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Introduction by Kara Murphy Schlichting, Queens College CUNY 

 
 t is an axiom of environmental history that nineteenth-century urbanization 
reconfigured relationships between North American cities and their hinterlands. 
Urban development led to new configurations of parkland and nature reserves, 
challenged ecological health, and fostered new suburban ideals. Andrew A. 

Robichaud has more to offer to this narrative: urban development also redefined 
the role of animal industry and animal exploitation in cities. Animal City: The 
Domestication of America inventively explores human-animal relations and city-
hinterland geographies.  Animal City uses human-animal encounters to consider the 
animus for and effects of increasing municipal regulations. The nineteenth-century 
city increasingly dictated where animals could be in urban space and how they 
could be treated. Citizens and civic leaders used such regulations to challenge 
animal cruelty but also to exert state power over certain social groups and sites. 
Attempts to separate animal labor and animal “disassembly” from orderly urban 
spaces, Robichaud argues, reconfigured the emotional and spatial relationships 
between humans and animals.  
 
Opening the roundtable, Dawn Biehler applauds Robichaud’s “insistence that laws, 
policies, and the entities they regulate operated spatially.” Bringing an 
interdisciplinary geography and environmental studies perspective to the 
roundtable, Biehler teases out what she terms the “geographies of death” and 
“archaeology of killability” of Animal City. A series of questions underly these 
concepts: what made some animals more “killable” in urban society? What made 
possible personal or systemic abuse, torture, and slaughter of certain species? What 
made possible the creation of zones where animal suffering and death were 
permitted? According to Biehler, both “geographies of death” and “killability” speak 
to spatial arrangements, laws, and discourses of “appropriate” urban nature and 
human-animal interactions. Changing spatial arrangements, she writes, built new 
zones of animal slaughter that rendered animals like pigs “killable” in corporatized, 
large-scale factory farming. In turn, these zones both created and obfuscated issues 
of inhumane animal treatment, ecological degradation, and new commodity 
networks. 
 
Frederick L. Brown commends Robichaud for his insightful exploration of animals 
and humans, and their interconnections, as part of city-making. Animal City centers 
dogs, cattle, dairy cows, horses, and more exotic species to think through animals as 
an aspect of the urban environment. Brown considers Robichaud’s approach to 
work animals, animals that were “good to eat,” animals increasingly hidden or left 
behind, and animals associated with human leisure. Animal City argues that a radical 
transformation in human-animal relations occurred across the nineteenth century; 
Brown uses this argument to consider how “thinking with animals” is a method to 
explore social, political, economic, and ideological relations.  
 

I 
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Animal City inspires Joshua Specht to reflect on the selective invisibly of certain 
animals, the goal of this invisibility, and for whom the erasure occurred. Declaring 
cities unsuitable sites for animal-related production, Specht writes, did not shutter 
such industries but moved them out of most urbanites’ sight. Like Biehler, Specht 
considers the growing invisibility in human-animal interactions in Animal City. 
Specht points out that during the nineteenth century, urban leaders came to believe 
that animal labor and exploitation did not fit into new ideas of urban order. The 
subsequent erasure of animal consumption occurred alongside new, yet 
fundamentally different, animal-human relations. Regulations and reformers ejected 
pig slaughter and milk production from the city in the same decades that new 
animal entertainments and human-animal bonds emerged: the rising popularity of 
zoos and circuses and domestic pets.  
 
Joanna Dean frames Animal City’s contributions to animal history and considers 
how this book might inspire future work in the field. She commends the well-told 
stories that bring the lives of humans and animals alike into focus. Robichaud links a 
diverse collection of animal stories in the city—from the spatial regulation of 
livestock to P.T. Barnum’s circus—"to show that the various movements co-existed 
and were co-constructed.” Dean asks Robichaud to consider his work in connection 
to existing scholarship on the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, 
Barnum, and swill milk—for example, what might his analysis say about gender 
politics in nineteenth-century reform movements? 
 
In his response, Robichaud reflects on the state of animal history as an outgrowth of 
environmental history and the difficulty of categorizing animals in history, teasing 
out differences between species considered “good to eat” from those embraced as 
domestic pets or rejected as in need of reform. He also admits he is cautious in 
claiming the category of “animal history” for Animal City. His approach to animals, 
he explains, was to explore moments when animals became visible, essential, and 
entwined with people. As a result of this focus, his book surveys the legal, political, 
and regulatory histories of urban animal policy and what it meant, for both people 
and animals, when these relationships changed and urban sites of animal 
production and consumption disappeared. Robichaud also engages two themes of 
the roundtable: the concepts of “killability” and “invisibility.” In his consideration of 
both concepts, he underscores how “space became a key tool” in creating 
regulations, hiding violence and suffering, and reshaping urban environments.  
 
