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Abstract

This thesis is about natural history film-making and how it relates to the public
understanding of science. The word ‘public’ in the phrase is taken to designate
In the first place the film-makers. The study is thus one which investigates how
natural history film-makers negotiate their identity and situate their knowledge
with relation to sciences. Drawing on an examination of the history of the
development of natural history film-making in Britain, and on two case studies
of contemporary examples of natural history films, this thesis first suggests that
the culture of natural history film-making should be regarded as an offshoot of
the Victorian culture of amateur natural history, thus as a form of knowledge-
production in 1ts own right, instead of a form of popularisation of science. In
this perspective, natural history film-makers appear as spokespersons for nature
and not for science. Their relationship to scientific practitioners would be aptly
described as one of co-existence on either side of a border, peopled with such
objects as animals, plants, and the motion-picture camera. Natural history film-
makers’ cognitive authority stems from their status as amateurs naturalists—
deriving their knowledge of the natural world from their capacity to engage
intimately with it—as well as from their ability to use the film-making
apparatus convincingly. The types of evidences supporting the claims to
trustworthiness to be observed in natural history films do not appear to relate to
the values and beliefs of professional science but to the culture of amateur
natural history and to the conventions of the film medium. In order to account
for the type of authority to speak for nature embodied in the culture of natural

history film-making, this thesis proposes to use the word “telenaturalist”.
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Chapter 1

Natural history film-making: a culture of knowledge-

production

‘[K]nowledge for the sociologist is

whatever people take to be knowledge’
(David Bloor, 1991:5)

With natural history film-making we would find ourselves in the presence of
‘mixtures of experiences and beliefs’ (Bloor, 1991:15) potentially emulating
those encapsulated in the practices of life sciences. Reflecting on Disney’s
True-Life Adventures, Gregg Mitman notes:
‘In this nature of popular culture, a distinct popular science of natural
history emerged, one that needs to be considered in its own right and not
as a vulgarized form of professional science.” (Mitman, 2000:423)

A study of natural history film-making thus points towards considering the
way 1t relates to professional sciences. Natural history film-making obeys
conventions supposedly alien to the culture and practices of scientific
practitioners, both because the artefacts it produces are films (Mitman, 1999;
Bousé, 2000) and because 1t 1s informed by natural history. Although
professional life sciences emerged from it, natural history, after having been
pushed ‘to the margins of science’ (Secord, 1996:449), retained and nurtured
1ts original character of an overwhelmingly visual culture of knowledge-
production, requiring ‘no specialized knowledge in order to participate’
(Findlen, 1996:60). Natural history films can be conceived as today’s natural
history culture’s most pervasive material artefacts (Jetfries, 2003). Natural
history film-making can be seen as a culture of knowledge-production
maintaining an ambiguous relationship to the scientific enterprise. In this thesis
we will investigate the ways in which the authority to speak for nature,

commonly considered to be the preserve of scientific practitioners, 1s asserted

in natural history film-making.



Natural history film-making: a culture of knowledge-production

Natural history film-making produces artefacts reaching a vast public. Since
its release in 1979 the famous series Life on Earth has been watched by more
than 500 million people worldwide. And in Britain alone, the 2006 series
Planet Earth gathered 12 million viewers. The enduring popularity of these
films is commonly regarded as a consequence of an estrangement from nature
characteristic of modernity (Bousé, 2000), as well as a factor reinforcing this
estrangement (Mitman, 1999). They are considered to partake in the image of
nature many Westerners form.

The films’ massive following, and their role as an interface between humans
and the natural world, make natural history film-making worth investigating
for the sociologist. So far they have been approached as a genre (Bousé, 2000).
Their contribution to the fashioning of the position of animals in society has
been analysed, as well as the notion that their history mirrors the changes in
humans’ relationship to animals (Burt, 2002). They have been pointed out as
instances of the appeal to “nature” as a means of legitimating dominant cultural
values and the current social order (Haraway, 1989; Crowther, 1997; Mitman,

1999). They have been considered as attempts to convey scientific knowledge,
and examined as part of the history of animal sciences (Mitman, 1999; 2006).

As these various approaches suggest, natural history films stand at the
confluence of many realms. They aim at educating “the public”, whilst being
entertaining. They display the flag of science, whilst claiming to fall under the
tradition of natural history that scientific practitioners abandoned some time
ago. They seem to foster the modern conception that nature is separated from
the human world and 1s to be observed with detachment, whilst never ceasing
to redefine this separation, for example when they offer an anthropomorphic

presentation of non-human animals as individuals endowed with a personal

history, longings, short and long term objectives.

The focus of this thesis, the 1ssue of the authority to speak for nature and how it

1s achieved in natural history film-making, raises several questions: Is this
authority a matter of identity of the film-maker? Is 1t a matter ot technological
and performative skills? Is it a matter of approach to the natural world?
Examining how the authority to speak for nature 1s achieved through a practice

inscribed in the context of popular culture, supposedly separated from science,
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will necessarily lead us to reassess the commonly held belief that it rests in the
hands of one specific social group, scientific practitioners. We will therefore
first review the literature on the sociology of knowledge and popular science.
This will specifically draw our attention to the links between social identity and
knowledge-production. We will then turn to the literature on the history of
natural history which illustrates the arbitrariness of ascribing to scientific
practitioners alone the authority to speak for nature, and the fact that it is the
result of social negotiations historically situated. Its review will allow us to
realise that the categories which render natural history films so problematic, in
particular concerning the distinction between science and non-science, are far
from being set once and for all. This literature emphasises the notion that the
approach to nature considered appropriate as a means of producing knowledge
of it has varied throughout history, as have the methods deemed relevant for its
investigation and the social identities associated with this pursuit. One aspect
of the history of natural history which appears of particular significance 1s the
formation of public institutions centred on the knowledge of the natural world,
museums of natural history and zoological gardens, dedicated to the rational
entertainment of the urban populations of the 19™C, and instrumental in the
formation of the popular pursuit of natural history. Natural history film-making
is today’s embodiment of this culture, we will close the chapter on a review of
the literature on natural history films, emphasising the complexity of their
relationship to the knowledge produced by practitioners in the life sciences. In
what follows, natural history films will be defined as objects of knowledge, as
artefacts of a culture of knowledge-production which appropriates the work of

scientific practitioners yet remains distinct from the scientific enterprise.

Rethinking natural history film-making as a culture of
knowledge-production in public

Two recent articles (Dingwall and Aldridge, 2006; Jeffries, 2003) focus on the
idea that natural history films mis-represent animals and nature, hence the work
of one particular social group producing knowledge of them, life scientists.
Michael Jeffries (2003) states that they represent an ‘impoverished view of the

natural world’ (p.532) from which life scientists should ‘rescue natural history
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television’(p.544) thus opening new possibilities ‘to share the provisional and
contested nature of science’ (/bid.). Such argument appears to draw on pre-set
answers to the questions of who is entitled to engage with nature, what counts
as knowledge of the natural world, and what are the most appropriate means of
acquiring this knowledge. Although natural history films can be, and certainly
should be, critically examined, it seems that our analysis would be weakened if
we were to engage in the exercise on mappropriate bases, for this would result
in an impoverished understanding of the social dimension of the objects we are
faced with. Furthermore, this would leave unquestioned the very assumption on
which this dismissal of natural history films is based.

The notion that scientific knowledge would be the ultimate achievement of
human rationality has been firmly established by the influential work ot
theorists such as Karl Popper. Popper describes the scientific endeavour as
cumulative, tending to the universal, and progressing through the systematic
application of the hypothetico-deductive method to observations of the natural
world. Science progresses from theories with a low level of universality to
theories with a high level of universality. The enterprise aims, ultimately, at the
theory of everything. The scientists” work consists mainly in the unveiling of
untemporal, ahistorical truths, hidden in nature, which will serve to refine

existing theories (Popper, 2002) ' The so-called Popperian view of science

' In the Popperian perspective, the discovery of new facts is essential to the progress of
science because these new facts are tests for the existing theories. The more a theory resists to
these tests the more it can be considered to be true. But this does not mean that there will never
be a discovery proving the theory to be false. An authentic scientific theory is a theory which 1s
potentially falsifiable: ‘a theory which has been well corroborated can only be superseded by
one of a higher level of universality; that is, by a theory which is better testable and which, in
addition, contains the old, well corroborated theory—or at least a good approximation to 1t’
(Popper, 2002, p.276 — original emphasis).

Falsifiability rests upon what Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison call ‘mechanical
objectivity’ (Daston & Galison, 1992). It 1s described as a form of objectivity historically
grounded in the mid-nineteenth century, whose emblem was photography, and which ‘[strove]
to eliminate all forms of human intervention in the observation of nature. ... [it battled] the
general, all-too-human tendencies to aestheticise, anthropomorphise, judge, interpret, or in
other way “tamper” with the given of nature’ (Daston, 1995, p.19-20). In order to be valid, in
the Popperian view, scientific observations and deductions require self-control and detachment
and must remain in the framework delimited by theory. (As underscored by Daston, the
rhetoric associated with mechanical objectivity echoes the self-restraint preached by Christian
asceticism.). Susan L. Star makes a related point when she notes (1992, p.275) that ‘[1]n some
ways modern science can be seen as the push to erase individual, craft skill from the scientific

10
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makes “truth” the ultimate—yet unattainable—goal of the scientific endeavour.

