4. Looking at the Non-Human
Nature Movies and TV

To anyone not hopelessly prejudiced by the metaphysical apartheid of Christianity and
Western thought generally, human beings closely resemble in anatomy, physiology and
behaviour other forms of life. The variety of organic forms themselves are closely related, and
the organic world, in turn, is continuous with the whole of nature. Virtually all things might
be supposed, without the least strain upon credence, like ourselves, to be “alive,” that is,
conscious, awate, or possessed of spirit.

—J. Baird Callicott, In Defense of the Land Ethic

What goes on in the brain of this amazingly human-like creature?
— Voiceover from a National Geographic movie about gorillas

In Natute’s Half Acre, an Academy Award-winning movie made by the Disney
studios in 1951, the opening shot is of a painting. It’s the kind of landscape
painting familiar from the calendars that insurance agents or gas stations used to
give out in the days before colour photography. The painting shows the edge
of ameadow in spring, ‘with some aspens to one side and the standard snow-cov-
ered Rocky Mountain peaks in the background. On screen the painting slowly
dissolves and becomes a movie explaining the everyday life of plants and ani-
mals in the wilderness. ’

Like most nature movies of its time, Nature’s Half Acre worked a number
of themes: friendships, animal instinct, predation and violence, natural disasters,
and the idea of territoty. But as the title of the movie suggested, nature was itself
a theme; and nature’s backyard, like our own, was accessible, enthralling, under-
standable. We were invited into a world so familiar we could hang it on our wall

like a calendar illustration. *

Today that movie could not be made. Its intimacy with its subject now
seems naive, its science bogus, its ethics dubious. The world it tried to depict,
and a whole tangle of ideas about that world, have changed too much. Hundreds
of nature and wildlife movies have been made in the forty years since Nature’s
Half Acte. Their discontinuous history includes such genres and approaches as
animal stories, science journalism, conservationism, ecological advocacy, social
anthropology, adventure stories, and tips on hunting and fishing. Often a sin-
gle v program will be a hybrid of different documentary forms and will express

i deeply contradictory ideas about nature and its relation to human culture.
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If we look more closely at the history of these popular movies and tele-
vision programs, we can see the emergence of an untold version of life in North
America since the Second World War. In disentangling this history, we will see
how changing ideas about nature correspond to changes in geography, economy,

science, and politics.

Geogtaphy and Progress .
The Disney studios popularized the genre of the wildlife movie in the early

1950s, and the influence of their work was felt in nature education for the fol-
lowing two decades. Their first effort was Seal Island, which Walt Disney him-
self booked into a Pasadena, California, cinema in 1948. By the mid-1950s the
studios were producing about one wildlife movie a year in their “True Life -
Adventure” series, including The Vanishing Prairie (1954), The Afvican Lion (195 ),
Perri (1956), and White Wilderness (1958). All of them. turned a good profit, and
many won Academy Awards.
The Disney movies always told stories, and the stories always began at'the
beginning — the spring, the dawn, the birth of a bear cub or otter. They ended
at the beginning too, with words like new life, rebirth, hope. These were old
“erernal” stoties about the land, not very different formally from the woodland

lore traditionally taught at summer camp or the stories of paradise that have

drifted down to us from the Bible and garden history. What does distinguish
nature movies from learning how to tie knots or build a snow cave or send
semaphore signals is that they often precede all those experiences.

Our ways of thinking about and altering our landscapes these last forty
years ot so have been shaped and framed.by the narrative and dramatic conven-
tions of movies and, especially, television. For example, the time-lapse film
sequences of blooming cactus in the 1053 Disney feature The Living Desert
(another Academy Award winner) did something far more than teveal
“nature’s mysteries”
the fence of civilization,
something like human time. The
world were meant to stand in for

world, and vice versa.
Vet for all they operied up and “revealed” oflife, the early Disney movies

also came with their own constricting logic. The animal stories they trafficked
in were among other things transparent allegories of progress, pagans to the offi-
cial cult of exploration, industrial de

living. Those bloomingflowers in “living co
work — legitimized our metaphors about economic growth. The flowers were

typically shown only to the point of “perfection.” Rarely did we see them fad-

a world we could enter at will and experience in
stories and memories of the non-human

 they spoke to us of a living and intelligible world beyond " -

the stories and memories of our human

velopment, and an ever rising standard of
lour” — a signature of Disney’s film.
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1 the Rockies. It was all about the conquest of an unpeopled land,
om a helicopter or space ship, a map of
usually on the mountains of the West,

felling trees i
2 totalizing view of a continent as seen fr
the empire. The camera would zoom in,
and dissolve to a helicopter shot of an alpine valley in spring.

In the 1950s, the West (and its annex, Alaska) could still be the backdrop
for frontier myths about an American civilization destined to grow and expand.
In the Tv show Space Invaders, Buzz Corey rid the skies of communists in order
to free outer space for U.S. settlement. In the movie Beaver Valley (1950), beaver
offspring followed their fathers’ trails to their ends and beyond, driven on into
the unexplored wilderness of the New World. As succeeding generations of
beavers settled ever more remote and beautiful valleys, undesirables like coyotes
moved in too, taking up some of the elbow-room. And so the West was won.

The movies were not only stories of victory and settlement — natural ver-

sions of Daniel Boone legends. Sure, the wildlife movies were the fantasy pre-
serves of an older order, tales of hidden places supposedly untouched by the dis-
Jocations of modern society. But they also fanctioned as lived myths of freedom
and space, helping to give shape to the cultural and environmental politics of
the coming decades. As such they werc part of 2 long and distinguished tradi-
tion of North American nature stories. The people who swelled the ranks of
environmental organizations in the 19608 and 1970s grew up on Disncy’s utopian
tales of cuddly fawns and lost but clever dogs — a fact not ignored by the orga-
nizers of the campaign to ban hunting of baby seals in the Gulf of St. Lawrence

two decades later. .
The site of most of the carly Disney stories, the American West, was so01n

however. By the 1960s the West was closely identi-

Jeft and right. But it was the physical changes

of the Western interior that made ita landscape too laden with contradictions for

any more Beaver Valleys. A voracious resource industry had by the 1960s begun
to extract hydrocarbons, uranium, timber, and water power from the earth in
ginable. Moreover, the military cordoned off many
of the more rermote areas of North America over the forty-year course of the
Cold War. Enormous tracts of desert and tundra (regions Disney called “incred-
ibly ugly, yet fantastically beautiful”’) were taken over by the U.S. armed forces
in western and northern regions of both the United States and Canada — for
bomb tests, practice battlefields, and chemical weapons research.

In those same years, however,
tarism and the degradation of the planet. For instance, Native people, whose
presence in the Disney wildlife movies had been in every way impossible, began
to speak their own stoties about the Earth — or rather white culture began to

listen to them. As the environmen!

enough thrown into crisis,
fied with radical politics, of both

quantities never before ima

a2 broad-based resistance arose to mili-

tal movement mobilized itsclf and ecologi-
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Canadian nature film
maker Bill Mason. Nature
movies traffic in images
that are ordinarily
invisible. Our ability to
produce them is an index
of our power over nature,
as well as our distance
from it.
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It provides access to the world in a particular way, and while it gives us much, it also con-
ceals. Vision permits us the luxurious delusion of being neutral observers with the abil-
ity to ipulate a distant The gain is objectivity, but the loss is any

ip
notion of interrelation between the el ts of the visual field. We see only what is, not

how it came:to be.

