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long gone are the days when anthropological studies consisted of exotic odysseys, pitched tents and
natives trading sea shells. medical and evolutionary
anthropology are two fields where the discipline has
been radically transformed. anthropologists are less
restricted by colonial obligations and the discipline
has discovered new applications. for example our
authors joseph zulu and caroline uggla can provide
an understanding of the social factors to enhance
access to medical care. evolution is not what it used
to be. today’s evolutionary anthropology poses questions on the border between philosophy and science,
as shown in steven ellis’ article on the mismatch
between our evolutionary history and modern lifestyles and lys Alcayna-Stevens’ report from an animal
psychology lab, where she investigated how human-

ness is identified and questioned in relationship to
animals and within other sciences. explaining our
work within these fields, we have countless times
met surprised faces “is that anthropology? really?”
indeed, some work carried out by medical or evolutionary anthropologists remarkably overlaps with
public health or evolutionary biology. anthropologists, concerned with human variation, carry out
cross-cultural comparisons, but also draw on parallels to non-human species. this section showcases the
diversity of contemporary anthropology and its developing possibilities... we leave you with our hopes
and questions about the future of anthropology, its
uses to society and other disciplines.

29

imponderabilia | spring 2010 | issue #02

Going to
the Dogs

Lys Alcayna-Stevens
Social Anthropology,
Cambridge (2008)
lys.alcayna@googlemail.com

what becomes of our ethnographic
authority in the face of powerful
counter-narratives?
‘they [the savages] have no knowledge of the total outline of any
of their social structure. they know their own motives, know
the purpose of individual actions and the rules which apply to
them, but how, out of these, the whole collective institution
shapes, this is beyond their mental range… the integration of
all the details observed, the achievement of a sociological synthesis of all the various, relevant symptoms, is the task of the
ethnographer...’
- b. malinowski, argonauts of the western pacific (1922)
This article seeks to problematize the ethnographic authority espoused by bronislaw malinowski. He, and many social scientists writing and working both before and after him,
have emphasised the privileged position of the ethnographer in analysing and understanding the behaviour and motives of his or her informants. But what becomes of this authority when we (in order to conduct our ethnographic research) enter the spaces where
other disciplines forge their own ontologies and epistemologies? What can the role of
the ethnographer be in the face of such powerful counter-narratives? This article will not
seek to answer these questions, but will instead raise them as important issues faced by
ethnographers in representing and relating the narratives, experiences and beliefs of their
informants in these new field sites.
My ethnographic data comes from three months’ fieldwork as a lab/research assistant in
a context in which non-human actors are at the centre of a nexus of activity – as subjects
in an experiment – while simultaneously having their agency elided through practices of
knowledge-making in which they are transformed into trends and statistical effects. My
ethnography concerns dogs (‘canis familiaris’) and the way their bodies, minds and relationships are deconstructed and reconstructed at a university canine behavioural research
lab which examines comparative cognitive evolution.
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Nearly twelve years old, Sarah is looking
deeply disgruntled. After all, the experimenter is not being fair, and it would
appear that she knows it. After a while,
she loses all enthusiasm and stops even
looking at the experimenter when he says
that it is her turn. She is pretending not
to hear him. But what is the reason for
her frustration?
She and another Portuguese Waterdog
are the subjects of an experiment testing
‘inequity aversion’ in canines. In a recent
paper, Range et al (2009) investigated
whether domestic dogs show sensitivity
toward unfair treatment. They found
that subjects would stop ‘giving the paw’

