
 
 

Minding Animals International Bulletin 12 

Welcome to the first post-Utrecht Bulletin.  Well, we have had a few months to settle in to our work after 
Utrecht, but it seems that there is still much activity happening in the world of Animal Studies as you 
will see in this Bulletin.  As far as Minding Animals goes, events are being planned across the globe, 
Study Circles are busy, and plans are quickly shaping up for Minding Animals 3 in 2015. 

Tentative Dates Set for Minding Animals 3 

We hope to be able to announce the host and nation for the next Minding Animals Conference in 
October.  Until then, please take note of the tentative dates set for the conference. 

Minding Animals 3: 14 to 20 January, 2015 

The conference will be held over five days with a restful weekend in the middle of the conference that 
will include the Conference Dinner and other social events like an Arts Festival, documentaries, 
Interfaith Service and special wildlife and nature tours. 

Please set these days aside, and maybe a few days either side to allow time to arrive, settle in and take in 
the atmosphere.  You will not be disappointed! 

Publication of papers from Utrecht 

We would like to announce that selected papers from MA2 will be now published in special conference 
editions of the journals Animals, Relations and Society and Animals. 

If you are interested in having your paper from Utrecht published in one of these prestigious journals, 
please send an expression of interest with a copy of your conference abstract in the initial instance to: 
mindinganimals@gmail.com 

Closing date for Abstracts Submission: 19 October, 2012 

Guest editors have been selected to guide the publication of these special editions.  Editors will be 
selecting abstracts, and authors will then be notified if they have been successful. 

Authors will be asked to submit papers to conform to the requirements of the specified journal. 



MAI Strategic Plan 
 
With two successful international conferences and a growing network of more than 3,000 scholars, 
advocates, artists and policy makers across the globe, Minding Animals International (MAI) is 
established as the foremost organisation dedicated to advancing Animal Studies throughout the world. 
 
With so much accomplished in a relatively short period of time by a fledgling organisation, it is 
understandable that programmes have taken precedence over organisational and financial 
infrastructure.  This is why at its meeting after MA2 in Utrecht, the Patrons, Board of Directors and 
Academic Advisory Committee, asked Rod and myself to prepare for their approval a strategic plan for 
2013-2015. 
 
The plan will recommend a new strategy which will be informed by our past activities and designed to 
meet new challenges.  Mundane but essential organisational and financial matters also need to be 
addressed.  This is an important process and one that cannot be hurried.  Nevertheless, it is our intention 
that this project will guide us in our mission to be even more effective in facilitating the global 
development of Animal Studies. 
 
For example, the Board decided to place on hold all requests for approval of national MAI groups (we 
have something like 14 national groups now wanting to register).  We want to offer existing and future 
national MAI groups a better deal in how they partner with us in their Animal Studies activities. 
 
The board invites you to email me with your comments and suggestions on what our strategic plan 
should address and the positions we should now adopt.  I look forward to hearing from you.  My email 
address is kim@kimstallwood.com 
 
Kim Stallwood 
Deputy CEO 

Reports from Utrecht 

Utrecht was a momentous event with around 700 delegates.  For those unable to be there, to try to give a 
sense of what happened, the sense of comradery and networking, the transdisciplinarity of the event, or 
the focus and depth of the sessions, would not do the conference justice. 

So we offer a Video from Dario Martinelli (MA Academic Advisory Committee member), and reports 
from Kim Stallwood (MA Deputy CEO), Sally Healey from Griffith University and a report reprinted 
from the Australian Animal Studies Group Bulletin. 

Dario’s video can be viewed at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s5R1Jh6TPbo or at: http://www.voices4animals.org/?p=1350 

The reports from Kim and our Australian colleagues can be found at the end of this Bulletin. 

Please note that the full program and abstracts from the conference are still available online at: 
http://www.uu.nl/faculty/humanities/EN/congres/mindinganimals 

 



ICAS at Minding Animals 2 and beyond 

 
Scholars from Minding Animals and the Institute for Critical Animal Studies held a special Critical 
Animal Studies roundtable during the Minding Animals Conference in Utrecht.  John Sanbonmatsu is 
especially thanked for guiding and hosting this event which was one of the highlights of the broader 
conference. 
 
