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ABSTRACT   Th e paper describes the emergence of multispecies ethnography as a form of multiplying experiences and descriptions beyond 
the human. Despite the defi nition of multispecies being quite recent, the paper argues that the interest toward the inclusion of other-than-
-humans in the ethnographic eff ort dates back at the beginning of the discipline. An example of this interest is the text Th e American Beaver 
and His Works written in 1868 by Henry Morgan, in which the author eff ectively includes these animals in his ethnography. Th e thesis of the 
paper is that a multispecies approach can promote a redefi nition of hybridity and curiosity as two core features of the ethnographic eff ort.
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ABSTRAKT   Příspěvek popisuje vznik vícedruhové etnografie jako formy znásobení zkušeností a popisů za hranicemi lidského druhu. Na-
vzdory tomu, že definice vícedruhovosti je poměrně nedávná, autor v článku tvrdí, že zájem o začlenění jiných než lidských bytostí do et-
nografického úsilí se datuje již od počátku disciplíny. Příkladem tohoto zájmu je text The American Beaver and His Works (Americký bobr 
a jeho práce) napsaný roku 1868 Henrym Morganem, v němž autor tato zvířata účinně zařazuje do své etnografie. Článek pojednává o tom, že 
vícedruhový přístup může podpořit předefinování hlavních rysů etnografického výzkumu.
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Animals are present in everyday experiences, making una-
voidable to taking them seriously in ethnographic eff orts. In 
her work on animals’ histories, Ravindranathan (2000) appo-
ints how their presence turns such histories not only plausi-
ble, but also experienceable. Animals in histories present 
a  “truly life”, making them living narratives. Anyhow, being 
them the mythical Amerindian jaguars or the also mythical 
laboratories’ rats, or even the domestic pets, these animals 
are nor trivial details, ornaments, allegories or metaphors in 
histories. Th ey are subjects acting and producing real eff ects 
in direct experiences. In order to obtain this result, animals 
must be in the meanwhile over-determined, aff ected by what 
humans think to know about them, and under-determined, 
unrecognized so to become generic ones.
Th is ontological, epistemological and moral human indisci-
pline in front of animals highlights the necessity, or at least the 
utility, to include other beings with which the humans share 

introduction the World in ethnographic experiences and descriptions. If 
“not everything is about us” (Tsing 2019, 144), so the ethno-
graphic eff ort, being concomitantly “being in the fi eld” and 
a “narrative about the fi eld”, become more eff ective and com-
plete, more similar to our experiences, when it is able to inclu-
de these other-than-human beings. From this starting point, 
in this paper I will discuss some implications of the inclusion 
of other-than-humans in the ethnographic eff ort, specially 
focusing on animals. To do this, I will begin with a descrip-
tion of ethnography as an anthropological specifi c practice, 
highlighting the inclusion of other-than-humans in its focus. 
In sequence, I will introduce a paradigmatic example of how 
other-than-humans have been crucial in the development of 
this peculiar form of being in and narrate the World. At the 
end, I will propose methodological consequences originated 
by this multispecies approach, underling hybridity and curio-
sity as key elements of the inclusion of other-than-humans in 
the ethnographic experience. Th e multispecies ethnography 
I wish to discuss here is related with the extension of the core 



Anthropologia Integra   vol. 12 no. 2/202120

Multispecies curiosities and ethnographies

focus of the living and describing a shared experience (core 
traits of “ethnography”) beyond the frontiers of the “human”, 
acknowledging its being merged in a network of companion-
ships with other beings.

