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ANIMALS ETHICS IN NEW ZEALAND ART
- A SOCIAL SCIENCE PERSPECTIVE

Jenny Aimers and Peter Walker

INTRODUCTION

This article examines art works from the Dunedin Public Art Gallery (DPAG) in order to understand the position
of animal ethics within New Zealand (NZ) society. The research responds to the assertion that we take the animal-
human connection so much for granted, it is worthy of increased scrutiny.! Our decision to select a public art gallery
as a source of data comes from the assumption that exposure to art and other types of visual references reinforces
the social values inherent in our relationships with animals,? and that art itself is representative of human and cultural
identity. If we also accept the argument that art institutions can confer a civilising effect on society to encourage
“morally just and proper behaviour”,* then we can also assume that the collection of a major public gallery provides
a window on how New Zealand society views “proper” behaviour, in this case with regard to animal ethics.

ANIMAL ETHICS

Within the context of this paper, the companion discourses of humanism and post-humanism are central to our
approach. While both of these discourses are broad and wide reaching, in the case of humanism, we have focused
on the argument that human consciousness elevates the status of humans above other creatures.* Influenced by
the Christian Bible, anthropocentric discourse, evolutionary theory, and cartesian thought,” humanists believe that
humans have absolute dominion over the natural world and consider animals as irrational; to be placed in the
position of the “Other”, compared with rational humans who possess language and are capable of exceptional
thought. As a result, the animal has fewer rights and protection under human laws, occupying an inferior position to
humans. Any rights bestowed on animals such as their right to the five freedoms,” are conditional on the animal also
meeting human needs, such as occurs within free-range farming or responsible pet ownership. The underpinning
of humanist ethics rests, therefore, upon humankind having the ultimate right to control and care for animals as
they see fit; the natural laws of the animal are of little consideration, which is sometimes pejoratively referred to as
being “speciest”.

The discourse around post-humanist ethics extends beyond the natural world, however, for our purposes we focus
our attention on the aspect of post-humanism that seeks to reject anthropocentric dominance, to situate humans
as one of many natural species.” Under post-humanist ethics, humans are positioned as having no inherent rights
to control, dominate, or destroy nature. Human rights are comparable to animal rights within a power neutral
spectrum. Human limitations are acknowledged, not to undermine rational thought inherent in humanism, but
to provide space for other (non-human animal) intelligences to exist. Assumptions of human dogma across such
fields as science, philosophy, and politics, are rejected in an attempt to re-establish what it is to be human. This
requires a deconstruction of human thought discourses, to expose anthropocentric normative notions of our
relationship with non-human animals and the environment. Post-human ethics also acknowledges that humans
normalise violence towards animals, and such violence undermines the humanity of the perpetrator. Furthermore,
animals obey different laws than humans and do not bow to the supposed superiority of human laws.'°
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METHODOLOGY AND METHOD

As social science researchers we aim to maintain rigour and scientific transparency'' by outlining here, our
approach to articulating our data. Our data set consisted of six art works by New Zealand artists, selected in
order to expose animal ethics discourses within the context of animal representation. In order to determine

our sample, we restricted our scope to ensure that the research setting had a sense of boundedness (culture,
time, and place) enabling it to provide a variety of relevant, interconnected, accessible data. To that end, we
reviewed New Zealand figurative and landscape artwork, available as open access digital copies online, from a
single public collection at Dunedin Public Art Gallery. From this, we selected a sample of six works that could
illustrate discourses in relation to humanism and post-humanism in animal representation in New Zealand art. In
preparation for analysis, we described the works and then identified the social or cultural contexts (culture, time
and place) relevant to viewing the animal subjects. We chose Dunedin Public Art Gallery as a significant collection
of art, and the oldest public art gallery in New Zealand, on the assumption that it is representative of New
Zealand artwork since Pakeha settlement. Please note that as we are Pakeha, we are not qualified to research the
cultural nuance in Te Ao Maori and have restricted ourselves to examining work from Pakeha artists.

In our analysis, we applied two principles drawn from the intersection of humanist and post-humanist ethics, namely:

a.  The application or threat of violence on non-human animals as an ethically accepted right of humans, based on
moral superiority and rationalism under humanism.This includes: slaughter for food or clothing, and euthanasia
and physical punishment as part of control of animal behaviour (noting that these actions can be seen to
diminish our humanity).

b.  The laws and sets of behaviour recognised by post-humanism, whereby different species of non-human
animals abide by their own laws when unimpeded by humans.