Minding Animals would now like to extend that association and invite scholars interested in continuing 
the conversation to join a special Study Circle dedicated to Critical Animal Studies.  To join the group, 
please go to the following web address and follow the prompts to join – you will need a gmail account to 
sign up: http://groups.google.com/group/minding-animals-critical-animal-studies-circle 
 
Alternatively, if you are having difficulty in joining up, send an email to mindinganimals@gmail.com 
and we will send you an invitation to join – but you will still need a gmail account. 
 
It is intended to maintain close working relationships with our sister organisation, ICAS, and to facilitate 
the development of the philosophy embedded within Critical Animal Studies in the context of Minding 
Animals, and like other endeavours to be a bridge between CAS scholars and others concerned and 
passionate about animal protection. 

 

 
 

John Sanbonmatsu (ICAS Roundtable Convenor), Anat Pick (UK scholar and ICAS Plenary speaker) and Richard Twine 
(Minding Animals Board member and ICAS Plenary speaker). 

 

Animals and Health Study Circle 

A further Study Circle was also established in Utrecht, one dedicated to Animals in Health. 

To join the Minding Animals and Health Study Circle Google Group, please go to the following web 
address and follow the prompts to join – you will also need a gmail account to sign up to this Study 
Circle: http://groups.google.com/group/minding-animals-and-health-study-circle 

Alternatively, if you are having difficulty in joining up, send an email to mindinganimals@gmail.com 
and we will send you an invitation to join – but you will still need a gmail account. 



Minding Animals Events and Partner Conferences 

Events Past – a note from Jane Johnson from Macquarie University 
 
Hi Everyone, 
 
I'm very pleased to be able to advise that the Special Issue of the journal Between the Species dedicated to 
papers from last year's symposium Testing Times (a Minding Animals Preconference Event) is now 
available online at - http://digitalcommons.calpoly.edu/bts/ 
 
Thanks again to everyone who participated in the event and made this collection possible. 
 
All the best, 
Jane 

3 to 4 October, 2012: Brno, Czech Republic  

Host: Faculty of Veterinary Hygiene and Ecology, University of Veterinary and Pharmaceutical Sciences, 
Brno, Czech Republic 

Event title: Animal Protection and Welfare  

Venue: Aula, University Hall, University of Veterinary and Pharmaceutical Sciences  

Time and Date: 3 and 4 October, 2012 

Confirmed speakers: see conference website 

Organiser and contact: Eva Voslarova, voslarovaE@vfu.cz 

Conference language: Czech, Slovak and English (simultaneous interpreting between the languages will 
be provided) 

Conference details: see conference website or contact Eva 

Website: http://www.vfu.cz/welfare/ 

2 November, 2012: Cape Town, South Africa 

Host: Centre for Humanities Research, University of the Western Cape 

Event title: Animal Vulnerabilities: An Animal Studies Roundtable in Africa 

Is a tendency in Animal Studies which focuses on the exteriority of animal (and human) bodies a useful 
aesthetic or ethical strategy?  Or does speaking of bodies deny animal subjectivity and agency?  And can 
the foregrounding of animal bodies replicate the tired dualism which has human minds pitted against 
animal bodies?  Papers, visual presentations and panels will be held in relation to this debate. 

Venue: please contact colloquium organiser 

Time and Date: please contact colloquium organiser 

Organiser and contact: Wendy Woodward, wendywoodward97@gmail.com 

 

 



2 November, 2012: New York, USA 

Host: the New School for Social Research and New York University 

Title: Across Species Lines: A Minding Animals Preconference 

Abstract: Although the social sciences, humanities, and philosophy have long been characterised by a 
deep-seated anthropocentrism, the recent explosion of popular moral concern for nonhuman animals 
has helped expand the boundaries of these disciplines.  This conference examines how the ‘animal turn’ 
is altering the contours of academic inquiry in the fields of philosophy, anthropology, politics, sociology, 
cultural studies, and literature.  Specifically, scholars will examine how our relations with animals both 
reflect and shape the historical, political, and cultural contexts in which they are embedded; and they 
will ask what it means to theorise animals as political, economic, social, and moral objects - and subjects. 

