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When the bird arrives . . .

Gently close the door with the paintbrush. . .

Erase all of the bars one by one

—Jacques Prévert, “To Make the Portrait of a Bird”
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INTRODUCTION

A NEW ANIMAL CONDITION

On October 9, 1883, the United States Patent Office issued a license
to Benjamin W. Kilburn for his new invention, an accordion-style
instantaneous camera mounted on the end of a shotgun shaft.? An ad-
vertisement in the New York Tribune celebrated Kilburn’s apparatus as a
more humane method of hunting (Figure 1). The gun camera promised
the impossible: to catch the prey even as it escapes. “It never results
in the death or even maiming of fish, flesh, or fowl,” the ad boasted,
“yet all three may be easily bagged.”? Kilburn’s invention makes ex-
plicit early photographic technology’s indebtedness to the gun.® Its
conflation of hunting and mediation, moreover, reflects a radical
transformation in the way animals were seen during the period. The
nineteenth century witnessed an unprecedented surge of experiments
with new technologies and scientific methods for pursuing live ani-
mals. Privileging knowledge gained through vision, these experiments
sought to access the animal’s “truth” through its image.* However,
the effect of these experiments was not the perception of greater inti-
macy with animals (as many hoped) but the perception of animals as
ever more elusive. The gun camera, for example, did this by effectively
severing the time of the apprehended animal from that of the viewer,
rendering the bird fully visible only after its initial sighting, on the de-
veloped film. This book asks, What is the ontological status of these
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animals left free and untouched while at the same time caught and
held by their representation? During a century that saw the mass dis-
placement of wildlife and the accelerated extinction of animals in the
United States, how can we account for the emergence, and read the
implications, of this new kind of hunt—one that claims no lives, only
likenesses?

Capture examines the strange dislocation of these fish, flesh, or fowl
that appear at once in and out of the bag and the biopolitical and eth-
ical stakes of the transformation in the representation and treatment
of animals over the nineteenth century. I characterize this trans-
formation as a shift from the hunt regime to the capture regime. The
bloodless hunt promised by the gun camera is a paradigmatic feature
of the period’s drive to archive and encase animals, ironically, in order
to preserve and study their liveness. This book introduces and theo-
rizes this drive, and its consequences for animals, as capture. Unlike
the hunt, which targets individual animals, capture attempts to seize
something intangible, something presumably inherent to all animals:
vitality, motion, states of change. Rather than simply enabling their
preservation and study, new aesthetic, scientific, and technologi-
cal methods for pursuing live animals produced them as increasingly
fleeting and endangered, making them all the more susceptible to new
forms of biopolitical management.

Capture names the modern imperative to apprehend animals at
the historical moment when they are receding from everyday view.
This imperative is both epistemological and ethical: epistemological
because it accompanied a turn to scientific objectivity, which de-
manded that the objects of study be left “untouched”; ethical because
its emergence coincided with a crucial transition in human—animal
relations in the nineteenth century, as the United States shifted from
the western frontier to the industrial city.® The phenomenon of spe-
cies extinction, then only recently theorized by the French naturalist
Georges Cuvier, announced the future collapse of animal (and other)
species at precisely the moment that the rapid rearrangement of the
American landscape and emerging practices of biocapitalist exploita-

tion were making animals newly vulnerable to human action. Insofar
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30 SCOVILL'S AMATEUR SPECIALTIES.

KILBURN GUN CAMERA,

For 4x5 Pictures.

(PATENTED.)

Price, BR7.00.

Gunstock Attachment only $5.00.

A popular method of hunting lately introduced is in conformity with the FIGURE 1
laws of Mr. Bergh's Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. It *

never results in the death or even maiming of fish, flesh, or fowl, yet all three .

may be easily bagged. The weapon uug is a late invention ca!’l‘:d the gun Advertlsement fOI'
camera. It consists of a small camera mounted on a gunstock and pro- .

vided with sights and triggers. Its ammunition is chemicals instead of Kl]-burn Gun Camera-
powder and lead. It is both breech and muzzle loading, is light and simple

in construction, and is used like an ordinary shot-gun. When a bird rises, Reproduced fI'OIIl
it must be brought to the shoulder, a dead aim taken at the feathered ob-

ject, and the trigger pulled. There is a slight shock as of an explosion, the SCOVIH product

bird flies on to cover unharmed, leaving its picture on the sensitive plate in

the camera. It is all done in a moment of time. The plate is removed,

another inserted, and the hunter is ready for the next object. The amateur Catalog’ NeW York’
may go forth with two dozen dry plates as his stock of ammunition. If he 1883

fire with precisicn at any stationary or moving object, he may be absolutely N

sure of bringing it down,—Ncw York Tribune.

as they purported to leave wildlife “unharmed,” technologies like the
gun camera sold themselves as reflecting the country’s nascent en-
vironmental consciousness. The discourse of conservation that was
beginning to gain ground during this period was essential to the uptake
of capture, presented as a harmless operation as compared to the ex-
plicit violence of hunting.” Capture’s ability to present itself as a mere
taking—of the animal’s likeness—in fact conceals a making—of what
I call a new animal condition—a making that is all the more efficient
because it appears nonintrusive. As a self-effacing form of power, cap-
ture is consistent with what Michel Foucault calls biopower, the power
to “foster life or disallow it to the point of death.”® This book displaces
Foucauldian biopolitics’ center of gravity from Man to the animal and

from the European metropolis to U.S. settler territory to recount the
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story of biopower’s early footholds in America.® The making of capture
as the new animal condition, I argue, is inextricable from the making
of the new nation—the construction of a hegemonic American identity
and iconography and the consolidation of early capitalism and settler
colonialism. Indeed, this book examines how predation was internal-
ized and refashioned both as the tacit logic of Manifest Destiny and as
the engine driving the biocapitalist management of human and nonhu-
man populations in U.S. empire.

Capture’s sublimation of the hunt worked to invisibilize and nat-
uralize the violence visited on both animals and animalized human
subjects—violence that contributed not only to the extinction of wild-
life and the exploitation of animals on an industrial scale but also to
the relentless expropriation of black lives under chattel slavery and
after the abolition of slavery, as well as the near-eradication of indig-
enous populations. The regime of capture privileges control over
conquest—or rather, folds the explicit violence of conquest into bio-
political protocols of management and regulation. Capture illustrates
Alexis de Tocqueville’s early insight that power in America “does not
break wills, but it softens them, bends them and directs them; it rarely
forces action, but it constantly opposes your acting; it does not de-
stroy, it prevents birth; it does not tyrannize, it hinders, it represses, it
enervates, it extinguishes, it stupifies [sic], and finally it reduces each
nation to being nothing more than a flock of timid and industrious an-
imals, of which the government is the shepherd.”*® Power becomes
more pervasive and invasive as it moves away from the spectacular
and discontinuous display of the scaffold or the hunt (“making die or
letting live”) toward the continuous and inconspicuous operations of
what Foucault calls “pastoral power” (“making live and letting die”).™*
This form of power, which addresses not subjects of right but popu-
lations at the level of their biological existence, is predicated on an
immemorial presupposition of capture: of having the (human) animal
already in hand.*2

Not only was the drive to contain the animal central to the consol-
idation of U.S. hegemony, but it would define many of the century’s

most iconic American works. As if to counteract the evanescence of
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animals, to keep hold of them at the very moment of their disappear-
ance, canonical U.S. writers, artists, and inventors of the period—]John
James Audubon, James Fenimore Cooper, Edgar Allan Poe, Herman
Melville, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Eadweard Muybridge—sought new
strategies, devices, and techniques for rendering the vitality of animals
visible and lasting. As a logic of mastery through containment, cap-
ture is indissociable from the overtly majoritarian status of the white,
male, and Euro-oriented canon of nineteenth-century American lit-
erature, art, and science from which it emerged. While Kilburn’s gun
camera is an obvious illustration of the fulfillment of this logic, this
book focuses on earlier literary and visual experiments by which cap-
ture was prototyped—experiments ranging from Audubon’s “still-life”
watercolors of hunted animals to Hawthorne’s counter-taxonomic
poetics to Muybridge’s “trip-wire” locomotion studies.!> Grounded
in the study of exemplary artistic and scientific works of the period,
Capture is, rather than a cultural history, a theoretical, literary, and ma-
terial analysis of the transformation of animal representation and its
lasting biopolitical consequences. This introduction lays out a theory
of capture; the chapters that follow elaborate a particular dimension,
operation, or effect of the prototyping of capture in U.S. literary and
visual experiments bent on understanding, ordering, and taming the
natural world.

The rise of capture is an effect of the following concomitant devel-
opments: the biopolitical securing of white settler colonial hegemony
in relation to animals and animalized human subjects; the automa-
tion of animal death and the management of wildlife; and the rise of
modern taxonomic and early biocapitalist discourses that viewed life
as a principle of commensurability and exchangeability. Together,
these developments consolidated the significance of procedures of
enclosure and containment to the rise of modern governmentality
and industrialization. Material examples of these emergent forms of
control include, among others, the isotropic partitioning of space for
colonial and capitalist gain that was set in motion by the Land Ordi-
nance of 1785 (explored in chapter 2); the adoption of the gridiron

plan for urban centers and its consequences for the tracking and
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policing of racialized subjects in particular (explored in chapter 3);
the development of profiling technologies inspired by modern taxon-
omy (explored in chapter 4); the mechanization of animal life tested
and honed in the second half of the nineteenth century (explored in
chapter 5).1* Representationally, these forms of control found ex-
pression in emerging aesthetic protocols that circumscribed animals
in space and time. The project examines how these developments
informed and reinforced one another and how in the process they con-
tributed to the making of a new conception of the animal as no longer
wild yet not quite domesticated, neither present nor fully absent, but
instead as thoroughly framed by relations of technology and capital.
Capture’s contributions are threefold. First, the book shows how
the drive to contain and record disappearing animals was a central
feature and organizing pursuit of the nineteenth-century U.S. cultural
canon. Second, it examines how this drive motivated the invention
of new aesthetic, literary, and medial genres and techniques (life-
like painting, detective fiction, the moving image), which exposed or
sought to compensate for the limitations of earlier modes of figura-
tion, and thereby transformed the very nature and project of modern
representation. Third, it analyzes how these new representational
devices and modalities informed and shaped the modern animal con-
dition and contributed to naturalizing the wide-scale exploitation and

erasure of animals as we know it today.**

AMERICAN PURSUITS

It is Moby-Dick, the “quintessential” American novel, that most fa-
mously dramatizes the U.S. project’s material and symbolic investment
in the workings of capture. Melville’s epic chase is the centerpiece of
the white masculinist tradition of the hunting narrative in the Ameri-
can literary canon (e.g., Cooper’s The Leatherstocking Tales, Parkman’s
The Oregon Trail, du Chaillu’s Explorations and Adventures in Equatorial
Africa, Roosevelt’s hunting memoirs, Connell’s “The Most Dangerous
Game,” Faulkner’s “The Bear,” or Hemingway’s hunting chronicles, to
mention but a few examples). Countless autobiographies of big-game

hunters were published during the nineteenth century and the first
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half of the twentieth century.’® The use of hunt narratives in the self-
fashioning of the United States often promulgated a colonialist agenda
that naturalized the reconfiguration of subsistence habitats into poten-
tial property. A singularly if not uniquely American subgenre, hunting
narratives have monumentalized the mythos of the intrepid and enter-
prising frontiersman who dominates his natural surroundings, with
all its attendant sexual and gendered connotations (animal pursuit as
a stand-in for white hegemony, colonial empire, sexual dominance, or
the foibles of masculinity).

As D. H. Lawrence observes, Moby-Dick chronicles the “last great
hunt.”?” But the novel makes clear that hunting is hardly over —rather,
it heralds the dawn of a new kind of hunt: the hunt that knows no end.
Moby-Dick’s full title, Moby-Dick; or, The Whale, can be read as oscillat-
ing between a logic of the hunt and one of capture.’® What, exactly, is
the novel (named) after? Is it the individual animal called Moby Dick
or is it “the Whale” as a taxonomic category? Is the novel a hunt for
a particular white whale or an attempt to capture the essence of the
category “Whale”? In a chapter he calls “as important a one as will
be found in this volume,” the narrator, Ishmael, warns the reader
against the temptation to subsume the animal under the apparent sta-
bility of its name (proper or generic)—a temptation he identifies as
intolerably allegorical.*® The problem of allegory for the animal—its
tendency to subordinate the literal to the figural, the singular to the
general—is precisely the problem posed by Melville’s title: Moby-Dick;
ot, The Whale.2°

Like Melville’s title, the hunt pulls in two directions. It is both fun-
damentally iterative and (somewhat counterintuitively) sustainable,
for the kill is the end of the hunt but not of hunting.?* As a corollary,
the animal is both (but not simultaneously) an individual being and a
representative of its species. In the hunt, therefore, the individual an-
imal can acquire a proper name, as with Moby Dick.?? It is precisely
this possibility that the animal is denied when the logic of capture
emerges as an apparatus of early biocapitalism. This shift is registered
in the novel as the transition between two markedly different, but not

incompatible, logics for “accounting” the whale. The first logic —that
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of the individual animal—is embodied by Captain Ahab, who is driven
by his monomaniacal desire for revenge against the white whale; the
second logic—that of the animal as species (and as commodity) —is
reflected by the ship’s proprietors, Peleg and Bildad, who own the Pe-
quod along with a number of anonymous shareholders. While these
retired captains are ironically introduced as peaceful Quakers, they
are “Quakers with a vengeance, . . . the most sanguinary of all sailors
and whale-hunters.”?* But unlike Ahab, their vengeance is not aimed
at any particular whale but at the entire whale species: remaining on
shore, ostensibly harmless and comical, they are insatiable entrepre-
neurs who demand that the whalemen “harvest” as many whales as
possible—an insatiability that raises the specter of extinction, while
curiously disavowing the possibility of this event.*

Peleg and Bildad crystallize the literal and symbolic displacement
of violence produced by a biocapitalist rationality that systematically
outsources labor and treats natural resources as endlessly reproduc-
ible.2® The proprietors’ fixation on the anonymized animal mass of
“the whale” condenses the logic of capture; Ahab’s fixation on the
individual specimen called Moby Dick exemplifies the logic of the
hunt.2¢ Unlike Ahab, who is obsessed with hunting the one animal,
the merchants Bildad and Peleg hunt a profit that is, in theory, without
limit (as Ishmael repeatedly notes, the whalemen do not receive a fixed
wage; they work on commission, with their pay indexed to the number
of whales they kill). With Ahab’s disappearance, what vanishes is not
hunting but the hunt as a spectacular, singular undertaking; the singu-
larity of the hunt is subsumed into the routinized, systematic regime
of capture, under which animals become indifferentiable from one
another—exchangeable, like all commodities.?” This economy of in-
finite substitutability is premised on the epistemological slide from
“Moby Dick” to “the Whale,” from animals to “the animal”—from
hunt to capture.

