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ABSTRACT

Critics of animal rights often deride the movement’s proponents for having a sentimental,
juvenile misconception of what animals really are, an argument bolstered by the fact that
few twenty-first-century Americans besides those engaged in the industries of animal
exploitation have any prolonged contact with real animals other than their pets. Until the
first decades of the twentieth century, however, American cities teemed with diverse
animal residents and workers, and a rapidly increasing percentage of humans grew in their
conviction that these animal neighbors should be extended considerations and rights.
Shifting ideas about these animals’ roles within United States society were captured in a
number of new bestselling literary genres centered around “realistic”” depictions of animal
characters. Because animals are often conceptualized as a “contrast class” to humanity—a
fundamental “Other” by which humans establish what qualities make themselves distinct
and (typically) superior—analyzing these texts and their circulation within nineteenth-
century culture reveals how Americans understood authority and systems of governance,
and in particular how they modeled an ideal American manhood nourished by animal
bodies. What forms of exploitation and control were permissible in a man’s treatment of
his animals often reflected other power dynamics within society, and so these texts also
provide insight into issues of class, race, and gender. Although the historical trajectory of
popular culture depictions of realistic animals shows a general increase in compassion,
egalitarianism, and the extension of rights, the successful removal of much animal
exploitation from visibility has allowed that exploitation to grow in spite of the increasing

popular sentiment to the contrary.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION:
SEEING THE INSCRUTABLE
IN THE EXPLOITABLE

Imagine a residential block in Philadelphia on a warm afternoon in April of 1785,
and the leaves of a red oak are just beginning to bud. A black cynipid wasp, whose
parthenogenetic life cycle scarcely requires the need for males, inserts her ovipositor into
the petiole from which a new leaf is springing, and she deposits an egg (Stone et al. 633-
7). Intime, her larva exudes a growth chemical, the oak reacts to the parasitic invasion with
a buildup of hormones, and a spherical green gall forms, looking very much like a woody
fruit that the tree might naturally produce alongside its acorns (Townsend and Eliason,
Boggs). In this grape-sized “oak apple,” the immature wasp nourishes herself, protected
from predators, and in two years she bores a hole through her nursery chamber and flies
into the late summer sunshine, past the lot where this block’s milch cow grazes, past a
horse dropping a grassy load on the cobblestones as he hauls a cart, past a semi-feral pig
rooting through fish guts on a Delaware River wharf, past a sailor negotiating the sale of a
pet monkey he nabbed in Saint Martin, and away out of sight. Meanwhile, the abandoned
gall dries, turns brown, and droops, whereupon it is plucked by the hand of thirty-seven-
year-old Jacob Shallus, a veteran of the recent revolution and an assistant clerk to the
Pennsylvania Assembly.

It is the morning of Friday, September 14, 1787, now, and the eleventh assembly
of the legislature of the commonwealth of Pennsylvania is finishing the second week of its

third session (Vile 705). Crossing the courtyard to the Pennsylvania State House on

Chestnut Street, Shallus overhears George Mason telling his colleagues of a riotous
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backwoods “gander pulling” he once had the peculiar pleasure of witnessing on the

southern banks of the Ohio some thirty years ago.! Mason is one of the Virginia delegates
to the Constitutional Convention, which has been occupying the first floor of the State
House for exactly four months now. His tone is just a tinge condescending as he conjures
up his recollection of one inebriated gander puller, the eldest son of a Kentucky tobacco
planter—quite a prestigious figure in the region, with numerous slaves to his name—flying
from his horse into the mud with the prized gander head firmly gripped in his hand.
Mason’s small audience cannot stop laughing.

But Shallus does not dally. He heads upstairs, where he adds his pocketed oak gall
to a half dozen others in his mortar and grinds them into the finest possible powder, which
he soaks in water. Tomorrow he will strain the solution through cheesecloth, pouring it
over a heaping of green vitriol he has acquired from the chemist—uvitriol being the resultant
form of iron ore passed through sulfuric acid. Into this concoction, Shallus will stir a
quantity of French-imported, honeylike gum arabic, the dried sap of the West African
acacia tree, producing several ounces of lustrous black iron gall ink (Raftery).

It is a good thing he is well prepared, for on Saturday the delegates who will one
day be called the “founding fathers” finally agree upon a text that most of them are willing
to sign, and they hope to do that signing on Monday, before any unforeseen complications.
These 4,497 words which will establish the formation of “a more perfect union,” however,
cannot simply be printed on cheap paper like the annotated working copies they have been

sweating and arguing over for weeks. The stateliness of this hopefully enduring

! This entire scenario is mostly imagined—such details are not typically within the domain of recorded
history—»but for the possibility that Mason might have witnessed a gander pulling, cf. Banta 65, 334, 403.
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foundational text requires fine engrossing on more permanent materials, an “immediately

durable” record which “without any further treatment” will be “capable of lasting for a
thousand years” (Reed 119): not a basalt stele nor two tablets of sapphire, but four sheets
of supple parchment each measuring 28.75 by 23.625 inches (Molotsky). They need a
dependable man with exquisite penmanship who can get the job done in forty hours, and
so they pay the sizable sum of thirty dollars to Shallus, who abandons his weekend plans,
hunkers down in the State House, carefully sharpens the tip of a gray thirteen-inch feather
once plucked from the edge of a goose’s wing (Vile 705, Raftery), dips it cleanly into his
fresh gall ink, sets his quill to the parchment right beneath the first hole where it was once
hooked to stretch and dry, and writes, in large, bold letters, “We the People.”

The Constitution of the United States, with its oblique reference to “other Persons”
divisible by fifths, contains no mention of nonhuman animals, not even in a symbolic sense,
yet the 10,867.5 square inches on which all those words and signatures are inscribed had
only recently been, in the words of former Acting Archivist of the United States Frank G.
Burke, the skin of a “calf, goat or sheep. We don’t know which” (qtd. Molotsky). Perhaps
each sheet was flayed from a different young individual, whereupon it was soaked in water
to remove the blood, soaked in lime to remove the hair, stretched taut along a wooden
frame by leather straps, left to dry, and then scraped with a crescent knife to fully cleanse
the collagen of any irregular tissues that might betray its carnal origins (Reed 32, 47-51,
119-20). In The Sexual Politics of Meat (1990), Carol J. Adams calls the carcass on the
twentieth-century American dinner table “the absent referent” (40-2)—some sliced ham,
vaguely quantified, selected in its cleanly wrapped plastic package from the orderly

refrigerated display of the suburban supermarket, bearing only a ghostly reminder of the
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hind leg of the pig whose birth from artificial insemination, life of total captivity, and death

in the windowless confines of a sanitized slaughterhouse have made the meal possible. The
calf(s), goat(s), and/or sheep with their unknowable identities and histories are the absent
referents whose bodies allowed the language of the Constitution to be ritually encoded as
monumental and everlasting. Even after twenty-seven amendments, nonhuman animals
appear in the Constitution only as entities potentially subsumed under the category of
“property” (Schaftner 153).

This dissertation charts the interplay between animals real and imagined, texts,
founding fathers, and systems of governance. On the one hand, there is the mutable and
culturally contingent “law of laws”—the theory of governance underlying who is entitled
to power, what entitles them to it, what behaviors are acceptable in the enactment of that
power, what permissible benefits may accrue from that entitlement, and what internal and
external forces may threaten the achievement, sustenance, or enactment of that power; from
this theoretical “law of laws,” a society enacts literal laws hoping to accord lived
experience with their worldview and philosophical ideals. On the other hand, and
seemingly unrelated, are the variable images that humans perceive whenever they look at
or think about nonhuman animals, as well as the representations yielded from those
perceptions whenever they speak or write of them or otherwise incorporate them into the
cultural imaginary. As anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss wrote in 1962, animals are not
just “good(s) to eat” but also “good(s) to think [with]” (qtd. Leach 126), and | contend that
charting a culture’s popularly available models for perceiving and interacting with animals

maps directly onto the fundamental notions the culture has about the dissemination of



5
power in ways which influence the lived experiences of both animals and humans within

that society and beyond.

This is so because animals are foundational to a people’s construction of its identity.
They are the fundamental “Other” by which humanity defines its uniqueness and, often, its
supremacy. They collectively form the “contrast class” to the category of “human being”
(Kasperbauer 1). Archeologist Nerissa Russell notes that almost all human groups have
developed a category of “animal” defined in contrast to humanity (4), even though, as
philosopher Jacques Derrida explains, the comprehensibility of this singular category of
“the animal” is somewhat puzzling given the vast class of seemingly disparate individuals
encompassed by it, ranging from barnacles to bonobos (34). Conviction in a human/animal
binary is nevertheless widespread and may even be an inescapable component of English
language in its current form; as green criminologist Piers Beirne explains, even scholars
dedicated to animal liberation cannot agree on a term which suitably subverts the
dichotomous assumption of human superiority—the popular “nonhuman animals” and
“animals other than humans,” for instance, while reminding readers that humans are a part
of the animal kingdom, nevertheless carry the same problematic orientation as would a
reference to women as “nonmale persons” (17-8). As sociologist Eileen Crist demonstrates
in Images of Animals: Anthropomorphism and Animal Mind (1999), this psycholinguistic
division between humans and all the other animals is compounded by the top-down
pressure exerted throughout the twentieth century by authorities in the scientific
disciplines, who insist that it is never proper to “anthropomorphize” animals and instead
enforce a “mechanomorphic” style of discourse which robs animals of subjectivity through

passive voice constructions and which rigorously removes all allusion to animal thought
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and emotional feeling, effectively making them more like mechanical objects than people

(89-90). The prestige of science has caused derision toward “anthropomorphizing” to
trickle into everyday conversations as an antidote to supposedly childish thinking, even
though, as Crist writes, “anthropomorphism has no precise definition; its meaning is tied
almost strictly to its aspersive connotations... used to undermine the credibility, or realist
force, of accounts that in some way picture animal life and human affairs as permeable to
one another” (7). Notably, as Russell observes, the charge of anthropomorphism is used
only to police the “historically and culturally variable” traits which are valorized as the
unique possessions of humanity (4). The charge of “anthropomorphism” is a means of
protecting a uniquely human uniqueness; there is no similar guideline which polices people
from, for instance, thinking of cats in doglike terms.

It is the determination of these “unique” traits which carves the boundary line
between humans and animals, and the ensuant valuation of these traits often results in a
hierarchical dissemination of rights and power on both sides of the line. “Animals” lack
whatever distinctions the culture believes that proper “people” are supposed to possess
(Russell 2)—be that a soul, abstract language, learning, rational thought, “higher”
emotions, the modification and use of tools, lineage from some legendary or divine figure,
or something as anatomically simple as a chinbone.? From whatever is believed to be the
basis for this distinction, a hierarchy tends to unfold in both directions: as some animals

(say, dogs) appear to approach the line, they may be afforded greater consideration, and as

2 The evidence for human distinctiveness in most of these categories is up for debate, but humans are
definitely the only known animal to possess a chinbone extending from their lower jaws. Neither
chimpanzees nor ancient hominids like Neanderthals had chins (Yong). To my knowledge, however, no
society explicitly constructs its notions of superiority around chinhood.
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some humans likewise appear to creep closer to or even beyond the supposed line, their

entitlement to rights may dwindle—hence, “dehumanization” and the tendency to belittle

99 €6

other people by referring to them as “animals,” “rats,” or “bitches” (Kasperbauer 2-3).
Field ethologists and other researchers have disproven the human distinctiveness of most
of these traits by recording their existence among other species (Russell 2), such as Jane
Goodall’s discovery of tool use and modification among chimpanzees, and posthumanist
theorists like Cary Wolfe, in an effort to develop an ethic that is not anthropocentric, have
conversely questioned the relevance of these binaries by posing questions about these
traits’ lack of universality among every individual classed as a human person.®
Nevertheless, the evaluative framework established by such distinctions remains an
ideologically firm foundation for developing arguments about worth, and perhaps even a
majority of animal rights activists account for such criteria in formulating their ethics.
Philosophers since at least Karl Marx have insisted that energy exerted toward
animal advocacy is squandered while human rights abuses remain rampant within the same
culture, yet many have argued that both/all forms of oppression are intertwined in the same
system, feeding from the same ideological core. In her landmark book Feminism and the
Mastery of Nature (1993), ecofeminist Val Plumwood charts how Western philosophy

from Plato to the present day has mapped the evaluative presumptions of the human/animal

and culture/nature binaries onto others (male/female, European/non, civilized/primitive,

3 For instance, if language and rational thought are fundamental to defining “person” status and the rights
pursuant to it, then what is the status of a human who has permanently ceased to have higher order brain
functionality? If she is still a person deserving the legal rights of personhood, then what is the justification
for that exception? Is that justification not clearly anthropocentric, thus revealing that the entire foundation
of the definition is presupposed upon guaranteeing anthropocentrism?
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urban/rural, free/slave, etc.) in ways which extend and reinforce interlinked systems of

exclusion, marginalization, and exploitation, and she posits an alternative model,
influenced by aboriginal Australian cosmologies, which envisions a law of laws sustaining
less divisive interrelations. Literary historian Marjorie Spiegel likewise argues in The
Dreaded Comparison: Human and Animal Slavery (1988) that ending intrahuman
oppression cannot fully be achieved until the speciousness of the animal inferiority
metaphors used in dehumanization are exposed. She writes, “By eliminating the oppression
of animals from the fabric of our culture, we begin to undermine some of the psychological
structures inherent in a society which seems to create and foster masters. With a philosophy
of universal respect for others’ lives, treating anyone—human or non-human—in a cruel
manner begins to be unthinkable” (32). While this dissertation notes many unsettling
instances in which writers championed the interests of animals while still drawing upon
racist or classist arguments, | hope to reveal that the existence of underlying theories of
governance which allow those beliefs to coexist does not rule out the possibility of other
theories which would see both beliefs as unacceptable.

Unfortunately, what links theories of governance, perceptions of animals, notions
of mastery, the creation and execution of laws, and the lived experiences of humans and
animals is not always straightforward and clear. The complex interlacing of the network
makes identifying and breaking such systemic chains of exploitation difficult. Or to put it
another way, can’t a virulent racist love his dog, and, as critics of animal rights are fond of
pointing out, wasn’t Hitler a vegetarian (Adams 152)? When analyzing such complex
systems, even what should be the obvious thread linking the perception of animals to the

treatment of them cannot be cleanly drawn, as can be demonstrated by looking at what
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seem to be contradictions in the United States of the present day. Although constitutional

law continues to secure the blessings of liberty only for a strictly anthropocentric
conception of “ourselves and our Posterity,” it is true that new anticruelty and welfare laws
over the past two hundred and thirty-five years have made unthinkable certain exploitative
uses of animals. In 2020, organizing a gander pulling, a sport in which a live bird is tortured
to death over a protracted period of time, would yield prison sentences, psych evaluations,
and a thousand outraged headlines. Hunting has also been on a steep decline, falling by
over two million participants between 2011 and 2016 even as the number of Americans
who engage in non-hunting wildlife watching activities has surged by over fourteen million
participants (U.S. Department of the Interior 34, 53). A fluffy Pomeranian pup named Jiff
has 10.7 million followers on Instagram, the pet industry in the United States generated
95.7 billion dollars of revenue in 2019 (“Pet Industry Market Size”), and the second-
highest-rated television show of all time on the Internet Movie Database is the nature
documentary Planet Earth. How much has really changed in the lives of animals, though?
In 2018, Americans ate a record 235.6 pounds of meat per person (‘“Per Capita
Consumption”), subjected 802 of the 35,221 nonhuman primates in research laboratories
to “activities involving pain or distress” without providing any pain-relieving drugs
(“Animal Report Animal Usage” 2, 7-8), and continued, in so many mundane ways, to
contribute to a human-driven mass species die-off that is occurring at such a rapid rate that
biologists have deemed it “the sixth extinction” in league with cataclysms like the asteroid
that annihilated the dinosaurs 66 million years ago (Tennesen 6-7). There were thousands
more nonhuman primates confined in U.S. laboratories in 2018 than there were humans

living in Philadelphia when the Constitution was signed (Redner). Individual sentiments
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towards animals have softened to perhaps an all-time empathetic high, yet American

society continues to exploit and kill animal bodies in unprecedented numbers.

Visibility, or rather invisibility, accounts for much of this apparent contradiction;
after all, if most people feel compassion whenever they see (certain) animals, then the
cognitive dissonance will be too unpleasant if they are also made to witness or participate
in harming those animals in order to exploit their bodies. If exploitation is to be blissfully
sustained, it must be removed from sight. Eighteenth-century clerks were undoubtedly
aware of the sources of their gall ink, feather quills, and collagenous vellum, and those as
well as more obvious animal-dependent products like horse-drawn phaetons, ox-drawn
ploughs, feathered hats, and fur stoles have been largely replaced by synthetic and machine
technologies, except as indulged in by a minority of vintage-minded aesthetes. Twenty-
first-century consumers are less aware, however, of the sturgeon swim bladder tissues
(isinglass) that go into their Guinness; the sheep sebaceous gland grease (lanolin) that
makes their lip balm smooth; the lac beetle’s reproductive secretions (shellac) that coat
their school desks, prescription pills, and jelly beans; or the pig cartilage (gelatin) that binds
sand to sandpaper and makes marshmallows firm. As Brian Luke details in Brutal:
Manhood and the Exploitation of Animals, the industries which profit most from animal
exploitation have developed intricate strategies for concealing their methods (172-93).
Some of these obfuscation strategies began in the nineteenth century, as when cities in
France began moving abattoirs to the outskirts due to sanitation concerns, the increased
segregation of classes, and moral panic that routine public bloodshed might awaken the
appetites of a lurking criminal class (Weil 89-90). According to Luke, however, this

movement toward obfuscation reached full efflorescence in the twentieth century:
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mechanized and tightly controlled factory farms; euphemistic discourses that turn animals

into objectified its (“products” to be “harvested,” “dressed,” and “processed” in a “meat
plant,” for example, or laboratory “specimens” whose ‘“aversive behavior” during
“negative stimulation” may require them to be “dispatched”); and public relations
campaigns that celebrate idyllic farmers, hunters, scientists, and slaughterhouse designers
like the famous Temple Grandin as the cultural heroes who are the true, knowledgeable
“animal lovers” (174-8, 187-9).

These deliberate obfuscations in turn fuel the disparagement of public sentiment on
behalf of animals as something that is ignorant and irrational, even infantile. What typical
exposure does a twenty-first-century American have to animals, beyond the cats in funny
neckties they watch on YouTube, the ants they spray with Raid in their kitchens, the singing
computer-generated lions they watch in theaters, the silly squirrels they might notice during
lunch in the park, and the “black panthers,” “bat men,” and “spider men” they dress up as
for Halloween? The farmers, hunters, slaughterhouse workers, and laboratory scientists are
indeed the experts who actually know and interact with real animals, and even though their
sympathies are counteracted by myriad incentives, rationalizations, and systemic
indoctrinations, their jobs depend upon a knowledgeable empathetic engagement with the
exploited animals. As Luke explains, workers engaged in animal exploitation industries
“often cannot practically afford the luxury of a complete denial of animal subjectivity...
due to the fact that the process of exploiting animals usually requires anticipating their
actions, and this anticipation is nearly impossible without acknowledging the animal’s
mental states” (187). Who are we to judge, eating our quarter pounders, who cover our

noses while driving in our leather-interior cars past the deer carcass on the shoulder of the
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highway, and whose knowledge of animals extends only to our neutered pug and a Disney

documentary about a penguin family? Are we not childish in our fairy tale assumptions?
Shouldn’t we just get real and leave the dirty work of progress to those who know what
they’re doing?

Studying the nineteenth century provides an insightful counterpoint to this
argument. The most radical shift in sentiment toward animals in the United States occurred
in the final thirty-five years of the nineteenth century, an “eruptive, revolutionary
establishment of rights” accompanied by substantive legal and systemic changes (Pearson,
S. 6). (England was the vanguard for many such changes, typically preceding American
developments by a decade or two.) During this period, even despite increased
industrialization and urbanization, animals both wild and domesticated were still a very
visible, integrated sector of the population. A writer in 1889 estimated that there were about
a fifth as many horses as there were people in the United States and that two million of
them lived in cities (Grier 245, 247). In 1900, a quarter of all animal enclosures were
located within towns and cities of more than 2,500 residents, and about 9% of the labor
force worked directly with these animals or the products derived from their bodies (Grier
252-3). In New York City in the 1850s and ‘60s, pigs roamed the streets and there was
roughly one milk cow to be shared by every five neighbors, and in Wilmington, Delaware,
in the 1880s and ‘90s, most families owned hens and roosters, as they did in Baltimore in
the 1910s (Grier 253-7). Keeping One Cow, a guidebook published in a revised edition in
1906, informed readers that a “family cow is a usual, if not indispensable part of the
domestic outfit of the village or suburban dweller” (qtd Grier 257). Urban Americans

witnessed and participated in the lives of a wide variety of animals in the late nineteenth
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century, and their growing conviction that these animals commanded rights and respectful

consideration was thus well-informed and presumably rational.

One might assume that these useful animals nineteenth-century Americans saw in
their daily lives were simply objects on the periphery, noticed as living bodies only to the
extent that seeing them was necessary to controlling them, like the animals grinding within
the machinery of The Flintstones, grumbling when out of their masters’ earshot. Quite the
contrary, Americans were fascinated by what they saw and sought to indulge their
imaginations by incorporating real animals (or realistic representations of them) into new
forms of popular entertainment. In addition to the new enthusiasm over circuses, z0os,
natural history museums, and dog and cat fancy shows, United States culture in the
nineteenth century produced numerous new popular genres of writing centered on
depictions of realistic animals, including the comedic horse racing, dog fighting, fox
chasing, and gander pulling stories that comprised a major subset of Southwestern Humor;
big game hunting adventure narratives both fictional and factual; popular natural history
textbooks; petkeeping manuals; literary nature essays suffused with reflections on birds
and bears; novels with wild animals as their protagonists; the “literary naturalism”
associated with such classics as Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle and Jack London’s The Call
of the Wild; and “autobiographies” written in the voices of dogs, horses, and other
domesticated animals. Unlike the fantastical, allegorical, emblematic, or simply marginal
animal characters who have perhaps always been a part of storytelling traditions, the animal
figures who defined these new genres seemed to exist on their own terms, possessing
realistic animal bodies and performing behaviors appropriate to their species. Historical

analysis easily adduces some of the general reasons for this development, and this
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Introduction will explore those contexts. Revolutionary scientific insights were especially

important in opening new perspectives on animals, and these infused the literature of the
era. Americans were already accustomed to seeing animals regularly, but now science,
literature, and politics taught them to see these animals differently, evoking a fascination
free from the usual fantastical invention. Imaginary talking animals still existed in the
culture, such as the Brer Rabbit folklore popularized by Joel Chandler Harris beginning in
1880, but they took a backseat to more mimetic portrayals in a way that has not persisted
into the pop culture trends of the twenty-first century. | argue that the sudden qualitative
expansion of animal visibility rendered the exploitation of living animals less palatable to
public tastes, so that justifications of exploitation required increasingly dire and
metaphysical rhetoric; for exploitation to be permanently sustained in light of these new
perceptions, it had to be removed from visibility and thus less accessible to popular
imagination. Twenty-first-century Americans who share their homes with cats and dogs
are quite open to ascribing “humanlike” intelligence and interiority to those animals of
cherished, protected status they observe on a regular basis, assuming that those “other
animals” on their plates, in their shoes, or beneath their car tires must lack the meaningful
distinctions that would protect one from exploitation. When nineteenth-century Americans
had greater opportunities for observing cows, canaries, and foxes, however, they
increasingly concluded that those animals, too, possessed “something more,” something
“humanlike.”

Real animals other than pets have largely disappeared from our lives and from our
imaginations, and this lack of tangible visibility bodes poorly if we are to break the patterns

of behavior that contribute to animal exploitation and the destruction of global biodiversity.
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Petkeeping manuals are still relevant today, and nature documentaries and nature writing

continue to attract an ardent minority of fans, but the only genre that still maintains a
comparable level of bestselling status is the “dog autobiography,” as evidenced by W.
Bruce Cameron’s 2010 A Dog’s Purpose, which remained on the New York Times
bestseller list for forty-nine weeks (D’Allesandro). Fundraisers for wildlife protection
agencies have long known that individualized portraits of “charismatic megafauna” like
pandas and elephants elicit far more action than other, more impersonal forms of appeal
(Daston and Mitman 9-10). If representations of realistic animals are to play any role in
establishing a less exploitative law of laws, it is useful to understand how such genres
emerged from their historical circumstances in the past, what contributed to their rise and
fall in popularity, how they presented and justified the acceptable and ideal relationships
between humans and animals, and how they influenced the experiences of real animals and
people. These works do not only provide insight into how the perception of nonhuman
animals has changed over time, nor guidance on how the successes, failures, and blind
spots of past advocacy might inform future activism. Rather, what is often at stake in these
works is the construction of a theory of American governance itself, and in particular the
modeling of an American manhood nourished by animal bodies. This nourishment has
often been predatorial, charting the path to power as a rapacious ascent to the apex of the
food pyramid, but it is “lonely at the top,” and precarious. In other models, the nourishment
is sensuous, an interdependent nursing on each other’s shared worlds, a commensality
(com, “with, together” + mensa, “table) in which subjectivities bring their bounties and

feed at the same table.
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The new animal genres of the nineteenth did not all serve the same purpose, nor did

they produce the same affects, yet their overall trajectory reflects a growing population
within American culture that was increasingly receptive to individuating and empathizing
with real animals, making their exploitation less thoughtlessly acceptable and transforming
those sentiments into a tangible extension of legal rights and protections. The genres |
analyze follow a chronological trajectory of apparent progress in which the distance
between animals and humans narrows and the line dividing them blurs. Animals begin as
fundamental others for our personal enjoyment, morph into threats to our survival that must
be vanquished and then exploited as resources for physical sustenance, grow in
formidability as foes who vitalize our spirit in combat, become underdogs in that combat
when our numbers and technology outmatch them, move into our cities and homes as
workers and dependents, and finally rise as valuable members of the family and society.
Concomitant with these shifts is an expanding vision of the United States as a potentially
more egalitarian place for all marginalized groups, though even for the most idealistic of
these writers, the fruition of this progress remains a distant prospect.

In addition to charting the cultural streams that formed the headwaters of these new
animal literary genres, this Introduction provides a crash course in multifarious ways of
perceiving nonhuman animals by looking at the nineteenth century’s most famous one, the
titular character of Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick; or, The Whale (1851), who within the
book is considered from perhaps the whole spectrum of available (and novel) perspectives
for envisioning animals. Is he visual proof of the awesome plenitude of God’s creation, an
emblem of some virtuous or evil tendency, a mythical antagonist in Ahab’s epic quest, an

allegory of white supremacy, a raw resource to be exploited for oil, a noble foe in man’s
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ongoing pursuit of dominion, a data point in the empiricists’ endeavor to tabulate the

entirety of the universe, an innocent creature trying to survive man’s predations, or a unique
individual, no better or worse than any man, simply trying to exist in a chaotic world? 1
argue that by satirizing authorities and critiquing power, Melville ultimately settles on the
final stance, presenting the whale as a not fully knowable other, nonetheless deserving
respectful affinity—a stance Melville likewise adopts towards all humans in the book. Like
the book itself, this perspective, although based on precedents from previous centuries and
informed by contemporaneous attitudes, would not become significantly popular in the
United States until later in the twentieth century. The ensuing chapters chart some of the
shifts that allowed that perspective to become more tenable.

Chapter 2, “The Gander Pulling is ‘Really Real” Only to the Gander: A Good Old-
Fashioned American Blood Sport,” analyzes a game widely practiced in the United States
until the early years of the twentieth century, as well as the minor genre of comedic stories
dramatizing that game, the most famous of which was Augustus Baldwin Longstreet’s
“The Gander Pulling” from his 1835 short story collection Georgia Scenes. In gander
pulling, a live male goose (always male) was suspended from a branch or pole while men
on galloping horseback (always men) competed to sever his head. While the tendency to
personify the goose and acknowledge his suffering argues against the possibility that these
men simply viewed animals as unfeeling objects, they nevertheless viewed the birds as
entities for whom no human sympathies need be afforded. This sport was carried from
Europe, where as “goose riding” it was a medieval folk custom looked down upon by the
middle and upper classes. With its raucous likelihood of the cavaliers being flung into the

mud, it may have originally been a farce of aristocratic chivalry. In the United States,
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however, it took on a distinctively masculine valence, and elite young men in the American

South adopted it as a genuine contest of manliness, much to the chagrin of more patrician
Southerners and to the contempt and ridicule of northerners and the English. | argue that
gander pulling democratically leveled all distinctions of family, property, education, and
profession (but, crucially, not race, gender, or species) so as to reduce the meaning of manly
power to a violently sexual physical prowess. Whiggish moralists in the early nineteenth
century nearly rendered the practice obsolete with their assertion that self-restrained
anticruelty was a prerequisite to an enlightened republic, yet the sport remained in practice
in the slaveholding Jacksonian South and Southwest as a brazen public confirmation of the
white man’s prerogative to enjoy his violent, sexualized dominion over animals, women,
and nonwhites.

Chapter 3, “The Mighty Hunter-Naturalist; or, On the Trail of Homo americanus,”
looks at the big game hunting adventure novels of Captain Mayne Reid, one of the most
widely read children’s authors from the 1850s until the end of the century. Reid was a
radical republican from Northern Ireland, and he railed against the suffocating institutions
of European empire. In novels like The Boy Hunters; or, Adventures in Search of a White
Buffalo (1852), he deliberately models a self-reliant American manhood for his “boy
readers” as a way of ameliorating the tyrannizing influences of high civilization with the
primal independence of nature. His is an autodidactic and democratic way of life, critical
of the increasingly elitist professionalization of mid-century scientific “learnedness” yet
eager to claim whatever he can of the preeminence associated with being a scientific
authority. His model, which he terms the “Hunter-Naturalist,” instructs men to shape their

knowledge, skills, and will toward exploiting animals as raw resources for their own
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physical sustenance, though the adventurous qualities of his plots paint this task as heroic

and exhilarating rather than simply pragmatic, as was customary in prior American
depictions of hunting. Rather than a conviction in man’s stable dominion over animals,
Reid envisions men engaged in a constant “chain of destruction” with animals and other
men, and there is no guarantee as to who will triumph as the “last link™ in this chain. Man
is thus not simply entitled to his violent conquest over the animal world; rather, such
conquest is necessary if he is to survive. In Reid’s proto-evolutionary viewpoint, a man’s
(continued) survival proves his fitness, the ends justifying the means, yet he also must
remove himself from the dusty libraries and ivory towers and expose himself to this
proving ground in order to substantiate his authority. Although Reid espoused sincere
egalitarian, anti-elitist, and abolitionist beliefs, his indebtedness to “scientific” sources that
were saturated in racist and imperialist presumptions led him to posit a worldview in which
the survival of the American way depended not only upon the exploitation of the

2

environment but also the extirpation of other human “species,” such as the indigenous
population of California. His bestselling blends of thrilling genre conventions, racialized
evolutionary pseudoscience, and anxious attestations of true manliness anticipated an
American imperialist worldview that would not become mainstream until his boy readers
came of age.

Chapter 4, ““A Volume of a Hopelessly Unscientific Kind’: The Hunter-Naturalist
Confronts the Artist-Naturalist,” follows Reid’s most influential “boy reader,” Theodore
Roosevelt, a writer and editor of factual big game hunting narratives who referred to

himself using Reid’s “Hunter-Naturalist” label—a variety of natural history avocation that

by the late nineteenth century was considered at odds with the increased institutionalization
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of science. Roosevelt raised the stakes of the battle depicted by his childhood idol,

portraying the “chain of destruction” not just as a physical contest but a psychical and
spiritual one. Even though the frontier was “closed” by the final decade of the nineteenth
century, and even though most powerful men in the United States no longer needed to
engage in sustenance hunting, in Roosevelt’s Reid-inflected philosophy, the primordial
engagement between man and beastly foe remained vital to feeding one’s virile spirit. This
was necessary only for white, urban men (like Roosevelt) whose white collar jobs did not
entail much physical exertion; for them, the rampant changes of modern civilization had
an enervating effect which threatened genteel white society with “race suicide.” When
overseas empire proved a too costly means of expanding the American frontier, the
conservation of wilderness spaces to be used as sporting grounds became a means of
perpetuating elites’ access to regenerative frontier spaces.

In the “nature fakers controversy” of 1903-1908, President Roosevelt publicly
railed against a small, diverse group of bestselling authors who made sympathetic wild
animals their protagonists. I have termed these authors “Artist-Naturalists” using the self-
appellation of Ernest Thompson Seton, whose Wild Animals | Have Known (1898)
originated the genre and became its most beloved production. These writers likewise
envisioned wild animals in competition with humans, yet they sided with the animals,
seeing them as innocent underdogs struggling against the violence of men who were
unnaturally cruel in their rapacious destruction. For the Artist-Naturalists like Seton and
Rev. William J. Long, as well as their defenders, the observation of animals was the only
elixir necessary to counteract the degrading influences of modern civilization; individuals

in the animal kingdom, if only they were listened to, provided lessons in survival and



21
civility that could prevent modern society from wandering astray, and it was hunters like

Roosevelt who were in fact guilty of polluting the last refuge from the turbulent cities by
gleefully killing its denizens in the name of manly progress.