Participant speakers from the New School will be: Rafi Youatt, Timothy Pachirat, Jan Dutkiewicz, Alice 
Crary, Miriam Ticktin, Dominic Pettman and Pooja Rangan 

From NYU there will be: Una Chaudhuri, Dale Jamieson, Colin Jerolmack, Chris Schlottmann, Jeff Sebo, 
Ada Smailbegovic and Amy Leigh Field 

Venue: please contact event organiser 

Time: 9am to 5pm  

Organiser and contact: Colin Jerolmack, jerolmack@nyu.edu 

Conference language: English 

Conference details: please contact event organiser 

? December, 2012: Berlin, Germany  

A special event to be hosted by the Chimaira Group at Humboldt Universität. 

Details will be posted in the next Bulletin.  Alternatively please contact Aiyana Rosen at 
aiyana.rosen@human-animal-studies.de 

15 February, 2013: Sydney, Australia  

Host: University of Technology, Sydney, Australia 

Professor Marc Bekoff returns to Australia once again to give this Public Lecture on  

Venue: to be advised 

Time: to be advised 

Conference language: English 

Conference details: see forthcoming Minding Animals Bulletin 



March, 2013: Vienna, Austria 

Host: Vienna Conference of Animal Ethics and Law (VCAEL), Forschungsstelle für Ethik und 
Wissenschaft im Dialog, Institut für Philosophie, Universität Wien 

Event title: The Case for Animal Rights – 30 Years Later 

Venue: to be announced mid 2012 

Time and Date: to be announced mid 2012 

Guest speakers (so far): Professors Tom Regan, Tom Beauchamp and David Favre 

Organiser and contact: Erwin Lengauer and Andrea Yehudit Richter, contact@veaw.at 

Conference details will be made available soon at: 

http://veaw.univie.ac.at/lectures/the-case-for-animal-rights-30-years-later/ 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



Report by Kim Stallwood on Minding Animals 2 
[Reprinted with the kind permission of the author from an article published in July at: www.kimstallwood.com] 

Nearly one week ago I returned to England from the Netherlands where I attended the second 
international Minding Animals conference at the University of Utrecht.  Although I have been incredibly 
busy between then and now, the luxury of these few days distance offers me an opportunity to reflect 
and consider what it all meant to me.  I’m grabbing sometime now before it’s too late to commit my 
thoughts to paper.  Otherwise it will be too late.  The memories and feelings will soon dissipate. 

Let me be abundantly clear.  As Deputy Chief Executive to Minding Animals International, this post 
reflects my personal views.  Not the opinions of MAI or anyone else associated with the project.  Having 
said that, I’m confident that some of my colleagues will agree with me here (and there).  But it’s up to 
them to share their own thoughts.  By the way, MAI Deputy CEO is a voluntary position, as is the CEO 
held by Rod Bennison.  I paid to attend MA2 myself.  All the costs were met by me, except for conference 
registration, which was complementary. 

I was unable to attend the first Minding Animals conference in Newcastle, Australia three years ago.  
Various reasons prevented me from going.  Everyone I speak to who did describe it as a transformative 
event.  Several reasons are given.  The first event of its kind.  The smooth organisation.  The opportunity 
to meet at last with people who folks have been only in contact with via email.  And so on. 

MA2 had a tough act to follow.  During the intervening three years, there had been much progress in the 
development of Animal Studies and animal advocacy generally.  Of course, Animal Studies is not a 
monolith.  Even though it is still a relatively small and emerging academic discipline, I think of Animal 
Studies as an umbrella name for various strands of academic thinking that fall under it, including 
Human-Animal Studies, Critical Animal Studies and Animalia Studies.  These differences are important 
but it’s not necessary for my purposes here to explore them. 

Suffice it to say, folks representing the various strands of Animal Studies were present at MA2.  It is not 
surprising, therefore, that this caused some disagreement among the delegates over the program.  I am 
not going to go into here but the organisation behind MA2 was a complicated affair.  The conference 
convenor, Tatjana Visak, worked incredibly hard to make sure the conference was a success.  In my 
book, Tatjana is a hero whose attitude and professionalism were exemplary. 

