are 

comfortable living in colonies, groups of them—once successfully bonded—can be housed 

without worrying about territory disputes.  

There is not a relatively large number of rabbits kept as pets in Denmark, but in the 

absence of a significant stray dog and cat population, they are the next most popular "rescue" 

animal. Rabbits are in particular need of adoption due to being uniquely misunderstood by 

humans, who often mistreat them out of ignorance and give them up in frustration or 

disappointment that they do not behave as expected. As Søren said: 
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Unlike in the United States, etc. etc. we don’t have so many stray dogs and cats, and 

people generally know how to take care of [dogs and cats]. However, people don’t know 

what bunnies need and sometimes will cause them a lot of suffering without realizing it 

because they don’t understand when the bunny is upset or scared, or they think they are 

happy to live in tiny cages. 

 

A common example is rabbits lying on their back in a sink, with water from a faucet 

running over their belly: for a time, videos and gifs of these circumstances circulated on social 

media as examples of rabbits "relaxing." Although lying on one’s back often signals contentment 

and playfulness in dogs and cats, this is an extreme fear response in rabbits, whose body 

language and other signals are poorly understood by most human handlers. The attunement of 

these species-specific signs will be discussed more below. Perhaps most accommodating though, 

at least to Søren, is the fact that rabbits are herbivores—which obviates the common activist 

dilemma of contributing to animal exploitation through feeding one’s companion animals food 

comprised of other animals. This diet offers more than just a clean conscience—it is also 

sanitary. Rabbit excrement is a dry, odorless, round pellet. The rabbits defecate wherever they 

like, causing many floors in the house to look like someone spilled coco puffs on them. While at 

first concerning, these orbs are innocuous in every way except as clutter ("You could eat them 

and not get sick!"), so even a house overrun with rabbits does not offend most human occupants 

who can get past the idea of it as excrement. Humans cohabitating with a colony of rabbits is, 

then, a very manageable setup. This makes rabbits ideal suffering subjects for activists: they bear 

the trait of emitting suffering just like farmed animals, they suffer due to their commodification 

and maltreatment by humans, but they are less of a liability to rescue by virtue of their small size. 

They are also ethically unproblematic in that they do not require other animals to be killed for 
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their food. They even have minimal environmental impacts on account of their innocuous 

excrement and small numbers. This does not mean they have less moral standing within the 

liberationist framework, but it does mean that activists have options for mitigating their abuse 

other than simply snuffing out their genetic lineages.  

The care work of sanctuaries 

"Caring is grounded in the mundane and 'inescapable troubles of interdependent 

existences' and can offer no guarantee of a 'smooth, harmonious world" (Dooren 2014). Søren 

and Pernille could only keep rabbits alive for so long, and eventually they will die, either 

suddenly due to an unknown or unpredictable cause, or they will be killed by a veterinarian to 

spare the animal suffering. But such a decision was one that took a toll on the couple. Søren 

often disclosed his fears about making the right choice according to his utilitarian beliefs, which 

were often the terms through which he described his responsibility of care to the rabbits. In one 

instance, we examined one of the outdoor rabbits who was old and appeared lethargic, and he 

made the decision to call Pernille to inform her, and then check on the rabbit again in a few 

hours. When we returned, we found him dead: lying in a shallow pit at the corner of the 

screened-in outdoor area. When death is imminent, Søren said, they panic and sometimes try to 

burrow in their final moments. As he knelt beside the corpse, my hand on his shoulder, he said 

that knowing a rabbit died scared always made dealing with the situation more painful. We did 

not pick up the rabbit immediately, but rather kept his body there so that the others who were 

bonded to him would be able to grieve him (King 2014:44). 
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Shelters are what Biehl (2013) calls "zones of abandonment" in that they are areas for 

placing persons whose affective and emotional properties are insufficient to procure the care that 

can be allotted through the extant social structures. Inhabitants of this place are considered literal 

animals (ibid; 39). He quotes a volunteer: 

"The hospital’s intervention is to throw the patient away. If they had sentiment, they 

would do more for them . . . so that there would not be such a waste of souls. Lack of love leaves 

these people abandoned" (ibid, 39). 

These circumstances closely mimic that of animals turned over to shelters and 

sanctuaries, not least because the required care work is poorly remunerated and viewed as low 

status. They are thus reduced to "bare life" (Agamben 2003) and subject to practices fashioned 

with limited resources (Livingston 2012), placed into these zones of abandonment. Private 

sanctuaries like this one differ from shelters insofar as their genealogy emerges not from the 

budgets of states seeking a repository for excess nonhuman biomass, but from marginal actors 

with personal resources. Paradoxically, these activists whose motto is "until every cage is empty" 

here view confinement as an aspect of care (Velpry and Eyraud 2014). In contrast with utilitarian 

ethics that drive the animal liberation movement’s larger nonprofits, much has been written from 

the vantage of feminist ethics of care (Adams and Donovan 1995; Donovan and Adams 2007; 

Dunayer 2004; Plumwood 2000). But, as Dave notes, caring is a dangerous impulse for animal 

lovers:26 

 
26 Many activists describe paradigm-shifting experiences of emotional trauma that led them to becoming vegan and 

animal liberation activists (Pallotta 2005; Pallotta 2008). 
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A woman in her early twenties explained to me why she did not volunteer at an 

animal shelter at home in Chennai, saying that she was "deathly afraid of caring too 

much." Is any other politics, I wonder, constrained by such a mortal fear of caring too 

much, of the heart bursting, the skin thinning, of not being able to rest again? Is any other 

politics so limited, that is, by the fear of intimacy, or so determined by the witnessed 

events that create it? (Dave 2014:444). 