Chapter 5, “The ‘Firm, Kind Hand’ of Paternalism in Humane Movement
Literature,” shifts the focus to animals in the domestic sphere, whom early animal welfare
advocates portrayed as devout servants eager to convert their masters’ kindness into
worship and profits. | chart the origins of the American animal welfare movement
immediately following the Civil War, and I analyze some of the “animal autobiographies”
which were published in the 1890s to raise awareness for these organizations, most
especially Margaret Marshall Saunders’s massive bestseller Beautiful Joe (1894).
Preoccupied with distancing their movement from accusations of “womanly”
sentimentality, these works, albeit written mostly by women, draw heavily upon supposed
male virtues, incentives, and arguments, including paternalism, utilitarian efficiency, and
law and order. Although these works are presented as animal voices, and although they
undoubtedly moved popular discourse in the direction of greater concern for animal lives,
their rhetoric nevertheless ventriloguizes a human superiority that endorses the rightness
of subjugation, including along classist and anti-immigrant lines.

In Chapter 6, ““The Only Animal Who Enslaves’: Envisioning Manliness without
Godliness,” I continue to look at works that were created for the animal welfare movement,
but I move forward into the first two decades of the twentieth century, when pets and show
animals engaged in spectacles like circuses and bullfights were becoming the only visible
animals. In these works, including “A Dog’s Tale” (1903) and 4 Horse’s Tale (1906) by

Mark Twain and Jerry of the Islands and Michael, Brother of Jerry (both 1917) by Jack
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London, knowledge of evolution renders the animal characters literal kin and valuable

members of human society, and the distinction between humans and animals, if not
completely blurred, is at least freed from traditional assumptions of human superiority. In
suggesting human-animal affinities and in critiquing authority, these works illuminate how
animal exploitation is merely one cog in a system of interlocking oppressions. They
envision a future of respectful interdependence across all boundaries, even if that future
seems quite distant.

Finally, my Conclusion, “The Lonely Species,” asks what becomes of our lives and
our imaginations when the animals start to disappear. Like Melville’s Ishmael before her
and Ernest Thompson Seton after, Sarah Orne Jewett in “A White Heron” (1886) was not
certain there was any realistic happy alternative to the manly march of progress and its
objectification of animal specimens. Edgar Rice Burroughs has roused imaginations for
more than a century with Tarzan of the Apes (1912) and its many sequels and derivatives,
but although he imagined a mythical man as being the exemplary animal because of his
ability to ape and master the talents and bodies of other species, his fantastical tale of
African tigers and anthropoidal apes had very little that an American boy of the twentieth
century could truly emulate. Meanwhile, a less popular novel in its time, Charlotte Perkins
Gilman’s Herland (1915) perhaps more accurately resembles the future of human—animal
relationships from the twentieth century to the present day: a conscious sympathy for
animals and concern about their suffering accompanied by a scientific pursuit of progress
so thoroughly anthropocentric that one hardly notices all the animals have in fact

disappeared.
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Coming Into View: 1750-1900

Historical developments of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries make it easy to
understand why depictions of “realistic” animals suddenly took on a central role in popular
literature, especially in the United States. These developments can generally be explained
by the cultural cachet that the study of “natural history” took on in the western world in the
century preceding this period and how that study redefined the boundaries of what
constituted knowledge and truthful observation. In the United States, this study took on
especial relevance, not only because contact with vast numbers of wild animals—including
wild animals of previously unknown species—was an awe-inspiring novelty in contrast to
the more tamed environs of Europe, but also because mapping and evaluating these new
natural resources was an essential first step in converting the frontier into a space that
would thrive in the capacities in which Europe was seen to be deteriorating. Furthermore,
the structure and promise of American democracy in the early decades of the new republic
made scientific education a personalized group effort, and popular writing was the medium
by which this group effort was sustained. Finally, animal bodies were central to proving
the major ideological paradigm shifts of the era—namely, the discoveries of extinction and
evolution—and thus their lives took on new resonance as a key to understanding the
universe.

Of course, the cave paintings at Lascaux are proof that people have always been
fascinated enough by animals to incorporate them into their art, and undoubtedly the
necessities of animal husbandry as well as the knowledge necessary to survive animal
predations have meant that people for thousands of years have also possessed fairly

accurate knowledge about the behaviors of actual animals, yet popular stories in western
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traditions tended not to fuse the two. To be sure, there are plenty of examples of what we

would consider “realistic” animals in the Western literary tradition prior to the eighteenth
century, from the honeybees of Virgil’s Georgics, to Michel de Montaigne’s musings on a
cat (“When | am playing with my cat, how do I know that she is not playing with me?”), to
John Donne’s flea. Yet for every noteworthy mimetic animal in the early canon, there is a
host of fabulous, fantastical, chimerical, mythological, and blatantly emblematic animals
that spring to mind: Aesop’s mouse and lion, Reynard the fox and Chanticleer, St. George’s
dragon, the Big Bad Wolf, the ermine which the Renaissance bestiary tells us would rather
die than see her virginal white coat sullied, and so on. Only in the late eighteenth century,
around the time Robert Burns apologized to a field mouse in verse, did an ostensible
realism become widespread in Western depictions of animals.

What is meant by “realism,” however, must first be briefly interrogated. In The
Order of Things: An Archeology of the Human Sciences (1966), philosopher Michel
Foucault cautions against anachronistically superimposing our present-day
epistemological division between “realistic” biological facts and ‘“fabulous” animal-
themed legends onto eras when such distinctions were differently constructed, noting that
for the sixteenth-century Italian naturalist Ulisse Aldrovandi, it was “useless and
impossible to choose between the profession of naturalist and that of compiler” because
“realistic” knowledge in that episteme encompassed “all that has been seen and heard, all
that has been recounted, either by nature or by men, by the language of the world, by
tradition, or by the poets” (39-40). For Aldrovandi and other naturalists prior to the
eighteenth century, establishing and circulating comprehensive knowledge of an animal

required gathering what would only later seem “an inexplicable mixture of exact
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descriptions, reported quotations, fables without commentary, remarks dealing

indifferently with an animal’s anatomy, its use in heraldry, its habitat, its mythological
values, [and] the uses to which it could be put in medicine or magic” (39). All recorded
representations were truthful and useful in some dimension, not simply the information
that accorded with broadly verifiable, empirical facts (Barrow 4). Thus, when | note that
what we would consider “realistic” portrayals of animal characters did not take on
prominence until the late eighteenth century, this is in part only to say that the criteria by
which we determine scientific realism is of the same episteme initiated around that time. It
is important to note that a debate like the “nature fakers controversy” of the early twentieth
century cannot arise unless people in the culture are primed to believe that observable
externalities can indeed be translated into language in a purely objective manner superior
to more biased perceptions. As art historian and animal studies scholar Steve Baker reasons
in Picturing the Beast: Animals, Identity, and Representation (2001), however, “any
understanding of the animal is inseparable from knowledge of its cultural representation”
(25). Animal characters in the genres this dissertation charts do not whisper lies to little
girls, do not walk upright in fancy boots, and do not hold councils in which each species is
a clear reflection of some party in a human political debate, yet insofar as they might
comport with real animal lives, their representations are nevertheless bound to the authors’
subjectivity within a cultural context.

The narrowing of what it means to provide a factual depiction of an animal can be
traced to two figures who reformulated the objectives of natural history in the 1730s and
‘40s. Prior to the emergence of these two men, “natural history”” was an informal avocation

principally practiced by elite gentlemen and royals, who maintained curio cabinets,
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pleasure gardens, and menageries in part as a means of exhibiting their worldly reach. Such

collections were “a necessary accouterment” to one’s display of wealth, though until the
mid-eighteenth century, any potential scientific value for these specimens was recognized
only by a tiny number of natural historians (Farber 22, 29, Mayr 180). Indeed, although the
curious diversity of the specimens collected within a cabinet represented access to excess
wealth, it was the “paradoxical quality” of “valuelessness” which made something worthy
of inclusion in the cabinet, since it would “have no function but to be looked at” (Benedict
3). Two collections of particular importance were the Amsterdam garden, hothouses, and
private zoo of George Clifford I11, the director of the Dutch East India Company, and the
Royal Garden and Cabinet du Roi of Louis XV in Paris (Farber 8, 13). Like many such
extravagant repositories of the era, Clifford’s collection, which included tigers and rare
birds from Africa, Asia, and the Americas, demonstrated not only that he had access to
markets around the globe but also that he had the means to maintain these exotic beings in
his cosmopolitan Northern European estate. In 1735 and 1739 respectively, the Swedish
physician Carl Linnaeus (1707—-1778) was hired as Clifford’s family doctor (and thus the
superintendent of his medicinal garden), and the French mathematician Georges Louis
Leclerc de Buffon (1707-1788) was appointed the director of the Royal Garden, tasked
with compiling a catalog of the Cabinet du Roi which could broadcast the French
monarchy’s extensive exotic possessions. From his botanical observations of Clifford’s
collection, Linnaeus would write the twelve-page Systema naturae (1735), outlining the
binomial nomenclature classification still used by biologists today and popularizing the
notion that a taxonomic organization of nature’s productions could reveal higher truths

about divine order. Meanwhile, Buffon’s responsibility to catalog the items in the Royal
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Garden would blossom into the ambitious goal of vividly describing in factual terms every

known mineral, plant, and animal in the world, which would result in the thirty-five
volumes of the Histoire naturelle published from 1749 until his death in 1788, an
encyclopedia “[t]hat was the second most frequently owned item in private libraries in
France at that time” (Farber 2) and that was “read in French or in one of the numerous
translations by every educated person in Europe” (Mayr 330). Buffon’s skepticism that
nature’s diverse individuals could be categorized into a taxonomic system made him
diametrically opposed to Linnaeus, yet historians of science agree that the combined
influence of both these men initiated the life sciences as we know them today.

Both Linnaeus and Buffon insisted that their work was far more than meticulous
data gathering and that discoveries yielded from their new scientific methods would
produce values surpassing the utilitarian. Linnaeus, who boasted in writing of the special
favor given to him by God, argued that his classification system, despite being an
admittedly “artificial” lens through which to view nature, would nevertheless unlock the
secrets of Creation, revealing the perfect orderliness and harmony of God’s plan (Farber 9-
11). In a more deist worldview reflective of the French Enlightenment, Buffon argued that
a total understanding of nature’s forms would not so much reveal God’s “perfect” design
as rather demonstrate the plenitude of the universe—the balanced coexistence of all that
was possible, both beautiful and monstrous (Farber 17-9). In line with the growing
empiricism of the era, and in contrast to practices of past centuries which substantiated
truth-claims via reference to written authorities, both Linnaeus’s and Buffon’s methods
invested the faculty of “sight with an almost exclusive privilege, being the sense by which

we perceive extent and establish proof” (Foucault 133, emphasis mine). For Linnaeus, the
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means of understanding God began with counting, measuring, describing, and ordering

species. For Buffon, the secrets of the universe were available to those who abandoned
hearsay, lore, and fables and instead looked at nature’s produce with unvarnished sight.
For the nineteenth-century natural historians who considered them the founding fathers of
their discipline, the study of nature was thus of paramount importance, perhaps the very
heart of progress and enlightenment. By the beginning of the nineteenth century and for
decades thereafter, most natural historians likewise subscribed to “natural theology”—the
idea that studying and discovering plants and animals was as important to spiritual
knowledge as reading scripture (Baym 12, Farber 16, 56). To see animals in all their
specific varieties was to see the intricate wonders of Creation.

Natural history began as a luxury display for elites, became a source of intellectual
and spiritual rewards, and by the early nineteenth century was recognized as a direct avenue
to national and imperial wealth. Historian of science Paul Lawrence Farber writes,
“Domination of markets, natives, and nature all went hand in hand. The greater presence
of Europeans worldwide and the potential commercial value of many natural products
stimulated systematic collecting on a hitherto unimaginable scale” (24). Farber notes that
a naval explorer like Captain James Cook, whose main directives were imperial,
geographical, and astronomical, was nevertheless also commanded by the British
monarchy to provide a record of all plants, animals, and minerals that might possess
commercial value (27). Although early naval expeditions often included a specialized
naturalist on board, like Charles Darwin on the famous voyage of the HMS Beagle from
1831 to 1836, the time and expense of accommodating these curious, theoretical-minded

scientists and their specimen collections led government-funded voyages to increasingly
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assign the tasks of natural history documentation to officers on board, who could also

perform other military responsibilities and who would not ask the crew to expend time and
energy on less utilitarian research queries; as a result, Farber argues, these “later voyages
served more commercial and political ends” (72).

As a pathway to monetary, medicinal, and technological incentives, in addition to
being a method for establishing spiritual and intellectual enlightenment, the pursuit of
natural history would have held especial charge for a new nation in a “new” continent
trying to carve a superior, self-sufficient civilization from a “hideous and desolate
wilderness.” Mark V. Barrow, Jr., succinctly summarizes the promise of natural history
study at the dawn of the nineteenth century: “An aesthetic interest in nature, a conviction
that the natural world offered a window onto the mind of God, a belief in the didactic value
of nature study, and a desire to exploit the commercial potential of natural resources
undergirded the continued expansion of popular interest in natural history” (3). In the
tabula rasa of the United States, Nina Baym writes, this new field offered a core identity
that would ensure national progress: “Nationalists who imagined the United States as an
especially modern, especially progressive, especially entrepreneurial nation made the fruits
of scientific knowledge central to American values” (2). That the Americas had far more
animals to observe than Europe gave the new nation an advantage in this field.

Exposure to species previously unknown to Europeans—and, at times, prodigious
numbers of them—was a circumstance that encouraged many Americans to take an interest
in observing animals. Passenger pigeons, who may have been the most numerous bird
species on the planet in 1800, comprising as much as forty percent of the North American

bird population (Fuller 9), were especially noted for the tremendous stupefaction they
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induced in European Americans seeing their flocks for the first time. As a man of diverse

intellectual interests, the Puritan minister Cotton Mather wrote two lettersin 1714 and 1716
about the passenger pigeon to the Royal Society in London for Improving Natural
Knowledge, combining, as Aldrovandi might have done, precise observation of their
nesting and feeding habits with numerous scriptural details said to be confirmed by the
bird’s existence. For Mather, observing this unique American bird was proof of God’s
benevolent watch over the American experiment, for “it is impossible duely to consider”
the ingenious manner in which they incubate their eggs “without being rapt into admiration
of y¢ Divine Architect,” and the abundance of meat readily offered by them certified that
“o" people, enjoy as much of a Divine Mercy in such a Supply for 0" Table in y® Wilderness,
as if y® Bird Racham, which y® Talmud tell of, were making his Appearance.... The
Talmudists have a Saying, That when this Bird appears, the Mercy of God and His Messiah
is then coming to the World” (qtd. Schorger 474-6, emphasis original). A century later, the
ornithologist John James Audubon skipped the scriptural references and simply reported
on his own experience during a trip to Kentucky in the autumn of 1813: “[t]he air... literally
filled with Pigeons; the light of noon-day was obscured as by an eclipse,” “the flapping of
their wing [sic] a noise like the roar of distant thunder” produced an “uproar [that]

99 ¢¢

continued the whole night,” like “a hard gale at sea,” “the branches of many of the largest
and tallest [trees]... given way” under the weight of their perching, “as if the forest had
been swept by a tornado,” and beneath it all a layer of dung “several inches deep” (554-5).
The massive herds of bison offered another sublime sight unknown to Europeans, with

Meriwether Lewis recording a “moving multitude, which darkened the whole plains... [of

which] twenty thousand would be no exaggerated number” in the Dakotas in 1806, and
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John Kirk Townsend writing of the Columbia River in the 1830s that “[t]he whole plain,

as far as the eye could discern, was covered by one enormous mass of buffalo” (qtd. Barrow
93). Even massive fossil bones discovered in marl pits in the late eighteenth century
suggested wondrous creatures lurking somewhere in the untamed wilds of America.
Compared to the long-established agriculture, enclosure laws, poaching fines, deforested
plains, and overcrowded cities of England and Europe, the animals on display in America
evoked a new fascination and new possibilities.

Celebrating the magnificence of American fauna became a patriotic endeavor, as
well, given that Buffon in 1766 had written that the soil and atmosphere of North America
was such that greatness of any kind could not be sustained—not in wild animals, not in
domesticated livestock or crops, not in a healthy and intelligent population, nor,
presumably, in the development of a strong, independent nation. Thomas Jefferson’s Notes
on the State of Virginia (1785) devotes a lengthy chapter with extensive measurement
tables to debunking Buffon’s claim. In his argument for American abundance, Jefferson
spotlights the mammoth (mastodon), which he believed to still be living in some secluded
habitat of the uncharted Pacific Northwest, calling it:

the largest of all terrestrial beings. It should have sufficed to have rescued

the earth [i.e. the land] it inhabited, and the atmosphere it breathed, from the

imputation of impotence in the conception and nourishment of animal life

on a large scale: to have stifled, in its birth, the opinion of a writer [Buffon],

the most learned too of all others in the science of animal history, that...

nature is less active, less energetic on one side of the globe than she is on

the other. (45)

J. Hector St. John de Crévecceur’s Letters from an American Farmer (1782) likewise

challenges Buffon’s popular hypothesis, characterizing Europe as the degenerated place

riddled with the “ruins of temples” and constant reminders of “revolutions, desolations,
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and plagues” (14-5). In a dialogue with his minister, the fictional yeoman persona who is

the purported writer of Crévecceur’s epistolary book is encouraged to imagine himself as a
viable production of the fertile American soil, soon to flourish where others in Europe
would fail:

You will appear to [your English penpal] something like one of our wild

American plants, irregularly luxuriant in its various branches... Do let Mr.

F. B. see on paper a few American wild cherry trees, such as nature forms

them here, in all her unconfined vigour, in all the amplitude of their

extended limbs and spreading ramifications—Iet him see that we are

possessed with strong vegetative embryos. (19)
In a passage representative of much of the book’s patriotic natural history, Crévecceur later
rhapsodizes on “the great number of hummingbirds with which our country abounds...
profusely lavished” with the “most splendid colours; the most perfect azure, the most
beautiful gold, the most dazzling red.... The richest pallet of the most luxuriant painter
could never invent any thing to be compared to the variegated tints with which this insect
bird is arrayed.... [I]t is a miniature-work of our great Parent; who seems to have formed
it the smallest, and, at the same time, the most beautiful, of the winged species” (170-1).
Such imagery suffuses Crévecceur’s letters, painting the new nation as a potential paradise
where sensible family men can do honest work on the fruitful farms they alone own, and
where the bounties of a fresh, unstifled environment provide constant invigoration to
physical, mental, and spiritual health. Both his book and Jefferson’s assume that natural
history will authenticate the new nation’s enduring greatness.

It was especially important that natural history achieve popular appeal in the United

States, given that the country did not have the same system of royal and aristocratic

patronage which funded most scientific research in Europe. Although the U.S. government
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financed some natural history expeditions from early on—President Jefferson’s

commission of the Lewis and Clark Expedition (1803-1806) was partially motivated by
his hope that the explorers would find where animals “deemed to be rare or extinct,” like
the mastodon, were hiding out (qgtd. Barrow 19)—much responsibility fell on popular
literature to spread awareness of and financial support for the sciences, as Nina Baym
documents in American Women of Letters and the Nineteenth-Century Sciences (2001).
Baym details, for instance, the publicizing role played by Sarah Hale, the editor of Godey’s
Lady’s Book, who regularly included scientific material in what was the most widely
circulated women’s magazine of the 1860s (36). These science “affiliates,” as Baym terms
these popular writers, many of whom were women, “by bringing science to the people,
made a market for the scientist and his product. Without that market, science could not
survive the rigors of democratic competition. If women needed science to launch them into
the modern world, science needed women equally to help them maintain the position it was
seeking to occupy in the nation’s intellectual and material life”” (14). A popular scientific
tome like Louis Agassiz’s Methods of Study in Natural History (1863), which was entirely
ghostwritten by his wife, Elizabeth Cary Agassiz, channeled sales profits into research (and
the financial freedom to do research) (Baym 93). Moreover, the popularization of scientific
study encouraged greater numbers of Americans to imagine themselves as practitioners of
science, so that by the second half of the nineteenth century, an esoteric field that had once
attracted only a small number of hobbyists was now an array of specialized disciplines
taught in universities (Farber 29). One should not underestimate the influence exerted by
writers like Samuel Griswold Goodrich (1793-1860), whose natural history lessons

published under the name “Peter Parley” were the most widely read children’s literature of
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the 1830s and ‘40s, or Captain Mayne Reid (1818—-1883), who took over Goodrich’s mantle

in the 1850s and ‘60s and, at the very least, inspired a young Theodore Roosevelt (1858—
1919) to study biology at Harvard. In his autobiography from 1857, Goodrich explicitly
clarifies that his goal was to provide child readers not with the typical false “tales of horror,
commonly put into the hands of youth, as if for the express purpose of reconciling them to
vice and crime”—his examples of which include “Little Red Riding Hood” and “Puss in
Boots”—but with truthful (and thus moral) information about animals as they really are
(166). Reid similarly emphasized the discernment of scientific truth over credulous hearsay
as a characteristic of the wisest and strongest men. Hale, Goodrich, Reid, and many other
such popular science writers encouraged readers to imagine the sciences as an interesting
and noble profession.

Even for those who did not aspire to be professional scientists (or for those whom,
as Baym notes, any attempt to become a professional scientist would have been impeded
by gender discrimination), popular works of natural history encouraged regular citizens to
participate in what was rapidly becoming a crucial component of a well-rounded education.
At least in the early decades of the new United States, an ideology of republicanism stressed
that the well-rounded accumulation of knowledge was a civic responsibility necessary for
citizens to make well-informed decisions within the smooth functioning of the body politic
(Baym 18). Women, although denied suffrage, were likewise encouraged to possess this
knowledge at least insofar as they could provide early education for their sons. Inexpensive
new printing technologies made educational material accessible to working class citizens
(even as these technologies also allowed the proliferation of increasingly specialized,

abstruse monographs and journals which ultimately made science increasingly less
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accessible to nonprofessionals) (Farber 30-3). A surge in interest in educational content,

which was boosted by late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century moral panic
surrounding the licentious effects of strictly fictional novels, caused geological,
astronomical, mechanical, and biological lessons to slip into unexpected places, like Susan
Warner’s bestselling sentimental coming-of-age novel The Wide, Wide World (1850)
(Davidson 101-20, Baym 157-60). It is no wonder, then, that the United States in the mid-
nineteenth century would herald works of popular literature focused on realistic portrayals
of animals.

Finally, animals were especially fascinating to curious individuals of the nineteenth
century since they were central to the radical paradigm shifts of the era: the discoveries of
extinction and evolution. No matter how obvious extinction may seem to us today, and
how controversial evolution remains among religious creationists, it was extinction that
was the more revolutionary and extreme theory in the nineteenth century. In the European
world, a scala naturae or “Great Chain of Being” had provided the framework for
conceptualizing the universe for two thousand years, definitively theorized by western
philosophers from Aristotle to Leibniz (1646-1716). In this totalizing worldview, every
mineral, plant, animal, human, celestial body, and divine spirit could be hierarchized in
imperceptible gradations from the lowliest speck of dirt to the brightest diamond, from the
sea sponge to the lion, from imbecilic peasant woman to His Majesty the King, from the
lowest orders of angels to the one supreme God (Barrow 19-23). In this sanctified
reification of the status quo, professed by both the religious and the secular, every
individual had its sanctioned place in a flawless universal order, and thus no piece could

be changed or removed without sacrificing the stability of the whole; Alexander Pope in
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his “An Essay on Man” (1733-4) describes a cataclysmic chaos as the inevitable result of

any disruption to the chain:

The least confusion but in one, not all

That system only, but the whole must fall.

Let earth unbalanc'd from her orbit fly,

Planets and suns run lawless through the sky;

Let ruling angels from their spheres be hurl'd,

Being on being wreck'd, and world on world;

Heav'n's whole foundations to their centre nod,

And nature tremble to the throne of God. (129)
Extinction was thus existentially impossible, which is why Jefferson insisted in Notes on
the State of Virginia that the “mammoths” who had left such extensive fossil evidence must
still be alive somewhere: “Such is the ceconomy of nature, that no instance can be produced
of her having permitted any one race of her animals to become extinct; of her having
formed any link in her great work so weak as to be broken” (54). One of Jefferson’s
correspondents, the French naturalist Georges Cuvier (1769-1832), would, however,
compare the bones of European mammoths, American mastodons, and African and Indian
elephants and conclusively determine in 1796, to the shock of the world, that they were
four distinct species and that two of them were extinct (Barrow 40-1). Cuvier’s pioneering
work into paleontology and comparative anatomy would unearth numerous species of
monstrously sized creatures whose present absence as living creatures incontrovertibly
proved that they must be extinct (Barrow 42). These discoveries—the bursting onto the
scene of whole orders of massive and peculiar animals never before seen—combined with
geological evidence suggesting that the earth had to be considerably older than the

generally agreed upon Biblical age of 6,000 years, made the earth seem a much less stable,

comprehensible, and purposeful place than was previously possible. Nevertheless, for a
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few decades, the existence of extinct dinosaurs was knowledge that, however shocking,

could still be safely tucked away into the ancient primordial past, the result of unfathomable
cataclysms that likely bore only a minor threat to humanity and present circumstances. As
the nineteenth century wore on, however, and the visible extirpation of once abundant
species like the passenger pigeon, the bison, and the great auk proved that extinction events
were actively happening, it became reasonable to imagine that humans played a role in
such cosmically destructive events—and that they might even be threatened by them.

The history of evolution is better known today than the discovery of extinction, but
in the nineteenth century, it was simply another shocking theory to supplement the
revolutionary instability introduced by Cuvier. Although Cuvier “more than anyone else”
paved the way for establishing evolutionary theory, he himself denied such thinking,
believing that extinction rather than change was the end result for any species unfit to
continue surviving (Mayr 363-7). Other naturalists, like Jean-Baptiste Lamarck (1744—
1829), disagreed, suggesting various models for how organisms might be primed to
improve or degrade over time, might inherit the acquired traits of their parents, or might
consciously adapt to their surroundings. Charles Darwin (1809-1882) introduced
nonteleological natural selection with his publication of On the Origin of Species in 1859,
based largely on analysis of Galapagos finches and a Patagonian rhea he had observed on
his Beagle expedition over twenty years prior (Farber 56-63). Darwin’s younger colleague
Alfred Russel Wallace independently reached the same conclusion at the same time, and
their theories were given a concrete foundation when Mendelian genetics were
rediscovered in the first years of the twentieth century. In the four intervening decades,

however, professional scientists were largely unimpressed by the theoretical speculations



38
of evolution, the million-year pace of which could not be verified by empirical eyes. They

preferred the kind of laboratory research that could be tested by the experimental method,
such as vivisection—medical experimentation on live animals (Farber 63, 67, 72-9).
Revealingly, the findings of vivisection were predicated upon evolutionary affinities, since
it would have been folly to assume that experiments conducted on a canine brain could be
extrapolated to surgery on human brains if the two organs were so fundamentally different,
yet the horrific nature of much vivisection forced its practitioners to disavow any
suggestion of kinship, justifying their research by insisting upon the unfeeling, mechanical,
soulless nature of their laboratory objects (Fudge 101-5). While vivisection was
increasingly the method by which professional biologists honed their scientific knowledge,
however, several pseudoscientific extrapolations of Darwinism bled into popular culture
and other academic disciplines, so that by the turn of the century a framework of
predetermined, goal-oriented evolution and “survival of the fittest” was being used to
interpret everything from forest growth and economic systems to civilizations and the
individual behavior of adolescent boys. Such varied interpretations of evolution underpin
many of the works examined in this dissertation—sometimes to quite contrary effects,
since the conclusion that we are animals can lead to empathetic kinship just as well as it
can justify behaving like a voracious predator.

In the nineteenth century, all eyes were on animals, and in the United States
particularly, popular writers and their readers turned to animals as a means of
understanding their own power and place in the universe. One book that recognized the
astonishing extent to which men were suddenly trying to mine animal bodies for economic

resources, virility-enriching strength, imperial power, scientific prestige, and existential
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meaning was Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, which models and deconstructs perhaps

every available mode of gazing at, representing, engaging with, and utilizing its titular

white whale.

Animal Authorities and Animal Alterity in Moby-Dick; or, The Whale

Herman Melville (1819-1891) knew he was working on a commercial failure when
in June of 1851 he wrote to his friend and idol Nathaniel Hawthorne. “What I feel most
moved to write, that is banned,—it will not pay,” he laments in an affecting letter which
precariously juggles a cheeky self-disparagement with insecure attempts at ego-boosting.
“Yet, altogether, write the other way I cannot.” Melville had rocketed to national fame five
years earlier with his first book, Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life (1846), a
semiautobiographical account of his time spent hiding out among Marquesas Islanders after
abandoning his post on a merchant marine ship. Satirizing the ethnographic explorer
accounts popular in the era, which emphasized the oddness and savagery of foreign
peoples, Melville had injected just enough cultural relativism into his prose to satisfy his
own worldview of “unconditional democracy in all things” without alienating his
readership—using the islanders’ cannibalism as a suspenseful plot device, for instance,
while suggesting that it was in fact an extravagant myth, and relishing in the islanders’
nudity and exoticism while critiquing hypocritical missionaries’ attempts to “civilize”
them. Those crowd-pleasing elements—the adventure, the sex appeal, the relatable
protagonist—are “the other way” to which he could no longer resign himself, and later in
his letter he scornfully writes of being remembered as the author of a book fit for “babies...

given to them, perhaps, with their gingerbread.” He hoped to accomplish something more
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substantial in his new book, a fictionalized blend of Owen Chase’s Narrative of the Most

Extraordinary and Distressing Shipwreck of the Whale-Ship Essex, the survivor’s
testimony of a ship rammed to ruins in 1820 by a vengeful sperm whale, and Jeremiah N.
Reynolds’s “Mocha Dick: Or the White Whale of the Pacific,” an 1839 account of an albino
whale with a reputation for sinking ships. Yet he feared his ambitions were in vain. ”What's
the use of elaborating what, in its very essence, is so short-lived as a modern book?” he
asks, resolving to simply finish his “Whale” “in some fashion or other” and be done with
it. Marketplace be damned: “Though I wrote the Gospels in this century, I should die in the
gutter,” he laments.

Four months later, The Whale was published, first in England and then in the United
States as Moby-Dick; or, The Whale. He was correct; the “other way” was what readers
would have preferred, and one newspaper reviewer, referencing the voluptuous island
maiden of Typee, cursed Melville for failing to include a love story in his new book: “There
is no Fayaway in it. Alas! Fickle and forgetful Melville” (qtd. Stone 180). Gone was the
“charming romance,” wrote another critic in 1857, replaced instead by what, in the words
of a twentieth-century scholar, his contemporaries deemed “the fogs of dark philosophy
and obscure meanings and... extravagant, half-insane writing” (qtd. Stone 178). In
fulfilment of his prophecy, Moby-Dick would sell only 3,215 copies in the following three
and a half decades (Nierman 11). In comparison, the not dissimilar Captain Mayne Reid’s
The Boy Hunters: Adventures in Search of a White Buffalo, published six months later,
would sell 3,500 copies within the first eleven months of its release and would continue to
produce new editions throughout the nineteenth century, and W.H.G. Kingston’s Peter the

Whaler, published the same year as Moby-Dick, was so profitable that it allowed its author
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to abandon his other commercial pursuits and take up writing as a full-time profession

(Tryon and Warren 235-439, Kingsford 178).

Nearly two centuries later, many now consider Moby-Dick a major contender for
the title of “The Great American Novel” (Buell 2), so why was it such a flop upon its
release even in spite of tapping into the themes of high seas adventure, whaling, and natural
history that the culture was so taken with? Comparing Moby-Dick to Reid’s and Kingston’s
contemporaneous bestsellers about the hunting of megafauna reveals that the lack of a
romantic arc cannot fully account for the novel’s failure, since Reid’s book is even more
devoid of female characters than Melville’s. Critic Evert Duyckinck, a close friend of
Melville’s, could find no more positive way to label Moby-Dick than as “an intellectual
chowder of romance, philosophy, natural history, fine writing, [and] bad sayings” (qtd.
Cotkin 41), but even to blame nineteenth-century readers’ lack of patience on the
hodgepodge nature of the book seems an insufficient explanation of its failure. To be sure,
many less forgiving readers up to the present day have puzzled over and ultimately given
up on the book’s discordant structure, which weaves together a somewhat conventional
revenge narrative centered on the monomaniacal Captain Ahab with the more
metaphysical, discursive, and citational narration of Ishmael—two characters who never
interact despite living together on the same ship, the Pequod. David Dowling, who has
studied twenty-first-century group reading marathons of the book, writes that the Ishmael
chapters, and in particular those that are abstracted from the events on the Pequod and
instead devoted to cetology (the study of whales), have a reputation even among fans as
being “the only chapter in high school that I skipped” and ““a chore to sit through,” eliciting

“the anguish and teeth-gnashing tedium of the equivalent of a whaling encyclopedia” (123).
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Yet to argue that nineteenth-century readers would have been bored by Ishmael’s

cetological tangents seems anachronistic, since Reid’s book is no less (and perhaps far
more) discursive in its tedious interjections about, for example, Linnaeus’s pretentiousness,
the discordant political symbolism of eagles, and the historical uses of each of the four
species of mulberry trees. Factual and philosophical digressions were not at all uyncommon
in the era’s literature.

