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Abstract

This thesis examines multiple understandings of animals and their oppression,
foregrounding black-authored sources to recover a black American tradition of
animal advocacy. It explores the complexities of advocating for animals when black
women and men, from the mid-nineteenth century through to the early twenty-first
century, fought for their own survival in the Abolitionist movement, through Black
Feminist activism, and in the Civil Rights and Black Power movements. Ideas
communicated by black Americans that encouraged empathy and respect towards
animals, and challenged their use and abuse by humans, are placed into
conversation with secondary Black Feminist and Critical Animal Studies literature.
Demonstrating that black Americans shaped the thinking as well as the doing of
animal advocacy, this thesis contends that the documenting of ideas was activism
as much as attending protests or hosting fund-raising benefits.

This thesis identifies four themes to showcase how black Americans
understood animals, in changing political contexts. It discusses how black writers
used animalising language to condemn whiteness and the institution of slavery, how
they frequently described animals using anthropomorphism, to construct more-than-
human-families and blur the categories of human and animal, how they perceived
exploitative labour to be a shared site of oppression between racialised humans and
animals, and how consuming animal bodies as food fit within anti-racist, feminist
struggles.

The central contribution of this thesis is its placing of black American thinking
on animals and their oppression at the forefront of discussion, challenging
perceptions that historically animal advocacy was an issue predominantly forwarded
by middle-class, white men only. It paints a nuanced picture of black American
animal advocates and considers how black American thinkers held ideas that were

regressive and progressive for animal lives, across lifetimes moulded by experience
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of and resistance to white supremacy, enriching understandings of the black

American intellectual tradition.
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Introduction

Why and how should we recover a black American tradition of animal
advocacy?

In September 2016, a California-based artist, Elaine Plesser, uploaded a painting to
Pixels, an online art and merchandise selling website, bearing the image of three
greyhounds looking pleadingly toward the viewer, emblazoned with the words
‘GREY LIVES MATTER TOO! ADOPT’!" The ends to which Plesser’s painting was
aimed towards were financial profit and consciousness raising about animal welfare,
specifically the exploitation of dogs in entertainment industries and the need to
rehome such animals when they are considered ‘spent’ by racing establishments.
The key message that this slogan sought to communicate was centred on animal
advocacy.

However, the three-word slogan on which this animal advocacy campaign is
dependent, is saturated with a troubling racial politics that co-opts the ideas of Alicia
Garza, Patrisse Cullors and Opal Tometi, who originated #BlackLivesMatter in 2013,
in response to Trayvon Martin’s killing. What does it mean when individuals with an
animal advocacy agenda repurpose #BlackLivesMatter for their own aims? Using
Grey Lives Matter as an animal advocacy slogan can be interpreted as an act of
appropriating a key part of anti-racist discourse, born out of continuing racial
violence. Not only does the slogan casually change the subject of whose lives
matter, diluting the seriousness of the #BlackLivesMatter declaration, but by
replacing blackness with animality, the Grey Lives Matter website perpetuates a

history of race-based animalisation.

! Elaine Plesser, ‘Grey Lives Matter Too! Adopt!’, Pixels, (2016)
<https://pixels.com/featured/grey-lives-matter-too-adopt-elaine-plesser.html> [accessed on
5™ December 2018].



The use of ‘Grey Lives Matter’ as a catchy slogan in certain animal advocacy
circles demonstrates a willingness to draw upon anti-racist political discourse for an
animal welfare and animal rights agenda, without working to dismantle white
supremacy. | chose this small but significant example to open the discussion in this
thesis, as it iluminates that in 2019 animal advocacy work is shaped by race as well
as by gender and class. It demonstrates the need to think more about the longer
histories of race and animal advocacy in the U.S., moving beyond a critique of
whiteness in animal advocacy and shifting towards a history of black thinking on
animal oppression. Slogans such as ‘Grey Lives Matter’ reflect a legacy of failure to
tend to the complex histories of black ideas on animal advocacy and its
relationships to antiracism struggles.