 

Of course, merely the act of caring is not a straightforwardly positive, unproblematic one: 

providing care requires power and is not always beneficial to the cared for, especially if it is 

carried out without active dialog between the recipient populace. In the abstract, calls for rights 

for nonhuman animals, for example, though indubitably attempts at care, could have particularly 

unhelpful consequences given the precarious status of nonhuman animals and the tendency of 

nation-states to ignore rights when they no longer serve the state's interests (Žižek 2005). NGOs 

have developed a particular reputation as putative caring institutions that do not respond to 

concerns voiced by their targeted groups, and instead pursue solutions based on dominant (i.e. 

liberal capitalist) ideologies (Elyachar 2005). Humanitarianism, "a structure of feeling, a cluster 

of moral principles, a basis for ethical claims and political strategies, and a call for action" 

(Bornstein and Redfield 2011a:17) is similarly vulnerable to this, or becoming recast as 

"development" in which triaging the present morphs into imagining the future, foreclosing 

autonomy (Gabiam 2012). Although the capitalization of the sanctuary was not an imminent risk, 

this was also due to the utter lack of outside funds that created constant financial precarity for its 
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owners. . Pernille and Søren also sometimes had to care through killing (Bocci 2017) in the form 

of euthanasia.  

Animal as sign-maker: leporine languages 

it is just as misleading to call other species’ communication systems simple languages as 

to call them languages. In addition to asserting that a Procrustean mapping of one to the 

other is possible, the analogy ignores the sophistication and power of animals’ 

nonlinguistic communication, whose capabilities may also be without language parallels. 

-Terence Deacon, The Symbolic Species: The Co-Evolution of Language and the Brain 

(1998:34). 

 

As much as they are managed by their human handlers, rabbits maintain a considerable 

amount of control over their environment, and the human sanctuary managers said they took care 

to accommodate the rabbits’ wishes to the extent it was possible. For one thing, the rabbits 

themselves choose who they live with; the ritual of introducing a new rabbit to a colony is a 

delicate one that requires gradual introduction of the new member’s presence. But if a member or 

members of the colony repeatedly reject a newcomer, they are not assimilated into the group and 

must be placed in another colony or home.  

Rabbits, though occasionally consumed in Denmark, are regarded as "cute" and worthy 

of being pets. Anthropologists have discussed wild hares (Howe 2019) or on their food potential 

(Premat 2009)—as their small size requirements apply to life as meat producers as well, 

explicitly against rabbits as suffering subjects (Nadasdy 2007:27). But human-animal 

communication has provided ample fodder for anthropologists (Kulick 2017). Linguistic 

adaptations as happen in primatology (Rumbaugh and Savage-Rumbaugh 2009) are not 
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physiologically possible with rabbits, who lack vocal cords. Kohn (2007; 2013) argues that the 

indexical and iconic are semiotic forms that humans can share with some animals. Ethnographic 

writing is traditionally geared towards human language for its content, but work between 

nonhumans and humans highlights its "mutually implicating" and embodied nature (Haraway 

2003; Porter 2019). But engaging these nonhumans is increasingly necessary since "we cannot 

see human lives as separate from other species, especially in the contexts of health and care" 

(Fuentes 2019:158). I dare say that my orientation—as both anthropos and anthropologist—

rendered me insensitive to the great bulk of signals directed at and around me during my time at 

the sanctuary. Animals are "challenging subjects" in that, among other things, the linguistic 

mode of communication is either extremely limited or totally useless (Coulter 2018). 

Approaching meaning-making with nonhuman animals "forces us to rethink our taken-for-

granted modes of human experience, including normal perceptual modes and affective states of 

Homo sapiens itself, by recontextualizing them in terms of the entire sensorium of other living 

beings" (Roelvink and Zolkos 2015).The most obvious one I picked up was some version of "I 

do not wish to go where you want me to" as evidenced by the directions in which many of the 

rabbits ran. But, Søren assured me, there are many more subtle ways to understand the rabbits: 

some species-specific, and others idiosyncratic. As already mentioned, a rabbit sprawled on their 

back means they are essentially terrified. When I asked Søren about species-level indicators, he 

was able to give clear examples: ear position determines whether a rabbit is interested or wary: 

ears pointed in opposing directions indicate that the rabbit is "scanning" the area for auditory 

signals, which they often engage in when uncertain about their surroundings; when both ears are 

pointed forward, however, they are focusing in to investigate a particular entity, and this is 
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usually done for recreational, rather than threat-based, curiosity; jumping "straight up" and 

twisting the body (or "binky" as it is called in rabbit circles) is a sign of playfulness and 

enthusiasm; jumping their hind legs is a way of alerting other rabbits to nearby predators; rabbits 

make various noises to communicate mild to severe frustration, as well as to court potential 

mates. I then asked if there were signs specific to the individual rabbits as well. He immediately 

answered "yes" but then paused upon trying to explain.  

"There are, but I couldn’t break it down for you. There’s too many things and it’s too 

subtle. You just get to a point where you can tell [when] something’s off."  