Rather, what seems distinct about Moby-Dick is its critical interrogation of what it
means to look at animals. The other two novels, like so many other works of the era, gain
their allure from the conviction that it is important and interesting to look at animals, and
in their conception, that gaze initiates a process that extracts meaning, authority, and value
for the viewer. What may have been especially off-putting about Moby-Dick is Melville’s
refusal to ground the observation of animal bodies in any process that will cleanly generate
all the manifold values the culture expected such bodies to yield. In Animal Capital:
Rendering Life in Biopolitical Times (2009), Nicole Shukin argues that late capitalism
recycles and “renders” animal bodies to manufacture as much human benefit on as many
levels as possible. Melville knew that his culture sought to render animal bodies into an
exhaustive multiplicity of economic, virile, personal, spiritual, imperial, and educational
rewards, yet his rendering of Moby Dick undermines most of these values, instead
presenting the whale as an irreducible other deserving of magnanimity.

It would be misleading to say that Melville was an author “before his time,”
presciently proposing an ethical vision of agential, individualized animal alterity that could
have no foothold in American culture until the twentieth century. Such pronouncements

both belittle and excuse his would-be contemporaneous readers, suggesting a narrative of
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moral progress which falsely assumes the march of time will of itself make everything

better. To the contrary, Melville, like any author, was very much of his time, recombining
common cultural threads into a message capable of counteracting some of the crueler and
more rapacious attitudes of his society. To study Melville within his historical context is to
assert our capability to think outside of prevailing ideologies. As Valerie Babb explains in
Whiteness Visible (1998), such talk of “‘different time[s] back then’... conveniently
absolves past figures... as victims of supposedly monolithic attitudes of their time, and it
ignores contestations to social inequity discoverable in every epoch of American history”
(89-90). Melville’s thoughtfulness, she explains, should inspire us all to resist resigning
ourselves to the social inequities of our eras and to recognize our own capacity for thinking
“prophetically.”

That said, although Moby-Dick is an exquisite novel, it was by some measures an
ethical failure, unable to translate its metaphysical reveries on subjectivity and its satirical
treatment of objectification into an accessible takeaway; indeed, when Moby-Dick did
resurface in film adaptations, abridged versions, and pop culture allusions beginning in the
1920s, it was the thrill of the hunt, the monstrosity of the beast, and the manliness of the
hunters that initially attracted the most attention. An analytical appreciation of the
cetological chapters, as | am about to perform, has been largely confined to academic
exercises like the writing of animal studies dissertations. In Subhuman: The Moral
Psychology of Human Attitudes to Animals (2017), moral philosopher T.J. Kasperbauer
stresses that advocates for concrete change must prepare for the unconscious psychological
obstacles that are likely to inhibit the application of their seemingly sound idealistic

proposals. For a writer hoping that his “Gospels” do not swirl down the gutter, this requires
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first getting one’s story into the minds of readers. While incorporating a voluptuous

Fayaway into Moby-Dick may not have been the solution that would have made Ishmael’s
exuberant appreciation of radical alterity yield popular support and imitation, it is
imaginable that some less despondent attempt to finish his Whale “the other way” might
have left 1850s readers with something less ambiguous than the final image of a lonely
Ishmael floating on a casket amongst a sea of sharks. This is not to fault Melville for his
despondency or Moby-Dick for its esoterism, since the text remains available and valuable
to readers; rather, I wish only to stress the value of studying popular culture, which may be
less poetically compelling or impressive than canonical works, yet which reveals the
operations of social change in real time. While Moby-Dick was moldering on shelves, Jack
London’s Michael, Brother of Jerry, however pulpy it may be, was inspiring hundreds of
thousands of people to form political action campaigns. Melville’s bottomless subversion
of the many methods by which nineteenth-century American men sought to extract value
from animal bodies critically illuminates the anxieties of the era even if the infinite

loneliness of his imagery failed to assuage them.

The most basic means by which nineteenth-century men sought to extract value
from whale bodies was the economic incentive that drove the American whaling industry:
sperm whales were natural resources that could be processed into oil, which not only
lubricated the machinery of an increasingly industrialized world but was also, prior to the
refinement of petroleum and the application of electricity, the cleanest and most smokeless
way of lighting indoor lamps, preferable to coal, tallow, and other fuels (Armstrong 99).

The bestselling boys’ books of Captain Mayne Reid, including The Boy Hunters:
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Adventures in Search of a White Buffalo, keep their animal characters at this basic level of

natural resource. The white buffalo of the title achieves nothing of the preeminence
Melville accords to his white whale. In fact, he is nearly a nonentity in the text. Like scores
of other animals killed in the book’s plot, he is not at all individuated, and the entirety of
the boys’ encounter with him, his demise, and his slaughter is dispatched with in a single
sentence on the final page. Reid keeps his focus on the hunters, not the hunted; to fancy
that the individual animals are somehow unique or noteworthy would perhaps undermine
the urgency and permissibility of killing them. Reid’s interchangeable prey are the fungible
commodities of Melville’s first mate Starbuck, who “came here to hunt whales, not my
commander’s vengeance. How many barrels will thy vengeance yield thee even if thou
gettest it, Captain Ahab? it will not fetch thee much in our Nantucket market” (139).
Starbuck is the sole resister who pushes back against Ahab’s “mad,” almost “blasphemous”
attempt to seek revenge against “a dumb brute... that simply smote thee from blindest
instinct” (139), but it is merely Ahab’s inefficiency—his wasted energy pursuing one
particular resource, Moby Dick, rather than the biologically equal resources ready at
hand—that strikes Starbuck as recklessly self-centered. Starbuck’s wish, the employment
for which he is contracted, is to reduce any passing whale into barrels of oil, the task which
will sustain his position of authority over the other men contracted to do the same work.
The manliness least susceptible to Melville’s satirizing dismissal is the manliness
of the common sailors, and his democratic paeans to these men who risk their lives and
limbs to light their families’ parlor lamps seem generally free from sarcasm. It seems
overstepping to suggest that Melville was wholly against all exploitative interactions

involving whales. Notably, however, the manliness he praises in his sailors is one stripped
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of any individual desire for domination. To the contrary, as Peter Coviello analyzes, the

work scenes culminate in Chapter 94, “A Squeeze of the Hand,” a chapter which eroticizes
the ego loss of teamwork in a way that Coviello interprets as homoerotically charged, an
“obdurately unyielding mutual affection” at odds with the divisiveness rampant in the
United States in the 1850s (121). These men perform pragmatic work deemed essential by
society—it is undeniable that the whale’s body can be converted into oil, spermaceti, meat,
and ivory, and it is likewise undeniable that the work required for this is dangerous,
difficult, and fascinatingly intricate—and Melville does not hesitate to valorize such
democratic labor in its earthy simplicities.

Viewing whales as natural resources, an undeniable fact of the nineteenth-century
industrial economy, bled seamlessly into a more imaginary way of seeing them: as heroic
prey engaged in courageous combat with brave whalers. This imaginary perspective
supplanted the uglier reality that whales were harmless creatures being butchered and
exploited. The first whaling narratives, like Chase’s and Reynolds’s, likely
overemphasized the might and aggressiveness of sperm whales, which are typically docile
and evasive creatures, in order to invest the hunting of them with the kind of courageous
manliness that could serve as both publicity and a recruitment tool for the industry.
Dowling writes that these works:

provided the whaling industry with a dramatic character that would

transform the business into narrative.... The culture gloried in the idea that

an animal might calculate an assault on a whaleship, the paragon of all

industry and the most lucrative trade in the world, for the whale embodied

a common enemy against which whaling could galvanize its social purpose
and professional mission. (Dowling “Revenge” 52-3)
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Philip Armstrong concurs that such works “augment the epic and heroic connotations of

whaling, which is thereby elevated beyond its vulgar status as mere commerce, and comes
instead to encode the supremacy of the human over the natural world” (105-6). Industrial
progress required continual battle with massive, wild whales, a job that was high risk,
demanding, and not terribly profitable for most of the common sailors involved in it. The
whaling narrative genre of which Moby-Dick was a part sought to supplement grim
economic realities with lofty cultural honors, ensuring that the industry would persist, and
such a task required elevating the hunted above the status of mere exchangeable
commodities.

Personifying the hunted in order to better valorize the hunters was a literary device
that took on greater regularity as the century progressed. Reid’s later works, like Bruin; or,
The Grand Bear Hunt (1860), accord more detailed and sustained characterization to the
animals involved in their plots than The Boy Hunters does, even if these animal foes never
quite become three-dimensional individuals. The many bears killed in chapter after chapter
of Bruin, for instance, are all referred to by the same nickname, Bruin, as though the bears
themselves can never truly die so long as bearhood in its Platonic form persists.
Individuating the animal antagonists with specific details made hunting narratives more
exciting and thus more profitable, but it also risked misdirecting readers’ sympathies. As
founder of the Boone and Crockett Club and editor of its hunting publications, Theodore
Roosevelt in the late 1880s was emphatic about excising any passages that might incline
readers to construe sympathy for the beasts. That the so-called “nature fakirs” at the turn
of the century deliberately sought to evoke such sympathy was, in Roosevelt’s mind, a

national catastrophe. How could American men fulfill their destiny as apex predators if
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instead of smiting monstrous wild beasts it turned out that they were actually just

massacring weak, defenseless individuals with families to feed?

Some recent literary scholars, influenced by the past century and a half of animal
rights arguments, insist that one way in which Melville sees the whales is as empathetic
victims, but to the extent that that is true, it is not true in the same manner that the Artist-
Naturalists like Ernest Thompson Seton extended empathy to wild animals. Insights later
gained from evolutionary theory teach us that cetaceans bear the same prosocial brain
structure as we mammalian primates, with the same dense bundles of complex spindle
neurons which neuropsychiatrists speculate are involved in “self-awareness, empathy, and
any other complex social cognitive function” (Bering 37), and thus to extrapolate “human”
emotions onto the creatures would not be a difficult task—yet although the book contains
several tenderhearted depictions of whales, including a memorable scene between a
nursing mother and her cub, Armstrong points out that such humanizing of whales was
routinely used by writers with a vested interest in killing animals.* This rhetorical strategy
may seem “incongruous” today, but in a work like Thomas Beale’s Natural History of the
Sperm Whale (1835), “a vigorous apologia for the industry” and one of Melville’s major
sources, “a descriptive emphasis on the gruesomeness of the [animal’s] death serves to
demonstrate not concern for the suffering of the animal, but romanticized admiration of the
dangers faced by [hunters], as heroic crusaders” (106). Armstrong asserts that modern
readers’ desire to see anthropomorphism in Melville as a sign of interest in the whale’s

subjectivity is an ‘“anachronistic... misunderstanding” (104), though certainly it is no

4 This will be seen in Chapter 2, where writers amused by gander pulling somehow had no qualms about
personifying the suffering birds and elaborating the humorousness of their pain in excruciating detail.
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stretch of the imagination to surmise that many midcentury readers could have similarly

“misconstrued” such an ill-conceived strategy as humanizing the enemy.

Although the basic pragmatic exploitation of whales as natural resources is not
something that Melville ever fully commits himself to opposing in Moby-Dick, he certainly
deconstructs and subverts all the extraneous, metaphysical meanings superimposed by the
culture over this simple industry. One such superfluous meaning is the belief that the
sacrifice of an animal can generate manly rebirth, an ideology explored by the religion
scholar Nancy Jay and the historian Richard Slotkin. Ahab’s obsessive quest to make
himself whole again by finding the whale that ate his leg is the book’s most obvious attempt
to extract this meaning from Moby Dick, and his hunt is ultimately a prescient parody of
the late-nineteenth-century idea that hunting big game might restore one’s threatened or
fading masculinity. To lay bare this dimension, it is worthwhile to look ahead to the book’s
first film adaptation, the silent Warner Brothers blockbuster The Sea Beast (1926), directed
by Millard Webb, which was technically Melville’s “first popular success” in the eighty
years since the publication of Typee (Stone 179). Screenwriter Bess Meredyth reshapes the
plot to a simple love triangle involving Esther Harper (Dolores Costello), a missionary’s
sweet daughter; harpoonist Ahab Ceeley (John Barrymore), her soft, handsome, and jovial
fiancée who loses his leg to a whale after being pushed overboard by his jealous half-
brother; and Derek Ceeley (George O’Hara), the duplicitous half-brother who convinces
Ahab that Esther could never freely and truly love a man missing half a leg since she would
never be able to see past her obligation to pity him. Ahab’s mid-film transformation into a
grizzled captain hellbent on killing the “dumb brute” who sabotaged his engagement

reduces the supporting character Moby Dick to a mistaken deflection from the story’s true
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conflict: Ahab’s missing leg becomes a castrated phallus, forever preventing him from

marrying and reproducing, and killing the castrator can at least give the ruined man the
satisfaction of revenge. When Ahab is informed in the final act that it was Derek who
pushed him overboard, and that Derek furthermore lied about Esther’s feelings, the truth
of Ahab’s sexual frustration is revealed. His virility was never truly lost, and it was
certainly never jeopardized by an unthinking animal; it was merely called into question by
a lying, incestuous half-brother not nearly as manly as himself. The climax of the film thus
becomes Ahab’s struggle with Derek, in which he secures the upper hand by steadfastly
inserting his prosthetic ivory phallus into a hole in the deck as he wrestles his enemy over
the prow to a watery death. The subsequent fight with Moby Dick becomes mere
denouement, and the film ends with Esther, Ahab, and their cuddly pet dog happily ever
after, standing before a home with a white picket fence, ready to raise a family. In a wry
analysis of the movie’s publicity material, Edward Stone notes that the filmmakers
considered their portrayal of Ahab “enlarged and clarified,” since the “greatness” of the
man required him to have “further cause for [his] derangement than this single misfortune”
of losing a limb in an accident with an animal (173). Only if that leg were clearly a symbol
of Ahab’s lost masculinity in the most traditional and heterosexual of terms, they seem to
suggest, could the film make any sense to viewers, an interpretation which the filmmakers
claimed to have constructed from details clearly present in the novel.

Meredyth’s screenplay was informed by seven decades of rhetoric from men like
Reid and Roosevelt, who argued a direct relationship between hunting and sexual potency,
but even if Melville’s novel was not so straightforwardly phallic as it is portrayed in its

first Hollywood adaptation, it is nevertheless true that Ahab seeks to make his manhood
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whole through an encounter with the whale, and the novel’s treatment of this single-minded

need reveals that the construction of any such correlation between sacrificial animal and
reinvigorated manhood only narrows the scope of one’s self-value. Will encompassing the
whale enlarge Ahab? Is Ahab incomplete or inferior otherwise? How precisely does several
tons of blubber fill that void? Ahab becomes the apotheosis of the individuating strategies
deployed by whale narrators like Reynolds, Chase, and Beale. Having encountered Moby
Dick in his fearsome individuality, in his self-defensive agency, in his mirrored opposition
to the heroic captain who heretofore had seen his antagonist merely as so many barrels of
oil, Ahab can no longer see a whale as simply an object. Moby Dick as active, animate
subject has cost him his leg and his worldview of human supremacy. The killing of other
whales ceases to be of interest. Only an encounter with the individual Moby Dick can
resolve whatever eludes him, whether that be confirmation of his mastery or a complete
revolution in how he perceives the subjectivity of others.

Ahab’s belief that destruction will restore him impedes other lives and other
meanings from thriving, reducing the universe to a leg-sized void which only the whale’s
body can potentially fill. Eyal Peretz argues that Ahab’s “drive for mastery” of the hunted
whale becomes his singular sustaining purpose, leeching outward so “that everything and
everyone has to be mastered as tools to achieve this single purpose” (60). Sharon Cameron
sees his obsession as a contagion that virally overtakes the other crewmates’ attempts to
create their own autonomous meaning, making “the stories of the men on the Pequod into
a single story, as Ahab in fact succeeds in doing: 'They were one man, not thirty” (43).
Peretz agrees: “The hunt thus reduces into oneness the multiplicity and plurality of life on

the Pequod” (61). The 1956 film version, written by Ray Bradbury, directed by John Ford,



52
and starring Gregory Peck as Ahab, foregrounds this dimension alone, turning the story

into an allegory of populist authoritarianism—of men who fascistically bind themselves to
the elevation of one hero via the annihilation of the Other (cf. Dowling “Revenge” 61). If
Starbuck’s free-market goal is at odds with Ahab’s, it is not wholly incompatible, and thus
he never acts on the mutiny which he knows would be legally justified and life-saving for
the crew. In the end, itis only Ishmael, the sole survivor of the Pequod’s wreck, who seems
to have been immune from Ahab’s quest to plug an existential abyss with an eighty ton
whale.

It would be erroneous, however, to claim that the Ishmael chapters are not equally
invested in trying to extract superfluous metaphysical meanings from the body of the
whale, and it is indeed these chapters which contain Melville’s most salient critiques about
the relationship between animal bodies and authority. The Ishmael storyline, which can
itself be subdivided into chapters devoted to cetology and chapters devoted to narrative
interactions with characters like the Polynesian harpooner Queequeg, also suggests the
possibility that a whale hunting excursion might make a man complete—might, indeed,
literally supplant one’s normal course of living. After all, in his introductory paragraph
Ishmael explains that shipping out is merely his means of confronting suicidal urges—
though whether he hopes that sailing will take away such urges or simply do the job for
him is ambiguous. “Cato throws himself upon his sword; I quietly take to the ship,” he
admits (23). Much like a frazzled neurasthenic, his depression is induced to some extent
not only by an urban congestion that has led him to the desire of “deliberately stepping into
the street, and methodically knocking people’s hats off” but also by mental labor that has

estranged him from his body and muddled his sense of authority, causing him to seek manly
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satisfaction in the base and juvenile pretense of “lording it as a country schoolmaster,

making the tallest boys stand in awe of [him]” (25). A whaling voyage strikes his fancy
because the “nameless perils” attendant upon meeting “[s]uch a portentous and mysterious
monster” seem the only fit companions to match the foreboding specter of self-annihilation
with which his thoughts always abide: “Not ignoring what is good, I am quick to perceive
a horror, and could still be social with it—would they let me—since it is but well to be on
friendly terms with all the inmates of the place one lodges in” (26). The “grand hooded
phantom, like a snow hill in the air” that floats into Ishmael’s “inmost soul” at the end of
the first chapter is a presentiment of Moby Dick but likewise a terrifying entity fit for agon
with his suicidal daemon (27). An interest in killing whales does not motivate him, perhaps
no more than Ahab’s desperate need to come face to face with Moby Dick may reveal
compulsions more complicated than simple bloodlust; rather, it is merely the idea of
confronting “the overwhelming idea of the great whale himself” that propels Ishmael’s
narrative (26). Whether this confrontation with the whale will fulfill him with the desire to
live or “complete” him in a more terminal sense is unknown at the beginning, and perhaps
irrelevant. Such uncertainty likewise motivated the sportsmen hunters like Roosevelt who
went to the woods in order to revive through combat the virile energy that the cities had
sapped from them, for it was only a potentially lethal black bear that could yield a truly
salubrious and life-affirming adventure, not a harmless cub tied to a tree.

Ishmael’s preoccupation with “the overwhelming idea of the great whale himself”
may make him the truer successor to Ahab’s personalized hunt than Starbuck or the other
sailors; whereas Ahab self-defensive ego translates his compulsion into bloody revenge,

however, Ishmael’s suicidal and perhaps ego-free or self-fleeing mindset embraces a
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potentially nonviolent opportunity to see himself and the world from the perspective of

some other subjectivity. If we imagine that each subjectivity is a lamp radiating a light that
illuminates that subjectivity’s worldview, then Ahab assumes that his goal is either to snuff
out Moby Dick’s light or else to add the whale’s oil to his own lamp so that his own
subjectivity can burn all the brighter. With Ishmael, however, and perhaps unconsciously
even with Ahab, we see the circular glow of two lamps approaching each other, doubly
illuminating a shared space as in a Venn diagram, while two separate worlds shine
adjacently. This is Ishmael’s ultimate ethic, that two lamps burn brighter than one big one,
but before he reaches this conclusion he must pass through all the methods of Western
scientific inquiry.

Critics sometimes frame Ishmael’s cetological content as an unnecessary
distraction from the novel’s main themes, and these are the chapters likeliest to be cut in
abridgements and adaptations, yet these chapters are in fact the core of Melville’s inquiries
into authority. Lori N. Howard writes, somewhat dismissively, that Melville turned to the
cetology sections as a way of freewriting through his writer’s block—that, unable to fill
the great white blankness of the page with the real story, “he avoided the confrontation by
penning something infinitely easier,” something largely borrowed from other whaling texts
(31). For Reid and countless other bestselling writers of the era, however, such factual
digressions into natural history were the “meat” of the book and an appreciated literary
quality. Howard’s argument linking the “great white whale” to the intimidating “blank
white page,” however apt the comparison between the whale’s (lack of) face and a tabula
rasa may be, trivializes the manner in which Melville parodies the genre. As Elizabeth S.

Foster explains, Melville “had studied, with enough care and interest to reproduce at least
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a part of the data with extraordinary accuracy, precisely those discoveries of the new

science which were proving most dangerous to religious faith,” yet despite the “gradual
erosion of his pristine Christian optimism” in the years leading up to 1851, he nevertheless
“steadily denied the competence of all sciences to plumb the profound mysteries” (65, 50).
Melville’s extensive “scientific” writing, far from being a senseless diversion, satirizes a
natural theology which sought to reveal the mysteries of the universe through the
proliferation of orderly facts about the anatomical details of animals. As Gabriele Schwab
writes, they are a “maniacal attempt to chase down the whale on paper” that “ties Ishmael's
intellectual pursuit to Ahab's passion of penetrating the white whale and its secrets” (61-
2). In his quest to document the total, empirical, cosmological truth about whales, Ishmael
enacts the entire genealogy of western methods of authenticating scientific authority, from
etymological analysis of the logos, to classical textual citation, to emblematic bestiary, to
taxonomy and natural theology, to anatomical dissection and empirical measurement, to,
finally, a conception of evolution as an invitation to accept change, revolution, uncertainty,
and otherness.

This drive to figure out the whale, to chase down his fundamental meaning, and to
conquer him as a knowable object begins before Ishmael even introduces himself, for the
iconic “Call me Ishmael” is not truly the opening line of the book, which in fact begins
with an etymology of whale, “Supplied by a Late Consumptive Usher of a Grammar
School.” This etymology pedantically admonishes that those who pronounce it wail,
“leaving out, through ignorance, the letter H, which almost alone maketh up the
signification of the word... deliver that which is not true,” as though an aspirated sea-spray

syllable could define the difference between truth and falsehood (10). In The Order of
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Things, Foucault argues that the rise of taxonomy and the rise of philology and prescriptive

grammars were part and parcel of the same worldview which sought to organize the visible
world into plain representational truths about the totality of existence. Melville’s
etymology evokes a cosmological logos, as though the very essence and animus of the
whale is contained within those signifying sounds: the Viking hval, with its “roundness or
rolling” of the mouth, or the Feegee pekee-nuee-nuee, such a mouthful it must be repeated.
The whale is contained within the word, and thus the truth of the whale can be anatomized
and extracted through a literary dissection like his novel.

Ishmael next evokes the classical, pre-empirical methodology of scientific
authority, which authenticated truth-claims via textual citations. After the etymology, a
“Sub-Sub-Librarian” provides eighty-two “Extracts,” a comprehensive nod to the wisdom
of established authorities, which is nevertheless merely “a glancing bird’s eye view of what
has been promiscuously said, thought, fancied, and sung of Leviathan” (11). This
“promiscuity” already bleeds into Ishmael’s research, which like Aldrovandi’s
compilations blends together Biblical myth and Classical bestiary, legendary history and
political allegory, fanciful verse and unembellished navigational account, fiction and
philosophy, and even a “‘Something’ unpublished” (20), which, according to Frank
Shuffelton, is “an entire fabrication by our author” deliberately constructed to subvert the
preceding extract by foregrounding how authorial subjectivity underpins every claim to
truth (535-6). Counteracting what would appear to be the entire purpose of these extracts,
the narrator urges that, “however authentic” they may indeed be, they “must not, in every
case at least” be taken for “veritable gospel cetology” (11)—as though such gospel were

possible, even though the Bible, Shakespeare, and Darwin himself have failed to achieve
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it. Coviello calls the novel as a whole “a text positively glutted with precedents: a text that

boldly announces its indebtedness to narratives, rhetorics, symbols, myths, and idioms,”
all arranged so as to “undermine their accumulated authority” (93). Before the story has
even begun, Melville pledges the possibility of gospel truth while nevertheless cautioning
skepticism.

When the first official chapter of the narrative begins, Ishmael explicitly renounces
his desire for authority. Chapter 1 famously begins with the fictional narrator’s offering of
a name which may not even be his real name, a much studied line which Edward Sugden
deems “an ostensibly declarative statement of self-assertion [that] holds a universe of
ontological, existential, and sociopolitical dissonance in tense abeyance beneath its
surface” (1). According to Foucault in “What Is an Author?”, the proper name was the very
signifier of authoritative meaning in the pre-empirical era, not yet wholly forgotten in
Melville’s time, when intertextual citations were still the chief method of substantiating
truth-claims. After dispensing with such certification, the uncertain “Ishmael” next details
his own deliberate rejection of authority, explaining that he would never set sail “as a
Commodore, or a Captain, or a Cook. I abandon the glory and distinction of such offices
to those who like them” (24-5). As Peretz explains, Ishmael purposely swaps “his position
as a schoolmaster—that is, the master of the meanings to be transmitted to the students”
for a position of powerlessness on the ship (43). “[A] crisis of authority, a crisis in the
stability of meaning” is thus built into Ishmael’s very character (Peretz 43), which renders
suspect from the very outset all the flippant scientific judgments he later expounds.

Ishmael undermines, too, the emblematic clarity of the classical bestiary. If truth is

to be found in the plenitude of all collected knowledge, sayings, and representation, then
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the diversity of knowledge gained from modern globalization threatens to annihilate truth

with its contradictions. The classical bestiary used resemblance and a narrow range of
cultural assumptions to present each species as a clean and simple natural exemplar of some
vice or virtue, like the fiercely protected virginal purity emblematized by the ermine’s
white fur. Humans alone possessed the expanse of character and mind to learn from the
narrow instincts of animals and shape their lives accordingly. Melville, however, refuses
to reduce Moby Dick to any simple allegorical usage, and this refusal can be seen as a
rejection of attempts to reduce and objectify otherness. For instance, scholars interested in
examining the novel’s critique of race, like Coviello, Babb, and Mark K. Burns, often focus
on “The Whiteness of the Whale,” a subject which receives its own thorough investigation
in Chapter 42. White light, which carries all the colors of the visible spectrum yet
paradoxically appears as a total absence to the naked eye, is the central motif of a chapter
which articulates a comprehensive, cross-cultural overview of the manifold interpretations
inherent to whiteness. Peretz writes that “Ishmael seems to privilege examples that mostly
pertain to various kinds of institutional power and mastery, such as the symbols of empires,
kings, priests, and judges, or those suggesting the mastery of the white race” (74).
However, rather than proving some universal essence of greatness, the examples cancel
one another out. What is pure to one culture is horrific to another; what signals purity when
worn by a priest evokes savagery when draping the polar bear. This intangible, irreducible,
and awe-inducing nature of whiteness is precisely how a master race would seek to define
itself, for, as Toni Morrison explains in Playing in the Dark, it is only the Other that can
be simplified and generalized. To the white supremacist, blackness can be deciphered in

simple terms, whether innocent or evil, whereas whiteness is too vast and individuated to
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pin down; as Morrison writes, "Whiteness, alone, is mute, meaningless, unfathomable,

pointless, frozen, veiled, curtained, dreaded, senseless, implacable. Or so our writers seem
to say" (59). As Peretz clarifies, however, “in the case of the white race it is quite obvious
that it is not white at all and that whiteness is thus used as a metaphorical attempt of this
race to master the meaning of that which undermines every stable meaning and identity”
(75). Despite his exhaustive accumulation of possibilities, Christopher Sten writes,
“Ishmael cannot at this stage get beyond the point of seeing the whale as a hideous blank
screen on which every observer projects his own torment.... Instead, he concludes that they
must have their origin in the subjective consciousness of the observer, each in effect
cancelling the other out in a final blank meaninglessness™ (35). This is hardly a stable
foundation on which to build white supremacy—or, indeed, any empiricist dominion. The
simplicity of the classical bestiary, in which each species earns its value by embodying a
human rule to live by, is rejected in the casuistry of Ishmael, whose knowledge of the
plenitude of individual cases insists that no theoretical axiom can resolve and reduce the
whole.

Ishmael’s rejection of emblematism and his preoccupation with plenitude takes him
into the episteme of Buffon, Linnaeus, and natural theology. He first models in depth what
a modern, empirical academic authority concerning the observation of whales would look
like in “Cetology,” the most famous of disliked novel chapters. “Cetology” parodies the
era’s obsession with taxonomy first by questioning whose perspective should anchor the
framework. Among Ishmael’s most famous proclamations is his insistence that, contrary
to the most reputable research performed by learned authorities such as Linnaeus, “the

whale is a fish” (118). An educated reader seeking to learn objective scientific facts about
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reality from the novel might very well throw the book down at this point, but Ishmael

declares that the anatomical internalities classified by Linnaeus as mammalian are utter
“humbug” when put to the study of Simeon Macey and Charley Coffin, of Nantucket,
friends of Ishmael who have actually hunted whales in the open sea. The seafaring Ishmael
knows better than some librarian in an ivory tower that a finny creature of the sea is a fish,
regardless of its binocular heart and mammary glands. Thus, wresting authority from
scientific professionals, “waiving all argument... [t]his fundamental thing settled,” Ishmael
moves to a matter of real importance: “how shall we define the whale, by his obvious
externals, so as conspicuously to label him for all time to come?” (118) Having waved
away all precedent in a manner which privileges his own credentials, Ishmael is now
prepared to glibly pronounce an eternal verdict.

When Ishmael selects the criterion which will determine his entire classificatory
system, he chooses the most changeable and perhaps superficial of their externalities, their
“magnitude” or physical size, thus rooting his project in blatantly shaky ground. Ishmael
ranks whales according to their most noticeable visible aspect—i.e., how big a full-grown
male can potentially become—yet his knowledge of the variability of individual specimens
undermines his own reliance on externalities. Burns explains, "These external
characteristics... lack the consistency that they at first appear to have and thus 'they form
such irregular combinations... as utterly to defy all general methodization formed upon
such a basis." So in spite of earlier indications in the chapter, Ishmael finally rejects external
appearance as a reliable basis for the classification of whales" (202). The Linnaean system,
although it could be easily applied with the assistance of a book by amateur naturalists in

the field, was only slightly less arbitrary than Ishmael’s system, requiring, for instance, the
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counting of stamens and pistils, the numbers of which frequently deviated from specimen

to specimen of the same species (Baym 31). That this system might provide “a device for
imposing order on the world whose reliability guaranteed that law and order really existed
in the universe” (Baym 21) was an increasingly farcical promise to a mind such as
Melville’s.

Ishmael’s choice of a plainly visible yet ludicrously mutable foundation for
organizing the diversity of whales reveals how any taxonomy is always subjectively bound
by a culture’s epistemic conceptions of what counts as perceivable, meaningful
distinctions. In his 1942 essay “The Analytical Language of John Wilkins,” Jorge Luis
Borges includes a fictitious taxonomy supposedly taken from an ancient Chinese
encyclopedia in which “animals are divided into™:

(a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs [sic],

(e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the present

classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine

camelhair brush, () et cetera, (m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n)

that from a long way off look like flies. (gtd. Foucault xv)

Foucault begins The Order of Things by quoting this taxonomy, which requires
simultaneously reckoning with the contingencies of time, space, emotion, the perceptions
of the observer, the authority of the classification system itself, the shortcomings of all
perceptual apparatuses, as well as the infinite possibilities contained within an “et cetera”
that is not even the concluding item on the list. “It is not the ‘fabulous’ animals that are
impossible,” Foucault writes, “since they are designated as such, but the narrowness of the

distance separating them from (and juxtaposing them to) the stray dogs.... where could

they ever meet, except in the immaterial sound of the voice pronouncing their enumeration,
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or on the page transcribing them? Where else could they be juxtaposed except in the non-

place of language?” (xvi-xvii). As Burns elaborates:

[O]bjects never present themselves in some natural, self-evident system of

classification... and because there is no magic attraction or magnetic pull

between disparate objects in the real world, categories and classifications

need to be chosen and imposed from the outside, leaving open the

possibility for alternate, competing ways to organize and order the infinity

of objects in the universe. Even a relatively concrete project such as the

classification of animals, then, presupposes assumptions about the

characteristics that constitute similarity and difference within that realm,

criteria that are themselves the result of subjective choice. (199-200)
It is not Ishmael’s ignorance that renders his taxonomy “an artificial, arbitrary, subjective
exercise in hopelessness,” Burns writes; rather, “establishing an accurate, objective,
meaningful order among things is always a necessarily flawed enterprise” (203). Unlike
Linnaeus, Buffon believed that a category such as “species,” despite being a helpful
shorthand, oversimplified the diversity of individuals (Mayr 261-2, Weil 13), and Darwin
would likewise come to regard flexible and unpredictable variability among individuals as
an indispensable tenet of his theory of natural selection (Crist 41-2, Mayr 46), yet the
taxonomists were triumphing and would continue to proliferate, and Melville
acknowledges their principal and continued hold over the culture.