But it is not so much the predominance of the visual that is important here as
it is the separation of the visual from the rest of the senses. The camera, with its
insistence on perspective and the narrow field, exaggerates the eye’s tendency
to fragment, objectify, and estrange. Staring through a viewfinder, we experi-
ence the physical world as landscape, background — the Earth as if seen from
space, or as map. ‘At the same time, the snapshot tranisforms the resistant aspect
of nature into something familiar and intimate, something we can hold in our
hands and memories. In this way, the camera allows us some control over the
visual environments of our culture.
Wildlife movies — like realist wildlife genre paintings — promisc us that
photographic intimacy with nature. Over and over again we’re led to remote
valleys “where time is still measured by the passing seasons,” where there are hid-
den places “inaccessible to man,” where the entire photographic field is in focus
and the animals return our anxious glances. Very often nature movies can’t
deliver because this restricted medium alone — and its appeal to the eye and, less
5o, to the ear — can’t bridge the cultural and philosophical abyss between us and
what in recent years we have come to call environment. Most North Americans
see wildlife on Tv or at the movies before they see it “live” at the farm or the
200, animal park, or campground. In films nature is easily constructed as a
resource or a cothmodity to be consumed as scenery, or it is shown in some
abstract form as matter capable of producing energy. Usually in these movies
we’re supposed.to be able to sit back and “yiew” nature without becoming
iavolved in it. This detachment is an illusion that nature movies at least partly
promote. Many of them don’t reveal the deep involvement with nature neces-
sary to their making: large crews, helicopters, camera blinds, sets, telescopic
lenses, remote sound, and trained animals flown in from another part of the con-
tinent. In other words, nature films traffic in images that are ordinarily invisi-
ble. Our ability to produce these films of “life in the wild” is an index not only
of our power over nature but also of our distance from it. For the closer the
members of a film crew get with their cameras and paraphernalia, the further
nature recedes from their expetience, and ours.
On the other hand, we are aware of the technical apparatus that makes
this “visual experience” possible, because we are surrounded by it évery day. In
this technologized culture not many of us can watch a wildlife movie without
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to imagine a vital world with no humans in it. The contradiction that Disney’s
work flaunted — this is nature as she really is even though we've staged it all
— only works if the culture draws a sharp distinction between the human and
the non-human. Nature is in part a human construction after all. Like a set of
maps laid over the earth, our culture’s ideas about nature are already out there
on the land itself as we move around it.

L

“The history of animal movies is closely linked to the development of both the .
movie camera and field biology. Eadweard Muybridge began his research into
moving pictures by studying animal locomotion in Sacramento, California. In
the 1870s he used twenty-four still cameras to take serial photos of a racehorse
galloping along a track. A few years later he staged a tiger attacking a buffalo at
the Philadelphia Zoo, setting a precedent for the sacrifice of animals that became
2 standard in TV entertainment. Muybridge’s interest in animal locomotion still
finds an echo in the wide use of slow-motion in wildlife movies. Etienne-Jules
Marey, a zoologist at the Collége de France, used movies as data in his studies
of animal behaviour. His shots of a flock of birds, taken in 1878, provided the
first moving picture of animals in the wild. From the time of Muybridge and
Marey the camera — still and moving — has played a key role in the develop-
ment of biology. Many eatly movies were made by scientists at a time when field
research was still a marginal activity within most disciplines.

The spread of photographic technologies in the early twentieth century
promoted what the National Geographic Society called, in its 1989 video
Cameramen Who Dared, “the golden age of photographic exploratioh?’ Much of
this exploration was of the non-human world, and shots of animals became

. common in travelogues and Hollywood adventure movies. Carl Akeley,a U.S.

taxidermist, used 2 movie camera to document animal poses. John Williamson,
a cartoonist for a Virginia newspaper, took the first underwater pictures from a
“photosphere” that he built below the surface. In 1914 Williamson filmed 20,000
Leagues Under the Sea.

“The most celebrated wildlife filmmakers of the early century were Martin
and Osa Johnson, a husband-and-wife team from the U.S. Midwest. Martin had
learned photography using an early Kodak camera while travelling around the
world as a cook for Jack London. Between 1917 and 1937 the Johnsons made
about thirty immensely. popular adventure movies. Most of them were shot in
Kenya or New Guinea, with titles like Among the Cannibal Isles of the South
Pacific, Jungle Adventures, Trailing Afvican Wild Animals, Congorilla, and Baboona.
The best known work, done in Kenya, had the backing of the American
Museum of Natural History and Kodak founder George Eastman. The Johnsons
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From Cry of the Wild, a
1971 film by the National
Film Board of Canada.
Popular culture has
invested the wolf with the
most savage and barbaric
characteristics.
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quent proliferation of zoos and animal toys and animal movies. No ldnger our
companions or workmates — except non-autonomously as pets — animals seem
to have no more secrets to tell us about ourselves. They've been reduced to
machines devoid of spirit, to everything that is strictly biological in the world,
Indeed, industrial animal husbandry and scientific research construct animals as
less than machines. They’re merely components of production. We cannot be
fond of the animals we eat from the supermarket, for example, any more than
most of us today can eat the animals we are fond of, This is a history that par-
allels that of science and capitalism. Over the past two hundred years the nat-
ural world has been inscribed with the logic of production and consumption,
and, conversely, human social distinctions are now understood to mirror the
diversity of species found in the non-human world.

If we ponder the recent history of the wildlifé movie industry — every-
thing from Walt Disney’s early work through Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom
and Lorne Greene’s not-so-New Wilderness, to the more science-oriented tra-
ditions of National Geographic and cac-1v’s The Nature of Things — we see a
record of the slow recession of animals into history. There they begin to merge
with all that we call primitive in the world: primal landscapes, indigenous peo-
ples, and a displaced human biology. The archaic becomes synonymous with
everything we understand to be lower on the evolutionary ladder. The wolfis
a good examplé of this. As a figure of the primitive, the wolf has been invested
with the most savage and barbarian characteristics. It stands in opposition to
everything that is meant by civilization. Unlike modern hotmo sapiens, canis lupus
fills an appropriate niche in its environment, rather than seizing a thousand,

The wolf has been shunted to the margin physically as well as culturally.
For decades, many Canadian provinces and U.S. states had official wolf eradi-
cation programs. Other predator species, like the coyote and bear, are under sim-
ilar pressure in the western United States. With the encouragement of trophy
hunters and developers, wolf eradication programs were government policy in
British Columbia until late 1988, and unofficial wolf kills appear to be on the
increase. These programs are carried out through a bounty system, aerial gun-
ning safaris, and bait laced with strychnine, cyanide, and “1080” (sodium
monofluoroacetate, a nerve toxin). The poison bait ends up killing many other
species as well. The provincial government of British Columbia has even argued
that wolf control programs preserve forests; its logic is that the government can-

not justify “the retention of unlogged caribou habitat if, because of wolf pre-
dation, caribou cannot use, or underutilize the habitat currently being reserved
from logging” '

I bring up the wolf not so that I can argue for the preservation of yet
another wildlife species, although in the short term we’ll have to rely on such
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rearguard tactics. Instead I want to signal Ehat.the wolf lives at Icne:he:ttx:r:;syf
human contact with the natural world; pets l{ve at thevothenl n e temiiony
between dwell the remaining thousands of animal species, each gvr{a te i
different human value, from the exotic to the useful‘,‘fr‘om tl:e pestil e;q\:snd "
ignored. Most wildlife movies focus on the larger, “higher mammmals emi;;n);
little attention to invertebrates or plants. Moreover, the dramatic corlxlv neions
of TV insist on individual protagonists to can:y the stor_y along, usually ig

ing serious discussion of animals-in-community, ot habitat.

s

In part, wildlife films are a record of lost species, a memento of tmtx;‘s ansc: Il:]la;i
we once have felt close to in the natural world. But why are these 11:1g inpthe
tant to us? Perhaps it is because we fzel oursellvcs t(; :reazlalls; :Lclltutmiirzess the
ond our skins if not beyond our culturc. clun

