
2004a; Irvine 2004b; Capek 2006; see Cerulo 2009 for review). Animals and nature act within human 

cultural systems, and “affect the world that is there, as well as the social life process within which 

it…operates” (Weigert 1997:24). In return, people perceive and act towards animals and nature in a 

meaningful way (Arluke 2009). The meaningfulness of animals and nature is not intrinsic, however. 

People draw from socially circulating narratives (Swidler 2001; Loseke 2007), which are produced by 

symbolic means of production and collective representations. Thus, animals and nature are in a 

constant state of being and becoming, (Haraway 2008; Ogden 2011), entangled in the stories we tell 

about them. They are made meaningful in particular social contexts (Fine 2003), understood through 

habitus (Bourdieu 1977), and interpreted through the lens of culture, history, and discourse (Greider 

and Garkovich 1994).  

 People also make sense of nature through various social practices (Crouch 2003), where nature 

and animals are physically encountered. Social practices become performances when informed by 

meaning-making and cultural forces, such as discourse and narrative (Stibbe 2012). Social 

performances transform notions of animals and nature in face-to-face encounters, and affect 

perceptions and interactions with nature and animals. Thus, animals and nature are socially and 

symbolically constituted in the arbitrary relation between meaningful, stylized, and repeated acts 

(Butler 1988:519), and are further produced through–and between–human and nonhuman relations, 

and the multiple identities these relations produce.  

 Nature and animals are not passive vessels for human interpretation, however. They are active 

and performative, yet not always aware of their performances (Schechner 1990:28). They “advance 

the movements” of their bodies, but do not necessarily express themselves “in a way that is dramatized 

and pre-formed in (their) repertoire of actions” (Goffman 1959:74-75). Rather, animals become 

meaningful through a “process of endless exchange and interactivity between the human and the 

other-than-human. In this sense (nonhuman) nature is always performed and can only be appropriated 

85 
 



by means of performance” (Giannachi and Stewart 2005:19-20). Performances are concerned with 

presence, and whether ritual or dramatic, they make present realities vivid enough to captivate, amuse, 

or terrify. Performances “alter moods, social relations, bodily dispositions, and states of mind” 

(Schieffelin 1998:194). Animals, in particular, perform as they move, evolve, change, and interact with 

human societies (Hogan et al. 2010), and are thus brought into human practices and performances 

(Crouch 2003; Marvin 2003).  

 If people, nature, and animals are participating in a co-performance, what is the stage for 

action? Where do performances take place, and what is the social and spatial context? Social 

performances are enacted in a scene. They require a temporal and spatial dimension (see Schechner 

1990:19-23). A setting is needed to provide context for social performance. Zoos, theme parks, and 

protected natural areas are spaces of, and for, human and nonhuman interaction, and act as a scene 

for human and nonhuman performance. These culturally mediated spaces can be found in cities, on 

the periphery of urban landscapes, or in an untouched wilderness. Human and nonhuman 

performances are especially manifest in culturally mediated spaces, such as zoos, nature centers, and 

theme parks. Though culturally mediated spaces may promote an “activity of spectatorship” (Malamud 

2007:220), they are nonetheless stages for a coperformance between humans and nonhumans. Ritual-

like performances, such as wildlife viewing, animal feedings, or staged events are evident in these 

spaces. These performances (re)produce particular notions of the natural world, and include both 

humans and nonhumans in the production of culture. Zoos, for instance, reinforce subversive notions 

of animals and nature (Acampora 2005), while national parks promote notions of nature as “Edenic” 

(Slater 1996). Wildlife viewing is another common performance and is enacted in various settings (e.g., 

zoos and aquariums, nature tours, theme parks, protected areas, and nature centers). Wildlife viewing, 

then, becomes an important part of understanding the practice and performance of human and 

nonhuman relations, and the cultural meanings that inform these relations. 
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WRITING THE LANDSCAPE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Visitors Entering TECO Manatee Viewing Center Viewing Dock 
                       
 This chapter is based on ethnographic observations of public interactions at a wildlife viewing 

center in central Florida. For this chapter, I sought to observe the collective activity of people engaged 

in wildlife viewing. Nature tourism is a multi-billion dollar industry (Bulbeck 2005), and wildlife 

viewing on virtual media outlets has greatly expanded over the last 20 years (Chris 2006). I was 

interested in how “actual” and “virtual” wildlife viewing come together, how people view wildlife in 

face-to-face encounters, and how cultural narratives about wildlife and nature inform people’s 

experiences.  

 Farber and Hall (2007) note that wildlife viewing has the capacity to bring meaning to people’s 

lives, arouse emotion and excitement, and elicit intrigue and drama. I, too, see wildlife viewing as 

reflective of these intersections, and wanted to look at how these processes unfold through grounded, 

collective activity. I also wanted to know how people create stories about how animals are, and the 

ways they should be. What expectations do people have about animals in their everyday lives, and how 

these expectations allude to shared values? In this way, I follow Duneier (1999) in seeking to 

understand how people live “in accordance with standards of ‘moral worth’” (341). Do people assign 

87 
 



a moral value to nature? And is this visible in public interactions and social practices, such as wildlife 

viewing? I was sensitive to these ideas in exploring my site. I wanted a space where the public met 

with the activity of nonhuman others. Where and how do people and nonhumans interact in public? 

And what do these interactions suggest about people’s moral connection to the natural world?  

 Following Emel and Urbanik (2010), I suggest that the space and place of human-animal 

encounters is an important ground for social research. There are many likely places in contemporary 

society one might research public, human-nonhuman encounters (e.g., zoos, theme parks, nature 

“tours”). Most spaces and places for such encounters are culturally mediated and demarcated with 

cultural boundaries (i.e., fences, cages, fees, rules). I wanted to observe a place where culture and 

nature intersected, and where cultural narratives of nature and wildlife met with the “natural” 

behaviors of nonhuman animals. I was not, however, interested in observing a space where people’s 

experience was engineered or directed. Therefore, I was careful to avoid public arenas (e.g., zoos, 

theme parks, aquariums) that frame visitor experience through staged events or creative design.  

 I chose the TECO Manatee Viewing Center as my observation site because it is designed for 

viewing animals in their “natural habitat.” As one visitor suggested, “there are no cages or glass 

between us. This is their natural habitat!” The TECO Manatee Viewing Center is owned and operated 

by the Tampa Electric and Coal Company. It is located on the bank of a mangrove canal, alongside 

an industrial park in central Florida. The center is a federally and state protected sanctuary for the 

Florida manatee, and serves as a nature center, a butterfly garden, a hiking trail, and an educational 

center. The sanctuary is located along a canal adjacent to TECO’s Big Bend Power Station, which is 

situated between two major bay areas along the Gulf Coast, 15 miles south of a major city. The power 

station is a coal fired power plant that produces energy for 4 large counties, and a metropolis.  