Individual communication behaviors are less rooted in particular displays than in patterns 

of behavior within a given context, for which Søren and Pernille have ample precedent to judge 

against. The rabbits also understood human communication:  

"Well, they don't understand words, but they understand (word)sounds. They know when 

I'm calling them, and you can "click train" rabbits if you want to."27 

The rabbits I interacted with most frequently were Emma and Hector, a mother-son pair 

who were two of the first rabbits adopted by Søren and Pernille. Emma and Hector lived in the 

same section of the house as our sleeping and eating quarters, and were the most comfortable 

interacting with and around humans. Emma and Hector were not shy about joining any of us in 

 
27 Click-training refers to an increasingly popular method of training companion animals (cats and dogs especially) 

whereby a device known as a ‘clicker’ creates a clicking sound when its button is depressed. Through training, the 

clicking sound is associated with approval from the human followed by a reward. The training creates a clear signal 

between human and nonhuman for when the nonhuman is doing something right, by producing the clicking sign 

immediately after the approved behavior happens (Crowell-Davis 2007). 
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our rooms, and would push cracked doors open and inspect the room. This was a problem, as 

they both enjoyed chewing the webbing of my knapsack and the power cords for my 

electronics—which is why the house’s cords were systematically covered in plastic tubing. 

During our dinner ritual in front of the television, they would join the human congregation to sit 

on the arm of the couch or behind our heads, not infrequently pilfering a stray vegetable from 

unsupervised plates. The rabbits enjoyed physical affection as well, and would sit on or near us, 

often enjoying having their ears gently petted and pulled backwards.  

This intimate cohabitation with Emma, Hector, and (to a lesser extent) a few other rabbits 

whose zone was inside the house, was a marked difference from the rabbits in the outdoor 

colonies. The latter were sanctuary rabbits, but the former were treated more like companion 

animals. The "companion" rabbits did not formally have more status, but they had additional 

sentimental value to the sanctuary operators; adopting Emma and Hector was what inspired the 

sanctuary in the first place.  

Sanctuary as sanctuary 

Søren told me that he very much enjoyed the prestige of working at an animal rights 

nonprofit: he was well known and respected, if not admired, for being one of the lucky few who 

dedicated their lives to helping animals. But as an employee who never met the animals he was 

fighting for, the cost was high, and he suffered from burnout. To quote him,  
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"At the nonprofit I would feel worn out and unappreciated. With the rabbits I am still 

worn out, but when you see a rabbit who used to be terrified all the time sleeping like there’s not 

a care in the world, it makes you feel fuzzy you know?"  

These fuzzy feelings are, ironically, coming about within a space that is literally 

surrounded on all sides by animal exploitation enterprises: his neighbors are fur and meat 

farmers. The sanctuary is a space of protected life for the rabbits, but also an emotional reservoir 

for the humans. Søren and Pernille needed a place to house rabbits that was inexpensive and 

spacious. A helpful solution to both of these problems was to leave Copenhagen and move 

instead into a rural home, where space and housing is inexpensive. But doing so also places them 

alongside neighbors raising animals for food or fur. Whereas being vegan and in favor of animal 

liberation might be dismissed as utopian by most Copenhagen residents, the notion is downright 

bizarre, if not threatening, to some of the couple’s neighbors. Nevertheless, Søren expressed to 

me that he spends a lot of time maintaining good relations with them as a matter of necessity and 

mutual dependence for the needs of everyday life. And although they both maintain a network of 

sympathetic friends who they see on occasion and can commiserate with over shared grievances, 

it is their next-door neighbors who offer fresh greens from their garden to feed the rabbits, or to 

check on them when the pair leave town. I should note that the couple are not always of one 

mind about this, however—Pernille was not pleased with Søren maintaining good relations with 

the family of fur farmers that lived around the corner. But, Søren explained, this was a family he 

knew since his childhood, and giving them the cold shoulder could only hurt them and the 

rabbits.  
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Back to the nonprofit world 

The primary impact of sanctuaries does not occur from the direct number of animals that  

 they save (though there is certainly value in each animal that is rescued), but rather from 

 the effects of their promotion and education efforts to encourage others not to use 

 animals for food.  

-John Bockman, The Value of Sanctuaries, and How to Maximize Their Impact. (2015). 

 

A lot of AR activists start out with broad perspectives then narrow it down to feel like 

they have an actual impact. Even if they don’t rescue animals, they find something that is 

very focused. street dogs, egg laying hens, rats that are often feed animals. The mantle 

gets passed on to younger new vegans who are radical and outspoken.  

-Søren 

 

This is all quite a biopolitical affair: Søren and Pernille are concerned with the security, 

territory, and population of their space (Foucault 2009). In the case of euthanasia and medical 

care, or dealing with unwanted species, they are letting live and making die. There are 

boundaries set forth by humans to protect a species deposited into their care through being 

excess commodities. But this care/domination is not my chief concern with this site—after all, 

these circumstances are true of any real animal sanctuary.  

Rather than working 9-5 jobs to support the sanctuary as such, the couple are building a 

nonprofit called "Bunny Space" around education and advocacy for rabbits that currently does 

not have its own association in the same way as horses, dogs, and cats. The organization will 

dispense educational materials, give lectures and training resources, and eventually help shape 

cultural norms and public policy. All of this will be based on the knowledge, experience, and 

authority that Søren and Pernille have within the existing rabbit community as experienced 
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rescuers. And although tackling the issue of rabbit neglect might not be an object of the widest 

reach for a utilitarian like Søren, it is the area where he can have the most impact, and still retain 

a constant connection with members of the species on whose behalf he is working. Furthermore, 

unlike other extant advocacy organizations, this group will be built by two vegans interested in 

animal liberation. To sum up, the financial and geographical constraints of living in an urban 

center and working as professional animal rights activists were unsustainable. As a result, they 

were pressured to relocate to an area where relations with animal corporeality was the norm, but 

for reasons diametrically opposed to their own. But their worldview does not allow the 

restriction of their efforts to merely palliative care towards a species that currently suffers from 

being commodified, and excess bodies sluffed off to be absorbed by compassionate collectors. 