Z:‘;\rrl:t;%boefy the probing cameras, these movies reveal a deep d‘esm: sgnglsyo':}(:alzz
in the world. That “lifeforce” in the core of the apple t.hat Dl%n}e‘y me. iy
to film must finally be the life in our own human bodies, which are inex
bly connected to the rest of the biophysical- world. ¢ e orchand was &

When Disney moved the laboratory into the érchar , t g ol pard was &
changed one. It was changed first of all by the technlqu;s <1)ff lfn usttrll1 ! :ge o
ture in the postwar years. It was also changed by the eyé itself, for ash 1 deca )
itself out over the earth, it constructs the landscape as it goes. But-t| ; a; ‘m;;s
we make images of changes from one moment tc{ another. It.l ot erfwmrc,
human culture, as well as human biology, intervenes in o,“t experience of nat the.
Part of our cultural heritage in the West is a deep belief that hu:q’ans nelxres e
source of all value and meaning in the world‘, th?t we are the Eartl ] E eyr'l o
jects. Since the advent of science, the “exterior” world of reality has be:

of its spirit. ) , .

enchagz‘jgﬁzi as thatpis the dominant tradition' i'n modern 4mfiustr.1a1 s(oa:;—1
‘eties, there remain everywhere vibrant cultural traditions that still imagine

i ize. We artic-"
experience) the world as place to live rather than space to colonize. W

ulate those traditions above all in popular cultural fqrms, In our snapshdots a(:::
movies and music, and in the way we tell fishing s_tones or plan.t our gafra :;sa ©
say nothing of our rituals), we try to spezk ofa reciprocal experience o
nimated, even sacred. o

““dm(t;‘:: ct:? tb}:eaways human societies have always done this is tof trat;lsfef
human behaviours and motivations.onto the n‘aturzl world.: the ‘:lct of ;?:e zzr
pomorphism. Anthropomorphism can'bea radical strategy ina c turue i o
own, where the frontier between the human anq non-human is wz p; n—,
where nature is usually talked about as a field of objects to be observed and mas
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aged for the “public good.” Yet domination of our natural neighbours has per-
haps had its price in alienation and loneliness as 2 species. It is also becoming clear
that the Earth resists all our attempts to control it.

Humans have always invented ways to form an interactive relationship
with the Earth, often by endowing that Earth with the

qualities of the only
subjects we know

— ourselves. Nature and wildlife movies (and particularly
the early work of Walt Disney) are thus one expression of a long human tra-
dition of investing the natural world with meaning. Those meanings are as
often as not laden with sexism, colonialism, and species hierarchy — witness
the number of cars, tractors, and military machines named after animals. Still,
the anthropomorphic gesture is a means of. making the world beyond the gar-

den wall intelligible to us, and of breaking down the ideology of

“humanity
vs. nature.”

Bear Country and Beaver Valley are good examples of Disney’s early work
in the genre. Made in the early 1950s, they are stories of human families liv-
ing like bears and beavers in a North American Arcadia. Here, we’re told,
“Nature is the dramatist” Mother bear looks after the youngsters while papa
bear hunts for food. The cubs are taught to be obedient — to stay out of trou-
_ble or they’ll get sent to the den to bed. Meanwhile, when he’s out fishing papa
bear greets lordly moose, timid deer, and Mrs. Wren oﬁening her family’s
summer cottage. Over in Beaver Valley life is much the same, only in that soci-
ety beavers seem to be mired in wage labour while otters practise primitive
commurism. Beavers are solid (Canadian) citizens who build solid houses.
And not only houses, but dams, canals, bridges, and other engineering works.
They’re helped in this by crayfish bulldozers. Well-mannered and unassuming,
the beavers disapprove of the carefree otters — vagabonds who sleep anywhere
and have no respect for honest work. All of the animals in the valley are hetero-
sexual, of course, and observe marriage —
eymoon protocol.

The stories are punctuated with a Disney trademark that persists from his
cartoons: orchestrated vignettes of organic rhythms. Mud gurgles, frogs croak,
blooms bloom. Grebes stage pageants, pelicans perform classical ballets. It’s
enthralling; the world hums and cooks to a human choreography and middle-
brow orchestral music. Just like in the cartoons — the most pointedly anthro-
pomorphic of Disney’s work — these humanized animals arc able to break all
kinds of sexual and bodily taboos. They are always farting or falling on their asses.

The barnyard was the scenc of Walt Disney’s first cartoons, whose sub-
Jjects were mice, cows, ducks, and dogs. The domestication of animals is an
ancient anthropomorphic act. It is the transformation of the non-human into
human surrogates. Disney’s move from the U.S. Midwest to Los Angeles was

with celebrations and proper hon-
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part of a rural migration that took place throughout North America in the first
half of the twentieth century. His animal cartoons and nature movies must be
understood in the context of the reorientation of the North American economy
away from farming and its culture.

In the 1960s and 1970s, scientific (and pseudoscientific) understandings of
animal behaviour began to supplant the anthropomorphism that for so long
had characterized popular representations of nature. Pop anthropologists such
as Desmond Motris and Robert Ardrey used animal studies to excuse contem-
porary social organization. This new tradition dismissed Disney’s beaver fami-
Ties and cricket orchestras as being “subjective.” Instead the new science taught
us that animal “guards” aggressively patrol well-marked territories; that the
dominant male fights with other males to control the clan and its women; that
the animal kingdom is divided into predator and prey.

For the moment, it will be enough to refute these last pronouncements
in passing. Feminist anthropologists and others have pointed out that terms like
aggression, dominance, and instinct have been used by scientists in so many dif-
ferent contexts that they have lost all meaning. More recently still, many biol-
ogists have argued that it might be more useful to look for paradigms of co-oper-
ation and symbiosis in nature; and sure enough, they are there to be found. If
we think of boundaies in experiential rather than visual terms — or even rather

than in the legal terms of property — territoriality comes to mean something
quite different too. Current biological theory suggests that animals sense them-
selves to be truly part of the larger world; their selves extend beyond their skins
to encompass an invisible region that includes the whole integrated web of
relationships they’re part of.

Looked at again in this light, Disney’s wildlife movies take on new inter-
est. At least in Beaver Valley the world looks habitable. Compare that to the ster-
ile and militaristic baboon societies portrayed in the science documentaries of
later years. In One Day in Teton Mash, made by the Disney Studios in 1966, we
learn that animals aren’t just a bundle of DNA — they’re social beings that need
to hang around with friends. In Disney’s work the otter is often chosen as the
prime social vertebrate. When the otter protagonist of this story loses his friends
in a landslide, he becomes lonely, “and loneliness can destroy the will to live.”
Without others of his kind he is out of his world. Eventually, being the hippy
that he is, the otter wanders around, hooks up with a new network of friends,
and is able to resume his hunting and gathering. .

