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irridescent color; the coyote sees only a meal, yet one with taste. But
these wild lives do know preferences satisfied. Are we to suppose no
sensuous delight in the coyote’s warming itself in the spring sun, no
plaintive loneliness or affection in the howl? The pups play to learn to
kill; their games simulate the survival game. But the pups play because
they enjoy it—as surely as the dog enjoys chasing the stick that its
master has thrown for it to fetch. The animal has no more guarantee
of success in its hunt than I have in my hunt for it, and when it
succeeds, it knows its own form of delight.

Guided by perception and drawn by desire, the wild animal can enjoy
its freedom and pleasures. The frustration of the caged racoon is evidence
of that. The peahen delights in the tail of the peacock or else the display
would have no survival value. A mockingbird sings to defend its territory
in a suburban backyard, but the homeowner who has heard it sing all
day and half the night becomes irritated at the song that earlier delighted
and wonders at length if the song is not an end in itself, whatever its
instrumentality and function. Perhaps a mockingbird even enjoys what
it can do with its tail!

The inaccessibility of such subjectivity troubles scientists but augments
aesthetic experience. Aesthetic experience runs ahead of cognition. For
much of this century psychologists have belittled introspection and
inwardness, eliminating these even from human science, much less from
animal science. So it is not surprising that science provides limited
insight into what these kinesthetic, preaesthetic experiences in animal
awareness are like. It is hard to admit as real in the brutes what is
hardly admitted as real in humans. Still, a richer science ought to
complement aesthetics. Experience is as real as taxonomy, as real as
behavior. The ewe who submits to the dominant ram perhaps senses
the power in his muscle and horn; that she does is supported by the
natural selection theory that requires survival power in his imposing
strength. Her appreciation of this is an advantage to her. In her own
way, she may catch as much of the “spirit” of the handsome bighorn
as does the human admirer. Perhaps the female coyote admires the lope
of the handsome male after all, in her own way. How much of this
appreciation the ewe and the bitch can bring explicitly into consciousness
and how much remains in tacit psychology and behavior are secondary
questions; aesthetic experiences in humans too are not less real because
they are subliminal.

Perhaps lovers of wildlife have long known what hardnosed, reduc-
tionist, behaviorist biologists have chosen to ignore—that there is ex-
perience in the wild and that experiences of the wild catch enough of
that kindred yet alien vitality, consciousness, achievement, and joy to
treasure its presence. If we could acknowledge the deepest impulses of
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zoology, these ought to include anima, wild spirit (Latin: soul), caught
by appropriate human sensitivity to it, and we could let this guide and
criticize the human intellectual and empirical experiences of wildlife.

Animals do not, perhaps, make aesthetic judgments, but they have
aesthetic sensibilities, perhaps in some less elevated, more affective sense
than we formerly counted aesthetic. Animals have no experience of
beauty, we may say, though they have the experience of pleasure. But
is not a delight in sensuous pleasure, in power, form, and motion
aesthetic? What else is the human delight in being bodily outdoors in
the spaciousness, the warmth, the sounds, the motions, the smells of a
spring morning?

A good deal of argument and even passion has been spent in this
century defending sensuous pleasures as a good thing, against a heritage
thought too puritan, prudish, too rational, metaphysical, too insistent
on the higher pleasures. Even the psychologists, while ignoring experience,
have paradoxically defended affect, appetite, desires, and their fulfillment.
But if humans value sensuous beauty that they themselves perceive, it
seems arbitrary for them to deny feeling and its value in their wild
neighbors. What they feel is real and important, and it stretches and
enriches the human aesthetic life to contact the animal kinesthetic life.
They care, and we should care.

STRUGGLE: IDEAL AND REAL

Behind the motion and sentience is struggle. The animal freedom
brings with it the possibility of success and failure in transcending its
environment. The scenery cannot fail because nothing is attempted; but
living things can be better or worse examples of their kind, they have
prime seasons and plain ones, and we have to evaluate achievement.
Looking over the herd of elk, we spot the bull with the biggest rack.
An adult bald eagle excites us more than an immature one. The big
bull does not have more merit than the yearling, but it does have more
strength and wisdom of its kind; the adult eagle better exemplifies the
glory of its species. Each is a more commanding token of its type. Each
has made the ideal real.