On the contrary, Søren and Pernille are leveraging their species-specific experiences inextricably 

rooted to the space they built and maintain, to propagate forms of knowledge about rabbit care. 

In propagating this care-knowledge, they hope to pressure humans to expend more time, energy, 

money, and space on each rabbit, and to eventually place enough pressure on breeders and sellers 

to end the trade and commodification of rabbits altogether. 

It is important to understand the value that animal sanctuaries have within the animal 

rights movement. Ostensibly their purpose is as a refuge for the small numbers of farmed 

animals who, for one reason or another, end up outside the normal cycle of life and death as 

commodities. But, as many advocates and sanctuary operators have told me, the number of 

sanctuaries is still dwarfed by the number of animals who fit the parameters for being rehomed in 

these facilities, and sanctuaries are consistently limited by space, labor, and capital rather than 

the supply of animals available to be housed. With this in mind, we may ask why resources are 
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funneled into sanctuaries at all, instead into more traditional forms of advocacy to reform or 

eradicate animal agriculture altogether. The reason is that sanctuaries provide important affective 

and exemplary resources for activists and the public at large. The public’s interaction with 

animals within a sanctuary context showcases animals in a context where their conduct is no 

longer shaped by the confines of a profit-driven system that systematically produces pathological 

behaviors typically leveraged to justify animal exploitation in the first place: in industrial 

farming settings, pigs often bite each other's tails (Schrøder-Petersen and Simonsen 2001), 

leading to the standard practice of simply amputating most of each pig's tail (Sutherland and 

Tucker 2011). This new context, which often involves animals engaging other creatures and 

displaying affection towards their friends (who they are not separated from as part of standard 

farming procedures) causes visitors to see animals in a different light than the passive and 

depressed state typical of imprisoned creatures. 

Sanctuaries provide a symbol of how animals raised in farms can live a happy and 

fulfilling life when they are treated with proper respect and care. This is important 

because few people are directly exposed to animals used for food and thus don’t 

recognize them as individuals. Bridging the connection that much of our food comes 

from animals that were "someone, not something" helps personalize farmed animals 

(Bockman 2015). 

 

In this regard, sanctuaries are a point of activist infrastructure acting in concert with the 

increased material availability of lifestyle objects like vegan food and personal items.  

Their utility is not limited to the public, however, as they have a rejuvenating effect on activists.  
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Animal work 

There is no getting around the fact that domesticated animals are in need of a certain 

amount of coercion, regardless of how their human administrators see them. Whether the 

engagement is primarily protective in the service of a liberatory framework (Søren and the rabbit 

sanctuary) a pedagogical exercise (the educational farm from chapter 2.2) or a business venture 

(farms and slaughterhouses) the animal becomes a population to be managed according to a set 

of goals. These goals overlap considerably: health, nutrition, behavioral compliance toward 

humans, minimal conflict with other members of the population. How these variables are 

conceived varies based on the intended goals and their relative priority to one another: although 

minimizing disease transmission is important across these tasks, the processes and policies 

enacted are tacked to different parameters and therefore look different: preventing disease 

transmission is enacted differently when the emotional and mental health of the individuals is the 

top priority as opposed to a means of greater productivity, or otherwise secondary concern. This 

is not to suggest that genuine care is not taken in every case; all of my animal working 

interlocutors expressed passion for the way in which their methods respected and honored the 

experience of the individuals they worked with, and all enacted coercion and some level of 

violence they viewed as necessary for their purposes, even if it is articulated as "for their own 

good." Another way to put this is that all of these are distinctly ethical engagements, in that all 

humans realized the power imbalance and the corresponding responsibility they had to produce 

the desired results. These desired results produce intense species-selectivity: producing for beef 

requires cows, pigs for pork. But producing optimally cared-for individuals, especially with 
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limited resources, prioritizes rabbits—at least according to Søren's resources and logic, which 

means that there must be some prioritization of species (Howe 2019:169). In all of these cases, 

other circumstances could remove this species-specific demand (if animal liberation activists had 

more resources, or beef—if it would still be called that (Yates-Doerr 2015)—could be cost-

efficiently produced without cow bodies, as is becoming a reality with lab-grown meat. 

Sanctuaries, unlike traditional farms, do not seek to reproduce individual animals or species. In 

the case of sanctuaries run on animal liberation logics, they do not even care to preserve a 

species: their loyalty is to individual subjects. But nevertheless, they are a repository, or holding 

station, for circulating nonhumans of commodified species. Lacking the financial capital of 

commodifying animal bodies as display, companion, or food, they are much more constrained in 

their influence, instead reliant on personal financial streams from generous individuals, or in 

some cases, umbrella grants for nonprofit associations. What is striking is how sanctuaries 

reproduce the look and systematicity of the facilities they hope to replace. Foucault noted that 

institutions of care (the clinic) operated under the same logics as punitive institutions (the 

prison), in that both required surveillance, routine, and orderly management of bodies (Foucault 

1977; Foucault 1994). But farms are for keeping in whereas sanctuaries are keeping from. The 

sanctuary is a boundary space not from an ecosystem in which the rabbits would thrive, but an 

area that would cause them violence, either by human or nonhuman animals. Rabbits raised for 

domestication who are allowed to roam would likely die of starvation or predation. The genesis 

of the farm is an enclosure where creatures were brought from the "wild" and kept for orderly 

domestication. By contrast, the sanctuary exists within a thoroughly anthropocenic world, where 

legal and environmental jurisdictions govern what would otherwise be thought "wild" (though I 
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prefer thinking it, following Lorimer (2015), as some form of "hybrid." Correspondingly, 

humans shaped the genetic lineages of domesticated rabbits, crafting a being without an 

ecological niche who thereby thrives in enclosure. The take-away from this is that certain kinds 

of beings are pre-figured for human care, and will continue to exist as such until the will to their 

commodification ceases.  