 In the winter months, hundreds of manatees migrate to the canal to avoid the cool waters of 

the bay. The manatees are attracted to the warm water of the canal. This “manatee hot tub” is 
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produced from hot water discharge that is recycled into the bay during the coal refining process. There 

are approximately 10 power plants throughout the state of Florida that provide similar conditions for 

60% of Florida’s manatees. Visitors to the TECO Manatee Viewing Center gather on a 50’ x 10’ x 10’ 

platform dock made of artificial wood product to observe manatees swimming in the canal water 

below. Various other species, such as shark, tarpon, pelican, blue heron, and fiddler crabs also frequent 

the canal and provide an array of ecological attractions.  

 The Big Bender Power Station sits 100 hundred yards to the north of the viewing center and 

serves as a backdrop to visitors’ purview. The plant is an intricate array of blue and gray steel, and 

emits a loud, monotonous metallic hum. Four large, cylindrical tan and bronze flume stacks stretch 

into the sky and emit a continuous stream of water vapor, which resembles thick, grey smoke. Trailer 

trucks sometimes pass in the distance, and workers can be seen in the facility.  

 The TECO Manatee Viewing Center is a self-scripted environmentally friendly organization. 

It uses the curious ecological arrangement between nature and industry to promote a narrative of 

environmental conservation and sustainability. This cultural narrative (Loseke 2007) is similar to the 

larger ecotourism industry, which promotes minimum environmental impact and maximum 

recreational benefit (Bulbeck 2005:5). The center uses solar power to run the environmental center, 

and advertises the energy efficient use of “clean” coal. The environmental education center contains 

literature that demonstrates the “sustainable” relationship between TECO’s industrial practices and 

surrounding ecosystems. This “symbolic infrastructure” displays a number of facts and stories 

promoting the cultural narrative of sustainability and conservation (Bulbeck 2005:4). The plant further 

promotes the narrative of sustainability through the environmental friendly design of the viewing 

center, which is constructed primarily with recycled materials produced in the coal refining process. 

METHOD 
 
 In this chapter, I have chosen an ethnographic approach to data collection. Willis and 
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Trondsman (2000) define ethnography as “a family of methods involving the direct and sustained 

social contact with agents, and of richly writing up an encounter, respecting, recording, representing 

at least partly in its own terms, the irreducibility of human experience” (5:italics in the original). Much 

widely revered sociological ethnography follows this line of reason and emphasizes the production 

and negotiation of social relations over time (see Liebow 1967; Anderson 1999; Duneier 1999). 

Ethnographies provide a rich, detailed analysis of culture, and describe social life as an emergent 

process of collective activity. As Fine (2010) notes, ethnography has “advantages for exploring culture 

as group practice” (361) because it is local, and is a practice of discovering, writing, and making culture. 

I too draw from a “family of methods” (Willis and Trondsman 2000:5), and employ participant 

observation (Emerson et al. 2011), interactive interviewing (Lofland et al. 2006), and visual methods 

(Becker 1996; Prosser 2011), in order to explore the in situ practice of wildlife viewing.  

 This research is based on naturalistic observations of people at an outdoor, public manatee-

viewing center in Central Florida. Observational data are supplemented with photographs recorded 

on site. In the field, I also elicited information from visitors through “focused” and “unfocused 

interactions” (Goffman 1961). Though I engaged mostly in “unfocused interactions” with visitors, I 

also engaged in sustained, “focused” interactions when possible. The “interview by comment” method 

was used with visitors to elicit specific information from visitors, such as intentions, opinions, 

experiences at the center, and personal history (Snow et al. 1982). Interviews were conducted with 

randomly selected individuals, with the exception of one informal interview. The informal interview 

was conducted with “Lenny,” an educational volunteer. I asked Lenny a number of questions 

regarding the Viewing Center, visitor interest and demographics, and the biology of the manatee, and 

the ecology of the canal.  

 In this chapter, I also use photography as a “visual presentation” of the TECO Manatee 

Viewing Center (Prosser 2011:480). The TECO is a unique wildlife attraction, and nature/culture 
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paradox was often quite visual. Though I could capture people and animals interacting in unique ways 

through written description, the landscape and visitors’ viewing practices warranted another method 

of representation. Photographs display a selected vision of the setting (Becker 1995), and act to 

accentuate written text. Following Banks (2007), I also see photographs as text that may elaborate on–

or act as a substitute for–fieldnotes and interview data. In this way, my photography of the center 

adds a visual context to the scene, and helps to interpret visitor’s activity.  

 I observed people at the viewing center 2-3 hours per week during the 2011-2012 winter 

season for a total of ten weeks and 25 hours. Observations were unstructured, but were informed by 

the coordination of people’s movements, direction, and interest. On some occasions, I wandered the 

nature center and followed people who seemed most engaged with attractions, animals, and landscape. 

These were people who were looking at attractions, pointing at animals, and discussing wildlife with 

their acquaintances. I would sometimes follow one group for a prolonged period of time. In these 

instances, I emphasized my role as visitor to remain inconspicuous. To do so, I would mimic the 

actions of others, and respond to crowd excitement, which was often caused by animal activities in 

the water.  

 I made most of my observations on the main viewing area dock. I also made observations in 

the butterfly garden, along the tidal walkway, and at the environmental center. During my 

observations, I performed the role of a tourist, and looked into the water, asked questions, and 

gravitated towards heightened activity. People mostly gathered along the rail, peered into the water, 

snapped photos, engaged in small talk, and stood quietly. Large groups would gather when manatees 

were sighted in the water. I saw groups, and their activity, as important occasions for data collection. 

Like DeVault (2000) I did not attempt to determine whether groups were families, though throughout 

the chapter, I often refer to groups as families, or “family like.” There were also many couples who 

visited the center, and there were very few lone visitors.  
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 During my observations, I mingled in active groups in order to gather information on what 

people see, say, and do. People would engage in small talk, and would often point towards the water. 

They would also gather along the rail when looking at animals in the canal. When groups were large 

in size, I would use a technique of negotiating interactions I term rail vacancies. Rail vacancies are open 

spaces along the rail with views of the water. I negotiated vacancies to gain access to and partake in 

people’s interactions. I define these activities as emergent “ritual-like” performances that express 

group interest (Alexander 2006b). To participate in these interactions, I would move into a vacancy 

for a few moments, look out towards the water, take note of conversations and activity, and then back 

away allowing others to partake. I would then return to the rail after a few minutes and begin the 

process again. These rituals would sometimes go on for 20-25 minutes, and would depend on animal 

activity in the canal. On a couple of visits to the viewing center, there were fewer people on the dock, 

which made viewing easier. The rituals of rail vacancies were absent on these days. 

 I took jotted notes once my observations for the day were complete. Sometimes I would also 

take jotted notes on site when I encountered a unique interaction. On these occasions, I would walk 

to the bathroom, sit on a bench, or retreat to a reclusive location to take notes. This was done in order 

to record verbatim comments and detailed descriptions of interactions. I would always record full-

length detailed notes within 24 hours of observations. Once observations at the center were complete, 

I employed a grounded theory approach to analyzing data (Charmaz 2006). Like Charmaz (2006), I 

see grounded theory as a set of guidelines and practices, not prescriptions (17). Thus, I reviewed field 

notes in a systematic, yet open and creative manner. I separated, categorized, and coded recurring 

themes, and wrote analytic memos in order to build theory from data. Finally, I revisited theoretical 

texts in order to contextualize and understand what was happening on the ground at the viewing 

center.  
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WHEN THE SURFACE BREAKS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Visitors on Dock Viewing Animal Activity in TECO Canal                                 

 Nature is understood through practice (Crouch 2003), and ideas, discourses, and relationships 

inform social practices of nature. Wildlife viewing is a social practice because it is a form of “leisured 

embodiment” (Macnaghten and Urry 2001:2), where people directly engage with nature and wildlife. 