It can only be approached through the rigorous application of the rules of the
scientific method—hypothesis-test-verification/falsification—which are the
guarantee that the observations are free from the influence of any extra-
theoretical factors—judgement, imagination, emotion—and that deductions are
untainted by any personal interference. This setting aside of the individual
subject ensures that observations are reproducible, for the suppression of
subjectivity renders observers interchangeable. Anonymity and the collective
character of the scientific enterprise are thus instituted (Daston & Galison,
1992; Daston, 1995).

Criticisms of natural history films as those mentioned above can thus be
seen as expressions of the unquestioned belief that nature is what scientific
practitioners say 1t 1s, that scientific practitioners are the only genuine
spokespersons for nature. The sociology of science edified by Robert K.
Merton rests on such basis, and postulates that science 1s a pursuit autonomous
from society, whose analysis is better left to epistemology and the history of
science, leaving aside the actual contents of scientific knowledge which, not
being a social production, is not affected by social factors. The Mertonman
sociology of science is therefore the investigation of a social system apart from
the rest of society (Restivo, 1995), protected from the surrounding social
totality by its own norms: communism, universalism, disinterestedness, and
organised scepticism (Merton, 1942, 1973). The sociologist of science thus
studies the social structures and institutions producing this knowledge, the
material means devoted to the production and the transmission of knowledge,
and the norms organising this activity (Merton, 1937). It is the sociology of a
microcosm peopled by the researchers and made of the institutions where they
work. When such sociology of science bears on the relationship between the
production of scientific knowledge and society, it 1s in the hope of explaining
scientific errors, for it is assumed that if and when society meddles with the

process of production of scientific knowledge, error and falsity automatically

workplace, to ensure that no idiosyncratic local, tacit, or personal knowledge leaks into the
product. [...] Research findings that are purely personal or irreplicable are just not science .

11
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follow. The very principle that scientific knowledge would be the most reliable
form of knowledge leads almost Inevitably to the presumption that the only
acceptable, in the sense of valid, form of knowledge outside the scientific
community has to be simplified scientific knowledge. But at the same time, the
notion that the production and actual contents of genuine scientific knowledge
are immune from social influences renders the status of simplified scientific
knowledge problematic.

The Popperian view of science thus legitimises a particular version of
popularised science: one whose main function is to educate and which is
considered “less true” than its “genuine” counterpart, for being a simpler
version of “real” science, produced specially for the uneducated public, it lacks
its complexity and nuances. Such conception of the popularisation of science is
formalised in the Public Understanding of Science (PUS) movement at the core
of which lies the notion of “scientific literacy” (e.g.: Miller, 1993). As
demonstrated by questionnaires used in surveys to evaluate scientific literacy,
1t 1s measured by the percentages of people describing the “scientific method”
in Popperian terms and able to give correct answers about established facts

such as whether the Earth 1s revolving around the sun or the reverse (e.g.:
Durant et al. 1989; 1992).

Consistently low levels of scientific literacy amongst the general population
indicated by successive surveys have given rise to the central concept of this
Popperian model of popularisation: the deficit model of PUS, which compares
the lay mind to an empty teapot in which to pour scientific knowledge
(Gregory & Miller, 1998). As compared to the disinterested and communal
work of professional scientists (Gregory & Miller, 1998), popularisation of
science 1s considered a dangerous use of scientific knowledge, potentially
damaging to science, and must therefore remain a low status activity, whose
main function is to diffuse a faithful and positive image of scientists and their
work amongst the public. As a corollary, a good populariser 1s someone able to
do appropriate simplification—or translation. He or she, at best a retired
scientist—fluent in the original language—is appointed and endorsed by the
scientific community and speaks for science and for the scientific community.

A bad populariser is someone who produces a travesty of scientific knowledge

12
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In order to entertain, or, worse, to gain personal prestige (Gregory & Miller,
1998). In this view, the circulation of knowledge outside the scientific sphere is
acceptable only insofar as it serves to educate the lay public about the

progresses achieved by scientific practitioners in the knowledge of the natural

world and about the reliability of the method employed.’

Works regrouped under the label sociology of scientific knowledge (SSK),
have however come to challenge the widespread equation of science with truth,
and the notion that, as a culture of knowledge-production, science is apart from
society, from the social and historical context in which it occurs. The works,
amongst others, of David Bloor allow us to consider the production of
scientific knowledge and its understanding as social facts and therefore enable
to study the social and political uses of knowledge as well as the social
negotiations around what is to count as knowledge.

Bloor demonstrates that ‘theories of knowledge are [...] reflection of social
1deologies’ (1991:75), and suggests that the Popperian theory is one of the
powertul agents which isolates science from society and renders its ‘very
content and nature’ immune from the investigation of sociologists. A major
achievement of the sociology of scientific knowledge has been its
demonstration that, regardless of its claims to truth or objectivity, the
production of scientific knowledge can indeed be studied as a cultural and
social practice. ‘[K]nowledge for the sociologist 1s whatever people take to be
knowledge’ (Bloor, 1991:5). Such realisation has led to the formulation of the
so-called ‘symmetry postulate’:

‘Both true and false, and rational and 1rrational 1deas, 1n as far as they are
collectively held, should all equally be the object of sociological

curiosity, and should all be explained by reference to the same kinds of

? This model of popularisation can be historically rooted in a European socialist
movement and in an American capitalist one, both from the 1930s (Gregory & Miller, 1998).
The former was motivated by the desire to enlighten and empower working men and women
by providing them with digested scientific knowledge. The latter aimed at educating people as
consumers and helping them living ‘happier, longer, more productive lives in the work place
and at home’ (p.34 ). Both had as an objective the fostering of democracy as well as the
development of people’s freedom in the conduct of their life.

13
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cause. In all cases the analyst must identify the local, contingent, causes

of belief.” (Bloor, 1999:84)
As underlined by Jan Golinski, this symmetry postulate ‘is a

[methodological] way of screening out the issues of epistemic validity that
hinder the understanding of knowledge in its social dimension’ (1998:7). In
this perspective, science is denied the special or transcendent character which
confines the sociology of knowledge to the Mertonian study of the scientific
institutions and to the sociology of “the scientific community” (Restivo,
1995).°

Far from necessarily bringing about nihilism and generalised scepticism,
releasing science from its ‘sacred aura’ and its ‘mystery’ is the surest means of
reasserting the ‘indissoluble union of society and knowledge’ (Bloor, 1991:83).
And most importantly for us this symmetry postulate also encourages us to
recognise forms of knowledge which are not produced within the scientific
community as relevant social facts because they have a social effect. This leads
us 1n particular to acknowledging that people who are not scientists, and do not
claim to be, can nonetheless stand publicly as legitimate spokespersons for
nature, and to try to understand what mechanisms and beliets are involved 1n
their legitimisation. Adopting this approach, ‘the sociologist will be concerned
with beliefs which are taken for granted or institutionalised, or invested with

authority by groups of people’ (Bloor, 1991:5).

The recognition of the conclusion fostered by the constructivist approach that
the production of knowledge is a social fact involved in debates and
negotiations from which politics are not absent, has encouraged several
scholars, in the past two decades, to produce a stringent critique of the model
of popularisation derived from the Popperian view of science, that is that only

appropriately simplified scientific knowledge can be, and should be,

3 Popper and Kuhn both naturalise the idea that scientists form a community. As noted

by Bloor, ‘[t]he theme of “community” is a pervasive one, with its overtones of social o
solidarity, of a settled way of life with its own style, habits and routine’ (.1 991:59). _Irr}p11c1t in
the notion of a “scientific community” is the idea that scientists form a highly specialised elite
group, ‘who produces “truth” in esoteric ways’ (Whiiiley, 1985:6). f}s will appear ir_l th?
following chapters, the use of this notion of community, as a rhetorical tggl In ppbllc discourse,
is not absent from natural history film-makers strategies of cognitive legitimisation.

14
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communicated to the public, and to reassess its status and function. The first
conclusion to ensue from this re-examination is that expositions of knowledge
occurs along a continuum, it is therefore not possible to draw a clear distinction

between “genuine” scientific knowledge and “simplified” public knowledge
(Cloitre and Shinn, 1985). There is only knowledge, and what varies is the

context of its communication (Lewenstein, 1995).

Contrary to what proponents of the traditional model of popularisation
postulate, Stephen Hilgartner (1990) demonstrates that there is no clear
demarcation between “appropriate” simplification and distortion. Declaring
that some expositions of knowledge are distortions appears as a means of
discrediting rivals in controversies. It allows experts to protect their authority
and to control the use of expertise. However, communication of knowledge to
the public through popular media cannot be considered as “less true” than
communication in a specialised journal. A critical examination of this top-
down conception of popularisation, which makes knowledge the preserve ot
scientists and establishes the scientific approach to the natural world as ‘the
epistemic gold standard’ (Hilgartner, 1990:520), shows that instances of the
use of ‘the cultural Symbol ‘Science’’(/bid.) which focus the debate on the
Popperian notions of accuracy and truth, can be recognised as uses of science
as a resource for authority in public discourse and for discrediting, when
needed, ‘publicly available representations’ (/bid.). The dominant model of
popularisation, by the control it grants to scientific practitioners over the

communication of knowledge to the public, functions as an attempt to protect

? Elisabeth Clemens shows in particular that persuasion plays as important a role in the
communication of knowledge to the public as in inter- or intra-specialists communication and
therefore that the “public understanding of science” is as much about convincing the audience
as it is about educating them. In her paper investigating the reception of the ‘Alvarez |
hypothesis’, which postulates that dinosaurs got extinct because of the impact of an ast.ermd,
she suggests that the success of the ‘impact hypothesis’ pleads in favour of 15he contention that
‘in science, fellow specialists, other scientists and the general public form dlff?rent but
overlapping audiences with different, but related understanding of the appropriate styles and |
important problems for scientific debate. The ability to meet these expectations ar}d Interests 1S
one factor influencing the reception given to specific arguments’ (1986:448). Qalms to
knowledge-production implicate strategies of persuasion which can be recognised as identical

whether the claimants are scientific practitioners or not.