Nevertheless, as is perhaps to be expected with a new venture with 700 people in attendance, it was a 
hugely complicated meeting to organise.  I know from my own experience of organising lobbies on 
Parliament, workshops, conferences, demonstrations and much else besides, that sometimes things 
simply do not go as they planned.  But there were also somethings that were planned that I disagreed 
with.  As I say, the organisation behind MA2 was a complicated affair.  In any event, everyone’s 
feedback was considered, noted and will be used to help improve future MAI events and activities. 

So, which thoughts about MA2 linger with me one week later? 

First, the confirmation that Animal Studies is alive and well and growing as an academic enterprise.  It is 
vibrant with a kaleidoscope of perspectives, disciplines, interests and possibilities.  Given how our 
confused and complex our relationship is with other animal, the inter-disciplinary nature of Animal 
Studies is not only necessary but exciting. 

Second, it is the development of political theory and animal rights.  As Ken Shapiro, my colleague at the 
Animals and Society Institute pointed out, it was necessary for the modern animal rights movement to 



devote a chapter in its formative stage to animal ethics.  This was needed to lay a foundation of moral 
understanding which, in turn, facilitated a further stage of political theory and animal rights.  The 
plenary session with Robert Garner and Will Kymlicka was fascinating.  Together with Siobhan 
O’Sullivan and others developing political theory and animal rights, I am encouraged that the animal 
rights movement might yet have a chance of making animal rights a mainstream political issue. 

Third, the importance of conferences in of themselves as opportunities to meet and reacquaint ourselves 
with each other as well as indulge in time and space to think, chat, argue and learn.  Finally, Utrecht is a 
stunningly impressive city.  This was my first visit.  It appears to be a very civilised city.  But watch out 
for the bicyclists! 

Report by Sally Healy on Minding Animals 2 
[Reprinted with the kind permission of the author from an article published in July at: 
http://knowinganimalspastandpresent.blogspot.com.au/].  You can contact Sally at: sally.healy@griffithuni.edu.au 

I was fortunate enough to attend the 2nd Minding Animals Conference in Utrecht at the start of July.  
The enormity of the event had been indicated to delegates in the months leading up to the conference 
Competition to present was fierce – a clear indication that the field of human animal studies is gaining 
momentum throughout many countries. 

The program offered an extremely diverse selection of presentations and posters.  The multidisciplinary 
nature of the conference was reflected in the nine keynote presentations which ranged from political 
philosophy to animal behaviour and cognition.  It was the public lecture by Marc Bekoff to close the 
conference that I assume would have resonated with the largest audience.  His message was clear – we 
all care about animals, and we can all agree (even those who are not affiliated with the cause) that 
animals can most certainly suffer and feel emotions. It is therefore clear that by minding animals we are 
doing both them and ourselves a favour. 

With up to 12 sessions on at any given time, and a schedule running from 9am until 10pm for all three 
days, it was often difficult to decide which session to attend.  Jill Robinson opened the Protecting the 
Animals Seminar Series with an update on the progress being made by Animals Asia in their efforts to 
free bears from the horrors of bile farming in China.  I thought Jill's presentation was the perfect start to 
the streams that featured speakers from the 'applied' side of things.  Caley Otter from Animals Australia 
and Mark Pearson from Animal Liberation Australia also gave valuable insight into the work that 
animal protection groups do that results in a change in community attitudes and behaviours. 

With 700 delegates present, I met people from a wide array of disciplines, most of which were uncharted 
territory for me.  However, it wasn't until I presented on the final morning that I could share ideas with 
others from my field.  In my session I gave a brief overview of results obtained from the online survey I 
conducted recently as part of my PhD project.  Following this, I met a number of PhD students and 
academics whose research intersected with my own.  Those involved in this field are not only looking at 
societal attitudes to animal welfare, but how we can bridge the concerns between different stakeholder 
groups to deliver optimal outcomes for farm animals.  It was exciting to see the resources being devoted 
to this area and I'm sure many of the delegates appreciate that the majority of research is not just looking 
to one stakeholder group for the answer, instead recognising the need for moral responsibility at all 
levels of production, consumption, and regulation. 