To discuss what “ethnography” could be is a hazardous task. 
As the old joke describes it: ask ten anthropologists what 
ethnography is, and you will have eleven answers. It would 
require so more space of what I have here, but the reader can 
find some insights in works that explore possible pathways in 
this direction (i.e. Bernard 2006; Okley 2020). What is im-
portant to remark is that such a difficulty originates from the 
diverse uses ethnographers do of this idea, focusing multiple 
elements concurring in defining a research practice. Widely 
defined, ethnography refers to the living and describing sym-
bolic and practical experiences of the World, embodied and 
narrated, through a  dialogue between the categories of the 
ethnographers and of their interlocutors. Certainly, this inte-
rest is not a novelty from anthropology, and various scholars 
appoint possible parallels with ancient thinkers and its not 
being a prerogative of the western-mediterranean-hegemonic 
World (i.e. Hyun Jin 2009). Despite these retrospectives, a cer-
tain hegemonic tradition recognizes in the works of authors 
such as Morgan (1922), with its focus on kinship systems 
among North American people, or Radcliffe-Brown (2013), 
with his attention on social organization of people from An-
daman Islands, the foundation of a  specific form of ethno-
graphic experience and writing. In the hegemonic history of 
the discipline, the first scholar who emphasised the fieldwork 
as a specific feature of anthropology was Malinowski (1922). 
From then, only the experience of spending time “among the 
natives” (sic.) could offer appropriate knowledge of the lan-
guage, participation in daily life, collection of histories and 
symbolic systems, etc. 
These funding works of “modern” anthropology appoint to-
ward an anthropology aimed at studying small scale societies, 
the ones they described as maintaining features of “traditi-
onal” social and cultural organization (i.e. Mead 2001). In 
this panorama, diverse approaches can be identified. Authors 
such as Malinowski (1922) highlight an idea of anthropology 
as a scientific endeavour, while others as a work closer to the 
literary production, such as Frazer (1987). Others suggest it 
to be an attempt to preserve a  record of societies and their 
cultural expressions, seen as condemned to disappear (i.e. Be-
nedict 1934). A common trait of these can be identified in the 
attempt to propose a wide comprehension of humanity. The 
more famous example of this anthropological holistic view 
maybe is the “four field anthropology”, promoted by Boas 
(1904). He suggested the necessity to combine social anthro-
pology, biological anthropology, linguistics and archaeology, 
in order to include its synchronic and diachronic dimensions. 
Despite this proposal had some influences on the following 
anthropological discussions, specially North American ones, 
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various scholars suggest this effort does not pass of a  myth 
(Borowski 2002).
In the following decades, various generations of scholars 
did not economize critics to these approaches, due to their 
focus on “other” societies as empirically exotic phenomena, 
compromising the ethnographers’ authority to write about 
them (Taussig 1993). Anyhow, such critiques did not affect 
the principle of the “participant observation” as a fieldwork 
methodology. The influence of the ethnography as a  direct 
and participant experience, as well as a way of narrating such 
experience, moved beyond the anthropological circle. Critics 
moved to the ethnographer’s authority contributed in some 
way for ethnography as a method to transcend the study of 
“exotic” societies and also disciplinary frontiers. For exam-
ple, Bateson (2006), in his study of Naven ritual among the 
Iatmul people, used diverse epistemological tools, including 
sociological, cognitive, and ethological approaches beyond 
the ethnographic one. His results anticipated several future 
discussions on the situated character of the explication, and 
he explicitly describes his effort as “a study on the nature of 
explication”.
Since the second half of the Twentieth Century, a  growing 
number of ethnographies focused understudied and invi-
sibilized groups in anthropologists’ societies. They began to 
do “fieldwork” in their cities, neighbourhoods, streets, rede-
fining the qualification of the ethnographic practice, now fo-
cusing in making visible differences of power, interests and 
philosophies characterizing the social (Fisher 2003). Mo-
ving from the “exotic” societies and their colonial contexts, 
with implicit differences of power attributed to the producer 
of the ethnography (as both the “being there” and “writing 
about there”) and its goal of holistic explanations, the ethno-
graphic effort started to focus on interactions, participation, 
controversies, and conflicts affecting different collectives. 
If ethnographers were used to “pitching a  tent in the native 
village” where remained for a year or more to access local life, 
when they shift their attention towards their own societies, 
observing their contradictions and fragmentations, also the 
relationships established with their interlocutors become 
more fragmented and fluid. In place of prolonged solitary sta-
ys, often unique, ethnography takes the form of a relationship 
that is more intermittent, but continued in time, more multi-
ple, polyhedral and dynamic. This transformation, however, 
even with its epistemologically innovative character, still uses 
important methodological resources canonized by “classical” 
studies. Literary realism, interviews, historical documents, 
and other ways of constructing the ethnographic fact, conti-
nue to be used as instruments, but now inserted in a greater 
reflexivity on the role of the ethnographer as a researcher, wri-
ter and social actor.
Postcolonial debates, moving on this self-reflexive critique, 
firmly pointed out the need to democratize the ways of ma-
king ethnography, of being in the field, and of its narration. 
Such democratization highlights the urgency for research 
“objects” to be recognized as having a legitimate and symme-
trical voice. The criticism of the classic ethnographic practice 
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raised by authors such as Said (1978) was blunt in questioning 
the very possibility of making ethnography, which authori-
ty was for long time be grounded on a “having been in the 
field” legitimising its narrative. The symmetrization of voices 
in the field and in the narrative implied a radical redefinition 
of ethnographic practice. It claims that the “others”, once ob-
jects of investigation, when they reappropriate of their voices 
not necessarily will interpret and communicate in the same 
way as the hegemonic perspective, with the consequence of 
a proliferation of the voices in the ethnography itself (Boswell 
– Nyamnjoh 2016). Questioning the statute of the ethnogra-
pher, whether in the field or as an exclusive narrator, opens 
the way to question ethnography (anthropology) itself as 
a scientific practice. If ethnographers’ main tools are themsel-
ves and their sociability (Geertz 2000), the redefinition of the 
hitherto recognized ethnographic authority definitely stimu-
lated the need to rethink ethnography’s and anthropology’s 
foundations.
These redefinitions of the dynamics and negotiations of “be-
ing in the field” and of its narrative, were moved by postcolo-
nial deconstructions, the critical anthropology of the sixties 
and seventies, and also by the alternatives suggested by femi-
nist theories. They also produced a  strong anthropological 
reflection on the creative power of ethnographic language. 
Observing the power of writing in the articulation of cultural 
symbols, Geertz (1973) highlights its character as a  builder 
of Worlds. Ethnographic writing, as a  “thick description”, is 
endowed with an evocative character that emphasizes the ob-
server’s presence. The reality of the “others” is described from 
the experience the ethnographer has of it. It is an experience, 
therefore, reflective and incorporated that, due to its very cha-
racteristic, requires a necessary reflection on its political im-
plications. As evidenced by Van Maanen (2011), writing styles 
can produce alternative ethnographic realities: a realistic style 
will produce a direct picture of the situation regardless of how 
the ethnographer has produced his data, a confessional style 
will highlight the work of the ethnographer more than the re-
search itself, an impressionist style will involve the reader in 
an ethnographic dramatization, and so on. This “linguistic” 
turn of anthropology, focusing on ethnography as the produc-
tion of a narrative, emphasizes that both the experience and 
its representations are “emergent” (Clifford 1986). This vision 
of ethnography as focused on the creative power of the narra-
tive, on the one hand shifts the focus of ethnography from 
the “reality” of cultures to their polyphonic creation, thus 
allowing the inclusion of multiple, not necessarily coherent, 
voices in the enterprise. On the other hand, however, as some 
critics have pointed out, it poses the danger that this emphasis 
on language as a producer of the ethnographic world could 
melt the boundaries between ethnography and fiction, conse-
quently weakening its effectiveness in contesting the structu-
res of power that make specific social groups invisible.
In an attempt to bring together in the same ethnography peo-
ple and objects, the observer and the observed, some anthro-
pologists have turned their attention to the reciprocal co-pro-
duction of the language and its referents. This co-production 