As an expressive social practice, wildlife viewing is also a social performance. It is a coordinated 

expression of nature-related experiences, which are coproduced with human and nonhuman others 

(Szerszynski et al. 2003). Social performance is the active process of showing others through social 

action the meanings of a social situation. As Alexander (2004) notes:  

This meaning may or may not be one to which they themselves consciously adhere; it is 
meanings that they as social actors, consciously or unconsciously wish to have others believe. 
In order for their display to be effective, actors must offer a plausible performance, one that 
leads those to whom their actions and gestures are directed to accept their motives and 
explanations as a reasonable account. (529)  

 
Thus, social performances may be understood as coordinated and ritualized shared experiences that 

define and express the current situation, and produce new notions or stories of the situation through 

collective activity.  

 The social performance of wildlife viewing is marked by different social gestures and actions. 
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It also evolves from multiple, minor surface breaks. Minor surface breaks are moments of surprise or 

uncertainty caused by wildlife in any given situation. They are minor because they produce short, 

momentary shifts in visitors’ perceptions. In my observations, I found 4 recurring patterns that mark 

the social performance of wildlife viewing, which all evolve from minor-surface breaks. These were 

coordinated looking, pointing, naming, and dramatizing. These gestures and actions are performed on 

a stage (i.e., the viewing dock) with other people and nonhuman others (i.e., manatees, fish, sharks, 

birds, etc.). These ritual-like performances connect people with nature, and with one another. They 

are also informed by the “culture of enchantment” (Gibson 2009), which provided people with an 

“out-in-nature” frame from which to organize their shared experience (Goffman 1974; Brewster and 

Bell 2009).   

 Prominent throughout my observations were the ways in which people coordinated their 

activity. Katz (2001) notes that people produce “mutual understanding” through language, gesturing, 

and coordinated movement. On the dock, people would often achieve mutual understanding by 

coordinating their gaze, pointing towards the canal, photographing animal activity, or identifying 

animals in conversation. These activities produced shared experiences that provided some of the 

characteristics of a social performance. Furthermore, coordinated activity often followed breaks in 

people’s expectations of animals, and therefore suggested that people held a shared understanding of 

nature and animals. 

 The most noticeable and frequent gestures I observed were the pointing to and naming of 

animals. People used these gestures to gather information or call attention to animal activity. People 

would often point to the water to signify an approaching manatee, or an active school of fish. They 

were also attracted to birds or sharks who hunted prey in the canal. Pointing was the primary gesture 

used to direct attention, “define the situation” for other participants (Goffman 1959), and 

communicate with others. It was a way of expressing to others that something was important or 
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valuable. In the following passage, I describe the routine activity of wildlife viewing on the dock, which 

includes looking and pointing.  

People travel to and interact on the dock in small groups of two to five. When they arrive on 
the dock they intermingle in larger groups, which form along the long, grey colored rails. 
People stand side-by-side facing the water, and lean their bodies on the rail. They look towards 
the water in search of animals. Some people lean on their elbows, with their chin in their 
hands. Some turn their heads for a moment to look for a friend, or loved one. When animal 
activity is evident in the canal, people gesture towards the water. They outstretch their arms, 
point their fingers, and turn their heads to friends and family. This activity sometimes results 
in a group of people pointing their fingers towards the water. (Fieldnotes February 18th 2012)  

 
 In the preceding passage, the coordination of activity, and the practice of looking and pointing 

are important gestures in the social order of wildlife viewing. It demonstrates a collective definition of 

the situation, where animal activity in the canal becomes the primary focus of attention. In this 

example, animal activity breaks the ‘nothing is happening’ frame, and allows people to coordinate and 

connect through shared action. In the next passage, however, looking and pointing is coupled with 

talk and interpersonal communication that allows a couple to mutually define the situation as 

important. The talk and interpersonal communication follows the activity of a manatee breaking the 

surface of the water, providing a shift in the women’s attention.   

Two women stand along the southern rail and gaze into the canal. They peer towards the 
shoreline, and engage in small talk with one another. They point and comment on a school of 
fish gathered in the water. One woman, who is wearing a red jacket, points to a cardinal 
perched in a scrub bush along the bank of the canal. Her friend turns to look and then reverts 
back to the canal. The woman in the red jacket then turns her attention back to the water, and 
points to a manatee wading in the water. The manatee lifts its head from the water. This event 
elicits a response from the two women, who comment on the incident and engage in small 
talk. (Fieldnotes, February 26th 2012)   

 
 Nature identification, or naming, was also an important characteristic of the social 

performance of wildlife viewing. It inspired social relations, talk, and interpersonal storytelling through 

the production of mutual activity, whereby people engaged in “relationship work” with one another 

(DeVault 2000). Relationships between people were built “through ritualized moments of social 

exchange and interaction” often centered around human and nonhuman others (Hallman and Benbow 
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2007:873). Milstein (2011) notes that pointing and naming animals is a symbolic act that mediates 

perceptions of animals as “unique, complex, and intrinsically valued subjects” (4). The acts of pointing 

and naming are basic entries into “socially discerning and categorizing parts of nature. In this way, 

acts of pointing and naming generate certain kinds of ecocultural knowledge that constitute aspects 

of nature as considered, unique, sorted, or marked” (Milstein 2011:4).  

 Visitors seemed interested in constructing and exchanging ecological knowledge. Some would 

use names and pronouns to identify animals, while others would use lay knowledge to discuss species 

characteristics. Some people would ask questions, inquire for knowledge, make knowledge claims, or 

engage in guesswork. This happened between parents and their young children, and also between 

peers. They would categorize, draw boundaries, and make distinctions between species, and ecological 

arrangements. Below I describe two related incidents, where couples engage in looking, pointing, and 

naming. In both cases, gestures and coordinated activity promote a shared experience.  