This thesis foregrounds black-authored sources to explore the multiple
understandings of animals and their oppression, as communicated by black women
and men, in changing political contexts. In doing so, it traces a black tradition of
animal advocacy. Earlier white-centred histories of the development of animal
welfare and animal rights politics in the U.S. have erased or underexplored black
thinking and ideas around animals and their status in society. Yet, black women and
men enslaved by an institution that did not recognise their humanity, also
documented positive representations of animals through the written record.
Understandings of animals, forged in the context of slavery, were not
straightforwardly anti-speciesist. At times, black American writers and thinkers, such
as Frederick Douglass, Harriet Jacobs, Solomon Northup and Sojourner Truth, used
animal imagery to critique the violence of individual white profiteers from slavery and
the institution as a whole. Further, authors of slave narratives presented animals
raised for food in plantation societies as living a life of relative luxury, compared to
the food and accommodations afforded to enslaved men and women. However,

across the slave narrative genre, writers also communicated flashes of empathy



with animals, recognising that animals used to work the land and those raised for
slaughter were also exploited beings.

The scope of this research project starts in the antebellum period and traces
a diverse range of source material through the mid-late twentieth century, up to the
first decade of the twenty-first century, to recover ideas about animals from writers
in changing contexts of black American history. Exploring black-authored ideas
across a time-span of over one hundred and fifty years requires a diverse set of
source material and enables an understanding of how specific black American
writers understood animal oppression in relation to other social justice struggles that
they were fighting, from abolition through to participation in the Harlem
Renaissance, Civil Rights Movement and Black Feminist and Womanist activism.
Grounding this project across a broad span of time allows insight into how the
changing political contexts of slavery, segregation, and continuing racist and sexist
discrimination, along with resistance to these circumstances, shaped black
American ideas about animals and animal oppression. Moreover, | will identify broad
thematic patterns and put ideas into conversation with each other, across time and
place. The scholarship of Mia Bay and others in Toward an Intellectual History of
Black Women shows the advantages of constructing histories that take in a long arc
of time. As black Americans, and black women specifically, have often been erased
as knowledge-makers, focusing on black American ideas and theorising writ large is
a radical counter move.? Bay and others question whether we can ‘recover the
intellectual traditions of thinkers who were often organic intellectuals and whose
lives and thoughts are only modestly documented’?® Within this project, the
intellectuals and thinkers that | foreground took great pains to document their lives,

experiences and ideas through the written word, and these acts of documenting

* Mia Bay and others, Toward an Intellectual History of Black Women (Chapel Hill: The

University of North Carolina Press, 2015), p. 3. | interpret Bay and others’ phrase ‘organic

intellectuals’ to mean the living, breathing people behind an idea or theory, and the ways in

gvhich changing life circumstances can alter thought processes and knowledge-making.
Ibid, p. 3.



have resulted in a written record of changing ideas about animals, whether the
document was centred on animals or otherwise. However, as Bay and others urge
us to consider, an individual’'s ideas are not static, and so constructing histories
within a longer time span provides the space to explore how the changing
circumstances of their lives, from the political context, their occupation and wealth,
through to personal relationships, moulded their attitudes towards and interactions
with animals.

Through a close reading of sources, | contribute towards recovering ideas
communicated by black Americans on the significance of animal symbolism,
specifically ‘the beast’ or the dangerous animal, as an antiracist tool to represent the
violence of white supremacy. | examine how black American writers represented
animals as human or human-like and their use of anthropomorphism as an animal
advocacy strategy in black cultural contexts. In addition, | explore how black
American writers express cross-species solidarity with animals as sources of
exploited labour and also the complexities of challenging the practise of eating
animals, across changing food systems.