Everything about Ishmael’s taxonomy is confessedly spurious and artificial. In
labeling the genera and species, it is fitting that he draws upon the publishing terminology

9% ¢

of “folios,” “octavos,” and “duodecimos” subdivided into “books” and “chapters.” His
attempt to write The Whale is a literary event, strictly fictional, as though living beings
could be reduced to words on a page. Many of the species described by Ishmael in his

taxonomic enterprise are unclear to present-day marine biologists, and some of the

recognized species appear to overlap or be repeated across “chapters.” Even within the
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confines constructed by Ishmael’s classificatory scheme, however, an uncertainty still

lingers, for “there are a rabble of uncertain, fugitive, half-fabulous whales, which, as an
American whaleman, I know by reputation, but not personally” (125). As Peretz explains:

Reports of still more “uncertain whales” he suspects are but “mere sounds,

full of Leviathanism, but signifying nothing” for he himself has not

witnessed them, but merely found references in some “Icelandic, Dutch, and

old English authorities.” This is a very strange science indeed, where the

authority of the testimony of another stands under an essential suspicion of

fabulation. Why should we, in our turn, accept Ishmael's testimony, which

by claiming its status as a sole witness also demands we accept his authority

without opportunity to defend our suspicions? (103-4)

Around 1836, American scientists like Asa Gray began to replace “artificial systems” like
Linnaeus’s with more complicated, specialized “natural systems” that could more
accurately reveal what an organism “naturally, essentially, really was” (Baym 31-2). These
artificial systems required more specialized knowledge of anatomy—molars, heart valves,
spinal structure, phrenology, and so forth—yet the truths promised to be unlocked by such
specialized focus surpassed anything possible in Linnaean natural theology. Thus, Ishmael
delves deeper, evolving from the taxonomist to the vivisectionist.

In the Book of Job, God plainly explains that fathoming the mysteries of the
leviathan is something no man can ever accomplish, yet via an allusion to this story,
Ishmael assures readers that modern methods of anatomical dissection have made such
mastery possible. He invokes an almost sexual violence with determination and gusto:
“Since I have undertaken to manhandle this Leviathan, it behoves me to approve myself
omnisciently exhaustive in the enterprise; not overlooking the minutest seminal germs of

his blood, and spinning him out to the uttermost coil of his bowels” (349). This

manhandling takes the form of surgical autopsy. Lawrence Buell explains how in the
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second half of the book “[t]he chapters move, roughly, from outer to inner and front to

rear” as the inquisitive Ishmael probes into everything from the whale’s skin to his brain
to his penis and tail (367). These cetological dissections are mirrored in the interlaced
narrative chapters; as Christopher Sten writes, “All the world seems rushing to gain
entrance [into the whale’s interior], to search for its riches, to experience its transforming
power, to know the beast from inside” (49). Brian Luke writes of how vivisectionists cloak
their endeavors in the language of religious ritual, referring to euthanasia as “sacrifice,” for
instance, and writing of their hopes to save children’s lives through “miraculous”
discoveries (131-4). Ishmael’s penetrative manhandling of the leviathan likewise is
sanctified with allusions to religious rite, as though anatomy can provide a secular
theology. In the brief and allusive Chapter 95, “The Cassock,” with its oblique references
to Mesopotamian phallus worship, Ishmael explains that the crewman tasked with the
dangerous job of mincing the blubber can safeguard himself from lacerations by slipping
into the whale’s circumcised foreskin, which becomes both a protective uniform and a holy
garment. Circumcision, a token of God’s covenant in Genesis, yields the vestment that will
allow the whale’s body to be transformed into a bibliographic and biblical object of
ravishment. Ishmael describes the ritually slaughtered flesh dropping “fast as the sheets
from a rapt orator’s desk”: “Bible leaves! Bible leaves! This is the invariable cry from the
mates to the mincer. It enjoins him to be careful, and cut his work into as thin slices as
possible” (325). The division between bodies, texts, and divine truths is blurred once again.
This abject dismemberment—this division of the whale’s corpse into a proliferation of
blank parchments on which holy truths might be inscribed—can be seen as one salient

example of “how this imperial drive toward the unlimited expansion of boundaries is
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culturally enforced by a formation of ancient rituals in order to conjure, as a defense against

the thought of annihilation, the phantasm of absolute male power and invulnerability”
(Schwab 49-50). By disarticulating the animal’s body and then rearticulating it into new
scientific truths, man’s dominion expands.

Once dissected, the whale needs to be measured and recorded, another source of
nineteenth century objectivity. In line with the methodologies of Alexander Humboldt, the
highly influential naturalist, geographer, and explorer whose publications in the late 1840s
stressed meticulous, comprehensive “quantitative measurement” as the key to unlocking
the cosmos (Farber 35), Ishmael’s investigations suggest that empirical imperialism will
assure total mastery. There is no longer any thing on the earth visible to the eye that cannot
be unraveled to reveal its inmost truth. Matthew Edney termed this “the empiricist
delusion”: “[T]he empiricism of the later Enlightenment posited a direct, visual link
between an entity, and the individual's inscription of that perception on paper. The
inscription could involve any combination of numbers, written statements, or graphic
sketches but, regardless of form, it was assumed to be an 'essential’ and literal copy of the
original entity” (qtd. Anne Baker 191). This inscription ultimately resides on Ishmael’s
very body, permanently altering his essence with his supposed knowledge of that which he
has penetrated. In Chapter 102, “A Bower in the Arsacides,” Ishmael physically enters the
whale by trespassing into a massive skeleton that functions as a holy shrine for the
inhabitants of a Pacific island. After measuring the arbitrary size of the dead individual’s
bones, he has those sacred measurements tattooed on his own flesh. The whale, in an
abstracted sense reduced to a few measurements, has literally become a permanent part of

his body. Likening this scene to Melville’s likely source, Charles Wilkes’s Narrative of the
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U.S. Exploring Expedition (1845), in which the crew gain access to a forbidden temple and

proceed to measure and record all the sacred relics contained therein for no ostensible
reason other than to exhibit their “mastery” over the islanders, Anne Baker asserts that
"measurement can be a means of defining or laying claim to what one sees” (189). As
Ishmael describes it, however, the final inscription of this whale on his own living, crowded
body emphasizes the inescapable subjectivity of his attempts at objectivity.

Readers familiar with Melville’s work would have known the seriousness of
tattooing, for it is the autobiographical protagonist Tommo’s resistance to the islanders’
desire to tattoo him in Typee that he anxiously resists even more than the threat of
cannibalism; as Michael A. Elliott observes, Tommo’s refusal to allow the islanders to
penetrate his body with ink reveals the power dynamic inherent in his own inverse act of
circumscribing the islanders’ bodies into the book of ethnography he is writing. According
to Elliott, it is that reduction of life into language/representation that proves a more
horrifying “incorporation” than the mere annihilation of cannibalism (489). Nineteenth-
century taxonomy, ethnography, and navigational accounts were often at their core a tool
of imperialism that worked “by turning 'terra incognita into a mapped and bounded colony"
and by consolidating the colonizers' sense of themselves as possessors of scientific
knowledge and so as justifiable rulers of less 'civilized' peoples” (Burns 185). If Tommo
fears being tattooed by the islanders, it is not simply because he worries about the propriety
of appearing such a way when he returns back home, but also because he fears that their
representation of him, written by them on his body, may contract his sense of self, making
him permanently bound to their perception of him, just as he knows that writing of them

within the confines of his book will make them a commodity to be consumed by his readers
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and potentially even a touristic commodity to be consumed by the imperial wayfarers

interested in seeing the idyllic, exotic people he has described. If measurement and written
representation reduces the Other to a colonized space, a map showcasing the cartographer’s
imperial mastery and providing a blueprint for future exploitation, then what does it mean
for Ishmael to inscribe this representation on his own body? Is this the final, definitive
incorporation of the Other into his manhood? Has he become the foundation on which the
Other’s existence is predicated?

In a sense, this is true: the Other cannot be seen without the seer, cannot be
represented without the representer, yet what Ishmael actually tattoos is so antithetical to
the Humboldtian project of precise measurement that the very act becomes something less
imperialistically sinister and altogether more playful. Ishmael explains that he tattooed the
whale’s measurements on his body so that he would not forget them in the “wild
wanderings” of his life, but he felt it necessary to also leave a substantial portion of his
body “a blank page” to serve “for a poem I was then composing” (the book which we are
reading?); in saving this much-needed space for his personal composition, he abandoned
recording “the odd inches” of his precise measuring adventure, not even certain that inches
should “at all enter into a congenial admeasurement of the whale” (347). What difference
would inches make for something so vast? The approximation sufficiently serves as
“valuable statistics” alongside the rest of his own body, which is already “crowded for
space.” Ishmael knows that the crowded space of his own life prevents him from fully
recording an “objective” record that would itself be uncongenial folly, a finicky

diminishment of what he hopes to record; he is content to know and to remember without
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shedding more blood over the finer details. Moby-Dick, as Ishmael’s tattooed “poem”

suggests, is fashioned merely from Ishmael’s own image.

Ishmael’s hierarchized evaluation of other representations of whales lends credence
to the idea that objectivity and subjectivity are a spectrum in which the former is not simply
superior to the latter or vice versa. In Chapters 55, 56, and 57, Ishmael critiques the
accuracy of representations of whales, ascending a scale of accuracy from the “Monstrous
Pictures” of antiquity that depict them as fearful sea serpents; to “the Less Erroneous
Pictures of Whales” found in the illustrated tomes of museum-based naturalists like Cuvier;
to the “True Pictures of Whaling Scenes” (emphasis mine), which, it should be noted,
insinuates only that the hunter’s act can be truly recorded, not the totality of the animal
himself (of the “finest” of these “true” engravings, he even admits, “Serious fault might be
found with the anatomical details of this whale, but let that pass; since, for the life of me, I
could not draw so good a one” (216-7); to, finally, “Whales in Paint; in Teeth; in Wood; in
Sheet-Iron; in Stone; in Mountains; [and] in Stars,” wherein the last recorded and hence
the truest representations of the whale seem to be the glimpses of remembered similarity
one catches sidelong in craggy mountainsides or the flights of fancy one conjures while
gazing at the night sky. That Ishmael seems to believe that the utmost of faithful
representation is that which is pure subjectivity—a reverie inspired by the stars—reveals
the futility of attempting to capture anything beyond a brutalized body through “objective”
means. As John Bryant writes, “the essence of life is contained within the substance of life
and cannot be 'extracted’ without killing life; full transcendence, therefore, is impossible”
(x). Faith in the other’s subjectivity is achievable without rendering that other into

dissected, apportioned bits.
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In the final chapters of the book, as the various entities that Ishmael has anatomized

in the book—the whale line, the harpoons, the boats, the flukes, the tail, the massive bulk
of cetacean forehead—collide with one another in a three-day battle that ultimately kills
everyone except for Ishmael and, possibly, Moby Dick, the novel turns to the newest
possible scientific paradigm, evolution, as a means of resisting the rigid forms of authority
that have already been detailed. Moby-Dick was published eight years before On the Origin
of the Species, but speculative evolutionary accounts already existed as a means of making
sense of extinction and geological change. Eric Wilson argues that, to use Darwin’s phrase,
Ishmael ultimately embraces an “inextricable web of affinities” as a means of navigating
an always contingent, always relational, always evolving understanding of the world (qtd.
Wilson 131). Wilson argues that obsessively anthropocentric men like Ahab who are
fixated on a singular worldview are doomed for extinction whereas adaptable, open-
minded men like Ishmael will “thrive and flourish” in the unpredictable variations of the
future (131). When Melville finally uses the word “evolution” in Moby-Dick, notes Joseph
Andriano, it is literally in the sense of the whale’s tossing and turning as he fights with the
ship, the boats, the harpoons, and the whale lines (6):

But at last in his untraceable evolutions, the White Whale so crossed and

recrossed, and in a thousand ways entangled the slack of the three lines now

fast to him, that they foreshortened, and, of themselves, warped the devoted

boats towards the planted irons in him.... the whale wheeled round to

present his blank forehead at bay; but in that evolution, catching sight of the

nearing black hull of the ship; seemingly seeing in it the source of all his

persecutions; bethinking it—it may be a larger and nobler foe; of a sudden

he bore down upon its advancing prow. (420, 429)

Moby Dick is unquestionably triumphing in the battle described in these scenes; the

whalers do not stand a chance. In both uses of the word “evolution,” and particularly in the
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second instance, it is possible to read a second meaning: that Moby Dick’s adaptations have

fitted him to survive this battle. Philip Armstrong interprets Melville’s strategy in Moby-
Dick as a network of agencies—Moby Dick’s tail, his flukes, the two eyes on opposing
sides of his face, the lethal whale line rope, Ahab, Fedallah, and so on—each of these
entities, whether human, animal, or inanimate, whole or part, exerts its own intentionality
so that no individual subjectivity is wholly independent or supreme. This interpretation
from systems theory and object-oriented ontology aligns with reading “evolution” in the
second instance of the above quoted passage to mean “evolutionary adaptations,” for why
else are his eyes so strangely placed if not to prepare him for this moment? Rather than
Armstrong’s thesis of networked agency, however, the more salient takeaway from
Melville’s deployment of “evolution” in the final battle is the roiling, rolling revolution
that allows one to take in perspectives from all sides, to float and coast and adapt rather
than remain fixed by a line to an obsessive idea that will drag you to your death. As Wilson
writes, “[T]rue systems are ever uncompleted... the world, like [Ishmael’s] book, is
Darwinian—a work in progress, always open-ended... to avoid the hypos, depression,
monomania, melancholia, all of which affect the static Ahab, one must circulate, evolve,
become an eddy in the forward flow” (Wilson 146). This seems to be the final verdict of
Ishmael’s inquiries into scientific truth.

In the end, Melville’s white whale remains an irreducible other, but so, too, do some
phantoms in our own minds remain unfathomably otherlike. Ishmael substitutes a desire to
get to the bottom of things with the infinitely more freeing experience of embracing alterity.
Gabriele Schwab asserts, “Ishmael's negative demonstrations of the failures of

representation, as well as his endless enumerations of what the whale is not, ensure that the
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order of the text appears as the order of his own narration and not as the order of things or

events” (70). Sten elaborates:

What keeps Ishmael from presenting a slanted or distorted view of this

creature is that his view is never so simpleminded, or so intractable, as to

be unqualified. It is always provisional, the product of what he admits to be

personal opinion and not what he claims to know with absolute certainty.

Typically, his view is as free of egotism as is humanly possible... he himself

never presents a final, authorized view of the whale or its meaning. He

knows how difficult it is to get a clear, unobstructed view of the thing itself

in its living, moving form. (43)
Coviello terms this “a perpetually achieved relation to the world” (102). If we are willing
to concede that such groundlessness is inescapable and thus acceptable, Ishmael’s model
can “soothe our own anxieties about interpretive powerlessness and befuddlement” and
“instruct us in interpretive evenhandedness, which for him amounts to the fine art of
noncommittal contemplativeness: a reading style that places a very high premium on the
extraction of speculative possibilities, and a very low one on the specification of facts,
answers, and rigid conclusions" (Coviello 104). This strategy requires “the sustained
adumbration of potential meanings that, as they accrue, will propagate along new and
expanded lines of signification” (104). It is with this spirit of “unconditional democracy in
all things,” as Melville wrote in his dreary letter to Hawthorne, that a man can recognize
the fellow feeling in a tattooed cannibal, an enslaved cabin boy, a crazed ship captain, a
white whale, and one’s own melancholy feelings of estrangement. Barring the need for
self-defense, it would seem that keeping the Other alive and free promises the possibility
of delivering more value than any profit to be extracted from its confinement or sacrifice,

for only then can the unpredictable, the serendipitous, and the astonishing inscrutability

within the other have the fullest opportunity for working its spell.
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Melville queers binaries like scientific/irrational not so that he can merely upend

the framework, making irrational speculation the new science, nor so that he can abandon
all pretense of meaning, making murder and meat-eating as moral as moongazing.
Ishmael’s method of interpretive stalemate within the “wild wanderings of life” instead
offers readers a rupture wherein they can pause and weigh the facticity of their own
subjectivity against the urgent presence of alterity—a moment of self-reflection in the face
of the other, even when that face seems nothing more than a vast, inscrutable blankness.
This message was not appreciated by readers in 1851, who expected more so than ever
before that studying animals would provide some clear answers about who we were and
where we were going. It was not much appreciated in 1926 either, when, as George Cotkin
explains, moviegoers impressed by the Warner Brothers picture bought up abridged
versions of the book which heavily excised the Ishmael plotline and thus returned Moby
Dick to his antagonistic role of “sea beast.”

As mentioned, the Warner Brothers film ended with Ahab, his fiancée Esther, and
their dog, happily reunited within a white picket fence. The novel ends with Ishmael,
“another orphan,” clinging to a water-sealed coffin as though it were a life-buoy, all
remnants of the Pequod and of Moby-Dick now submerged beneath the waves, floating
like worthless driftwood among disinterested “unharming sharks” and “savage sea-
hawks... with sheathed beaks” (432). The ending recalls the temporary stranding at sea of
the cabin boy Pip, who is safely recovered but with his mind permanently addled, “an idiot;
such, at least, they said he was,” in the same sense that Shakespeare’s truth-uttering fools

are idiots:
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The sea had jeeringly kept his finite body up, but drowned the infinite of his
soul. Not drowned entirely, though. Rather carried down alive to wondrous
depths, where strange shapes of the unwarped primal world glided to and
fro before his passive eyes; and the miser-merman, Wisdom, revealed his
hoarded heaps; and among the joyous, heartless, ever-juvenile eternities,
Pip saw the multitudinous, God-omnipresent, coral insects, that out of the
firmament of waters heaved the colossal orbs. He saw God’s foot upon the
treadle of the loom, and spoke it; and therefore his shipmates called him
mad. So man’s insanity is heaven’s sense; and wandering from all mortal
reason, man comes at last to that celestial thought, which, to reason, is
absurd and frantic; and weal or woe, feels then uncompromised, indifferent
as his God. (321-2)
Ishmael likens his own stranding to Pip’s fateful ego-death, and although he is rescued in
the final sentences, it would appear that this is so only so that he can write the “the fogs of
dark philosophy and obscure meanings and... extravagant, half-insane writing” that his
contemporaries slammed shut in befuddlement. A verse from Job, “AND I ONLY AM
ESCAPED ALONE TO TELL THEE,” begins this brief epilogue, a loneliness so profound
he says it twice. A tearful Ahab petting a dog is a ludicrously cheap way to end Melville’s
story, especially since his affection for the dog has in no way prevented the man from
wanting to kill the “sea beast,” even after his true antagonist, his half-brother, has already
been slain. Far be it from me to suggest revisions for a masterpiece, but perhaps a less
despondent ending would have registered better with Melville’s desired audience.
Ishmael’s ethic of acceptance, after all, is the antithesis of loneliness—a willingness to let
others keep shining their lights, to fill the world with overlapping subjective worlds, to
keep the harmless Other’s agency alive and independent simply because that otherness in
and of itself can perhaps be most interesting and valuable and helpful if left animated by

its own vital spark. The opposite worldview—the mission of Starbuck—is the loneliest

position, an inexhaustible rapacity that has removed other species from our lives, either to
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the factory farms where they can be securely slaughtered without disturbing our sentiments,

or to oblivion because we could find no reason to justify protecting their habitats and their
living conditions. Ishmael’s rejection of exploitation may have seemed a hopelessly lonely
vantage point in the United States in 1851, but his message of solidarity is one that need
not be seen as hopeless. This dissertation will show how in the intervening decades it has
become possible for more writers and readers to see in animals and in each other not simply
something to be processed, categorized, used, and reduced, but a reflection of our own

irreducibly perplexing and infinite selves.
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CHAPTER 2
THE GANDER PULLING IS “REALLY REAL” ONLY TO THE GANDER:
A GOOD OLD-FASHIONED AMERICAN BLOOD SPORT

“It puts me in mind of ‘Gander Pulling;” you know what that is,
don’t you?”
“No,” he said, “I never heard of it. Is it an American sport?”’
“Yes,” sais I, “it is; and the most excitin’ thing, too, you ever see.”
-Judge Thomas Chandler Haliburton,
The Attaché; or, Sam Slick in England, 1843

On Tuesday, the Fourth of July, 1899, a Natal Day procession paraded down Main
Street in Stanford, Kentucky. At its head, local undertaker J.C. McClary performed Uncle
Sam on an elevated dais, followed by some two dozen floats and “fancy vehicles”
representing the town’s industries, businesses, and prestigious families. The local
newspaper, the Semi-Weekly Interior Journal, presented a carriage sporting Miss Jennie
Warren, who passed free copies of the paper to a jubilant crowd while bedecked in a dress,
hat, and parasol made of newsprint. Alongside her was the handsome twenty-four-year-old
Lieutenant Henry Rowan Saufley, dressed in his uniform from the previous year’s
Spanish—American War. Their photographs are prominently displayed on the front page of
Friday morning’s edition, under a headline celebrating the festivities as “A Creditable
Exhibition to All Concerned” and claiming that thousands were in attendance.

Other crowd-pleasing entertainments soon followed, including soaring oratory
from the Honorable Fontaine Fox Bobbitt, a firework display and firefighting
demonstration (presumably unrelated), a bicycle race with three contestants, and three
footraces with a total of seventeen competitors divided into men, boy, and “Negro”
classifications. Other scheduled races garnered fewer entrants and were canceled, yet an

activity not on the official roster saw no such shortage of participants, and despite supposed
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condemnation from the celebration’s organizers, this rogue competition managed to

continue for hours.

The newspaper report saves this detail for the final paragraph of three
congratulatory columns:

The management asks us to state as emphatically as can be that it had no

part nor lot in the barbarous gander neck pulling, which alone marred the

doings of the day. The poor bird was suspended to a wire for hours and

when finally a number of young men rode rapidly under it and tried to pull

off its head, its shrieks of pain were pitiable to hear. Every body was

relieved when Logan Wood at last jerked off the head. Gander head pulling

is the relic of a dark age and ought not to be permitted in these days of law

against cruelty to animals.
One wonders, with a crowd of thousands including the mayor, a judge, and the esteemed
police magistrate in attendance, what civic action might have been necessary to put an end
to such illegal, “barbarous” activity. Who, if not the official Natal Day preparations
committee, organized—ypresumably right on Main Street—the elaborate setup that goes
into a gander pulling, and if the majority felt that this unexpected activity was marring the
day’s pleasantry, could nothing be done to stop it, especially during all those hours between
when the game was evidently set up and when “finally” the game was begun? One wonders
also what tenor the relief might have comprised when Logan Wood at last put an end to
those hours of pitiable suffering, not by any act of disruption or arrest but rather, simply,
by following the game to its predetermined conclusion. What forces drove these creditable
exhibitors to emphatically condemn this amusement even as they felt compelled not to
leave the champion Mr. Wood’s accomplishment off the roll of honor?

This ambivalent news report conjoins two overlapping amusements that were

practiced in the United States throughout the nineteenth century and before: the historical
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practice of what North Americans most frequently called “gander pulling” and the narrative

recounting of such gander pullings, as circulated in newspapers, magazines, travelogues,
and popular novels. The actual practice of gander pulling followed the predetermined rules
and regulations of sport, building like a linear narrative to a definitive, climactic resolution.
The narratives reproduced these motions through literary tropes that recurred with such
frequent iteration and so few exceptions that these stories could be said to constitute their
own minor genre.

In most of these narratives, an effort is made to distance the writer and reader from
the actual practice of gander pulling. Those possessing ready knowledge are situated at
some remove from the assumed reader—either in time (the gander pulling is a “good old
fashioned” sport that has recently fallen out of favor), in space (as something done only
way down in North Carolina, only across the border in Illinois, or only in one of the other
eighteen states where, at a minimum, gander pullings are reported to have happened), or in
social strata (a practice partaken only by the “barbarous”—Dby the drunken lower classes
perhaps, or by the formerly enslaved, or Native American “savages”). The author from his
travels may have acquired detailed knowledge of this strange custom, but even narrators
sometimes recount their path from ignorance to understanding in the course of a sketch. A
further degree of distancing may come from the author’s moral stance as positioned against
the gander pullers—whether that be detachment, condescension, or outright indignation—
a stance that the author typically assumes the sensitive reader will share.

Participatory roles yield another significant degree of distance. Actual gander
pulling contests may have begotten gander pulling narratives and even the narratives may

have spawned real-life events, but aside from this act of inspiration, there was very little
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overlap between the participants of the two pastimes. No gander pulling narrative that |

could find from over one hundred examples, factual or fictional, was ever explicitly written
from the perspective of a “gander puller,” and many of the observer-narrators provide
ample critical remarks about either the sport or its participants. A possible explanation for
this divergence may be the one suggested in some of the narratives—that the participants
of real gander pullings were illiterate bumpkins, incapable of writing grammatical prose
and uninterested in reading it; regardless of the explanation, to have been a participant in
the narrative that was the gander pulling itself seems to have foreclosed the need to then
transcribe that action into a literary text.

The distance between these two pastimes—actual gander pulling and the genre of
gander pulling narratives, as reported most frequently by avowed outsiders—presents a
methodological challenge to one seeking to interpret the meanings underlying the sport’s
cultural practice. The historical archive comprises advertisements for upcoming gander
pulling tournaments, which never bother to articulate the details of the game (e.g.
Illustration 1). These advertisements, typically no longer than a sentence, represent the
likeliest evidence of a firsthand account written by an actual gander puller, yet these
succinct notices reveal almost nothing. Authentic news reports from areas where the sport
was commonly practiced are also sparing, sometimes only listing the name of the winner.
These cryptic notices, mixed in amongst the more straightforward farm auctions and
wedding announcements, may have fueled an investigative tone found in some of the more
literary narratives, which with their inciting questions may have been attempting to resolve

once and for all for the confused casual reader what in tarnation a gander pulling might



79
be.> The terseness of the archive requires the historian to turn to the fictionalized narratives

to fill certain gaps, though these narratives may consist of the hyperbolic or prejudicial

attestations of mere observers who may be mistaken in their perceptions.

OPELOUBAS:
SATURDAY morning, : : AUGUST 26, 1865.

2= Our thanks are due the officers of the
steamers Pauline and M. Relf and Mr. J. L. Cou- |
ret, for New Orleans papers, which those gentle- J
men have the kindness to send us every week.

Now-a-days, when mail communieations are
entirely suspended, these favors sre much betier
appreciated than in ordinary times.

Those who are in quest of recreative amuse-
ments will do well to go out to McIiusbands’
tent, to-morrow aflernoon, on the Washington
road, 3 miles from our town, where there will be
a gander pulling pariy, and where you may
laugh to your heart’s content.

K Bamuel M. Todd, of our Parish, Fas ve- |
eently been appointed by the President as Regis-
ter of the Land Office for cur State. This nomi-
nation is somewhat equivocal as there are several
Land Offices in this State. We presume, how- |
ever, that be will take possession of the Office |
in our town, or of the one in Moaroe. |

Illustration 1. A typical advertisement for a
“gander pulling party.” From the Opelousas
Courier of Louisiana, August 26, 1865

5 In fact, the editors of the Port Gibson Reveille in Mississippi appear to have leveraged this allure to sell
papers. In the top left corner of the third page of the March 9, 1853, edition appears this bit of non-news:
“The Junior of this paper took his affectionate leave of this town some days since, for a short so-journ in the
land of Pine Trees (Copiah.) It has been hinted to us by a friend, that he has taken himself to those parts to
be present at a ‘Gander Pulling,” (a modern game,) which is shortly to take place there.” A week later, in
almost the same spot, the tension is not resolved but instead rises: “Our senior was kind enough to inform
our readers that we had left the country to attend a ‘gander pulling.” We found that this affair had been set
for the 26" inst., and as we could not wait until then we employed some six reporters to take notes. The
description of the grand scene will probably occupy several numbers of the paper, and those who are not
subscribers and wish to hear all about it, had better send in their names soon. Borrowers will pay particular
attention to the fact.” To my knowledge, new subscribers never received the gratification promised by these
editors but instead remained ignorant of the “grand” details of this “modern game.”
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In this chapter, | will provide a history and a deep reading of gander pulling,

knowing full well that to label such a reading “definitive” in the absence of anthropological
fieldwork, firsthand accounts from actual participants in the sport, or direct observation on
my own part would be an act of either foolishness or arrogance. The historical record will
be supported by the more literary, fictionalized narratives, which often vividly articulate
the instructions for the game in a manner that might be likened “according to Hoyle.” After
first recounting the history of this now forgotten sport and its literary counterpart, this
chapter will interpret the meanings that may have underscored the gander pulling contest.
Building on the work of anthropologists like Clifford Geertz, Alan Dundes, and Simon J.
Bronner, who have studied the cultural meanings of other bird-related blood sports, this
chapter will examine how participants, organizers, spectators, and protestors may have
attached meaning to the particularities of this sport, which has never been studied in-depth
or in isolation from other pastimes. The role of the male goose as the object and victim of
the violent game is especially vital here. Despite writers rarely ascribing any symbolic
importance to the role of the gander qua gander, can some interpretation of his essential
role in the proceedings be gleaned from nineteenth-century accounts?

| argue that the gander pulling contest was a masturbatory spectacle in which the
societal privileges pursuant to name, class, education, age, ethnicity, professional stature,
political persuasion, and other outward distinctions were theatrically leveled, reducing the
qualifications incumbent upon being titled “the best man” to only those elements of
physical, sexual prowess necessary to win the game. Gander pulling conflated exemplary
manhood with subdual of the wayward phallic symbol figured in the gander’s body, and

this conflation allowed participants to simultaneously valorize man’s mastery over his
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sexually violent animal impulses while also publicly wallowing in them. Although the sport

imagined an egalitarian arena where a private might best his officer, a blacksmith might
best the mayor, or an orphan boy might best the wealthiest man in town, this arena was
circumscribed by explicit exclusions along gendered and often racialized lines. The
importance of these exclusions—of who was allowed to inflict violence on the goose, and
thus of who was entitled to a manhood predicated on sexual violence—shaped
constructions of the American body politic throughout the nineteenth century.

The fate of gander pulling as a social practice was intertwined with its translation
into narratives which achieved more widespread exposure. On the one hand, the
explanatory detail that abounds in many of the texts ensured that interested readers would
be able to reproduce the sport in their own backyards, and it is likely that although the
sport’s practice was fading in the early 1800s due to concerns about its cruelty and
impropriety, one particularly popular comedic story by Augustus Baldwin Longstreet in
1833 unintentionally served to revitalize it for the remainder of the century. On the other
hand, the detail devoted to explaining the gameplay was also often extended to the object
of the game, the gander, whose sustained presence in the spotlight sometimes led him to
emerge as the main character. Participation in the actual game would have allowed each
man to act as an active subject, reinforcing that there is no joy to be had in being someone’s
object and thus encouraging them to strengthen a powerful manly subjectivity that was not
afraid or ashamed to assert itself violently and sexually. The distanced narratives, however,
sometimes achieved a different subject—object orientation between the reader and the
event’s participants. Since the gander pullers are rarely figured as protagonists and never

function as narrators, and since they are often numerously described in opposition to one
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another as objects of spectatorship rather than emulation, readers would have likely found

themselves identifying with the observer-narrators of the event, who often mock it, or the
gander himself, whose suffering may have penetrated through the air of ridicule often
surrounding it. In time, gander pulling counternarratives which explicitly encouraged
readers to empathize with the object of men’s rapacious cruelty became early examples of
anticruelty literature, found in venues which historians of the animal welfare movement
have generally dismissed as having been immune to animal welfare sympathies, such as
newspapers from rural Southern and Western counties where the sport was actually
practiced. The evolution of gander pulling narratives, which increasingly sought to
enumerate all the novel details of the sport, including the goose’s protracted torture,
therefore helped to popularize both the sport’s support and resistance to it, even though its
final push into complete oblivion at the beginning of the twentieth century likely had more
to do with unrelated technological changes than with the effectiveness of the anticruelty-

themed narratives.

What the Devil is a Gander Pulling?

But what, pray tell, is a gander pulling, you will probably be asking. A question
such as this begins or is presumed in over a quarter of gander pulling narratives. “‘What
the d---1 is a Gander Pulling?’ the unsophisticated reader may exclaim,” writes the author
of a tidbit in the Southern Telegraph of Rodney, Mississippi, from June 10, 1836. The
omniscient narrator of William Gilmore Simms’s 1851 As Good as a Comedy; or, the
Tennessean’s Story interrupts the action to inquire, “Reader, do you know what a gander-

pulling is?” (113), and Edgar Allan Poe, anonymously reviewing Augustus Baldwin
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Longstreet’s Georgia Scenes for the Southern Literary Messenger in March 1836, remarks,

“What a ‘Gander Pulling’ is, however, may probably not be known by a great majority of
our readers. We will therefore tell them.”

Such a question is perfectly valid in the twenty-first century, when comprehensive
knowledge of geese, let alone games involving them, is far from widespread. Yet even in
the days when gander pullings made frequent appearances on newspaper pages, the author
of a gander pulling narrative did not always presume the reader would understand the
strange phrase, a fact which reveals how literary accounts spread awareness of,
popularized, and perhaps disseminated the actual practice of the sport. This section will
detail the schematics of the game, its European origins, and the history of its spread through
America.