A middle-aged man is leaning over the western rail. He is looking towards the water, and calls 
to his father who stands a few steps behind to his right. The middle-aged man calls attention 
to a group of manatees gathered in the shallow water. The manatees are close to the dock, and 
their features are easily visible. “Oh look! They’re here. Over here, Dad.” The man says to his 
father. ‘Yup!’ What do they eat,” the father replies? The man pauses for a moment and lifts 
his hand to his head. He seems to be thinking. After a moment he replies, “I think they are 
plant eaters.” (Fieldnotes February 18th 2012) 
 
I return to the main viewing area. I approach a couple of men. One is holding a video camera. 
He is wearing a gray sweatshirt, and his blue and purple baseball cap is crowned with sporty 
orange sunglasses. He leans on the rail with his elbows, and looks out towards the canal. He 
talks with an older man, who is also looking towards the water. They are watching a pair of 
manatees who are wading in the water. The man with the camera is doing most of the talking. 
His father responds with an occasional nod. The man with the camera makes a number of 
knowledge claims. He is talking with his father, and may also be narrating his video recording. 
His thoughts come out in rapid succession, one after the other, and he does not wait for a 
response: “That one breached right there. He has a bunch of colors on him. I think there are 
more (manatees) out here today than normal. See the cuts on their backs? The white lines? 
Those are boat cuts. I’m waiting for them to pick up their heads. C’mon show your faces.” 
(Fieldnotes February 26th 2012)  

 
 In examining family interaction at the zoo, DeVault (2000) refers to the shared “coordination 

of looking” (491). DeVault notes that people look, point, and name a “viewable nonhuman landscape” 
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(491), which orient the interaction order. She also suggests that people orient interaction and talk 

around the landscape, and the animals who inhabit it. People engage in banal talk about what they are 

seeing. Seemingly simple actions, however, contain complex patterns of interaction. The acts of 

“generic pointing talk” and “species naming” (DeVault 2000:493) are a collective accomplishment that 

is mediated by knowledge. Yet, knowledge is an important tool for interaction, because it not only 

coordinates social activity it also brings animals into the conversation. Thus, the social gestures of 

looking, pointing, and naming are not intended only for human audiences. They are an attempt to 

bring animals into the conversation. In the following passage, a mother and her young child coordinate 

gestures, and achieve a mutual understanding about the activity of animals in the canal. The mother 

also uses the occurrence as an opportunity to produce family time–or “do family”–and bond with her 

daughter (DeVault 2000:496-499). Their interaction was typical of how parents interacted with 

children at the viewing center.  

A tall, thin woman in her mid-thirties is standing along the northern rail of the observation 
dock. Her 5-year-old daughter accompanies her. The mother directs her daughter’s attention 
by pointing her finger towards the water. The young girl mimics her mother and also points 
her finger towards the water. “Look, honey. There is a fish.” The mother says. The young girl 
responds enthusiastically, “Look at the fish...yeah!” The mother then shifts her attention to a 
group of manatees wading in the water, and points her finger at the manatees. “See the 
manatees?” She asks. “Yeah, Mommy!” The child pauses for a moment and then responds 
with a query. “Mommy, what do the manatees eat?” “They are vegetarians.” The mother 
responds. The child then asks another question about the animals. “Are fish vegetarians?” The 
mother responds by saying “No, some fish eat other fish.” (Fieldnotes February 18th, 2012) 

 
 Alexander (2004) argues that meaning has not been lost in contemporary societies. There 

continues to be a “symbolic intensity” that is based on “repeated and simplified cognitive and moral 

frames” that resonate in the visible interactions of everyday life (528). “Moderns still have their myths 

and meaning; they are still sustained by narratives that move toward an idealized telos, that motivate 

rather than simply determine, that inspire and not only cause” (Alexander 2011:2). Meanings are 

embedded in the social world, and “cultural truth is moral and aesthetic” (Alexander 2011:3). Nature, 

too, is cultural (Greider and Garkovich 1994). It has a moral and aesthetic value (Bell 1994), and is 
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produced in local contexts (Fine 2003). People welcome the purity and sanctity of nature (Jerolmack 

2009), and perform any number of ritual-like performances that express their appreciation of nature 

and natural phenomena, i.e., hiking, climbing, bird watching, hunting, mushrooming, etc. In these 

rituals, nature is mobilized as a partner in interaction, “rather than simply being there for observation” 

(Crouch 2003:23).  

 Postmodern societies are marked by artificiality, heterogeneity, and hyperreality, and people 

are increasingly viewing nature and wildlife in virtual media spaces (Chris 2006). The TECO Manatee 

Viewing Center, however, offers visitors an “authentic” wildlife experience, where visitors are invited 

to “come for the full experience” and explore a “unique slice of Florida.” On this peculiar, yet 

distinctive stage, visitors engage in ritual-like social performances that express their mutual 

appreciation of nature. The coordinated activity of looking, pointing, and naming situates visitors, and 

allows them to define the situation as distinct and important. Once a situation is defined, people 

engage in “relationship work” and produce “family time,” which further promotes shared experiences. 

These activities set the scene for the dramatic, ritual-like social performance of wildlife viewing. The 

TECO viewing dock becomes a metaphorical stage where people express their appreciation of nature 

through social activities, i.e., pointing, naming, cheering, etc. These social performances are 

expressions of moral and aesthetic values, and people attach their meanings on the authenticity of 

nature-related experiences, such as viewing wildlife activity. Social performances at the TECO 

Manatee Viewing Center are natural, non-scripted, and situational, and they produce meaningful and 

emotional connections between audience (visitors) and performer (wildlife).  

 In my observations at the TECO Manatee Viewing Center, visitors often expressed their 

appreciation of the “naturalness” of the setting. The ecosystem of the canal was perceived as authentic 

nature. It was “not like a zoo,” like one visitor suggested. Animals were not displayed in cages, staged 

in events, or “behind glass, like a zoo.” Nor did the TECO center provide placards describing animal 

98 
 



characteristics. People were left to experience nature “as is.” Thus, manatees were perceived as living 

“in their natural habitat.” This setting was quite different from the prison like conditions of the zoo 

break in Zanesville, and also distinct from the monkey on the loose in Tampa. At TECO, the goal 

was not to control the manatees. Rather, the center provided an environment that appealed enough 

to the manatees so they would use the water, yet persist in the ‘wild.’ This sentiment was evident in 

informal talk I overheard between visitors. Talk revealed a collective appreciation for the nature-

centered emphasis of the TECO Manatee Viewing Center. In the following excerpt, one couple 

expressed their appreciation for the authenticity of the natural setting: 

Two women approach the eastern rail. They stop 3 steps to my right, and they peer over the 
edge of the rail into the canal. They notice a lone manatee wading in the shallow water below. 
Both women are in their mid-60’s. They both have fluffy, curly hair. One woman has parted, 
blond hair, and the other is a brunette. They speak with one another, and ask questions, as 
they look towards the water. The brunette comments on the landscape, and a manatee who is 
surrounded by a school of fish. “This is nice natural. Not like an aquarium. Real nature. Look 
at those fish on there. What are they doing?” “I don’t know,” her friend replies. The brunette 
continues, “They are eating stuff off its back. Poor manatee. What do manatees eat? Do they 
eat fish?” Her friend does not respond, and the women stand silent for a moment. The 
brunette breaks the silence by asking about the manatee’s mating habits. “I wonder if they lay 
eggs.” Her friend turns to look and responds with laughter, “Wow! You are like sea smart!” 
(Fieldnotes February 18th 2012) 

 
 People also commented on the immersive experience of the viewing center. They were 

intrigued by the closeness of the manatees, and the “unscripted” actions of the manatees. These 

features of the center heightened visitor’s “authentic” experience. Manatees would often approach or 

swim under the dock, and engage in playful behavior with one another. These surface breaks were 

instances when an aquatic animal–manatee, shark, or fish–would break the surface of the water, and 

therefore challenge social expectations. On some occasions fish would leap into the air, or manatees 

would surface a part of their body, such as their nose, fin, back, or head. In these moments, people 

expressed excitement, and also an appreciation of the animal’s behavior. In the following excerpt, 

people react to a surface break with talk and reverie: 

