
john berger why look at animals

john berger why look at animals is a question that resonates deeply with anyone who has paused to

consider the profound connection between humanity and the animal kingdom. In his seminal essay,

John Berger delves into the complex, often fraught, relationship we share with non-human creatures,

exploring how our perceptions have shifted over time and the implications of this disconnect. This

article will unpack Berger's central arguments, examining the historical and cultural forces that have

shaped our views, the ethical considerations he raises, and the enduring relevance of his work in a

world increasingly distanced from the natural. We will explore how "why look at animals" prompts us to

reconsider our anthropocentric biases and to re-engage with the non-human world in a more

meaningful and respectful way, touching upon themes of visibility, proximity, and the very definition of

life.
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Understanding John Berger's Core Arguments

At the heart of John Berger's exploration lies a fundamental critique of how modern society has

systematically obscured the presence and essence of animals. Berger posits that in pre-modern times,

humans and animals lived in a shared world, a co-existence marked by mutual recognition and an

understanding of each other's existence, even if not explicit communication. This shared existence



fostered a kind of reciprocal gaze, where the animal was not merely an object but a fellow inhabitant of

the planet with its own inherent being. He argues that this fundamental relationship has been fractured,

leading to a diminished capacity for genuine observation and empathy.

Berger contends that the increasing abstraction of animal life, particularly through industrial agriculture

and urbanisation, has rendered animals largely invisible or, when visible, presented as mere

commodities or curiosities. This detachment, he suggests, has profound implications for our

understanding of ourselves and our place in the world. By no longer directly engaging with animals in

a manner that acknowledges their independent existence and experiences, we lose a vital perspective

on life itself, a perspective that can offer profound insights into our own condition and the broader

ecological web. His work is an invitation to reclaim this lost connection.

The Historical Evolution of Human-Animal Relationships

Berger meticulously traces the historical trajectory of how humans have perceived and interacted with

animals. He identifies distinct phases, moving from a time of relative parity and shared existence to

one of increasing dominance and separation. In earlier societies, animals were integral to survival,

ritual, and understanding the natural world. They were subjects of myth, religion, and practical

necessity, their lives intertwined with human cycles of birth, death, and sustenance. This proximity

fostered a deeper, albeit often utilitarian, understanding.

However, as societies developed technologically and economically, a significant shift occurred. The

advent of agriculture, while initially maintaining a degree of interdependence, gradually paved the way

for a more exploitative relationship. The Enlightenment's focus on human reason and anthropocentrism

further contributed to a hierarchy that placed humans at the apex, viewing animals primarily through

the lens of their utility to human advancement. This intellectual and material shift laid the groundwork

for the modern disconnect that Berger so critically examines.



The Farm as a Site of Disconnect

Berger highlights the modern farm as a primary site where this severance of the human-animal bond is

most acutely felt. He describes how the industrialization of animal husbandry has removed animals

from natural environments and social groupings, often housing them in sterile, confined conditions.

This process strips them of their individual characteristics and reduces them to units of production,

diminishing their presence in a way that discourages genuine observation. The animal becomes an

abstraction, its suffering and existence detached from the consumer's daily life.

The transparency of the farming process has also been deliberately obscured. Consumers are

presented with packaged meat, dairy, and eggs, with little to no visual or experiential connection to the

living animal. This deliberate veil prevents the development of empathy and understanding, allowing for

the perpetuation of practices that might be questioned if the reality of animal existence were more

readily apparent. The farm, in this context, becomes a symbol of our alienated relationship with the

animal world.

The Loss of the Enigma: Animals in Modern Society

A crucial argument Berger makes is the "loss of the enigma" surrounding animals. He suggests that in

earlier times, animals possessed a mysterious quality, an unknowability that invited contemplation and

respect. Their very otherness, their inscrutable gazes and distinct behaviours, presented a profound

mystery that mirrored the mysteries of human existence. This sense of the unknown fostered a certain

humility in our interactions.