Within the last decade, much exciting scholarship has emerged which has
explored the relationship between race and animal advocacy in a twenty-first
century, U.S. context. Amie Breeze Harper’s Sistah Vegan anthology, published in
2010, undertook important work to give voice to black women contributing to animal
advocacy and vegetarian and vegan activism in the early 2000s. Harper and other
contributors highlighted that in spite of discomfort, distress and, at times, outrage
caused by the tactics of leading white figures and organisations involved in animal
advocacy, primarily People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), black
American women were sharing ideas and taking steps to dismantle the

institutionalised exploitation and killing of animals for human gain.*

* Amie Breeze Harper, Sistah Vegan: Black Female Vegans Speak on Food, Identity, Health
and Society, ed. by Amie Breeze Harper (New York: Lantern Books, 2010), p. XIV.



Harper’s edited collection increased the visibility of black American women
working at the intersection of anti-racist and anti-speciesist work in a twenty-first
century context. In this study, | seek to document a long history in which black
Americans have carved out spaces to communicate their own ideas about animals
and their relationship with humans. In restrictive and dangerous circumstances, that
changed guise across the decades, black Americans created opportunities to voice
and record their attitudes towards, and interactions with, animals. This thesis is
therefore part of a project of recovering black American thinking around animals,
and the risks and obstacles to documenting those ideas. It is a study that carves out
space to present the importance of black American ideas on animals, in their
complexity and, at times, in tension with what would be traditionally viewed as
animal advocacy work. | hope that readers who are interested in histories of black
American intellectualism, histories of the theory and practise of animal advocacy
(and the overlaps of theory and practise), and histories of intersectional social
movements will find fresh insights in this work. | adopt the position throughout this
thesis that undertaking the work of thinking, and documenting ideas for posterity,
was a form of activism by the several writers whose work | foreground. In Bay and
others’ intellectual history of black women, the editors ask a series of questions that
should be considered when recovering or recuperating ideas:

What forms do ideas take? What are their modes of expression? Under what

conditions may ideas be produced? And where should we look for them?

What is the relationship between lived experience and the production of

ideas? And what happens when ideas exceed or break apart social or analytic

categories?®
Such questions allowed me to probe further how | defined a black American tradition
of animal advocacy. Was it enough that the thinker producing the ideas to improve

the lives of and minimise harm to animals identified as, or was categorised as, a

black American? Or did | envision that the conditions and lived experiences of being

° Bay and others, p. 9.



a black woman or black man in the U.S. across the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries would structure the production of knowledge on animals, in a way that was
distinct from ideas produced by white Americans, who held racial power and
privilege? Would commitment to anti-racist and Black Feminist struggles lead to a
desire to deconstruct speciesist oppression, or was this placing an unfair burden of
expectation on black Americans to challenge all unequal power relations? | ask
these broad questions across each of the four chapters, in order to explore the
commonalities and tensions between social justice movements for humans and
animals.

This thesis pulls out the nuances of advocating for animals whilst black, in
changing contexts of white supremacy in the U.S., where it remained necessary for
black Americans to advocate for their own freedom, rights to full political
participation and bodily autonomy, and right to a life free from state violence. As a
starting point, | draw upon the slave narrative genre to demonstrate that in the U.S.,
the depths of racial oppression perpetrated through slavery meant that black
Americans did not have the same opportunities as white Americans to think through,
communicate to a listening audience, and take action to minimise the suffering and
exploitation of animals. In a context where black bodies were not considered to be
fully human, and were subjected to unremitting toil and physical and sexual
violence, ideation on how to improve the lot of animal beings was not a priority.
Survival and hastening the end of the institution of slavery was an overriding
impulse.

| argue that black American writers and orators, such as Frederick Douglass,
Harriet Jacobs, Solomon Northup and Sojourner Truth, flipped the narrative of
animalising discourse, which associated beastliness and animality with blackness,
back onto their white oppressors. Throughout their narratives, the terms ‘beast’ and
‘brute’ are deployed readily, along with allegories relating to snakes and tigers, to

communicate the fear, danger and violence associated with white masters and



overseers. Redeploying animalising discourse to articulate white behaviour and,
more broadly, the violence of slavery as a ‘beastly’ system was part of a black-
authored abolitionist strategy to convince a Northern white audience to fight against
the continuation of slavery in the South.