There is a small crowd of 6-8 people along the western rail. They watch a shark hunt a school 
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of fish. The crowd is hoping the shark will catch a fish. They are talking with one another, and 
cheering for the shark. The shark moves closer to the school of fish, but does not risk a kill. 
A moment later, a fish leaps from the water. This performance elicits a reaction from the 
crowd. A few people straighten their bodies, and extend their arms to point towards the water. 
The crowd responds with excitement. There are a number of vocalizations, such as “ooooo,” 
“ahhhh,” and yayyy!” Talk amongst the crowd is elevated for a moment. (Fieldnotes March 
11th 2012)  

 
 Surface breaks often elicited excitement from visitors. They produced emotional uplift and 

expressive behavior. The emotional efficacy of animal activity resulted from the level of perceived 

authenticity of the activity. If breaks transcended mundane expectations, then people would respond 

with shared appreciation or interest. As Alexander (2006a) notes “action will be viewed as real if it 

appears sui generis, the product of a self-generating actor who is not pulled like a puppet by the strings 

of society” (55). Furthermore, a “successful performance seems natural, not contrived, not a 

performance but an effortless expression, true to life” (4).  

 Wildlife viewing in “natural settings” is a dramatic practice and the “natural setting” of the 

TECO plant informs perceptions of authenticity and enhances the experience of wildlife viewing. 

Furthermore, people expect to see wildlife perform “natural behaviors,” such as hunting, swimming, 

eating, and playing. Yet, animals sometimes exceed social expectations, which adds an additional 

dramatic feature to the performance of wildlife viewing. Suspense builds in moments when animal 

activity is uncertain, and people respond to uncertainty through looking, pointing, naming, 

dramatizing. A shark hunting another fish is a compelling scene because it provides action, suspense, 

and surprise, for instance. These dramatic features excite visitors and further enhance the experience 

of wildlife viewing. In the following excerpt, people experience an emotional uplift from a manatee’s 

uncertain movement and unscripted behavior, then express feelings of curiosity, suspense, and 

surprise: 

I turn to the northern rail. There is a bustle of activity, and perhaps 15 people engaging in 
informal interactions. I turn to look. I see people pointing at the water and talking with one 
another. I see a lone manatee swimming in the shallow water.  For a moment, her head 
surfaces, and breaks the surface of the water. When the manatee nose reaches for air, the 
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crowd let’s off a resounding “ooo” and “ahhh.” The manatee returns underwater. People 
continue to make elated comments. They comment on her potential direction. When will the 
manatee surface again? Where will she go next? Will she move closer to the deck? A few people 
discuss the manatees need to breathe. A few minutes later the manatee lifts her head again. 
The crowd responds with excitement. Fingers and arms are outstretched. Attention is directed 
to the water. People smile and talk about the movement of the manatee. There is a sense of 
achievement in the crowd. (Fieldnotes, March 11th 2012) 

 
Above, visitors expressed their appreciation of animal activity through a performance of excitement 

and emotional uplift. Encounters with wildlife at the TECO Manatee Viewing Center were expressed 

as meaningful because they took place in a perceived “real nature.” Unlike wildlife encounters at the 

zoo, Sea World, or other staged attractions (Davis 1997), animal activity was perceived as unscripted 

and improvised. Thus, routine and mundane social actions, such as pointing, naming, and expressive 

vocalizations are imbued with meaning, and elevated to a dramatic spectacle. In other words, animal 

performances are met with human “counterperformances” (Alexander 2006c), which are expressions 

of appreciation of nature and wildlife.  

CONCLUSION: FINDING NATURE AT A COAL FACTORY 
 
 The TECO is a setting for a social performance between nature, wildlife, and people. The 

viewing dock is a stage for ritual-like performances, and performances are coproduced between 

humans and nonhumans. Animals “perform” natural behaviors, sometimes exceeding social 

expectations, and people respond with patterned activity, such as looking, pointing, naming, and 

dramatizing. Together, these features make up the social performance of wildlife viewing. The social 

performance of wildlife viewing is not only produced and enacted in local settings, however. It is also 

informed and imbued by cultural narratives of nature and culture (Hogan et al. 2010). These cultural 

narratives consciously and unconsciously guide social performances (Swidler 2001), and render social 

performances meaningful. Scripts pre-exist enactment and provide structure and interpersonal and 

intercultural meaning to the interaction order of social life (Schechner  [1988] 2003:68). But what 

scripts are visitors to the TECO performing? How do they interact with narratives promoted by the 
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TECO Manatee Viewing Center? And in what ways do these cultural scripts inform the social 

performance of wildlife viewing?  

 In an age marked by environmental degradation, uncertainty, and global climate change, the 

meaningfulness of nature has undergone a renaissance. The story of nature has been rewritten to 

reflect an emerging “culture of enchantment” (Gibson 2009). The culture of enchantment has a 

powerful relationship to social practices, rituals, and performances. It is evident in people’s manner of 

talk, activities, and the way they commune with nature and nonhuman animals (Colomy and Granfield 

2010). It reinvests nature with spirit, and “attempts to make nature sacred again” (Gibson 2009:11). 

The culture of enchantment provides a background from which people render their experiences with 

nature meaningful. Encountering wildlife in natural settings contextualizes interactions and 

experience. People perform their own knowledge of, and closeness to, nature and in turn “do family” 

together. Yet, visitors also perform a sacred nature through drawing on socially circulating narratives of 

conservation and sustainability. 

 People perceive a moral good in the purity and sanctity of nature (Jerolmack 2009:169). They 

see nature as a moral preserve, and an alternative to the failings of social life. This “natural conscience” 

is intimately tied to community and a person’s sense of self (Bell 1994). Thus, experiencing nature as 

sacred offers a glimpse of a distinct world beyond society. Yet, it also opens a realm of possibilities 

for relating with other people, while looking, pointing, and communing with nonhuman others. A 

sacred nature exists on its own terms and gathers value from just “being there” (Gibson 2009:12). As 

Gibson notes (2009) if nature is to remain sacred it must remain autonomous and authentically 

‘natural.’ People must recognize nature as separate from cultural influence. All spaces have the 

potential to be reenchanted. Whether it is Old Faithful, a polluted landscape, or in the shadow of a 

coal-fired electric power plant, people find value in what they believe is natural.  