is grounded on the “practices” within which the multiple 
actors interact. Moving beyond the idea that ethnographic 
“reality” would reflect an objective “truth”, ethnographies 
should focus on making visible the processes through which 
“reality” becomes “truth” for the involved actors. From the 
“truth”, then, to the “map” of the relationships connecting na-
tural and social worlds, since social forces themselves would 
not have an independent existence outside the concrete com-
bination and interaction of concomitant heterogeneous ele-
ments. For example, Latour (2005) suggests that ethnography 
should “describe” the movements and relationships between 
material and semiotic actors, people and discourses, and not 
“explain” them, since they act as a whole, being not possible 
to split them into separate epistemological dimensions. This 
suggestion echoes Bateson (2006 [1936, 1958]), according to 
whom the “organization” of data is their “explanation”, which 
derives precisely from the possibility of joining heterogeneous 
elements within patterns that enable to map their connecti-
ons. The experiences and interactions throughout the ethno-
graphy must, therefore, be observed in their own making, in 
what connects the most diverse elements: “What people say 
in an interview doesn’t only reveals their perspective, but also 
tells about events that they lived through” (Mol 2002, 15). The 
proposal of this ethnographic perspective is to follow the mul-
tiple elements in their multiple movements, through a meti-
culous mapping of their relationships.
This approach to ethnography, sometimes defined as post-hu-
man, because it included both humans and other-than-hu-
mans in its analysis, stimulated a comprehensive effort aimed 
at bringing together the most different elements producing 
lived experiences. Making the ethnography of these experien-
ces, therefore, requires moving beyond the human, including 
other beings, such as microbes, artificial intelligence, animals, 
etc. The proposal is to avoid the “hyper-humanism” that cha-
racterized field practices and their narratives (Smart 2014). 
The anthropocentric emphasis, in this view, would have ob-
literated the relations connecting humans with other beings. 
Ethnographers, here, emerge “not only as researchers, world-
-makers, text-creators and so on but also as members of a re-
searching species” (Hamilton – Taylor 2017, 44). In this way, 
the inclusion of other-than-humans in ethnography wish to 
promote epistemological, ontological and moral alternatives 
toward an “anthropology beyond the human” (Ingold 2013). 
The multispecies ethnography proposal goes in this direction, 
and proposes to map cultural, political and social influences 
affecting the relations between diverse beings (Kirskey – Hel-
mreich, 2010). This possibility has significant ecological, po-
litical and moral consequences, as emphasized by the search 
for alternatives for coexistence between humans and other-
-than-humans in the face of environmental crises generated 
by anthropocentric capitalism (Tsing 2015). Methodologi-
cally, this approach aims at moving the ethnography toward 
other ways of “being”, not only those that the hegemonic on-
tology considers as “alive”, such as the animals, but also those 
it considers as “inanimate”, such as minerals and objects, as 
well as those refused by hegemonic ontologies, such as spirits, 
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for example. This does not mean to neglect the “human” as 
the focus of ethnography, after all anthropology is about the 
“anthropos”, but rather to map its expanded relations (Lien – 
Pálsson 2019).
This brief overview, partial and incomplete, aimed at introdu-
cing the polysemy of ethnography, which can take diverse and 
even contradictory connotations. Here I chose some trajecto-
ries more coherent with the objectives of this text, although 
many other “(hi)stories” of ethnography could be traced. 
I would like to introduce now a specific ethnographic case of 
multispecies ethnography: a book published in 1868 by Lewis 
Henry Morgan, already mentioned above, and considered one 
of the funders of the hegemonic anthropological tradition.