Humans were never visually present in the natural scttings of Disney’s
early movies. But then, with such familiar, utopian stories, we don’t necd to be.
Despite the otters’ respect for private property and the sexual division of labour,
the world of Teton Marsh is at least a world full of life, a dwelling-place: To the
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extent that films like this sum ap our relations with nature they are about
But more than that, Disney’s early work anticipated some (;f ithe debates in :}‘15'
natural sciences today. Among biologists there is a countertradition to the u: i
arguments about territory and boundaries. Scientists now argue that the censcujl
ten'et of ecology — that everything in the world is interrelated — is to be takr
serm}xsly, not casually. It seems that for science itself, there is no longe; -
certainty about where to draw the lines between one organism and a‘xg] 1’thmy
about whether the living and non-living worlds are truly distinct, about wli)ethe .
we CaI.l study humans outside of the context of the natural wr’)rld we live ‘er
Q;‘gams;n-and-envimnment are now thought of as a unity. Despite their juvl:
::i:h:;:tt hri:}:;r;c::ilsm — or maybe be?ause of it — Disney’s early movies lie

From Pastoralism to Scientism
The dominant trend in natire movies in both Canada and the United States h:
al\'zvays been conservationism — the idea that the natural world should be useﬁ
wisely or it won’t last, Walt Disney’s work of the 1950s was in many ways a
departur‘e from this trend. By foregrounding the anthropomorphic characte}; of
our relations with the natural world, his movies emphasized the experience of the
non—hur‘nan (as problematic as that might be) over the use ofit. ’
Disney’s carly work had coincided with a momentous change in human
demography. In the postwar years, rural cultures were in rapid decline as lar
sectors of the population resettled in urban areas. Nature was newl out gi'
reach ffyr most North Americans. Disney’s wildlife movies were one wayythe cu‘l)~
ture reintroduced the idea of nature into everyday life, in what were obviousl
very changed social circumstances. Like Disneyland, or even the lohg traditioy
of the suburb with its extensive lawns, the movies functioned as a bucolic id ﬁ
for a popular culture saturated with images of technology and the dominatizn

* of nature.

‘ It was not only society that was changing. The land itself was being exten-
sively developed — “harnessed” was the word most often used in government
and corporate publicity — not the least by new technologies of transportation
and .communication. The conservationist movement, which seemed to be in
fiechne in the North America of the 1950s, had re-emerged by the 1960s, ir
%cally. rei'nvig(.)rated by two decades of technological expansion. In the ;;uglrllc-:
;T;gi:i::;:rt::d once again become necessary to protect and save the Earth

The difference between showing the animals and saving them is a tellin,
one. A charming fable produced by the National Film Board of Canada (NFBg
n-1960 gives a sense of this transition. Beaver Dam tells the story of two fa.rn:
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boys who discover a new beaver dam downstream from a hayfield ready for har-
vest. These beavers are cut from Disney cloth; they sing a “work song” as they
go about their earnest industry:

Work will keep you merry
Work will keep you well

So don’t be in a tizzy

Just keep busy, you’ll feel swell

When Dad notices the flooded field, he tells the boys he’s afraid the beavers will
have to be killed. While their old man hides on the bank with his rifle, the boys
alert the beavers and break open the dam. The field dries out and the hay is
saved. After the harvest, the beavers rebuild the dam and at the end of the
movic the boys go swimming in the restored pond.

The presence of humans in this story signals the change. Conflict has
“inevitably” devcloped over the presence of a rudimentary technology — the
plough — and its effects on nature. Two children step into the breach and heal
the wound. The world is restored to a garden where humans and animals can
live in harmony. What is important here is that it is humans who take the initia-
tive. By saving the beavers the boys help us all re-establish what we understand
to be the proper constitution of the natural world. We also, in this parable at
least, invent an ultimatcly non-intrusive role for technology.

As the effects of the immense physical development of the postwar yeats
began to be felt at large in popular culture, it seems that Disney’s vision became
too limited. The human role in the natural world (for good or bad) could no
longer be ignored. The Disney studios also took part in this change, most obvi-
ously in Hang Your Hat on the Wind, a 1969 fable in which a kindly Franciscan
missionary who runs an animal shelter helps a Navajo shepherd boy find a lost
white colt. The padre and his charge spot the napping Chicano rustlers from a
pesticide plane and get some tourists to help chase the bad guys in dune bug-
gies. In the end the coltis returned to its owner (a blond California woman who
drives'a convertible) and peace is restored to what is imagined — to put it in more
contemporary, terms — to be the ecological society of the Navajo.

L]

The seminal body of work in the conservationist tradition is probably Mutual
of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom. Begun in 1963, the show was still being produced in
1990 and has been syndicated in forty countries. It was originally hosted by
zoologist Marlin Perkins, the director of the St. Louis Zoo and host of an early-
1950s TV show, Zoo Parade, about animal behaviour. At the beginning of each
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program Perkins sat in a leather armchair in his library and talked about savi
ax;m:als‘ T}]:anks to his zoological colleagues and the valiant efforts of professivolr?j
fh :b(;;g:la(po ;;itiiillqor: would report, scores of species had been rescued from
On Wild Kingdom animals had to be captured before they could be saved.
The show’s strict formula (known in the industry as a “drug-and-ta, ni;)vie”'
mvolved‘ chasing animals around a savannah in a Land R over long eno%l h to i
‘son'%e action shots. Tranquillized and caged, the beasts were hauled off togbe stugg
ied in the laboratory, where if all went well they would reproduce. The ar, ¢
Fhat P.erkins, Jim Fowler, and other Tv biologists made is that 'be'causegu ‘2_1:;1"
mcurslf)ns of human civilization, the natural environment could no lon; ; :
port wild animals in an efficient way. Human expertise — which turned oguc tf)ug_
a tangle of medical technology — would be neécessary for the survival of wildlife ;
) The Mutual of Omaha commercials that punctuate the show emphasize th?.
point. One tells how the insurance company has not only saved a disabled ma:

from certain death but also made his life worth living again by buying him a

remote-controlled Tv and a w] i i i
o oo plllzi;:hau van, (It was in a car accident that the
You might say that good intentions arc th i i
Kingdom from Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Shzwo.n Ilkys tahsltr:‘(;gl.ltth :;Z?}’;rat:; .
in the second half of the nineteenth century, Cody had helped openrfl.leol‘}tgr
s}hlortgrass prairie to settlement by whites. White agrarian civilization \x;'as.
t. ought to be a more efficient use of the land than the “wasteful” nomadic tradi
tions of the various aboriginal civilizations of the plains. In his later years C: dl—
staged a travelling Wild West Show celebrating the victory of érmer :nz

A swift fox reintroduction
program on the Canadian
prairies. "Drug-and-tag”
TV shows like Wild
Kingdom justify their
action-packed plots by
promoting biological
research.
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cowboy over bison and Indian. In the circus tents that toured Europe the tamed
‘American wilderness lived on, just as today the same tawdry and ambivalent story
of civilization is retold in Tv wildlife shows.

Perkins always insisted he was telling “the animals’ side of the story” on Wild
Kingdom. In an interview with the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (cBc)
program The sth Estate in 1982, he explained the methods of Tv consetvationism:

The philosophy is educational, you see. But if you don’t have a little entertainment and
action, you don’t get the opportunity to tell your story. We have excellent wildlife pho-
tographers. Sometimes it takes weeks to get something on film... . We never predetermine
the exact script. Our footage is taken in the wild kingdom itself.

What Perkins wouldn’t talk to the cBC about was the wildlife photography
industry. In the salad days of the 1960s and 1970s, several U.S. and Canadian v
production companies worked full time on the many wildlife shows that followed
Wild Kingdom. Most outdoor footage was shot in Florida with trained animals
and the assistance of the Florida Freshwater Game Commission (which rightly
saw no contradiction of their mandate). Like doctors, lawyers, or horticulturists,
wildlife photographers belong to professional societies and go to conventions
where film footage is bought and sold along with animals for use in movies,
zoos, game farms, and private collections. The films made with this footage
often differ little in their formal conventions from the Disney work. Shots and
sequences are worked out beforehand on story-boards similar to those used in
filming television dramas. Whatever rescarch the biologists might be doing off
camera, what ends up in the programs teaches us little about animals.