15
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the cognitive authority of scientific expertise, in what Thomas Gieryn has
identified as ‘boundary work’ (1983; 1995).

Stating that every form of communication is a form of production of
knowledge (Secord, 2004; Zehr, 2000; Whitley, 1985), and that knowledge
becomes legitimated as scientific when it is discussed between scientific
practitioners (Latour and Woolgar, 1979/1986; Bloor, 1991), the SSK approach
to the public uptake of knowledge proposes to investigate how people negotiate
with the authority vested in science in their everyday life, that is how non-
scientific holders of knowledge position themselves and their knowledge with
regard to the cognitive authority implicitly vested in scientific knowledge
(Irwin and Wynne, 1996). This perspective also allows to examine the
negotiation of the relationship between policy-makers and scientific experts, or
how certainty and uncertainty related to scientific 1ssues are managed 1n public
discourse (Collins and Pinch, 1993).

‘The common starting-point is not individuals’ lack of knowledge about
scientific ‘facts’, or processes, but how people reflect on the status ot

their own knowledge and situate themselves vis a vis science and vis a vis

others in relation to science’ (McKechnie, 1996:129)

This sociological approach to the public understanding of knowledge
proposes to decentre science (McKechnie, 1996), to displace the focus, from
the various strategies implemented by scientific practitioners defending
themselves against attacks coming from society to the ‘boundary work’
(Gieryn, 1983) exercised by non-scientists in order to defend their identity
from the cognitive hegemony of science. This does not mean that 1t considers
that the actors under scrutiny do not make use of scientific knowledge, on the
contrary (Yearley, 1996). What is examined is precisely the way they integrate
this particular brand of knowledge to their own claims to knowledge, so that
they remain theirs and do not become those of scientific practitioners. That 1s
the efforts these actors put in maintaining their social identity as it is embodied
in their capacity to make claims to knowledge. Such ‘fact builders’(Latour,
1987) can be Cumbria sheep-farmers (Wynne, 1996); as we will see in the

coming chapters, they can also be natural history film-makers.

16
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Inspired by the propositions made by the constructivist approach that beliefs in
the moral authority of scientific practitioners and the image of nature they draw
are contingent, and the result of negotiations amongst social actors, works in
the history of science have shown that scientific practitioners themselves, as
knowledge-producers, could be seen ‘as self-fashioned individuals who
creatively manipulate the resources offered by their cultural setting to form
their own personae’(Golinski, 1998:66).” Such interrogations on the role of
individual conducts in the process of identity fashioning of authoritative
spokespersons for nature has led to reassess the role attributed to institutions
and the communal norms ruling their functioning. From unproblematic
resources, institutions have been recognised as ‘rhetorical weapons |...]
adaptable to many different purposes’ (Golinski, 1998:55).

A similar focus on the conditions of the production of scientific knowledge
and on their socially and culturally mediated quality has led feminist scholars
to reappraise the beliefs associated with the manner in which knowledge of the
natural world is produced. By demonstrating for example that values present in
the day-to-day practice of scientific practitioners such as the exclusion of
emotions from official accounts of science ‘by virtue of being labeled
“feminine”’ (Keller, 1995:82), but that emotion s nonetheless play a siginficant
role in scientists’ practices, they underscore the plurality of conducts in the
production of knowledge. The works in the history of science together with
what has been labelled ‘a feminist epistemology’ (Jaggar, 1989) have in turn
contributed to dispel the notion that because of a unique method they would
use, coupled with a specific conduct they would adopt, scientific practitioners
would form a group unified in their privileged access to knowledge of the
natural world. Every knowledge-production activity is situated, and bound to

the context of its occurrence (Haraway, 1997).

Ceasing to postulate a clear separation between “scientific” and “simplified”

forms of knowledge, the sociological approach allows to pay attention to the

> On various instances of identity fashioning by scientific practitioners see amongst
others Mario Biagioli’s Galileo, Courtier (1993), Steven Shapin’s Social History of Truth
(1994), Iwan Morus’ Frankenstein's Children (1998).
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Intrinsic characteristics of the culture of knbwledge-production, the setting, or
the medium under scrutiny. It leads us to recognising that instances of the
public exposition of knowledge can integrate some of the knowledge produced
by scientific practitioners, and at the same time represent ‘mixtures of
experiences and beliefs’ (Bloor, 1991:15) whose participants actively maintain
their autonomy from science. Dorothy Nelkin (1995) has, for example,
demonstrated how fruitful a study of science journalism, highlighting the tight
Interweaving of science with journalistic values and codes of practices, could

prove to understand the press coverage of scientific and technological issues.

Seen 1n the light of the inherently social nature of knowledge-production, and
of the importance of the processes of identity fashioning in supporting claims
to authority to speak for the natural world, criticising natural history films as
vehicles for knowledge on the ground that they would be an 1naccurate
representation of the natural world and of the work of scientific practitioners,
seems to bring evidence of a conflict over the control of the production of
knowledge of the natural world, its use and the ends it serves, crystallised
around the artefacts natural history films. Following the approach encouraged
by SSK, these criticisms invite us to investigate the culture producing these
films, in order to understand how it is positioned with relation to the scientific
exploration of the natural world. The culture of natural history film-making
being informed by natural history, we will examine in the next section of this
chapter how it has passed from a position of dominance in the scientific sphere
to its margins (Secord, 1996). The transition extended over some time, and the
examination of this process will allow to witness the formation of a culture of
knowledge-production actively differentiated by its beholders from academic

or institutional science, at a time when the divide between amateur and

professional scientists was being set.

Natural history, a visual culture of knowledge-production

Natural historical knowledge participates in various historically rooted
practices (Jardine & al, 1996); some are material, they are related to the

gathering and/or the fabrication and the display of objects bearing knowledge
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of the natural world—collectable specimens and/or visual representations:
others are social, and refer to the notion of the division of labour, the
negotiation of trust and authority, and the setting up of networks through the
circulation of material objects. At the confluence of all these practices stands

the image; the culture of natural history is, overwhelmingly, a visual one
(Bleichmar, 2003).

Establishing a distance between the observed and the observer

T'he visual culture of natural history emerged from the fruitful association of an
urban elite devoted to nascent capitalism with students of nature whose
appetite for knowledge was great, and finally with artists, who could exert their
skills on new objects (Smith, 2006). Accompanying the rise of natural history
as an observation-based practice in the early modern period, images became
valid means of investigating nature and of making claims to knowledge of it
(Long, 2002). It allowed a rupture with the ‘ancient, and medieval reluctance to
use visual images to demonstrate claims about the natural world’ (Kaufmann,
2002:417).

The visual representations produced by natural history played a crucial role
in the Western imperialistic project (e.g.: Findlen, 1994; Browne, 1996;
MacLeod, 2000; Smith & Findlen, 2002; Bleichmar, 2003; 2006). Patrons of
exploratory expeditions needed to know what natural resources their conquests
would allow them to exploit,® and the transportability of images proved a
particularly useful characteristic in this context (Latour, 1987), for “illustrations
[...] place more clearly before the eyes what the text no matter how explicitly,
describes’ (Long, 2002:77). This was ‘a complete circle of causation’ (Tudor,
1974), natural history prospered owing to the European colonial expansionism
and in turn helped the expansion of empires. As we will see, this association

between converging interests has remained encapsulated in natural history and

the visual representations it has produced, for as noted by Paula Findlen,

6 Besides, natural history, as a form of—disinterested—scientific inquiry about the
natural world, provided sovereigns with a ready pretext. They could send people to foreign
countries “in the interest of science” (Findlen, 1996).
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‘[w]hile the social world in which natural history first emerged did not last,

certain practices associated with it continued’ (1996:73).

Along with the visual culture of natural history developed the practices of

collecting, and, more significantly, of displaying. It was first, and until the
18"C, embodied in the cabinet of curlosity, through which members of the
European nobility asserted their social standing and ‘subsumed nature within
the category of wonder’ (Findlen, 1996:67).” Meadow (2002) stresses the
extent to which the notion of travel is co-extensive to that of cabinet of
curiosity and that the former was ‘the alpha and omega of collecting’ (Daston,
1988, in Meadow, 2002:184). Each of the items exhibited was the
representative of the remote and extraordinary place it came from, as much as a
testimony of the circumstances of its collecting and of the dangers the collector
had been confronted with. Watching the collection of objects assembled in a
cabinet of curiosity was therefore like ‘a microcosmic form of travel’
(Meadow, 2002:184), a way to share in the collector’s adventures.®

According to seventeenth and eighteenth-century theories of perception,
forming a complete mental representation of the external world requested all
the senses. The visitor to such a cabinet was therefore able to touch and handle
the objects. ‘Physically handling objects was seen as necessary for
understanding them’ (Noordegraaf, 2003:5). But at the end of the 18"C,
occurred what might be designated as a visual, or “spectacular” revolution,
which upheaved the conception of the relationship between the observer and
the observed. New researches on the physiology of perception established that

the essential site for visual perception was the brain, to which the eye relayed

the visual stimulus. Vision became subjective, and the concept of “optical

” For detailed studies of the cabinets of curiosity see for instance Paula Findlen’s
Possessing nature (Findlen, 1994), and Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston’s Wonders and the
order of nature — 1150-1750 (Daston & Park, 2001)

5 A parallel could be drawn here with the public lectures given by big game hunters to

the British public from the 1870s on. As Ritvo emphasises, ‘[t]o present an effe_ctive symbol of
the hunter’s heroic appropriation, a trophy needed to evoke the aspect of the animal that had

provoked and justified the killing’ (1987:253). The presentation of the trophy was thus Partly
intended to convey to the audience aspects of the experience of the hunter. As will be discussed

in the next Chapter, natural history films can be analysed as records of the act of knowledge-
production of the natural history film-maker

20



Natural history film-making: a culture of knowledge-production

truth” was formed (Crary, 1988, 1990)°. Sight thus enabled to extract entirely
the knowledge encapsulated in things. An illustration of this change was the
transtormation of the organisation of public exhibitions in science museums.
Whereas in the 18"™C, visitors could touch the objects, from the 19"™C on,
objects exhibited in science museums became enclosed in boxes, behind
glasses, at a safe distance. The visual revolution therefore Instituted a natural

distance between the observer and the observed (Noordegraaf, 2003).