One of the earliest preserved accounts of gander pulling in the United States, from
the June 13, 1793 edition of the General Advertiser of Richmond, Virginia, gives this
description:

A gander’s whole neck is stripped of feathers, and whose head is well

soaped, is suspended by the feet to a strong elastic branch or twig, about the

height of a man’s head on horseback; one of the company then sets off, full

gallop; and the speed of his [gallop] is urged by the application of the whips

of his companions. In passing the gander, he endeavors to get hold of its

head, and wring it off, the probability is, that the gander will elude his grasp;

if, however, he gets hold of the head, he will either pull it off, or be dragged

off his horse. In the event of pulling off the head, he is crowned victor, and

the subscription money is devoured to a drinking match. If he does not

succeed, another of the company follows close on his heels with equal

speed, to try his fortune. (qtd. Haynes)

Later accounts tend to be more specific, in a manner which evokes the era’s association of

authority and authenticity with mapping, measurement, and thorough empirical

observation. A paragraph of several hundred words in Ten Years in Texas (1881), for
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instance, written with breathless meticulousness by A.B. Greenleaf® of Selma, Alabama,

details the construction and placement of the “empty cigar box” into “which the entrance-
fee of fifty cents must be deposited by each one that participates”; the physical construction
of the rack from which the gander will be suspended, built of “two posts set firmly in the
ground, some fifteen feet apart, and about ten or twelve feet high, with a cross-bar on top
reaching from one post to the other”; the precise positioning of the horse whippers “some
thirty feet from the rack, one on either side” whose job it is to make sure the contestants
move at breakneck speed; the “ten inches of black loblolly mud” that comprises the track
and into which the contestants are frequently flung; and the arrangement of the pullers on
horseback “in single file some eighty or a hundred yards distant” (20-21). He even notes
“that in this instance, when the head was pulled off, the box contained over one hundred
dollars,” clarifying that at fifty cents per attempt the gander’s head must have been pulled
at some two hundred times prior to being severed (21). Greenleaf’s minute observations
attest to the veracity of his travel narrative, but they also position him as a superior outsider,
for although he observed every detail of the scene, he “failed to see where or when [“the
funny part of the thing”] came in” (21). The presence of many such similar stories in the
pages of Spirit of the Times, a sporting magazine that aimed at standardizing the rules of

gameplay and proper sportsmanship across the country, may also account for the emphasis

& Perhaps a penname meant to mimic the most canonical of all gander pulling authors, Augustus Baldwin
Longstreet. In my research, I could find no other solid evidence to substantiate the existence of an “A.B.
Greenleaf,” though his detailed narrative certainly seems unimpeachable in its facticity. Though a gander
pulling is only one of many incidents narrated in his travelogue, an illustration of it serves as the book’s
frontispiece (lllustration 2). If A.B. Greenleaf did indeed style his nom de plume after the A.B. Longstreet
of “The Gander Pulling” fame, then combined with the frontispiece this would be evidence of the apparent
profitability of writing about the sport.



A GANDER-PULLING.

Ilustration 2. The frontispiece of A.B. Greenleaf’s Ten Years in Texas, 1881.

on concrete, reproducible detail. Regardless of whether the narrator’s tone expressed
amusement, ambivalence, or outrage, a formerly naive reader could finish most of these
stories with a solid understanding of how to organize a tournament of his own.

The origins of gander pulling are uncertain and frequently contested. The most
comprehensive study to date was written by Dutch anthropologist and art historian
Marjolien Efting Dijkstra, whose Eurocentric inquiries mapped the blood sport from its

medieval origins to its continued (albeit transformed’) practice into the twenty-first century

" Instead of pulling at the heads of live victims, today’s European contestants pull at either mechanical
contraptions—which may or may not resemble actual birds—or goose carcasses euthanized by a veterinarian
immediately prior to the game.
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in certain rural communities of the Netherlands, Belgium, and Germany. Known as

“pulling the goose” or “riding the goose” in its European incarnations, the sport appears to
have emerged as part of a medieval tradition of pastimes revolving around the decapitation,
slashing, or clubbing to death of animals as diverse as wrens, cats, eels, and rabbits (Efting
Dijkstra 119). Blood sports involving geese were especially prominent in the Low
Countries of Holland and Belgium, emerging prior to the thirteenth century as a peasant
tradition associated with both the feast of Shrove Tuesday (in February or March) and the
harvest festival of St. Martin’s Day, an 11 November feast frequently celebrated with the
slaughtering of fattened cattle. Related games involving geese were soon played in
Germany, England, France, and other parts of the world (Efting Dijkstra 121-6). These folk
traditions may have begun as either humble imitation or farcical parody of knightly jousting
tournaments and other equestrian skill-at-arms games, where the ability to be dexterous
and precise while on horseback distinguishes cavalier from coward.® Perhaps goose riding
fell somewhere on the spectrum of spectacle between traditional jousting, where the human
competitors could face lethal injuries, and “tilting at the ring” (or other quintain lance
games), where the only targets were inanimate objects.

Illustrations of related games involving the clubbing or beheading of geese appear
in the depiction of the month August by Flemish miniaturist Simon Bening in The Golf
Book (ca. 1540) and in the distant background of The Harvesters by Dutch painter Pieter

Brueghel the Elder (1565), but the first literary reference to “riding the goose” may have

8 Numerous nineteenth century American accounts draw upon Arthurian imagery, such an article in the Daily
Dispatch of Richmond, Virginia, from September 16, 1853, that playfully likens a recent gander pulling to a
“grand effort to revive the age of chivalry” or an article from the April 10, 1897, edition of the Louisiana
Lafayette Gazette that refers to the pullers as “some 30 knights.”
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been Gerbrand Adriaensz Bredero’s ballad “Boerengezelschap” (“Company of Peasants”),

anthologized in his posthumous 1622 Groot Lieboek (The Great Songbook). A popular
Dutch poet and playwright, Bredero (1585 —1618) was most famous for his boertige liedjes,
or “Boisterous Songs,” which recounted the farcical exploits of the peasant class, as
voyeuristically filtered through the refined lens of a touristic burgher. In “Company of
Peasants,” Arend Pieter Gijsen and his troupe of farmer friends travel to the rural village
of Vinkeveen “because old Frans gave up his goose for riding” (Barend-van Haeften 83,
my translation). The goose riding is the main attraction that compels the peasants to go on
their adventure, yet the sport is never defined or directly mentioned again in the subsequent
ten stanzas. That the audience would understand the meaning and allure of gansrijden,
despite Bredero’s construction of his audience as urbane Amsterdam ‘“gentlemen” far
removed in sensibilities from the peasants of his tale, is taken as a given.

Bredero’s song fulfills the same function that many nineteenth-century American
gander pulling narratives would also serve: the unique sport at its center becomes a
convenient means for reflecting on how people of different regions conduct themselves.
Rural amusements frequently serve such purpose, and in Bredero’s treatment, the
competition and excitement of the sport devolves into a chaotic spiral of drinking,
gambling, fornication, brawling, and manslaughter. As the comic bloodshed builds, the
level-headed and passive narrator-observer, figured as a bourgeois tourist from
Amsterdam, manages just barely to escape to tell the tale:

Gentlemen and burghers, virtuous and sensible,

Go not near a peasant festival.

They are not always fun, but often instead

Cause someone to lose their head.
Drink with me rather a good glass of wine,



For that is the much more pleasant pastime. %

(Barend-van Haeften 85, my translation)
The “someone” whose head is lost may or may not be an allusion to old Frans’s goose,
bringing the song full circle and implying that these ruffians’ willingness to play fast and
loose with a goose’s head may reveal their inability to keep their own screwed on straight.

The Dutch settlers of New Amsterdam, descendants of Bredero’s satirical targets,
were likely the first people of what would become the United States to practice “pulling
the goose,” and a legal ordinance by Director-General Peter Stuyvesant outlawing the game
in 1654 technically doubles as one of the earliest American animal protection laws.® A
staunch adherent to the Dutch Reformed Church and an opponent of religious plurality in
New Netherlands, Stuyvesant balked at the Catholic and pagan undertones of the Shrove
Tuesday bacchanal. Quoting from legal records, historian Esther Singleton notes that
Stuyvesant’s justification for imposing fines and imprisonment on settlers who participated
in “riding the goose” was that the sport was “an unprofitable, heathenish and Popish festival
and a pernicious custom” that needed to be punished “in order to prevent more sins,
debaucheries and calamities” (qtd. 293).

Proscription by law rarely halts folk customs, however. On February 19, 1654, days
after the ordinance, the arrest and imprisonment of several farm servants instigated a power

struggle between the Director General and the local Burgomasters (magistrates) and

% Stuyvesant’s decree, however, appears to have been motivated by more anthropocentric concerns than the
limiting of wanton cruelty against geese, much like the 1641 Puritan regulations against “any Tirranny or
Crueltie towards any bruite Creature which are usuallie kept for man's use,” which green criminologist Piers
Bierne notes probably had less to do with compassionate concern for animals and more to do with protecting
the Sabbath, codifying the sacred distinctions between humans and animals, and emphasizing the importance
of agriculture and its necessary animal resources in a new and fragile community (Bierne, Confronting
Animal Abuse 69-96).
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Schepens (aldermen) tasked with executing his decrees. The local constabulary sided with

the peasantry in favor of leniency, while Stuyvesant and his Council insisted upon his
authority to regulate the predilections of the “rabble.” The Council justified its ban against
the folk tradition on the grounds that a tradition must already have an established history
in order to have the weight of custom on its side, something that cannot possibly exist in a
colony less than a generation old: “Besides its never having been practiced here in their
time, it is moreover altogether unprofitable, unnecessary and censurable for subjects and
neighbours to celebrate such pagan and popish feast and to practise such evil customs in
this Country, even though they may be tolerated and looked at through the fingers in some
places in Fatherland” (qtd. Singleton 294). Preoccupation with the new-world cleansing of
outmoded practices and a purification of the Protestant church seem to have rendered
concerns for the suffering of the animals secondary at best, and the need for subsequent
reiterations of the edict in 1655 and 1658, as well as in Albany in 1677, illustrates that the
law could not stop the people’s demand for gruesome sport.

How the game was transmitted from New Netherland to other parts of America or
whether it originated independently in different regions is unclear. One news report
published in the Montgomery Tribune on February 14, 1902, for instance, explains that a
unique variation of the game practiced on Shrove Tuesday in Rhineland, Missouri,
“originated in Germany and was kept up by the early settlers after landing in this country
50 or more years ago.” Knowledge of the game may have also been carried by immigrants
from England, where the sport seems to have already been on the decline before a
reawakening in the colonies; the historians Elliott J. Gorn and Warren Goldstein trace the

transmission of amusements, including blood sports, from English to American soil (21),
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and a dictionary of thieves’ cant from 1793 attests that “goose riding... has been practised

in Derbyshire within the memory of persons now living” (Caulfield n.p.). The sport’s
European origins were largely forgotten by the nineteenth century, however, and many
onlookers presumed it was a unique product of the South or what was then deemed the
“Southwest” of frontier states like Tennessee.

A predilection for communal sports, a general predisposition for cruelty, and a
cultural premium on skilled horsemanship (a prerequisite for the game) may have primed
Southerners for readily adopting gander pulling whenever the sport made its debut on some
plantation, and it was in that region that the game especially thrived. Gander pulling was
one of several public contests which reified social hierarchy in the antebellum American
South, and it was likewise only one of many blood sports practiced. Sports in the
antebellum American South, particularly blood sports, were inseparable from their
socioeconomic and racial context. Although in New England rough games such as mob
football had existed since the colonial period, Puritan opposition to all non-religious
congregation had given those sports a status outside the sanctioned social order. In New
Amsterdam, as well, General Director Stuyvesant saw folk sports as a threat to civic life.
For the American South, however, participation in sport was central to reifying social
hierarchy. Historian David Hackett Fischer argues that the Cavalier settlers of Virginia,
hailing largely from the second sons of Wessex royalist nobility, were always on the
lookout for amusements to fill their idle time. According to Fischer, these cavaliers were
not destined to inherit the properties and titles in England passed by primogeniture to their
eldest brothers, yet they deemed themselves too respectable for work on their acquired land

in the colonies. They thus passed the burden of labor onto enslaved Africans, using the
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justification that the swampy, malarial climate of the Tidewater South was less lethal to

robust, “insensate” African bodies than it was to refined aristocratic blood (Fischer 251-2,
363-73, 380-1). With no desire to work and no need for aspirational education due to their
assured aristocracy, sporting competitions became a primary means of socializing and
“killing time.” Such socialization represented much more than just the passage of idle time,
however. Historian Jamal Ratchford writes:

To the British, work aligned with pain, toil, and servitude—play with

freedom and gentility, a necessity and sin juxtaposed against pleasure and

ease.... For elite white men in colonial America, sport confirmed honor and
masculine empowerment. Work then coincided with arduous labor and an
inferior social status, and granted space for white constructions of
inclusivity and exclusivity in sport and society.... Blood games and early

sport were not enacted for the profit motive. On the contrary, elite whites

used it exclusively in seclusion to confirm their class status. (112-3)

This assessment finds support in several critical accounts of gander pulling. Charles
Grandison Parsons’s 1855 abolitionist polemic Inside View of Slavery: Or a Tour Among
the Planters deems gander pulling “[o]ne of the most frequent amusements in some parts
of the South” in a chapter on “Southern Sports” set in Milledgeville, Georgia (137). He
observes:

The slave States are proverbial for their amusements. The families of wealthy

slaveholders are seldom taught to labor, or to engage in any kind of business. Life

is to them but a play-day, and the question of every morning is—how to kill time?

[...]—and the theater, the billiard table, the drinking saloon, the horse race, the cock

fight, are but so many ways devised to banish ennui, and prevent life from being a

burden. (135)
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As Parsons wryly notes, after a gander pulling, a “fox-chase, and perhaps a nigger-hunt,

close the festivities” (138), reinforcing the idea that the ostentatious display of violence—
as leisure—towards animals was an extension of the violence—as social control—towards
humans. The public display of violent sport thus presented a microcosm for the power
structure of society at large.

The relationship between gander pulling, slavery, and a general disposition of
idleness and cruelty in the South was not lost on abolitionist writers, and descriptions of
the sport in Northern newspapers in the antebellum years used it to exemplify moral decay.
For example, a report published in the Vermont Watchman and State Journal of Montpelier
on August 7, 1845, details a gander pulling witnessed on the Fourth of July, 1842, in the
“Northern part of Georgia.” The opening hook—“Don’t start, gentle reader”—promises
the Vermonter turning the page a glimpse into a haunted land of alien horrors, a “scorned,
hated, detested, loathed. .. region of God’s earth, which was covered with such unutterable
moral darkness.” The author foregrounds the bird’s suffering in gruesome detail, writing
that “[t]he poor creature’s head soon swelled to thrice its ordinary size, and exhibited
nothing but a quivering mass of bleeding, bruised flesh.” That such “Southern refinement”
is orchestrated by a “barefoot master of ceremonies” exposes the brutal sport’s practitioners
to mockery and shame.

Although both denunciatory and celebratory reports of gander pullings were
abundant throughout the United States in the two decades prior to the Civil War, the sport
appears to have previously been on a swift decline in the United States from 1800 to 1832.
The writer of the Vermont Watchman article was shocked to discover that the sport was

still in practice in 1842. “We had read something of this sport in an old volume of American
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travels, published in 1815,” he writes, “but supposed that it had grown nearly obsolete.”

This may be hyperbole designed to characterize the sport as outmoded and barbaric, yet
even sources without abolitionist intent suggest the sport was on the wane. Two unsigned
letters from 1810 and 1811 in the Thomas Henderson Letter-Book attest to its local practice
in Moore County, North Carolina, though even at that early year, one of the letters
confesses that the sport was only “formerly” practiced by sporting clubs in the area,
explaining, “The present religious impressions of the people has laid [it] aside... as cruel
and barbarous and contrary to benevolence and humanity” (Newsome, ed. 293-4). A source
from 1818—possibly the same travelogue referenced by the Vermonter—attests to its
contemporary practice in Kentucky, but otherwise mention of the sport rarely made it into
print in the decades prior to 1832. If it was practiced, at least, it was not publicized.

The sport’s initial path to obscurity prior to the 1830s was likely in part due to the
period’s growing association between one’s delight over explicit acts of animal cruelty
with anxieties concerning self-control, sin, tyranny, and societal decay. Although
significant state laws against animal cruelty in the United States would not be created until
the years following the Civil War, a moral philosophy connecting harm against animals to
idleness, criminality, and tyranny had existed in English-speaking culture from before the
American Revolution. This philosophy was most famously depicted in English artist
William Hogarth’s popular 1751 series of engravings entitled The Four Stages of Cruelty.
In his First Stage, Hogarth depicts young men and boys gleefully torturing birds, anally
raping a dog with an arrow, setting up a cockfight, and cheering on a spectacle in which

two cats, suspended by a rope from a streetlamp pole, claw at each other. In an inscription
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beneath, Hogarth calls attention to the rare but pleasing presence of a lone compassionate

boy amidst the mob of leering caricatures:

Learn from this fair Example—You

Whom savage Sports delight,

How Cruelty disgusts the view,

While Pity charms the sight.

In the second panel, the protagonist of the series, cruel Tom Nero, has found an outlet for
his childhood passion for blood sports in his position as a coachman. He zealously beats
his fallen workhorse while in the background an overladen donkey, a clubbed lamb, and a
baited bull succumb to similar violent subjugation from their overseers. In the third panel,
Cruelty in Perfection, Nero graduates to adultery, armed robbery, and other crimes against
fellow humans, including the murder of his pregnant lover, and in the final panel, The
Reward of Cruelty, his grisly executed corpse is dissected by medical students while, in a
wry bit of poetic justice, a dog feeds on his discarded heart. The moral of the story,
painfully clear in both the imploring verses and the sickening juxtaposed images, is that
unchecked “Crime to Crime succeeds” until “What Int’rest springs from barb’rous deeds”
is merely “dire disgrace” and a “Monument of Shame.”

In the United States in their first few decades, for a young man to indulge in gander
pulling boded poorly for the sustainability of democracy. The notion that a childhood
predilection for cruelty towards animals might betoken moral corruption within the body
politic of the young republic was supported by sentiments such as these from English
philosopher John Locke, whose 1693 Some Thoughts Concerning Education was a pivotal

childrearing manual in the nation’s foundational stages: “For the custom of tormenting and

killing of beasts, will, by degrees, harden their minds even towards men; and they who
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delight in the suffering and destruction of inferior creatures, will not be apt to be very

compassionate, or benign to those of their own kind” (90-1). Locke’s ideas about self-
discipline were foundational in the formation of a government of the people, where
democratic consent of the governed radiated outward from one’s control over his own
impulses, a self-regulating discipline passed on firmly but compassionately from father to
son. The need for young masters—and Locke’s treatise was deliberately concerned only
with the education of boys—to learn how to master themselves as they would their
subordinates without succumbing to moral weakness and its ensuing thirst for tyranny was
evident in other contemporaneous commentaries on the consequences of the cruel usage of
dependents, as seen in Thomas Jefferson’s 1785 Notes on the State of Virginia:

There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on the manners of our people

produced by the existence of slavery among us. The whole commerce

between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most boisterous

passions, the most unremitting despotism on the one part, and degrading

submissions on the other. Our children see this, and learn to imitate it; for

man is an imitative animal.... The parent storms, the child looks on, catches

the lineaments of wrath, puts on the same airs in the circle of smaller slaves,

gives a loose to the worst of his passions, and thus nursed, educated, and

daily exercised in tyranny, cannot but be stamped by it with odious

particularities. (172-3)
Temperate anticruelty was a gift to oneself and one’s progeny—not only the continued
salvation of one’s soul, but also the guarantee of a self-sustaining, civic-minded republic
to safeguard the continued interests and equality of all propertied, white males. Cruelty, as
vividly exemplified by blood sports, jeopardized future generations.

The moral imperative to uplift society by first mastering the immature whims of

the individual overlapped with the growing temperance movement, the Second Great

Awakening, and what was already by the 1830s an anxiety over the imminent demise of
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America’s pastoral promise. In a series of five landscape paintings from 1833 to 1836,

collectively entitled The Course of Empire, New York artist Thomas Cole tells a visual
narrative not unlike Hogarth’s Stages of Cruelty, depicting America’s rise and inevitable
fall from The Savage State of aboriginal wildness to pastoral harmony, decadent imperial
civilization, the violent Destruction of rape and war, and the eventual Desolation of
crumbled ruins overtaken by a depopulated land. Viewers of Cole’s cynical sequence of
paintings debated whether the United States was already succumbing to the moral
degradation of its citizenry and if this decay was due to Southwestern electoral policies that
extended the franchise to white males with less education, property, and prestige than was
customary, as personified by Tennessee Democrat Andrew Jackson and his presidential
victory over John Quincy Adams in 1828. With the rise of Jacksonian Democracy, the
“early national ideology” of “a republican government by statesman chosen by an
instructed, enlightened people” was already on the wane (Baym 19). Cole was a born
Englishman, however, and thus he could be dismissed as a villainous foil to the hallmark
of the era of Jacksonian Democracy: the iconic frontiersman, whose wholesome,
unpretentious physicality injected much-needed virility into the stagnant customs inherited
from Europe.

Gander pulling was snatched from its initial slide into obscurity beginning with the
publication of two similar, politically themed narratives in 1832 and 1833, and this
resurrection may have been part of a larger reckoning with England’s moral influence as
the United Kingdom moved to abolish slavery, an act finalized in 1833. The Kentucky
account from 1818, mentioned above as one of very few sources that mention gander

pulling from 1800-1830, is Englishman Henry Bradshaw Fearon’s Sketches of America. A
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Narrative of a Journey of Five Thousand Miles through the Eastern and Western States of

America; Contained in Eight Reports Addressed to the Thirty-Nine English Families by
whom the Author was Deputed, in June 1817, to Ascertain Whether Any, And What Part of
the United States Would Be Suitable for Their Residence, the report of a fact-finding
mission about where respectable English emigrants might relocate to in America. Having
witnessed slavery, gander pulling, uncouth manners, and other unpleasant scenes, Fearon
concludes that the answer is nowhere. His report would later be used as evidence in an
antidisestablishmentarian pamphlet about the ill effects of not having a national church.
Fearon’s denunciation of American cruelty, ignorance, and filthiness anticipates another,
more famous guidebook by an English traveler to America: Frances Milton Trollope’s
1832 Domestic Manners of the Americans, a searing and controversial indictment of
American customs, including slavery.

Although Trollope makes no reference to gander pulling in Domestic Manners, a
sarcastic rejoinder to her comprises the punchline of a lighthearted August 1832 feature in
American Turf Register and Sporting Magazine about a gander pulling in Mobile,
Alabama. The final nod to Mrs. Trollope suggests the whole joke-riddled piece has been a
deliberate attempt to offend refined European sensibilities with the crudest that America
has to offer. As befitting inclusion in a sporting magazine, the brief feature is presented as
a description of the game’s regulations, but a preponderance of italics and scare quotes,
compounded with oddly oratorical allusions to Macbeth and Byron’s Childe Harold's
Pilgrimage and repeated comparisons to “some politicians” who “stoop past recovery, as
some men do from the line of principle, in search of office,” suggests a resonant political

subtext. A peculiar usage of the verb “nullified” early in the text hints at the Nullification
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Crisis of 1832, in which South Carolina claimed it was a state’s right to nullify federal

tariffs and laws with which it did not agree. South Carolina had previously attempted
nullification in 1822, when a federal judge ruled that the nation’s treaties with the United
Kingdom superseded the state’s passage of the Negro Seaman Act, which would have
imprisoned free black sailors on British ships while they conducted business in the port at
Charleston; in that first incident, South Carolina had succeeded in ignoring the judge’s
order without any federal reprisals. President Andrew Jackson would write on May 1, 1833,
as the second nullification crisis was resolved in favor of the federal tariff, that “the tariff
was only a pretext, and disunion and Southern confederacy the real object. The next pretext
will be the negro, or slavery question” (qtd. Abbott 453). South Carolina’s ultimate
nullification would of course occur with secession on December 20, 1860, with the
protection of slavery as the primary motivation. The right of Southern states to defend
slavery against federal and international intrusion therefore seems to be the coded subtext
of this joking description of gander pulling from late 1832. Gander pulling in this strange
anecdote, however, is its own “peculiar institution” of the South, undoubtedly “no fun for
the gander!” and seemingly embraced precisely for its ability to offend.

Although it may never be clear if there was any direct relation between the two, the
American Turf Register article bears several similarities to what would become by far the
most popular gander pulling narrative, Augustus Baldwin Longstreet’s “The Gander
Pulling,”" which was first published in 1833 in his newspaper, the Milledgeville Southern
Recorder. | contend that the popularity of this story revived interest in the blood sport, even
though Longstreet deliberately frames it as an allegorical thing of the past. In its recounting

of four vying townships and the champion rider chosen to represent each one, “The Gander
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Pulling” explicitly allegorizes the nullification crisis. According to Kenneth Silverman,

what seems most important to Longstreet is that the gander pulling contest “is held on the
point midway between” four “symbolic towns” representing various degrees of explicitly
stated federalist or states’ rights doctrines (548). Silverman writes, “Thus unionism and
sectionalism are the ideological setting for the contest, whose prize, the gander, plainly
represents the plantation system” (548). The riders of the tournament likewise represent
political types rather than genuine people, with the winner, Fat John Fulger, symbolizing
“the lubber-lander, the lazy, clay-eating poor white,” who, according to Silverman,
represents the southern ideal’s ultimate decay from within rather than at the expense of
northern interests or western expansion, both allegorized as losing contestants (549). Kurt
Albert Mayer notes that the story “teems with catch-phrases of political doctrine of the
day—-<single body,” ‘public welfare,” ‘Social Compact,” ‘separate bodies,” ‘private
welfare’—all italicized so as to make sure that the reader will not miss the point, and
capped with the assertion that in due course one of the towns ‘was literally nullified*” (106).

Tellingly, “The Gander Pulling” is emphatic about removing the action to 1798,
four decades prior and in a previous century, a displacement which may have worked to
emphasize that the issues at stake had their origin in the earliest days of the Constitution
yet which also corroborates the idea that gander pulling was a bygone institution by the
time of Longstreet’s writing. To accentuate the passage of time, he gives the reader precise
geographical instructions for locating the place where the action once occurred, citing the
demise of two small villages, the rise of industrial civilization, and “the great fire” of 1829
as moments of upheaval that have rendered that setting a place outside of time,

unrecognizable to the citizen of today’s flourishing Augusta (98-99). Although sketches he
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would later write about subjects such as horse racing were typically set as recently as “a

few evenings ago” (56), Longstreet situates his story about gander pulling in the “good old
days,” suggesting a certain archaism in the act (62). In an interview, Longstreet illuminates
the thematic device that framed his literary endeavors, writing, “I have chosen the first fifty
years of our republic in the course of which short space of time the society of the Southern
States underwent almost an entire revolution, and at this date hardly a trace of the society
of the first thirty years is to be found” (Fitzgerald 165). Just as the American Turf Register
had begun with the reporter’s bedevilment over the meaning of the phrase “gander pulling,”
in “The Gander Pulling” Longstreet deliberately revived a largely forgotten practice so as
to symbolize a heated contest over the destiny of Southern society.

Longstreet’s continued reputation rests on his short story collection that includes
“The Gander Pulling”: Georgia Scenes, Incidents, &c., in the First Half Century of the
Republic, which he published in 1835. The 3,950 books of the first edition sold quickly,
leading to a second New York edition in 1840 that was so popular it was reprinted every
year until 1860 and then about once every four years from 1870 to 1897 (Wegmann 23).
The nullification crisis soon passed—and not with the outcome that Longstreet would have
preferred—yet the story persisted in the American imagination despite being so heavily
laden with the political commentary of such a specific moment. “The Gander Pulling”
occasionally appeared as leisure reading in newspapers such as the Wilmington Journal of
North Carolina in 1847, the Saint Mary’s Beacon of Maryland in 1902, and the Yorkville
Enquirer of South Carolina in 1906.

The vividness and sheer strangeness of the sport at its center surely kept the story

interesting for many readers even as the bulk of its intended meaning slipped into oblivion.
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The vibrancy of Longstreet’s animal characters likely also kept the story fresh. The victims

of “The Gander Pulling,” which include not only the gander but his “wife,” whose body is
reduced to grease so that her husband’s neck might be made more slippery for the game,
are afforded by Longstreet a rare degree of compassion that is worth quoting in full:

The devoted gander was now produced; and Mr. Prator, having first tied his
feet together with a strong cord, proceeded to the neck-greasing. Abhorrent
as it may be to all who respect the tenderer relations of life, Mrs. Prator had
actually prepared a gourd of goose-grease for this very purpose. For myself,
when I saw Ned dip his hands into the grease, and commence stroking down
the feathers from breast to head, my thoughts took a melancholy turn. They
dwelt in sadness upon the many conjugal felicities which had probably been
shared between the greasess and the greasee. | could see him as he stood by
her side, through many a chilly day and cheerless night, when she was
warming into life the offspring of their mutual loves, and repelled, with
chivalrous spirit, every invasion of the consecrated spot which she had
selected for her incubation. I could see him moving with patriarchal dignity
by the side of his loved one, at the head of a smiling, prattling group, the
rich reward of their mutual care, to the luxuries of the meadow or to the
recreations of the pool. And now, alas! an extract from the smoking sacrifice
of his bosom friend was desecrated to the unholy purpose of making his
neck "a fit object” for Cruelty to reach "her quick, unerring fingers at." Ye
friends of the sacred tie! judge what were my feelings when, in the midst of
these reflections, the voice of James Prator thundered on mine ear, "Darn
his old dodging soul; brother Ned! grease his neck till a fly can't light on
it" (100-1)

If this extended description “plainly represents the plantation system” whose future is at
stake in the battle over states’ rights, as Silverman perhaps rightly insists (548), then not
too much credit should be given to Longstreet for seeking to dignify animal victims. It
could be reasoned that the narrator’s melancholy reflections are meant to be bathetic, the
absurd degree of anthropomorphism bestowed on two silly gooses representative of his
oversensitive and impractical misreading of rural life. Yet the narrator’s “melancholy” over
the sacrilegious end to this devoted family’s lives, as one protective mother is sacrificed so

as to make the husband’s body a fitter source of amusement at the rough hands of a
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swearing, half-illiterate bumpkin, is one of the most vivid and memorable moments in a

story otherwise bogged down by political jargon. Longstreet’s political symbolism is
difficult to track—the gander himself is the patriarchal planation system, not a slave, and
gander pulling, a contest over who has a right to the plantation system (which will itself
destroy that system?), is a good thing, though unfortunately it has been seized by low
elements. Ultimately, in this story and the others in his collection, Longstreet’s worldview
seems to have been ordered by what Mayer deems a “patrician disdain” for the “world gone
under,” in which he clings to a “prescriptive ordering of Augustan ideals” while yearning
for “a prelapsarian pastoral” (110). His view of uneducated folk customs like gander
pulling is thus largely cynical, although Scott Romine counterargues that Longstreet’s
intention was to instead “elide the social distance between [the classes]... in an effort to
negotiate consensual participation in a common social field” (3). While this seems a
dubious takeaway from Longstreet’s nuanced allegory, it is certainly true of later
appropriations of Longstreet’s revived sport, and it is no wonder that these later imitators
abandoned Longstreet’s complicated political framework in favor of simpler, more
amusing aims.

Perhaps a driving force in the popularity of “The Gander Pulling” came when
Georgia Scenes was anonymously reviewed by Edgar Allan Poe in the Southern Literary
Messenger of March 1836. “The Gander Pulling” receives a lengthy paragraph of glowing
praise in which the tedious political content goes unmentioned in favor of a detailed
description of how to arrange the sport. Traveling northward, in July 1836, Atkinson’s
Casket, a Philadelphia periodical, lifted Poe’s instructional paragraph without context into

its miscellany. The diction, phrasing, and pacing of this paragraph, which may have been
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reprinted elsewhere as well, seem to have next supplied the Nova Scotian judge Thomas

Chandler Haliburton with a bit of plagiarism for his bestselling novel The Attaché; or, Sam
Slick in England (1843), which is prefaced by the narrator’s confession that “[w]hether the
following story of the gander pulling was a fancy sketch of the Attaché, or a narrative of
facts, I had no means of ascertaining” (59). Although this depiction of gander pulling was
probably only the result of several transmissions of literary retellings, John Russell Bartlett
in his Dictionary of Americanisms of 1848 nevertheless defines “gander-pulling” simply
as “[a] brutal species of amusement practised in Nova Scotia,” citing Sam Slick as evidence
(59). Already the sport’s propagative life in the literary realm had begun to blur some of
the clearer distinctions between its existence as an actual practice and its more widespread
life as a multifaceted symbol in the collective imagination of North America.