Overall, I felt that the Minding Animals Conference struck the right balance between theory and practice 
and had something to offer everyone.  I eagerly await the next instalment which I am sure will be even 
bigger and better! 



Report on Minding Animals Conference 2 

4-6 July 2012. Utrecht University, The Netherlands 

A report by Carol Freeman (Australian Animal Studies Group Bulletin Editor), Evelyn Tsitas and Iris 
Bergman (RMIT University, Melbourne).  With comments by Atilla Orell and Greg Murrie (HARN, 
Sydney University). 

[This report kindly reproduced with permission of the authors, photographers and the AASG.] 

 

The second Minding Animals conference in Utrecht, The Netherlands, was a seminal event.  With over 
400 presenters and 700 delegates it was, by far, the biggest human-animal studies conference we have 
yet seen.  It showed just how this burgeoning transdisciplinary field is developing internationally.  The 
following reports cover a range of events and sessions, through the eyes of some of the 40 Australian 
presenters who attended. 

In his opening address in the historic Dom Church in the centre of the Medieval city of Utrecht, JM 
Coetzee noted the rise of animal studies and read an unpublished piece relating to Elizabeth Costello, a 
fictional character from his book The Lives of Animals, who has now retired to South Australia and is 
taking in stray cats.  The reading concerned a conversation with Costello’s son that raised perennial 
questions in human-animal relations, as well as some new ones: Do animals have souls?  How do 
humans and animals differ?  What do we do about feral cats?  Cats are both hunters and hunted – is this 
a moral problem?  But Elizabeth Costello also makes the point that “a cat is not a set of problems” – her 
efforts to rescue cats is a personal response to the sight of a mother cat giving birth in a culvert. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dom church in Utrecht: venue for the welcome reception and J. M. Coetzee’s opening address. 

 



Atilla Orel, PhD Candidate, HARN, University of Sydney  

“I suppose it makes sense that, coming from a literature background, the highlight for me was probably 
Coetzee's story.  This is not to say that the rest of the conference was lacking at all, but I found it a 
particularly interesting and productive way to begin.  One of the most interesting themes running 
through this story was the idea that invisibility is a quality of the perceiver, that is we see (or do not see) 
according to what is convenient or desirable to us.  The idea is relevant and familiar to most of us but its 
delivery was pretty special I thought.” 

Greg Murrie, PhD Candidate, History, University of Sydney 

“The conference started . . . in the Dom, the cathedral in the centre of Utrecht, with the opening reception 
held in the cloisters and beautiful open air garden between the old and new parts, perfect for sipping 
white wine in on a fine Northern Hemispheric summer's day (sorry to those still enduring a Southern 
Hemispheric winter).  Then JM Coetzee gave the opening address of the conference in the cathedral itself 
- a suitably dignified setting for a Nobel Prize winner - a reading of an Elizabeth Costello story more 
recent than the eponymous novel.” 

Evelyn Tsitas, RMIT University, Melbourne   

“No report on the Minding Animals Conference can be complete without including mention of the 
highlight; the opening public lecture by John Coetzee, winner of the Nobel Prize for literature.  Held at 
the magnificent Dom Church, a capacity audience listened as Coetzee read a didactic narrative that 
continues the series of books about academic Elizabeth Costello.  Here, Coetzee subtly explored the 
arguments and counter arguments of vegetarianism and the question of how human kind has assumed 
control over the reproductive life of domestic animals.  Coetzee deftly played with our assumptions 
about animals, the way in which we anthropomorphise them to understand them and posed an 
interesting argument; that it is our faces that make us human.  While humans have noses, animals have 
snouts, but with what then do animals “face the world?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A selection of J. M Coetzee’s books on display in a Utrecht bookshop. 



This fundamental species difference was taken up the following day at the conference opening address 
by Henk Bleker, Minister of Agriculture and Foreign Trade, The Netherlands. 

Bleker said “In my way of thinking, there is a hierarchy between man and animals.  We have to be 
responsible for animals, but there is something more important, there are people thinking about animals 
as if they were nearly man, a kind of humanization of animals that I have my doubts about.  Maybe we 
think about that in Amsterdam or The Hague, but it is different in other countries, and in the 
countryside”. 