In contemporary society, however, Berger argues that animals have largely been "explained away" or

reduced to scientific categories, predictable behaviours, or entertainment. Their lives are increasingly

documented and analysed, stripping them of their inherent mystery and, in doing so, diminishing our

capacity to be truly captivated or moved by their presence. This over-familiarity, paradoxically, leads to



a lack of genuine engagement, as we feel we already "know" them, rendering them less significant.

Animals as Spectacle

Berger also critiques the way animals are presented as a form of spectacle in modern culture. This

includes zoos, circuses, and even televised nature documentaries, which, while seemingly promoting

engagement, often frame animals in ways that reinforce our dominant perspective. Zoos, for instance,

often house animals in artificial environments that bear little resemblance to their natural habitats,

presenting them as exhibits to be observed rather than as beings with intrinsic needs and lives. This

curated experience can foster a superficial fascination but rarely leads to a deeper understanding or

ethical consideration.

The way animals are depicted in media often serves to reinforce existing biases. They are either

anthropomorphized for sentimental appeal or presented as exotic curiosities. In either case, their true

"animalness" – their independent existence and unique ways of being – is often lost. This spectacle

can create a sense of distance rather than connection, allowing us to consume their image without

truly confronting their reality or our impact upon it. The act of looking becomes passive, an act of

consumption rather than an act of recognition.

The Ethical Imperative of Looking

Beyond the cultural and historical analyses, John Berger's essay carries a significant ethical weight.

The act of "why look at animals" is, for Berger, an ethical imperative. He argues that by deliberately

choosing to observe animals, to engage with their presence and acknowledge their independent

existence, we begin to dismantle the walls of indifference that modern society has erected. This

conscious act of looking is a step towards recognizing their sentience and inherent worth.

This ethical imperative is tied to a reawakening of empathy. When we truly look at an animal,



especially one that is suffering or marginalized, we are compelled to confront our own complicity in its

condition. It forces us to move beyond abstract notions of animal welfare and to engage with the

concrete realities of their lives. This recognition, Berger suggests, can lead to a profound shift in our

moral landscape, prompting us to question our actions and their impact on the non-human world.

The Politics of Visibility

Berger implicitly connects the act of looking at animals to a form of political awareness. He suggests

that the way animals are rendered invisible or presented as mere commodities is a deliberate

consequence of economic and social systems. Therefore, actively looking at animals, particularly those

in exploited conditions, can be seen as a political act. It challenges the dominant narratives that seek

to obscure animal suffering and to maintain the status quo of human dominion.

By bringing animals back into our field of vision, we are challenging the anthropocentric worldview that

underpins many societal structures. This re-centring of the non-human can lead to a rethinking of our

responsibilities towards other beings and towards the planet as a whole. The question "why look at

animals" thus becomes a question of social justice and ecological responsibility, urging us to extend

our ethical considerations beyond the human sphere.

Rediscovering the Animal Other

Berger's essay is ultimately a call to rediscover the "animal other" – that intrinsic, independent being

that exists outside of human definition and utility. It is about recognizing that animals have their own

lives, their own experiences, and their own forms of consciousness that we may not fully comprehend

but should nonetheless respect. This rediscovery involves a deliberate effort to shed our preconceived

notions and to approach animals with a sense of wonder and humility.

This rediscovery is not about romanticizing animals but about acknowledging their fundamental



difference and their right to exist on their own terms. It means seeing them not as reflections of

ourselves or as resources for our use, but as distinct entities with their own agency and interiority. This

process of recognition can enrich our understanding of life itself and our place within its intricate

tapestry.

The Power of the Gaze

The mutual gaze between human and animal, which Berger laments has diminished, is central to this

rediscovery. He suggests that when we are truly looked at by an animal, and when we truly look back,

a profound connection can be forged. This is not merely visual contact but an acknowledgment of

shared existence, a recognition of another living being's presence and awareness. This reciprocal gaze

has the power to break down the barriers of alienation and to foster a sense of kinship.

The ability to engage in this mutual gaze is a skill that has atrophied in modern life. By actively

seeking out opportunities to observe animals in thoughtful, respectful ways, we can begin to redevelop

this capacity. This might involve visiting natural habitats, observing domestic animals with greater

attention, or simply pausing to acknowledge the creatures that share our urban environments. Each act

of mindful observation is a step towards reclaiming this vital human and animal connection.