Legitimizing this ethics of care in the eyes of outsiders was also a central concern for all 

parties, and all leveraged the same notion: transparency. In the case of the rabbit sanctuary, 

transparency was less a matter of "looking in" to the internal processes and facilities, but more of 

a pedagogical process of outreach about conditions outside the sanctuary, and how they might be 

incongruous with proposed ideal circumstances for a member of the given species. The goal of 

starting their "Bunny Space" nonprofit was to raise funds through such pedagogical work: they 

would showcase the facilities on social media, offer to speak in classrooms, and provide 

educational resources for potential rabbit rescuers. But even without these explicit plans, animal 

sanctuaries are themselves a "simultaneously spatial and ideological mode of being" and 

"provide the basis for a broader counterhegemonic challenge to violent practices of exploitation 

targeted at a range of different others" (Abrell 2019). The pedagogical project, insofar as it was 

practiced, was more akin to the attunement-building of the nature interpreters in chapter 2b, as 

the telos was not a subject position oriented around a personal practice; rather, it was a 

sensitization to the dynamic and demanding relationships that necessarily emerge from treating 

rabbits as subjects to allow them to flourish. Furthermore, this sensitization would likely, based 

on Søren's comments, speak precisely to the inadequacy of the sanctuary system, which is 

necessarily a post-hoc arrangement to respond to the fallout of the rabbit economy. Contrarily, in 
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the case of the educational farm in chapter 2.2, transparency meant access to the facilities 

combined with pedagogical elements that demonstrated how these were ideal circumstances 

within the assumption of human rearing of animals as commodity and food.  

Conclusion 

In their ten-year study of a volunteer-run cat shelter, sociologists Janet and Steven Alger 

(1999) explored the interspecies worldbuilding between human and feline persons. Since the 

majority of the cats were allowed to roam around within the shelter, the cats had ways to make 

their preferences known to humans, and accommodating their preferences was a priority to 

volunteers, the norms and practices within this social sphere were a negotiation between these 

parties (and the management, who interacted through notes left on walls such as "Please!!!! Do 

Not Change The Thermostat Settings."28 Although the cats did not communicate using a 

grammar, they could elicit their preferences and—through trial and error—their individual 

methods of communicating needs, such as affection and how to show it or whether to serve food 

and where to serve it, became apparent to human participants. Communication methods like 

these are not species-wide, biologically-innate instincts, but products of socializing with other 

sign makers constricted by physical reality. Herein lies a crucial difference between 

sanctuaries/shelters and the production facilities from whence their nonhuman populations came: 

as commodities, the individual context of the animal and their sign-making capacities are of no 

use to the human caretakers. In an industrial productive context, the animal is—in fact often must 

 
28 Alger & Alger note that these written communications were often given less than the authoritative obedience their 

stature implied. 
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be—understood in its physical, nutritional dimensions; attention to the animal in his or her 

specificity has little room for influencing feeding times, human affection, movement and 

transportation, and least of all determining whether they should be killed. In this vein, routines 

and apparatuses for the management of commodity bodies are most efficiently standardized to 

species-level, biologically invariant subjects, where mental and emotional variation is only 

matter insofar as it triggers physical responses (such as adrenal spikes that can affect the taste of 

muscle tissue).29 Søren emphatically he declared himself a utilitarian vegan, an "ethics that 

situate responsibility in the bounded individual human body" (Bunyak 2018:249), but his 

"material doings of maintenance that . . . ground the everyday possibility of living" (Puig de la 

Bellacasa 2017:206) were intersubjective care work. Pernille and Søren's mode of ethical 

engagement was what Al-Mohammad articulates as an ethics of "being-with" (2010): recasting 

anthropological notions of relationality as ethics, Al-Mohammad describes how, to his 

interlocutor "the whole project of her life contained her niece as part of that project, the reason 

for it. Life is not a singular but always takes another in the form of the with." For those who 

devote their lives to caring for others, the future binds those parties to one another. Their self-

technologies as sôfrôns through ANIMAL did not apply to their work at the sanctuary, and new 

apparatuses (biopolitical, being-with) had to be apprehended in order to substantiate their ethical 

values within their environments. 