Bleker’s comments drew undisguised hissing from a sizeable section of the outraged audience.  Ways of 
understanding, thinking and engaging about animals is different, I discovered, even in the Minding 
Animals conference. 

The Conference overall, from Evelyn Tsitas 

As a relatively new field, the issues discussed at the Minding Animals Conference in Utrecht in 2012 
were wide ranging, but predominantly concerned with both identity and urgency.  Identity issues 
concerned not just ourselves as a species and our relationship to nonhuman others, but factional identity 
among the conference delegates. 

The matter of urgency regarding the state of animal use, exploitation and suffering, especially in the face 
of the grim reality of intensive factory farming practices that had been making the news, was a feeling 
universally shared by all at the conference.  While the conference promoted “building bridges between 
science, the humanities and ethics” and the multidisciplinary approach presented a wide range of views, 
it also, perhaps inevitably, exposed frictions.  At its best, this served to intensify the debates, at worst, 
those with strongly held ethical positions clashed with others in a less productive manner. 

Among the long-time activists and philosophers and scientists, I felt like part of the marginal fringe – a 
creative writer whose work on exploration into the boundaries of humanism had drawn me to the 
animal, specifically the animal-human hybrid in science fiction.  I have to confess that I had an identity 
crisis coming to the conference, although I had presented at two animal studies conferences in Australia 
the previous year.  Even so, I wondered what I, as a writer, could contribute.  Should I even be here?       
I wasn’t a scientist - was science fiction a valid way to explore the human and animal relationship?  
Wasn’t it more important to explore ecology and animal ethics?  Nature and Politics?  Animal advocacy? 

However, after five days of listening to conference papers, observing different factional disputes and 
engaging in informal and formal debates, I ended up being quite changed by the experience, and felt I 
had contributed to the ongoing narrative and showed the importance of storytelling in any movement 
designed to compel people to change their long held perceptions and beliefs. 

In the robust question sessions at the end of each paper, and particularly at the conclusion of keynote 
addresses, it was the stories of people’s personal journey of discovery about living with animals that 
resonated.  How can we imagine being an animal?  What does an animal think, feel, need and desire?  
As one particularly interesting discussion explored, we know what animals want because what living 
sentient creature doesn’t want to feel safe, content, and free?  In that sense, there is no boundary between 
the species. 

This was never more clearly illustrated to me than when I went back into the ‘real’ post conference 
world and found that the casual use of animal products and animal representation was particularly 
jarring.  After engaging with high level discussion on valuing and revaluing the nonhuman animal in 
the world, I had come away literally Minding Animals – my thought process and approach was very 
clearly now seeing the blur between the species. 

 



 

 

 

Plenary session: “If A Lion Could Speak  . . .” with Colin Allen, Professor of Cognitive Science and 

History & Philosophy of Science, Indiana University. 

 

If I was grappling with issues of legitimacy in this Human Animal Studies arena, many others were as 
well.  For instance, if someone studies animals in their academic work, does this make it animal studies?  
Then again, as HAS is a relatively new field, methods and approaches haven’t been clearly defined and I 
realised that many of the people presenting at the conference had taken from other disciplines to start 
their own framework.  Certainly, this was highlighted in the question: what do we eat?  It may seem a 
prosaic entry point into a report on the Minding Animals conference, but food choices illustrate the 
divisions and the deep held ethical and political commitments among those drawn to HAS through a 
determination to end animal exploitation and suffering.  For this group, veganism was a political 
statement and for an even more hard-core set of ‘nuanced vegans’ it was a religious or spiritual 
commitment as well, with denial being an intrinsic part of the process of further eroding the boundaries 
between species. 

Another flashpoint was an interesting keynote by Robert Garner, Professor of Political Theory, 
University of Leicester in the UK.  Speaking about animal rights in a non-ideal world, he asked, can 
animals be worthy recipients of justice?  What do animals gain from justice?  And what are animals due 
as a matter of justice?  His suggestions that any ethic based on according rights to animals, even if not 
based on species egalitarianism, must engage with non-deal theory came in for heated criticism among 
those who identified with the Critical Animal Studies area.  There was swearing.  There was anger.  
There was no way there would be any concessions. 