Although my research has uncovered only five references to American gander
pulling or goose riding in the forty years prior to publication of Georgia Scenes, after 1835
the sources pour in, many of them clearly modeled after Longstreet’s story and Poe’s
review: six sources from 1835-1837, twelve in the 1840s, twenty-one in the 1850s, and an
additional fifty-seven from 1865-1919. While an increase in cheap print production and
stabler archiving practices may account for some of this trend, it seems likely that
Longstreet’s Georgia Scenes played a significant role, a view further supported by gander
pulling’s metonymic relationship with Georgia. Georgia is by far the most frequent setting
of purely fictional narratives, occurring in nine distinct narratives that | have studied even
though the actual evidence of gander pulling advertisements suggests the sport was more
predominant in the Carolinas. For instance, a farcical column of “Original

Correspondence” to editor James Gordon Bennett of the New York Morning Herald of June
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24, 1837, containing letters to the editor presumably written by Bennett himself in the

voices of regional stereotypes, contains a letter from an “Edw. Bucket, Jr.” of
“Hollewagus” in the “Georgia Settlement” inviting the editor to a Fourth of July gander
pulling.’® By 1851, the sport’s association with Georgia was so ingrained in popular
imagination that William Gilmore Simms in The Tennessean’s Story used gander pulling
as an exemplar of the unique backwardness of Georgian character as set against the more
refined sensibilities of the rest of the South. That the sport was practiced also in the
narrator’s Tennessee and more prominently in Simms’s South Carolina is ignored.

As the sport’s popularity as comical literary material spread through books and
newspaper reprints, it is reasonable to assume that the texts themselves propagated real-
life instantiations of the sport. One news report suggests just this. According to an article
originally published in the Jackson County Herald and reprinted in the Anderson
Intelligencer on March 13, 1884, the unexpected arrival of “a very respectable company of
fantastics” one morning in the town square resulted in a day of impromptu amusements.
After five hours of spectacular horsemanship, “some one suggested the day’s sport would
be wound up with an old-fashioned ‘gander pulling.” Every one has doubtless read in
‘Georgia Scenes’ of the manner in which the first settlers of Georgia amused themselves
in this rather barbarous sport, and at this time but few of the oldest inhabitants can
remember having been at a gander pulling.” Would the amused crowd have been interested

in seeing this “old-fashioned” sport enacted before them if not for the pervasive popularity

10 That gander pulling should be included as a synecdoche of backwards Georgian culture in a New York
newspaper is ironic given the sport’s American origins in New Amsterdam.
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of Longstreet’s sketch? Would they have known how to organize the sport if not for the

explicit detail of Longstreet’s story and its many fascinated imitators?

In the postbellum years, a sport formerly critiqued as an indulgence of a cruel,
slaveholding aristocracy could be easily repurposed as a unifying and reinvigorating force
in the national spirit. This may be in part due to abolitionists writers’ own reluctance to
regard the gander’s suffering as a serious issue in its own right, instead hollowing out his
body as a metaphorical vessel to be filled with the author’s agenda. Even the author of the
Vermont Watchman article cited above, for instance, indulged in humor at the gander’s
expense, mockingly referring to him as “his anserine majesty” among other ludicrous
epithets. Of course, as Gail Bederman documents, northerners were no less willing to
condone and even indulge in that other cruel “amusement” of the postbellum white
American South, lynching. The desire for national healing, at least among the white
populace, often trumped the antiracist initiatives of Reconstruction, and this theme surfaces
in gander pulling narratives, salvaging the sport as a colorful element of the country’s
unique culture. In Fred Mather’s autobiographical In the Louisiana Lowlands: A Sketch of
Plantation Life, Fishing and Camping Just after the Civil War, and Other Tales (1900),
the sport heals the divide between North and South. One theme of Mather’s story is the
peaceful resolution of the tension between himself, a teetotaling “Yank,” and a drunken
“Reb” who is convinced that Mather is the man who fired the bullet that cost him his leg.
The carnival atmosphere convinces Mather to imbibe, and as he succumbs to the spirit of
revelry, he wins over a crowd of men who had previously been his battlefield enemies
(233-42). In Mather’s telling, gander pulling is a Southern tradition over which all men can

bond, including the African American man responsible for greasing the geese. Although a
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brief flash of racist malice from a whip-brandishing participant towards some of the

browbeaten African American spectators gives Mather pause, the overall tone of the story
is such that convivial pastimes in the public sphere will have the power to heal (for male
citizens, at least) all national wounds.

The tonic nature of gander pulling as a promoter of national strength and virility
was further supported in the postbellum years by pseudoscientific extrapolations of
Darwinian thought, which lent an aura of scientific authority to the idea that masculine
power is best preserved and displayed through violence. Ironically, as animal protection
societies first flourished concurrent with the post-Darwinian realization that the rest of the
animal kingdom might bear similarities to humanity rather than being mere soulless
automata, this same evolutionary discourse broadened justification for violence against
animals. The idea that there exists a continuity between humans and other animals
encouraged some to see humans as justified in fulfilling their natural, violent, and morally
neutral role in the cycle of life. Lions kill sheep without remorse or sin, the story goes, so
why should humans deny their animal impulses and exhibit a restraint not found among
other species? An interstitial reverie within Mather’s account of the gander pulling serves
solely to endorse this very idea, as a meditative sojourn into deceptively tranquil woods
leads him to witness a hawk seizing “a half-grown rabbit whose piteous cries turned my
thoughts into another channel. Nature had shown her beautiful, holiday side, and at once
turned to show how pitiless and unrelenting are her laws! Hawks are hungry, rabbits are
good food; and so the train of thought led to man and the fact that ganders are good food,

and so to dinner” (228).
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The popularization of a simplified version of Darwinism birthed many new

pseudoscientific theories, among them a political framework which encouraged violent,
primal recreations as a preventative to the degenerate effeminacy of excess civilized
refinement. Such themes appear in numerous writings about blood sports. “The Innate
Love of Sport,” an anonymous editorial published on July 2, 1859, that seems to have been
written as a mission statement for the Spirit of the Times, surmises that “the foundation of
the human character is destructiveness,” that “this evil propensity... can never be
destroyed,” and that “the love of what is termed sport is so general” because “the people at
large have but little taste for harmless recreations, approaching necessarily toward the
barbarous standard.” Such remarks are made with no air of satire or moral judgment. Here,
gander pulling is listed alongside baseball, wrestling, rat catching, dog and cock fighting,
and “even the ambition of the school-girl to jump the rope longer than her companion™ as
“continual examples” of “so many unsuppressed and determined sentiments of the
lingering savage, that the gospel and all the moral instructions of ten thousand pulpits, at
work for centuries, have failed to more than modify and keep within the bounds necessary
for self-preservation.” To indulge in sport thus is to deny the feeble efforts “of centuries of
enlightenment” in favor of the truly admirable core of human nature: a bloody desire to
conquer and destroy, which “is more admired than the inventor, the scholar, artist, or
statesman.” According to this writer, gander pulling is simply an instinctive indulgence in
the thirst for bloodshed that has always been the primary motivation of all humankind, and
something of no substantial difference from jumping rope. To admonish humanity’s drive
for bloodshed and competition would be to ignore the natural order, and, even worse—to

take a step towards the overcivilized emasculation that foretells the doom of a society.
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Such normalization of cruelty is seen in the comical illustrations (Illustration 3)

that accompany the Fourth of July schedule published in the Wood River Times of Hailey,
Idaho, on July 2, 1888, a celebration which included a gander pulling. The accompanying
text, beneath the headline “FOR OUR BOYS,” notes that the local boys are too
“remarkably well-behaved” and thus not “very proficient in deviltry,” requiring guidance
on how to “make things lively.” Although gander pulling is not depicted in any of the seven
illustrated panels, one devilishly grinning boy with an arched brow points a pitchfork at
two sweating cats who have been tied by their rear paws to a clothesline while another
crowd of jubilant boys fire a cannon pointblank at a terrified canine. These illustrations, a
flagrant subversion of Hogarth’s Stages of Cruelty, follow the tropes of the popular “bad
boy” genre inaugurated by authors such as Thomas Bailey Aldrich in The Story of a Bad
Boy (1870) and Mark Twain in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), literary works which
sought to rescue and validate the wildness of middle-class American boyhood from the
putatively feminizing influences of modern American civilization. As Glenn Hendler
demonstrates in Public Sentiments, these books illustrated how even a boy who indulged
in the most rapacious and ferocious of his savage, uncivilized impulses could eventually
refashion himself into a respectable judge, editor, or statesman. Violence and mischief were
not symptoms of degradation nor anathema to mature civilization but rather a healthy and
productive part of its development. The gander pulling held “at intervals during the whole
day, for prizes” in Hailey in 1888 was therefore not a sign of a backsliding into barbarity
but rather proof that the otherwise “remarkably well-behaved” boys of the “respected

paternal parents” of the town did not need to be in an unhealthy denial of their natural male
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Illustration 3. The “remarkably well-behaved” boys
of Hailey, ldaho. From the Wood River Times, July 2,
1888.
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instincts. To step too far from barbarity toward civilization would be to render that

civilization overly feminized and thus impotent.

Although the defense of blood sport was vocal in the late nineteenth century, one
must not forget that the same pseudoscientific premises led others to moral conclusions of
an opposite nature. American anthropologist Simon J. Bronner in his work on late-
twentieth-century pigeon shoots resists the idea of singular readings of cultural texts.
Rather, Bronner theorizes the existence of a “semiotic layering... in contested traditions
where conflict arises over the symbolic meanings perceived in, and communicated through,
intensified folk events” (414). While examining the same event and drawing upon the same
terminology and dichotomies, observers and participants assume oppositional stances, and
with blood sports in the nineteenth century, the contested meaning was the proper balance
along the human-animal and savage—civilized boundary lines.

Such oppositional readings can be found in the newspapers of the era. On
September 16, 1892, a writer for the Semi-Weekly Interior Journal—the same Stanford,
Kentucky, newspaper that was the source of the ambivalent news report that began this
chapter—observed that “an old time goose pull” had been scheduled in Casey County,
some seventeen miles south. “Is that old time cruelty which has been done away with for
70 or 80 years on account of its being a relic of a barbarous age, to be re-instated and that
too within the shadow of Janie Wash Institute?” the writer implored. The Janie Wash
Institute had been built that year to provide higher learning to the area, and one subsection
of the school’s mission statement expounds this thesis: “Man has two natures—animal and
spiritual.” The founders insisted, “The animal nature needs food and clothing, but the

essential feature for schools to notice is the curbing of those animal appetites and passions
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which so often blast and ruin the hopes of youth forever.... It is our aim... to lift [the

spiritual nature] nearer to God, while endeavoring to change, curb, or totally prohibit the
indulgence of the lower desires, appetites, or passions” (Watkins, ed.) The author of the
Interior Journal editorial, observing the county’s youth a few months after the school’s
incorporation, must have thought the founders had their work cut out for them.

Given the tendency of historians of the animal welfare movement to characterize
the early rise of organizations like the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals as an outburst of Progressivism that was confined to middle class, white, and
predominantly female activists in Northeast urban centers like Boston, bearing little
influence on the nonwhite, working class, and rural inhabitants of the broader United States
(cf. e.g. Pearson 6-8, Beers 51-2), it is interesting and perhaps encouraging to note the
preponderance of editorials condemning gander pulling in local newspapers from rural
counties where the sport was actually practiced. Such editorials are free of the regionalist
condescension sometimes found in Northern newspapers condemning the sport in the
antebellum years, and thus their message is more attuned to actually admonishing the sport
in an effective way. The Daily Phoenix of Columbia, South Carolina, for instance,
published a lengthy poem on November 11, 1870, condemning the “enormity” of a recent
gander pulling by likening the martyred goose to Christ and suggesting that gander pullers
risked damnation. On January 6, 1885, the Watchman and Southron of Sumter County,
South Carolina, which the Library of Congress deems to have been a “reliably
conservative” paper with Confederate sympathies, nevertheless compared a “most brutal”
gander pulling held on Christmas with a destructive dynamite explosion that happened in

town the same day and concluded that such cruel recreation “deserves the reprehension of
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all.” The South Carolinian Yorkville Enquirer on December 4, 1901, likewise sympathized

with the “helpless creature[s]” killed that Thanksgiving by a group of young men, coaching
readers in their legal right and responsibility to intervene should they ever witness such
“torture” themselves.

Although both critical and amused accounts of gander pulling coexist from the
beginning until the end of the historical archive, texts which urge the reader to empathize
with the birds occur more frequently in the final decades, and it is reasonable to assume
that the visibility extended to the sport by its exposure in popular narratives precipitated
this transition. From its earliest iterations, the gander pulling narrative was framed by its
authors as an attempt to describe to readers a curious practice they had probably never
heard of before. Meticulous details helped to paint this ludicrous picture as well as
vouchsafe the authenticity of what might otherwise have seemed like a rural version of an
urban legend. This elaboration of details extended to describing the gander, the centerpiece
of the show, even in accounts with no ostensible interest in evoking reader sympathy. For
instance, “A Gander Pulling at ‘Old Man Hinkle’s,”” which ran in the Spirit of the Times
in late 1846 under the heading “Scraps from the Notebook of a Missouri Lawyer,”
meticulously dwells on the torturous plucking of the gander’s neck, his failed attempt to
escape his persecutor’s grasp, and the possibility that he may have witnessed one of his
companions be victimized in the past and may therefore possess a terrible awareness of his
oncoming doom. All this is written in a spirit of lighthearted good humor, though it is easy
to imagine how readers trained in the empathic reading practices of midcentury
sentimentalism would find it difficult to be nonjudgmental about such descriptions, so that

when the sport made its first appearance in the rural settlement of Washington Corners,
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California, half a century later, as initially reported by the San Francisco Chronicle and

later reprinted in the Weekly Expositor on November 24, 1893, a similar detail could be
rendered in undeniably commiserative terms: “The neck of the bird had been stripped of
feathers and well covered with soft soap. The soap seemed to sting and torture the poor
bird terribly. It was continually frantically plucking at its neck and breast with its beak.”
The exposure granted to gander pulling by humorous narratives may have allowed the sport
to propagate when it might have otherwise been forgotten, but the narratives also helped to
expose the cruelty at its core.

Of the more than one hundred gander pulling documents I have analyzed, only two
do not end with the death of at least one goose!!, yet the most significant of these accounts
still grapples with the propriety and perhaps necessity of violence in American society.
Mary Noailles Murfree’s regionalist novel The Prophet of the Great Smoky Mountains,
published in Boston in 1885 under the pseudonym Charles Egbert Craddock, depicts the
standoff between Appalachian local authority and an outsider sheriff seeking to enforce
state and federal laws. Murfree’s tone depicts the morality of the mountain men as degraded
and estranged from the national character, and this conflict is especially visible during a
gander pulling that doubles as a political campaign rally (Craddock 103). Murfree details
the aggressive masculinity of the blacksmith who decides that playing the role of a horse
whipper will give him the greatest “element of domination” even though “it cost him a

pang to forgo the competition in which he felt himself an assured victor” (107). For a few

11 One of these survivors is featured in “A Gander-Pulling in Florida,” a factual account reprinted in various
newspapers such as the Saint Paul Daily Globe of February 19, 1888. That amused report, in which
“everybody laughed until they cried,” ends with the shocking (as far as gander pulling narratives go) news
that “[t]he poor old gander was taken down and sent home as well as usual, from all appearances” (7).
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pages, the gander becomes the central character of the narrative, and Murfree bestows full

empathetic interiority on him: “Aghast at his disagreeable situation, his wild eyes stared
about; his great wings flapped drearily; his long neck protruded with its peculiar motion,
unaware of the clutch it invited. What a pity so funny a thing can suffer!” (107). Murfree
calls attention to the humor that so many spectators saw in this situation, but rather than
partaking in the laughter, she continually reinforces the gander’s panic at the center of the
“wide-eyed, wide-mouthed delight” of the “gaping crowd,” directly contrasting “the
screams of the delighted spectators mingled with the shrieks of the gander” (107-8).
Although “the hurrahing settlement could not remember when it had enjoyed anything so
much” (108), such riotous laughter remains horrifying through the perspective of the
gander: “The gander was in a panic by this time. If ever a fowl of that gender has hysterics,
that gander exhibited the disease. He hissed; he flapped his wings; he squawked; he stared,;
he used every limited power of expression with which nature has gifted him. He was so
funny one could hardly look at him” (109). Murfree’s language reveals ostensible humor
to be revulsive horror.

The stage is set for a gander pulling like dozens of others in which the tortured bird
eventually dies until Parson Kelsey, the “prophet” of the title, arrives on the scene. “I’'m a-
goin’ ter take this hyar critter down,” the prophet announces:

The pains o’ the beastis he hev made teches the Lord in heaven; fur he marks

the sparrow’s fall, an’ minds himself o’ the pitiful o’ yearth... The spark o’

life in this fow-el air kindled ez fraish ez yourn, --fur hevin’ a soul, ye don’t

generally prove it; an hevin’ no soul ter save, this gaynder hain’t yearned

the torments o’ hell, an’ I ‘m a-goin’ ter take the critter down. (110)

His rationale prefigures an argument made by Andrew Linzey in Christianity and the

Rights of Animals: “If, for an animal, this life is all that he can have, the moral gravity of
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any premature termination is thereby increased rather than lessened” (qtd. Luke 10). Parson

Kelsey’s religious argument, however, proves ineffective. Murfree writes, “This objection
to the time-honored sport hardly seemed less eccentric than an exhibition of insanity. To
apply a dignified axiom of humanity to that fluttering, long suffering tumult of anguish
familiarly known as the ‘gaynder’ was regarded as ludicrously inappropriate. To refer to
the Lord and the typical sparrow in this connection seemed almost blasphemy” (110-1).
Although the crowd is at first cowed with reverence for their preacher, the blacksmith
applies his whip to the parson’s horse, eliciting laughter and a prompt resumption of the
game. The parson soon returns, however, and pulling a gun upon the blacksmith, secures
enough authority to rescue the bird: “The sport ended in great disaffection and a surly
spirit” (113). With his persistence to do what he believed to be right, his ability to go against
the groupthink surrounding a popular activity, and his willingness to threaten violent
resistance in the face of opposition, Parson Kelsey stands alone as the only person in the
recorded history of gander pulling who actually saved a gander. Nevertheless, his need to
back his nonviolent resistance in the name of pacificism with the threat of violent reprisal—
the pulling of the gun—causes him moral anguish. Murfree writes, “The prophet, too, was
perturbed and out of sorts. The sustaining grace of feeling a martyr was lacking in the event
of to-day, in which he himself had wielded the coercive hand” (114). Murfree disquietingly
suggests that even in the pursuit of compassion, violence may be a prerequisite to authority.

In the early nineteenth century, Americans had looked back on gander pulling as
something that deserved to remain merely a relic of the barbarous past, yet Longstreet’s
popular tale, which mined the practice only for its historical and allegorical possibilities,

fathered a minor comic genre which repackaged the sport’s convivial appeal and likely
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revived interest in the sport itself, so that by the early twentieth century, those reminiscing

about the sport saw its bygone and primitive nature tinted by a rosy hue of nostalgia. In his
analysis of 238 New York Times articles about pigeon shoots, another bird-related
American blood sport, Bronner observes that public debate reached a peak twice: at the
turn of each century. He writes, “As fin-de-siecle periods, they engendered reflection and
heated public debate on society’s future directions, as well as on the status of traditions
threatened by what was widely perceived as an accelerating rate of change, especially as
the new millennium approached” (423). Similar reflection is present not only in the few
gander pulling texts dating from the turn of the eighteenth into the nineteenth century but
also in those from the dawn of the twentieth. At least ten narratives from the late nineteenth
century refer to the sport using the nostalgic and affectionate language of its good “old
fashioned” or “old-time” nature. For example, a “J.B.A.”, writing about “Sports that are no
Longer in Vogue” for the Fort Mill Times of South Carolina on December 5, 1900, notes
that gander pulling “is now looked upon (by the aesthetic) as a barbarous pastime, tending
only to cruelty, vitiating what otherwise would be a refined taste and should not be
countenanced by good people.”

The last evidence | have of a real gander pulling having been conducted in the
United States was at the Tennessee State Fair of September 29 to October 4, 1913, when a
“Big Gander Pulling Contest” was billed as a main attraction in an advertisement found in
the Nashville Globe edition of September 26, 1913. This event may have been a modified,

less brutal version of the activity than was typically practiced, however.'? It is likely the

2 The February 9, 1919 edition of The Sun, reporting from Sewanee, Tennessee, describes the “Gander
Tourney Mountaineer Sport” sometimes practiced “[i]n the Southern Appalachian Mountains here and there”
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illegal practice continued without public broadcast into the twentieth century. Written

accounts likewise dropped off throughout the twentieth century, with occasional sketches
framed as the distant reminiscences of elderly men appearing as late as 1955 in John A.
Parris’s journalistic Roaming the Mountains, and more recent textual appearances of the
last half century occurring only infrequently in academic books about animal cruelty or
frontier history.

It would be comforting to believe that the rise of animal welfare discourse in the
United States following Henry Bergh’s formation of the ASPCA in 1866 consigned blood
sports like gander pulling to the rubbish heap of history along with antiquated practices
such as bearbaiting. | could find no documentation of any gander pulling in the United
States in the past hundred years, yet a query on Google News about “cockfighting” yielded
a result from two days prior to this writing. Peter Salter for the Lincoln-Journal Star notes
that an unspecified “portion” of the 186 roosters and breeding hens seized in a raid in Cass
County on November 24, 2018, had to be euthanized by the Nebraska Humane Society
since, according to vice president of field operation Mark Langan, their aggressiveness
makes it “very difficult for humans to deal with a cockfighting bird.” One need not read
about NFL quarterback Michael Vick’s involvement in the Bad Newz Kennels
underground dogfighting ring in Surry County, Virginia, to find evidence of twenty-first-

century American blood sports—a glance at the scarred, traumatized pit bulls sure to be

as being the “[c]apture of [a 1]ive [b]ird” in vague details suggesting something slightly less lethal than the
game described in most older texts—something akin to grabbing a skittering gander from the ground while
on horseback and hoisting it high above one’s triumphant head.
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seen during a visit to any local shelter will suffice. Blood sports persist in the United States

and yet gander pulling does not. Why?

The likeliest answer may be disappointing. Gander pulling was, first and foremost,
a sport about horsemanship. Although this chapter has focused on the sufferings of the
birds, horses were also exploited in these contests, made to be ridden at breakneck speeds
by frustrated riders, repeatedly lashed by men or boys bearing whips that were themselves
made from the leather of dead cows. As Ann Norton Greene writes in Horses at Work:
Harnessing Power in Industrial America, “the advent of the automobile marked a distinct
break with the past and the beginning of the modern world... the first time in history there
was a mechanical alternative to animal power that replicated both its scale and its self-
propelled versatility” (245-6). As horses gave way to horseless carriages, the relevance of
a controversial sport that depended upon skillful horsemanship must have sank quickly into
obscurity. If automobiles could have been integrated into the sport without losing any of
its “fun,” perhaps it would have survived, but the driver of a car does not often get ejected
from his seat and tossed into the mud. The demise of gander pulling in the United States
should be seen foremost as a technological shift.

One of the final newspaper stories about gander pulling was printed in the Evening
Star on December 24, 1910. The writer notes with misguided nostalgia that gander pulling
and other “Old-Time Christmas Customs” have become “nothing more than
reminiscences” due to the dissolution of the Southern plantation system (8). On that same
page, however, an illustrated news story about an event off the coast of Los Angeles heralds
“the best thing that had ever been done in the history of aviation, as it opens a new field

for the sportsman”: “Shooting ducks from an aeroplane bids fair to become a popular sport”
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(Hlustration 4). The innate love of blood sport did not fade; it simply adapted with the

times.

Latham’s Duck Hunt in Airship Latest Sport

Los Angeles, Cal, Dec. 24 —Shooling
ducks from an aeroplane bids fair to
'hoeome a popular form of sport, 1t was
sald by aviators here to-day, as the
result of an exhibition given by Hubert
Latham In his Antolnette machine.

Latham was told that there was a
large quantity of wild ducks at the
Chico hunting grounds, whereupon he
sald:

“Well, we will have some sport. 1

shall get a shoigun®and go out and
hunt them.” Then he secured a gun,
climbed into his machine and went fly-
ing over the Chico preserves. A flock of

ducks flew up. The French aviator
pursued them three miles out to sea,
caught up with the Dbirds, and then,
iquickly aiming his gud, fired and
brought down one duck. o

Upon his return to Dominguez Field
he was congratulated on his successful
trip by Glenn H. Curtlss, who sald that
It was the best thlng that had ever
been done In the history of aviation, as
it opens a new fleld for the sportsman,
and aeroplanes can be constructed which
will be adapted to the sport.

Illustration 4. A vision of the future. From the Evening Star, December 24, 1910.
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The Gander Pulling as Cultural Text

It is in the final analysis precisely the unconscious content of

folklore (as fantasy) which allows it to function as it does, that is, as

a socially sanctioned outlet for the expression of taboo thoughts and

acts.

-Alan J. Dundes,

The Cockfight: A Casebook, 1993
American gander pulling has never been studied in isolation from other communal
pastimes and blood sports. Does meaning speak beneath the surface of such a structured
event, and is that meaning explicit to the spectators and participants? Men (and some
women), often as part of the festivities of a day like Christmas or the Fourth of July,
gathered to have fun according to a precise set of gaming rules and instructions, and in
doing so they relished in the very visible, audible, and deliberately protracted suffering of
a living being. Why build a game around such a specific animal? In firsthand observations
the goose is never given any explicit symbolic value, except in one instance where an
erudite writer alludes to the goose’s legendary status as the “savior of Rome” for having
honkingly alerted sleeping citizens to the presence of Gallic invaders (“Gander Pulling. —
Christmas in the Backwoods™). The gander’s prolonged slaughter was not done out of
necessity or market interest; if his mutilated carcass was ever consumed as meat

afterwards®®, such uses were rarely even implied. Must we simply dismiss the game as

merely one form of “fun” that is now shocking to our more humane sensibilities?

13 A consideration | note in response to a student of mine who suggested that perhaps the game was an
elaborate method for tenderizing the tough meat of the gander. While this is a rational assumption, especially
given the fact that some bullbaiting sports were specifically designed with this culinary purpose in mind, the
fact that gander pulling narratives almost never refer to the gander as meat or a potential meal for the winner
seems to indicate that this possible motivation was not a foremost concern.
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To a callous and bored nineteenth-century sportsman, a goose’s body must have

seemed a perfect object for play. A similar game could have utilized an inanimate object
such as a ball strung from a cord, but the lack of animation would have decreased the skill
required to succeed. The goose’s long, slender neck would have distinguished a clear target
at the head in a manner that would not have quite sufficed with a duck or a chicken. The
gander, as a domesticated animal, would have been more easily subdued than a swan or
perhaps a turkey.!* The head of the goose—the place of its beak and thus the site of its only
line of defense—would have further been a fit target for the increase in difficulty it would
have granted to the game. The bird’s lack of claws and teeth, however, would have put a
natural limit to the possible dangers human participants could expect; this might explain
why “weasel pulling” does not exist in the archive of American sport. When the age of the
gander is sometimes mentioned, in the range of eighteen to twenty years, there is the
implication that the bird was nearing the end of his life and thus his exploitable usefulness
on the farm. An older goose, especially a male one, would have made for a stringy
Christmas dinner. Using his body toward some alternative end would have been in keeping
with Nicole Shukin’s thesis in Animal Capital that the animal body in human society is
“rendered” into as many exploitative uses and meanings as is physically possible; depicting
that body’s demise in an entertaining short story would have added a metaphorical level of
rendering to the many values of goose capital, among them down feathers, eggs, meat,

sport, and pastoral synecdoche. Perhaps the furcula, the forked neckbone at the meeting

14 The historical archive does contain rare references to “turkey grabbing,” most notably in an editorial
cartoon by New Yorker Samuel Ehrhart from Puck magazine dated September 8, 1897. Despite the
illustration, this sport seems to have been infrequently practiced, and when it was, it was likely conducted
differently, with the turkey buried in the ground instead of suspended from the air.
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place of the bird’s clavicles, which would have been straining throughout the pulling, was

later extracted as a “wishbone” to bestow good luck. At the most superficial layer, all of
this may have been the extent of meaning behind why a gander’s body became the specific
target of so much brutal amusement.

Blood sports, which depend upon violence toward non-human animals, have often
been interpreted as generators of masculine power and creative change. Nancy Jay in
Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion, and Paternity argues that the
attempts of men to establish patriarchal control over the right to grant and take life—a right
that otherwise would be vested in women as the natural child bearers—has been the cause
of many animal murders. By choosing to sacrifice an animal in place of a human, the male
priest’s substitution bestows the continuance of life on the human survivor. The rebirth that
is the survival of potential human sacrifice supplants the natural birth from one’s mother.
Jay cites Abraham’s slaughter of a ram instead of his son Isaac (pursuant to divine
command and intervention) as a Judeo-Christian exemplar (102), but such patrilinear
appropriation of the life-giving power through ritualistic killing is not confined to the
religious practices of ancient centuries. Brian Luke applies Jay’s thesis to modern medical
experimentation, where animal “sacrifice” (a euphemism routinely used in vivisection) is
framed as the miracle of saving the doomed lives of human children, placing the power of
life in the hands of (mostly male) doctors, who must dispassionately destroy in order to
prolong creation (129-60). Literary historian Richard Slotkin similarly conjoins destruction

and rebirth in his landmark Regeneration Through Violence, proposing that Americans
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have always initiated progress through bloodshed and environmental conquest.’®

Murdering a goose may be the most patriotic way to celebrate Independence Day according
to that thesis, though it is doubtful any participant ever drew a connection between the
gander’s severed head and the continued prosperity of the nation.

Ritualistic meanings in a religious or superstitious context certainly seem not to
have been a conscious factor in the American practice of the game. Indeed, even in its
native European practice, the ritual subtext, if there ever was in fact such a singular
meaning, seems to have vanished centuries ago. Dutch anthropologist Marjolein Efting
Dijkstra’s investigation into the late-twentieth-century legal battles between animal rights
groups and goose riding clubs ultimately determined that any symbolic meaning bestowed
on the activity was done after the fact, simply as a creative means of legitimizing the
supposedly sacred lineage of the practice. A man she refers to as “the song writer,” the
most enthusiastic champion of the goose riders that she encountered, argues (quite vaguely)
for its historical associations with seasonal change (i.e. migration) and the sacrificial idea
that “death brings new life,” though Efting Dijkstra notes that none of the other goose riders
she interviewed were aware of this sanctifying rationale and that she could find no evidence
of this explanation in her exhaustive search of several centuries of goose riding materials
until the song writer purportedly discovered it in 1984 (146-9). These “constructed”

symbolic meanings “played no significant role whatsoever before 1984 and were only

15 Anyone skeptical about the role of geese in the formation of the United States should recall—as one
example of many—the Tory from New Milford, Connecticut, who on August 8, 1775, was made to carry his
own goose twenty miles, pluck it, and then kneel before the Sons of Liberty for tarring and feathering (Brinton
176). Numerous gander pulling texts likewise note that a gander pulling tournament was a surefire way for
political candidates to draw a large crowd for campaigning purposes (e.g. Craddock 101-3).
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“instrumentalized” so “that they could start to turn the potentially undermining idea of

goose pulling as ‘mere play’ into a positive image of goose pulling as serious ritual” (147).
Did the nineteenth-century pullers, who did not face the same legal pressures to legitimize
their playmaking through sacred history, bestow any deeper meaning on the act at all?

A deeper layer of meaning does seem to have existed in the game’s organization,
and in making this tentative interpretive leap | must draw upon the work of anthropologists
who have studied cockfighting for support. Clifford Geertz, whose 1972 “Deep play: notes
on the Balinese cockfight” is a landmark in the field of ethnology, asserts that “cultural
forms can be treated as texts, as imaginative works built out of social materials” (83) and
thus argues that cockfighting, a central event in the village life of Balinese men despite
being criminalized since the time of Dutch colonization, “provides a metasocial
commentary upon the whole matter of assorting human beings into fixed hierarchical ranks
and then organizing the major part of collective existence around that assortment. Its
function, if you want to call it that, is interpretive; it is a Balinese reading of Balinese
experience; a story they tell themselves about themselves” (82). According to Geertz,
cockfighting provides a medium through which Balinese men can resolve interpersonal,
interfamilial, and intertribal rivalries, lending an air of cosmic, violent, fully-invested
struggle to hierarchies that are otherwise quite stable and predictable:

The cockfight is ‘really real’ only to the cocks—it does not kill anyone,

castrate anyone, reduce anyone to animal status, alter the hierarchical

relations among people, nor refashion the hierarchy; it does not even

[through gambling] redistribute income in any significant way. What it does

is what, for other peoples with other temperaments and other conventions,

Lear and Crime and Punishment do; it catches up these themes—death,

masculinity, rage, pride, loss, beneficence, chance—and, ordering them into

an encompassing structure, presents them in such a way as to throw into
relief a particular view of their essential nature. It puts a construction on
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them, makes them, to those historically positioned to appreciate the
construction, meaningful—visible, tangible, graspable—“real,” in an
ideational sense. An image, fiction, a model, a metaphor, the cockfight is a
means of expression; its function is neither to assuage social passions nor
to heighten them (though, in its play-with-fire way, it does a bit of both),
but, in a medium of feathers, blood, crowds, and money, to display them.

(79)

In a final footnote, Geertz speculates that examining Indonesian society through a
worldview in which cockfighting is a significant social construction helps to make the civil
war, rioting, and mass murder of 1960s Indonesia seem “if no less appalling, less like a
contradiction to the laws of nature” (86), an echo of the means by which many abolitionist
writers used gander pulling descriptions as a focal point for critiquing the careless cruelty
of the slaveholding elite.