Since Wild Kingdom began, other conservation shows have developed
new techniques and themes. Sound production has become more sophisticated,
and a show with a decent budget might usc up to twenty-four tracks to record
wildlife, narration, music, and sound effects. Wild Wild World of Animals, pro-
duced by Time-Life from 1973 to 1976, is a good example of more recent work
that is still trapped in the contradictory logic of wildlife conservation. Its mis-
sion is to docurhent the rescue of animals from human recklessness. (It's as if we
set out to destroy other specics in order to save them.)

An episode on the Okefenokee Swamp in the southern United States
attempts to lay out the basics of ecological science. The swamp, we learn, “can

Forest fires, once the bane of conservation efforts, now

take care of itself”
“serve a' definite purpose.” Humans are unwelcome here. Even our presence

in the production of the show is denied by the narrator’s syntax: “These are
pitcher plants. One has been slit open to reveal the downward-pointing hairs

which trap the insect.” Too destructive of natural systems, the narrator banishes
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?rsc t;;oiz:: the swa?p: “Like spanish moss, which supports itself and exists apart
B a:l;roogrilts::fgf ...Okefenokee Swamyp is a wilderness in a capsule, exist-
Thesg are not the lessons of ecology. No life exists apart from its
lr‘;)unldlrfgs. The myth f’f the self-supporting organism is an appendage ofs‘tll':
Li;;:l?es of the fronticr and the free market, in which it’s every “man” for
) Typically there are two roles for humans in the conservation Tv shos
Either we are .destroyers of nature — developers, poachers, careless cam er:v i
or vt'e are sfa\lrlours of nature — scientists intervening to save an endarllj ered
species or citizens organizing to create a park. Sometimes, most of the tig :
f'f\ct, we’re both. Likewise, there have been two dcminan; models for 1 ";"" o
since World War II: total development or total preservation, e
Many [;[;l:z Lr:z:il:;: 1\:::1;11ty Zf most ne.;tiom:tl parks is a good illustration of this.
any & o ed wit] e\-/erythmg lug}?—brow culture considers the most
eous ma?n.estatmns of humankind: motel strips and gas stations hydroelectri
projects, mining and timber operations, fast food outlets. Many };arks and 'l:i:
?rzas were created as part of a trade-off between conservation organizations:l;d
;iu\::itz‘.st ::Z :ee‘r,ec]for a grove there. Th%s is institutionalized in many urban
situ whe opers who want to build a skyscraper are required to build
its “opposite” on an adjacent lot — a park (or, increasingly, the mere gesture of
few trees). Conversely, when wilderness areas are built, existing humangs ttl -
must be bulldozed, not because they're too indecorous, but because t}fe bemerr
ary between the “human” and the “natural” must be vs;ell marked. e
Over the past thirty years, Tv conservationism has continucd. to document
na'ttllre, enumerating the decline of this or that species, presenting schemes for
crisis management, and assuring us that aggression and the notion of privat
propFFty have a natural origin. Yet increasingly these programs have alsopb o
to‘cnthue the doctrine of economic growth. Perhaps they’ve been forcede'glm
ths new position by the collision of the conservation ethic with rural lmfio
1ncreasmgly burdened with shopping malls and leisure developments Oan X
episode of New Wilderness from the mid-1980s, host Lorne Greene in.veignhzz

" again: i j i i
Tgaa st }?ydmelccmc projects in Tasmania that are threatening the habitat of the
. Tas i
manian devil. Yet on the same program Greene presented a brief report —

gir:p (;f the hat,” he says‘ —on th.e saving of the California condor. The young
s of prey are now being bred in the lab, “well away from the rigours of th
outdoors.” We watch scientists feed them with eye-droppers. Anotier ssuzc;s:
shouldj;:;i s:ngcgre:)s::;n in t:e Tasx?lanian case seems to be that human civilization
ot on t‘ e territory of th}e natural world; nor should the nat-
orld move too far into human territory, like the Tasmanian devils who
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“steal” from farmers. But, as in California, the laboratory seems to be a special

place, a kind of demilitarized zone where the rules are in suspension, or at least

in the human favour. Perhaps the lab is the new wilderness itself. If so, it is a
wilderness in which the natural and the human are inextricably bound up with
technology. In the U.S. films of the past thirty years — think not only of Wild
Kingdom, but of the National Geographic series, Wild America, and Nature — the
focus of the camera has shifted from the face of the racoon or shark or what have
you to the hypodermic needle or submarine or helicopter — in other words,
onto the technics that intervene in rescuing paturc on our behalf. This work is
able to sound an alarm about the developing crisis at the same time that it recu-
perates conservationism within the most traditional kind of scientific piactice.

8

Humans have always “intervened” in nature, but by the early 1960s our rcla-
tions with the natural world were broadly understood to be in crisis. From the
mid-nincteenth century on, a great many popular social movements had mobi-
lized in response to an accelerating rate of species extinction and displace-
ment. The urban parks movement, wilderness preservationism, communitarian
socialism, Romanticism, agrarian populism: as much as these anti-modern
movements developed different approaches to the cult of progress and the
domination of nature in North America, they were all responses to the indus-
trialization of the land.

Conservationism had its beginnings in the same period. Land was recog-
nized as a limited resource that must be used efficiently. The movement’s ini-
tial objects of concern were buildings and natural areas; protection of animals,
trails, and rural land came later. As it became articulated by Gifford Pinchot and
other U.S. agronomists and industrialists of the early twentieth century, conser-
vation was not at all opposed to the production economy. Nature and its prod-
ucts were commodities, subject to supply and demand, scarcity and abundance,
and constantly in need of management. As an industrial strategy, conservation-
ism is deeply intertwined with the modern Western world-view.

Today we’re surrounded by the shortcomings of conservationism as a
political strategy. Despite a century or more of hard work by lots of well-mean-
ing people, the Ark js sinking. The complex and diverse organism of the Earth
that has taken millennia to develop is in steady decline. As species after species
disappcars from the planet forever, complex relationships are simplified and life
of all kinds becomes more vulnerable. Even on its own limited terms, the con-
servation movement has been a dismal failure.

By the 1960s this failure was obvious to many critics and conservation~
ism began to be reshaped. The modern environmentalist movement that mobi-
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lized itself o i
e el f~ver t:e follolwmg twenty ycars rearticulated conservationism in a way
rom both ethical and scientific it i
¢ v traditions while oft isi
its opposition to industrialism. o eoprombing
The envi
cconay vironmental movement arose at a moment when North American
ies i
coonom \;velz:e trying to find ways to convert an' immense military apparatus
ace 1 i i
ar f " l; enterlprlses — industries, government agencies, and universities
oduced not only commodities fc “ i ’
pro or the “good life,” but also i
shat produced f » but also ideas about the
roaton o SCIEI.ICC and consumer society to the natural world. Not many years
e i i i :
after th om| }ng of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, for example, the U.S govern:
4 i ! v i
mer ;;an talking about “atoms for peace.” In the late 19505 it proposed
roject ‘ o
P ject Plowshares, a scheme to use nuclear explosions to redirect rivers, drill
r natural gas, move mountains, and dig harbours v
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communities. The discussion lurches from nineteenth-ceritury whaling
cconomies to cod habitat to the relation between icebergs and the geography
of the sea floor.

By and by the diving crew notices that they are seeing very few fish,
ceven among the shipwrecks that typically function as both marine feeding areas
and stage sets for underwater photography. Almost reluctantly Cousteau raiscs
the question of overfishing. He does this by showing different methods of
éatching fish: linc fishing, jigging, the “squid pump,” drift nets, and trawling,

We learn that by far the method most destructive of marine habitat is
trawling, amassive enterprise conducted in the Grand Banks area, off the coast
of Newfoundland, by ships from both Atlantic and Pacific nations. The film
shows us the truly industrial operation of the trawlers — including the conveyer
belts and assembly lines that help haul fish out of the sea in vast nets (some of
them 150 kilometres long), and the on-board equipment that processes and
freezes the fish for trans-shipment. Fully 5o per cent of the catch is of species
that are unmarketable; they are discarded, dead, a “prodigious waste,” Cousteau
tells us. While the film doesn’t discuss the global economy that encourages
industrial fishing; it does succeed in conveying, on a visceral level, its character.