Similarly, at the podium discussion on the future of animal politics, Peter Singer, Professor of 
Philosophy, Princeton University, USA, put forward his view that the only way forward for animal 
rights was artificial meat.  When I suggested to someone that the implications for the environment of 



establishing vast factories to manufacture meat, the response was ‘as long as animals don’t suffer I don’t 
care what happens to the environment.’  Again, we see a disconnect and tension between people with 
strongly held ideals.  Surely we all have to live in the Anthropocene and realise the impact that we, as 
humans with our hand on the trigger, have on the environment as well on other species? 

 

 

Sheep grazing in a field near the Utrecht Botanic Gardens, just behind the conference venue at the University of Utrecht. 

 

MA Study Circle Roundtables 

12 roundtable meetings of 14 MA study circles in the lunch breaks at the Conference were well attended 
and often animated discussions took place.  Minding Marine Mammals; Animals and Philosophy; 
Animals and the Queer Communities; Compassionate Conservation, and Animals and Science; Minding 
Great Apes; Animals and Religion; Meat; Animals, Politics and the Law; Minding Equines; Animals and 
Sentience; Animals and Feminism; Extinction; and, Animals and Climate Change, showed the diversity 
and focus of the study groups. 

To give some idea of the participants and direction of discussions: 

18 people attended the Animal and Religions Study Circle moderated by Arabella Unger.  They 
discussed a set of prepared questions such as: What in the religious traditions we know best are the most 
hindrances to a more humane ethical approach to the treatment of animals?  What might be the most 
fruitful area to focus an interdisciplinary approach to ethical treatment of animals?  With regard to 
religion, what connections might be between the ethical approach to treatment of individual animals, 
and our responsibility to the environment as a whole (is there hidden within a constant conflict of aims)? 

The Great Ape Study Circle moderated by Judith Benz-Schwarzburg included attendees from disciplines 
as diverse as psychology, biomedicine, art history, philosophy, and wildlife biology.  The main points of 
discussion were the situation of great apes in captivity, particularly the differences between Europe and 
the US, and Great Ape experimentation.  The Circle concluded that in the US the different quality of 
sanctuaries, breeding, trade, and public visits are all issues that need to be addressed.  In Germany, 
mixed reviews have been published in the German edition of the journal National Geographic. 



Some zoos keep great apes under very questionable conditions.  Evaluation was difficult, as most zoos 
don’t want to cooperate with animal welfare / animal rights initiatives.  In the EU, great apes have not 
been used for research since 1999.  According to new legislation from autumn 2010, the use of great apes 
in animal experimentation is not forbidden, but strictly limited to research.  The shifting of 
pharmaceutical research to developing countries is of concern; the threat of relocation is also being used 
as a pressure tactic to prevent the introduction of strict legislation. 

The Meat Study Circle roundtable co-convened by Carrie Packwood Freeman and Jan Deckers had 37 
participants and free-flowing discussions around the topics: What or who is “meat” – what does the 
term mean to you?  Why is “meat” an ethical issue?  In summary, they touched on a great variety and 
breadth of issues surrounding “meat” and ethics that call for further exploration and were worthy 
publishing projects.  No commitments for joint papers were made, however, as they are still seeking 
input and hope that participants will proactively collaborate.  Further input and recommendations will 
be sought and they will continue the conversation via the Google group. 

Some of the most contentious issues at the conference concerned horses.  Here is Iris Bergman’s report 
on the Equine Study Circle roundtable: “Passions seem to run high when it comes to discussing matters 
of human-equine relationships.  Consequently, convenor and scribe of the equine roundtable discussion 
introduced the session by stating that everyone has their own favourite approach to working with 
horses, and that we are here to learn from each other and by urging all to treat each other with respect.  
Indeed, it seemed that the majority of the twenty or so participants ride or in other ways handle horses.  
So it should come to no surprise that the first topic discussed was horse training. 

One participant suggested that disappointingly, the understanding of training of horses appears to be 
twenty years behind that of the training of dogs.  Others added that there are many “strange” 
approaches emerging under the umbrella of “natural horsemanship” that inexperienced people keep 
switching between methods which results in a lack of consistency which in turn causes handling 
problems, and that ethologists may be contributing to these problems.  In addition, some participants 
made it clear that there are profound differences between the conditions that gave rise to practices 
coined “natural horsemanship”, and the classical European traditions of horse training. 

