FOREWORD

A number of years ago I wrote about the need for a history of animals that
would allow us to comprehend more fully how far we humans were ‘‘embedded within and reliant upon the natural order.’’∞ Since that essay was published, the ﬁeld of the history of animals has grown exponentially. No longer
regarded as marginal or perceived as eccentric or even semiserious, the history of animals has, in the past ten years, gained a status far beyond what
might have been imagined back in 2002. As this volume’s title proclaims,
there has been a ‘‘centering’’ of animals in history during this decade, and
the essays brought together here add to that movement.
Historical work on animals is invaluable for numerous reasons, as Centering Animals in Latin American History makes clear. It is leading us to new insights about human-animal relations, and thus, in this collection alone, we
encounter the signiﬁcance of colonial practices; indigenous beliefs; scientiﬁc and medical ideas; conceptions of blasphemy, pollution, and masculinity; and perceptions and representations of animals in Latin America from
the sixteenth century to the twentieth. But what we also come to see—in
this collection and elsewhere—goes beyond this.
Histories have shown us how far humans and animals were not simply
cohabiting, whether deliberately or accidentally, but how signiﬁcant animals
were to human culture, to the extent that I now think of human culture as ‘‘socalled human culture.’’ It is not simply that animals were (and are) used in the
production of vellum, parchment, and glue, all things on which writing and
publishing have relied, which historians have rarely acknowledged fully.≤ It
is also that animals were present as foci for human attention in ways that
changed human worlds—in ﬁlms, zoos, and photography, for example, and in
science, pet-keeping, and sport, to name but a few of the topics covered in
monographs published in the past decade.≥ In engaging with such issues, and
in recognizing the role that animals have had in them, historians have expanded our understanding of the places and the periods they research.

But histories of animals are also going further than this. Some works
have begun to outline the leading roles that animals have played in the making of so-called human history. One implication of such works is that if the
roles of animals were not so addressed, our historical understanding would
remain limited: there would be aspects that we would never fully explore
and, moreover, that we would never be able to fully explore. This is not to
suggest that animals were knowingly engaged in transforming the worlds
around them. Actor network theory, as outlined by Bruno Latour, and so
usefully introduced into animal studies by Chris Philo and Chris Wilbert,
offers us a way of thinking about animals not just as the passive recipients of
human actions but as active presences in the world, yet without anthropomorphizing them.∂ On a beautifully prosaic level, and as an illustration of
such a conception of animal agency, cow manure was vital to agricultural
improvement and hence to urbanization and industrialization in England, a
fact that puts cattle at the center of that country’s historical development.∑
Not only is a new acknowledgment of the role that animals have played
in transforming the past becoming evident, but the focus on animals brings
into view issues previously ignored by historians. Sometimes these issues
concern the history of the emotional and domestic life, as in studies of petkeeping, for example. But on other occasions historical work returns us to
the familiar places of our pasts and ﬁnds them to be somewhat different
once animals are recognized as central. Thus, Virginia DeJohn Anderson’s
study of the relationships between the indigenous peoples and the English
settlers in Chesapeake and New England is a history of cattle farming, not
only because it was an economic factor in people’s lives at that time but also
because, she argues persuasively, the relationships between the native people and the settlers were forged through misunderstandings and negotiations over livestock.∏ Cows, once again, were agents.
The work that has emerged in the ﬁeld of the history of animals in the
past decade has reached beyond my idea that we must understand more
fully how far humans are embedded within and reliant on the natural order.
It is beginning to show us that the human world is not only, or simply,
human at all. The world—as Centering Animals in Latin American History
shows so well—is full of other beings: locusts, cattle, dogs (baptized or
otherwise), monkeys, seals, birds, and goats. What it also shows us is that it
is with animals that history is made.
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