In Geertz’s interpretation, what makes the cockfight an especially salient medium
for depicting struggles of manhood is that—despite a deep aversion towards “animalistic”
behavior and towards all animals, including dogs—there exists a “deep psychological
identification of Balinese men with their cocks” (60). Geertz intends this statement in
precisely the manner it sounds, explaining that because the Balinese conceive of “the body
as a set of separately animated parts,” the roosters have come to acquire the status of
“detachable, self-operating penises, ambulant genitals with a life of their own” (60). He
notes that the wordplay between cocks and “cocks” exists just as clearly in Balinese as it
does in English, if not more so.

Using Geertz’s brief remarks on this metaphor as a springboard, American
anthropologist Alan Dundes in 1993 published the cleverly titled “Gallus as Phallus: A

Psychoanalytic Cross-Cultural Consideration of the Cockfight as Fowl Play,” in which he

presents an extensive ream of linguistic, visual, and cultural data elaborating the
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psychological link between cocks and “cocks” not just in Balinese society but in all

societies where cockfighting is practiced. Dundes draws upon the reports of
anthropologists who have studied cockfighting in various global locales, including Garry
Marvin, who noted of Andalusian cockfighting that “[i]t is a totally male-oriented event,
the audience is almost totally male, the birds which fight are male and the virtues which
are extolled are male virtues,” and Ondina Maria Fachel Leal, who observed in Brazil that
“cockfighting is a celebration of masculinity where men, through their cocks, dispute, win,
lose, and reinforce certain attributes chosen as male essence” (qtd. Dundes 249).
Compiling this comparative international data, Dundes argues that the “cockfight
itself cannot be understood without being seen as an exemplar of a more comprehensive
paradigm involving male gladiatorial combat... of which all those games and sports are
essentially variations on one theme. That theme involves an all-male preserve in which one
male demonstrates his virility, his masculinity, at the expense of a male opponent. One
proves one’s maleness by feminizing one’s opponent” (250, emphasis his). Dundes
proposes a “hypothesis that the cockfight is a thinly disguised symbolic homoerotic
masturbatory phallic duel, with the winner emasculating the loser through castration or
feminization” (251). In making this bold claim about a sport still practiced worldwide by
men who are for the most part decidedly anti-homoerotic, Dundes writes:
Since my analysis of the cockfight presumes the existence of an
unconscious element in the participation and enjoyment of cockfighting, |
would hardly expect most cockfighters to be consciously aware of this
element.... It is in the final analysis precisely the unconscious content of
folklore (as fantasy) which allows it to function as it does, that is, as a
socially sanctioned outlet for the expression of taboo thoughts and acts. That

is why making the unconscious content conscious is always intellectually
dangerous and why it inevitably encounters powerful resistance. (241-2)
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Dundes’s hesitation here may have been a presumptive defense against the ire, death

threats, and ridicule that his provocative publications frequently inspired, typically as a
result of his tendency to read (homo)sexual meanings onto practices he observed only from
the outside. Nevertheless, the evidence presented in “Gallus as Phallus” is comprehensive
and broadly supported.®

Like Geertz, | see in gander pulling a site in which the standard hierarchies of manly
status were briefly contested. The tenor that age, ethnicity, class, political persuasion, and
professional stature can give to the construction of masculinity in daily life is challenged
in the narrower confines of the game, where success is dependent on a few variables that
any man can potentially master: the ability to remain stable on a reliable horse, a handgrip
that is strong and determined but also precisely coordinated, and the judgment to know the
difference between when to fully commit oneself to the pull and when to pass. The
combination of these qualities could make the difference between someone whose failure
was unnoteworthy and without shame and someone whose ill-timed eagerness garnered
him a face full of mud and an assault of humiliating jeers. Like Dundes, | see in gander

pulling a deeper layer of masturbatory symbolism, in which the victor’s ability to “get off”

16 A 1978 paper entitled “Into the Endzone for a Touchdown: A Psychoanalytic Consideration of American
Football” presented football as “a ritualized form of homosexual rape,” and its 1985 sequel “The American
Game of ‘Smear the Queer’ and the Homosexual Component of Male Competitive Sport and Warfare”
doubled down on those assertions. The latter article relies on questionable evidence, however, mostly
overplaying the sexual connotations of sports terminology like “score” and “pass” (183). As an “illustration
of how folklore data can ‘validate’ a hypothetical symbolic equation,” for example, Dundes presents a “folk
cartoon [which] confirms in no uncertain terms the symbolic association of tooth extraction and castration”
(180, emphasis mine). The evidence of a single vulgar cartoon in which a dentist accidentally extracts a
traumatized patient’s genitals dangling from the long root of a molar, however, may say more about penis
jokes being the lowest common denominator of cheap comedy rather than confirmation “in no uncertain
terms” of a farfetched psychoanalytical assertion. My hope is that my own analysis which follows will more
closely resemble the persuasiveness of Dundes’s later scholarship rather than the dick jokes of his earlier
work.
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the greased head at precisely the right moment seems to mirror the distinction between a

rhythmic, skillful lover and someone whose ejaculation is either premature or impotent. In
elaborating this interpretive framework, | will establish the decidedly masculine
composition of the game; describe notable contestants, the characteristics attributed to their
triumph or defeat, and what appears to have been at stake for them in winning or losing the
game; and note the frequent sexual overtones associated with the outcome of the game.
The key difference between cockfighting, in which two animals fight each other as
surrogates for their trainers or owners, and gander pulling, in which humans compete
against each other directly by each opposing themselves to the same unpredictable,
intermediary object that is the gander, is also an essential factor in this interpretive
framework, and these phallic implications will also be explored.

Gander pullings in North America were pronouncedly gendered, though not always
to the extent of the Balinese cockfight, from which women were expressly prohibited.
Although European versions of the sport (even in England) utilized gender neutral names
like “goose riding,” the North American version specifically emphasizes the male gander,
even though either sex of the bird, which exhibits little sexual dimorphism, would likely
suffice the needs of the game. Animal rights philosophers like Joan Dunayer and Arran
Stibbe have theorized that the first step in the objectification of a non-human animal is to
turn the individualized body into an undifferentiated thing, an “it” rather than a “he” or a
“she.” From the “harvesting” of “product” at the farm and slaughterhouse, the linguistic
annihilation continues to the dinner table, where hungry gourmands consume “some ham”
rather than “the charred flesh from a murdered pig’s leg.” Oddly, however, this linguistic

objectification is not prominent in gander pulling narratives. Of the 48 gander pulling
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narratives where a third-person singular pronoun is used to refer to the gander, 37 of them

(77%) use the pronoun “he.”'’ Masculine identity is emphasized even in a case where
linguistic objectification would seem most helpful to the consciences of the participants.
This gendered personification of the male gander goes beyond pronoun use. The
narratives that seem most amused at the antics of the blood sport are unexpectedly the ones
likeliest to personify the victim, and this personification typically presents the bird as a
tough and cantankerous gentleman of advanced age: Longstreet’s gander is a married man
who exhibits “patriarchal dignity”” (100); a Spirit of the Times article from August 1, 1846,
calls the goose both “an elderly gentleman” and “his gandership”; and an amused report
published in the Saint Paul Daily Globe on February 19, 1888, and a separate account
published in the Pascagoula Democrat-Star on September 7, 1894, both refer to the bird
as “Mr. Gander,” with the latter noting that he was “the oldest and toughest gander that
roamed the circuit.” Many accounts draw on militaristic imagery: to Red Rowel, writing
his Civil War reminiscences for The Southern Bivouac in 1885, the victim acquired for a
pulling on Christmas 1861 was a “stalwart, middle-aged gander, with a neck as tough as a
piece of commissary beef.” JJW. Todd, in a letter to the editor of the Watauga Democrat

in North Carolina published on April 18, 1907, recalls that the gander of his own Civil War

17 Only nine of them (19%) exclusively use the objectifying pronoun “it,” and these nine date as early as
1793. (Strangely, two of them use the pronoun “she” despite calling the game a “gander” pulling, a slip which
Brian Luke would perhaps attribute to man’s tendency to feminize victimized animals. In Brutal, he notes
that Bambi is now a stereotypical name for a female stripper despite Bambi being the “Great Prince of the
Forest” in both the original Felix Salten novel and its Disney adaptation.) It should also be noted that seven
of the accounts that use “he” or “she” also vacillate between using “it,” but any attempt to map an historical
progression towards linguistic objectification would be fruitless. No pattern exists. Texts that seem amused
by gander pulling use “he” or “she” just as texts that seem outraged sometimes use “it,” and the average
publication date of the works that use “it” is actually earlier (1865) than the overall average publication date
(1868). The linguistic turn toward animal objectification seems to have reached critical mass later in the
twentieth century, perhaps with the rise of late capitalism.
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recollection from the winter of 1864—65 “had to surrender like Lee to Grant” due to “the

continual trying and fresh troops” that assaulted him.

Indeed, in line with the interpretations of cockfighting by Geertz and Dundes, the
personified gander seems not just a gentleman foe but a symbol of manhood itself in the
genital sense. In many narrative accounts where the competition itself is detailed, it is hard
to dismiss the sexual innuendo that must have provided an added layer of amusement for
readers and spectators: a hodgepodge of men, some of them sloppy with drink, some of
them overwhelmed by their “excitement” or “eagerness,” trying to perfectly time their
rhythm and their grip in order to properly “get off” the head of a bare, slippery appendage
with a mind of its own. For example, in his 1880 memoir My Southern Home: or, The
South and Its People, the formerly enslaved William Wells Brown provides an excessively
anatomical description of the gander, articulating his physicality almost as though readers
would otherwise be unfamiliar with the appearance of a bird that is widespread throughout
the northern hemisphere. “The bird had a long neck,” Brown writes, “which was large as
it rose above the neck, but tapered gradually, for more than half the length, until it became
small and serpent-like in form, terminating in a long, slim head, and peaked bill. The head
and neck of the gander was well-greased” (62). Would any reader have required such a
thorough description, or is the gratuitous, supple detail here meant to evoke phallic
imagery? Many authors describe the bareness of the plucked neck, slicked and slippery
with soap or grease, extending outward from the body. A.B. Greenleaf observes that an
unspoken rule demanded the men not be too hasty in bringing a climax to the game, yet the
deliberate prolongation of the game brought with it an exhaustion and flaccidity that

increased the difficulty of achieving the desired end: “As a general thing they all make a
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clear miss in their grab for several rounds. The old gander, notwithstanding his bound-up,

greasy-eyed, and seemingly awkward condition, uses his long wiry neck on the dodge with
a great deal of dexterity, and it is not until his visionary and physical abilities become
somewhat exhausted that the most expert grabber can seize his head; and then it is so far
sleek that it slips through the grasp as quick as made” (21). Sometimes, Brown adds, “the
rider having taken a little too much wine, he would fall from his horse, which event would
give an additional interest to the ‘Snatching’” (62). Perhaps it is not too far-fetched to note
that in the poetic consciousness of the English Renaissance, “dying” was an oft-used
euphemism for orgasm and that in many gander pulling accounts, news of the goose’s death
IS sometimes uttered within a sentence or two of the removal of his head, sometimes
followed by a shower of blood and almost always followed by the climactic jubilation of
the crowd. “Suddenly a wild applause burst forth,” writes the author of a Washington Bee
account from December 9, 1893. “I looked and saw a tall, young fellow, a handsome man
for that region, borne on the shoulders of a crowd. ‘He’s got it!” was the cry. ‘He’s the best
man!’”

In addition to the goose’s maleness, the gander pulling was a predominantly,
although not exclusively, masculine affair. “The young men of the vicinity of Piercetown”
extended a “cordial invitation... to the young men of the County” in an advertisement in
the Anderson Intelligencer of South Carolina on December 23, 1880; the “Marion’s Men
of Winyah” did likewise on December 11, 1877, in the News and Herald of Winnsboro,
South Carolina; as did “[t]he boys of Bishopville” in the Watchman and Southron on

January 4, 1905, and “[t]he wild men of Fannin” in the Weekly Caucasian of Missouri on

October 11, 1873.
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More literary accounts often detail three or four main competitors in the contest,

with the characterizations figured as a crosscut of the varieties of manhood eligible for the
prize. For example, in a lengthy farce published by the New York Herald on January 12,
1879, a sanctimonious bartender and “ex-parson” allows fourteen competitors to
demonstrate their manliness. Peter, “a son of ‘Afric’s sunny clime,’” endures “rough jokes”
about his race and poverty with good humor because he knows he possesses “a hand whose
grip was too well known in the neighborhood not to be regarded as a formidable rival for
the honor of decapitation.” His most daunting opponent is “a lank, red-headed ex-candidate
for Sheriff.” Having failed to achieve through democratic means the position of the most
powerful authority figure in town, the ex-candidate now seeks to actualize his feelings of
superiority through a purely physical sport. The same ineffectual “bony” grip that “had
lately shook hands as a soft and purring candidate near on to seventy-two thousand times”
during his failed campaign, however, likewise proves overconfident, “reckless,” and
incapable of seizing victory in the physical competition. Not until the third round, when
the gander is already dead from having been pulled at some thirty times, does “a beardless
youth of twenty” named Si Bazeman successfully wrest the head from the corpse. In the
aftermath of the contest, following a brawl “inaugurated by the ex-candidate, who knocked
down a Bazeman partisan,” the young victor becomes “royally ‘corned’ on “tangleleg”
with “a half dozen boys of his own age.” The tale’s conclusion hints at the imperialist
aspirations of the young generation currently coming of age in the United States, with the
boastful Bazeman waving the “greasy and bloody head of the gander” in his hand while
“[h]is comrades, one and all, joined him in this dare to South America”: “I’ll be goldarned

if I can’t outganderpull any man in South America.”
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In nineteenth-century America, “gander” was likewise a word that was sometimes

comically used to refer to human males. Richard A. Proctor’s “Notes on Americanisms,”
in addition to defining “gander-pulling,” notes that a “gander party” was a “masculine
social party” (230). He writes, “I once heard a lady in America speak of a club as a ‘gander
gang,” a term pleasingly alliterative if not strictly complimentary” (230). To see women
compete for mastery over the phallus might have been an unconscious layer unacceptable
for public amusement. Indeed, the gander pulling’s unsuitability for women is a source of
mockery in Fred Mather’s account from 1900, “A Gander Pull in Arkansaw.” The day after
witnessing his first gander pull, the New Y orker Mather exchanges lighthearted banter with
a blacksmith who was one of the organizers of the event. Joking about his intentions to
organize the game in Central Park when he returns home, he remarks that “a gander pull
seems to be the only one that Northern women can’t rob of us, because they are not strong
enough in the wrist” (243). Not missing a beat, the blacksmith retorts, “Ef they take a notion
they’ll go at it on bicycles and use canary birds, ef what I heah about ‘em is true” (243).
This ludicrous image, of stubborn suffragettes appropriating the last territory of male
enjoyment by using modern technology and a symbol of domesticity to adapt the game to
their more delicate constitutions, ends the chapter.

In the rare instances when women were described as participants in blood sport
activities, these sports are notably distinct from the gander pullings described alongside
them. A report published in the Montgomery Tribune on February 14, 1902, describes what
happened after 17 male riders from Rhineland, Missouri, competed: “Then came the unique
sport of rooster pulling for the ladies, which is conducted on the same plan in which a great

number partisipated [sic]. Miss Emma Groteweil was successful in securing the prize for
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the ladies.” The writer later reports, “The prizes awarded were a hat for the gentleman and

a fine pair of shoes for the lady.” Not to be confused with the “rooster pulling” which seems
to have been popular in Arizona around the turn of the century, in which riders on
horseback competed to pull from the sand a live rooster buried up to his neck, to whose
claw was tied a bag containing the cash prize, this ladies’ rooster pulling of Missouri
involved the mutilation of the male bird. The Professional World newsletter of Columbia,
Missouri, in a report published on February 28, 1902 provides further details: “[T]he lady
who gets his scalp is the honored lady at the ball. The people of that community do not
consider the sport of doubtful propriety.” This ladies’ version seems to have been the
exception that proves the rule, however, and the Montgomery Tribune even argues that
“[t]here is probably not another place in the United States where the old time gander pulling
takes place as it does in Rhineland.” The reporter likewise notes that the gander was
“smothered” prior to being “hung on a rope,” suggesting that the sensibilities of this
community in organizing an event that “is always looked forward to by young and old”
were somewhat distinct from the more violently chaotic spectacle practiced elsewhere.
Many narratives do however suggest that the spectators of a gander pulling
comprised a considerable cross-section of the community. For instance, William Wells
Brown writes that the “Gander Snatching” that happened about “[o]nce in three months...
never failed to draw together large numbers of ladies as well as gentlemen, the elite, as
well as the common” (61-2). Yet the principal actors in most gander pulling narratives
seem to have been men. Indeed, while Longstreet at first announces that “a considerable

number of persons, of different ages, sexes, sizes, and complexions, had collected from the
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rival towns and the country around,” he quickly checks himself by adding “[bJut few

females were there, however; and those few were from the lowest walks of life” (100).

When women do feature prominently in gander pulling narratives, whether fictional
or factual, they are figured as sexual objects for the male participants. Indeed, the
regulations of the game sometimes imply that a woman is part of the prize to be won by
the champion of the tournament. A feature published in The Sun on February 9, 1919, about
the “Gander Tourney Mountaineer Sport” practiced in Tennessee describes horsemen
riding with “the ribbon of their best girl fluttering in the breeze,” each one trying “his
best... to make the lady whose colors he carries the Gander Queen.” A brief description in
the Manning Times of South Carolina published on April 10, 1889, is more decisive: “The
successful rider is entitled to crown his best lady as queen of love and beauty.” In a
reminiscence attributed to former Governor Thomas Clement Fletcher about his childhood
on the Missouri frontier in the 1830s, an article published in the Pascagoula Democrat-
Star of Mississippi on September 7, 1894, concludes its description of this “Strange Sport”
with the declaration “Of course, it wound up with a dance, and the hero who pulled off the
gander’s head danced with the prettiest girl.” From there, the sexagenarian’s mind rambles
to the “[p]retty girls” and “rosy-cheeked lasses” who flourished in his day.

Anxieties over manhood are also evident in the historical record, and many
observers note that winning or losing the game carried great pressure. The high stakes of
the game position it as what Geertz would term “deep play.” Liberal reformer Jeremy
Bentham coined the term in 1802 to describe gambling games where the cost of potential
loss greatly outweighs any potential gains through winning. Bentham condemned such

games for their mathematical irrationality, yet Geertz argues that such games manufacture
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symbolic value through the dramatization of what it means to win and to lose. In gander

pulling, exemplary manhood was the ultimate prize. In an account attributed to “Vevo
Vombo” published in the Spirit of the Times on February 5, 1853, a “young Sub” at a
frontier military encampment in Texas proposes that “a gander pulling would be the most
amusing and novel sport [that] could be engaged in.” Soldiers are dispatched to the nearest
villages to procure ganders, but none can be obtained and thus a “drake” (a male duck) is
substituted. The maleness of the victim is again critical, even in one of the rare instances
where a goose is not used. The “amateur Sub.” who arranged the event is given the first try
at pulling, and his attempt is a tense disappointment:

Bounding under the exciting influence of the spur, his proud steed shot

onward, — an intense excitement was manifested, and each beholder, in

breathless anxiety, watched the strained eye of the rider, as he approached

the unsuspecting victim,—his hand is raised, he is under the scaffold;

itching for blood, his hand seizes the dangling neck. Now he has it! now he

hasn’t! or, ‘may-be-so! yes! may-be-so! no!’ as an Indian spectator

observed, for as the rider pursued his onward course, the drake disgusted

flapped his wings, and shaking his greasy head, prepared for the next onset.
The next challenger is a “youthful commander” who, “standing erect in his stirrups,”
“makes a bold effort” that fails and is thus met with “[p]eals and peals of laughter.” The
“equally anxious” drake meanwhile “continue[s] its eel-life efforts to elude the grasp” of
“[m]any a gallant pull.” When “a stout Irishman, rendered obstinate by repeated failures,”
makes his attempt, he instead finds himself amorously groping at his “steed” and facing
what ultimately seems like a romantic rejection:

at the critical moment, his stirrup leather broke, and Pat hugged with

convulsive grip his horse’s neck; unused to such tokens of endearment,

especially when accompanied with a simultaneous blow of the spur, his

horse launched out both heels, and then reared high in the air. Pat

dexterously changed sides, but his steed scorned all his untimely caresses,
and finally landed him amid peals of laughter upon his mother earth.
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Failing to conquer the phallus, the Irishman fumbles, fails, and is forced to return to the
infantilizing bosom of his mother, figured here as a pile of mud. Vombo does not elaborate
on who the ultimate victor was; instead, he simply writes, “Finally the neck came off, and
with it a great deal of our day’s sport.” Yet despite the conclusion of the contest, the
unresolved sexual energy of this young man in an all-male preserve keeps the story going.
In the aftermath of his loss, the “young Sub.”, now drunk on eggnog, insistently tries to
become “satisfied,” first challenging “another Sub.” to a horse race (and losing) and then
turning to “a young Sub. about his own size” and proposing a wrestling match, resulting in
a bump on the head “which has not yet been found in any of our books on phrenology.”
Whatever satisfaction this young man has hoped to achieve through entanglement with and
domination over his male peers remains unresolved by the story’s end, instead providing
only a source of amusement to the detached, older onlooker who records the tale.

The humiliation at stake in such sporting events was considerable, and thus many
narratives end with defeated contestants trying to regain a semblance of restored dignity
through other sporting events, brawling, or accusations of cheating. Such attempts are
always anticlimactic, however. The man who has been bested at gander pulling never
regains his claims to superiority, and the denouement of these stories serve only to ridicule
these failed men by reinforcing their unfitness. Prof. I.E. Allen, a regular contributor to the
Pensacola Journal, recalls in meticulous if rambling detail “A Gander Pulling 60 Years
Ago,” published on December 16, 1906. Allen gives a thorough accounting of the gander
pulling, for which one dollar was the entry fee and $28 was the ultimate prize, going to “a

man well and favorably known in those days” named James Elliot. Of particular note,
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however, is a side event which Allen claims he “will never forget.” A man named Arch

Oxendine, having already lost the gander pull, loses a footrace so disastrously that six
decades later Allen continues to recall the shamefulness of his defeat. “Poor Oxendine!”
Allen writes of a man who may in all likelihood have been dead at the time of his writing,
“He looked pitiable.”

Two fictional accounts that explore the sexual connotations of gander pulling give
further credence to the idea that the sport possessed a phallocentric subtext, though these
fictional texts notably satirize these themes by incorporating heretofore unseen significant
female characters. The most significant female presence in any gander pulling narrative is
the young lady who is the source of a climactic brawl in “A Vacation in Virginia with Some
Incidental Frills,” an award-winning short story by Henry F. Williams published in the
Washington Post on October 3, 1909. In this picaresque story, two men and a servant boy
travel from Georgetown to the Luray Caverns, but the visit to their destination receives
only a brief epilogue. The third act and most protracted scene is instead devoted to the
“fantastic sight!” they stumble upon while traveling down the road—a gander pulling in
which all the “rustic gallant... beaus of the neighborhood” compete before an audience of
“some twoscore of mountain belles, their bare feet twined tight in the rails” of a meadow
fence. Williams, who has fashioned his urbane narrator as the only sensible man in a world
of buffoons, describes these half-dressed rural ladies as “[e]ager beauties as ever watched
a horse show in New York, wriggling their brown toes with all the enthusiasm that a lady
waves her fan in her box at the Metropolitan.” He observes that “[h]e who achieves that
feat [of “wrench[ing] off” the gander’s head] gives it to the girl on the worm-fence whom

he loves best.” When “one huge Telamonian Ajax” finally succeeds, “he took it to where
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a buxom lass sat with toes grasping the fence like a bird. In her arms she held a bundle.

Unwrapping it, she drew forth a pair of tennis shoes, and, putting them on, singularly
walked to a small stand, where the hero presented her with the trophy.” The girl is one of
so many birds, flocking to this worm fence to judge this mating display. Only when the
dead gander’s head is presented to her does she trade one bundle for another, putting on
the shoes that will turn her into a semi-civilized human. The earthy and animal
barefootedness seems to be the preferred state, however, until one is elevated to play a role
as a victor in the blood sport ceremony.

By and by, however, “another gallant of the hills, who... had a love for the girl with
the shoes and the gander head” confronts the “hero,” and soon a “half hundred of these
rustic cavaliers” erupt into “a free-for-all, a battle royale. Up and down the meadow the
tide of battle surged, the sturdy mountaineers using hands and feet and teeth and any handy
cudgel that came to their grasp.” As this ruthless pell-mell of male bodies ensues, “the
grandstand of barefoot ladies sat and squealed their delight, howling as this or that
champion showed his prowess.” This violence seems to be an expected extension of the
game, with the spectators making animal sounds to show their support for the barbarity.
Ultimately however, the “man who had wrung the gander’s neck felled everything before
him,” his opponents somehow no longer deserving even of the personal pronoun
“everyone.” As seen in the factual accounts, the gander pulling is a definitive test of
manhood, and the victor of Williams’s story achieves not just mastery over other men but
also the vindication of the female class. His “barefooted lass... Miss Metropolitan Cooser,”
still perpetually barefooted in the narration despite having put on her tennis shoes, an

animal of nature despite her faux-urbane name, continually associated by Williams with
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her two icons of triumphant yet provisional humanity—*"“the girl with the shoes and the

gander head”—remarks that “he is my real fellow; that other ‘n ain’ worth nuthin’.”

Notably, there is a key distinction between gander pulling and other sports like
cockfighting or football. If cockfighting is indeed an attempt to prove that one’s manliness
is superior to another’s, and if that is achieved through a symbolic “castration” in which
one man’s cock destroys another’s, then it is easy to track how one competitor’s phallus
can be adjudged mightier. In a sport like football, which Dundes likened to “homosexual
rape” but which perhaps more resembles the rutting of stags prior to the breeding season,
a physical competition between male bodies decides which is more masterful, more
masculine. How is gander pulling, in which all the men compete by directing their energies
towards the same phallic symbol, different from these other examples? Is this sport truly a
celebration of heterosexual reproductivity, or is it simply masturbatory? Or, practiced in
the exclusive company of men, is it in fact homosexual in its orientation? The conclusion,
with the “best man” crowning his “Gander Queen,” directs it away from this subversive
subtext, aligning it toward progenitive aims, yet the slipperiness of the symbolism seems
to undergird at least one notable gander pulling narrative.

To fail at gander pulling makes a man worthless, and one such failed attempt at
gander pulling is an especially resonant moment in William Gilmore Simms’s 1852 novel
As Good as a Comedy, or, the Tennessean’s Story, where the very participation in the act
is repeatedly figured as a definitive characteristic of a man who, for better or worse, is ill-
fit for marriage. Modeled after The Canterbury Tales, the novel includes a frame story in
which nine men who are allegorical representations of nine states travel together from

Madison, Georgia, to Montgomery, Alabama. The Tennessean, an eloguent gentleman,
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passes the time by telling a supposedly true story about the “western counties of Georgia”

(xxi), which comprises the bulk of the novel. A picaresque tale of Southwestern
buffoonery, the story’s central episode details a disastrous gander pulling tournament,
throughout the telling of which the Tennessean provides ample condescending
commentary about the barbarity of rural Georgians. In a chapter entitled “Some Talk of
Marriage,” the gadfly Tom Nettles mocks the romantic desires of the main character, a man
of fortune and leisure named Jones Barry. Nettles mocks what would become of Barry if
he were to marry a proper woman. He jests, “She’d be your master in no time, and she’d
rule you with a rod of iron” (177). Of the examples he gives of what forms of independent
manly self-expression would be lost were he to surrender his freedom to such a controlling
wife, he twice references how he would no longer be free to enjoy “jerking at a gander’s
gullet” (178). “[H]e pulls no gander’s neck,” the friend speculates in imagery rich with
innuendo, ‘“since his wife makes him tender-hearted by pulling his” (178). The
hopelessness of such a constraining situation ultimately leads to the worst of all disasters
that could befall a free man: “he hates the very sight of a pretty woman, as it tells him that,
instead of a mistress, he has got a master” (178). For these rural Georgian gentlemen,
themselves a source of condescension for the more genteel narrator of the tale, the right to
freely “jerk” at a gander’s greased neck is a byword for virility. The virile stakes of the
sport add gravity to Barry’s ignominious failure when he attempts to compete in the game.

A chapter titled “The Gander Tournament” unearths the utter hollowness of Barry’s
pretensions of manhood. The episode begins with an explanatory aside to the reader in the
Tennessean’s voice where he describes the gander pulling as “one of those sports which a

cunning devil has contrived to gratify a human beast. It appeals to his skill, his agility, and
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strength; and is therefore in some degree grateful to his pride; but, as it exercises these

qualities at the expense of his humanity, it is only a medium by which his better qualities
are employed as agents for his worser nature” (114). The Tennessean emphasizes both the
“severe” and “excessively uncomfortable” suffering and “screaming” of the gander as well
as the mob mentality of the yelling crowd (115). The reader, meant to identify with the
politer sensibilities of the narrator, senses that a culture of masculinity which places such
a high premium on such a base and inhumane sport is flawed at its very core, adding an
additional layer of insult to the injury Barry will soon face. Described as distracted in his
excessive “excitement,” Barry accidentally grabs with both hands the rope instead of the
gander’s neck (118). Simms writes, “The cord, calculated to sustain one goose only, broke
under the double weight and down came the pair together, the gander uppermost” (118).
The “[1]udicrous” scene, which leaves the “half-stunned and thoroughly bewildered” Barry
scratched and bleeding from the furious attacks of the crazed bird, elicits “a most royal
delirium” of laughter from the crowd, who had previously viewed the gentleman Barry as
a respected elite but now sneer at his utter foolishness (118). His two-handed eagerness
renders him submissive to the gander that should be under his control. If they are now both
geese hanging from the same rope, the gander uppermost, and if the gander is a phallus,
then he has become nothing more than a dick in the mud, subtly feminized in not even
being conferred the status of a full-fledged gander. His humiliation in front of the “vulgar”
mob (117) stings all the more when a scrappy young “gypsy boy” triumphs as “the hero of
the county” (120), but the humiliation of this isolated episode does not end with the

conclusion of the chapter.



143
If gander pulling in the world of Simms’s story is meant to represent a robust and

untrammeled male sexuality, one that Barry publicly has no control over despite his
pretensions, then it is at the same time representative of the inherent flaws of defining male
sexuality in such a manner. After all, Barry does want to marry a proper woman, despite
his friend’s jesting, yet his indulgence in the gander pulling serves as proof of his
unreliability in marriage. His friend hammers home the point that there is “no sort of danger
that [his beloved will] ever marry” him: “Why not! When you prefer to stay here at a
horserace, to seeing her home. When you let her go off under the escort of your rivals,
while you go a gander-pulling” (143). The excessive preoccupation with gander pulling,
itself a masturbatory act (and in Barry’s case an emasculatory one), has caused Barry to
neglect the needs of the woman who should be the object of his amorous attentions while
directly allowing for usurpation from his rivals. Removing the ostentatious display of
masculine prowess from its rightful place in the company of females to an all-male preserve
with a fowl at its center, Simms argues, is a misguided manner for negotiating masculinity.

As a final word on the sexual undertones of the gander pulling, and one which
situates the game’s symbolic construction within the larger body politic of the United
States, note the seamlessness with which the author of a local news notice printed in the
Democrat of North Carolina on August 16, 1888, slips into an imaginative act of racist
sexual violence. Under the apparent guise of wishing to save birds from cruelty, the writer
freely voices his condescension toward African American literacy and his willingness to
see the African American body suspended, sexually humiliated, and mutilated in a manner

evoking the lynchings of the period:
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The Rambler, a little sheet about as large as a medium sized cotton
handkerchief, published at Rocky Mount by a colored man (we suppose),
has come to this office once or twice. We were just glancing at it through
curiosity when we noticed among the amusements that are to be enjoyed at
the Rocky Mount Colored Fair notably is “gander-pulling.” We spare space
enough to say that if it is such “gander-pulling” as we have heard described
in our earlier years, the man who would institute such a cruel amusement
ought to be hung up by the thumbs, let down after awhile and married to
some virago who would pick every hair from his head and have it as slick
as a ball of bees-wax.
Starting by belittling the idea that a “colored man” should be capable of producing a
newspaper worth anything more than an idle glance, the author of this tidbit soon dismisses
gander pulling as a relic of more immature times before passing on to his true raison
d'étre—the violent humiliation of an African American man. Clifford Geertz saw a
continuity between Balinese cockfights and the Indonesian mass killings of 1965-6.
Perhaps the Wilmington Race Riot of 1898, catalyzed by racist outrage over an African
American-owned newspaper, can be said to be an extension of a culture in which violent
mutilation of animals is above all an amusing signifier of masculinity. If the gander pulling
practiced in the antebellum South had served a dual purpose of reifying privilege through
public play and of parading one’s masculine sexual prowess, then to see a free Black citizen
publicizing his right to gather for the sake of an amusement that might unconsciously
display his virility must have caused the imagination of a bitter post-Reconstruction racist
to make an automatic leap to hanging and the sexual retribution of an emasculating
“virago.” Perhaps it was a good thing that the sexual subtext of gander pulling, as Dundes
would say, remained unconscious and unavailable to its participants—the sexualized

violence displaced onto the animal object of gander pulling made the sport “amusing” and

thus resulted only in this ostensibly humorous literary act from this newspaperman; if the
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sexual subtext had been more conscious, then like the aftermath of so many perceived

sexual crimes against white women, a pretext for lynching which Ida B. Wells exposed as

fraudulent, perhaps the repercussions would have been more tragic.
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CHAPTER 3
THE MIGHTY HUNTER-NATURALIST;
OR, ON THE TRAIL OF HOMO AMERICANUS

In dedicating his 1852 adventure novel The Boy Hunters; or Adventures in Search
of a White Buffalo to “The Boy Readers of England and America,” Captain Mayne Reid
expressed his wish that he might “create a taste for that most refining study, the study of
nature,” later noting that although history may be “eclipsed by the more brilliant and
sanguinary triumphs” of military men, the “true hero” is the “student of natural history,”
whose “quiet researches... may be looked upon as so many conquests in the kingdom of
Nature” (17-8). The Captain was in fact only a second lieutenant in the Mexican—American
War, honorarily elevated to first lieutenant after a thigh wound in 1847 ended his brief
military career, but his self-bestowed promotion on the title page aptly captures the
narrative persona contained therein: a clear-sighted pilot, marshaling his “boy reader” into
enemy territory while equipping said charge with the knowledge, skills, and attitude
necessary to survive and subdue.