 Like the culture of enchantment, the social performance of wildlife viewing produces moral 
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and spiritual reasons for reconceiving society’s relationship to nature. Social performances reflect the 

“structures of feeling” and cultures of their historically situated societies (Schein 1999), and the social 

performance of wildlife viewing is an expression of the culture of enchantment. It rekindles “people’s 

interest in other creatures, helps them empathize with animals, and compels them to want to see lands 

and oceans preserved” (Gibson 2009:253). The social performance of wildlife viewing emerges as a 

recursive process between a local culture (Fine 2010) of wildlife viewing and a global culture of 

enchantment (Gibson 2009). It is at once a grounded production of meaning, and an expression of 

cultural narratives regarding environmental values. Though the TECO Manatee Viewing Center is a 

peculiar setting for the communion with the natural world, it nonetheless remains a stage for the 

production and performance of a sacred nature.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CLOSING THOUGHTS ON TELLING ANIMAL STORIES 
 
 
 

“We need another and wiser and perhaps a more mystical concept of animals. Remote from 
universal nature, and living by complicated artifice, man (sic) in civilization surveys the creature 
through the glass of his knowledge and sees thereby a feather magnified and the whole image in 

distortion. We patronize them for their incompleteness, for their tragic fate of having taken form so 
far below ourselves. And therein we err, and greatly err. For the animal shall not be measured by 
man (sic). In a world older and more complete than ours they move finished and complete, gifted 
with extensions of the senses we have lost or never attained, living by voices we shall never hear. 

They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the 
net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendor and travail of the earth.” 

Henry Beston, from The Outermost House 
 
 
 
 In this dissertation, I have looked at the stories people tell when wild animals don’t do what 

they are expected to do. In particular, I have outlined the concepts of surface breaks and an occasion to 

story to understand how wild animals breach social expectations in social life. When wild animals 

transgress, challenge, or blur the taken for granted expectations of the wildness/order boundary, 

storytelling is employed to revise those expectations, and more likely, re-establish social expectations 

in the face of this surprise. These animal stories enable people to explain incidents away as freakish, 

humorous, or atypical. Additionally, what is said in these stories is an account of what happened, but 

also an attempt to restore the local, situational, or global social order. Or, in other cases, stories are an 

attempt to retell what happened in order to revise a new reality.  

For instance, in Chapter 2 I looked at traditional news media reports that told monstrous 

stories about the escape and death of 48 animals in Zanesville, Ohio. The Muskingum Incident was a 

freakish event in which many exotic, and sometimes deadly, animals were released into a small rural 

town causing social panic and the eventual slaughter of the animals. This unique surface break of 
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In other words, animals are “good to think with” specifically in moments of uncertainty (Levi-Strauss 

1966). Wild animals, in particular, afford people an alternative lens to understand how the shifting 

social and ecological landscapes of the 21st century are entangled with social life. Therefore, I see wild 

animals as especially “good to think with” because they are akin to a “looking glass” where people see 

the natural world in themselves, or reflect on the social categories that make up our lives.  

Like the ‘monsters’ of Zanesville, wild animals remind us of the things and places we cannot 

control. It is inevitable that the world will present us with outrageous situations. But what will we do 

when our ordinary expectations of the world are challenged? Will we fight and destroy those things 

that frighten us? Or will we explain them away in dramatic and fantastical storytelling? Whether it is 

the atrocities of ISIS, or the unbelievable fate of global communities with the advent of global climate 

change, sometimes people simply cannot cope with the new reality posed by emergent social problems. 

When wild things challenge our taken-for-granted reality, people turn to mythical stories of fantasy to 

distract themselves from the more obvious story we remain silent about.  

While monsters usually represent the chaotic nature of the unknown, the themes of monster 

stories are almost often linked to the prevailing social order and known social structures. Stymeist 

(2009), for example, has demonstrated how the 1933 film King Kong, set in Depression Era New 

York City (and the fictional Skull Island), established a new myth of the industrial age, where monsters 

(or nature) threaten the material infrastructure of modern life. Similar films, like Godzilla (1954) and 

Rodan (1957), evoke cultural anxieties of an emerging nuclear age, where the nuclear devastation of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki loomed large in the Japanese national imagination. Similarly, the release of 

dozens of low-budget monster films in Cold War America, such as Them (1954), may have reflected 

the looming militaristic and socio- political threats of the Soviet Union and the red scare (Stymeist 

2009). 

The monstrous stories of the Muskingum incident happened in small rural town in southern 
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Ohio during the Great Recession. Like most areas of America, wild animals have gone missing. 

Instead, urbanization and suburban sprawl have “reinvented” the meaning of the landscape, 

converting uninhabitable wild spaces into “lands of great prosperity and endless possibility” (Schipper 

2008:4). The invasion of the rural landscape by 54 exotic animals was a surface break of our normal 

expectations for where wildness should be and what it should do. It revealed not only the lurking 

wildness lying just beyond the boundary of civilization, but it also hinted at the shared vulnerability of 

our social and economic world. Therefore, the monstrous stories of Zanesville point to our tendency 

to deny uncertainty at any cost. Like global climate change, or endemic poverty lurking in every 

American inner city, we often deny overwhelming problems, or shut them down with force. In this 

way, storytelling can be understood simply as an attempt to repair a rift in the collective conscience. 

Yet, how do animal stories enable us to feel the world is ordered and predictable once again? And 

how do they help us further manage the wildness of animals?  

Wild animals are also good to think with because they beckon us to enter into mysterious and 

unknown realms with courage and curiosity. Like the Mystery Monkey of Tampa Bay, animals inspire 

creativity and social connection. Yet, they can also arouse social division and public debate. What 

types of people–or identities–do we turn to when our taken-for-granted boundaries are transgressed? 

Do we incite a populist uprising, and turn to demagogues who fuel our sense of righteousness? Or do 

we turn to governmental institutions to provide the comfort of safety and security? When wild animals 

transgress our shared sense of “how things should be”, storytelling helps us re-work our expectations 

in the face of this surprise. The monkey’s story was a mythical tale of American heroism. He thread 

“traffic like a running back” (Mooalem 2012), was shot with tranquilizer darts nearly a dozen times, 

and escaped near death on several occasions. As an emblem of “good ol’ American Freedom,” his 

glorified feats of escape inspired a monkey loving populace to elevate his status to a celebrity-hero, 

with big government as the evil villain hunting him down.  
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The romantic storytelling of this peculiar monkey, however, overlooks the public issues 

underlying this unique human-animal encounter. Like a rebel without a cause, the monkey’s story is 

akin to outlaw mythology, which essentializes peoples’ lives, or–in this case–animal lives. The outlaw 

mythology also “blinds us to a critical appreciation of how oppositional culture and social class 

operate” in our understandings of wilderness and liberty in the United States (Ogden 2011:2). Like 

moonshiners or the Black Lives Matter movement, the displacement of populations due to their 

“unsettled social class positions” often leads to oppositional cultures (Ogden 2011:3). These groups, 

then, strive to reestablish their social position in response to dominant structures. In a playful and 

poetic way, the monkey’s story beckons us to reflect on the role of liberty and repression in American 

discourse. His activities compelled the public to recognize that Animal Lives Matter, also. What is the 

role of political institutions in managing the lives of its citizens–whether human or nonhuman? And 

how much liberty can be afforded to corporations–such as Oil and Natural Gas companies–without 

threatening the sanctity of wild things or the rights of ordinary citizens?  

Finally, wild animals are good to think with because they remind us of our shared vulnerability 

in a rapidly changing world. Like the coal dwelling manatees, wild animals remind us that nature can 

be sacred once again. They invite us into the wild through a sometimes mutual and shared 

arrangement. How do social relations evolve when the lines between nature and society are blurred? 