Lewis Henry Morgan is mostly known among anthropolo-
gists for his work on kinship systems (1997, 1922), a field of 
research of which he is considered one of the founders. Inde-
ed, Lévi-Strauss dedicated to him his first mayor work (1967), 
recognizing how Morgan anticipated the primacy of kinship 
relations that connect individuals in the face of the study of 
classificatory terms (Almeida 2010). Despite usually descri-
bed as a  “cabinet anthropologist”, like most of his contem-
poraries who adhered to social evolutionary theories, Morgan 
can also be considered a precursor of the fieldwork as it came 
to be configured in the following decades. The data on which 
he grounded his works on kinship were largely collected per-
sonally or under the direct guidance of Native Americans in-
terlocutors, through questionnaires and through direct dialo-
gues with them. He had this possibility since he spent several 
years of his life working as an employee of the Ely railway and 
mining company in the surroundings of the Great Lake, a re-
gion inhabited by the Native Americans and, as we shall see, 
by the beavers.
Less well known are his works on American beavers, the most 
remembered of which is the book The American Beaver and 
His Works (1868), which is also mentioned by Darwin (2004). 
His core point is that “the mute [sic.] and man [sic.] are both 
endowed with similar mental principle” (Morgan 1868, 250). 
This affirmation significantly distanced him from his contem-
poraries, who saw compared animal anatomy as the founda-
tions of zoological science (Idem.: v). Morgan, defining his 
enterprise as an “experiment”, aims to carry out “a  minute 
exposition of theirs [of the beavers’] artificial works, where 
such are constructed; of their habits, their mode of life, and of 
their mutual relations” (Idem.: vi). A specific “ethnographic” 
view, at the same time method and object for Morgan, appears 
clearly from the opening pages. The expression “where such” 
highlights that Morgan observe the beavers in situ, something 
that ethology will only begin to accomplish in the sixties of 
the following century with the “pioneering” works of Konrad 
Lorenz and Niko Timbergen (Souto 2005). Furthermore, the 
autobiographical notes that Morgan inserts in his narrative si-
tuate the ethnographer himself in his field context, thus anti-