FROM HUNT TO CAPTURE

The operations and effects of capture are best understood by ex-

amining it alongside the form of pursuit it sublimates (but does not
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entirely displace) —that of the hunt. The biopolitical regime of cap-
ture established itself in the wake of profound transformations in U.S.
hunting culture.?® With the rise of industrialization over the course
of the nineteenth century, hunting was gradually rendered obsolete
as a subsistence activity and as a technology of conquest by the sys-
tematic “taming” and settling of the nation’s territories.?’ As more
“efficient” means of procuring animals were being promoted, hunt-
ing was recast as a primitive anachronism or an occasional pastime.
By the late 1800s, technological developments in the production of
traps and guns made it increasingly difficult for many game animals
to reproduce fast enough to survive; two animals emblematic to the
United States, the passenger pigeon and the bison, both thought at
the beginning of the century to be so numerous as to be inexhaust-
ible, were hunted respectively into extinction and near-extinction
in the space of a few decades.>® Meanwhile, with the advent of the
“technological reproducibility” of animal life under industrial farm-
ing, standardized slaughter began to replace hunting for subsistence,
and the continually perpetuated pool of livestock supplanted the un-
predictability of prey. Both extinction and mass slaughter, then, are
phenomena wrought by a shift in notions of animal reproduction, itself
subtended by a transformation of what reality the term animal desig-
nates.>! Over time, the aleatory practice of the hunt was rechanneled
into the biopolitical logistics of capture, which indexes both the will
and ability to reproduce animals endlessly and the anxiety prompted
by the notion of wildlife as ontologically endangered, inevitably and
constantly threatened by disappearance.

Although hunting fell out of common practice, it did not disappear.
It simply reappeared in new forms: internalized as an epistemic frame
for the new artistic and scientific fervor surrounding the “mute mys-
tery” of animal nature;*? analogized in legal regulations like the “rule
of capture,” which legislates the acquisition of “feral” or “sponta-
neous” resources like gas, oil, and groundwater;** and recycled, in the
figure of the frontiersman, into a nostalgic trope celebrating the na-
tion’s valiant and enterprising early years. The European colonists in

America had largely ceased to rely on hunting for sustenance as early
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as the seventeenth century, but during the nineteenth century, the
aforementioned changes (the introduction of livestock and the decline
in game animals, caused by overhunting and the reorganization of eco-
systems to fit colonial economic regimes) reached a tipping point that
altered attitudes toward hunting. This shift, exemplified by the estab-
lishment of restrictive game laws as early as 1817, primarily affected
those indigenous tribes with nomadic lifestyles, as well as rural and
enslaved populations for whom hunting had remained a significant
subsistence and cultural activity.>* Hunting began to be framed as an
atavistic practice even as it was being celebrated as the glorious bed-
rock of the nation (in the paintings of Karl Bodmer and George Catlin,
for instance, or in hunting memoirs like Parkman’s Oregon Trail). It
was valorized as a heroic enterprise in the context of an idealized past
and prescribed as a prophylactic in an irenic future in which it was no
longer a material necessity. This explains why, at the end of the cen-
tury, Theodore Roosevelt could unironically prompt his fellow (white
male) Americans to “return” to “savage virtues” by hunting.>*

This book identifies in the transition from hunt to capture a pro-
found epistemological shift in the conception of animals. Here, the
hunt is less as a ritualized, embodied activity than as a diagram of
power-knowledge. Hunting and capture entertain very different re-
lations to their objects. Hunting supposes the copresence, however
brief, uneven, and fortuitous, of the hunter and the hunted. Capture,
however, disrupts this promise of contemporaneity, converting it to
telos. As capture makes the subjection of that which is preyed upon
appear predetermined, even preaccomplished, a form of nonpresence
comes to saturate the animal’s state of being.3¢ The availability of ani-
mals in capture, then, reverses the conditions presumed by the hunt:
for the hunter, encounters cannot be fully anticipated or planned,
for they happen in no small part on the hunted animals’ terms. The
hunter goes after the prey in its own territory, which French poet Jean-
Christophe Bailly defines as a network of holes and hideaways where
animals can retreat.>” Under capture, animals are assumed already at
hand but fundamentally dislocated. Deprived of a territory, Bailly ob-

serves, animals are submitted to a regime of inescapable visibility: they
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FIGURE 2. The dynamic of capture is already apparent in this image

that accompanies the entry for “Approcher” in Chomel’s Dictionnaire
aconomique (1732), which stages the hunter’s disappearance behind the
apparatus facilitating the animal pursuit.

cannot hide, but neither can they manifest unexpectedly—they can
no longer appear.3# One of the corollaries of the “dis-appearance” of
animals—the loss of their capacity to appear on their own terms—is
the effacement of the figure of the hunter (Figure 2).

Capture, which aims to preempt sudden appearances and chance
encounters, coincides with what John Berger diagnoses as the sys-
temic “disappearance” of animals under industrial capitalism.3°
Under capture, animals disappear in plain sight. When we see captive
animals, they are only superficially available, seeming fundamentally
out of place—on display in cages or images, thereby “rendered ab-
solutely marginal.” The zoological garden, “where people go to meet
animals, to observe them, to see them,” Berger argues, is “in fact a
monument to the impossibility of such encounters.”#® Captured, an-
imals have become “immunized to encounter.”*! And indeed, zoos in
modernity traditionally perform the immunitary function of protecting
endangered animals from disappearing at Man’s hand. Although mod-
ern zoos inherit from earlier menageries a residual sense of colonial
pride, exhibiting rare and “exotic” specimens as trophies—including
both animal and human specimens—they primarily justify their exis-

tence as educational institutions and as sanctuaries for endangered
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species.*? What one sees in zoos is not there (for long). Hence “disap-
pearance” does not simply refer to the empirical vanishing of animals
precipitated by colonial and capitalist exploitation, but it also indexes
a more general difficulty to see animals—their becoming “out of
focus” under the modern gaze.

“Everywhere animals disappear,” writes Berger, compounding
the perpetuity of animal disappearance in a devastating present sim-
ple.#* Akira Mizuta Lippit builds on Berger’s thesis by proposing that,
with the advancement of modernity, animals come to “exist in a state
of perpetual vanishing.” In disappearing, Lippit proposes, they none-
theless leave a trace, their nonpresence becoming the paradoxical
condition for a new image of animality to emerge.** Thus the signi-
fier “disappearance” covers two distinct, if interdependent, realities.
On the one hand, it refers to the empirical recession of animals from
daily life under industrial capitalism; on the other, it marks their phe-
nomenological vanishing before our very eyes. As a corollary, we can
distinguish between two modalities of capture. The first is a constative
statement that registers the historical subjection of animals to tech-
nologies of enclosure and supervision. The second is a performative
utterance: it constitutes something called “the animal” as that which
disappears. The transition between the hunt regime and the capture
regime has a number of salient implications for the material and sym-

bolic conception of animals, as summarized in Figure 3.

THE MEDIATED ANIMAL: PURSUIT WITHOUT END

What Capture tracks, therefore, is a transformation in the way animals
were perceived, a rupture between seeing and knowing them. Essen-
tial to my theorization of capture is the notion that with the move from
hunt to capture, animals become indissociable from their mediation.
Hunting narratives are always punctuated by anxious periods of wait-
ing for the prey to manifest itself (Moby-Dick is a case in point). But
capture upends the temporal logic of hunting, according to which
animals exist in their own right before the encounter with the hunter.
The hunt supposes a spatial distance (and a shared temporal moment)

between hunter and hunted. Capture, however, is asynchronous; it
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THE HUNT REGIME

AXIOM 1

The hunt presumes animals.

AXIOM 2
Animals are endowed with the

capacity to appear on their terms.

Animal encounters cannot be

fully anticipated or planned.

AXIOM 3

Animals occupy territories.

AXIOM 4
Animals can escape or they

candie.

AXIOM 5
The huntisinterminable but each

time unique.

THE CAPTURE REGIME

AXIOM 1

Capture presumes the animal.

AXIOM 2
The animal appears already
at hand.

The animal can no longer

be encountered.

AXIOM 3

The animal exists in a milieu.

AXIOM 4
The animal cannot escape and

it cannot die.

AXIOM 5
Capture is repetitive and

monotonous.

FIGURE 3. Distinctions between the hunt regime and the capture regime.

supposes the separate temporalities of the original encounter and
the later engagements with the reproductions. If we read capture’s
displacement of the animal’s pursuit from spatiality onto temporal-
ity through my opening example, we see that the gun camera, which
on its face is more humane, inaugurates a hunt without end. While in
the moment its life may be spared, the bird viewed through the lens of
the gun camera is recast as endlessly reproducible and thus eminently
disposable (it is not fortuitous that the animal’s loss of aura—what
Walter Benjamin calls the “here and now” of an object, “its unique
existence in a particular place,” that which in principle resists repro-
ducibility and commodification—coincides with the rise of industrial
biocapitalism).*¢

Unlike hunting, capture does not anticipate so much as presuppose
its object. The verb capture is what linguists call a telic verb insofar
as it envisions a clear endpoint and, grammatically, demands an ob-

ject; whereas the verb hunt is atelic: one can hunt without knowing in
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advance what will be hunted or whether the hunt will be successful.*”
The strange temporality of capture is encapsulated in Kafka’s aphorism
“A cage went in search of a bird.” The epigram inverts the expectation
that a cage exists in order to confine a given animal, suggesting instead
that it searches for a specimen that will conform to its design. This un-
canny reversal of cause and effect is the defining paradox of capture.
Should the animal not, logically, precede the instrument of its cap-
tivity? Does nature not, in principle, come before technology? But
to capture something from nature is to sacrifice the very naturalness
that one sets out to secure or preserve. Capture is not simply the act of
containing an entity that already exists in the world—an entity whose
nature or essence precedes the event of its seizure.

As Rey Chow argues, capture is not a neutral aesthetic operation
but an act with significant ontological effects. Reading Walter Benja-
min, she shows that through the act of capture, something new—a new

reality, a new relation to the (natural) world—comes into being:

Benjamin has in effect inaugurated a reconfiguration of the conventional
logic of capture: rather than reality being caught in the sense of being
contained, detained, or retained in the copy-image (understood as a
repository), it is now the machinic act or event of capture, with its ca-
pacity for further partitioning (that s, for generating additional copies
and images ad infinitum), that sets reality in motion, that invents or

makes reality, as it were.*®

When the value of images (or animals) is no longer a function of
their rarity but of their reproducibility, the perception of these reali-
ties is radically changed. The object represented (the captive animal)
no longer conveys the aura of the original. Unlike the auratic wild
animal, which the hunter dislodged from its territory, the domesti-
cated animal appears essentially dislocated; it is a being altogether
different, brought into existence through the means of technological
reproduction. Capture—the representational modality prompted by
technological reproducibility—strips its object of its naturalness, its
originality, its singularity. Made into stock, the virtually limitless copy
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(the farmed or lab animal, the zoo specimen, the photographed beast)
supersedes the now-unattainable (extinct or spatially marginalized)
original. In capture, the animal is assumed invisible, disappeared, un-
knowable —a manifestation of something other than what we see. In
other words, capture introduces a new phenomenality of appearance,
one that indexes something framed as vanished, extinct, no longer
encounterable. Thus, while capture presupposes its object, it is none-
theless haunted by an unavowable intransitivity, a secret intranquility.

Consider an early example of capture’s visual logic: the thauma-
trope (Figure 4). First popularized by Dr. John Paris in 1825, the
thaumatrope is an optical device, a small disc with an image on each
side. When the disc is twirled, the two sides appear superimposed,
giving the impression that they form a single, composite image. Early
prototypes of this “philosophical toy,” as it was called at the time,
often depicted a bird and a cage. When in motion, the bird appeared
trapped, captured through an appearance of stillness that was in fact
caused by movement too rapid to be registered by the human eye. The
thaumatrope stages a displacement of animacy, which shifts from the
object studied to the enframing technology that produces it—from
the bird to the cage.