We considered how the representation of animals in each art work reflect and/or expose either of these ethical
principles.

THE ARTWORKS

The six art works we selected represented a century of Pakeha artist endeavor, from the 1880s to the [980s.
Mediums included photography, serigraph, oil painting, and watercolour; thereby offering an intermedia approach.
The animal representations were variously described as domestic, abject or celebratory, however we were mindful
that whatever taxonomy we ascribe to these animals did not change the essential nature of the animal itself, but
only how our society values or uses them.'? The works are presented here in chronological order:

In Richmond's'® 1887 work, Mount Excelsior, Takitimu Range, we can see tiny cattle, horses, and flying birds used as
points of perspective, from which Richmond contrasts the pastoral landscape of the Takitimu Range. The horses in
the foreground are considerably larger than the cattle in the middle distance, and both serve to give scale to the
mountains, which dominate the work at the horizon.The soft pale rendering of the watercolour medium highlights
domesticated animals as graceful elements of an idyllic pastoral scene. During the late 1800s, colonialism was well
established and fast becoming the dominant force in New Zealand, and paintings of an idyllic landscape were often
utilised to promote British settlement.'* While the animals are unhampered by fences or restrictions, seemingly free
to live according to their natural laws, the time and context suggests otherwise as horses were integral forms of
labour for the colonists and the cattle were a source of food. Our natural humanist bias tends to see the pastoral
landscape as culturally invisible;'® we are so accustomed to seeing domesticated farm animals in such a landscape
that we consider what it represents as normal. However, animals farmed for their meat and other products are
subject to the violence of humans, as a normal part of farming: early weaning the calf from its mother, dehorning,
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Figure 1. James Crowe Richmond, Mount Excelsior, Takitimu Range. Southland N.Z,

1887, watercolour, 516 x 751 mm. Reproduced with permission, collection of the

Dunedin Public Art Gallery.

and tail docking are all preparing the animal for eventual slaughter The horses are subject to early weaning, restraint,
and training as discipline is applied, including the use of bits, whips, and spurs. Whilst horse meat is not commonly
used for human consumption in this country, horses are slaughtered and disposed of when their useful life is ended.
Thanks to the work undertaken in Britain in the 1920s, legislative protection for animals was introduced, and as a
colony of Britain, New Zealand followed suit. The first Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) was
established in 1884 to enforce animal welfare legislation (primarily to horses, cattle and sheep).'® Such protection
offered animals, deemed as stock or working animals, a modicum of protection from cruel and neglectful behaviour.
However, stock management disrupts the formation of familial social groups necessary for herd animals to maintain
their own natural hierarchies of power; and we cannot forget that all farming ends in slaughter.

Figure 2. David Con Hutton, Old Man
and Black Dog, date unknown, oil on
canvas, 915 x 660 mm. Reproduced
with permission collection of the
Dunedin Public Art Gallery.
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David Hutton's'” oil painting is a study in anthropomorphism, here we have
an elderly man enjoying the company of his dog, in what we presume is his
home or public house (a humble abode where both are comfortable and
safe). The use of dark greens and browns add to the soft, homeliness of
the interior The dog is focused on the viewer, while the man looks toward
something out of view, to the left of the painting.

In the case of pet portraiture, the family dog is often used as a symbol
of house and home, as well as to symbolise the notion of familial
unconditional love.'® Viewing this work in the context of Victorian values,
highlights the dual concepts of safe “home” and unsafe “homelessness”. A
home reflected middle-class values, and was idealised as somewhere that
a pet was cared for; and that promoted the domestic ethic of practicing
kindness to animals. Stray or homeless animals were also a resource for
vivisection laboratories, or were seen as potential carriers of disease and
with possibly dangerous behaviour, presenting a public health concern
that added weight to the negative connotations of “stray”. Thus, “*home”
was a space of control, and part of the civilising mission of the Western
philosophy of colonisation and benevolence. This concern for the



benevolent treatment of (primarily) cats and dogs, also went hand in hand with an awareness of child protection, as
children and pets occupied a similar status. Owning and caring for a pet, ironically, made us more human.

We see the pet anthropomorphically, even allegorically as a reflection of ourselves. In the case of Hutton’s man
and his dog, this is illustrated by the way the man and dog are closely situated, companionable, and forming a
comfortable social relationship. We like and trust the man more, for the presence of his dog. The attachment
between humans and pets, and how they relate, is complex.Yet when examined closely, the term “pet ownership” is
clearly in the humanist camp.There is social disruption inherent in domestication, forms of violence in physical and
psychological discipline, the potential for pet abuse and neglect, and the final violent act of “humane” euthanasia. If
left in a wild state, dogs become pack animals having little or no regard to human laws and mores.