Most discussions of fish methods and quotas mask the problem of over-
fishing in talk of interspecies conflict: between whale and caplin, whale and
human, lobster and seal. The offshore fishery has been seriously (and perhaps
irrecoverably) depleted by trawlers in recent years. The industry has driven
large sea mammals close to shore where they compete with inshore fishers for
dwindling numbers of fish. Grey seals “raid” lobster habitat, and whales get
caught in drifinets, often destroying them. At the time Cries from the Deep was
made, the Canadian government, in a particulatly obtuse response to the cri-
sis, was hiring crews to shoot seals thought to be endangering fish quotas. The
cull has since been discontinued, and the government is now researching bio-
logical control of the seal population.

The issue is not surprisingly more complicated than it appears at first. For
centuries, seal populations off the Newfoundland coast have been controlled by
a spring hunt. Local hunters clubbed the pups of these harp and hooded seals,
called whitecoats and bluebacks respectively, on ice floes not far from shore. The
seal carcasses were used for clothing, tools, and food. As the hunt was capital-
ized, an international luxury fur industry grew up based on rifle hunting from

large ships. Greenpeace successfully targeted this hunt for “baby” seals in the

early 1980s and the market in seal furs subsequently collapsed. Yet after oppo-
sition from aboriginal groups who argued that the hunt is part of their traditional

- economy, Greenpeace retreated, even admitting that its campaign had been a

mistake. The hunt has since resumed its place in the local subsistence economy,
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movie the Disney tradition was still strong: all the animals had names, and the
movie was edited to ensure plenty of drama and comedy. By 1967 those tradi-
tions had apparently been repudiated. In Grizzly!, a drug-and-tag classic, the
focus shifted almost entirely away from animals and onto their human saviours,
The plot was driven by the work of wildlife biologists. For perhaps the first time
in a wildlife documentary,the filmmakers decided to foreground photographic
technology. We see them shooting the movie. This technique not only gave an
air of objectivity to both movie and field work but also connected the film to
the public image of the National Geographic Society. Ever since-its founding
in 1888, the organization has funded the rescarch of numerous scientists (among
them Jane.Goodall and Dian Fossey); but it is best known for its photographic
documentation of global exploration and “exotic” cultures, particularly in

National Geographic magazine. The style of Grizzly! made it cléar that this was

as much a photographic expedition as a scientific study.

The Society’s first Tv special, aired in 1963, was about the ascent of
Everest by U.S. climbers. The program’s mission, in the words of its narrator,
was “to record the first moving pictures ever taken from the summit of Everest””

" The Society returned to Everest a few years later to send live pictures of the sum-
mit into North American homes by satellite. Since then, National Geographic
film crews have roamed the world in an incessant drive to “uncover the secrets
of the past and present” The subjects of their work range from insects to alli-
gators, whales, circuses, railroads, ocean liners, computers, circuses, and gold
rushes — as well as the ever-popular search for the lost Titanic. Yet despite their
broad interests and often cool, scientific airs, the Society’s filmmakers created
adventure movies that fit squarely in the photosafari tradition of Osa and Martin

Johnson. Nature in these films becomes an object of a much larger investiga-
tion of the world that goes under many names, among them science, colonial-
ism, and tourism.

A look at some of the animal movies of the past twenty years offers a sense
of how this works. The voiceover of the video White Wolf (1989) goes out of
its'way to dernystify wolves, denouncing their popular image as “vicious preda-
tors.” The filmmakers interview wildlife biologists and show them taking their
own film of wolves — cameras in front of cameras. On cameta the biologists
speculate about wolf language and child rearing, play, security, and feeding, all
in a way that helps connect wolf society to the taiga, which forms the scenic
backdrop of most of the shots. Yet the structure of the movie undercuts the
script. The tension of the show is a dramatic tension, organized around an edited
hunting episode rather than the ideas set out by the biologists. Its structure
reproduces the clichés and “typical” behaviours rampant in the wildlife genre
tight through the twentieth century.
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without focusing on specifics. It fails to mention the petroleumn industry — the
paramount distuptive force in the Alaskan ecosystem. The one conflict that
does get considerable attention is the clash between recreation and bear habi-
tat. But the film sums up that situation by documenting “a daring experiment”;
an attempt by tour organizers to cram sport fishers and adventure photographers
onto the same narrow river delta where grizzlies are feeding on migrating
salmon. The filmmakers wonder aloud how close thesc outdoor enthusiasts can
get before being attacked. The narrator asks somewhat facilely, “Can Man and
bear coexist?” If we are expected to understand the conflict in this way, the
answer is clearly no.

. But in the program’s coda the narrator reformulates the question. “In the
old stories,” he says, “the bear taught humans how to survive. In this changing
world, it seems the secret of how the grizzly will survive is known only to
humans” That “secret” might well be known, but the National Geographic
Society has cloaked it in its own old stories about the irreconcilable conflict
between humankind and the natural world. While this film gestures towards
other cultural possibilities, its cynical and accommodationist politics carries the
message that the industrialization of wild lands is inevitable; it’s only a matter
of managing the bears so they’ll be able to survive it. Whether or not we will
survive continued industrialization is a question never considered.

Many of the National Geographic films give science a bad name. They
leap over the species barrier just long enough to conclude that nature too is ruled
by despots and that only the fittest creatures will survive. Here is the voiceover
from a lurid trailer advertising Africa’s Stolen River (1989):

Beneath this stark fagade, the Savuti region of Southern Afvica is a land of violent
extresmes. Savage storms erupt without warning and set the night ablaze. Huge dust clouds
loom like an inescapable shroud. This is a world ruled by the sun, the cruel relentless force
that binds predator to prey together in a desperate search for water.

But now the river is disappearing. Nature has cut the Savuti’s only lifeline. Now
death becomes nature’s constant companion, and the quest for sutvival the all-consum-
ing fact of life. Join National Geographic in search of... Africa’s Stolen River.

Or consider this trailer for a documentary on archacological work in Africa. As
the film cuts between shots of the Olduvai Gorge and a science lab, the narra-
tor invites us to see a video whose subject, curiously, remains unspoken:

1t is the greatest detective story known to man. It springs from a curiosity shared by peo-
ple everywhere. To understand where we came  from and how we got here. Scientists the
world over search for the pieces of the puzzle, and then the newest technology is focused
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on this most ancient of mysteries. We even study our own simiatt cousins for clues to our
own primitive past.

Science Journalism

There is another television tradition that discusses science, and its history, with
more honesty and intelligence. By the mid-1960s, basic scientific knowledge
about the natural world began to work its way into the scripts of some nature
programs. Herc at last were the things we never learned from Disney: the diet
of a mouse, for example, or the habitat requirements of caribou or sycamore,
the sexual preferences of a stickleback, or the place of mosquitos in the food
web. The increasingly rich diversity of subject-matter ranged far beyond the
anthropomorphic or drug-and-tag stylings that had dominated the genre. In
essence this represented a shift from nature to science programming, with all the
emphasis those words imply.

But only a few programs have been able to present that kind of research
in any larger context, speculating about the social implications of science, per-
haps, or acknowledging other ways of knowing the world. The most prominent
of these programs are Nova (produced by WGBH in Boston) and The Nature of
Things (cBc), both of them weekly series that examine a broad range of tech-
nical and social issues.