According to Dr. Paris, the aim of the thaumatrope was to generate
“young Cartesians” by “driving a wedge between what we know and
what we see.”*> While you know there are two distinct images, you only
see a bird in a cage. If the Cartesian discourse implies that stillness
was thought to be the condition for reliable knowledge, as film scholar
Tom Gunning argues, the toy also ironically taught that stillness can
be manufactured by motion, thereby calling into question the reli-
ability of the human observer.>° This suspicion in turn contaminates
the “real world,” robbing it of permanence or stability, rendering it
phantasmagoric and its occupants elusive. The thaumatrope has been
significant to debates about the phenomenology and temporality of
vision in modernity; little attention, however, has been paid to the
images it displays, particularly to the persistence with which they rep-
resent animals. As a technology in the service of a biopolitics of vision,

the thaumatrope functioned to captivate a new generation of viewers



16 INTRODUCTION

FIGURE 4. Thaumatrope, c. 1825.

and train them to conceive the animal as essentially captured.>* When
the hands that hold and operate the thaumatrope are no longer seen,
the capture of the animal appears to be a fact of nature.

Capture coincides with the turn to scientific objectivity in the first
half of the nineteenth century as an attempt to remediate this halluci-
natory order of things; when the capacities of the naked human eye can
no longer be trusted, knowledge must be outsourced to mechanized
protocols and technologies of vision. Muybridge’s famous motion cap-
ture experiments in the last decades of the century, which produced
the first successful photographic images of a galloping horse, did
precisely this: render motion intelligible without direct human inter-
cession. Muybridge is mostly known today as a pioneer of the moving
image, but his primary object was to unravel the “secret” of animal
motion, as attested by the title of his massive 1887 photographic cata-
log, Animal Locomotion.

We can contrast Muybridge’s work with another monumental col-
lection of animal representations to situate his work in the transition
charted in this book: Audubon’s The Birds of America. Printed between
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1827 and 1838, the book gathers 435 life-size watercolors in a “double
elephant” folio, thus named for its uncommon size. Audubon’s avowed
ambition was to paint all the bird species known in North America.
Both Audubon and Muybridge seem to partake of the same archival
epistemophilia, but they approached their subjects very differently. In
The Birds of America, Audubon perceives his specimens with the eyes of
a hunter: his birds are “out there,” in the wild; he immobilizes them in
order to draw them; he focuses primarily on their external appearance;
and he presumes animals to be knowable in terms of their taxonomic
identity, which is visible to the unaided human eye. For Audubon,
animals occupy a specific “place”—geographically, in the order of
nature, and on the page of the naturalist’s book, which promises to
render their accurate anatomical proportions. In contrast, Muybridge
approaches his subjects with an intent to capture: he aspires to seize
not animals but their movement, pursuing in his stop-action studies
an invisible economy of forces shared by all animals—the animal —if
uniquely expressed by each. For him, the comprehension of animals is
less a function of space than time; space is subordinated to an imma-
nent principle of transience and transformation, both at the individual
level (locomotion) and at the level of the species (evolution).

Capture, to sum up, indexes a passage rather than a presence. It
destabilizes the conventional temporality of representation, under-
stood as coming after the object represented; in this new model, the
act of capture (its moment) is both distinct and indissociable from
that which is represented. Despite the perceived simultaneity, the
capturer (or observer) and the animal do not inhabit the same time:
they are entangled rather than synchronous. Chow insists that we
must refrain from collapsing the temporalities of the trapped and the
trapper: if they are “situationally entwined,” they are both temporally
and “phenomenologically disjointed.”3 We can know “the intent or
intelligence of the trap’s design,” Chow argues, but not “the prey’s
experience of being captured.” As a metaphor for representation,
capture borrows from hunting the sense of apprehending something
endowed with the capacity to escape; but capture converts capac-

ity into ontology, producing its object as essentially fugitive (it “sets
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reality in motion,” as Chow puts it). While hunting envisions fugitiv-
ity as a faculty of the prey, capture assumes fugitivity as the property
of the animal (as that which is proper to it). This fugitive animal poses
an insurmountable challenge to representation when representation
is beholden to a logic of presence. Capture, in contrast, assumes the
fugacity of its object and produces the animal as it vanishes, as van-
ishing. In capture, the animal is not made present (re-presented) so
much as it is conjured by the apparatus. Thus, for Chow, capture is a
process of entanglement that comprises irreconcilably heterogeneous
temporalities.>* Yet in these “entanglements” lie the promise of an
ethics of capture, which, I argue in the conclusion, offers unsuspected
modes of relating with incommensurate life-forms.

Capture is a hunt for likeness, not life. From capere, meaning to
seize with one’s hands, the verb “to capture” was not used as a syn-
onym for “to represent” in English until the twentieth century,
previously appearing mainly in hunting and military contexts (e.g.,
the catching of prey, seizing of land, taking of slaves or prisoners).
The Oxford English Dictionary dates the semantic repurposing of the
term to 1901, when it came to express the action to “catch, or record
(something elusive, as a quality) in speech, writing, etc.”** Yet in the
middle decades of the nineteenth century, Daguerre and Edison had
already used the lexicon of captivity to describe the archiving of fleet-
ing images and sounds, which suggests that capture-as-representation
is indebted to technologies of reproduction like photography and
phonography.>* When successive images can make movement appear
(even though this movement resides in none of the images taken in
isolation) —when images are given the power to produce a nonimage—
the imaging apparatus thus represents that which stubbornly eludes
vision. As a hunt for likeness, capture paradoxically opens the possi-
bility of apprehending life as a representational object. In effect, the
representation of life’s irreducible aphenomenality demands a new
technical and cognitive apparatus based on the reproducibility of the
image. Just as the reproducible image dreams up the nonimage, the re-
producible animal dreams up the nonanimal: a wild, transient creature

that appears essentially unknowable, unseeable.
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THE BIOPOLITICS OF CAPTURE

When did we stop seeing animals? When did they start becoming “out
of focus,” as Berger suggests?°¢ To answer this question, we must look
for changes in the field of vision itself—in the underlying conditions
for the appearance of animals. This is a question that Foucault raises
in The Order of Things, where he identifies a radical transformation in
the way natural sciences approached their objects. “In the late eigh-
teenth century,” he writes, “a new configuration was to appear that
would definitively blur the old space of natural history for modern
eyes.”®” The shift in question was the invention of the notion of life.
In the classical episteme (which for me encapsulates the logic of the
hunt), there are individual living beings but no conception of life as a
larger, autonomous force; the natural world is classified according to
its external structure. In contrast, the modern episteme situates life
below the threshold of the immediately perceptible. In this new con-
figuration, animals appear only insofar as they manifest in a flash the
invisible agencies of the life that momentarily supports them; at the
moment when life “escapes” the strictures of classical knowledge, an-
imals disappear into the animal. In their individual existence, animals
are not enough. They are no longer declensions of primordial molds
or ur-specimens but transient manifestations of the deeper, invisible
principle called life, which does not belong to them but runs through
them. Life itself, which is continuous, can only be grasped negatively,
indirectly, through the necessarily discontinuous picture drawn by
the passage—and passing—of animal figures.>® New technologies of
vision like the gun camera, the thaumatrope, and Muybridge’s time-
lapse photography invent new ways of seeing, but they also invent new
ways of conceiving the “real.” By framing it as fleeting and evasive,
these technologies prepare us to accept a world in transit, to accept
its mutability and manipulability—thereby confirming tautologically
the need for apparatuses of capture. Animals (and their captured
representations) occupy a special place in that transformation, for
they not only emblematize it but also help to produce it. The image of
the animal is both the site and the sight of the disappearance of life.

“The animal,” Foucault writes, “discovers fantastic new powers in the
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nineteenth century.”*® Or rather, the nineteenth century rediscovers
the animal through the prism of the “untamed ontology” oflife.®°

The Order of Things is not, as it has sometimes been read, an ac-
count of the disenchantment of the natural world precipitated by
enlightened science; Foucault’s formulation, crucially, focuses not on
loss but on gain: the animal “discovers fantastic new powers.” These
powers are curious ones because they originate not from the animals
themselves but from a life over which animals can claim no ownership.
These are powers haunted by what Derrida calls a form of “nonpower
[impouvoir]"—the power to die, the power to suffer, the power “not to
be able”—but they are powers nonetheless, reducible neither to sheer
powerlessness nor to the absolute subjugation of animals (though
they can facilitate this subjugation).®* These powers dispose the liv-
ing to change and being changed, render it susceptible to a number
of internal and external “conditions of existence.” This concept of
“conditions of existence” was central in the transition between natu-
ral history and biology, Foucault argues: “In a general way, the object
of natural history in the classical age is an ensemble of differences to
be observed; in the nineteenth century, the object of biology is that
which is capable of living and subject to dying.” The notion that what
lives comes to be “linked to the possibility of dying,” he continues,
“refers to two possible systems of conditions of existence.”®? The
first system, associated with Cuvier, is anatomo-physiological: it in-
vents a new form of taxonomy preoccupied not by recording visible
differences but by inferring correlations between different organs
(what are the internal conditions of an individual’s existence?). The
second, associated with Darwin, is ecological: it binds the living to a
milieu more or less favorable to its flourishing (what are the external
conditions of an individual’s existence?). In both cases, the life of an
organism is conjugated in the future perfect as survival, from the point
of view of its predictable disappearance. The “new animal condition”
of my title can thus be heard in the medical sense, viewing the living
as subject to new forms of conditioning: their inevitable but deferrable
death disposed them to new protocols of care, supervision, and ame-

lioration. The term condition signals that the animal is not a taxonomic
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or ontological category but (like Man) a biopolitical concept, whose
historical contingency becomes manifest through a genealogical foray
into its conditions of emergence.

Biopolitics, which in principle addresses “life itself,” has until
recently proved relatively inhospitable to nonhuman lives.¢? Its endur-
ing indifference toward nonhuman animals suggests that its “frame”
cannot simply be stretched to accommodate animal life. Indeed, as
Cary Wolfe shows, we must be critical of the framing mechanisms at
work in biopolitics if we want to exploit the full potential of Foucault’s
analytic—one, for Wolfe, that can and does extend to nonhuman lives,
pace a dominant European lineage of biopolitical thinkers.®* In order
to chart differentiated relations between different (human and nonhu-
man) life-forms, Wolfe invites us “to recalibrate our understanding of
the biopolitical in terms of the dispositifs of biopower and their political
articulation rather than the metaphysics of sovereignty.”®> Focusing
on dispositifs or apparatuses—whose primary function, according to
Giorgio Agamben, is precisely to “capture” living beings—demands
that we analyze the operative and symbolic procedures that inform
our relations to animals.®® This book’s focus on the strategies, pro-
tocols, and apparatuses that emerged to represent the animal in the
nineteenth century allows me to examine what representation, as
a biopolitical dispositif of capture, effectively does to animals.®” If
the animal enters the biopolitical stage as it disappears—indeed, by
disappearing—then we must consider what stubbornly eludes biopoli-
tics, what it is in principle incapable of representing.

I thus offer a genealogy of capture and the birth of its object, “the
animal.” The genealogy of the animal does not so much parallel as
haunt Foucault’s history of the human sciences and the epistemic
creation of “Man”—the contours of which, tellingly, Foucault dis-
cerns in the study of animal bodies, turning not to philosophy or
anthropology but zoology and paleontology.®® Understanding how,
in capture, animals appear in their disappearance helps us to see the
paradoxical modernity of a character that otherwise appears timeless:
the animal.®® In fact, it is precisely the ahistorical or stock character

of the animal that betrays its biopolitical modernity. Just as Man for
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Foucault spuriously assumes a universal notion of humanity—stripped
of any colonial, racial, and gendered specificity—so too does the an-
imal imply something like a general animality. The animal, conceived
as a technology of biopower, is an invention of recent date—and one
interminably nearing its end, for it is construed as both imminently
endangered and eminently reproducible.”® Capture names the ma-
terial and symbolic condition of the animal’s emergence, but at stake
is its sustained and sustainable disappearance. It is by disappearing,
in other words, that animals appear for modern representation, as if

nonpresence was a constitutive property of animality.71

ANIMALITY AS A TECHNOLOGY OF BIOPOWER

Animality, I propose, is the product of a historical rearrangement in
the order of knowledge and power that was precipitated by the advent
of the concept of life, which Foucault traces back to Cuvier’s ground-
breaking work in comparative anatomy and paleontology. These
new disciplines, Foucault shows, hinge the appearance of life on the
dissolution of living beings into their anatomical resemblances (clas-
sification) and semblances (fossils). Foucault famously writes that in
the eighteenth century, “life itself did not exist. All that existed was liv-
ing beings, which were viewed through a grid of knowledge constituted
by natural history.””? Natural history sought discrete living beings
representative of their species; the new science of biology, by con-
trast, concerned itself with the invisible, transindividual current called
life that is manifested through animals. Animals—which for Fou-
cault constitute the paradigmatic objects for the emergent sciences
of life—index the givenness of forces that they reveal as both hidden
and ever-present: vitality, instinct, sexual reproduction.”® Because life
unfolds through species rather than individuals, death becomes some-
thing of a nonevent; the death of any one specimen does not negate the
persistence of life across the species. Thus, death for animals becomes
legible predominantly in terms of extinction, of species death—which
paradoxically sanctions both conservation efforts and mass slaughter.
(How else could we reconcile the growing concern for species endan-

germent with the lack of mainstream political consideration for the
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endless mass killing that takes place in factory farms, which Derrida
aptly characterizes as the animal’s “interminable survival ”?)74

The new logic of life does not uniquely concern nonhuman ani-
mals. Humans also index the invisible powers of life; their health and
vitality also become increasingly monitored and regulated; they also
come to be conceived as a species, examined from the vantage of their
anticipated extinction. This particular conception of humanity as a
species is attested by the contemporary anxiety surrounding the An-
thropocene, the “age of Man”; today, this anxiety is exacerbated by the
undeniability of anthropogenic species extinction and climate change,
and by extension by the looming shadow of humanity’s disappearance,
but its roots are traceable to the invention of life. From the outset, the
modern concept of life has implied the recognition of the finitude of
the living, and thus the finitude of Man as a living being.”® The classi-
cal episteme forbade that Man be simultaneously subject and object
of knowledge, and so Foucault asserts that in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, “man did not exist (any more than life).””¢ Man
only emerges as positively knowable—and controllable at the biolog-
ical level —at the threshold of biopolitical modernity, when he takes
his own animality in charge.” His self-knowledge, however, hinges on
the recognition of his programmed disappearance—a recognition that
allows him to hoist himself (precariously, thus heroically) above the
transience of the living.”