 
29 This is not to say that care and individual attention are never operative amongst those who commodify animal bodies 

(e.g. Wolfe 2012:36). 
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The sanctuary is surrounded by nonhuman animals; it holds some potentially threatening 

species like foxes, or even non-threatening species like deer, outside its borders. It holds other 

species within its borders as an act of care, and even makes them incur trauma by dragging them 

around the yard in a carriage so that they will form bonds and be able to thrive together. It is a 

canvas of life and death upon which its human creators, with great care and anxiety, routinely 

struggle to understand its nonhuman creators. 
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Conclusion 

The Distinct Fields of Climate Discussion 

In her ethnography of a Norwegian town whose skiing economy was threatened by global 

warming, sociologist Patricia Norgaard argues that "public nonresponse to global warming is 

produced through cultural practices of everyday life" (2011:207). Norgaard's research uncovers 

that the way order, emotions, identity, and a sense of empowerment work to reproduce 

acceptable local conditions cannot assimilate—and therefore actively pushes away—dangerous 

facts at the global and epochal level. Climate time is not digestible, even as the hyperobject of 

climate change assaults the town through tangible, financial means of a snowless ski run and 

economic downturn. Although I would hardly call the inaction found here "denial" the same 

basic factors are in play, with effectively identical results. This temporal incongruency may be 

why the urgency of many activists is written off, in much the same way that millenarians are 

written off by what Faubion calls "good citizens", for the former "have little time - literally and 

figuratively - for routinized institutions. They have equally little time for the themitically 

established, for legalism, for economy, for equality, for compromise" (2011:260). Climate 

activists call for the abrupt end of civilization as we know it, in order to stop the destruction of 

civilization as we know it: they decry the inadequacy of the established mechanisms of power 

and problem solving, citing the reports indicating less than a decade to essentially revolutionize 

human collective activity—at least in the heaviest carbon emitting regions—away from our 

fundamental dependency on fossil fuels. In the face of liberal democracy and late capitalism, this 
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intense shift on grounds of impending doom from forces above our realm of perception are easily 

conceived in the same way as religious doomsayers. Insofar as this is the case, they are 

dismissible as alarmists, and their sources as corrupt charlatans. 

Stakeholders in the meat-climate debate in Denmark coexist within a discursive network 

that is at times confrontational, but at other times avoids directly challenging other stakeholders. 

In the case of WILD FOOD and foraging, although participants recognize and even discuss a 

link between industrial agriculture and climate change, they keep these criticisms hidden behind 

a realm of abstraction, non-prescriptive riposte, and symbolic action. Abstraction in the sense 

that clear producers of animal products are not named; non-prescriptive riposte in that they are 

apprehensive about telling any entity how to engage in change; symbolic action in that they are 

interested in changing the psychological relationship that consumers, chefs, and others have with 

food and environment, but maintained in an ethereal realm of concepts like “respect” and 

“understanding” that pose no organized threat to stakeholders in industry or, by extension, 

prominent funders like Nordea bank, who seek to avoid controversial investments. The first two 

chapters illustrate how the socially respected ways of thinking food—in scientific terms with 

DML, and upper-class fashion in the case of WILD FOOD—are self-consciously centers of 

knowledge production designed to permeate the population from centers of financial, technical, 

and cultural capital. They also illustrate the limits of these narratives in convincing even 

(especially?) those within the institutions themselves, with employees expressing severe doubts 

about the validity of the knowledge and the usefulness of their pedagogical programs; ecological 
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knowledge changes as it moves from those in bureaucracies to those interacting with the ecology 

itself, the latter having their own, sometimes antagonistic, motives30.  

This frame reflects rather poorly on liberal conceits of the value of public discourse and 

the Danish implementation of it in particular, casting a pessimistic light on, for example, 

Habermas's emancipatory belief in communicative action (1985)—that if we talk enough, we can 

find common language, values, and norms. The stronger hypothesis seems to be that the more a 

capitalist society composed of antagonistic forces talks to each other, the more they develop their 

own dialect while using identical words, so as to provide the illusion of productive mixing of 

ideas to the benefit of an informed public and reaching consensus. What seems more appropriate 

is a theory that reflects mutual influence but does not rely as much on a kind of Hegelian 

synthesis. Luhmann's social systems (1996) posit a different and less optimistic theory of 

communication. Within the social system are subsystems that operate according to their own 

rules (e.g. law, government). Subsystems can "irritate" each other, altering their course, but 

remain distinct spheres operating towards their own ends. In Denmark, media debates abound 

concerning both climate change and specifically the influence of animal agriculture, but this 

communication fails to make substantial changes to production according to the producers, 

which I characterize as various subfields: producers cite their dependence on consumer choice, 

institutions that are attempting to reconfigure consumer diets (animal rights and dietary NGOs) 

appear to be making some progress, as are environmental NGOs that are calling for outright 

policy changes towards the meat industry. Although Luhmann's characterization focuses 

 
30 For more on bureaucracies interacting with ecology, see Mathews (2011). 
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centrally on large conceptual apparatuses like "law" and "politics" it remains useful within my 

field sites which, though much smaller, exist within discrete horizons of sense ("Sinnhorizont") 

whose similarity to each other in purpose and terminology reveals itself to be a surface, semantic 

one. Although sharing terms and aesthetics, I conceive of these groups as constructing reality as 

second-order observations. The nature of the irritation between domains such as, say, ANIMAL 

or Marking Meat and WILD FOOD is one in which eating more local vegetables can be 

incorporated into a new scheme under the heading of "foraging" and "wild food", so long as it 

bears markers of cultural capital and bourgeoisie recreation that have traction within the upper 

class world of haute cuisine. But Marking Meat and other critics of meat consumption are almost 

entirely leftists who wish precisely to avoid this classed notion of eating, meaning that their 

respective ethical schema simply fails to attain any productive synthesis since they are 

constructed with different goals for antagonistic classes. This capacity, of culinary, media, and 

legal subsystems to integrate words and affective/aesthetic properties (regarding the nature of 

"the animal" or data on climate change) into itself without altering course, reveals the 

shortcomings of language (and more specifically what we might call "information" or "debate") 

to produce the kind of society-encompassing sense that "objective", "scientific data" is meant to 

peacefully and easily achieve. 