In the third chapter, Reid provides his first lesson in the careful evaluative skills
requisite for the noblest of callings, that of the Hunter-Naturalist, whose knowledgeable
eye appraises all which he surveils, converting everything into potential fuel for his own
continued survival. The animals being espied, however, are the boy hunters themselves,
along with their father and his assistant. Our stealthy incursion into the natural habitat of
these specimens of noble European American masculinity is treated with the immediacy of
the present tense: “It is a lovely morning in Spring as we approach their dwelling. We enter

the lawn by a side-gate. We need not go into the house, for there is no one within doors.

The weather is too fine for that” (19). Before glimpsing the three sons, we first observe the
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widowed Colonel Landi, a “fine-looking man” whose adolescent yearning for a life of

science was interrupted by his personal acquaintance with the Bonapartes, who pressed
him into a soldiering career that has cost him a leg. Although his war wound and his age
have taken a toll on his physical appearance, although his frequent wanderings out-of-doors
have made his aristocratic “complexion bronzed and somewhat ruddy,” and although “[h]is
dress is simple,” there remains some tell-tale physical signifier in his bearing and dress that
conveys his superiority over his assistant, Hugot. “[A] very small Frenchman ... not over
five feet four inches in height,” Hugot is the Colonel’s former corporal, an adult man who
now, on another continent, the war long lost, is still thoroughly devoted to his commanding
officer as a “cook, valet, groom, butler, and errand boy” (15-6). “I have already stated that
no other domestic, male or female, lived in the house,” the Captain continues, preparing to
emasculate the “errand boy” in addition to infantilizing him: “Hugot, therefore, was
chambermaid as well.” Although these two men share a history, a home, and an austere
lifestyle, the hunter-naturalist narrator still arrives by induction to the conclusion that
Hugot is naturally just a little inferior, for although they are “dressed after a somewhat
similar fashion... the material of [Hugot’s] jacket and trousers is coarser, and his hat is of
the common palmetto leaf” (19-20, emphasis mine).

Our observation of the three sons utilizes physiognomic evaluation to draw
conclusions about ethnic inheritance, which in turn is used as a means of assessing
personality. The oldest boy, Basil, age seventeen, is “the son of his father—a true Corsican”
(20). This means that “his form betokens strength” and he “has a courageous expression,”
both of which suit him to be a “mighty hunter,” a key term Reid encloses in quotation

marks and defines as one who “delights in... dangers” and possesses an ever-increasing
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ambition to kill more challenging game. In contrast, the middle brother, Lucien, “is more

like what his mother was, for she was fair-haired and blonde, as are many of her people—
the Basques.” Lucien, who is “[u]nlike [his brother] in almost everything... is delicately
formed,” with a passionate fondness for “books and study,” yet still courageous enough to
accompany his brother “on all hunting expeditions” (20). Despite his effete appearance,
the young scientist’s “rare good sense” has guaranteed that he “is usually received with
respect by the others. Such is the secret influence of intellect and education.” The youngest
son, aptly named Frangois, is “more of a Frenchman than any of them” for being “quick-
witted. .. merry to madness—cheerful at all times—changeable in his tastes and likings—
[and] versatile in talents,” his nomenclature in perfect harmony with the being signified
(21). Although the five males all come from the same place and live in the same habitat,
and although four of them share the same heredity, a unique morphological expression of
ethnicity is used as shorthand to determine their temperaments and behaviors. Interior
qualities such as education and class make an ineffable contribution to the external display,
exerting an innate influence on the observable externalities: one’s height, one’s attire, one’s
manner of speaking. If Hugot were a genuine equal to Landi, it is assumed that he would
be a few inches taller and a little more striking in his wardrobe.

As Reid demonstrates throughout his oeuvre, when determining the worth of a man
or an animal, external appearances tell all; that beauty may be in the eye of the beholder is
a consideration that never enters his objective empiricism. With his taxonomic obsession
over strictly visible details, humans become merely another observable animal specimen.
Reid reiterates throughout his works that what separates humans from animals are rather

superficial physical markers: an Anglocentric view of clothing as a means of both
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practicality and modesty, a Eurocentric appreciation for permanent architecture, the

ingenuity to fashion local resources into efficient and lasting tools and artifacts, an English
standard of cleanliness, and the belief that morphology (height, muscularity, and
comeliness) is reflective of an intelligent relationship with one’s surroundings. His
biographer notes that in his personal affairs and in his writings, Reid was “obsessed with
surfaces—of plant life and clothing and behavior—but seldom went beyond appearance to
examine interior psychological realities... content to concentrate on the details of dress
rather than the content of being” (Steele 51). It is fitting, then, that before nonhuman
animals even enter the story, we are already sizing up our potential heroes from a distance
as objects of our hunter-naturalist gaze; for them to rise above such tacit animal status, they
will have to prove themselves. The Landis’ prospects bode well, if only because they have
been born with some of the physical markers that Reid “objectively” deems superior; other
humans may not fare quite so well in his evaluation.

Whereas many gander pulling narratives took for granted that it was a (white) man’s
prerogative to treat animals as the objects they were, even if only to amuse himself in
wholly counterproductive and violent ways, the big game hunting adventures of Mayne
Reid betray an anxiety about this objectifying drive. The churnings of early evolutionary
thought, the eclipsing of the Great Chain of Being that had so assuredly placed humans
above animals, and the classificatory comparisons of natural history have blurred the fine
line separating humans from the rest of the animal kingdom such that killing them for
pleasure can no longer be quite so thoughtless an act. The cocksure killing of animals
requires a worthy justification now that we ourselves are not so existentially different from

them: for Reid, hunting thus becomes a vital act of survival that must be embraced and
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lauded for its life-sustaining properties. While it can still be fun, one no longer kills animals

simply to kill time. Although Reid himself and likely most of his readers did not live under
such circumstances, Reid insists one must kill animals to keep from being killed. Only he
who successfully keeps himself from ever becoming the object of an other is entitled to
call himself a subject.

In the adventure that follows, these three “boy men” (28) fend for themselves in the
hunt for an elusive white buffalo across howling wilderness and hostile Indian territory
west of the Mississippi. They do so while collectively modeling Reid’s vision of the ideal
American man (or Homo americanus, if you will): a self-sufficient Hunter-Naturalist
whose clearheaded actions pursue cleanly from his commonsense appraisals, naturally
blessed with the gifts of whiteness, physically capable of providing for his own
unfastidious needs, intellectually able to discern any faultiness in received authorities, and
morally willing to assume the position atop an hierarchical taxonomy he himself has
charted. Whether predominantly Corsican like Basil is said to be, Basque like Lucien,
French like Frangois, Scots-Irish like Reid himself, or Dutch like his most famous boy
reader, Teadie Roosevelt, the white American boy, if freed from the corrupting influences
of civilization’s most tyrannical authorities, can tap into his inherited potential, master his
body, and triumph as the concluding link in the remorseless “chain of destruction.”

Reid himself was born in Northern Ireland in 1818 but sailed for New Orleans in
1839. As documented by his biographer Joan Steele, his resistance to slavery, inability to
find stable employment, and wanderlust carried him to various cities throughout the United
States, until in December 1846 he enlisted to fight in Mexico. As a war correspondent for

the Spirit of the Times, he produced his first significant published writings, and after
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retiring from the army in May 1848, he moved to Philadelphia and began a career as a

playwright and novelist. In 1849, he returned to London, where his writing career took off.
Beginning with sensational adventure novels for adults, often set along the Mexican border,
he wrote almost exclusively of American locales—a fact true of many British authors of
the day, but especially advantageous for Reid, who had actually spent a formative decade
traveling the vistas he described. In 1851, he met the thirteen-year-old Elizabeth Hyde,
whom he married in 1853, around the time he began to write specifically for an audience
of boys. In 1868, having driven himself to bankruptcy building an extravagant Mexican-
style hacienda in England, he once more returned to the invigorating American landscapes
of his youth, hoping to revive his artistic inspiration, the dwindling reception of his newer
works, and his flagging health. The formation in 1869 of Onward: A Magazine for the
Young Manhood of America and the rerelease of some of his earlier works as abridged
dime novels helped him to achieve the former two, but his dwindling mental and physical
health sent him back to England in 1870, where he was hospitalized for “acute
melancholia” for several months. Neither his career nor his health ever fully recovered, and
he died in London in 1883. Although never an official United States citizen, Reid regarded
himself as an honorary American and was often treated as one.

Although surviving records regarding book sales in the nineteenth century are
elliptical in their data, the works of Mayne Reid were undoubtedly a mainstay of the
publishing industry for the entire second half of the century. As a case in point, between
December 1852 and September 1858, Ticknor, Reed & Fields of Boston published at least
fifteen editions of The Boy Hunters, totaling more than 12,500 copies (Tryon and Warren

235-439). American publishers alone produced at least thirty-eight additional distinct
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editions between 1854 and 1910, and the book appears to have never been out of print until

the twentieth century (Sternick). The Boy Hunters was one of the more popular of Reid’s
works, yet his fifty-one other titles, including all those to be discussed in this chapter, were
similarly kept in print, often as part of collectible series like Hurst & Company’s Cosmos
Series of Representative Authors (1902—3) or G.P. Putnam & Sons’ Knickerbocker Series
for Young Readers (1890-1910). An article in an 1861 edition of the long-running weekly
literary magazine Littell’s Living Age, noting that only Reid’s name is worthy of mention
among the many other midcentury writers who “have trod... and have failed” in the field
of frontier literature, cites his readership at “tens of thousands” (“Gustave Aimard” 467).
These numbers grew to the point that the eminent literary critic Richard Henry Stoddard
(1825-1903) regarded him as “one of the best known authors of his time.” In his
introduction to an 1889 edition of The Desert Home, Stoddard writes, “No one who has
written books for the young during the present century ever had so large a circle of readers
as Captain Mayne Reid,” adding that he had earned “the admiration of the millions of
young people who read his books” (1-4). Reid’s works were especially a fixture of the boys
who came of age during the Civil War, and their reflorescence in the 1880s and ‘90s seems
to indicate that these boys later desired to pass this nostalgia onto their own children.

To an American spectator from the early twenty-first century, the model of
manhood that Reid championed in the 1850s may seem unremarkable insofar as many of
its elements have so long persisted as to now seem primordial; however, the Reidean model
was once novel for having rejected prior and alternative modes of manhood available in
competing popular juvenile books of the era. Unlike his literary compeers, Reid balked at

the status quo and the systems of empire, presenting a children’s literature that was
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uniquely individualist and libertarian. Unfortunately, he was also a promiscuous reader

who wrote foremost in order to profit from the public’s appetites. Although he valued his
own discriminating intellect above all else, he borrowed freely from a wide range of
(pseudo)scientific, literary, and politicized sources, often regurgitating principles of
imperialism and white supremacy that stood in contradiction to his own self-professed
radical democracy and furthermore finessing them with the high-stakes drama lazily
supplied by battles between stereotyped forces of good and evil. While no particular strand
of his ideology—mnot his valorization of self-reliance, nor his utilitarian perception of
animals as raw resources, nor his belief in the evolutionary progress of societies—can be
said to have wholly originated with him, his unique convergence of these threads, spun into
the fabric of entertaining adventures tropes, spread wide coverage of these beliefs in the
second half of the nineteenth century. Reid was thus an early and very visible articulator
of the often harmful linkages between masculinity, science, animals, and race that would

become mainstream when his boy readers came of age.

Surveying the Surroundings: Reid’s Literary Ecosystem
The worldview surrounding self-reliant masculinity that the Captain shaped for his
boy readers cannot be said to be a radical anomaly within mid-nineteenth-century Anglo-
American discourse, which was likewise shaped by Jacksonian democracy, James
Fenimore Cooper, Emerson, Thoreau, and the edict to “go west, young man.” The
uniqueness of Reid’s vision, however, can be seen by comparing his themes with those
found in other books popular with American boys in the 1850s, which were often written

by men who, like Reid, were from the British Isles yet often set their novels in the
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Americas. The themes most prominent in these books all vouch for the preeminence of

Western civilization’s institutions—the church, the schools, the class system, the military,
the empire—as well as the imperative to replicate these forms in lush new lands. The works
of Reid either abandoned or critiqued these conservative themes, perhaps spurning the
confidence with which these works presumed the stability of civilization. Drawing instead
from scientific sources that warned of empires overcivilizing themselves to the point of
cannibalistic tyranny and of individuals so ill-equipped to deal with material reality that
they starved themselves to extinction, Reid envisioned success only for those individuals
willing and able to fight for it.

One strain notably missing from Reid’s works was Christianity, which, as in
previous decades, was an overt, guiding influence in much of the literature popular with
boys in the United States of the 1850s and 60s. Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719),
still a favorite a century and a half later and the inspiration for Reid’s first foray into
juvenile literature, was admired in part for its religious conversions, with one reviewer in
1856 deeming it ““a great religious poem, showing that God is found where men are absent”
(qtd. Melani). Likewise, the eponymous narrator of William Henry Giles Kingston’s
bestselling naval yarn Peter the Whaler (1851) never forgets the instructions of his priestly
father, even as he travels the globe battling slavers, pirates, and ferocious whales.

The innovation in religious expression of this period, however, was what one critic
defined in 1857 as “Muscular Christianity,” referring to the works of Charles Kingsley and
Thomas Hughes. In Hughes’s Tom Brown’s School Days, published to great success in
1857, a major plotline involves the successful reintroduction of prayer into the Rugby

School dormitories at the clasped hands of George Arthur, a frail newcomer. Although the
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other boys in this all-male domain view such devotions as effeminate and childish at the

beginning of the book—in line with a growing midcentury ideology associating mothers
with religious virtue and moral education—the support of the athletic, charismatic Tom
Brown quells any bullying and instead transforms praying into a popular trend. The bond
between George and Tom, fusing the (putatively feminine) spiritual virtues of the former
with the (obviously masculine) physical strength of the latter, embodies the new ethic, and
in the 1859 sequel, Tom Brown at Oxford, Hughes would write, “The Muscular Christians
have hold of the old chivalrous and Christian belief, that a man's body is given to him to
be trained and brought into subjection, and then used for the protection of the weak, the
advancement of all righteous causes, and the subduing of the earth which God has given to
the children of men” (170).

Reid certainly concurred that a man’s body should be trained to subdue the earth,
but his commentary on Christianity borders on the radically critical. Juvenile books that
were more explicitly American tended to be less overtly religious overall, but Peter J.
Hugill notes that American protagonists were still “usually represented as good
churchgoers” with proper devotional tendencies (322). And lest it be assumed that Reid’s
scientific interests foreclosed religious thought, Nina Baym documents how Natural
Theology, the mission “to discover as much of God’s mind as God permitted,” was the
“ultimate intellectual goal” of science “at least until the 1870s,” with scientists widely
considered to be “the most religious group after the ministers” (12). In The Boy Hunters
and Reid’s other adventure books, however, nary a thought is spared for church or God
except in the form of blasphemous exclamations—a telling omission, given that Reid was

descended from generations of Presbyterian ministers and had begun his education on that
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same path before embarking to the United States. Without ever analyzing his religious

views, his biographer admits “[a] more unlikely candidate for the ministry can scarcely be
imagined” than the “rebellious, independent, and iconoclastic” Reid (Steele 17-8).

His unexpected attitude toward religion is most apparent in Odd People: Being a
Popular Description of Singular Races of Man, an 1860 second-hand ethnology of
“savage” people from around the world, written in much the same style as his nonfiction
compendium of quadrupeds. Predictably, he makes much ado when a group appears to lack
religion, and he is totally dismissive of animist or shamanic beliefs. Even theistic religions
that are recognizable to him, such as “Mohametanism,” receive only a cursory dismissal.
Notably, however, he saves his most extensive denunciations for missionary attempts at
“Christianizing” savages, particularly as done by the Spanish. Anti-Catholicism may
inform these screeds in addition to his contempt for the competing Spanish presence in the
Americas, but Reid’s unwillingness to provide any counterpoint endorsing some “true”
Anglican Christianity insinuates that the people in his book could never practice any true
civilized religion, including Presbyterianism, not because they are “savages” but simply
because religious belief itself seems antithetical to his idea of civilization. Of the Tongans,
one of the peoples he views most favorably, he writes:

Their late wars are solely due to missionary influence.... A usurper, who

wishes to be king over the whole group, has embraced the Methodist form

of Christianity, and linked himself with its teachers,—who offer to aid him

with all their influence; and these formerly peaceful islands now present the

painful spectacle of a divided nationality,—the “Christian party,” and the

“Devil’s party.” The object of conquest on the part of the former is to place

the Devil’s party under the absolute sovereignty of a despot, whose laws
will be dictated by his missionary ministers. (209)
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Here, the introduction of doctrine leads to divisiveness, hypocrisy, and bloodshed;

elsewhere, religion is associated with idolatry, ostentation, and subordination. One seeking
religious instruction in the works of Reid will find only a hint of the opposite.

Schooling was another favored institution prominent in the juvenile fiction of the
era, albeit not in Reid’s works. School was a place where boys were divided into teams and
classes, encouraging them to respect, as Hugill writes, “the formation of esprit de corps, in
particular through organized team games” (321). In Tom Brown, this manifests as continual
scenes of rugby and football, interspersed with odes to the benefits of sport. The solidarity

3

forged on the field carries into other domains, as in a subplot involving a “war of
independence” against the tyrannical reign of the school bully; how such teamwork might
one day translate into the defense of the nation is clear in these scenes, which speaks to
another purpose of the schools: to instill in young men respect for their place within an
harmonious hierarchy in which they bear responsibilities toward family, country, and God.
One of the major developments in Hughes’s book, for instance, is when Tom learns to
appreciate the wise discipline of a just teacher.

Education in the books of Hughes, Kingsley, and Kingston is also valued insofar as
it gives way to introspection and the development of moral character—namely, one’s duties
toward others. Peter the Whaler, for instance, contains frequent internal monologues in
which the young sailor worries over such other-oriented anxieties as the moral obligation
of keeping a promise made in self-defense to a murderous pirate. Moral education is
common in literature intended for young people, and that education usually concerns

accepting one’s role in society. Toward the end of Tom Brown’s School Days, Hughes

includes a sermon emphasizing the need for selflessness: “It is only for those who seem to
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us to have lost compass and purpose, and to be driven helplessly on rocks and quicksands,

whose lives are spent in the service of the world, the flesh, and the devil, for self alone, and
not for their fellow-men, their country, or their God, that we must mourn and pray without
sure hope and without light” (270, emphasis mine).

Although all of Reid’s boy characters are well-read, their education is vigorously
autodidactic and self-serving. Reid boys receive their schooling in the woods and in
streams, and instead of team sports like baseball, cricket, and foot-ball, featured
respectively in the work of American children’s authors Oliver Optic, Peter Parley, and
Jacob Abbott, they engage in individual shooting competitions. In The Boy Hunters, Reid
writes of the very physical education the brothers have received and of the self-directed
aims of that education, a description which also hints at a very personalized vision of
imperialist expansion from shore to shore:

And truly had [their father] trained them to a complete self-reliance, as far
as lay in his power. He had taught them to ride, to swim, to dive deep rivers,
to fling the lasso, to climb tall trees, and scale steep cliffs, to bring down
birds upon the wing, or beasts upon the run, with the arrow and the unerring
rifle. He had trained them to sleep in the open air—in the dark forest—on
the unsheltered prairie—along the white snow-wreath—anywhere—with
but a blanket or a buffalo-robe for their beds. He had taught them to live
upon the simplest food; and the knowledge of practical botany which he had
imparted to them... would enable them, in case of need, to draw sustenance
from plants and trees, from roots and fruits—to find resources where
ignorant men might starve. They knew how to kindle a fire without either
flint, steel, or detonating powder. They could discover their direction
without a compass—from the rocks, and the trees, and the signs of the
heavens; and, in addition to all, they had been taught, as far as was then
known, the geography of that vast wilderness that stretched from their own
home to the far shores of the Pacific Ocean. (28-9)

The deemphasis on teamwork is likewise evident in the structure of Reid’s narratives.

Although Reid’s boys occasionally must work together, their adventures are more likely to
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be individual feats, and a common setup involves boys regaling each other around a

campfire with stories of their solo pursuits. Teamwork is downgraded in the Reidean
education, where the goal is not to accept one’s destined status in the hierarchy but rather
to make oneself the preeminent authority. As for books, authorities are often cited, but it is
a definitive lesson that teachers and books can be wrong.® Moreover, introspection is
nonexistent in Reid, where knowledge is useful only insofar as it contributes to self-
sufficiency, without regard for any moral calculus.

That Reid furthermore rejected the faith in aristocracy and the class system found
in British authors like Kingston and Kingsley is not surprising given his preference for the
United States and radical democracy, but it would be mistaken to believe that genteel
attitudes were confined to one side of the Atlantic. As Beverly Lyon Clark demonstrates,

Americans were still celebrating inherited gentility in 1885, when Frances Hodgson

18 Reid’s elevation of autodidacticism over formal education reflects apparent anxieties in his personal life
that his biographer Joan Steele has unearthed. Reid enrolled in the Royal Academical Institution in Belfast
in 1834 at age sixteen with the intention (perhaps not his own) of being a Presbyterian minister like his father
and several of his ancestors, yet Steele finds it “doubtful that he completed the prescribed course” (18). Steele
seems not to have realized that the Royal Belfast Academical Institution was a grammar school formed in
1814, serving pupils as young as eleven, with an anti-Catholic Collegiate Department that functioned as a
preparatory school for the ministry. Thus, while it may not be “suspect,” as Steele says, that Reid successfully
graduated in 1838 at age twenty, it nevertheless does seem a suspicious inflation of his credentials when in
November 1840, while living in Nashville, Tennessee, he advertised himself as the schoolmaster of a “New
English, Mathematical and Classical School” by professing himself “a graduate of the Royal College” with
a degree that “qualifies me to teach any of the above mentioned branches,” including Greek, Latin, Hebrew,
geometry, trigonometry, surveying, mechanics, hydraulics, astronomy, history, geography, and elocution
(Steele 18-19). “Perhaps the incredible range of courses listed above was more than the twenty-two-year-old
Reid could handle,” Steele surmises, noting that after running this ad through January 1841, he withdrew it
and introduced a new ad in March “shifting the school’s emphasis toward the more utilitarian branches of
learning” (19). In this ad, which ran until June, Reid expressed his conviction of “the absolute inutility of the
Classical studies,” which he could only “acknowledge... as branches of Education” because he was
“compelled by the trammels of custom and hoary usage, and by respect due to the authority of others,”
whereas “the practical application of the useful arts of life will form the primary elements of my school” (qtd.
Steele 19). Reid’s academical aspirations ended with the school’s dissolution on July 1, and when he set his
1861 adult novel Wild Huntress at a Tennessee school, he portrayed its schoolmaster as an “archvillain”
(Steele 19). Still on a quest to find his place in the world, the young Reid conceded that such a place could
not depend upon the pretenses of formal education.
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Burnett published Little Lord Fauntleroy. Genteel manhood was the mode of masculinity

against which Reid’s model appeared most revolutionary; this was a model of fashionable
refinement, cultural high taste, religious faith, and philanthropy, emblematized by young
Fauntleroy, whose prowess at horse riding and foot racing complement his polish, his
poise, and his paternalistic concern for his poor people. Reid’s British contemporaries
stressed the necessity of blood inheritance as the conferrer of this grace, and Anne M.
Windholz documents how most adventure sagas written for young British men fret over
the uncouth American frontier’s potential to unmake a man’s gentlemanly status, which
could certainly be forfeited but which could never be gained except through birthright
(633). Although Horatio Alger and others would soon decouple American respectability
from its hereditary requisite, a transfixion with magical blood persisted, as in Pauline
Hopkins’s Winona (1902), Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Apes (1912), and
countless other American novels where a third-act discovery of aristocratic European
lineage provides physical substantiation of one’s already self-evident greatness. Even
Reid’s literary successor Robert Louis Stevenson, a devoted fan as a boy, would reassert
classist essentialism in the denouement of Treasure Island (1883).

In Reid, however, genetic inheritance is far more unstable than the class system
allows. As will be shown, racial inheritance in Reid can bequeath certain intellectual and
physical advantages, which are especially important due to Reid’s sense that a person’s
worth can be entirely assessed through externalities. Nevertheless, externalities are
changeable, and it is only through a properly exploitative relationship with one’s
environment that one can achieve the physical stature that proves moral worth—a mastery

that can be squandered by the civilized and approximated even by those deemed ethnic
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savages. Reid’s apparent conviction in a “Lamarckian” inheritance trumps the stable

essentialism of aristocratic lineages.

Finally, the Reidean oeuvre differentiates itself from the literature of the period
(juvenile and adult) in its ambivalent stance toward the expansion of Empire. The literature
of the era celebrated the burgeoning of civilization in savage lands, optimistically believing
old forms would flourish through their encounter with the New World. The first book Reid
wrote for a juvenile audience was a “Robinsonade,” a genre in which a person or people
stranded in an unfamiliar locale (usually an island) must decipher the indigenous flora,
fauna, and terrain in order to not only survive but moreover rebuild their familiar
civilization from alien raw materials. Martin Green suggests Defoe’s prototype was “the
fountainhead of all Western fictional materials” for establishing the archetypal myth of Old
World forms (societal, natural, and textual) being metamorphosed, reinvigorated, and
improved by New World encounters (Maher 93). Reid’s first juvenile work, The Desert
Home; or, The Adventures of a Lost Family in the Wilderness (1852), distinguishes itself
from others of the genre, and not simply because it is set in the American West rather than
on a desert island. J.S. Bratton notes that the pious thanksgiving toward divine providence
common throughout other Robinsonades receives only “small lip service” in The Desert
Home, replaced instead by an acquisitive outlook obsessed with converting animal bodies
into a material fortune (137-8). Meanwhile, Susan Naramore Maher argues that, most
importantly, Reid substitutes the progressive structure of Robinsonades, in which
Providence guides the successive transformation of primordial wilderness into a complete
replica of European civilization, with “a Sisyphean narrative of inconclusive purport,”

where “dominion is never fully attained” and the “forbidding landscape... diminishes their
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achievement and underscores their vulnerability in the shadow of nature's daunting forces.

The culture they bring is insubstantial in comparison” (101, 104). Reid’s frontier is an
eternal proving ground, where dominance is contested continually and only the ablest of
New World bodies can survive.

Reid’s books also lacked the faith in manifest destiny common to American authors
of the era. Reid evidences a clear contempt for the indigenous tribes who were then a direct
impediment to the westward progress of the United States—a contempt that is in marked
contrast to the esteem afforded similar groups occupying less strategically desirable
territories—yet his sentiments toward the imperialist project are outspokenly critical. His
political tangents reveal a cynicism toward the ruling classes not just of the Europeans,
who indulge in feudalism and warmongering, but of the Americans as well, who rely on
slavery to fund their democratic endeavors, and of much of the “civilized world” as a
whole, which sustains itself through unfair gender inequalities. Overall, Reid’s pessimistic
attitude toward empire-building can be seen as a skepticism of big government in all forms,
as summarized by his view of the Esquimaux®® in Odd People: “Neither have they any
political organization.... This absence of all government, however, is no proof of their
being lower in the scale of civilisation than other savages; but, perhaps, rather the contrary,
for the very idea of chiefdom, or government, is a presumption of the existence of vice

among a people, and the necessity of coercion and repression” (90).

19 Despite his obsession with the importance of names, the demonyms Reid uses in Odd People and elsewhere
are almost universally problematic—derogatory, misspelled, externally bestowed, combining disparate
groups, etc. To include more accurate names of the groups likely intended by Reid would be to falsely suggest
that his descriptions of said groups are indeed apposite. I have chosen to employ Reid’s original terminology,
while sometimes deploying scare quotes for emphasis, so as not to suggest that the generalizations described
in Reid’s writings bear any relation to real communities. In other words, Reid’s savages are literary creations,
and thus it is his words that best describe them.



163
In Reid we thus find the first major instance of a popular individualist children’s

literature. The Captain does not advise one to listen to one’s parents, as Peter Parley did,
nor to have faith in one’s God, as Kingston did, nor to fight for one’s country, as Hughes
did. His cursory, ambivalent, and sometimes critical references to religion, schools, and
government demonstrate not only that they were blind spots in his knowledge but also that
his encyclopedic curiosity neglected to heed these areas precisely because he did not value
them as true markers of civilization. Instead, Reid urged boy readers to study hard not so
they could be good subjects in the body politic, but so they could sustain their own bodies
with roots, bark, and animal flesh while pursuing their own lonely paths. In his worldview,
this self-development was more than just self-interest—it was the very foundation of
civilizational progress, a belief that was possible because he took as his sources not the
usual conservative influences that sought to reassert the status quo, but instead
contemporary scientists, who in the 1850s were articulating a worldview of progress
through change: evolution.

The evolutionary theories brewing by midcentury uncoupled one’s status from any
fixed, stable essence. In 1859, the Darwinian theory of natural selection would assert that
evolution is nonteleological: mutations are random and often unfavorable, and their
likelihood of increasing an individual’s chance of survival depends upon specific
contextual parameters, which are themselves subject to abrupt changes. Just because a
species is perfectly suited to survive in an environment today does not mean the
environment may not change tomorrow, putting the species at a disadvantage. No species
is evolving toward perfection. Adaptability is unpredictable, and thus natural selection

provides no rules to live by. In the time when Reid was writing his first boys’ books,
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however, it was often assumed that evolution was by some means oriented towards either

improvement or degradation. In some formulations, wise individuals or societies could rein
and leverage these forces. Reid had what is now referred to as a “Lamarckian”
understanding of evolution, after the French naturalist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck (1744—
1829), who was not in fact the first or the only natural historian to believe that acquired
characteristics (such as muscular strength) could be passed onto offspring. Moreover,
Reid’s understanding of such seclf-directed development might be deemed proto-
Spencerian, after the English sociologist Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), who in 1864
coined the phrase “survival of the fittest” to represent evolution as a teleological tautology
in which the ones with power were the ones biologically determined and thus naturally,
rightfully destined to possess that power, a misunderstanding of natural selection later
known as “Social Darwinism.” Social Darwinism was widely embraced by self-made men
like Reid and Jack London in the final decades of the nineteenth century because it posited
a world of perpetual struggle in which a dedicated achiever could rise above his
circumstances. Reid’s interpretation of evolution reckoned with proving a superiority for
humankind that was merely achievable rather than inherent; this unstable superiority had
to be maintained constantly through the active effort of individuals. An unfit man can
indeed be eaten by a grizzly bear, and a man who does not know how to kill a buffalo, or
who has too much sentimental altruism to eat his own dog, can very well starve to death;

certainly, no such man is the master of the universe.?® Likewise, slaves, serfs, and

20 The Landi brothers’ faithful hunting dog, Marengo, nearly gets eaten in both The Boy Hunters and its
sequel, The Young Voyageurs. The boys are certainly not happy about having to do this, and they prolong the
necessity to the brink of starvation, but Reid makes it clear they are prepared to do it in order to survive. Only
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sycophants direct their own energies toward the survival of a few despots, so any society

structured around such a narrow distribution of the invigorating energies could not hope to
survive for long. Reid’s disinterest in powerful institutions like the church and the
universities is ultimately a fear of such parasitism.

Reid also saw the path of evolutionary progress reflected in the rise and fall of
societies, and in this he was revolutionary but not alone. According to this progression,
from “brute” animality, “races of man” (sometimes deemed separate “species”) ascend
through various stages of animalistic “savagery” and warlord “barbarity” until they reach
the pinnacle: “civilization.” The New York politician and anthropologist Lewis Henry
Morgan would formalize this theory with his book Ancient Society in 1877. Eventually,
two stages of devolution were added: if civilized people failed to mitigate the enervating
aspects of industrial society—excessive leisure, a decreased interest in the responsibilities
of reproductive sexuality, uteruses depleted by female education—then they would decline
and, unable or unwilling to combat their less civilized and more prolific competition, they
would go extinct. The environmental stressors in the urban centers of the East Coast (and
throughout Old Europe) were the foremost culprits in this devolution, exerting a polluting
effect on bodies which physically required some salubrious exposure to the natural
environs of their evolutionary past in order to fully develop.

Reid was unique among writers of the 1850s is his early conviction that progress
was not necessarily limitless, that devolution and decay were possible. Environmental

historian Miles Powell observes that this framework did not become mainstream until the

last-minute ingenuity concerning the discovery of e