to an experimenter significantly earlier if
a partner was being rewarded (while the
subject remained unrewarded) than if
no partner was present. The significant
result for the experimenters: ‘Disadvantageous Iniquity Aversion in Dogs’ – and
the conclusion that concepts of fairness
are not uniquely human. Canine cognition studies have begun springing up in
many North American and European
universities in the last decade. Behavioural and cognitive science are interested in
dogs for two primary reasons. Firstly, because they are a cooperative species, and
therefore provide an interesting comparison to humans – do we share cognitive
and moral capacities as a function of our
similar social structure rather than our
shared genetic makeup? Secondly, because many of their social skills may have a
heritable component which evolved during the process of domestication, as a result of human selection. Cognitive scientists therefore question whether it is the
effects of human intentions which have
shaped these animals into beings with similar moral inclinations as our own.
However, it is not only the psychologists
and cognitive evolutionists who have a
growing interest in ‘man’s best friend’ –
anthropologists, too, have their ears pricked. Donna Haraway (2003; 2008), for
example, has explored the trajectories of
domestic dogs as commodities, consumers, research models and patients, as
well as technologies, therapists, guardians and family members in American
society. Unlike the cognitive scientists
mentioned above, however, she acknowledges the reciprocal influence canines may have had on our own behaviours
and ways of thinking, ‘telling a story of
co-habitation, co-evolution, and embodied
cross-species sociality’ (2003). Other anthropologists, such as Kohn (2007), have
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turned to non-Western societies, such as
the Upper Amazonian Runa, for whom
domestic dogs dream. These dreams are
interpretable by the Runa through the
dogs’ vocalizations and actions while
sleeping, and provide information about
the future. Kohn argues that analytical
frameworks which are shaped by questions of what is ‘unique’ to humans (language, culture, society, and history, for
example) – or, alternatively, from what
humans are supposed to share with animals – are inadequate to the task of understanding these complex relationships
and epistemologies.
How, then, to approach my own ethnographic research? I was originally drawn
to the dogs, and the laboratories in which
they are examined and tested, by several
ethnographic questions. How are their
worlds and perspectives imagined by the
people creating the experiments; what
is hypothesized, assumed and taken for
granted – and what remains ‘unknown’?
How is knowledge gathered, interpreted
and abstracted; how do the actions of
one hundred or so dogs come to represent ‘Canis Familiaris’ as a whole? How
do the multiplicity of discourses at the
laboratory centre on the dogs; do the
owners speak differently about their dogs
than do the experimenters, and do the
experimenters speak differently in their
papers than they do during lunch break?
What is at stake during these discourses;
what are the experimental results thought to explain about humanity, morality,
animality and prejudice, for example?
And how are the dogs active agents in
the whole process; how do they influence
human (including the experimenters’)
behaviour, how do they shape the experiments, how do they resist and comply
with what is being asked of them?
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During the course of my ethnographic
research these questions developed and
evolved. At the same time however,
other questions, of a very different nature, vied increasingly for my attention
as I began to take a more active role in
the lab meetings, discussions of methodology and analyses of results. Here was
an entirely different framework, a different set of assumptions and inquiries
which began to occupy my thoughts as
I sought to engage in the problems and
immerse myself in the investigations of
the lab. Can the dogs understand agency
and human intentions (when faced with
a disembodied human arm reaching for
one object, and then another)? Do the
dogs differentiate between (and show
preference for) people of different races,
genders and language groups? Do the
dogs have a sense of fairness? How ‘developed’ is their sense of morality?
These questions are grounded in dozens
of previous experiments, in a rigorously
applied scientific method, in accepted
terminology, in statistical effects and
quantifiable results. In the face of these
discourses, my suggestion that race is a
construct, that agency is a contested and
problematic concept and that morality is
fluid as well as historically and culturally
dependent, were deemed irrelevant and
unproductive. How to broach Haraway’s
assertion that our engagements with animal minds, behaviours and social groupings, as scientists, are often ‘about the
construction of the self from the raw material of the other, the appropriation of nature in the production of culture, the ripening
of the human from the soil of the animal’
(1989)? In the normative discourses and
practices of the lab, ‘humanness’ and ‘dogness’ have been agreed upon as universal
and quantifiable. Does it matter that to
me they still appear fluid, contested and
problematic (even at the lab)?
When faced with these counter-narratives, I began to wonder about my ethnographic authority. How to reconcile these differing narratives; that I am referring
to what I would call in our weekly lab
meetings ‘hypotheses’, here as ‘discourses’, and what I would (without a second
thought) refer to, during lab meetings
as ‘methodology’, here as ‘knowledgemaking practices’? Should I hold on to
my anthropological questions and develop a meta-narrative, in which I include
these counter-narratives? Or should I
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follow my informants’ own narratives
and reproduce the assumptions and dominant discourses of cognitive science
within which they are shaped? How far
does my duty to produce an ethnography which is relevant and intelligible to
my informants extend? And what of my
duty to produce an ethnography which
is relevant and intelligible to my fellow
anthropologists?
These questions remain open-ended,
while the investigations at the lab and
my own ethnographic fieldwork are ongoing! However, I believe that they are
important and productive questions to
pose during the practice of fieldwork
and ethnographic reflection. I do not
see them in any way as a return to the
‘science wars’ between scientific realists
and postmodernist critics, in which the
postmodernists questioned scientific objectivity, and the scientific realists countered that objective scientific knowledge
is real, accusing the postmodernist critics of having little understanding of
the science they were criticising. As anthropology extends into the realms of
other disciplinary practices and also into
the realms of the non-human and the
post-human, these are questions which
spur us to reconsider our own discourses, and engagement in the production
and construction of interdisciplinary
knowledge and practice.
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