By contrast, EcoJustice's actions do seem to cut through the domains to some degree, in 

the sense that they achieve their desired outcomes in financial terms: EcoJustice's demonstrations 

and march to Nordea headquarters was able, for example, to provoke Nordea to divest from the 

Dakota Access Pipeline: here the communication of financial investment crosses the subsystem 

barrier. These direct actions are unable to be integrated into the nation's food distributors as with 
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the infrastructure activism of ANIMAL, and thus must remain in an antagonistic relationship to 

the subsystems. This is not to categorically endorse the stick over the carrot, but rather that the 

flexibility of language makes it a poor measure of material shifts (animal bodies and their 

emissions). 

The net effect is that these systems become irritated (modified) to the extent that they 

receive inputs that they cannot avoid, or can productively integrate within their autopoietic 

mechanisms. But at this time those shifts remain marginal, with each subsystem fashioning an 

internal narrative that meets its needs and reproduces itself, often with only superficial similarity 

to the narratives of other subsystems. Importantly, this tendency away from mutual coherence—

especially as it pertains to so-called scientific results—was internal to certain subsystems. 

Interviewing employees at the DML who were highly-educated technical workers (engineers, 

statisticians, mathematicians) I received less uniform opinions about how to live sustainably than 

any group studied. The answer to how to live most sustainably varied from eating less meat to 

eating organic to eating not organic to avoiding food waste to eating local to lowering the global 

population. It was also the only place where I encountered climate skepticism.  

But questions of meat and the animal go further than the limits already encountered 

regarding climate change in the broader sense. In addition to the first order value as commodity 

and second order values as signifiers of masculinity and tradition (stability over time), meat was 

explicitly leveraged to reinforce homogeneity—sameness across space. Meat is often used as a 

proxy for racial differentiation (Kim 2015; Ko and Ko 2017), in a way analogous to how 

"animal" and "breed" (both "race" in Danish) does the same work (LaCapra 2009:155). 
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Homogeneity is simple, and predictable. Homogeneity, at least on its face, bears fewer variables, 

less need for attention: ideal circumstances for maximizing productivity under capitalist regimes, 

and for reproducing society through liberal regimes. But homogeneity in the popular imagination 

connotes stasis. And stasis is the vanishing point on the horizon that draws toward it both 

ethnicity fetishists and capitalist production. All of these factors add pushback from numerous 

actors, many of whom are not so intransigently opposed to policy reform with regard to fossil 

fuels. 

All of this being said, there are some new developments, I returned from the field: in late 

2018, the two largest municipalities (Copenhagen and Aarhus) implemented carbon-reduction 

food programs. Aarhus plans a 25 percent reduction in food-based carbon emissions by 2024, 

and Copenhagen by 2025. Copenhagen's municipal programs serve 70,000 meals per day for 

schools, nursing homes, and other public institutions, so this is not an insignificant in terms of 

numbers. However, part of this carbon reduction will be switching out beef for less climate-

intensive animal flesh, such as pork and chicken. Perhaps this is how public institutions are able 

to synthesize climate pressure with agricultural power where the pig becomes the climate-

friendly alternative. This shift is counterproductive for the utilitarian animal liberation activists: a 

shift from beef to pig requires more individual animals be killed to produce the same weight in 

meat, and even more so with chickens. Climate concerns and reducing net animal suffering may 

have reached divergent ends. 

There may be some better unfolding in the future: in late 2018, the two largest 

municipalities (Copenhagen and Aarhus) implemented carbon-reduction food programs. Aarhus 
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plans a 25 percent reduction in food-based carbon emissions by 2024, and Copenhagen by 2025. 

Copenhagen's municipal programs serve 70,000 meals per day for schools, nursing homes, and 

other public institutions, so this is not an insignificant in terms of numbers. However, part of this 

carbon reduction will be switching out beef for less climate-intensive animal flesh, such as pork 

and chicken. Perhaps this is how public institutions are able to synthesize climate pressure with 

agricultural power where the pig becomes the climate-friendly alternative. This shift is 

counterproductive for the utilitarian animal liberation activists: a shift from beef to pig requires 

more individual animals be killed to produce the same weight in meat, and even more so with 

chickens. Climate concerns and reducing net animal suffering may have reached divergent ends. 

The 2019 national elections saw a victory for the left-leaning “red block” through the 

Social Democrats, Red-Green Alliance, and Socialist People’s Party. The same year, the 

government agreed to push for a 70 percent reduction in national emissions by 2030. But 

whether this will be realized is unknown. As many have pointed out, the global North will likely 

be affected last by the most catastrophic effects of climate change despite being its largest 

contributors, and countries under imminent threat (like Kiribati and the Maldives) are the least 

responsible and also the least able to compel international policy shifts.  

The distribution of power—power to produce knowledge, spectacle, and materials—is 

arranged such that those aspects of liberal society meant to regulate the excesses of capitalism 

exist only nominally, with some organizations operating in the guise of NGOs intended to 

redirect the population against the interests of their funders—resulting in a population that 

receives messages indicating that those looking out for the interests they value are far stronger 
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and more numerous than they are, and the excessive actors far more nebulous and hidden than 

correlates with their influence.  

How has the animal changed with climate concern? 