While there were palpable differences in the room in terms of training horses, there seemed to be an 
underlying consensus that a lot is going wrong in our dealings with horses.  It was also acknowledged 
that people are using horses, for sport, work and play, and that this is unlikely to end any time soon.  
Nonetheless, participants suggested that we can still make progress by addressing questions such as: 
Should we ride horses at all?  What is reasonable and unreasonable use of horses? What level of stress is 
acceptable to impose on a horse?  I believe a way forward also needs to address improving cooperation 
and communication between animal rights activists and those who have a deep understanding of 
training and care of horses at the practical level, and researchers addressing all of these areas and 
human-equine relationships from their various fields. 

Shortly before closing the session, a young woman came forth and asked the most provocative question 
of all: “Is riding horses akin to eating meat?” While we cannot exclude the possibility that there are 
horses who are willing, or even like, to be ridden, I doubt we find an animal willing to be eaten.  
Nonetheless, I believe it is a question worth asking purely for its provocative nature.  From my 
experience, too much is being taken for granted in terms of using horses by the various equestrian 
communities, from the leisure rider to the elite level, as well as by people who are not directly involved 
with horses, and horses suffer even at the hands of well-meaning people.  The roundtable made an 
important contribution by spelling out difficult questions that no interest group can avoid any longer in 
times of changing human-animal relationships”. 

The Minding Animals Bulletin Editor informs us that we will be hearing more about Study Circle 
activities soon. 



Visual Art Program 

Film and art presentations at the conference included continuously running video art curated by Jessica 
Ullrich.  This consisted of 16 short films, from 2 mins to 16 mins long.  For instance: Harald Hund and 
Paul Thorn’s Mouse Palace, Cyrill Lachauer’s I Killed the Butterflies, and Varsity of Maneuvers’ The Way of 
the Goat. 

 

 

Charlotte Dumas’ photographs of burial horses at Arlington National Cemetery, displayed in Boothzaal (University Library). 

 

There was a plenary screening of the film Animals: A Misunderstanding that looked at the question of 
human-animal living in close proximity and whether this was two-sided relationship – what does the 
love of an animal owner mean for the animal itself?  Another plenary screening, Facing Animals directed 
by Dutch filmmaker Jan van Ijken, drew some criticism for its confrontational content.  The film asked 
why do we look away from millions of animals in industrial farms while pampering and humanizing 
others, claiming to ‘look at the world from the perspective of the animals’. 

There was also an exhibition of Charlotte Dumas’ work curated by Jessica Ullrich in one of the session 
rooms.  And finally, a screening of The Whale, a follow-up film to Saving Luna, which was so popular at 
the Newcastle Conference. 

Some closing remarks from Greg Murrie . . .  

One of the highlights for me was the Marc Bekoff talk on the final night.  Marc has a way of - excuse my 
language - cutting through a lot of crap and getting to an activist core which I think it important not to 
forget in animal-human academic settings.  As such, he encapsulates what many of us try to do in our 
work: bring respect to non-human animals and attempt some revisionist repair to the damage done by 
thousands of years of nonhuman animals being misrepresented and denigrated in practice and 
discourse. 

 



And another highlight for me - for other reasons - was the astute question a delegate asked a panel 
consisting of a Utrecht University Professor and a Utrecht Dean; the Head of the Animal Welfare Unit, 
European Commission; Peter Singer; Will Kymlicka; the Chair of the Animal Welfare and Health 
Advisory Council in the Netherlands; etc. on the second to last night of the conference:  "What does it 
feel like to be an animal yourself?"  This produced two hesitating and philosophically casuistic responses 
from two of the panel members on how they as humans were different from nonhuman animals, etc, etc.  
In other words, both respondents failed to address the question head on. 

Maybe this is the next important question for us in animal studies.  If we can't identify with nonhuman 
animals as fellow animals, how can we really advocate for them effectively?  Otherwise are we literally, 
solely, speaking over their heads to each other?  Something to consider ...... 
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