The American Beaver

cipating the self-reflective attention to biosocial relationships 
that some ethnographies emphasise today (Lien – Pálsson 
2019).
Although he wrote his works on the beavers and the human 
kinship systems in the same period, his readers maintained 
them separated. The former are revered among zoologists 
as a  precursors to studies of animal behaviour, and the la-
tter among anthropologists as the first “modern” studies of 
kinship. A parallel between these studies can be found in the 
fact that Morgan assumes “the mute and the man” as having 
the common characteristic of conscious beings, often associ-
ating them due to their social characteristics and industrious 
attitudes. He had already expressed this idea in a  previous 
work, arguing that humans and animals share cognitive, co-
mmunicative, sensory and rational abilities. “The strong and 
uninterrupted current of analogies in animal life, also, which 
subsist between man [sic.] and the various species of animals, 
furnished an indirect support to the views hitherto advance. 
They have the senses, natural affections, and propensities, in 
common with man” (Morgan 1843, 419).
However, the intellectual environment in which his work is 
inserted was still discussing slavery and physical differences 
between humans, so that the multiple associations with the 
beavers were distorted to distinguish the humans themselves. 
The details of these associations allow Morgan to uncover ten-
sions and contradictions embedded in this ambiguous opera-
tion of association between beavers and humans, anticipating 
later debates. The recognition of the intellectual uniqueness of 
humans and beavers was a clear attack to the widespread ra-
cism in North American society at the time (and not only, i.e. 
Rana 2020), as it refuted the possibility of qualitative human 
diversities. Consequently, in this, it is possible to recognize 
a double movement of trans-specific universality of both kin-
ship systems and “intelligence”.
Morgan’s attention to the beavers’ engineering works expre-
sses his focus on detailing what these animals were doing in 
“practice”. This is further evidenced by the also pioneering use 
of images as ethnographic documents: the book uses nume-
rous drawings to illustrate descriptions of the beavers’ works 
and their lives. The author described how he had cut the dikes 
built by these rodents in order to detail their structures. He 
spent years in a patient effort to directly observe the beavers 
at work, something made difficult by their nocturnal habits. 
Observing what the beavers do acquires in Morgan a metho-
dological and epistemological dimension for understanding 
their behaviours: “their artificial erections speak for themsel-
ves, their habits, in other respects, can only be determined by 
a series of authenticated acts” (1868, 133). Here he anticipated 
debates that will emerge more than a century later. For exam-
ple, Haraway, in examining the value policies produced by the 
co-adaptation of humans and animals, draws attention to the 
nature of “living capital” of the latter: “My suspicion is that 
we might nurture responsibility with and for other animals 
by plumbing the category of labour more than the category of 
rights” (2008, 73). In Morgan’s description, beavers build nu-
merous dikes in the area occupied by human villages, where 
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he tells: “There are within this area sixty-three beaver dams, 
without reckoning the smallest, from those which are fifty feet 
in length, and forming ponds coving a quarter of an acre of 
land, to those which are three hundred and five hundred feet 
in length, with ponds covering from twenty to sixty acres of 
land. It also contains many acres of beaver meadows, many 
lodges, burrows, and artificial canals” (Morgan 1868, 80). 
Beavers’ working skills are associated on the one hand with 
the recognition of the “intelligence” of these animals, thus as-
sociating them with humans, and on the other hand, as we 
have seen, with the direct observation of what they do in the 
practice. This preoccupation, however, is also connected with 
the devastating expansion of the American “frontier” over the 
region, so expressing a preoccupation that is not only episte-
mological, but also moral.
The advance of this frontier, at offering the beavers’ enginee-
ring works to the colonizers’ view, impacted their coexisten-
ce with the local Native populations. Morgan is explicit in 
acknowledging his debt for carrying out his study with them 
and with the fur hunters in the region: “After considerable in-
tercourse with Indian and white trappers […] I  have been, 
through them, to verify but a small number of facts tending to 
establish, as well as to illustrate, the habits and mode of life of 
this long-observed rodent” (Idem., 133). This coexistence of 
the beavers with the humans was, however, marked by their 
exploitation from intensive hunting for their skins, which was 
carried out using specific traps. One of these, the Newhouse 
Trap (used by “white” hunters), is described by Morgan as “the 
most perfect instrument” (Idem., 229). Hunting, associated 
with their nocturnal habits, made them even more difficult to 
observe. Morgan looked for the help of the more experienced 
people, especially the Objiwa and the sons of interethnic ma-
rriages and to whom he explicitly recognizes his debt “for the 
acquaintance with the ‘beaver love’ of the Indians” (Idem., xi).
Even though it is not a direct reflection on the co-authorship 
of the fieldwork, and it could not be due to the particular so-
cio-historical period in which the text was written, this reco-
gnition describes a humility of the ethnographer concerned 
with respecting his local interlocutors, crediting them their 
own knowledge. It is a discussion that would have emerged 
as a priority in ethnography only decades later. This debt be-
comes more evident when Morgan recognizes, in other texts 
on the subject (1843), that the attention toward the work of the 
beavers was raised by the local perception of these works as 
“signs”. The attention that local residents paid to the structures 
built by these animals was derived from the fact that they were 
living in the same territory, and therefore experiencing each 
other directly. Their willingness to show the beavers to Mor-
gan went together with explanations of the animals’ social life. 
The social life of the beavers, consequently, from the Native 
Americans’ explanations included in the work Morgan, can-
not be divided from their buildings. In this sense, it is possi-
ble to relieve that a  local explanation anticipates something 
that the ethological studies of beavers will recognize in more 
contemporary times (Wohl 2019). Moreover, the attention to 
multi-species social life and its connection with the territory 

motivated local residents to be concerned that human im-
pacts could lead to the disappearance of the beavers. A con-
cern shared by Morgan himself, who was aware of the con-
tradiction in which he was immersed because he was in the 
region as an employee of the mining and railway company re-
sponsible for the destruction of the local ecosystem and, con-
sequently, for the disappearance of the beavers’ populations.
This brief description of Morgan’s work on American beavers 
illustrates some interesting features of his ethnographic work. 
In a  comprehensive view, Morgan addresses various topics, 
such as the beavers’ anatomy and feeding, their engineering 
works in the manufacture of dikes, and their social life, but 
also the techniques of hunting these rodents and their other 
interrelationships with the humans living in the territory. Po-
ssible critiques to Morgan’s “ontological” proposal about the 
intentionality of beavers, have raised questions about a supp-
osed confusion he would have made between the double levels 
of “knowing how to do something” and “having an idea of so-
mething”, the latter taken as a properly human characteristic 
(Ingold 1987, 29). Anyhow, it is relevant to point out how The 
American Beaver and His Works anticipates numerous themes 
that will emerge in the debate decades after him. Specifically, 
this is evident for the ones produced in the discussion of mul-
tispecies collectives and the post-human anthropology. In the 
next paragraph, I will outline some of these suggestions for 
the discussions of ethnography.