Robichaud offers a compelling origin story for Animal City. The strange and the 
weird moments of urban animal life inspired his work. What was it like, he wanted 
to know, to live in a city with a dog-powered treadmill to press cider on display in a 
shop window? What was it like to live in a nation where sending a collection of 
animals over Niagara Falls counted as entertainment? Bizarre moments like these 
led Robichaud to write compellingly about the historical lives of animals in 
American cities as a way to shed new light on urban culture, politics, and society in 
the nineteenth century. 
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Before turning to the first set of comments, I would like to pause here and thank all 
the roundtable participants for taking part. In addition, I would like to remind 
readers that as an open-access forum, H-Environment Roundtable Reviews is 
available to scholars and non-scholars alike, around the world, free of charge. Please 
circulate. 
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Comments by Dawn Biehler, University of Maryland, Baltimore County 

 

ndrew Robichaud’s Animal City teems with visceral images of interconnected 
human and animal lives and deaths. Among the most memorable is the image 
of actual bovine viscera and blood dripping through slatted floors in San 
Francisco’s stilted slaughterhouses – and the ecological changes that 

cascaded from this influx of organic matter. Public health officials confined 
butchering activities to the district around Islais Creek starting in the 1860s, 
assuming that tidal marshes would dilute and wash away the byproducts of beef 
production. But offal overwhelmed the tidal zone and instead reconfigured the 
ecosystem of marshes and creeks in what San Franciscans by then called 
Butchertown. Through their death, cattle fed not only San Francisco’s growing 
human population, but also hogs and innumerable rats that thrived below the 
slaughterhouses’ wooden floors. Free-ranging dogs prospered on cow guts, rats, and 
the companionship of single men in this highly gendered neighborhood. Waterfowl 
quit their polluted home, giving way to seagulls ready to devour their share of the 
organic waste. These wetlands and surrounding meadows had also sustained 
shrimp and dairy cows, respectively. As spilt blood fouled water and land, health 
officials deemed seafood and dairy products from the Islais Creek area tainted, 
further marginalizing Chinese shrimpers and Italian farmers whose livelihoods had 
depended on animals in this space. Meanwhile, as health policies displaced livestock 
production to the city’s edges, meatpackers increasingly relied upon horses to 
transport animal products from outlying neighborhoods to consumers downtown. 
The city’s burgeoning equine workforce added manure to the list of organic wastes 
that required removal. When health officials dictated the costly move of all butchers 
to the areas around Islais Creek, they rewrote the entire biogeography surrounding 
San Francisco – and we haven’t even discussed the microbes that found new hosts 
amid these shifts.  
 
Like a horror film, the story of Butchertown’s effects may titillate or sicken 
depending on readers’ interests and the strength of their stomachs. But it represents 
much more than a simple bloodbath. Robichaud uses nineteenth-century San 
Francisco (and for other stories, New York) to show how this era’s urban policies 
systematically remade human-animal relationships across space, and at the same 
time ceded advantages in these relationships mostly to large corporations. 
Accidentally and intentionally, health and animal welfare policies allowed 
companies like the meatpacker Miller & Lux, large dairy suppliers further south of 
the city, and even railroads to establish wide systems of harm to both animals and 
less-powerful people. When San Francisco’s Board of Health set the geographical 
lines within which cattle could be slaughtered, they displaced livestock beyond the 
practical bounds of humane law enforcement, drove out existing wildlife, and made 
it nearly impossible for small-scale and ethnic-minority businesses to continue their 
operations. In place of such sights and economies, privileged human city-dwellers 
across the country increasingly coddled pets in their homes and sought out glimpses 
of captive wildlife in zoological gardens. 

A 
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Critical geographers such as Kathryn Gillespie and Patricia Lopez have recently 
examined geographies of death and the ways a variety of beings – human and non-
human – are rendered “killable.”1 Robichaud’s Animal City provides an important 
archaeology of killability as a function of urban spatial arrangements, laws, and 
discourses, and shows the effects in vivid, devastating detail. Killability developed 
easily as butchering was driven away from bustling downtowns where cattle’s 
bellows of fear and the constant threat of trampling reminded residents where their 
meat came from. Meanwhile, in New York, Robichaud examines the origins of laws 
governing pure milk, when swill milk (from cows fed on distillery mash) and other 
tainted dairy products killed babies, often those of mothers who had become wet-
nurses for wealthier families. Babies’ lives and well-being were entangled with 
those of urban dairy cows, and babies’ deaths brought attention to the inferior food 
and living conditions that also shortened bovine lives. In New York, unacceptable 
infant deaths made bovine suffering also unacceptable, and policies eventually 
removed cows from cities deemed unsuitable sites for milk production. The effort to 
reduce human deaths thus improved cows’ lives – but also placed them beyond New 
Yorkers’ vision. 
 