Examining how thinkers like Douglass, Jacobs, Northup and Truth employed,
shaped and cemented conceptions of the category of ‘the animal’ as wild,
dangerous and fearsome may seem antithetical to a project dedicated to recovering
a black American tradition of animal advocacy. | argue that when black abolitionist
writers constructed discourse that links animality to negative traits and encouraged
fear of animals as a homogenous category, they did so to strengthen their case
against slavery. The act of writing down ideas that linked whiteness to animality was
a conscious effort by black abolitionists to flip white supremacist discourse that
characterised blackness as less-than-human. Entrenching a speciesist worldview
was therefore a thread in the fabric of black abolitionist arguments, kindled by the
terror of slavery, which compelled black writers to craft diverse arguments that could
potentially cease the misery of millions of black Americans. However, language that
depicts the ‘dangerous beast’ construct coexists alongside discourse that conveys
empathy and respect for animals, and disapproval of and resistance to, the
exploited status of animals in plantation societies. Frances Negrén-Muntaner’s
reflections on the obstacles of constructing a black radical tradition, in her research
relating to the life and work of Arturo Schomburg, stirred my desire to write a more
all-embracing history of black American ideas on animals, that included both anti-
and pro-animal sentiments, often from the same writers across their lifetimes. In a
roundtable discussion on the ‘strictures and elasticity’ of using the idea of ‘a black
radical tradition’ to help frame research on black writers and black writings, Negrén-
Muntaner articulated that:

When | tried to use the "black radical tradition" to think about [Arturo]

Schomburg, it became confusing because | was not able to produce that
Schomburg. So one of the things that | ended up thinking with in order to



move forward was the difference between agency and radicality. Schomburg
was obviously doing a lot of different things, and he was opening options and
he was exploring. He was engaging in a series of practices, some of which
were arguably not radical, and using discourses that were not radical, and
sometimes antiradical, if you will. So in that regard, it [the idea of a black
radical tradition] took me only so far before | had to come up with other ways
ﬁfeconceptualizing what | was looking at in order to try to give some account of
Throughout my research to recover a black American tradition of animal advocacy, |
encountered ideas that did not necessarily fit within the remit of improving the lives
of animals and/or defending animals from exploitation and systematic killing. When
undertaking a close reading of the primary source material, | came across passages
that revealed frustration and hostility towards animals, actions complicit in the
furtherance of the use and abuse of animals, and struggles to adapt to vegetarian
and vegan diets and lifestyles. | was met with the dilemma of whether to ignore and
erase these ideas because they did not reflect the tradition of animal protection that
| sought to construct. Nonetheless, ideas that were not radical or antiradical were
part of the thought processes that determined black American attitudes towards and
engagement with animals across divergent epochs. If | only presented the ideas that
articulated empathy and solidarity with animals as exploited sources of energy and
food, as members of a more-than-human family, and as intelligent beings with their
own desires, then | would be misconstruing black American theorising about
animals, which was much more complex throughout the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. This could have led to an act of ventriloquism, wherein | used the source
material and the images of celebrated black intellectuals and writers to show a neat
version of defending animals, rather than the messier process of multiple
understandings of animals and their place in U.S. society that is documented.

Negron-Muntaner's argument, that using the framing device of a tradition to link

ideas together can only take us so far, is compelling, as the black writers

6 Nijah Cunningham, ‘A Queer Pier: A Roundtable on the Idea of a Black Radical Tradition’,
Small Axe, 17 (March 2013), 84 — 95 (p. 88).



foregrounded here in this thesis held a spectrum of ideas relating to animals, from
the antiradical to the radical.

In addition to exploring how the slave narrative genre employed animalising
language to human beings, as an abolitionist tool, this thesis also examines how
black American thinkers humanised, or anthropomorphised, animals that they
encountered.” Although recent post-humanist scholarship has largely discredited the
act of describing animals as like humans, or as human, as it reflects an
anthropocentric worldview that keeps human beings as the reference point, | argue
that through analysing black-authored literature and supporting photographic
sources, viewing animals as like humans or an extension of humankind, could lead
to a desire to protect and respect animals.? Perceiving and representing certain
animals through an anthropomorphic lens enabled black American writers to
construct more-than-human families, to understand their relationship with some
animals as mutually supportive and as a site of care.