This brief overview of Morgan’s text, in some way neglected 
in the “anthropological canon”, leads us to question what 
happens to the ethnographic method when ethnographers 
turn their attention to other-than-humans. That is, to the 
impacts these other-than-humans have on the ethnographic 
experience. This question is grounded on the perception that 
“Others really are” (Hamilton and Taylor 2017, 51). It was ine-
vitable, for example, that Morgan’s attention to beavers would 
be heightened by their pervasive presence in his experience of 
the place. Their “reality”, however, was highlighted by the ex-
plicit association Native Americans made with the human so-
ciality, or, to put it another way, the beavers were, in the direct 
experience of the locals and of Morgan, “good to live with” 
(Haraway 2008). Instead of observing them from a reductio-
nist, utilitarian or symbolic perspective, Morgan focuses his 
ethnographic attention on them as co-participants in the re-
alization of the experience. It is a movement that is intrinsic 
and concomitant epistemological and methodological, as well 
as moral, of course.
Returning to the usefulness of focusing ethnographic attenti-
on on what subjects “do”, it can be observed that in order to 
map other-than-human agencies a good starting point is the 
way in which such agencies are incorporated in well-specified 
social contexts. Power differences in the relationship between 
humans and other animals, for example, are made explicit in 
everyday practices that reflect cultural norms. The difference 
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between companion animals that are taken for walks and fed 
selected foods, etc., and their conspecific mutts, who receive 
blows and are imprisoned in shelters, etc., makes evident how 
interspecific boundaries take on moral values rather than 
“biological” ones. It is useful for the ethnographer to observe 
what the pair formed by a dog and its “owner” do while walk-
ing along the city’s streets, for example, on their more or less 
fast or slow walking, or using the collar to pull or if he lets 
himself be pulled or engaged in direct or indirect conversa-
tions (conducted by anyone who lives with a  domestic ani-
mal). In this way the ethnographer maps out the emergence of 
an affectivity that shapes interspecific communication. Such 
affectivity echoes the crossing of borders that divide humans 
from their “others”, a movement that acquires specific forms 
and modalities in each multispecies context and collective.
The observation of these practices thus emerges as crucial for 
accessing the ways in which multispecies collectives display 
their dynamics, allowing the common participation of diffe-
rent agents in the production of lived worlds to be made ex-
plicit. From this perspective, however, it is also the object of 
anthropology that undergoes a redefinition. Other-than-hu-
mans, especially animals, but also plants and invisible beings, 
despite diverse presences in ethnographies (Smart 2014), 
have always been present in ethnographic research since they 
are present in the very experience of collectives with which 
the ethnographer lives. However, in most cases, other-than-
-humans presence in ethnographies is shaped by an appro-
ach that defines them as “instruments” both of the “natives”, 
as in the case of the ritualistic bears described by Benedict 
(1934), or of the ethnographers themselves, as in the case of 
the Geertz’s roosters as metonymic of Balinese masculinity 
(1973). The proposal of a multispecies ethnography aims, on 
the other hand, to achieve a more detailed description of soci-
al groups, avoiding to “imagine human species being, that is, 
the practices of being a  species, as autonomously self-main-
taining” (Tsing 2012, 144). The recognition that the “human 
species being” is not a self-sustained attribute, but something 
under construction in interspecific relationships, allows to fo-
cus the flows of relationships materialized in particular bodies 
and practices ethnographers find in their experiences.
Dynamics shaping these interspecific relationships can be 
accessed by observing the trajectories of beings engaged in 
ethnographies: “any thing – caught at a particular place and 
moment – enfolds within its constitution the history of relati-
ons that have brought it there” (Ingold 2011, 160). What spe-
cific bodies of other-than-humans do in their practices allows, 
therefore, to elucidate their countless relationships. In Morga-
n’s work, this is evident: the beavers are presented at a given 
historical moment, along the rivers, with their dikes and with 
their families, describing their specific intervention in the pro-
cess of landscape formation. Their absence, after a few years, 
will, in turn, allow the ethnographer to access the new relati-
onships involving these animals, this time with mining com-
panies, with fur hunters, etc. At the same time, these presences 
“at a particular place and moment”, as an epiphenomenon of 
more comprehensive practices involving multiple humans and 