Kate Ogston’s 1888 oil painting, New Zealand
Game, shows a dead kea as a stil life, in
rich earthy colours that highlight the bird's
plumage within an indeterminate background.
The kea is posed in the foreground, with a
wing casually spread to display the forest hues
of the plumage with a flash of orange under
the wing. It is, however, the title that gives us
the clue into the context of this work, “New
Zealand Game” places the dead Kea as a
pest. Although initially considered only a fruit
and nectar feeder, the kea became increasing
implicated in the killing of sheep during the
1800s, with farmers claiming a 309%—40% loss
of stock from kea predation.'” By the 1900s,
this claim was challenged as overly inflated,
but in the minds of the public, the kea as a
sheep killer was well established. This work is
a profoundly interesting piece, while small in
size, and appearing modest and domestic in
nature, it captures a moment before native
birds became protected and celebrated. To
the contemporary eye this is shocking, as we
are used to revering the native bird. To see
this still-life/still-death is deeply ironic, in that

the bird is killed to protect a farm animal that Figure 3. Kate Mary Ogston, New Zealand Game, 1888,
will also be killed; pest eradication merely oil on board, 460 x 355 mm. Reproduced with permission,
collection of the Dunedin Public Art Gallery.

allows the farmer to choose the time and
place of death. The natural behaviour of a
predator also directly challenges human property rights, depriving the farmer of income and control. This illustrates
an important aspect of humanism, that is, it is up to the human to assign status of pest or protected.

Don Binney's %° serigraph Swoop of the Kotare, Wainamu, depicts a New Zealand native bird in full flight over a wild,
remote location, devoid of buildings or obvious signs of human influence. The flattened image and use of block
colour, reflect a modernist register.

Binney has been described as one of the few New Zealand artists to represent animals as animals, with their
identity their own, not as a representation of human[ist] culture.?’ Binney has explained the prominence of the
bird in the landscape is from his ornithological practice of viewing birds through binoculars, which magnify the
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bird in relation to its surroundings. He also states
that he sees the placement of the bird to be in the
environment, rather than in a landscape, and that
this in some regards is a direct critique the 18"
and 19" century romanticised landscape.”? Binney,
therefore, is presenting his birds in a post-humanist
way; his work is concerned with the exploration
of the birds’ experience of their environment,
be it natural or built. As an ornithologist, Binney
may well have been influenced by the burgeoning
environmental movement. From the [970s-2000s
the environmental movement launched numerous
successful campaigns to protect native forest and
the species who dwell within.*> While the protection
of the indigenous environment could be argued as
responding to post-humanist ethics, the subsequent
management practices relied on the destruction of e
"“pest” species such as rats and possums, where again
humans decide which species is worthy of protection.

Figure 4. Don Binney, Swoop of the Kotare, Wainamu, 1980,
serigraph, 625 x 456 mm. By permission of Philipa Binney,
collection of the Dunedin Public Art Gallery.

As noted with Richmond’'s work, New Zealand's
natural environment has been a driver behind both
immigration and vacation advertising campaigns since
colonial times. There is no suggestion of violence
here, the human is absent. Brown** asserts that, with
a few notable exceptions, animals in New Zealand art
are rarely portrayed as themselves, as sentient and
prescient, but here, without doubt, the native bird is
responding to its own laws on its own terms.

Peter Peryer's * photograph, Dead Steer, is an abject
image of a bloated cattle beast, dead on the side of the

Figure 5. Peter Peryer, Dead Steer, 1987, silver gelatin print,

190 x 187 mm. By permission of the Estate of Peter Peryer,
collection of the Dunedin Public Art Gallery. road. Peryer portrays the pastoral as death, brutal and

visceral, in a stark black and white image of an animal
destined for food, but for some reason discarded dead on the side of a rural road. Here the animal dominates the

frame, challenging the viewer to consider the life and death that is an everyday reality in agricultural practice. The
landscape of asphalt road, hedges and power poles underpins an industrially controlled, ubiquitous landscape, that
is almost invisible. The dead steer is confronting, positioned unavoidably front and centre.