The diversity of the nature £lms that have been produced since the late
1960s reflects the diverse origins of ccology, as well as changes in the way nat-
ural science has been carried out over the course of the twentieth century. Tcan
give only the barest outline of those changes here. Over the past century, sci-
ence has slowly undergone 2 cultural revolution of sorts. This is especially so in
biology, where the retreat from rationalism was most marked and the mecha-
nistic and materialistic biases of science became widely questioned from within.
The biocentric (or ecological) world-view that emerged from within science has
had an impact far beyond it. One reason the mass media have been able to take
up environmental issues over the past thirty years is because those issues were
understood to be “scientific” — quantifiable, reasonable, and perhaps above all
articulated by scientists working in official institutions. At the same time non-
scientific gestures — such as Romanticism, spiritualism, or anthropomorphism
_ have been de-emphasized or actively attacked. Ecological ideas were now
backed by a legitimate science, ecology, so to understand humans as animals it
was no longer necessary (and no longer desirable, its proponents would have
argued) to develop an ethic.

Anthropomorphism has been a specific target of science journalism; espe-
cially on Tv. The attack initially arose from the groundbreaking work in anj-
mal behaviour that was carried on during the late 19508 and early 1960s. Field
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accident and its aftermath”’ The program is lavish in its descriptions of the 1986
nuclear meltdown in the Ukraine. It shows how entire contaminated forests
were cut down and buried in concrete. The robots shipped to the plant to help
with the cleanup were unable to be used because their transistors were sensi-
tive to radiation. Some.fifty thousand humans, working ninety-second shifts,
filled in. Neatly twenty countries reccived a full spectrum of radioactive fall-
out, and radioactive material travelled half-way around the world. Estimates of
cancer related to the disaster range from twvo thousand to a half-million cases.
The program mocks Soviet experts who maintain that a meltdown could
only happen once every ten thousand years and then tells us with a straight face
that “it couldn’t happen here.” It makes no mention of the several plants iden-
tical to Chernobyl that the U.S. military operates for weapons production.
When it comes time to evaluate what happened at Chernobyl, the program
shrouds itself in objectivity. While acknowledging a widespread opposition to
nuclear power, even among many governments, it incessantly invokes the
authority of the nuclear priesthood. These aging men — a vestige of the dom-
inance of physics in traditional twentieth-century science — see room for hope.
They argue, “We've survived the worst nuclear accident, with modest but not
catastrophic results; that’s a good start for doing better, for improving safety.”

Environmental Advocacy .

In recent years many nature films and v shows have adopted an overtly polit-
ical stance. The model is the humane investigative science journalism of The
Nature of Things, produced by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. The
Canadian nature-Tv work occupies a kind of middle ground between the pas-
toral and scientistic poles of the U.S, tradition. The Canadian films are produced
by public agencies — usually the National Film Board or the cBc. The social
strategies they develop thus assume the existence of national and public debate
on these issues in Canadian society at the same time as they try to articulate
regional cultures. The Nature of Things has been around since 1960, Hosted by
dissident geneticist and journalist David Suzuki since 1975, the show deftly
combines science, natural history, and political culture. Its programs are con-
sistently critical of the way science and popular aesthetics talk about nature. Its
productions contain no majestic and unpeopled landscapes, no uncharted regions
full of bounty. Insteadthe programs talk about nature in the full social, moral,
and spiritual context of human history.

A late-1980s episode, The Great Lakes: Troubled Waters, engages politics
rather than beauty or pacans to industrialism. The program summarizes current
environmental issues in the Great Lakes basin: industrial toxins, agricultural
tunoff, erosion, and loss of habitat. It quickly dismisses a technical fix: “Science
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won't give us answers for seventy-five ycars. By that time we'll all be statistics.”
Its discussion engages cultural issues, talking about how the Great Lakes region
offers its inhabitants “a sense.of place.” It says that “having lost our spiritual link
with nature, unlike the Natives who once lived here.” we have to reinvent that
important sense of place. Another program, Matitoba Wetlands, argues that it’s
pointless to talk about an ecosystem without reference to humans. It directly

relates the loss of wetland habitat and the consequences for human societies to

current agricultural practices.
In 1985 David Suzuki and the cBc produced an ambitious eight-part mini-

serics called A Planet for the Taking. Co-written by Suzuki, William Whitehead,
and John Livingston, the program is an eclectic and intelligent historical overview
of Western science and technology. Surprisingly philosophical while still being
accessible, the show emphatically rejects the domination of nature that has been
the mission of North Atlantic societies for the past five hundred years. It argues
that humans are part of the natural world, rather than outside of or above it.

The National Film Board has produced a “Perspectives in Science” series

for school kids that trics to situate science within a social context. Program topics
include biotechnology, acid rain, ecofeminism, multinational corporations and
the environment, water quality, and agriculture. Studio D, a women’s production
office at the NeB, has made a number of films examining nature and gender.

In recent years TV specials have been produced by some of the large u.s.
environmental organizations, among them the National Wildlife Federation
and the Audubon Society. A 1989 Audubon program, Artic Refuge: Vanishing
Wilderness?, narrated by Meryl Streep, cogently examined the debate about

urce development along the North Slope of Alaska. Unlike National

further resor
political issues and

Geographic projects, this program did not back away from
in fact thoroughly examined the relationship between Arctic ecology and North

American consumption levels.

Social Anthropology Movies

While nature and wildlife films produced over the past ten years have slowly
taken up social questions, another film genre has come to nature from the other
end, that of human history. These films, which [ very loosely call social anthro-
pology movies, demonstrate how difficult it has become to represent nature as
uninhabited or “wild” Like biologists, anthropologists have taken movie cam-
eras to the ficld with them for a long time. Some of their movies — the earliest
probably being Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922) — have reached a
broad audience. In the years that followed the Canadian centennial, the National
Film Board made a series of short movies that documented the cultures of the
Inuit and Cree. Movies such as Group Hunting on the Spring Ice or Tuktu and His
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The movie provides a sense of the complicated web of kinship, land
tenure, and wildlife management. At a communal bear feast, part of the food is
given to the fire, and care is taken that children and clders get plenty. The
Crees bring out drums and sing hunting songs, and three families — sixteen peo-
ple — pose for the camera. They keep bear bones for the dogs and rub bear grease
into hair and guns. At the end of the film a family leaves on foot for its land.
“The women will be walking with us, and we will be taking our time.”

)

Throughout the 1980s a number of feature-length movies and TV mini-series

" explored the natural world in 2 way that foregrounded human culture and his-
tory. Clan of the Cave Bear (1986), Quest for Fire (1981), and Koyaanisqatsi (1983)
are examples of this genre. One of the most ambitious films was Millennium:
Tribal Wisdom and the Modern World, a ten-part Canadian Tv series produced by
Richard Meech and Michael Grant and shot in Latin America, Australia, Asia,
Africa, and North America. The program ‘was sold to Global Tv, the BBC, the
‘Australian Broadcasting Corporation, and pBs, to be aired in early 1992. It is
hosted by David Maybury-Lewis, 2 Harvard anthropologist who also heads
Cultural Survival, a Massachusetts foundation (and journal) promoting the sur-
vival of indigenous peoples throughout the world. In North America its cov-
erage includes the Mohawk, Ojibway-Cree, and Navaho, all of whom are in
the middle of bitter political campaigns against military occupation and resource
extraction on their lands.