other-than-humans, also allow to access the epistemological 
and methodological practices operated by the “other” human 
observers in their multispecies collectives. In the production 
of scientific in laboratory practices, for example, other-than-
-humans are obliterated in the narrative (Latour – Woolgar 
1986). But the same happens also outside the laboratory space, 
such as in the act of hiding the personal and affective relati-
onships between human and other-than-human primates in 
primatological research both in captivity (Wieder 1980) and in 
“nature” (Sá 2013; Bollettin 2020a, 2020b).
This suppression of the links between humans and other-
-than-humans is not a prerogative of scientific descriptions, 
but rather the common feature of a  general anthropocent-
ric approach that excludes other-than-humans by not reco-
gnizing their specific agencies. The emancipation of these in 
ethnography cannot be, however, the simple observation of 
how humans define themselves or build themselves in oppo-
sition to the silenced “others”. Given that interspecific expe-
riences engage these collectives in shared Worlds, the ethno-
graphy requires an effective symmetrisation, redefining the 
discourses that exclude those with less speech power from 
the decision-making process precisely because they suffer of 
such silencing (Stenger 2005). A redefinition that implies, fo-
llowing Stenger’s suggestion, to make evident inclusion and 
exclusion policies, as well as the ethnographer’s moral, episte-
mological and methodological choices. In this direction, two 
practical and narrative strategies used in multispecies ethno-
graphy appear as relevant: hybridization and curiosity.
As The American Beaver and His Works evidence, the an-
thropological enterprise was not entirely anthropocentric 
at its foundation. In the course of time, the exclusive focus 
on the “human” gained, nevertheless, an absolute prepon-
derance, due to factors internal and external to disciplinary 
interests, promoting an increasing disciplinary specialization 
(Cardoso de Oliveira 2006). The effort to “take other-than-
-humans seriously” in ethnography thus requires a  parallel 
effort to rethink the epistemological and methodological li-
mits of ethnography itself. Several disciplines, for example, fo-
cus on human-animal relationships (which can be expanded 
to include other beings, such as plants and spirits, for exam-
ple), so that an effective and efficient inclusion of other-than-
-humans in ethnography can greatly benefit of a disciplinary 
“hybridization” (Hamilton – Taylor 2017). Hybridization that, 
again, is both epistemological and methodological. On the 
one hand, it requires to establish dialogues between different 
approaches, such as the ones that can be held between anthro-
pology and primatology around the multiple meanings of the 
term “culture” beyond the usual attribution to humans, which 
can lead to reformulate the categories of beings we recogni-
ze and their borders (Rapchan – Neves 2014). On the other 
hand, it runs towards relationships escaping scientific-acade-
mic borders, implying a  redefinition of paradigms hitherto 
accepted from the inclusion of the different perspectives of 
those who participate in these relationships, trying to identify 
their possible partial overlaps (Ludwig – El-Hani 2020). This 
operation can already be identified in Morgan’s text in which 
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the author makes extensive use of both Ojbïwa terminology 
and categories. Not only the local linguistic terms enter the 
ethnographer’s text, but also Native Americans’ concepts sha-
pe the author’s epistemology, as clearly appears, for example, 
in the use of the idea of “family” to describe the beavers’ terri-
torial occupation.
Meanwhile, this hybridization extends the possibilities of 
ethnographic methods in the production of poly-vocal, crea-
tive and multiple ethnographies. To the more “traditional” 
diaries, notes, interviews, etc., several authors have suggested 
adding the use of videos, artworks, and other experimentati-
ons in multiple directions (Kirskey, 2014; Hamilton – Taylor, 
2017). Although the use of these expressive forms in ethno-
graphy, both in the field and in the narrative, does not nece-
ssarily mean that other-than-human voices are heard, these 
instruments have the utility of “talking with” them (Haraway 
2008). The use of alternative forms of dialogue in the ethno-
graphy can engage interlocutors in the use of visual forms of 
presentation of their experiences, offering instruments that 
complement the narrative (Pauwels 2016). In addition to using 
images to illustrate the ethnographic narrative, as in Morgan’s 
book, these instruments open spaces for the proliferation of 
multiple voices. These voices are expressions of the variety of 
both human interlocutors engaged in multispecies collecti-
ves, and of other-than-human beings themselves. The video 
Sweetgrass (Castaing-Taylor – Barbash 2009), for example, re-
thinks ethnographic research on grazing, but shifting the gaze 
to the multispecies collective itself: the sounds and images of 
shepherds, horses, dogs and sheep intertwining. At the same 
time, hybrid forms of presentation of these collectives, such 
as those presented in The Multispecies Saloon (Kirskey 2014), 
allow to bring to light their multiple dynamics, transgressing 
the epistemic-ontological boundaries that separate humans 
and other-than-humans and exploring original ways of brin-
ging together bacteria, eggs, flowers, humans, etc. These tools 
produce a common panorama that is at the same time a lived 
world, a polyphonic narrative and a political manifesto.
Some of these epistemic-methodological possibilities opened 
by a multispecies approach in ethnography show that experi-
mentation is an intrinsic characteristic of the attempt to make 
it inclusive. On the one hand, this is the result of the multi-
plication of the beings involved, since each of these will have 
their own ways of staying in and narrating the multispecies 
collectives. On the other hand, it is also the result of an appre-
ciation of curiosity as a particular methodological instrument. 
Curiosity understood as a desire to know is nothing new in 
anthropology: Karl Kroeber, son of Alfred Kroeber, uses this 
keyword to describe his father’s anthropological underta-
king (Kroeber 2003). However, the “Kroeberian” curiosity is 
thought of as an egoistic curiosity of the ethnographer himself 
and can be thought of in association with a posture that exo-
ticizes the “other”, that is, a curiosity that objectifies the other. 
This form of the ethnographic curiosity, which even suppor-
ted the colonial expansion (Taussig 1993), is reflected in the 
projection of the ethnographer’s interests on the reality of the 
“natives” he seeks to study (Crapanzano 1986).