Natural history and the development of its institutions

Natural history developed as a popular pursuit favoured by three concurring
factors: the professionalisation of the life sciences, the emergence of urban
middle classes, and the associated development of a culture of leisure and
consumption. To make a long story short, the 19""C witnessed the
protessionalisation of life sciences, driven by the rise of experimental sciences
such as physiology (Canguilhem, 1989). This movement resulted in the
“fragmentation” of natural history into a set of new disciplines which, in the
preceding centuries, being part of the general practice of the naturalist, had
been undiscriminated—geology, zoology, botany, ornithology, embryology,
anatomy, physiology, etc.—(Coleman, 1977; Nyhart, 1996, see also Allen,
1994). One consequence of this development was that the naturalists’ two main
pursuits, 1dentification and classification, became central interests of the newly
formed community of zoologists. In reaction, naturalists abandoned them and
turned, in the words of British entomologist Edward B. Poulton, to ‘the closest

study to watching living animals amid their natural surroundings’, and started

? A material outcome of this change 1n the way visual perception was conceived is the

sparkling rhythm of invention of new optical devices designed to produce optical illusions. At
the time of their production, these artefacts were as popular amongst the public—as scientific
toys—as they were amongst physiologists investigating the anatomical substratum of vision—
as instruments for experimentation. To these physiologists, there was no such thing as optical
deception, ‘whatever the healthy corporal eye experienced was in fact optical truth’ (Crary,
1988:9 — my emphasis). An effect of this renewed approach to sight was that the act of
perceiving visually was now severed from the other sensory perceptions, in particular the sense
of touch considered in the classical period as its companion sense 1n acquiring knowledge of
natural objects (Findlen, 1996). From then on, seeing became detached from any reference to
spatial location. Optical stimuli sufficed to induce the sensation of being elsevx'fhere. Crary
points towards this ‘autonomisation of sight’ as the historical origin ot tl}e regime of
‘spectacular consumption’ characteristic of the visual culture of modernity (Crary, 1990:19).
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valuing ‘a fresh observation more than a beautiful dissection of a rare
specimen’ (Burkhardt, 2005:78). In other words, naturalists began to study
living animals’ behaviour, making observation the cornerstone of their

practice.

As Roy Porter noted about the emergence of the geological career:
‘Nineteenth-century naturalists came to conceive geological careers as
vocations, and became a self-sustaining, self-validating knowledge elite,
guardians of expertise in their field of intellectual endeavour’ (Porter,
1978:810). A stern rupture between specialists and amateurs ensued, to such an
extent that direct communication between them became difficult: ‘those trained
in the new disciplines largely refused to associate with amateurs, and the
amateurs themselves, even when prepared to listen, generally failed to
understand’ (Allen, 1994:173). The professionalisation of life sciences
theretore led to the establishment of institutions adorned with the phrase
natural history and which could mediate between a self-proclaimed community
of professional scientists and their non-specialist publics. Natural history was
thus turned 1nto a form of rational entertainment for the new middle classes and
was embodied in museums, zoos, and publications aimed specifically at this
new public (Secord, 1996; Drouin and Bensaude-Vincent, 1996).

Natural history museums, as public institutions set up in the 19"C by the
newly formed scientific community which had emerged from natural history to
expose the result of its work to the lay public, rooted in the newly established
visual regime. As Donna Haraway emphasises, ‘The Museum 1s a visual
technology’ (1989:54). In her study of the dioramas—these groups of stutfed
animals, staged in front of a painted background representing their habitat,
enclosed in glass boxes—she underscores that all the “reading™ of the story
told in a habitat group depends on the eye of the visitor; ‘the eye 1s the critical
organ’ (1989:29). Not only because the glass barrier around the habitat group
prevents any physical interaction with the stuffed animals, allowing only the
gaze to penetrate, but because in each group there is ‘at least one animal that
catches the viewer’s gaze’ (p.30). This “exchange” of gazes between the visitor
and the dead stuffed animal somehow naturalises the scene staged 1n the

diorama, makes it ahistorically true—truer than true, ideally typical-—and thus
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participates in the realism effect intended by the taxidermist. The scene
represented becomes nature’s true type. Haraway outlines the fact that the
American museum of natural history in general, and its dioramas in particular,
served the interests of the elitist sportsmen who financed them. Dioramas as
‘meaning-machines’ (p.54) contributed to diffuse a social Darwinist ‘vision of
social peace and progress despite the appearance of class war and decadence’
(/bid.). In the European context, where natural history museums were publicly
funded institutions, ‘intimately connected to the fates of national politics’
(Haraway, 1989:56), these dioramas have been analysed as instruments of
‘nationalistic education’ and of ‘colonialist politics’ (Wonders, 2003:98).
Another public institution developed along the lines provided by the 19™C
visual regime, the zoological garden. Like museums of natural history, zoos
were motivated by the project of conveying to the public the achievements of a
new form of inquiry, the scientific investigation of the natural world.

Z00s developed at a time when the nascent community of professional life
scientists needed new resources for scientific work and wished to convince the
public of the value of new theoretical explanations (Kohlstedt, 1996). One of
these explanations was taxonomy and the London zoo was an attempt to
represent it.'° When it opened its gates in 1828, the collection was arranged so
as to ‘furnish every possible link in the grand procession of organised lite’
(Ritvo, 1996:46). As of 1840, animals were ordered according to taxonomic
grouping, which had never been done before anywhere else (Hancocks,
2001:45). The Linnean organisation of the zoos’ collection has been analysed
as a means of asserting the superiority of zoology over mundane knowledge
(Veltre, 1996). Besides, being caged, the animals could not escape their
assigned position in the classification, neither could visitors reorganise them as
they wished, they had to accept this ordering obtained through the hidden work

of the dissection room. Taxonomists might be said to have taken control of the

“adamic” capacity of humans (Ritvo, 1996). Though, in a kind of paradox,

'9 The London Zoological garden first opened as a place whose access was restricted to

members of the London Zoological Society. Initially it was not intended to educate the public
at large. Then the administration of the zoo opened to paying visitors in a successful attempt to

save the zoo from bankruptcy (Ritvo, 1987).
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what the visitors could see of the animals was precisely what had been
discarded by taxonomists when classifying them: the external appearance. The

validity of the knowledge thus presented was unverifiable by the laity who had

to trust the scientific community. The nineteenth-century London zoo is an
example of the assertiveness, the indisputable certainty, and the ‘presentation

of science as a knowledge-producing activity’, all characteristics of popularised
science described by Harry Collins (Collins, 1987). As an urban institution
where exotic animals were collected to be studied and seen, the London zoo
may have been a place designed to contain and control animals, a place
expressing dominion over nature, but it was also a place where power was
exerted over people by wielding the accessible knowledge and using it to
diffuse a particular vision of the natural world, here a non-holistic one,
according to which knowledge of the natural world could be obtained through
the ordering of its components, removed from their environment. Through the
example of London, zoos can thus be seen as conforming to the dominant
model of popularisation as described by Stephen Hilgartner, since they assert
the cognitive authority of science and turn the rational apprehension of the

world into the preserve of the scientific community (Hilgartner, 1990)."

"' The example the French national menagerie of the museum of natural history in Paris

designed to be a space of ‘moral uplift and civic regeneration by contact with the ordered
display of nature’ (Outram, 1996:258) further demonstrates that public institutions for the
popularisation of science have been a means of asserting the boundary between the public and
the scientific community. In particular, the coupling of the outdoor menagerie with the indoor
museum, to which must be added the hidden network of dissection rooms, studies and cabinets
where experts exerted their skills, illustrates the nineteenth-century scientists’ tendency to
consider field observations as the popular part of knowledge-production, and the tield as a
place devoted to amateurism. In this view, the menagerie was a place for public understanding
of science where the popular image of life sciences as a field based activity was perpetuated,
whilst scientists developed, away from the public gaze, new practices and a new epistemology.
The context of the establishment of the menagerie also tells a special story. The menagerie was
indeed instituted as a national property during the French revolution, whose tfounding act was
the abolition of privileges (4™ of August,1789). Scientists had therefore to practice science
“publicly” and were not supposed to distance themselves from the egalitarian and fraternal
nation who owned the place. In the revolution rhetoric, science was made for the people by the
people. Science was not supposed to be the preserve of aristocracy. The treatment of the
menagerie by scientists can be seen as the construction of a kind of diverting device between
them and the public. (For more on the subject see Outram, 1996; Burkhardt, 1999; Osborne,

1996)
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Establishing the place of knowledge-production