The critic will complain against admirers of wildlife that they overlook
as much as they see. The bison are shaggy, shedding, and dirty. That
hawk has lost several flight feathers; that marmot is diseased and scarred.
The elk look like the tag end of a rough winter. A half dozen juvenile
eagles starve for every one that reaches maturity. Every wild life is
marred by the rips and tears of time and eventually destroyed by them.
But none of the losers and seldom even the blemished show up on the
covers of National Wildlife or in the Audubon guides. Doesn’t the
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aesthetician repair nature before admiring it? Can we pick the quality
out of the quantity, praise the rare ideals and discard the rest, which
are statistically more real? Benedetto Croce claimed “that nature is
beautiful only for him who contemplates her with the eye of the artist;
.. . that a natural beauty which an artist would not to some extent
correct, does not exist” (1959:99). Oscar Wilde agreed: “My own ex-
perience is that the more we study Art, the less we care for Nature.
What Art reveals to us is Nature’s lack of design, her curious crudities,
her extraordinary monotony, her absolutely unfinished condition. Nature
has good intentions . . . but she cannot carry them out” (1935:7).
Wildlife artists select the accidental best and discard the rest, broken
by accidents.

But the matter is not as simple when we couple aesthetics with
genetics and evolutionary ecology. The aesthetician sees that ideal toward
which a wild life is striving and which is rarely reached in nature. The
observer zooms in with a scope on the full-curl ram, or the artist paints
warblers ornamented in their breeding prime and perfection. In the
language of the geneticists, the artist portrays and the admirer enjoys
that phenotype producable by the normal genotype in a congenial
environment. Or, borrowing from the computer scientists, the artist
executes (and the admirer delights in) the program built into a life,
although that ideal has only partly been executed in nature, owing to
environmental constraints. Such an ideal is, in a way, still nature’s
project. In a distinction going back to Aristotle, it is true to the poetry
of a thing, though not true to its history, and yet the poetry directs its
history (Poetica 1947:1451b). The form, though not wholly executed, is
as natural as is the matter. Some will insist that all this is not true to
the plain facts of nature; others will realize that this is not so much
fiction as a way of getting at what one might call a natural essence
only partly expressed in any individual existence.

Nor do we aesthetically appreciate only success or the ideal. The
admirer of wildlife can enjoy the conflict and resolution in the concrete
particular expression of an individual life. The weatherbeaten elk are
not ugly, not unless endurance is incompetence; nor is the spike ram
displeasing, not unless potential is uninspiring. The warblers in spring
are indeed in prime dress, but the warblers in fall plumage are equally
fitted to their environment, neither less ideal, less real, nor less beautiful,
only requiring more sublety to appreciate, now that the expenditure of
energy and motion is not in color and reproduction but in camouflage
and survival toward winter. Contrary to Croce and Wilde, none of this
is crudity, monotony, unfinished imperfection, to be rectified by the
human artist. Rather, if we take the natural kind on its own terms and
in its own ecosystem, “intentions” coded in the animal nature are
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carried out in the struggle for life, and this is heroic and exciting even
in its failures. The struggle between ideal and real adds to the aesthetic
experience.

The more we know the more there is to see, and the more we see,
the more there is to be admired. Now, greater cognitive understanding
leads to greater aesthetic sensitivity, and seeing becomes both wisdom
and art.

SYMBOL: WILDLIFE IN CULTURE

Aesthetic experience of wildlife begins with what such life is in itself—
spontaneous, sentient, struggling. After this, wild lives can become
symbols of characteristics we value in our human lives. They carry
associations that enrich the cultures we superimpose on landscapes.
The bald eagle perches on top of American flagpoles and is portrayed
in the seal behind the president, expressing freedom, power, grace, lofty
alertness. The British prefer the lion; the Russians the bear. States have
chosen their animals: Colorado has selected the bighorn sheep—stately,
powerful, nimble, free, loving the hills; Tennessee has chosen the raccoon,
Kansas the buffalo, Oregon the beaver. Utah is the beehive state, busy
and hardworking. The names of sports teams are often those of animals—
the Wolf Pack, Panthers, Falcons, Gators, Razorbacks, Rams. We call
our automobiles cougars, skylarks, rabbits. Humans abstract, as in all
art, the qualities they wish to express, intensifying (sometimes even
imagining) the real to make of it an ideal. We elevate into symbolism
something of the competence, the integrity, the character of the wild
life.