Black-authored anthropomorphic writing was rooted in an oral folk tradition in
black communities, in which humanised animal characters took center stage in

folktales. The prevalence of animal characters in black American folktales can be

” Lorraine Daston and Gregg Mitman, ‘Introduction’, in Thinking With Animals: New
Perspectives on Anthropomorphism, ed. by Lorraine Daston and Gregg Mitman (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2005), pp. 1 — 14. Daston and Mitman define anthropomorphism
as ‘the word used to describe the belief that animals are essentially like humans, and it is
usually applied as a term of reproach, both intellectual and moral. Originally, the word
referred to the attribution of human form to gods, forbidden by several religions as
blasphemous’ (p. 2).

® Rebekah Fox, ‘Animal Behaviours, Post-human Lives: Everyday

Negotiations of the Animal — Human Divide in Pet-keeping’, Social & Cultural Geography, 7
(August 2006), 525 — 537. Fox offers a useful summary of the scholarly turn against
anthropomorphism in animal studies, arguments which claim that the just treatment of
animals should not be based on likeness to humans and that anthropomorphic language
leads to hierarchies of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ animals, depending on perceived similarities to
humans. This closeness or distance from humans then determines willingness to exploit
such animals (p. 527).

Pramod K. Nayar, Posthumanism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014). Nayar defines the field of
critical posthumanism as a ‘new conceptualization of the human’, which ‘rejects the view of
the human as exceptional, separate from other forms of life and usually dominant/dominating
over these other forms’ that seeks to show humans as ‘co-evolving with other forms of life,
enmeshed with the environment and technology’ (p. 4).



explained partly through their utility as a mask.? They enabled black women and
men in largely illiterate communities, in the era of slavery and segregation, to
challenge a white supremacist, patriarchal political order. In the guise of apolitical
animal stories, black Americans could communicate scenarios in which the
oppressed became the holder of power, through a combination of trickery and wit. In
an environment where white violence was an ever-present threat, deploying animal
characters to envision the overthrow of white supremacy, enabled black Americans
to voice anti-racist ideas, with a layer of protection to fall back on, by claiming that
these were innocuous stories about animal capers, purely for entertainment.

Furthermore, the tradition of black American folktales, with animal
protagonists, reveals an imagined world where animals have voices, agency,
desires and the capacity and intelligence to act on their desires. Although folk tales
were works of fiction, performed orally and later recorded in writing, they show
openness in black American communities to the idea that animals possessed their
own forms of intelligence and an understanding of uneven power relations between
humans and animals. | use the tradition of the animal trickster in black American
folktales to explore the longer arc of anthropomorphic understandings of animals in
black writings, offering a nuanced discussion of the relationship between animal
advocacy and anthropomorphism.

This thesis also examines how labour exploitation was a key issue through
which black American writers expressed solidarity with animals. Through
enslavement and in the post-emancipation era through to the mid-twentieth century,

black women and men in the U.S. South worked grueling hours in agriculture, trades

% See Lawrence W. Levine’s chapter “Some Go Up and Some Go Down”: The Animal
Trickster’, in Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro American Folk Thought From
Slavery To Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), pp. 102 — 121. Also, Alice
Walker’s essay ‘The Dummy in the Window: Joel Chandler Harris and the Invention of Uncle
Remus’, in Living By the Word: Selected Writings, 1973 — 1987 (London: Phoenix, 1988), pp.
25 — 32, for an exploration of the white appropriation of black folktales, wherein Walker
asserts that black folk culture has been ‘tampered with’ by figures like Harris, who framed
folktales through the character of Uncle Remus and a backdrop in which slavery was
portrayed as benign.
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and domestic service, for either no financial compensation during slavery or for low
wages in the post-bellum period that led to cycles of poverty and indebtedness to
local white landowners. Jacqueline Jones affirms that across the centuries, whether
toiling in agriculture, industry, or domestic service, black women ‘felt the weight of
racial discrimination compounded by sexual prejudice’.’