The establishment of institutions of popularisation of science aimed at public
education such as the museum of natural history and the zoological garden was
accompanied by a redefinition of the place where the study of the natural world
could be scientifically conducted. Typical, and significant of this debate. is the
act of demarcation aiming at the exclusion of fieldwork from the realm of
appropriate scientific practice and of fieldworkers from the community of
professional scientists, which was performed in 1807 by anatomist Georges
Cuvier (Outram, 1996)." According to Cuvier, only in the study could the
naturalist transmute natural objects into objects of knowledge (Latour, 1987).
A process which could not be achieved through contextual and locally based
observation, central to the naturalists’ practice since the classical period
(Coleman, 1977). Field naturalists came to be labelled amateurs, for being
immersed 1n their natural surroundings their observations were tainted by
subjective experience, and therefore not accurate. As a social and occupational
areca where the distinction between professionals and amateurs became
increasingly blurred, the field raised doubts about its suitability as a place for
practising science (Kuklick and Kohler, 1996). Natural history being part of an
‘expansionist national ethos’ (Browne, 1996:306) both 1n France and in Great-
Britain, 1t was crucial to define the locale where knowledge was to be
generated as the naturalist’s study. Along with the development ot colonial
empires, a growing multitude of people engaged in the activity of collecting
and sending home specimen from remote areas of the world, with sometimes
unverifiable accounts (Browne, 1996; Laissus, 1981). It was therefore vital for
people claiming authority on the ground of their knowledge of the natural

world, to determine who could be trusted and who could not and make 1t clear

12 ‘The field naturalist passes through, at greater or lesser speed, a great number of

different areas, and is struck, one after the other, by a great number of interesting objects and
living things. [...] But he can only give a few instants of time to each of them[...]. Thus his
observations are broken and fleeting[...]. The sedentary naturalist, it is true, only knows living
beings from distant countries through reported information {...] and through samples [...]. If
the sedentary naturalist does not see nature in action, he can yet survey all her products spread
before him [...]. It is only really in one’s study (cabinet) that one can roam freely throughout

the universe’ (Quote in Outram, 1996:259-261).

g =

. PEy R_.:‘f "lﬁ ..-‘__:,__.1; v bk £ ERAC
. Bl G N - - \ :r
RIR B & o W &
R ey ? yirtil ) 2T } ! o
LY Teod A -
g

! v A L P VR 1 8
1 AV = W il M of
‘-..‘:,":‘ﬂ ® I ) p
.H I.

i 1_._ + _r.' -.m:",;‘ !
[E \"n&"!lﬂ.;’?t e ’! j‘ﬂ ! L}

- ".* . ﬁ*i ;L.:.#;ﬁ‘-'#" LY

-
1-
=L
'||!:r
’
-
¥
=




Natural history film-making: a culture of knowledge-production

(McCook, 1996; Shapin, 1994). They also needed to determine where
incontrovertible facts were produced. The ‘core set’ (Collins, 1985) boundaries
were established with precision so as to automatically disqualify competing
attempts to generate knowledge elsewhere. This movement initiated with a

valorisation of the activities conducted in the study of the sedentary naturalist

as an enclosed place protected from the vagaries of the field can be analysed as
the origin of the constitution of the laboratory as the place where reliable
knowledge was produced (Burkhardt, 1999: Kohler, 2002). In the first decades

of the 20™C, the debate surrounding the field as a place where science could be

legitimately practised continued. By inventing field approaches that could
match with laboratory practices in terms of allegiance to the hypothetico-
deductive method and by devising laboratory methods compatible with field
studies, some field naturalists adopted the dominant ethos of laboratory
biologists and became field scientists. These efforts resulted in the rise of

disciplines such as ecology, behavioural biology, or population genetics
(Kohler, 2002)."?

Natural history as popular knowledge

All these accommodations did not however contribute to promote the status of
natural history, which still is ‘at the bottom of the scientific hierarchy’ (Secord,
1996:450). Under the heading “natural history” stands everything which cannot
or need not be accommodated to the canon of the hypothetico-deductive
method. Naturalists remain “civilians”, devoted to the observation and

enjoyment of nature at large, who are to be found in the field, to be sure, and if

'> The development of genetics in the 1920s, a new laboratory centred science, was

comparable for naturalists, in terms of change in the way ot studying and apprehending living
beings, to that of physiology a century earlier. It represented a further “narrowing” of the gaze
towards the inside of the organism, and an even stronger exclusion of the environment (Allen,
1975). One of the consequences of the rise of genetics was the eclipse of the notions of
adaptation and natural selection, and their replacement, to explain evolution, by the concept ot
genetic mutation (Bowler, 2003). Since the cause for evolution was intrinsic, there was no need
to look for external factors. Geneticists dismissed field work, as practised by Darwinian
evolutionists, as a valid approach to answer questions. Eventually, in the late 1930s — early
1940s, a synthesis occurred of the views held by both camps. As the evolutionary naturalist
Ernst Mayr puts it: ‘the synthesis was the final implementation of the Darwinian revolution’
(Mayr, 1980:43). It provided the opportunity to test historical explanations with the
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somewhere else, not in academic institutions, but for instance in local socleties,
devoting to the study of local wildlife and thus developing a situated form of
knowledge, resting upon fieldwork (Allen, 1994). Members of these societies
may sometimes be enrolled by scientific institutions to gather local data to be
used 1n wider projects related, for instance, to the conservation of endangered
species, but their knowledge is not considered scientific (Secord, 1996).
“Natural history”, as a phrase, is now mainly associated with entities like the
British Natural History Museum or with
‘popular forms of entertainment like [...] television documentaries,
which have increasingly replaced museums and gardens as the means by
which people come to understand their place in global nature’ (Bravo,
2005:369).

Natural history would be synonymous with popularised life sciences.
However, 1t can also be seen as an enterprise of knowledge challenging the
intellectual authority of academic science. David Allen (1996) notes that
‘[n]atural history [...] is not and never has been a purely intellectual pursuit. It
has a considerable aesthetic component as well’ (p.394). Being an enterprise
directed towards the production not simply of written words, but more
significantly of visual representations, natural history gained, from its
beginnings, a large following. No prior commend of a specialist knowledge
was necessary to get something out of it. Furthermore, the progressive
democratisation of the access to images allowed to gradually broaden the
appeal of the pursuit (Findlen, 1994, 1996; Johns, 1996; Allen, 1996; Drouin &
Bensaude-Vincent, 1996). By closing the field to professional life scientists,
Cuvier and others let it wide open to amateurs (Drouin & Bensaude-Vincent,
1996), who literally flocked the countryside, encouraged by a booming market
of illustrated books and magazines replete with stories of field expeditions,
advice on naming and identifying plants, birds, animals encountered in nature.

One could expect the main characteristic of this literature to be its heavy

reliance on story-telling, its abundance in bucolic pictures, or the quasi absence

experimental method and lend the authority of experimental science to the writing of the
history of life (Bowler, 2003).
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of technical considerations, when compared to works published at the time and
presented as scientific. But therein does not lie the difference (Drouin and
Bensaude-Vincent, 1996)."* Darwin’s 1839 Journal of research, for instance,
presented itself as a narrative, whilst ‘minute technical details [...] were [..]
common 1n popular writings’ (Drouin & Bensaude-Vincent 1996:415). The
most prominent specificity of natural history writings was that they often took
part in controversies, sometimes overtly challenging academic authorities. An
example would be Robert Chambers’ Vestiges of the Natural History of
Creation (1844), where the author promoted the idea, then radical and
considered morally and intellectually subversive, that far from being fixed and
immutable—an argument favoured by the social elites to justity their position
of authority—the natural order was subject to progress and transformation, an
idea which was in the interest of the rising middle classes eager to have a share
of power. As noted by Peter Bowler ‘[h]e challenged the authority of the
professional scientists by going over their heads in a direct appeal to the
reading public’ (Bowler, 2003:135)."> Maurice Crosland has demonstrated how
the founders of science journalism in France during the 19™C challenged the
authority of the academies which oftentimes had previously rejected them
(2001). These analyses of various instances of knowledge-production in public
demonstrate the fruitfulness of paying attention to who makes use of
knowledge 1n order to understand instances of the communication of

knowledge of the natural world (Latour, 1987).

The links between the nineteenth-century popular culture of natural history and
the emotional enjoyment of nature, historically rooted in the eighteenth-century

Romantic inspiration, have been highlighted by several studies mentioned here

'* Ron Curtis (1994) has shown that the use of narration, often decried as bearing the

seal of distortion, is in fact almost the rule in the communication of scientitic knowledge, and

popularisation is no exception to the rule. Indeed telling stories is a way of organising facts
which may appear merely factual to the casual observer but has actually strong normative

objectives. For, far from making communication of scientific knowledge untfit for its purpose,
it is ‘a powerful tool for promoting a particular normative view of science, whilst at the same

time rendering this view immune to criticism. It is a way to moralise while appearing only to
describe’ (p.434-435)

15 On Chambers’ book, see Secord, 2000.
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(e.g.: Allen, 1994; Drouin & Bensaude-Vincent 1996). In the nineteenth-
century context of urbanisation and industrial revolution, popular natural

history can be envisaged as supporting alternate values of communion with
nature. "Popular natural history fostered the Romantic sense of a secret
harmony between human states of mind and natural landscapes’ (Drouin &
Bensaude-Vincent, 1996:421). The popular study of nature was deemed a
source of aesthetic pleasure and moral reinforcement. It thus favoured the
development of a view of nature fed on idealism, romanticism, individualism,
and sometimes mysticism: in short it favoured the creation of a popular ethos
represented for instance in the works of people like Henry David Thoreau and
later Aldo Leopold (Allen, 1994). And it made wild nature a desirable space to
be 1n for ‘personal growth and renewal’ (Kuklick & Kohler, 1996:5).
Nineteenth-century natural history, as a popular form of knowledge, therefore
contributed to establish today’s pervasive ideas that nature is something to be
experienced aesthetically, on an emotional level, and that this sensory
experience brings genuine knowledge of the natural world (Mitman, 2000).'
Natural history stands as an alternative to the “rational” approach to nature
valuing the emotional distance commended by professional science (Daston
and Galison, 2007). It is a ‘popular epistemology’ (Mitman, 2000), accessible
to a greater number of people than the latter, for its main and only commend 1s

‘to open the eyes [...] to the wonders of the living world” (Drouin & Bensaude-

Vincent, 1996:424). &

16 1+ also establishes the idea that nature is something which must be preserved (Allen,
1994).