There, the hierarchies of power embedded in knowledge practices
become apparent: Who has the authority to know? What ontological
partitions does the modern episteme engender, and what do these
partitions authorize in turn? When animality emerges from the ruins
of classical thought’s neatly tabulated taxonomies, Man is exposed as
a historically contingent stabilizing dispositif.”® Sylvia Wynter shows
that the scientific and political distinctions precipitated by the emer-
gence of life are inextricably enmeshed with the development of the
European colonial project. According to Wynter, the “invention of
Man” described by Foucault grows out of the nineteenth-century bi-
ologization and economization of the living, which themselves inherit

the secularized view of humanity promoted by European Renaissance
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humanists. This transformation, she contends, was “made possible
only on the basis of the dynamics of a colonizer/colonized relation
that the West was to discursively constitute and empirically institu-
tionalize on the islands of the Caribbean and, later, on the mainlands
of the Americas.”®° By centering the colonial context, Wynter pro-
foundly “unsettles” Foucault’s periodization and provincializes his
analysis. Wynter, moreover, prioritizes “the idea of race,” which
Foucault viewed primarily through the prism of sex.®* Accounting for
empire’s rigid (if strategically mutable) racial taxonomies, she chal-
lenges majoritarian interpretations of biopower by introducing a
racial counterpoint to Foucault’s focus on sex, not to reject the prem-
ise of The Order of Things so much as to reveal its implicit condition in
colonization and racialization.®? Just as race and sexuality emerge as
coconstitutive dispositifs, so too does species, I argue, become legible
as a distinct technology of biopower. Species as a heuristic instrument
wielded to domesticate the “untamed ontology” of life—to partition
and organize what is imagined as biological continuum into subgroups
made manageable through technologies of sex (breeding, sterilizing,
etc.) yet presented as natural entities (thereby eliding the partitioning
that constituted them in the first place) —cannot be thought outside of
the development of the European colonial project and the institution
of transatlantic slavery.

Nicole Shukin’s remarkable Animal Capital paved the way for my
study of the obfuscated or disavowed continuities in the biopolitical
practices, technologies, and strategies that constrain and condition
animal and animalized subjects. Shukin reminds us, for example, that
Muybridge’s motion-capture experiments on racehorses fed straight
into Frederick Taylor’s Principles of Scientific Management.®* Earlier ex-
amples abound, however, in the context of U.S. chattel slavery, from
the widespread (and constitutional) practice of manhunting reaf-
firmed by the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which authorized any white
citizen to assume the role of the police and “return” fugitive slaves
to their rightful owners, to the use of biology to determine the on-
tology of race via an antebellum law derived from animal husbandry,
which established the child’s status as inherited from the mother and
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treated enslaved populations not like but as livestock.®* Attending to
these “entangled forms of oppression,” Bénédicte Boisseron warns,
does not mean equating the historical exploitation, subjugation, and
extermination of animals and racialized people.®* Likewise, it would
be simplistic to suggest that various material, legal, and conceptual
models inherited from hunting, husbandry, and zoology merely pre-
figured, or were the precondition for, the racial governance of human
populations in the nineteenth century. More promising are the possi-
bilities opened up by a theory of animality capable of accounting for
the transferability of operations of power and knowledge across the
species line.

Animalization was a common strategy for justifying the subduc-
tion and suppression of enslaved and indigenous populations, but
it had different effects and worked to different ends. In his 1829 au-
tobiography, for instance, Pequot author and activist William Apess
observes that Indians were “hunted like wild beasts” to sanction and
enforce their displacement and genocide: “It has been the lot of the
unfortunate aborigines of this country,” Apess continues (quoting
Washington Irving), “to be doubly wronged by the white man—first,
driven from their native soil by the sword of the invader, and then
darkly slandered by the pen of the historian. The former has treated
them like beasts of the forest; the latter has written volumes to justify
him in his outrages.”®¢ In her 1861 narrative of captivity and escape
from slavery, Harriet Jacobs writes that enslaved women are “put on
a par with animals” insofar as they are “considered of no value, unless
they continually increase their owner’s stock.”” Without disputing the
many commonalities in the treatment of Native American and black
populations in the nineteenth century, these two examples illustrate
the different functions performed by animalization, as well as the
role of gender and sexuality in the constitution of the animalized sub-
ject.®® What these examples reveal is that while animalization serves
to naturalize racist hierarchies, it is not a straightforward strategy
because “animal” is not a stable category (in Apess’s narrative, it re-
fers to a vermin to be eliminated; in Jacobs’s, to an investment to grow

and multiply). Animalization, crucially, does not hinge on an a priori
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ontological caesura between humans and animals; rather, as Zakiy-
yah Iman Jackson argues, we must understand how “the categories
of race and species have coevolved and are actually mutually reinforcing
terms.”®® Animality and humanity are thus by no means incompatible,
nor do they operate binaristically. New World Slavery did not imply a
process of dehumanization of African subjects so much as an animal-
ization of their humanity; animalization, here, is not a simple denial
of humanity but a biopolitical “technology for producing a kind of
human” for whom “humanization and captivity go hand in hand.”°
Instead of petitioning for the integration of excluded
subjects into a normative concept of humanity inherited from En-
lightenment thought, Jackson, like Wynter, proposes to attend to the
alternative forms of humanity invented and performed by black com-
munities. Glen Sean Coulthard likewise warns against “liberal politics
of recognition” and inclusion that “promises to reproduce the very
configurations of colonialist, racist, patriarchal state power that In-
digenous peoples’ demands for recognition have historically sought to
transcend.”** Because I understand capture to be, at its core, continu-
ous with the projects of white settler colonialism and of the biopolitical
management, regulation, and subjugation of racialized populations, I
find invaluable resources in the tactics and stories of indigenous “sur-
vivance” deployed by Gerald Vizenor and elaborated by Jodi Byrd,°? as
well as in the counterpolitics and epistemologies of fugitivity advanced
by critical race scholars such as Stephen Best, Saidiya Hartman, and
Britt Rusert.®® Survivance, for Vizenor, is irreducible to the narratives
of survival in which dominant U.S. culture “trapped” Native popu-
lations in the first half of the century (e.g., the trope of the “vanishing
American”). Likewise, fugitivity names more than a mere escape from
confinement or a preliminary stage leading to a normative ideal of “lib-
eration”; it is an active and creative modality of resistance forged from
within and against the terms imposed by captivity and enslavement.
Minoritarian and shadow accounts like those of Jacobs and Apess
openly or covertly contested the master narrative of capture that was
being developed and disseminated at the time, laying bare the violence

and hierarchies that capture actively disavows. Not only did these
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accounts counter the hegemony of this new regime of knowing and
seeing, but they also produced counternarratives and fugitive episte-
mologies that diverted its tenets to practical, critical, and creative ends,
rendering manifest the resistive potential immanent in capture.®*
This book, however, primarily focuses on how representations of the
animal—as elusive, precarious, ungraspable—emerged and came to
circulate widely through the influential works of figures who had the
cultural, racial, and gender capital to popularize a particular way of
seeing and understanding animal life. While these iconic figures of
nineteenth-century American culture—these all too obvious “repre-
sentatives of modernity”—registered and prototyped capture, they also
wrestled with capture’s imperatives and limitations. All entertained
ambivalent relations with what the period recognized as scientific ob-
jectivity; all registered, more or less critically, the seismic shifts that
shook up the life sciences over the century; all expressed anxiety about
the epistemic vocation and generic identity of their works.

Although it situates the emergence of capture in the wake of the
hunt, this book argues that capture is already immanent in hunting in-
sofar as it expresses the will to know and apprehend animals. Capture
emerges both within and after hunting, tracing a genealogy of control
through the modern contours of biopolitical regulation in aggregate—a
term that harbors a forgotten pastoral inheritance from herding prac-
tices (ad- [“toward”] and grex [“a flock”]).?® Capture is not an exact
science, however, but a continually perfectible and perfected set of
technologies and discourses. Subsumed as it may be under stabilizing
cognitive structures, strict regulations, and automatized material pro-
cedures, the animal is never perfectly seized. The pursuit of the animal,
therefore, does not end with capture, hence the need to attend to the
logic of the hunt that subtends the regime of capture.

Capture charts a shift in the nineteenth century from animals as po-
tentially knowable to the animal as fundamentally unknowable and
examines the representational technologies that propelled this
transition. The book is organized into two parts and proceeds

chronologically, examining through various figurations of animal
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containment the critical phases in the installment and intensification
of forms of biopower over the nineteenth century. Part I, “Last Ves-
tiges of the Hunt,” examines the implications of the hunt’s adoption as
an epistemic frame in iconic early American cultural production. The
first part thus investigates forms of knowledge and representation that
are predicated on the possibility of immediate contact with animals
just as they are being challenged by and subordinated to new episte-
mological formations. Part II, “New Genres of Capture,” explores
what happens when the animal encounter comes to be understood as
necessarily mediated. I show that this loss of immediacy was not al-
ways perceived as tragic but was productive of literary and visual forms
that attempted to apprehend and know the animal at aremove.

Each chapter attends to techniques of knowledge and con-
trol prototyped through visual and scientific experiments bent on
understanding and ordering animal life, emphasizing one particular
dimension, operation, or effect of capture. Chapter 1, “Still Lifes,”
examines Audubon’s creation of an early census of birds through ex-
periments in vision; Audubon, who epitomizes the last vestiges of the
regime of hunting, equates seeing with knowing, though he despairs
over the tacit equation of knowing and killing. Chapter 2, “Land Spec-
ulations,” lifts into view the common logic behind land speculation
and modern taxonomy in Cooper’s The Prairie, which enlists a myopic
naturalist as the new model of knowing and organizing the natural
world; Cooper probes (and derides) the new order of things that con-
flates knowing with not seeing. Chapter 3, “The Fugitive Animal,”
explores the rise of early forms of biometric profiling and racial sur-
veillance in Poe’s tales of detection, where the animalized is known
because it is unseen, surmised only through the traces of its passing—a
premise that is prefigured by the ways in which Poe eludes the conven-
tions of both knowledge and genre. Chapter 4, “Fabulous Taxonomy,”
considers the adaptation of anatomic profiling to emergent evolution-
ary discourses in Hawthorne’s The Marble Faun, which responds to
the changes marked in Poe not by restoring visibility but by develop-
ing a poetics and an ethics of unseeing: the refusal to see too much is,

in Hawthorne, not a refusal to know but a desire to know differently.
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Chapter 5, “The Stock Image,” turns to protocinematic experiments
to account for the grammar of biocapitalist modernity. It examines
how in Muybridge, not seeing opens an alternative modality of know-
ing that can be used to desubjectify, to break down what is otherwise
incomprehensibly continuous—that is, life as the force secretly ani-
mating living beings—into discrete, endlessly recombinable elements.
This new mode of visual capture does not automatically lead to the
destruction of the observed subject, I argue, but can help us rethink
the concept of subjectivity. The Conclusion, “Life in Capture,” imag-
ines the relationship to animals that is still possible—indeed, that is
newly compelled—by an age in which they appear, whether encaged
or enframed, always at a remove. It outlines the terms of an ethics of
capture—the responsibility toward subjects whose lifeworlds one
shares but cannot fully comprehend—by considering what kind of life
Martha, the “last passenger pigeon,” who outlived her species by four
years and tragically embodies the move from animals to “the animal,”
can be thought to have lived in captivity.

By offering a critical genealogy of the representation of animals as
elusive, precarious, and endangered that came to circulate widely in
the United States in the nineteenth century, I show that the new animal
condition it indexes is deeply continuous with the projects of white set-
tler colonialism and the biocapitalist management of nonhuman and
human populations. Indeed, the desire to capture live animals in rep-
resentation responded to and normalized the systemic disappearance
of animals effected by unprecedented changes in the land, the new
awareness of species extinction, and the automation of mass slaughter
and the mass reproduction of farm animals. Capture names the para-
doxical regime of vision by which animals came to be seen as at once
unknowable yet understood in advance—a frame by which we continue

to encounter animals today.
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STILL LIFES

(AUDUBON)

I wished to possess all the productions of Nature, but I
wished life with them. This was impossible.
—John James Audubon, Ornithological Biography

At the beginning of the nineteenth century in North America, one hunt
ended and another began. Even as it was rapidly falling out of common
practice, hunting did not disappear. A mode of pursuit that had long
been associated with the acquisition of knowledge, hunting became all
the more prevalent as a cultural and epistemological logic when new
technologies of capture made it less urgent to gain or defend territory
against animals and secure the dominance of Man—a category whose
self-evidence will be one of this chapter’s driving questions. Less of an
immediate threat, animals came to be subjected to increasingly more
invasive and furtive forms of knowledge and control.