In another direction, curiosity can be experienced as “expan-
sive”: “whom and what do I touch when I touch my dog?” asks 
Donna Haraway (2008, 3). This other approach to curiosity 
emphasizes its potential to allow oneself to be “contaminated” 
– or, again, hybridized – by the differences arising in the inter-
specific encounter, in a movement of “learning to be affected” 
(Latour 2004). Recognizing the agency of other-than-humans 
in our experience of the world, whether they are the beavers 
described by Morgan, domestic pets or laboratory rats, etc., 
lets to expand ethnography beyond anthropocentric borders 
and pre-given questions. This redefinition of curiosity, in the 
same direction as postcolonial criticism that reformulated 
ethnographic dynamics in a  dialogical perspective between 
the involved subjects, aims at including other curiosities in 
such multispecies collectives. It is a  process of inclusion of 
others that were once neglected: “Multispecies anthropolo-
gy makes much-needed interventions by positing curiosity 
and noticing as antidotes to blindness about nonhumans” 
(Swansson 2020, 33). It displaces the curiosity “about” to the 
curiosity “with”. The conjunction “with”, however, is not only 
epistemological and methodological, but it implies assuming 
a  moral stance, full of new obligations and responsibilities 
(Tsing 2013).

The current ecological crisis that devastates (or will devastate, 
in the most optimistic view), the planet, makes it urgent to 
rethink the interaction dynamics between humans and other-
-than-humans. The ongoing Coronavirus pandemic has its 
origins in a zoonosis (Jo et al. 2020). The reformulation of the 
relationship between humans and wild animals, in this case 
probably between humans and bats, produced by the degra-
dation of their ecosystem, brings humans and other-than-hu-
mans together in an uncontrolled way, generating unpredicta-
ble and disastrous effects for humans themselves. Multispecies 
ethnography suggests rethinking the dynamics that humans 
adopt in multispecies collectives, in an ethnographic and po-
litical claim. Along this paper, I have presented only a few su-
ggestions, but which represent a panorama so varied that any 
definition ends up being ironically reductive of its own effort 
of multiplying possibilities. It is not only a simple intellectual 
curiosity, toward the understanding of the workings, contro-
versies, dynamics, conflicts and appeasements of these co-
llectives, it suggests that an ethnography capable of including 
other-than-humans in its dialogues appears as an effective 
epistemological and moral position facing current environ-
mental crises. This position, however, as the choice of the text 
The American Beaver and His Works suggests, is not new. In 
his book, Morgan shows us, with the epistemic, ontological 
and moral categories of his time, the cosmopolitical potential 
of ethnography: the observer, the humans, and the beavers are 
symmetrized in a plural narrative that redefines the prevailing 
hegemonic borders. 

As an open conclusion: moving forward 
the multispecies ethnography proposal

P. Bollettin
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If ethnographic practice served as an instrument of coloni-
al domination (Taussig 1993), it also offered clues to propo-
sitional movements capable of altering the play of forces in 
more plural directions (Said 1978). The explosive potential 
of ethnography as a  methodology, engaged and polyhedral, 
eccentric and pluralistic, thus offers an instrument for an 
effective commitment with the lives of other-than-human 
companions. The movements of disciplinary, epistemological 
and moral hybridizations and the redirection of ethnographic 
curiosity towards a  curiosity “with” others, appear, therefo-
re, as peculiar traits of an ethnography that seeks not only to 
include the other-than-humans in its sphere of interest, but 
that above all allows itself to be moved toward the directions 
they suggest. It is not only related with the inclusion of an 
additional “object” of research, instead it suggests to rethink 
ethnographic knowledge-practices toward the recognition of 
plural Worlds, letting other-than-humans to symmetrically 
engage in a  dialogical effort which is concomitantly onto-
-epistemological as well as ethical. Such an extension promo-
tes the proliferation of possibilities, being “taking seriously” 
(Viveiros de Castro 1998), meaning to have as a starting point 
the question of how other experiences enable to rethink the 
subjective experiences of the observer as relative and situated, 
the ground on which build up future subjective relations be-
tween humans and other-than-humans.
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