'" Before being replaced by the professional scientific practices of biology, zoology,
and other disciplines, natural history left an enduring legacy. The Darwinia.n theory of
evolution by natural selection can indeed be considered as the ultimate achievement of the
natural historical enterprise initiated with Linnaeus’ classification work. It was almost the
“Holy Grail” every naturalist was “running” after and only a natu_ralist. could formulate such
theory (Allen, 1994). As outlined by Bowler, the 1dea that evolution did occur was most
certainly more easily accepted than the idea that it was caused by natural selection. But
Darwin’s theory did have an immediate consequence: It once anE:l for all gave the human
species a natural origin and situated humans within the animal kingdom (Bowler, 2003).

29



Natural history film-making: a culture of knowledge-production

Natural history films, today’s embodiment of natural history

Natural history films are today’s embodiment of this invitation to contemplate
the natural world. They have received growing attention from scholars in
various disciplinary fields. They have been examined as material artefacts of
the biological sciences within popular culture (Mitman, 1993; 1996; 1999:
2000, 2006), as attempts to foster beliefs in twentieth-century ‘fictions’ about
race and gender (Haraway, 1989; Crowther, 1997; Mitman, 1999), as the
outcome of the concerted action of several sets of actors engaged in the pursuit
of different agendas (Davies, 1998, 1999, 2000a, 2000b, 2003), and as products
of a particular division of the media and entertainment industry (Bous¢, 2000;
Scott & White, 2003; Cottle, 2004; Kilborn, 2006). Such diverse approaches
testify for the multilayered character of these objects which are

‘the result of much behind-the-scenes labour in which scientific research

and vernacular knowledge, education and entertainment, and authenticity

and artifice [are] edited and integrated into the final scenes that [appear]

before the public’ (Mitman, 1999:177).

A genre at the confluence of several practices

Natural history films are generally conceived of as constituting their own genre
within the wider field of popular culture (Bousé, 2000). The historical process
which accompanied the establishment of this genre is closely related to the
birth of cinema itself (Burt, 2002; Bousé, 2000). The practice of filming
animals was indeed instrumental in the development of film as a medium. As
demonstrated by the works of Edward Muybridge and Etienne-Jules Marey, the
prime motivation for developing the motion-picture camera was the need to
capture images of moving things. Being self-moving objects, animals proved
very useful for that purpose (Daston & Mitman, 2006),'® and were thus
amongst the first subjects on which the “founding fathers” of cinema improved

their skills. Both Thomas Edison and the Lumiere brothers made short films of

-

'® On Marey see Frangois Dagognet, 1993, Etienne-Jules Marey: A Passion for the
Trace, Zone Books; and Maria Braun, 1994, Picturing Time: Work of Etienne-Jules Marey
(1830-1904), Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press.
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feeding time at the zoo. Films showing animals in movement rapidly proved
commercially profitable (Bousé, 2000; Mannoni, 2000), they were promptly
added to the catalogues of the early studios and cinema companies (Boon,
2008; Gaycken, 2002). In a nutshell, filming was fashionable. It was the latest
scientific invention, and anyone aiming a camera at a moving object could
argue that he or she was ‘making science’: film technology was temporarily
blurring the ‘boundaries of science’ (Gieryn, 1995) which had to be
renegotiated. In this context, animals, the motion-picture camera, or the films
themselves were ‘boundary objects’ (Secord, 1994b; Star and Griesemer,
1989). Producing footage of animals was an activity shared by various social
groups for whom these images performed specific informative tasks, and held
different promises, entertainment, instruction, data-gathering and so forth
(Boon, 2008; Burt, 2002; Bousé, 2000).

In this thicket, historiographical analysis distinguishes between at least four
modalities of film-making representing animals, which can be organised along
a loose continuum from entertainment on one side to scientific endeavour on
the other'”. Entertainment was represented by the work of entrepreneurs in the
early cinema industry, mainly concerned with the development of a new torm
of public consumption. More concerned about exhibiting their technological
skills than displaying animals (Wise, 2005), they were on the look out for
animated objects to get pictures for a paying public eager to be entertained
(Burt, 2002). Exhibited in music-halls these films mostly showed animals,
captive or not, being fed or fighting. At the other end of the continuum were
biologists who came from the ranks of natural history and were in the process
of developing field sciences. They used the camera as an observation and
recording instrument, to transport bits of nature to the laboratory for analysis
(Kohler, 2002). In between were amateur naturalists, who used motion pictures

to illustrate their natural history lectures, most of them specifically interested in

19 1t is obvious that the same images can convey many different meanings depending on

who looks at them (Myers, 1990). Such categorisation is theretore partly artificial given that
footage shown at a scientific meeting and taken not with the intention to entertain but rather to

document, say a bird behaviour, can nonetheless be highly entertaining to the audience
(Mitman, 1993).
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birds (Allen, 1994), and cinema practitioners who envisioned it as a democratic
technology and to whom it appeared that filming should be admitted in the
scientific sphere as a means of both conducting genuine research and
communicating efficiently about this research to the public (Landecker, 2006;
Bellows, McDougall, and Berg, 2000; Boon, 2008)..20 These film-makers
theretore tocused on developing what some would come to call in the 1940s a
‘cine-biology’ (Durden, Field and Smith, 1943), attempting to mould cinema to
the standards of laboratory science, whilst maintaining its wider public appeal.
Demonstrating their technical ingenuity through their ability to show the
Intimate working of nature was a means for them of claiming the right to
participate in the scientific enterprise (Boon, 2008).

Ironically, the footage produced by these various groups were not readily
distinguishable, and a same footage could be shown to various publics, for
various purposes, entertaining, educating, informing, or demonstrating, and
sometimes all at the same time (Mitman, 1999).*' Such intertwining of
practices and networks stands as an illustration of ‘the technological
interdependency of science and forms of mass culture’ (Cartwright, 1992:130)
brought about by the invention and development of cinema (Gritfith, 2002). It
can be remarked that in the case of films shot by naturalists and shown 1n
natural history lectures, the observations documented could be reproduced by
anyone in the audience because of the geographical proximity of the site of
observation. Whereas when the observation documented was made in the
tropics, few people in the audience could even dream of reproducing them. The
credibility of the film-maker was easier to assert in the former case than in the
latter. On the eve of the First World War, the genre natural history film was

defined as “films shot under controlled conditions for educational purposes’. It

29 The films produced by Charles Urban in the 1900s are amongst the early examples of

this trend (Boon, 2008). In the introduction to the book presenting the series Secrets of nature

(1922-1937), which can be considered as a late epitome of this type of films showing animals
in Britain, Mary Smith recalled that the films of this series ‘always [had] a strong following in
what are known in the cinema trade as “better-class halls™ (Field and Smith, 1934:21).

*! These various producers of footage ot animals all had the possibility to sell them to
film dealers, which would re-sell them to show organisers who would include them in their

music-hall spectacles (Chanan, 1996).
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was not long before the phrase ‘expanded to include outdoor scenes of animals
In their natural habitats’ (Bousé, 2000:37). Natural history films have since
evolved and diversified; from safari or hunting films, which predominated in
the 1920s and early 1930s, to educational films in the late 1930s, to narrative
adventure films in the late 1940s and after, and finally to today’s “blue chip”
documentaries™, they have developed ‘a particular cultural pattern and an
audience educated in their special characteristics’ (Tudor, 1974:181).

The popularity of natural history films is often attributed to the growing
estrangement of Westerners from nature which results from urban
industrialisation. Urban audiences would look, in the spectacle of an
untouched, ahistorical nature, for ‘an escape and respite from the strain of city
lite’ (Mitman, 1999:40). In his case study of Disney's series True-Life
Adventures (which ran in American cinemas from 1948 to 1960), Mitman
demonstrates how this series stood in contrast to nature documentaries such as
those made during the New Deal period ‘which attempted to efface the
boundaries separating humans from the natural world’ (1999:108).*> The
Disney studios turned the genre “natural history film” into the ‘romantic
vision’ of an innocent and primeval nature separated from the synthetic
civilisation. In so doing, natural history films have tended to exclude humans

from the picture, an act far from devoid of political consequences (Lutts,

1990). These films are shot in “Third World” more often than in the West.

These
‘[t]egions of the world that appeared “pristine” to the eyes of the
Westerners were also places of livelihood for other peoples, who did not
necessarily regard nature as an innocent playground nor wildlife as a
global resource that belonged to all’ (Mitman, 1999:156).