If we believe The Order of Things, the nineteenth century discovered
the “fantastic new powers” of the animal after its “great threat or rad-
ical strangeness had been left suspended or as it were disarmed at the
end of the Middle Ages, or at least at the end of the Renaissance.”?
The relative “peace” gained in the aftermath of this disarmament
and secured during the classical period constitutes for Foucault the

implicit condition for the emergence of the modern animal and its
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counterpart, Man. While convincing in the Western European con-
text, Foucault’s chronology demands to be revised when one turns to
North America, where the “great threat” of nature was hardly “left
suspended” at the turn of the nineteenth century. It is not until the
late 1830s, according to historian Roderick Nash, that the hostile
and sublime wilderness—etymologically, “the place of wild beasts”—
was converted in the American imaginary into a fragile wildness in
need of protection. Nash makes John James Audubon the harbinger
of this cultural transformation.? And indeed Audubon’s Birds of Amer-
ica constitutes a fascinating document in which to track the epistemic
shift charted in The Order of Things while attending to the continuities,
sublimations, and residualities specific to the settler-colonial and
frontier-oriented context of the nineteenth-century United States.
The hunt offers a compelling paradigm for reading this transforma-
tion in its colonial and transatlantic dimension. In the mid-eighteenth
century, hunting was still commonly described as a form of war—a
relatively equal contest between two opposing sides.? A certain epis-
temophilia that emerged during this period—evidenced in Europe by
Buffon’s colossal Histoire naturelle, Cuvier’s epic enterprise of classifi-
cation, and Darwin’s 1831 zoological expedition on the Beagle (named
after a hunting dog), and in the United States by the monumental col-
lections of naturalists such as John Bartram, Charles Willson Peale,
and Alexander Wilson—can be seen as the continuation of the hunt
by other means. The shifting valence of hunting from martial to epis-
temological finds a burgeoning archive in the new prominence of
natural history museums and science institutions, which depended
on the products of the hunt—and on the elided labor of female,
indigenous, and African American subjects—for their specimen col-
lections.* Yet this shift did not occur at the same time on both sides of
the Atlantic, and the United States, which in the first decades of the
nineteenth century did not have much institutional infrastructure to
support scientific endeavors (with the notable exception of the Peale
Museum in Philadelphia, founded in 1786), often relied on the ex-
pertise of European taxonomists.® This transatlantic “lag” fostered

a different breed of naturalists in America—men who scorned the
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derivative knowledge of “closet naturalists” and the abstraction of Cu-
vierian systematics, while at the same time seeking recognition from
the European elite who patronized their work. No individual is more
representative of this ambivalence than Audubon.

Born in Saint-Domingue in 1785, Audubon emigrated to France
in 1791 to flee the Haitian revolution, then to the United States in
1803 to escape conscription into the Napoleonic Wars, taking up
the management of his father’s estates in Pennsylvania. He began
making a name for himself as a producer of scientific documents
and works of art at a moment when the United States was eager to
uphold and promulgate its intellectual identity. The famed natural-
ist and artist was—and purposefully fashioned himself as—a hunter
(Plate 1). Elisa New notes that he was embedded in a culture “whose
‘views’ were . . . frequently composed through gun sights,”® and his
journal entries, observes Daniel Patterson, reveal “the symbiotic re-
lationship between his gun and his paintbrush.”” Audubon “engaged
birds with the intensity (and sometimes the ferocity) of a hunter be-
cause hunting was the cultural frame out of which his encounter with
birds emerged,” writes his biographer Richard Rhodes. “In early
nineteenth-century America, when wild game was still extensively
harvested for food, observation for hunting had not yet discon-
nected from observation for scientific knowledge.”® Hunting thus
composed the “cultural frame” of Audubon’s artistic and scientific
practice, and the gaze of the artist-scientist was inextricable from that
of the hunter. The haphazard, hands-on nature of his practice, how-
ever, was at odds with the systematic, objective, hands-off ethos of
modern science,® and it would rapidly become at odds with modern
sensibilities.*® Just a few decades later, Henry David Thoreau would
justify giving up hunting on ethical and epistemological grounds. “I
sold my gun before I went to the woods,” Thoreau declares; “during
the last years that I carried a gun my excuse was that I was studying
ornithology, and sought only new or rare birds. But I confess that
I am now inclined to think that there is a finer way of studying orni-
thology than this.”** Unlike Thoreau, who glorifies the experience

of losing one’s self in the woods, putting himself on the level of the
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animals he studies, Audubon went to find his specimens in “nature”
with the express ambition to bring them back.?? His practice is thus
exemplary of what I call the hunt regime, in which animals appear
fundamentally knowable. Whereas Thoreau actively sought to blur
the frontier between culture and nature, Audubon extracted animals
from their native haunts, a process that was synonymous with know-
ing them (as suggested by Audubon’s signature pun “drawn from
nature,” which accompanied all his sketches).?* Yet his art also man-
ifests an attention to something that necessarily eludes the hunter:
Audubon despaired of not being able to endow his models with life.
“The moment a bird was dead,” he laments in his 1831 Ornithological
Biography, “however beautiful it had been when in life, the pleasure
arising from the possession became blunted.”** A journal entry re-
counts the epiphany that led him to invent a new drawing technique
to animate his paintings: “One day while watching the habits of a
paire of Pewees . . . a thought struck my Mind like a flash of light, that
nothing after all could ever answer my Anthusiastic desires to rep-
resent nature, than to attempt to Copy her in her own Way, alive and
Moving!”1s

Itis this irrepressible urge to instill his sketches with life that makes
Audubon the pivot between the hunt regime and the capture regime,
for while he highlights the labor (as an artist, hunter, and scientist)
needed to produce his object, he desperately yearns to render an ob-
jective and lifelike image of the bird. On the one hand, he valorizes
the hunt as offering a degree of intimacy and proximity with animals
that makes his knowledge more authentic; on the other, this same
hands-on approach disqualifies him as a scientist during a period
when detachment was becoming the guarantor of scientificity. This
ostensible delinking of the labor of the hunter from knowledgeable
pursuits, I propose, signals an epistemic shift, which has epistemo-
logical and ontological consequences for both the object of knowledge
and the knowing subject. Yet I argue that observation for hunting and
observation for knowledge were not fully disconnected by the pres-

sures of scientific standardization and specialization; instead, at the
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moment when science is said to have become objective, hunting sim-
ply receded from overt consciousness, instead lodging itself within the

period’s epistemological unconscious.

LIFELIKE

In the foreground of Audubon’s Golden Eagle, a bird soars into the air,
almost too large to be contained by the painting, holding a dead or
dying rabbit in its clenched talon (Plate 2) and threatening to exceed
the limits of the canvas. In the background, almost imperceptible on
the immaculate coat of snow, the hunter (said to be a portrait of Audu-
bon himself) is dwarfed by the majesty of the surrounding massifs.
Golden Eagle (1833) is part of a series of works intended by Audubon
to offer a reliable census and exhaustive representation of the then-
exotic feathered fauna of the United States. “My ardent Wish to
Compleat a collection of drawings of the Birds of our Country, from
Nature all of Natural Size, begun about 15 Years since,” he writes to the
governor of Arkansas in 1820, “and to Acquire by occular, or reliable
observations of others the knowledge of their Habits, & residence;
makes me wish to travel as far at Least as the Osage Nations on the Ar-
kansas as also along the whole of our Frontiers.”'® While Audubon’s
depiction of the golden eagle is informed by his careful scrutiny of the
animal, the scene is imbued with a distinctively “unnatural” quality.
Certainly, Audubon valued the golden eagle for its ornithological sin-
gularity, but the allegorical dimension of the scene is undeniable. The
impeccable whiteness of the prey amplifies the fierceness of the eagle,
which seems to have been recruited as a mascot for the American colo-
nial project.’” In Audubon’s painting, the bird, “a permanent resident
in the United States,” is soaring westward —like Audubon himself,
seeking to travel as far as the Osage Nations—charting the course of
the empire’s Manifest Destiny.*®

As art historian Theodore Stebbins notes, Golden Eagle was likely
modeled after Jacques-Louis David’s painting, Bonaparte Crossing the
Alps at Grand-Saint-Bernard (1800, Plate 3).1° Richard Rhodes details

the commonalities between the two, namely their mirroring color
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schemes, the pointing gesture of Bonaparte’s hand that is reproduced
in the eagle’s beak, and the upward trajectory of their nearly identical

landscapes:

Light flooding into both pictures from the upper left illuminates the
eagle and its white prey as it illuminates Napoleon and his white horse.
The drop of blood sweating from the hare’s torn eye duplicates a red
touch of embroidery at Napoleon’s waist. But the conqueror and his
rearing white horse combine in the eagle into one magnificent raptor,
urging upward: the eagle’s beating wings duplicate Napoleon’s golden,
wind-swirled cape, while the eagle’s open-beaked cry is the horse’s
open-mouthed whinny and the eagle’s glare of defiance is the horse’s

bulging wild eye.2°

The eagle occupies the position of Napoleon (and his horse), and
Audubon positions himself as a simple, horseless soldier. Despite this
seeming modesty, Rhodes observes, the two paintings are crucially
different in one element of their representation: unlike David’s heroic
model, the fictional Audubon has already climbed the mountain and is
represented “shinnying down the chasm with his prize.”?! If Napoleon
is the eagle, then what are we to make of the dead eagle on the hunter’s
shoulder?

If we read this picture as a parodic rewriting of the Louisiana
Purchase, it hails the naturalist in buckskins as victorious over the
emperor adorned with all the attributes of sovereignty. Conquering
the New Continent through hard work and firsthand observation, the
humble hunter of French descent succeeds where the great Napoleon
had failed; the hunter-naturalist affirms his new identity as an Amer-
ican by substituting for Napoleon’s elaborate semiotics of power the
uncontrived natural aura of the bird of prey. Audubon’s painted tri-
umph also has the flavor of personal revenge, for in 1803 (the year of
the Louisiana Purchase), Audubon’s father had enjoined his son to
flee France to avoid being drafted into Napoleon’s army. In an autobio-
graphical sketch titled “Myself,” Audubon recalls that his father had
frequently traveled to “that portion of our Southern States called . . .
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FIGURE 5. Film still from John James Audubon: Drawn from Nature, 2007.
Artist Walton Ford demonstrates Audubon’s technique of posing the dead

animal on a grid in order to draw it. The cage-like grid was then obliterated
by the landscape painted over it.

Louisiana, then owned by the French Government.”?2 When Audubon
landed in the United States, he forged his passport, changed his name
from Jean-Jacques to John James, and indicated that he had been born
in Louisiana. The Golden Eagle is all at once a scientific document, a
work of art, a political pampbhlet, a declaration of America’s artistic
and scientific independence, and a self-mythology.

This emblematic reading of the painting invites a closer examina-
tion of the place occupied by Audubon’s oeuvre in representing and
disseminating the U.S. imperial project.?* Replacing the figure of
Napoleon with that of the fierce raptor enlists the motif of the hunt to
naturalize colonial conquest and even perhaps to change its nature: the
hunter-colonizer appears to be not a foreign power imposing itself by
means of arbitrary and external violence but a modest huntsman whose
conquest is sanctioned by the unstoppable violence of a boundless Na-
ture of which he is but a part.2* The naturalization and, as we will see
in the next chapter, indigenization of the hunter is characteristic of the

insidious logic of settler colonialism.
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The symbolic reading that Audubon’s painting invites underlines its
unnaturalness, its patent lack of realism—a lack that is strongly con-
veyed by the rigid quality of the animals portrayed: the eagle and the
hare appear to have just escaped from a taxidermist’s workshop. Al-
though Audubon is known for the eidetic quality of his paintings, here
he presents us with something more closely resembling a nature morte,
or still life. And as it happens, it was indeed a still life. “My drawings
have all been made after individuals fresh killed, mostly by myself,”
Audubon explains, “and put before me by means of wires, &c. in the
precise attitude represented, and copied with a closeness of measure-
ment that I hope will always correspond with nature when brought
into contact. The many foreshortenings unavoidable . . . have been
rendered attainable by means of square of equal dimensions affixed
both on my paper and immediately behind the subjects before me.”23
Though this method is reminiscent of long-established techniques for
drawing real life models (Figure 5), Audubon does not use the grid to
“allow for shifts in scale,” art historian Jennifer L. Roberts argues, but
rather “to map out the precise details and contours for transfer from
the bird to the page.”2¢ Less icons than indexes, Audubon’s drawings
dreamed to present the thing itself.2” What Roberts calls Audubon’s
“pictorial preservation” is a last-resort strategy—one premised, ironi-
cally, on the death of his models; Audubon killed his models in order to
fix them, to stave off their disappearance.?®

Despite its indexical fidelity—in fact, because of it—Audubon’s
technique explains the pictorial rigor mortis of his productions. The
paintings’ vivid colors and action-packed dramaturgy do not offset
what Branka Arsié¢ calls Audubon’s “mortification of nature,” which
makes “his famous bird drawings appear as faces of death, with thick,
continuous lines forever imprisoning the birds in their forms, as if
those lines were thus themselves an immutable category enabling the
setting of taxonomies.”?° Indeed, the violence that underpins Audu-
bon’s attempt to capture and fix animals upon his canvas is played
up by the contemporary American artist Walton Ford. In his 2004

Delirium, Ford (who specializes in large-scale animal watercolors)
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painted a kind of satire of Audubon’s Golden Eagle that foregrounds
the destructive methods that Audubon’s paintings hide (Plate 4). With
its smoking beak, its claw caught in a leghold trap, and a small metal
dart piercing its heart, Ford’s raptor seems at first glance to have been
taken from a book of fables. And yet, as we will see, Delirium is more
historically accurate than Audubon’s original.