What have we seen? The more familiar terms on which “animal” is defined—the liberal 

ethical subject/vector of care/repository of suffering, the physical commodity, the affective 

laborer, the usefully vague symbol—is compounded by the animal as environmental vector. In 

Chapter 1 we saw how animals used for their raw materials for food are quantified and measured 

at the level of population in order to maximize productivity, while their sentience is managed by 

workers through anthropomorphic renderings that use humor to place distance between the 

human and porcine subjectivities. In Chapter 2a, we saw a haute cuisine venture attempting to 

elide this ongoing controversy while still capitalizing on the issues at stake with a foraging app 

that focuses on plants. Chapter 2b, by contrast, was an earnest effort by public employees to 

create environmental subjects, while refraining from engaging in the "political" sphere of climate 

change or animal welfare. These two issues were not sequestered by organizations in Chapter 3, 

who attempted synthesis with the state and through bargaining with retailers, subjectivation of 

the public, and pressuring public institutions to reduce meat purchases. Many of the familiar 

aspects of animality came to the fore in this chapter, where liberation activists highlight well-

worn notions of suffering subjects, often still held at the level of species and population, and 

multiplied by the level of suffering individuals. However, Chapter 4 highlights an ubiquitous 

trait of nonhuman animals that is always in the background of conversations about animality: 

their relational capacity as meaning-makers and affective subjects. Animals are not merely 
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passive bodies that accumulate harmful "suffering" but creatures with whom we share (and 

thereby mutually constitute) the World. Although the subjects in Chapter 4 were notorious for 

making meanings that were misread by the general population, the familiarity with which 

humans can recognize, and be affected by, witnessing individual nonhumans in pain, plays a role 

in the emotionality of the question of animal treatment in a way that is on par with, if not more 

than, abstract words and figures about animals exploited in agribusiness. Both animal industries 

and their detractors have constituted those animals as individual subjects cleanly separated from 

“nature” and devoid of collective identity, while "wild" animals were often functionally 

separated from this individualist nature into their interdependencies, as components to an 

ecology. The emissions of nonhuman animals under agribusiness regimes complicates the animal 

body’s boundaries as both a physical container of meat and a metaphysical container of suffering 

and preferences, revealing its processual nature as it produces CO2 and methane. In parallel, 

animals once thought largely outside the purview of human concern due to their “wild” nature 

are, on account of the climate change partially produced by their domesticated counterparts, 

becoming objects of care themselves whose proximity to human action, directly from 

urbanization and deforestation, and indirectly from climate-induced habitat loss as with the 

recent Australian bushfires. These “domesticated” and “wild” categories are becoming 

compressed as these zones of influence become more and more obviously interwoven through 

anthropogenic environmental shifts that threaten life on all sides. The increasing exigency of 

global warming is compressing time, as well as space: understanding agriculture as a global, 

evolving phenomenon contributing about one-fifth of the GHGs that are warming the planet, 

forces us to reckon with the ways in which we exploit nonhuman animals to reproduce our 
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civilization. The amount of time we've spent building "civilization" through exploiting other 

animals makes our relationship with fossil fuels seem relatively recent. By extension, it suggests 

how the symbolic epiphenomena related to those practices have even more time to become 

entrenched. But the increasing alarm calls into question these longstanding, largely unconscious 

(but certainly global in scope!) attachments to our modes of production and consumption.  

Hyperanimality 

If animal life is violently subject to capital, capital is inescapably contingent on animal 

life, such that disruptions in animal capital have the potential to percuss through the 

biopolitical chains of market life.  

-Nicole Shukin, Animal Capital, 24. 

 

The state of the hyperanimal is one in which the relevant stakeholders all claim paralysis 

to adequately address the ethical/ecological problems issued by NGOs, scholars, and 

governmental bodies. Denmark’s society—widely measured and thought by its own citizens as 

one of the more democratic and informed nations—does not meet the needs enumerated by its 

own institutions assigned to the task. The prevalence of profit-motivated bodies like Nordea 

greenwash their own practices through NGOs like WILD FOOD and New Nordic Cuisine, and 

the green-based political parties like Alternative, though securing spots within Danish 

parliament, are limited by a broader liberal economic array that compartmentalizes and reduces 

their strongest efforts, while previously fringe nationalist parties like the Danish People's Party 

gained more central power and direct government action against immigrants. This suggests that 

even the most democratic of the liberal democracies is unable to respond to its own contributions 

to contemporary threats. Whether circumstances will shift that allow for liberalism as such to 
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respond to popular will on the issue of climate change in particular is perhaps one of the most 

daunting questions faced by our own species in the early 21st century. 

It bears further emphasis that ethical schemas for addressing "eating well" and for 

managing living animal bodies can only be the same in their philosophical and moral values, but 

not in their practices. Being moral through refusing to eat meat and dairy or wearing wool is, in 

other words, a completely different lifestyle than being moral through caring for rabbits. This is 

not meant to invalidate either of these practices. It is, rather, to pose a question about which part 

of an ethical schema is more influential: the technologies and techniques, or the abstract views 

that guide them? Maybe—and I say this with sincere uncertainty—the very act of putting 

animals out of sight that was achieved in moving the Chicago and London stockyards out of the 

cities hundreds of years ago, created a split between "food" and "animal" may benefit from being 

reunited.  

The sheer scope and history behind hyperanimality is seemingly beyond the full grasp of 

the various institutions assigned to mediate it—"the animal" that exists on our plates, in our 

families, around our homes, and "out there", and that furthermore has always existed with us, 

informing the histories of actual animals and animals as totems. 
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