The advent of photography was an important tool allowing early animal rights activists to provide an authoritative
representation of the everyday practices that led to animal suffering, and allowed the general public to see inside
the slaughterhouse.” By the 1970s, liberation movements paved the way for the animal liberation movement, which
sought to create an awareness for the sentience of animals on a par with humans, and counter what is described
as specieist beliefs, elevating the rights of humans over animals?” At the same time, anti-vivisection movements
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flourished in New Zealand, leading to the creation the National Vivisection Action Committee (NVAC) and Save
Animals from Exploitation (SAFE).”® There is no doubt that Preyer's image is a critic of the violence inherent in
animal husbandry. In an essay by Peryer in 2008, he details his childhood experiences on a Taranaki dairy farm,
witnessing practices such as dehorning. Peryer’s Dead Steer is one of his most well-known and controversial works.
When it was exhibited in 1996 in Frankfurt Germany, in the midst of the mad cow disease outbreak in Europe,
the New Zealand government (unsuccessfully) attempted to have the work removed as they were worried that
this image would suggest New Zealand beef was affected by the disease, and hurt exports of beef at a time when
these were already declining.??

It is worth noting that while looking through the Dunedin
Public Art Gallery collection of New Zealand art, we found
animals in a pastoral setting were largely absent, it has been
argued® that post-war urbanisation has led the “nationalist
eye' toward an “ecologically constructed”, sublime, primordial
environment, resulting in the farm animal being largely absent
from New Zealand contemporary art. This serves to make
Peryer's work all the more important to the post-humanist
discourse, as he confronts us with the gritty reality for farmed
animals under humanism.

Mary Macpherson's®’ 1988 photograph, fabrication 4, is
colour photograph that highlights texture, movement
and colour of differing fabrics that adorn humans. In this

; 1 image, we focus on the dead fox, constructed as a stole,
Figure 6. Mary Macpherson, Fabrication 4, 1988, and likely produced in the 1940s, when they were popular

colour photograph, 275 x 275 mm. By permission for a brief period. By the 1970s, these fox furs were
of Mary Macpherson, collection of the Dunedin common in second-hand clothing stores or Op shops, and

Public Art Gallery. became sought after by young alternative dressers in the

1970s—80s.2 Dunedin indie band, The Verlaines, captured
this in their 1987 song Joed Out: ".... your hair is as soft as the
fox fur you wear..”*3

While the fox is not found in New Zealand, this image represents our predilection for using animal skin or pelts as
clothing, for this could easily be possum fur or lamb skin. This is another example of the violence that is acceptable
under a humanist ethical position. The fox in Europe is a pest, but perhaps more importantly when this garment
was likely produced, fur was a symbol of luxury and slaughter and skinning was not considered unethical within
this context. By the 1980s, fur was falling out of favour, as animal liberation groups protested its use. Mooney’s
furrier actually bought up many vintage fox furs and re-made them into new garments, without the head during
this period.** This image reveals a change in perspective, firstly the humanist right to inflict violence to create a
product, but also a hint in the abject gaze of the dead fox, that society is becoming more influenced by post-
humanist thinking, such that such practices appear increasingly abhorrent and diminishing for the hunter/farmer,
furrier and the customer.

CONCLUSION

As we reflect on the ethical position these works represent, we must keep in mind our earlier statement that our
analysis does not change the essential nature of the animal itself but only how our society values or uses them.

The works that display New Zealand's agricultural past are strongly located in a humanist vision in Richmond's
romanticised pastoral scene. Hutton's work is also humanist as it is strongly anthropomorphic, represented by
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the companion animal the man and his dog. The humanist view is then strongly critiqued by depiction of animals
as products. Overall, this reflects our insatiable hunger to control and tame the environment, as depicted by
Richmond, alongside the flesh, pelt and dominion, as seen in the work of Ogston, Peryer and Macpherson. Peryer
and Macpherson, in particular; illustrate that in this power play, it is the animal who suffers; the animal always dies.

Considering the two works depicting native birds, Ogston's work (where a Kea is slain for pest control thereby
denying the bird's inherent sentience) is in stark contrast to Binney's interpretation of the emancipated native
bird. Both are native species, but each is treated differently, based on their value to human constructs of the times:
the humanist society of the 1800s versus the beginnings of post-humanist thought highlighted within the animal
liberation movement of the 1970s onwards.

In conclusion, these works appear, on the surface at least, to represent a maturing of societal mores, and an
increasing rejection of humanist perspectives. However, if we dig deeper; increased concern for animal welfare
in farmed animals, serves an economic purpose in the marketing of ethical produce. Indeed, protection of native
species is not without the loss of other animal lives, and also provides an engaging image for our tourism campaigns.
And the place of the companion animal, despite the inherent social contract, is without doubt on our terms and
played out within the boundary of human rules.
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