Do we reinforce our sense of solidarity with our human community? Or do we refine our expectations 

about nature and animals in order to celebrate our likeness? When wild animals blur ‘the way that 

things are,’ storytelling acts to revise our expectations, and produce something new and refreshing. 

The seemingly mutual interactions between people and animals at the TECO power plant 

were akin to a form of play. When entering onto the dock, visitors experience was at the mercy of 

animals’ behavior, and the uncertainty of the outdoor, natural landscape. In this open and negotiable 

space, people sought out animal activity. While in other times, animals “invited” people to engage in 
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their movement or behavior. So, when manatees broke the surface of the water, or a shark 

unexpectedly caught a fish, animals breached social expectations, setting up interactions for people to 

engage with one another. In return, visitors would look, point, and name their experiences, talk with 

one another, and co-create a ritualized dramatization of “authentic nature.” Even if animals did not 

share in a similar “play frame” (Jerolmack 2009b), people nonetheless interpreted the situation as 

magical and jubilant. In this way, people expressed an appreciation of the natural world, which had 

become sacred once again.  

John Berger (1980) writes that animals enter the human imagination as “messengers and 

promises” (252), and sometimes play a magical function in peoples’ lives. Furthermore, the choice “of 

a given species as magical, tameable, or alimentary” depends on “the habits, proximity, and ‘invitation’ 

of the animal in question” (Berger 1980:252). Here on the dock, animals were messengers of a sacred 

nature, which people celebrated in the social performance of wildlife viewing. Animals’ free choice led 

them to the viewing center, exactly the place where people wanted them to become visible performers 

of their animality. Yet, the social performance of wildlife viewing was not only about connecting with 

nature, as it was also about taming it. With the in situ creation of knowledge systems, people developed 

“an image of a good and worthy” performance based on shared “ways of thinking” about nature and 

animals. When animals exceeded social expectations, people’s linguistic and emotional expressions 

provided a means to self-manage, create “good” relationships, and become “worthy” moral subjects. 

Similar to neoliberal governmentality, people “translate and incorporate the rationalities” of a sacred 

nature “into methods for conducting themselves” in public (Binkley 2009:62).  

When we begin to unravel the cultural logic of animal stories, we illuminate the intricacies of 

social life. Animal stories are often assembled using social categories, such as “the heroic” “the 

monstrous,” or “the sacred.” Moreover, in each case, people conceptualize animals on a scale between 

inclusion and exclusion. These invisible cultural categories inform how people think, feel, and act 
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towards animals in different social situations. These categories are informed by modernist notions of 

dominion and control over the natural world, and are thereby reinforced through cultural, institutional, 

organizational, and personal practices. Animal stories, then, have the power to destroy or elevate the 

reality of animal lives in the social world. They are translated into modes of organized activity and 

used to realize people’s fears or dreams. In other words, animal stories are symbolic forms of wildlife 

management and act to separate animals from particular social activities, as well segregate animals to 

appropriate places in society. Whether it is law enforcement, wildlife conservation, or entertainment, 

the management of animals has a discursive and therefore narrative dimension. 

In the case of the Muskingum incident, a type of authoritative storytelling establishes power over 

animals in the form of species discrimination, violence, and imprisonment. Authoritative storytelling 

is a traditional mode of managing animals that remains acceptable when particular types of animals 

are categorized as unwanted or dangerous. With the Mystery Monkey, a type of accommodating storytelling 

invites animals into the social world through constructing an acceptable identity. The animal is tamed 

into new habits that do not violate social expectations. Therefore, an animal’s presence is 

accommodated as long as they don’t transgress the dominant norms guiding their public status. Finally, 

a type of permissive storytelling elevates manatees, and other animals, into the realm of the sacred. 

Permissive storytelling is the least severe form of discursive management, and is aligned with an 

appreciation of the aesthetic and intrinsic value of nature. In these stories, animals are permitted “in 

their natural habitat” because they are self-managed, and help people seek out ways to manage their 

own behavior in accord with the animals and society’s preferred lines.  

SURFACE BREAKS IN PERSPECTIVE 

Surface breaks are not only limited to animals lives. They also can be used to understand a 

variety of social situations. Most normative symbolic boundaries in contemporary social life can 

produce a surface break, which will thus lead to an occasion to story. Like the animal stories reviewed 
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in this dissertation, these stories can be mythical, inspire public debate, or reveal hidden meaning 

behind our interaction and desires.  

The borderlands of symbolic boundaries are zones of “intense social anxiety” and a 

“generative space” (Seidman 2013: 16) where “hybrid” identities, stories, and social interactions are 

born and negotiated (Seidman 2013:16). With the Muskingum incident we are compelled to ask “How 

could this happen?” and “Who would do this?” Though the incident involved many complex causes, 

it’s interesting to consider how limited state regulations surrounding exotic animal ownership in 

Ohio20 allowed a mentally unstable individual with a criminal record to exploit the lives of 54 animals. 

Like Victor Frankenstein, Terry Thompson’s “obsessive, amoral curiosity” with housing large 

mammal species on his property led him to “trespass in forbidden areas of inquiry” and “disturb 

nature’s equilibrium” (Graham 2002:63).   

Perhaps the animals’ release could also be understood as a “sign of the dangerous powers 

unleashed” by the hidden problems of mental illness in the United States (Graham 2002:64). 

Furthermore, Thompson’s secret life, and suicidal release of the animals, revealed a morbid personality 

reminiscent of the surface breaks caused by suicidal gunmen, who have become a tragic staple of 

contemporary America. These suicides confuse the boundaries of what a normal and civil America 

looks like. Yet, stories in mainstream reporting characterize “mentally unstable individuals” rather 

than examining the underlying social context, which often includes depression, drug and alcohol 

abuse, poor economic prospects, family violence, and high accessibility of firearms.   

Surface breaks not only evoke anxiety and fear but also disgust (Seidman 2013:10). A refugee 

of Florida’s wild landscape, the Mystery Monkey’s story reminds us of the defiled status of immigrant 

20 At the time of the Muskingum Incident, Ohio was amongst 10 states in the nation to have no laws 
regulating wild-animal ownership. Since January 2013, a new state law has been enacted that bans the 
sale, ownership, and breeding of exotic animals in the state. Other states, such as Virginia, have also 
changed their laws as a result of the Muskingum Incident.  
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and refugee populations in the United States. Thousands of Latin American immigrants, for instance, 

cross the US border each year. They seek employment or refuge from volatile political and economic 

conditions in their home countries. Yet, their presence disrupts normative boundaries generating a 

surface break of the civility/defilement symbolic divide.  

Like the wildness/order boundaries, stories arise from these uncertain spaces that reflect the 

pervading moral order. In regards to Latin American immigrants, stories and accusations arise in 

public discourse about the ungovernable hordes of undocumented laborers that tip the economic 

order. These stories inspire public debate over the rightful place for immigrants in American Society. 