Why Looking Matters: A Call for Empathy and Awareness

In conclusion, John Berger's seminal inquiry, "Why Look at Animals," serves as a powerful reminder of

our often-overlooked relationship with the animal kingdom. It compels us to move beyond superficial

encounters and to engage in a deeper, more ethical form of observation. By examining the historical

forces that have led to our current detachment, Berger illustrates how the spectacle and

commodification of animal life have obscured their inherent value and their right to independent

existence.



The essay is a profound call for empathy and awareness. It argues that by actively choosing to look at

animals, to truly see them and acknowledge their presence, we can begin to dismantle the

anthropocentric biases that dominate our thinking. This act of looking is not merely an intellectual

exercise but a moral and ethical imperative, one that can lead to a more compassionate understanding

of ourselves, our responsibilities, and our place within the complex web of life. The enduring relevance

of Berger's work lies in its ability to prompt us to reconsider our gaze and, in doing so, to foster a more

meaningful and respectful coexistence with all living beings.

FAQ

Q: What is the central thesis of John Berger's essay "Why Look at

Animals"?

A: The central thesis of John Berger's essay "Why Look at Animals" is that modern society has

created a profound disconnect between humans and animals, leading to a loss of empathy and

understanding. Berger argues that historical, economic, and cultural shifts have rendered animals

largely invisible or presented them as mere spectacles or commodities, thereby diminishing their

inherent worth and our capacity to recognize their independent existence.

Q: How does Berger describe the historical relationship between

humans and animals?

A: Berger describes the historical relationship as one where humans and animals shared a more

reciprocal existence, with animals holding a greater degree of enigma and mystery that invited

contemplation. This was a period of closer proximity and mutual recognition, where animals were

integral to human life in ways that fostered a deeper, albeit often utilitarian, understanding.



Q: What does Berger mean by the "loss of the enigma" for animals?

A: The "loss of the enigma" refers to Berger's observation that animals in modern society have been

overly explained, categorized, or reduced to predictable behaviors, thereby stripping them of their

mysterious quality. This over-familiarity, often through scientific dissection or curated spectacle,

prevents humans from being truly captivated or moved by their presence, diminishing their perceived

significance.

Q: In what ways does Berger critique the modern representation of

animals?

A: Berger critiques the modern representation of animals as either overly anthropomorphized for

sentimental appeal or presented as exotic spectacles in zoos, circuses, and media. He argues that

these representations often distort or obscure the animals' true existence and needs, reinforcing a

human-centric perspective rather than fostering genuine understanding or connection.

Q: What ethical implications does Berger raise regarding our

relationship with animals?

A: Berger raises significant ethical implications by suggesting that actively looking at animals is a moral

imperative. He argues that this conscious observation can reawaken empathy, foster a recognition of

animal sentience and inherent worth, and challenge our complicity in systems that exploit or

marginalize animals, thereby prompting a re-evaluation of our responsibilities.

Q: What is the significance of the "mutual gaze" in Berger's argument?

A: The "mutual gaze" is significant in Berger's argument as it represents a profound, albeit diminished,

form of connection between humans and animals. He suggests that when humans and animals truly

look at each other, it signifies an acknowledgment of shared existence and fosters a sense of kinship

that breaks down alienation, reminding us of our interconnectedness.



Q: How does Berger connect the visibility of animals to political and

social issues?

A: Berger connects the visibility of animals to political and social issues by arguing that their deliberate

obscuration or reduction to commodities is a consequence of economic and social systems. Therefore,

actively looking at animals, especially those in exploited conditions, becomes a political act that

challenges dominant narratives, questions anthropocentric hierarchies, and promotes a broader sense

of social and ecological justice.

Q: What does Berger suggest is the path forward for re-establishing a

meaningful human-animal connection?

A: Berger suggests that the path forward involves a deliberate and mindful act of looking. This means

shedding preconceived notions, approaching animals with humility and wonder, seeking out

opportunities for respectful observation, and redeveloping the capacity for a reciprocal gaze. The goal

is to rediscover the "animal other" in its independent existence and to foster a more compassionate

coexistence.
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