The script is a synthesis of current issues in anthropology, ecology, and
cultural theory. While it is driven by a discussion of contemporary tribal soci-
eties, it consistently refers back to the historical and contemporary concerns
of the West. Through wide-ranging discussions of ecology, art, power, reli-
gion, economy, science and magic, and ideas of self and community, the pro-
gram carefully critiques modern thinking and modern life. One of its themes
is that, far from being victims of modern life, tribal cultures have much to
teach us in the West. Cultural survival, the movie argues, is now bound up
with ecological survival; both depend on the reintegration of nature, culture,
and technology.

All of these movies raise questions about what, exactly, a “nature movie”
is. Behind that question lie others, namely, what is nature and what has it to do
with us? These have become pressing questions in the last years of the twenti-
eth century, and they are not easy to answer — although contemporary popu-
lar culture is full of attempts to deal with the issues. Too often, many of those
attempts simply collapse the terms, equating the natural with the tribal, the
biological and the “primitive.” Examples would include The Gods Must Be

LOOKING AT THE NON-HUMAN Is51

Craz; .

(]984);’(%880)E,m?y:'$;:ke. The Legend of Tarzan, Lord of the Apes (1984), Iceman
of the Moon (1989) "'E]it (1985), Where the River Runs Black (1986), Mountains
(1972) Fi;zc,,,,,,jd’ as well as such Werner Herzog work as Aguirre: Wrath of God
ot ::]ay o Wz ]1(1982)’de Where the Green Ants Dream (1984). At the end
tle from tile neocolo:?:lei‘::ul:gmattem?ts f? cn tif]u? moderm civilization differ lic-
full-colour pages of National G:c[:gt:apizlt—'a # vanishing culture” familar from the

L

Amon :
mndengc;:el;e ;.f:érzpijs of i(l:f:ent nature movies there are two noteworthy
tham merely arpoe e 2 wi 1ngness to ?lo something more deeply political
o o W;,yr(lgs ; ;onsjrvanon. For instance, the fairly traditional movie
v oo io,mase on the boo?c by Farley Mowat and coproduced by
e pomadian con pa.n}; and the Dlsne‘y studios, tries to imagine a world
e émdmma\ s can once again be proximate, a world in which
povernmens b h)./e;l autonomous. For the film’s main character, a white
i e unligke ,l ; is happens through an encounter with Native culture,
voice without being fash’iz:zl Zsf ‘t‘l::erinnz‘i,\izs”n; o o ks n s own
eye and its organization of the landscape: one tl;)incg rtl;lea:) ;Zl;;;)ntshienxx;;ftch .
us

A scene from Millennium,
aten-part TV series that
examines the relations
betweeen tribal and
industrial societies.
Movies like this make us
ask what a “nature movie”
is ~or can be, Here, a
Makuna man and his son
fish in the Amazon basin,
The Makuna do not farm
near the river banks,
which they believe belong
to the fish. Ecological
knowledge is often fully
integrated with traditional
cultures.



152 THE CULTURE OF NATURE

Wolfis that the look is reversed. The movie often shows the biologist from the
wolf point of view. ,

Ustally animals are the observed. The fact that they can observe us as well
has lost all significance in everyday life. At the zoo, animals don’t return our
intense stares; they’re too set apart from the world. But on video and film we
can make them return our look (something Disney is famous for) as if they
could speak to us. Thus in some contemporary explorations of nature, it is not
so much yet another frontier that is charted and explored as it is, the memory
of an archaic habitat — a time and a place where we could communicate with
animals. In films like these, our looking at nature became a looking back (or out)
to a world in which human cultures have a precise knowledge of their habitats.

The other recent tendency in nature movies — and it is very much related
to the first — is the reintroduction of the social into depictions of the natural
world. Two recent French films with wide North American distribution, The
Claw and The Tooth and The Bear (1989), seem to once again raise questions about
the historical function of anthropomorphism in North American cultures. The
Claw and the Tooth is an eye-opening documentary about the large East African
mammals long familiar from TV and movies. This time, however, we see all of
their bodily functions. The movie is funll of sex and death, eating and shitting —
in short, everything Disney didn’t show us. But while the theme of this movie
encourages a biological sympathy with lions and antelopes, its aesthetic strate-
gies at once distance us from them. The movie was shot mostly at night, with
bright lights like those used in the viewing areas at a safari resort. The filmmakers
say the animals get used to the lights with time —a comment that confuses the
animals’ awareness of filming with a comprehension of it.t In any event, this
technique wrenches them from the familiar brown and green context of the
Aftican savannah. Bathed in white light against a black background, the animals
take on a life that is outside the conventions of realism.

The Bear was made in 1988 by Jean-Jacques Annaud, the director of Quest
for Fire. It’s about the adventures of an orphaned bear cub after his mum was
killed in a rock slide. Here again, the acts of eating, farting, fucking, and sleep-
ing are prominent. The bear cub dreams and even has an acid trip after eating
some psilocybe mushrooms. Both of these sequences are filmed in wonderfully
chiitzy animation. There are other ruptures. Despite its Disney theme, the
movie explicitly locates itselfin human history. Its opening shot of the Canadian
Rockies is identified as being British Columbia in 1885. After some scenes that

+ This is not very different from the “Igboratory in the orchard” films where animal perfor-

mance is presented as animal behaviour.
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establish the bear cub’s story, the movie shiffs to the arrival in the area of a
small group of hunter-trappers, perhaps scouts for a European settlement party.
As the plot develops, the point of view shifts back and forth between human
and bear protagonists. While the human plot uses the conventions of the adven-
ture movie, the bear plot is not sclf-consciously organized around the seasons
or other allegories of pristinc nature. In Disney’s work, the cycle of the seasons
— “always enthralling, never changing” — sits in for real historical change.
Nature rarely changes in Disney: there is little depiction of succession, fires, or
disturbance. In this way, the Disncy movies function as an analogue for con-
ventional ideas about the “unchanging nature” of human society. In The Bear,
on the other hand, there is at least an attempt to locate the movie’s “nature”
within human culture, to relate natural history to the conventions of time.

As we might expect, the plots converge and bear and human “inevitably”
meet. But here again there are surprises. One of the men wanits to kill the bear,
the, other suggests capturing it for a zoo. The movie’s titles had included the
motto “The greatest thrill is not to kill but to let live,” along with an endorse-
ment by the American Humane Society and the World Wildlife Fund. While
the imputation of a conservation ethic to one of the hunters may seem anachro-
nistic, the turn in the plot allows the movie to flirt briefly with the conventions
of the drug-and-tag movies. The cub is captured and tied to a tree under the
guard of a vicious dog. The presence of the dog — and the threat of incarcera-
tion in-a zoo — allows us to ponder the role of pets as an intermediate species,
as intervenors and protectors of humans. In the end, the bear escapes, not to a
life of “freedom” in the wilderness but to beat society. )

Both of these movies return to anthropomorphism as a cultural strategy
for addressing relations between humans and the natiiral world. John Livingston,
2 Canadian naturalist, argues that anthropomorphism is a way of seeing wildlife
in a human light: that is, in terms of dominance and submission. Many of the
movies we have looked at here use human criteria to.impose interspecies rank
and order on the rest of the world, a notion very likely inconceivable —and cer-
tainly incomprehensible — to non-human species. Livingston criticizes the
“inferred despotism” of animal study and argues that human observation of
animal society often mistakes compliance for submission.

" Yet I wonder if an historical appreciation of anthropomorphism doesn’t
reveal other things at work. At the very least, Disney’s anthropomorphism
allows animals to be addressed as social beings, and nature as a social realm. This
suggests a breach in the species-barrier between human and animal. The con~
servation and preservation documentaries insist on that barrier and reject the pos-
sibility of interspecies intimacy — a possibility suggested in Never Cry Wolf.
Anthropomorphism is thus not a program, but an historical and strategic inter-
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