One needs to read the promotional text that accompanied The Birds
of America to know the backstory of Audubon’s acquisition of his model
for Golden Eagle. We learn from his Ornithological Biography that Audu-
bon did not hunt the bird, as the painting suggests. He bought it from
the proprietor of Boston’s Columbian Museum, Ethan Allen Green-
wood, who had asked him to identify a live eagle purchased from a New
Hampshire fox hunter who accidentally caught the bird in his spring-
traps. Audubon, having brought his new acquisition home, confesses
to his fascination with the bird, introducing it to his readers as his
“captive” and “royal prisoner”—a regal descriptor that supports the
insurgent reading of Audubon’s repudiation of French Empire and al-
legiance to American democracy:

The bird was produced [by Greenwood], and as I directed my eye to-
wards its own deep, bold, and stern one, . . . I determined to obtain
possession of it. The Eagle was immediately conveyed to my place
of residence, covered by a blanket, to save him, in his adversity, from
the gaze of the people. I placed the cage so as to afford me a good view
of the captive, and I must acknowledge that as I watched his eye, and
observed his looks of proud disdain, I felt towards him not so gener-
ously as I ought to have done. At times I was half inclined to restore to
him his freedom, that he might return to his native mountains; nay, I
several times thought how pleasing it would be to see him spread out
his broad wings and sail away towards the rocks of his wild haunts;
but then, reader, some one seemed to whisper that I ought to take the
portrait of the magnificent bird; and I abandoned the more generous
design of setting him at liberty, for the express purpose of shewing you

his semblance.3°
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The “little voice” that tells him to execute the animal, which he attri-
butes to his scientific instinct, may also be a product of Audubon’s
uneasiness with the gaze of the animal, who defiantly returns the natu-
ralist’s observing gaze. Unlike Ford, Audubon renders the eagle’s face
as distinctly anthropomorphic, and in this passage, the pronouns he
uses to describe the bird tellingly shift from “it” to “him.”** Audubon
genders the bird male—a decision that seems not the outcome of a
careful anatomic examination (in his notes, he describes the specimen
as an adult female) but of an irrepressible rivalry between humans and
animals, one that Audubon often dramatized in his paintings.>?
Resolved to “take the portrait of the magnificent bird,” Audubon
found the specimen too challenging to draw from life. He first con-
sidered electrocuting the eagle but decided instead on asphyxiation,
deeming this method “the easiest for ourselves, and the least painful
to him.” He shut the bird in a small room with a pot of burning char-
coal. “I waited, expecting every moment to hear him fall down from
his perch,” he writes, “but after listening for hours, I opened the
door, raised the blankets, and peeped under them amidst a mass of
suffocating fumes. There stood the Eagle on his perch, with his bright
unflinching eye turned towards me, and as lively and vigorous as ever!”

He repeated the operation several times, but the animal refused to die:

We were nearly driven from our home in a few hours by the stifling
vapours, while the noble bird continued to stand erect, and to look de-
fiance [sic] at us whenever we approached his post of martyrdom. His
fierce demeanour precluded all internal application, and at last I was
compelled to resort to a method always used as the last expedient, and
amost effectual one. I thrust a long pointed piece of steel through his
heart, when my proud prisoner instantly fell dead, without even ruf-
fling a feather.3?

This violence that lies behind the image is what Ford brings to the
fore in his satire of Audubon’s composition. Yet Ford does not sim-
ply capitalize on the irony that made Audubon kill the animal in order

to reintroduce it pictorially, as if alive, in its natural habitat; he also
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satirizes Audubon’s self-mythology and revisionist tendencies. In-
deed, it is not just the material event of the bird’s putting to death that
Ford’s painting exposes but rather the specific (transactional) form of
violence that Audubon’s painting artfully conceals by presenting him-
self as a hunter. In Golden Eagle, the naturalist dressed in hunting gear
proudly carries a dead eagle on his back, although we remember that
Audubon purchased the bird from the director of a museum, who him-
self had bought it from a poacher who accidentally caught the bird in a
trap set for foxes.

The mise en abyme is all the more remarkable because Golden Eagle
is the only painting of Audubon’s to include a human character, and
all the more intriguing because Audubon is not usually regarded as a
particularly self-reflexive painter. In Ford’s watercolor, the figure
of a hunter lies in the snow, as if dead. In Golden Eagle, the hunter is
very much alive and active. He appears comically small, almost irrele-
vant, yet the whole scene is depicted from his perspective. Audubon’s
hunter sees the world from below, but Audubon-the-painter adopts
a God’s-eye (or bird’s-eye) view—an omniscient perspective. The
painting literalizes the problem that representation poses to objective
knowledge, which posits an irreducible distance between the knowing
subject and the object known. If the hunter depicted in the margin of
Audubon’s painting is intended to represent the painter himself, then
the scene that he observes both from above and below exposes the ir-
reconcilable dualism of the modern observer. This dualism is also seen
in the image of the eagle itself, the object of the painting. Audubon
renders two versions of what appears to be the exact same eagle, si-
multaneously captured (on the hunter’s shoulder) and free (as a bird).
The fact that the eagle is at once dead and alive in the picture, like
Schrédinger’s cat in his box, implicitly correlates the killing of the em-
pirical animal and its transformation into a representative specimen.
In Golden Eagle, Audubon is simultaneously the naturalist fascinated
with apprehending the live creature and the painter who must sacrifice
the object for the sake of his own artistic execution: “I wished to pos-
sess all the productions of nature,” he confesses in his biography, “but

I wished life with them. This was impossible.”?
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THE EXECUTION OF THE SUBJECT

How are we to understand what Audubon experiences as a repre-
sentational aporia? How are we to read his confessional impulse in
Ornithological Biography (a title that binds life-writing with the study
of birds) and his autobiopictorial impulse in Golden Eagle? What is the
relationship between subject formation, animal death, and represen-
tation? This section is an implicit engagement with Derrida’s claim
that the “calculation of the subject”—who in Western modernity is tra-
ditionally male, adult, white, and carnivorous—rests on a foundational
“sacrifice” of animal and animalized others.3>

In his own animal biography, The Animal That Therefore I Am (Follow-
ing), Derrida borrows the motif of the hunt to expose the disavowed
violence that founds the Man/animal dyad and to challenge the right
“men have given themselves” to say “I.” Derrida exploits a semantic
ambiguity in the French language in order to challenge the grounds of
an anthropological ontology—surreptitiously sustained by a hunting
logic that, elsewhere, I have called “huntology”—that frames an untold
multiplicity of living beings in the homogenizing concept “the animal.”
Western thought, Derrida asserts, has from its inception sought to
secure an ontological difference between Man and animal by peremp-
torily annexing the right to say “je suis” and systematically depriving
animals of the capacity to respond. The title of his essay, “L’Animal que
donc je suis,” plays on the double meaning of this “je suis,” which can
mean both “I am” and “I follow.” Derrida tricks language and forces
his reader into identifying with the animal (“I am the animal”) while
simultaneously recognizing the distance maintained by the one who
chases or goes after the animal (“I am following the animal”). The
phrase “I’animal que je suis” maddeningly collapses the assumed
atemporality of the utterance “I am” with the sequentiality of “I fol-
low.” The conceit lays out how the animal pursuit tacitly shapes Man
himself. Derrida thus allows us to apprehend anthropogenesis—the
making of Man—as a relational economy that disavows its relation-
ality and rationalizes or naturalizes its predatory constitution. He
dramatizes the elision of relation, the erasure of the animal’s exclu-

sion, which conditions the emergence of “the human”—and a fortiori
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modern Western Man, this figure that arrogates to itself the right to
“call[] itself human.”3¢ Derrida’s formulation strongly echoes Wyn-
ter’s critique of European Man’s overrepresentation of itself “as if
it were the human itself.”*” And while Derrida does not explicitly
engage racism and colonialism in his work on the animal, Zakiyyah
Iman Jackson notes that his project remains useful for theorizing
the animalization of racialized subjects insofar as it seeks to unsettle
“Man’s exceptionalism and epistemological grounding, his own claim
to dominance and legitimation.”*® Bringing his analysis of sacrificial
violence to bear on “the American racial scene,” Jackson argues that
the “heteropatriarchal manhood that Derrida questions arises out of
and is consolidated under the conditions of antiblack slavery and its after-
life, such that blackness itself qualifies one for sacrifice.”*® This added
dimension is all the more compelling in Audubon’s case given recent
speculations about the painter’s own biracialism (Audubon was offi-
cially the natural child of his father’s chambermaid Jeanne Rabin, but
some speculate that his mother might have been Sanitte Bouffard, who
was mixed race).*°

I do not dispute the thesis that a general “noncriminal putting to
death” (Derrida’s definition of sacrifice) underwrites the erection of
the Western subject and underlies the right to say “I,” but I wish to
pause on Derrida’s use of the word sacrifice, which in principle implies
aminimal degree of ritualization.** What kind of subject is produced
when putting-to-death becomes systematized, deritualized, and
concealed (as is the case in Western secularized societies, where the
consumption of animal products has never been higher but where the
slaughtering of animals takes place out of sight)? What do we glimpse
when we read Audubon’s image for what it cannot or will not show
when it comes to animal death, and what do these elisions reveal about
the making of its maker? In modern criticism, it is now commonplace
to denounce the murderous practices that underwrite Audubon’s oeu-
vre, pointing out that it is only historical amnesia that today makes
his name synonymous with conservation and species protection.*?
Of course, Audubon belonged to a time before the notion of species

extinction became widely accepted as a scientific reality, although he
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FIGURE 6. Walton Ford, Sensations of an Infant Heart,
1999. Watercolor, gouache, pencil, and ink on paper,
59 %2 % 40 V2 inches (151.1 X 102.9 cm). Courtesy of
the artist and Paul Kasmin Gallery.

(rather belatedly) came to realize—and publicize—the fact that his
dear birds were becoming endangered, in part because of overhunt-
ing.** My interest here is not to adjudicate his hypocrisy or culpability;
instead, I wish to reflect on the exceptional position occupied by the
observing subject in his work, which, I argue, is the source of the
seeming contradiction between violence and conservation, between
his proclaimed intention to render his subjects “with life” and the fact
that his “birds are rendered at the moment of the kill.”+4
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To account for the predatory character of Audubon’s ornithologi-
cal pursuits, many have turned to a passage from Audubon’s journals.
In this autobiographical meditation, titled “Myself,” Audubon recalls
an incident from his youth in Saint-Domingue “that perhaps did lead

’.45

[him] to love birds, and finally to study them with pleasure infinite”:

My mother had several beautiful parrots and some monkeys, one of
the latter was a full-grown male of a very large species. One morning,
while the servants were engaged in arranging the room I was in, “Pretty
Polly” asking for her breakfast as usual, “Du pain au lait pour le perro-
quet Migonne [sic],” the man of the woods probably thought the bird
presuming upon his rights in the scale of nature; be this as it may, he
certainly showed his supremacy in strength over the denizen of the
air, for, walking deliberately and uprightly toward the poor bird, he at
once killed it, with unnatural composure. The sensations of my infant
heart at this cruel sight were agony to me. I prayed the servant to beat
the monkey, but he, who for some reason preferred the monkey to the
parrot, refused. I uttered long and piercing cries, my mother rushed
into the room, I was tranquillized, the monkey was forever afterward
chained, and Migonne [sic] was buried with all the pomp of a cher-

ishedlost one.*¢

This excerpt stages a competition between two archetypally anthro-
pomorphic animals, representing the two “sides” of man: the talking
parrot—on the side of logos, ethereal grace, innocence, freedom—
versus the ape—on the side of mimicry, brute force, criminality,
captivity. Between its erotic and Oedipal subtexts, and the racial, gen-
der, and social tensions that animate it, this scene—which is uncannily
redolent of Poe’s “Murders in the Rue Morgue”—is ripe for all kinds
of allegorical interpretations.*’ Indeed, Walton Ford gives at least
five different pictorial renditions of the episode (Figure 6). Accord-
ing to Christopher Iannini, who attends to Audubon’s anxiety about
uncertainties surrounding his birth and racial identity, this episode
is an emblematic “recasting of the Haitian revolution”;*® along sim-

ilar lines, Nicholas Mirzoeff sees it as “a primal scene of the white
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supremacist imagination;”#° and Christoph Irmscher and Michael
Ziser interpret it as a veiled confession of Audubon’s deep-seated am-
bivalence, asking whether the painter kills to represent or represents to
kill.>® All, however, concur that this scene, in which the autobiograph-
ical and the historical collide and interanimate one another, is key to
understanding Audubon as a representative subject of his time.

The self-cogitations articulated in this autobiographical vignette
are also on display in Golden Eagle. The painting replays the same racial
paranoia: a dark, wild beast swoops on a defenseless white hare, and
the hunter heroically intervenes to right this wrong. If Audubon rep-
resents himself as a bird killer, however, his beautiful rendition of the
eagle distinguishes him from the uncouth hunter, and from the simian
“man of the woods” (a phrase that curiously invokes Audubon himself,
who sometimes went by Jean-Jacques La Forét), who violently ends the
bird’s life.>* In the painter’s hands, death is rendered beautiful; it ap-
pears continuous with nature—and, paradoxically, with life itself.