In a largely pre-industrial agriculture, Frederick Douglass, in the nineteenth
century, and Zora Neale Hurston, in the early twentieth century, discussed labouring
alongside animals to work the land. Douglass recounted his own experience of
being tasked with commanding a team of oxen to collect firewood and the
resistance of the animals to follow his orders."" At risk of being violently punished if
he were not successful in this task, Douglass communicated his frustration with the
oxen for not behaving as he desired. This frustration led to a presumption that
animals were unintelligent and inferior beings. In circumstances of white supremacy,
working with animals had higher stakes for black Americans. If an animal resisted
human instruction, then it would be constructed as obstinate or stubborn. However,
during slavery and in sharecropping and tenant farming communities, if an animal
did not labour as desired, then this could result in violent punishment and reduced
agricultural efficiency leading to a loss of profits, and deeper poverty and debt.

Expressions of hostility and frustration with animals occurred together with
an understanding that draft animals were caught up in a cycle of exploitation in the
U.S. South. Both Douglass and Hurston made space for the idea that species as
well as race was an axis along which oppression and exploitation occurred, within
their writings. By advocating for the ‘kind treatment’ of animals in agriculture,
Douglass and Hurston sought to improve the living and working conditions of draft

animals, foster an independent and economically sustainable black-led agriculture,

'% Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work and the Family
from Slavery to the Present (New York: Vintage Books, 1985), p. 3.

" Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2014 [originally published by Miller, Orton & Mulligan, 1855]), p. 168 — 169.
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and reduce suffering through labour extraction, from a black standpoint that
opposed wearing down certain bodies for the gain of another.™

In addition to the use of animals as sources of energy and labour in
agricultural communities, | explore the spectrum of ideas documented by black
American thinkers on animals as sources of food, from slavery-era plantations to
industrialised agribusiness. The chapter dedicated to exploring eating animals as
food demonstrates a commitment to understanding the complexity, flexibility and
multiplicity of attitudes held by black women and men on consuming animals. |
foreground ideas that convey a discomfort with eating animal bodies, and examine
transitions and obstacles to vegetarian and vegan diets for black Americans in
changing epochs. However, these anti-speciesist black ideas, which challenged the
eating of animals to promote a healthier diet and to reduce and bring about an end
to animal suffering, are placed into a longer history, in which hunger and the
withholding of meat from black Americans was part of white supremacist control.
Douglass’ proclamation that meats were under a ‘stringent monopoly’ in the
slaveholder’s house epitomises how consuming animal flesh was part of the
demonstration of racial power dynamics." Indeed, in the era of slavery, meat and
dairy consumption signified power and status. Different cuts of meat from different
animal bodies were distributed to the enslaved and the enslavers to reinscribe
drastically uneven power relations in the U.S. South. In Jessica B. Harris’ personal
exploration of African American culinary journeys, she opens with a folktale that
bears the name of her text, based on eating ‘high on the hog’."* This tale

communicates a shift in power relations centered on food, and specifically on

"2 Frederick Douglass, ‘Address Delivered by Hon. Frederick Douglass, at the Third Annual
Fair of the Tennessee Colored Agricultural and Mechanical Association’, New National Era
and Citizen Print (1873), Frederick Douglass Papers at the Library of Congress,
Manuscript/Mixed Material, p. 12 — 13 and Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching
God (London: Virago Press, 2007 [originally published by J.B. Lippincott Company, 1937]),
p. 75—76.

'® Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, p. 90.

'* Jessica B. Harris, High on the Hog: A Culinary Journey from Africa to America (New York:
Bloomsbury, 2011), p. 4.
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consuming meat, between John and Old Master, a formerly enslaved man and his
enslaver. Though John assists Old Master in ‘killing forty or fifty hogs every year’, he
is only provided with the head, feet and ears to consume, whilst the more desirable
cuts of animal flesh were retained for whites.'® Over the years, John is able to carve
out a degree of self-sufficiency for