Another form of escapism and one seemingly in contradiction to what
precedes involves anthropomorphism; by staging animals as film stars, natural

history films would propose to experience “another way of being’ (Daston &

22 The term ‘has typically come to refer to programs devoted to observing ‘spectacular’
animal behaviour displayed within ‘timeless’ natural habitats and all relatively ‘untainted’ by

human intervention’ (Cottle, 2004:83).
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Mitman, 2006:8). As film-maker?* Sarita Siegel explains about a film on
orang-utans she made for National Geographic International, ‘[s]trong [.. ]
animal characters establish an emotional identification with the audience. [...]
anthropomorphic association [is] a useful dramatic tool in conveying
lanimals’] story to a wider audience’ (Siegel, 2006:197-198). Films showing
animals usually concentrate on one animal protagonist ‘who engages our
sympathies, and with whom we can identify emotionally’ (Bousé, 2000:120).
In this sense, natural history films can be seen as presenting animals in a
fashion that elides the boundary between “them” and “us”. Since the American
TV senies Zoo Parade (1950-1957), animals in TV programmes have often
been presented as performers, as ‘pet stars’. Treated as a part of the human
domestic environment, they become surrogates for humans, interpreting moral
short plays aimed at reassuring humans on the order of things. Yet, as Mitman
emphasises, turning animals into spectacle makes them objects which exist
solely to be observed, studied, and enjoyed. Such ambiguous treatment of the
animal kingdom would tend to ‘reinforce the dichotomy of humans and nature.
We have our world and they have theirs’ (Mitman, 1999:206). Watching
animals on the screen becomes a voyeuristic experience, because instead ot
physically engaging with animals ‘in work and play’, the viewers ‘remain at a
physically and emotionally safe distance’ (/bid.).

Finally, natural history films are analysed as an example ot the recourse to
the representation of nature to naturalise social norms and cultural values. As
Andrew Tudor has pointed out (1974:180):

‘Genre movies are only rarely disturbing, innovative, or openly deviant.
[...] a genre is a relatively fixed culture pattern. It defines a moral and
social world, as well as a physical and historical environment. By its

nature, its very familiarity, it inclines towards reassurance.’

23 5p these documentaries see Kline (1997).

24 This term is employed throughout this dissertation to designate any person appearing

to the audience as responsible for making the film. So David Attenborough, even though he did
not carry or operate cameras is a natural history film-maker, to the same extent as the

cameramen, or the producers, directors and so on.
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Cogent arguments have been presented in the literature demonstrating that
emotional and anthropomorphic individual identification with animals in
natural history films have been charged with the task of legitimising and
promoting the social order dominant in the society producing the films.
Barbara Crowther argues that natural history films ‘have served women, on
both side of the screen, poorly, with a diet that suits male tastes, prepared
according to the patriarchal recipe familiar to Western culture’ (1997: 299).
Mitman on his part, proposes that through its portrayal of a pure nature, as well
as 1ts ‘sentimental version of animals in the wild’ (1999: 111), the series True-
Life Adventures made a huge success amongst middle-class Americans by
“revealing” the pervasiveness of the nuclear family model throughout the
natural world. It thus ‘sanctified the universal “natural” family as a cornerstone
of the American way of life’ (/bid.). Similarly, the post-war construction of
childhood as a time of innocence opposed to the “corruption” of adulthood
found a justification in the portrayal of nature as a pristine and innocent place
offering shelter ‘from the horrific acts of destruction and degenerative
influences wrought by modern civilisation’ (p.135).

Various factors have been pointed at as driving forces of the evolution of the
genre and the apparition of new types of films and programmes; technological
developments (Mitman, 1999; Bousé, 2000; Davies, 1999, 2000b), economical
pressure (Bousé, 2000; Cottle, 2004), political demands and social expectations
(Mitman, 1999), and the apparition of new disciplines within the life sciences
(Mitman, 1993, 1996, 1999; Davies, 2000a). This last aspect will call for
particular attention given the scope of this work: how the authority to speak for
nature is negotiated in natural history films. But before discussing the
relationship between natural history film-making and biological film-making, a
few words are needed to announce and explain the choice of material included
in this thesis.

In the first place, with the exception of the last empirical chapter (Chapter
Six), which deals with Winged Migration, the English version of the French

film Le Peuple Migrateur2 ’_the study proposed below focuses principally on

23 The migrating people
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natural history film-making in Britain. It could be argued that this is too
selective a choice which might lead to a biased representation of what is
claimed to be a culture of knowledge-production. However, when it comes to
understanding how the culture and practice of natural history film-making
developed, the British context seems to deserve in itself proper study for at
least three reasons. In particular it appears that Britain can deservedly be
regarded as the place where natural history film-making burgeoned and
developed as an independent practice in the early years of the 20™C, much
more than other European country*®. Isolated examples of natural history film-
makers could be found in other countries (for example Arne Sucksdorff [1917-
2001] in Sweden), but it does not seem that the phenomenon has had the same
amplitude elsewhere as it had in Britain.”’ This could perhaps be related to the
fact that the tradition of amateur natural history has remained much more vivid
in the beginning of the 20™C in Britain than it has in other European countries
(Allen, 1994, Ritvo, 1987). In any case, in the inter-war period, nature films
were considered as a specificity of Britain, insofar as such films were shown to
participants in international gatherings like the 1933 World Economic
Conference.”® Turning to the post-war period, no country appears to exemplify
the institutionalisation of natural history film-making as much as the British
case does. If specific bodies dedicated to producing natural history films have
been established in other countries within television networks, the BBC
Natural History Unit (Chapter Four) has served as a template for their

organisation and their running.”’ Given the reach and influence of the British

20 Coming from France, I should disclose that I had no familiarity with natural history

films prior to engaging in this research. In France, there would not be at least one natural
history film scheduled every night of the week on the main television channel. The genre do
not enjoy there the popularity and widespread audience reach it does on the other side of the

Channel.

7 The United States is another example of a place where the practice enjoyed a
thorough development but it has already been largely investigated, most notably by Gregg
Mitman (1999) and Derek Bous¢ (2000).

28 A< stated in Percy Smith’s obituary published in The Times 28 March 1945, p.7

29 1t should be emphasised that China celebrated the production of their first natural

history documentary series in 2008 (Jing, 2008), and the article takes as a specific reference to
which any attempt at making nature films should be compared, the BBC Natural History Unit’s
(NHU) output. Similarly, in a 2007 interview with the French newspaper Le Figaro, Jacques
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tradition of natural history film-making it seems appropriate that an

understanding of the manner in which this culture of knowledge-production
formed and developed should focus, to begin with, on the country where it

appears to have gathered the most strength.

Amongst the actors involved in the construction of this tradition, two are
foregrounded in the next chapters, Cherry Kearton and David Attenborough.
As for the latter, he is pointed out by insiders as a key individual if one wishes
to understand the development of post-war natural history film-making in
Britain (Davies, 2000b), and more largely in the West, and when consumers of
natural history films are questioned, Attenborough appears as the standard
bearer of the practice, to the extent that natural history films is David
Attenborough. In other words, as the two historical chapters (Three and Four)

will suggest, Attenborough has properly folded the field of natural history film-

making around him and stands today as the one who is the richest in the
specific capital associated with the practice and culture of natural history film-
making (Bourdieu, 1991). And those who are richest in specific capital ‘try to
impose the definition of [the practice associated with 1t] that best conforms to
their specific interest, that is, the one best suited to preserving or increasing
their specific capital’ (Bourdieu, 1991:13). An attempt at understanding the
culture of knowledge-production that is natural history film-making theretfore
requires that one examines the processes by which Attenborough became the
“richest” in the specific capital associated with the practice.

In a 2007 interview (Mitchell, 2007), Attenborough indicated that Kearton,
in particular, had been an inspiration to him, having seen him at a public
lecture when he was a child. This partly justifies the prominent place attributed
to Kearton in the present work (Chapter Three). More justification could come
from the fact that, although others in Britain were engaged in filming animals
and nature in general during the first decades of the 20™C (Oliver Pike, Percy
Smith, Charles Head, H. A Gilbert, or Captain C.W.R. Knight to name just a

few of them), none was as much a public figure as Kearton was, as suggests the

Perrin, the producer of Winged Migration (Chapter Six) specifically measured his work against
the production of the NHU (Frois, 2007).
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content of newspapers of the time. For example, when The Times ran a
supplement to its issue from the 19 March 1929, intended to present to their
readership the various aspects of the booming industry that cinema was at the
time 1n Britain, Cherry Kearton was asked to write an article presenting his
“Big game Cinematography” (Kearton, 1929a), whereas another paper
presenting the natural history films taken in Britain was written by an
anonymous correspondent. The other film-makers were operating as employees
of cinema companies and primarily sought cognitive legitimisation with
scientific practitioners before turning to the public, adorned with this guarantee
of trustability. Instead, Kearton was a freelancer who actively engaged with the
public at large in fashioning his personal identity, directly asking his audience
to trust him, as a showman, a film-maker and a naturalist, and therefore
contributing, it seems more than any of his contemporaries, to create a new
1dentity, that of the natural history film-maker, of the “telenaturalist” (Chapter
Three).

A third actor, institutional this time, is also given particular prominence 1n
this thesis, the BBC, and more specifically, the BBC Natural History Unit
(NHU). This choice, once again, could be considered as unduly narrowing the
scope of the study, thus potentially restricting its reach. Indeed, other entities
have played a role in Britain in the development of natural history film-
making, chief amongst which is the unit from Anglia Television which
produced from 1961 to 1991 the natural history series Survival Anglia.”
However, it did not appear that adding an examination of this series and its
making to the study proposed here would have added anything significant to
the analysis. As far as the manner in which claims to the authority to speak for
nature are made and supported in natural history films, it appears that Survival,
like the NHU’s output resorted to the same mixture of values and beliefs
recycled from the culture of amateur natural history, most notably the idea that

intimacy with nature brings knowledge of 1t and the simultaneous

- e —

30 ¢ a detailed account of the history of the series see Colin Willock’s The World of
Survival (1978).
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demonstration of the property of film-making skill as NHU’s natural history
film-makers did.

