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The humanities as a discipline (or disciplines) have been defined in various

ways, but central to most formulations is the idea that the humanities foster a con-

versation about what it means to be human. Animal Studies, as these essays have

shown, have the potential to shift the terms of that conversation in significant ways.

The designation “non-human animals,” which several contributors use, shows one

such fundamental change. If philosophers since Plato have used animals to help de-

fine what it means to be human, they have generally done this with the assumption

that animals are fundamentally different from us: that there is a firm border between

the animal world and the human world. This division is clearly reflected in the sur-

prise that many people felt on first encountering the phrase “city of animals.” Ani-

mals (except for pets, of course) are supposed to live in nature. Cities are for people.

Animals found in cities are interlopers or pests.

Increasingly, Animal Studies (among other disciplines) have been pushing us to consider

how we humans are a part of the animal world and the natural world; this is an increas-

ingly important question in the face of our changing climate. Other philosophers, re-

sponding to humanity’s domination of the globe, insist that there is no such thing as

nature anymore: that everything, animals included, is a part of human culture. We live

in the Anthropocene, a geological era of man-made climate change. Either way, we need

to consider the ways in which we are a part of the animal world, and they are a part of

ours, since we share the same fate. 

conclusion
jim ellis
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This is one reason why the humanities are so important in our current moment. The con-

versation that took place at our Annual Community Seminar, and which is the origin of

this volume, brought together a diverse group of citizens to discuss together how we

might better understand our relation to the non-human animals with whom we share

our city. This book continues that conversation and broadens it, by including new di-

rections and new perspectives, which mutually inform each other. The essays by the

seminar participants provide some scholarly directions for discussion; the statements

by those who work for animal well-being help us to better understand the facts on the

ground (and in the water, and in the air). The various contributions by artists are research

in a different form: artists use different channels of exploration and communication to

allow us to understand these issues in more visceral ways. Artists show us that animals

don’t just inhabit our city: they inhabit our imaginations, our bodies, our movements,

and our souls. To be attentive to the welfare of animals is to be attentive to the welfare

of our selves.

If you’d like to explore any of these ideas further, we have assembled some resources

on the website of the Calgary Institute for the Humanities (http://arts.ucalgary.ca/cih/),

at the University of Calgary. There you will find a critical vocabulary, detailed sugges-

tions for reading, and links to community organizations. You can also find videos of the

talks from the Community Seminar, as well as video of some of the conversations that

took place. We hope you will be inspired to carry on the conversation: let us know where

it takes you.
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