In fact, it is precisely this representation of death-in-life (or life-in-
death) that enables the painter’s strange omniscient subject position.
According to Ziser, in Audubon’s work, death “is present not as a
hidden, vitiating subtext of historical violence but rather as an em-
phatically present point of reference from which the condition of
mortality, shared by bird and man, as enabling subjective perception
is acknowledged.”*? The dynamic of the hunt engages the life not just
of the hunted but also, dialectically, of the hunter. Their destinies are
deeply entwined. Indeed, one may go so far as to perceive the hunter
as himself “becoming bird,” perched as he is on a fallen tree—a dan-
gerously precarious position, balanced over a precipice. Yet if death is
everywhere present in Audubon—if; in fact, it is the condition for rep-
resentation itself—the putting-to-death in Audubon’s journals is not
as explicit as it may seem. Ziser, for instance, detects a subtle conceal-
ment of violence in Audubon’s journals: “It is more than a curious fact
that, even though he did a fair amount of his own hunting, Audubon
rarely used the pronoun ‘I’ with the verbs ‘killed’ or ‘shot’ in his jour-
nal. . .. This is true, at least, when the animal killed is an insectivore

or herbivore. When a raptor or carrion feeder is involved, however,
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Audubon does tend to use the ‘I.”752 The subject is more likely to assert
its (grammatical) sovereignty when opposed to a worthy challenger.

Audubon’s selective dissimulation of violence is perhaps less curi-
ous when we approach his work through the lens of what I have in the
introduction called the “biopolitics of vision.” What tends to disap-
pear in biopolitical modernity, we recall, is not death itself so much as
the deliberate and conspicuous action of putting to death; it is not the
fact of death but the sovereign right to kill —what Achille Mbembe calls
“necropower”—that is repressed, rationalized, or naturalized.>* This
does not mean that sovereignty’s old right “to take life or let live” sud-
denly ceased to be exercised, only that it came to be supplemented by a
new type of “power” that “does not erase the old right but which does
penetrate it, permeate it.”** Foucault traces the emergence of this new
power to transformations in the “theory of right”—though he carefully
distinguishes it from the legal lexicon of “rights,” which construes its
subject as citizen. According to Foucault, these transformations orig-
inate in the seventeenth-century theories of contract insofar as they
postulate subjects that enter into a contract “in order to protect their
lives.” Perpetually anxious, always under threat, the contractual sub-
ject abandons his right to kill in order to stay alive. Taking the example
of Hobbes, Foucault explains that the Leviathan’s power can no lon-
ger be a power to take life because the sovereign’s mission is precisely
to guarantee that its subjects will not kill one another. Insofar as the
sovereign is constituted—Hobbes writes “authorized”—by subjects
who give up their individual sovereignty, life must “remain outside
the contract to the extent that it was the first, initial, and foundational
reason for the contract itself.”*® Henceforth emancipated from sover-
eignty, power addresses not just a citizen (a subject of right), nor even
just “man-as-individual,” as it does with disciplinary apparatuses, but
“man-as-living-being,” or “man-as-species,” through “a ‘biopolitics’
of the humanrace.”>’

Audubon’s enterprise can be read within the terms of this trans-
formation insofar as his bird census is a requisite for registering the
decline or extinction of certain avian species. Audubon is a biogra-

pher of birds, but he is also a demographer reporting on their “habits”
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(mating rituals, migration patterns) and providing information about
the milieu in which they thrive. Even though we remain far from the
precise technologies measuring fertility and mortality rates that Fou-
cault describes, we can see how The Birds of America participated in
this development. What interests me here, however, is Audubon’s
persistent trouble with the question of “life,” which he consistently
frames as a representational problem. If the act of representation
is equal to the act of killing, it raises the question of how the painter
should represent himself to his readers. I suggested above that fash-
ioning himself as a hunter did not merely gratify Audubon’s European
patrons’ stereotypes of the U.S. frontiersman (although it did). It also
served to authenticate Audubon’s scientific enterprise: contrary to
the myopic view of European scientists (from whom he actively dis-
sociated himself while courting their approval and patronage), the
hunter-naturalist could claim a more intimate and situated knowl-
edge of his object. Posing as a hunter also enabled him to justify the
violences he committed in the name of scientific progress. A true man
of nature, the hunter naturalizes his right to kill—in the case of Golden
Eagle, he converts it into self-defense, a right to protect his own life (in
the painting, the miniature hunter appears as a potential prey for the
gigantic raptor). If he occupies the sovereign position of knower, this
position is strategically made to appear precarious, unstable, contin-
gent, and thus legitimately earned.

We can also understand Audubon’s selective effacement of the
predatory “I” in the terms of Foucault’s analysis of the inception of the
modern subject of biopolitics. Foucault’s study of Diego Velazquez’s
1656 painting, Las Meninas, which opens The Order of Things, offers a
reading of classical perspectivalism, which is founded on an irreducible
invisibility. Of the epistemic model presented by Velazquez, Foucault
observes that “the profound invisibility of what one sees is inseparable
from the invisibility of the person seeing—despite all mirrors, reflec-
tions, imitations, and portraits.” Something—the author, the beholder,
the viewing subject—is necessarily left out of the frame: “the function
of that reflection is to draw into the interior of the picture what is in-

timately foreign to it: the gaze which has organized it and the gaze for
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which it is displayed.”*® If the entire world were captured in the repre-
sentation, it would not be a representation but the world itself—or the
world would be pure representation. This impossible coincidence be-
tween the subject and its representation heralds the modern excision of
the human observer from the world it represents precisely so that the
world can present itself, without human intervention—in other words,
objectively. Velazquez insists upon this representational divide, but, as
Foucault suggests, the separation is also an elision of the subject, which
cannot know itself (or for which self-knowledge is not a question). This
subject will only be fully emancipated from its object, Foucault claims,
in the nineteenth century. This emancipation underlies the birth of the
modern subject, who comes to be simultaneously subject and object of
knowledge. What happens in modernity could be characterized as the
elision of the classical elision, a second-degree invisibilization, a nat-
uralization of the unrepresentable sovereign position that is occupied
by the knowing/representing subject. As life becomes this “sovereign
vanishing-point, infinitely distant but constituent,” modern Man ap-
pears by disappearing; Man, quite fundamentally, creates himself by
abstracting himself from the world he seeks to describe—just as he cre-
ates “the animal” by capturingit.

In her critical reading of The Order of Things, Sylvia Wynter in-
sists that Man composes only a small fraction of humanity—a white,
male, bourgeois “ethnoclass” that passes for “the human species as a
whole.”3? If Man is indeed a recent invention, as Foucault claims, this
invention is but a “mutation” that perpetuates the co-option of the
status of “full human” for a dominant minority.°® The discontinuities
registered by Foucault’s archaeology of the human sciences, Wynter
claims, are subtended by the unquestioned continuity of a “cultural
field” that maintains a racist “order of existence.”®! Foucault’s Man
is little more than the biologized and economized iteration of the En-
lightened subject of rights, who itself is a rationalized and secularized
avatar of the Judeo-Christian subject. Not only has Man consistently
erected itselfin contradistinction with non-Western and nonwhite oth-
ers, but it has actively foreclosed the emergence of other “genres of the

human” by “overrepresent[ing] itself as if it were the human itself.”¢?



52 STILL LIFES

At issue is thus the colonization of truth itself by and through repre-
sentation: the truth once believed to be “supernaturally ordained”
has been secularized into an ostensibly supracultural “objective”
truth.®* One “cannot ‘unsettle’ the ‘coloniality of power,”” Wynter as-
serts, “without a redescription of the human outside the terms of our
present descriptive statement of the human, Man, and its overrepre-
sentation.”®* We must take “overrepresentation” literally, as it names
a problem of self-presentation: the problem, namely, of a representa-
tion that does not offer itself as representation but seeks to pass for the
thing itself.

Audubon worked on The Birds of America during the transition to the
new relationship between observing subject and the world that Fou-
cault describes. Thus, his work reflects the classical episteme just as
it was being challenged by the modern episteme—the logic of the hunt
precisely as it was shifting into the logic of capture. Lorraine Daston
and Peter Galison firmly situate Audubon in a time before “mechan-
ical objectivity” became the predominant epistemic virtue, noting
that his “bird drawings were printed on double elephant folio paper
in order to approximate life size as closely as possible” but “did not
preclude mannered compositions . . . or anthropomorphic stances.”®
They remind us that Audubon’s paintings were “criticized by some
contemporary naturalists as falsifications of nature” (although a sim-
ilar artistic method had won English naturalist George Edwards the
Royal Society of London’s Copley Medal in 1750).%¢ Ann Shelby Blum
also contends that the “ethos of objectivity, expressed in the technical
language of systematic description of generic and specific types, was
deeply at odds with Audubon’s celebration of the observer as partici-
pant and his recording of singular events whose actors were individual
creatures.”®” Branka Arsi¢ likewise compares Audubon’s epistemolog-
ical orientation with that of his collaborator, English zoologist Thomas
Nuttall, positioning Audubon within the classical episteme, in a time
when “life itself didn’t exist”:

Even though Audubon and Nuttall collaborated for many years and on

many projects, their approaches to ornithology are different, indeed
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so much so that one can claim their methodologies belong to differ-
ent centuries. Audubon’s is from the eighteenth century. Following
eighteenth-century models of natural history—the classicist belief in
allotting to each creature its proper category, trusting that the world
can be exhausted through extensive descriptions—Audubon seeks to
distribute life into fixed tiers or, as he puts it, to organize specimens
“according to [his] notions.” Since the specimens are more likely to fit
notions when dead, Audubon contrives and ideates method of repre-

senting birds, rendering them as programmable automatons. *8

Audubon’s drawings, which (in the words of Arsi¢) forever imprison
his birds in “immutable categor[ies] enabling the setting of taxono-
mies,”® reveal that he represents the epistemic regime that Daston
and Galison call “truth-to-nature,” whose ambition is to reveal “the
one and only ur-form of a plant, animal, or crystal.””® While I do not
contest this categorization, I wish to mark how painfully aware Audu-
bon was of the changing demands of a discipline that he “had entered
as an inexperienced, if enthusiastic, autodidact.””*

While Audubon willfully emphasized his firsthand observations
of animals, he also questioned the reliability of the naked eye as an
instrument of knowledge. Jennifer Roberts argues that his adamant
commitment to actual-size representation stems from a deep-seated
distrust in “eyeballing.” For Roberts, this distrust—which he shares
with a character in Cooper’s The Prairie whom we will meet in the next
chapter—was primarily meant to safeguard the American landscape
and wildlife against the logics of abstraction and exchange to which
they were increasingly subjected in the first decades of the century.”
Yet Audubon’s “near-indexical” method, his proto-photographic

”73

technique of direct “transfer from body to page,”’* also betrays his
wariness toward the naked eye’s susceptibility to deception, a wariness
characteristic of the representational regime Daston and Galison call
“mechanical objectivity.””* The classical “truth-to-nature” model, in
which Daston and Galison situate Audubon, relies on the selective ob-
servation of the experienced artist-naturalist, who aims to represent

the fundamental “type” of the species; conversely, the “mechanical



FIGURE 7. John James Audubon, Golden Eagle, Aquila chrysaetos.
Collection of the New-York Historical Society. Digital image
created by Oppenheimer Editions.
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objective” paradigm wishes to completely disarticulate the know-
ing subject from the known object, for in the mechanical objectivity
model, the self qua subject is identified as the source of error and thus
must be eliminated.”® The emergence of the new ethos of objectivity
may explain why, when The Birds of America was published, the hunter
in the original Golden Eagle painting had disappeared from the back-
ground (Figure 7).

“Whether on his own or on Audubon’s instruction,” Rhodes notes,
the printer “Robert Havell removed the little woodsman from the plate
he made of the Golden Eagle, . . . removing along with it a level of mean-
ing that only the original watercolor has sustained.”’® Something is
lost, as Rhodes laments, but the elision itself is meaningful. We can
only speculate as to why the figure of the hunter was excised from the
painting’s background. It could be, as Irmscher surmises, that Havell
eliminated it “for reasons of consistency: in The Birds of America, hu-
mans are only represented metonymically through buildings in the
backgrounds of plates featuring, as a rule, waterfowl or shorebirds.”””
Or we could read this erasure of the toiling self, as I have suggested,
as a retroactive disavowal of the violent extraction on which the self
is unavowably premised and as a negative guarantee of the painting’s
objectivity.”® Audubon’s self-erasure would literalize the effacement
that constitutes the figure Foucault identifies as modern Man—which
in the eighteenth century, Foucault writes, “did not exist (any more
than life).””® Unlike Las Meninas, whose ingenious composition is al-
ways chasing its subject out of the frame, forbidding it from being at
one with the world it represents, Audubon’s elision surreptitiously rec-
onciles the observer and the observed.®° Whereas Veldzquez insists on
the dilemma of the spectator/subject, exposing their impossible coin-
cidence, Audubon—in the published version of Golden Eagle—negates
the creative gap between the self and the world; the observer born out
of this elision is left to proudly contemplate its own image in the repre-

sentation of the animal.