Finally, the choice of the two films chosen as topics for the case studies of
Chapters Five and Six, Big Cat Week and Winged Migration respectively, is
entirely subjective and was first and foremost guided by the pleasure I took in
watching them over and over again. These two natural history films have not
been chosen in the hope of being “representative”. To quote Harry Collins on a
similar issue (1987:695):

"One might say that the methodological rationale was to look for
specially brightly coloured or otherwise peculiarly formed specimens of
programmes which would reveal widespread features, but with unusual
clarity’.

Big Cat Week was chosen specifically in order to understand how natural
history presenters assert their cognitive credibility. This programme offered the
advantage of containing no less than three presenters acting simultaneously.
Winged Migration was chosen in order to answer the question “And what
happens when there 1s no presenter and no commentary?” as well as to explore
the consequences of the absence of an institutional framework around the
making of a natural history film. To further quote Collins, ‘I believe that the
features described recur singly or in combination more or less frequently 1n
other [natural history films]’ (Zbid.). The analyses proposed in Chapter Five

and Six are intended primarily to invite comparison. We will return to this

topic in the conclusion to the dissertation.

Having attempted to offer a rationale for the inclusion of the material treated

in this thesis, let us now briefly return to one aspect of natural history films

central to the present work, the relationship between natural history tilm-

making and the life sciences.

Natural history film-making and biological film-making, convergent
pursuits

At a time when the culture of natural history film-making was thriving,

practitioners in the life sciences simultaneously engaged in using film

technology. The practice of filming has been instrumental in the development
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of biological sciences, in particular the study of animal behaviour. The history
of life sciences indicates that since the invention of the motion-picture camera
In the 1890s, students of fauna and flora have continuously been using films to
address, with the same reels, their peers as well as “the public” (Allen, 1994:
Mitman, 1993, 1999; Kohler, 2002). In 1914, the psychologist Conwy Lloyd
Morgan, who pioneered scientific animal behaviour studies in Great-Britain,
noted that the ““instinctive modes of behaviour” [were] the kinds of behaviour
patterns that could be “described or pictured cinematographically””’ (Burkhardt,
2005:117). By the 1930s, students of animal behaviour were accustomed to
using film in ‘the study of behaviour in both laboratory and natural settings’
(Mitman, 1993:639). They were amongst the scientists who had to straddle the
boundary between field and laboratory, and the camera was a means of
bringing field observations into the laboratory where images could then be
analysed and turned into sources of knowledge (Kohler, 2002). For instance, in
1935 Konrad Lorenz ‘anticipated bringing new insights and precision to his
work by comparing film sequences of the behaviour of closely related species’
(Burkhardt, 2005:177). As Mitman points out, this use of films implied that
scientific practitioners had to select the most relevant patterns ot behaviour and
get rid of the “unimportant” moments when animals are not doing anything,
Their approach could thus be compared to that of a film editor who voluntarily
seeks ‘the most spectacular and private aspects of animal life’ (Mitman,
1999:72).

The adoption, by students of animals in the field, of ‘the narrative and visual
conventions of the commercial media industry’ (Mitman, 2006:185)
transformed their methods. Through the example of films about the threat of
extinction hanging above elephants, Mitman (2006) shows that Iain Douglas-
Hamilton, elephant field researcher, gained a lot of authority from his ability—
as portrayed in the films—to distinguish between ‘pachyderm personalities’
where the lay viewer only saw a herd of lookalikes. The perspectives opened
by film as a means of reaching the public, “outside the traditional network of
scientists’ (Op. cit.:191), could be seen as encouraging field researchers to
think about the group of animals they study not in terms of population but in

terms of a sum of individuals, in terms of societies, or families, to use
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categories usually employed by film-makers. The thesis proposed by Mitman is
that the alliance between natural history film-making and animal field research
seems to have transformed the latter by instilling some of the norms of the
former in it. In their day-to-day practice, field researchers are as prone to
emotion in their approach to nature as anyone else. Amanda Rees (2007b)
shows that primatologists using the metaphor of soap-operas to describe their
field work in popular accounts actually draw an accurate picture of what
happens in the field; they do not see animals as representatives of a sex or age
class, but as individuals with a personal history just like the characters in a
social TV drama, as emotionally sentient beings, which modifies the way
observed behaviour are interpreted.

In this perspective, the scientist’s authority does not come from the ability to
translate the natural world into graphs and a stream of quantitative data he or
she 1s the only one able to comprehend and analyse, but from the intimate
contact he or she establishes with the natural world and the creatures peopling
it. The scientific practitioner stands as an intermediary between nature and the
public, the possessor of a truth inaccessible to the common in its pure form. As
Mitman suggests (2006:176), emotional and anthropomorphic individual
identification of animals ‘len[ds] greater credence to science in the public
sphere’ than numbers, graphs and statistics.

The convergence between natural history film-making and the study of
animal behaviour 1n the field 1s further highlighted by the example of the
foundation of the BBC Natural History Unit (NHU) 1n the 1950s and the
relationship it established to ethology. Gail Davies, addressing the issue from
the perspective of the Actor Network Theory, suggests (1998; 2000a, b) that
this relationship was one of common interest. The newly established NHU
gaining legitimacy from its association with ethologists, and the public’s
appetite for natural history films and television programmes helping ethologists

to popularise and ‘proselytise their new field” (Mitman, 1999:74).”"

! This analysis, however, does not allow to understand why, in the first place, scientific

practitioners striving for academic recognition, would take the risk to further. weaken their |
standing by bringing their support to a non-scientific enterprise concerned with the productlo_n
of objects of mass culture. Certainly, this enterprise had to have proved worthy of collaboration
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Natural history films have been described as the worst example of popularised
science (Dingwall & Aldridge, 2006), or as having nothing to do with “real
science” (Jeffries, 2003), for a number of reasons. Too heavy a reliance on
spectacular narrative and storytelling is one of them. Unashamed appeal to the
emotions of the viewers is another. Both flaws preventing natural history films
from giving an accurate representation of nature (Jeffries, 2003), and from
conveying adequately the complexity of science (Dingwall & Aldridge, 2006).
A form of communication of knowledge whose ‘primary functions [...]—as art
and entertainment—were defined outside the cultural domain of science’
(Mitman, 1993:640), and whose narrative mode is in part driven by the
emotional involvement of the viewers with individual animal protagonists
(Bousé, 2000), natural history film-making raises the 1ssue of the consequences
of the presentation of knowledge through a medium embedded in emotions. As
this review of the available literature suggests, natural history film-making
interweaves knowledge and education with entertainment and art. The films

appear as instances of an ambiguous use of science’s cultural and cognitive

authority.

Conclusion

This literature review has shown that natural history films are multifaceted
objects, which have been associated with a variety of pursuits and conducts,
and that their relationship to the life sciences is an intricate one, not least
because some practitioners in the life sciences have used motion-picture
cameras and produced footage unrecognisable from those produced by natural
history film-makers. The relationship natural history film-makers maintain to
scientific practitioners needs to be clarified. The boundary between life
sciences and natural history film-making appears to be peopled with ‘boundary
objects’ (Star and Griesemer, 1989), like motion-picture cameras, animals, and
plants. Displaying specific modes of relating to nature and demonstrating

mastery of the film-making process become essential to the negotiation of

before fragile scientists would risk themselves in such a perilous position (Gregory and Miller,
1998). This is one of the 1ssues this dissertation will discuss.
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identities on either side of this boundary. It thus appears necessary to redefine
what counts as natural history film-making, in terms of its material practices
and actors, and to ask which values and beliefs are mobilised so as to assert the
status of natural history film-making as a trustworthy culture of knowledge-
production in its own right. Through its examination of the history of natural
history, this literature review has underscored that, according to the various
needs of successive social actors, different approaches to nature have been
deemed relevant to the production of knowledge of nature, which is linked to
the fashioning of social identities. It has further highlighted that scientific
practitioners’ cognitive authority does not stem from any characteristic that
would be the sole preserve of the practice of science and that it is a social
construct, the outcome of negotiations between social actors. This invites to
investigate whether the categories used to explain how scientific practitioners’
cognitive authority is asserted are applicable in the case of natural history film-
makers. This will be done by shedding light on the historical origins of natural
history tilm-making. Chapter Three will propose a study of natural history
film-maker Cherry Kearton’s cinema and the fashioning of his identity as a
trustable spokesperson for nature, with an emphasis on the cultural values he
embedded 1n this new practice. This chapter will examine the contention that,
at least 1n Britain, the development of natural history film-making in the first
decades of the 20™C can be seen as the continuation of the amateur culture of
natural history which developed in the Victorian period as a consequence of the
formation of the professional disciplines of the life sciences, carved out the
practice of natural history as it had developed 1n the early modern period,
alongside the European expansionist project. The Victorian amateur culture of
natural history was a culture of knowledge-production based on the
methodological principle of observation, whose bearers adhered to values, with
relation to the approach to the knowledge of the natural world, dismissed by
practitioners in the professional life sciences, in particular the notion that
genuine knowledge of nature could only originate from a relationship of
emotional intimacy to it. This will be followed by an examination of David
Attenborough’s Zoo Quest series and how it can be considered as a completion

of the movement initiated by Cherry Kearton. Chapter Four will examine how
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natural history film-making was established on television in the post-war
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