Similar to the Mystery Monkey’s constantly shifting identities, the defiled status of immigrants in 

public life “assumes a fundamentally unstable and ungovernable self” (Seidman 2013:8). To some, 

therefore, they are immoral people driven by extreme dispositions and impulses to steal our jobs, 

threatening “to unleash waves of (economic) disorder and destruction” (Seidman 2013:8). Like animal 

stories, these immigrant stories limit our capacity to understand the social, political, and economic 

complexity underlying immigration in contemporary American society. They also ignore the historical 

legacy of immigration in the United States, which has supported the rise to economic and political 

supremacy in the 20th century.  

Finally, at the TECO Manatee Viewing Center, a series of micro surface breaks evolves into 

the social performance of wildlife viewing. In this routine, ritual of entertainment, people seek out 

animal activity to transcend the mundane. In these performances, people self-regulate what it means 

to be a good and moral person aligned with nature. The animals’ natural proclivities seduce people 

into a ceremonial dance, while the hybrid landscape of the viewing center allows visitors to enjoy 

intimacy with animals without becoming too close.  

Like the sex industry, the TECO Manatee Viewing Center exploits people’s natural desires 

and impulsive drives for the sake of entertainment and personal pleasure. In this case, the defiled 
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“endangers the pure and the innocent less through coercion and violence than seduction and the 

manipulative betrayal of the good will and trusting sincerity of the victim” (Seidman 2013:9). Rather, 

the wold lures people into it’s sphere of influence, but in moving too close to these staged and artificial 

worlds, people risk contamination of their everyday lives. In both examples, people attempt to 

compartmentalize their experience and deny its implications. We might enjoy the sex industry at a 

distance, through strip clubs and pornography, but only at the risk of recognizing that our position is 

actually one of power and dominance. And, as the dominant group, we may begin to experience an 

underlying shame and guilt for the unintended suffering we cause in satisfying our desires. Our denial, 

then, is a result of the inability to recognize those who’ve been abused, displaced, or deeply hurt by a 

system responsible for the destruction of lives.  

A WORLD IN WONDER 

wonder (v.) 

• desire to know something; feel curious 

• feel puzzlement or logical perplexity 

• feel admiration and amazement; marvel 

Environmental sociologist, Kari Marie Noorgard (2016) argues that climate change poses the 

most profound social dislocation since the founding of sociology as a discipline. It challenges our 

modern sensibilities and demands we look at the natural world differently, and with fresh eyes. In an 

age of global climate change, therefore, I believe stories about wild animals might help us to 

understand how modern people think with unknown and uncertain things, such as ecological crises 

and shifting social and political landscapes. Stories help people shift their shared perception, and 

inspire us to think beyond our petty materialistic concerns. Stories have the ability to empower because 

they organize the public imagination, and shift our perception towards new possibilities. Stories are 
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also a primary factor in social activity, and we turn to stories in moments of uncertainty, and in times 

of crisis, to make sense of our changing situation.  

Yet, stories can also be seen as an alternative form of domestication. Tuan (1984) argues that 

the domestication of animals is the fundamental way people exert dominion over the natural world. 

Stories are an exercise in fantasy and an attempt to bend nature to human needs and collective moods 

(Tuan 1984:143) Though seemingly playful, stories are a form of aesthetic exploitation (Tuan 1984), 

and transform the livelihood and experience of animals into typical characters and predictable plots. 

In this way, stories are paradoxical because they bring us closer to animals, yet distance us from a 

direct experience with them.  

As I have argued, stories can inspire the imagination and open new possibilities for 

interpretation and social action. Yet, they can also be used to further manage, control, and order the 

wildness of animals and the natural world. How, then, do we move beyond the limitations of 

storytelling? And how can we learn to open in the face of destabilization and uncertainty, rather than 

attempt to reestablish order? Stories, like culture, are a mirror. They necessitate reflection. A mirror is 

a woolly device, however. Its representation of the world is two-dimensional. When thinking culturally, 

we only engage with metaphor and speculate on truth (Bogost 2012). We never comprehend ‘the real’ 

because we are always looking at ourselves, and the meanings we create. Stories distort, sometimes 

dramatically, and other times ever so slightly. In other words, stories transform the world into 

something else entirely.  

One way we might surrender into wildness, however, is through the practice of wonder. Wonder 

asks us to routinely “transcend” our understanding of the world. In moments of uncertainty, we can 

learn to open and remain flexible, rather than collapse onto fixed categories. Therefore, to wonder is 

to contemplate, and let go of our preconceived notions – even for a moment – about how things should 

be, or the way that things are. To wonder is to “suspend all trust in one’s own logics, be they religion, 
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science, philosophy, custom, or opinion, and to become subsumed entirely in the uniqueness of an 

object’s native logics” (Bogost 2012:124). The practice of wonder is about “radical openness” (Morton 

2010:81), because it challenges us to experience the world differently (Bogost 2012), as if enchanted, 

where we might explore the profound openness and intimacy between human and nonhuman beings 

(Morton 2010:104).  

 Most of all, wonder compels us to be aware of our entanglement with other beings. It is about 

understanding our place in the lives of others. But ironically we often come to wonder through 

uncomfortable experiences. It arises in moments of disconnection when the “Other” is entirely 

mysterious to us. How can we learn to settle into a sense of ambiguity and not understanding, or not 

knowing? Our entanglement with others is ultimately an embodied experience, and I believe it requires 

empathy.  

Empathy is the innate ability to feel with others, and embody their struggles. It’s is a vestige 

of our evolutionary past, and remains with us in all our engagements, reminding us that all things are 

interdependent and exist equally. As Morton (2010) notes “evolution is not linear” and the natural 

world, and everything in it, “is not bigger than the sum of its parts…(E)verything depends upon 

everything else,” and this is a “very powerful argument for caring about (all) things” (35). In other 

words, to wonder is to practice sociological empathy, which is simply another way to say compassion. 

It’s about recognizing how our personal, local, or global struggles are inextricably linked with the 

Other. To recognize suffering is an uncomfortable acknowledgement, however, because we are 

inevitably confronted with our shared vulnerability. But this doesn’t have to be threatening. It can be 

an invitation. Thus, to wonder is to regard the world as a friendly place – a place where people, animals, 

and nature share responsibility, existing and feeling together.  

 What we need in this era of ecological apocalypse is compassion, but what we have is madness. 

How have we become so lost in ourselves? Since the enlightenment, people have believed that 
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salvation would be found in separation. Individualism, for instance, is a moral idea about how to live 

our life. The best life is one of self-development, self-fulfillment, and self-realization. We succeed only 

when we separate from others and measure ourselves against others. With individualism, instrumental 

rationality is also drawn into the process. But instrumental rationality is self-centered. With 

instrumentalism, everything becomes a resource, not a partner. So, in contemporary society there is a 

moral obligation to live life to its fullest potential. I see this as myopic thinking. We are not separate 

beings. We have to let go of this limited view. All things exist in relationship to other things. In 

recognizing the other, we see ourselves. If we contemplate these things, we might recognize that 

without nonhuman others, our social world could not exist. This is good news, because if we learn to 

help others, we might also help ourselves. As his Holiness the Dalai Lama (2002) has said, we must 

learn to become “wisely selfish” (81). Perhaps this is where we could begin our shared practice of 

wonder?  
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