LAND SPECULATIONS

(COOPER)

Now the hunter steps aside . . . and the naturalist comes
forward.
—Richard Rhodes, John James Audubon

The erasure of the figure of the hunter from Audubon’s Golden Eagle
that closes chapter 1 finds an echo in the disappearance of one of the
nineteenth-century United States’ most popular fictional heroes,
Natty Bumppo, whom James Fenimore Cooper introduces from the
outset as the representative of a species destined for extinction. The
Pioneers, the first installment of the Leatherstocking chronicle, opens
with the transformation of Cooper’s iconic huntsman into a poacher.
The very first scene of The Pioneers (1823) recounts a dispute between
Judge Temple and Natty Bumppo (and his companion Oliver Effing-
ham) over whether a buck slain on Temple’s land belongs to the hunter
who killed the deer or to the settler who owns the land. The hunter
wins the argument, but Temple brings the buck home, demonstrat-
ing that land ownership trumps hunting as a mode of acquisition,
despite the undisputed merits of the latter (more noble and manly,
less wasteful). The dispute replays early nineteenth-century legal de-
bates over the “rule of capture” that underwrites the privatization of

resources perceived as unowned, or “naturally fugitive.”* “The basic
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conflict,” Cooper scholar Kay Seymour House argues, “is between two
guardians of the land, and the basic realignment of forces comes when
young Oliver Effingham abandons Natty’s idea of land use (hunt it as
the Indians did) and joins Judge Temple in cultivating it.”2 Although
this reading is accurate from a narrative point of view, House’s framing
symptomatically excludes the Native Americans from the dispute, or
rather includes them as mere analogies (“hunt it as the Indians did”).
Just as Temple’s daughter Bess and his black slave Agamemnon are not
invited to weigh in on the debate—“Aggy . . . can’t vote, being a slave;
and Bess is a minor”—the indigenous people remain without an active
voice and, unlike the other two, without a presence.? This invisible si-
lencing replays the historical exclusion of Native Americans from land
treaties and more broadly sheds light on the process of “enclosure”
that worked to dispossess them of their territories.*

The expropriation and privatization of Indian ground encap-
sulated in this foundational scene is the tacit condition for the
“settling” of a capitalist system of exchange and circulation, an eco-
nomic arrangement that is initiated and made secure by a process of
deterritorialization—the violent conversion of territories into an ison-
omized land infinitely divisible into salable parcels. To understand the
conceptual “origin” of this deterritorialization, Eric Cheyfitz turns
to John Locke, who famously chooses the untenured “wastes” of the
Americas—on which lives “the wild Indian, who knows no Inclosure,
and is still a Tenant in common”—as his example of choice to theorize
an economy of private property.® Locke models this economy after
the ancestral practice of the hunt. According to this “original law of
nature,” Locke explains, wild animals become the property of who-
ever “labors” to acquire them. The labor of pursuit, in other words,
legitimizes acquisition (as a corollary, the fallacious notion that in-
digenous people did not cultivate the land justified its spoliation by
the European colonizers). Yet when the hunt is turned into a “law,”
the physical event of capture is preempted by an epistemological con-
version, which turns the pursued object into property even before it
is acquired. In Locke’s model, the hunted prey need not be captured

in order to be property; instead, his model reconfigures the prey as
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essentially unowned and therefore always “ripe for the taking.” From
this perspective, Russ Castronovo concludes, the prey “is always al-
ready property.”® Since, as Locke has it, the pursuit of the hunt is
said to “begin” property, the antagonism between the white hunter
Bumppo and the settler Judge Temple is less profound than it seems.
The people who are truly excluded from the debate are those who have
no stake in capitalism’s drive to acquire property: women and slaves,
who do not own themselves,” and indigenous people, for whom the
State does not recognize any “notion of property” (as the Supreme
Court decreed in the 1823 Johnson v. Mcintosh).®

Although Locke uses the hunt as a paradigm for the “beginning” of
property, he quickly adds that positive rules supersede this primitive
or “uncivilized” law of nature: the land and its resources ultimately be-
long to those who enclose and cultivate them. Similarly, in The Pioneers,
although Judge Temple did not kill the deer, he takes it home, and
Bumppo—accused of committing “offenses against private rights”—is
in the end banished from Temple’s land.® Once indispensable to
“taming” the wilderness, the hunter must disappear for the colonial
project to appear complete. This dynamic (which should be recogniz-
able as the dynamic of capture) is most evident in the third installment
of the Leatherstocking saga, The Prairie (1827), which stages Bumppo’s
death at the dawn of the nineteenth century. The hunter’s demise,
which Cooper’s romance situates in the context of the Louisiana Pur-
chase, marks a critical transition in modes of colonial conquest and
land management. It also accounts for the systemic “disappearance
of animals” from the American landscape. The Prairie makes these
transitions explicit by pairing Bumppo’s erasure with the rise of an
unassuming character, the shortsighted taxonomist Obed Bat. By re-
placing his perspicacious hunter with a myopic naturalist, Cooper
presents the disappearance of the hunter as effected less by an empir-
ical than by an epistemological transformation, a transformation in
regimes of vision. Cooper openly laments the loss of a more embodied
and immediate relationship to nature by making the pitiful figure of
the naturalist emblematic of newly prominent types of vision—namely,

scientific and economic speculation. Yet he also calls attention to
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discreet but significant continuities between the forms of vision epito-
mized by the white hunter and the naturalist. In so doing, the romance
recognizes the hand of capture in the predatory operations of land ex-
propriation and speculation and their consequences for both animals
and animalized populations.

From the outset, The Prairie depicts the new nation’s prosperity and
security as predicated on the systematic “taming” of land and human
and animal populations. As a romance, it exemplifies the temporality
of capture, for romance was already a dying genre at the moment of The
Prairie’s publication; like the unsettled prairie itself, like the hunt and
the hunter, the romance was passing away. Cooper’s elegiac celebra-
tion of things past seems in retrospect an attempt to lay claim to the
American past itself. Romance as a genre, then, is a form appropriate
to Cooper’s subject, the operations of settler colonialism: it not only
represents but performs the strange temporality of the subjugation of
land and indigeneity. This subjugation was ongoing, indeed accelerat-
ing, at the moment Cooper writes The Prairie, but the work depicts it as
already accomplished, as belonging to a romantic, quasi-mythological,

and resolutely bygone age:*°

Most of those who witnessed the purchase of the empty empire, have lived
to see already a populous and sovereign state, parcelled from its inhab-
itants, and received into the bosom of the national Union, on terms of
political equality. The incidents and scenes which are connected with
this legend, occurred in the earliest periods of the enterprises which

haveled to so great and so speedy aresult.!

As indicated in the Oxford English Dictionary, the verb purchase, which
has since become synonymous with “to buy,” denotes the acquisition
of land by means other than inheritance.'? From the Middle French
pourchasser, to “chase” or “hunt down,” the term encrypts in its et-
ymology the violent pursuit inherent in the idea of property (which
Locke associates with the labor of the hunt) but ultimately distances
itself from this originary violence by signaling a rupture. Defining

purchase in opposition to inheritance breaks the connection between
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current and previous owners, effectively erasing the land’s past and
making it appear pristine and “empty.” And indeed, the despoli-
ation of Native tribes’ land is depicted by Cooper (himself a land
speculator) as a peaceable transition and equitable transaction, an
inevitable outcome of Manifest Destiny—in a sense, as already having
happened.*? This sense of predestination serves as an act of “legit-
imation,” which, Achille Mbembe argues, always accompanies the
“founding violence” of colonial conquest and universalizes the new
colonial order.* The colonial state posits as “preaccomplished” the
violence that founds and sanctions its authority—a “magical” opera-
tion that Deleuze and Guattari name “capture.”?®

This chapter reads The Prairie to argue that the prospective and
preemptive logic of capture it displays hinges on a form of taxonomy,
broadly defined as a method (nomos) for ordering (taxis) the sensi-
ble.*¢ I show that modern taxonomy—a paradigm whose standardizing
logic subtends the gridding and mapping of the United States imposed
by the 1785 Land Ordinance and generalized by the Northwest Ordi-
nance of 1787—rests on an operation of vision that is blind to its own
limitations. I outline capture as a way of seeing in order to show not
only what capture makes visible but also what it obscures, and how the

animal and the animalized appear and disappear under capture.

“THE PURCHASE OF EMPTY EMPIRE”

Set in 1805, just two years after the Louisiana Purchase that doubled
the country’s size, The Prairie is fraught with the tensions of U.S. ter-
ritorial expansion, for it remained to be seen how the young nation
would be changed by the acquisition of the vast expanse of land west
of the Mississippi River. The titles of Cooper’s four other installments
of The Leatherstocking Tales are based on human characters, but The
Prairie is titled after its setting, which is strikingly different than the
dense woodlands of upstate New York where the first two installments
(The Pioneers and The Last of the Mohicans) had been set. As Cooper de-
scribes it, the titular prairie is the last retreat for “the barbarous and
savage occupants of the country” and a provisional refuge for those

who, like Bumppo, wish to escape the law. Its arid swaths, undulating
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like a moderately agitated ocean, seem to repel vision, as “the eye [is]
fatigued with the sameness and chilling dreariness of the landscape”
(13). This monocular, wearied eye cannot read the prairie; indeed, as
the narrator observes, only a “practiced reader” will not be deceived
by the seeming interminableness and sterility of the landscape (14).
How, Cooper asks, does the land both resist and lend itself to repre-
sentation? How can one navigate the prairie, which the settler’s eye
perceives as an asemiotic “no man’s land”? How does one read and
write—“code,” “decode,” and “overcode,” to borrow Deleuze and
Guattari’s terminology—the blank page of the Louisiana territory?*”
In the preface to the 1832 edition of The Prairie, Cooper presents the
as-yet-undomesticated tract of land as a natural frontier blocking fur-
ther western expansion: “the broad belt, of comparative desert, which
is the scene of this tale, appear[s] to interpose a barrier to the progress
of the American people westward.”*® But in the American imaginary,
the frontier is not simply a demarcation line separating the wild from
the civilized; it is also the mythical soil in which the American dream
is rooted, the phantasmatic and utopian “elsewhere” that serves as the
breeding ground for the creature whom Leslie Fiedler dubs the “New
Man, the American tertium quid.”*® Insofar as it traces the perimeter
beyond which myth and imagination come to supplant and supple-
ment knowledge, the frontier constitutes at the same time a threat
and a promise, both for the emerging nation and for its poet-historian
Cooper.2° As the romance opens, Cooper announces that the chal-
lenge for the now-doubled nation will be to tame and supervise its new
inhospitable territories and assimilate the animalized “swarms” of
nomadic, “restless people . . . hovering on the skirts of American so-
ciety” (9). What the narrator calls the “empty empire” of Louisiana
was, of course, anything but: it was home to many indigenous peoples
and an untold number of plants and animals. This paronomastic turn
of phrase uses the discourse of the colonizer, whose “eye,” as Mary
Louise Pratt observes, “produces subsistence habitats as ‘empty’
landscapes, meaningful only in terms of a capitalist future.”?* This
strategic production of emptiness is, as Pratt suggests, not just a rhe-

torical trick but also a visual one.
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“Vision” is an equivocal notion in The Leatherstocking Tales. It de-
notes both the distinctive perceptual faculties of the American eye
(emblematized by the hero of the saga, the hunter Natty Bumppo, also
known as “Hawkeye”) and, at the same time, the typological or “vi-
sionary” rhetoric intended to justify and exonerate the white settlers’
plunder. Recent scholarship has tended to cast Cooper as “the scape-
goat for the national myopia”—to reduce the Leatherstocking franchise
to an apology for expansionism. However, Elisa New observes that
Cooper is anything but myopic. In fact, he devotes “uncommon con-
centration to verbal transpositions of retinal impressions and much
space—proportionally—to lamenting the failures of sight.”?> New
concedes that the impressionistic character of Natty’s vision (like
that of America itself) can function “to accommodate facts to his
own projections,” seeing in “unsettled American ranges” “bourgeois
homes-as-found.” Yet, New says, Cooper (and Bumppo) also deploys
another type of vision, less rapacious and ignorant, more pragmatic
and environmentally respectful —the vision of the hunter: while he
“passes into archaism, the range-finding he practices outlives him.”2?
Playing empiricism against imperialism (two positions that are by no
means incompatible), she detects the survival of the hunter’s point of
view in the poetry of experience of Dickinson, Moore, and Williams,
as well as in the pragmatic philosophy of Thoreau and James, among
others. While I find New’s corrective valuable, I would nuance her
characterization of Cooper’s condemnation of U.S. “visionary” ex-
pansionism as being the result of “bad visual practices.”?* Cooper
does not simply take issue with the settlers’ “national myopia” as a
mere “failure of sight” or the result of inadequate attention; he also
theorizes this myopia in its positivity, asking not just what sight myopia
impedes but also what sight it enables and what the specific powers of
myopia are. How can we characterize this capacious-yet-blurry regime
of vision, which appears undeserving of or indifferent to the phenome-
nal specificities of America’s landscapes? Let us call it speculation.

“Speculation” aptly describes the work of vision in The Prairie, if
only because Cooper, who was living in Paris at the time he wrote the

romance, never set foot on the territory he pictures so vividly. As for
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his other romances, he drew his inspiration from books, in this case
from geologist and botanist Edwin James’s Account of an Expedition
from Pittsburgh to the Rocky Mountains and Nicholas Biddle’s edition
of Lewis and Clark’s notebooks. Moreover, the verb speculate is apt
because it conjugates seeing in the conditional. To speculate—from
specere, to look—assumes a form of precognition, or foresight, and it
carries a sense of contingency, of imagination, of betting on events
to come. In speculation, one perceives objects and subjects as po-
tential investments—a form of seeing that environmental law scholar
Jedediah Purdy calls the “providential vision” of the natural world, a
perspective that “turned early Americans into an army of settlers . . .
even to the point of making settlers blind to the inconvenient facts of
weather and geography.”?* “Blindness” here has nothing to do with
a lack of eyesight; it is a metaphor for the calculated act of ignoring
possible loss—in fact, it names the margin of loss that is built into the
venture capital model of settler colon