Nor are these simply symbols of strength, agility, and cleverness.
Wild lives as easily becomes images of grace and beauty. They decorate
and lighten our homes. We enjoy an Audubon calendar on the kitchen
wall, or we pattern the curtains with butterflies, or we steal feathers
for fashionable hats. The birds are colorful; they can sing and fly; and
we wish that human life were like that too.

Perhaps at times we are not really using any analogues of these wild
lives in our human lives. Even so, such creatures add a freshness and
a flash to culture for what they are in themselves, regardless of whether
humans in culture are metaphorically similar. Still, this flair, beauty,
and activity express qualities that penetrate the background of culture.
We want a yard with cardinals and squirrels; we want picnics, hikes,
vacations where wild lives play around us; we pause to admire the geese
overhead in flight or welcome the swallows as they return in spring.
We regret that the river through town is polluted and dead; the city is
poorer because the fish with their jump and sparkle can be found there
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no more. Wild lives elevate the quality of human life with the vitality
they express; their presence in culture reveals and symbolizes the
sensitivity of that culture, even when no particular human virtues
correspond to the animal achievements. So the alligator enters the
Florida life-style, even though Floridians make no anthropomorphic use
of its competence in the swamps.

Wild lives diversify cultures. A culture is more aesthetically appealing
if it includes not only artifacts but also fauna and flora. A painting on
an executive’s office wall is as likely to show a stag or a hunt as the
factory or a granddaughter. Wild lives are part of our environmental
quality, the most threatened part. Especially in a culture that increasingly
tends toward sameness, diversity in wild lives will be something that
our grandchildren will be glad we left them or will complain that we
took away. Preservation of the grizzly in the Yellowstone ecosystem is
a challenge to human integrity because it calls us to discipline ourselves
for quality over quantity of human society. Our children will be ashamed
if we lose the grizzly, just as we are ashamed for what our fathers did
to the passenger pigeon. Americans are proud of the Endangered Species
Act; Du Pont employees feel that what the company has done to Delaware
is redeemed somewhat with the company’s annual $50,000 grants to
the Patuxent Wildlife Refuge, which contains some of the few bald eagle
nesting sites in the eastern states. What a culture does to its wildlife
reveals the character of that culture, as surely as what it does to its
blacks, poor, women, handicapped, and powerless.

Wild lives mix with the ethos of a place, when culture is superimposed
on nature. In the culture some of the nature that coexists with it shows
through. The new, cultured environment is built over the old, spontaneous
natural one, and yet the natural world retains enough power to evoke
the admiring care of the cultured human world, which values it for its
expressive and associative qualities. Wild lives give what our too readily
mobile, rootless culture especially needs, an attachment to landscape,
locale, habitat, place. We name a street Mockingbird Lane, or we consider
a summer home more romantic if it lies in Fox Hollow, and such places
are more exciting if they still have mockingbirds and foxes around.
Although wildlife has its social values, these values spin off from values
intrinsic to the animals themselves because they make symbolic use of
them.

After seeing the mating dance of the woodcock, Aldo Leopold
concluded, “The woodcock is a living refutation of the theory that the
utility of a game bird is to serve as a target, or to pose gracefully on
a slice of toast. No one would rather hunt woodcock in October than
I, but since learning of the sky dance I find myself calling one or two
birds enough. I must be sure that, come April, there will be no dearth
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of dancers in the sunset sky” (1969:34). Grouse or warblers, buffalo or
bear, rabbits or deer—animal lives enrich culture with the age-old dance
of life. As much as fine art, theatre, or literture, they are poetry in
motion. Our society and economy are surely rich enough that we can
afford to keep them; they are not so rich that we can afford to lose
them.
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