Robichaud’s archaeology of killability speaks to the continued growth today of 
factory farming and globalized commodity chains of livestock production. 
Robichaud pinpoints an important moment when the cruelty inherent in industrial 
production of meat and milk was placed beyond the bounds – metaphorical and 
geographical – of correction. “Out of sight,” Robichaud writes, “the abuse of livestock 
faded from public consciousness and lost the urgency of other animal abuses that 
happened in more central and visible parts of town” (157).  
 
As a scholar trained as both a geographer and an environmental historian, I 
particularly appreciate Robichaud’s insistence that laws, policies, and the entities 
they regulate operated spatially. Unevenness and fluctuations in health and humane 
law enforcement – geographically and by species – demonstrate the ways large 
companies used space to their advantage. Court records, ledgers, and membership 
rolls from the San Francisco Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
(SFSPCA) provide particularly compelling evidence of how the biggest perpetrators 
of violence upon animals operated with impunity because of their distance from 
residential areas and downtown. There, of course, people commonly dined upon the 
products of slaughter but need not witness the sights, sounds, and smells of animals 
living or dead. Humane laws targeted individuals who performed cruel acts directly 
and intentionally upon animals and were prosecuted within local jurisdictions. Thus 
there was little recourse for animals injured in the course of long journeys whose 
conditions such as crowded rail cars were determined by corporate efficiency 
practices, and where livestock were handled by many workers. SFSPCA lacked the 
resources to uphold laws in Butchertown itself, concentrating instead on the 
treatment of horses and pets closer to its offices and the courthouses downtown. 

 
1 Patricia Lopez and Kathryn Gillespie, eds. Economies of Death: Economic Logics of Killable Life and 
Grievable Death (London: Routledge, 2015). 
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Railroad executives on the SFSPCA board may have also used their influence to 
deflect efforts to bring cattle cars and the meatpackers who contracted their 
services under the humane group’s bailiwick. Furthermore, Miller & Lux also faced 
no penalties under health law for fouling Islais Creek neighborhood with 
slaughterhouse effluent. Instead Chinese shrimpers and small-scale dairy farmers 
(many of them Italian) who depended on this land lost their businesses and were 
slandered in the press for trying to bring contaminated food to market. In New York, 
home to the first SPCA chapter in the US, humane law enforcement similarly 
targeted cottage industries run by “othered” ethnic groups highly visible within the 
city, in this case German rag-pickers who relied on loyal, trained dogs to help pull 
their carts. Robichaud offers little sense of whether or how rag-pickers’ dogs 
suffered, but does explore the contradictory norms that permitted elite dog 
breeders to kill any undesirable offspring of pedigreed canine pairing while 
clamping down on those who exploited mongrels for their labor. An association 
ostensibly founded to alleviate suffering became captured by elites and capitalists, 
insensate to their cruelty but an accessory in the demise of subsistence-level 
livelihoods. 
 
Killability was perhaps the most immediate and long-lasting outcome of changing 
spatial arrangements wrought by public health and animal welfare laws in the late 
nineteenth century. But these processes not only permitted slaughter of countless 
individual animals, they also created sacrifice zones with stubborn legacies for 
people and ecosystems. As Robichaud shows, the policies that defined Butchertown 
as a nuisance industry neighborhood cast long shadows upon subsequent land-uses. 
By the 1940s, housing designated for African-Americans sequestered this 
community away from much of residential San Francisco, amid an industrial stew of 
fossil fuel combustion, wastewater treatment, and radiological activities, atop 
earthquake rubble that authorities had used to fill Islais Creek in 1906. Black 
residents of the area now known as Bayview and Hunter’s Point continue their 
struggle for environmental justice. Animal City reveals the many layers of displaced 
but interconnected beings and livelihoods that underlie the structure of urban 
regions today.  
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Comments by Frederick L. Brown, independent scholar and book indexer 

 
s Andrew Robichaud shows in his insightful new book, Animal City: The 
Domestication of America, not only did animals play an important material 
role in the evolving U.S. cities of the nineteenth century, Americans used 
animals to think through their place in nature, their economic relations, 

political questions, and ideal urban forms. The book’s strength is its emphasis on the 
wide variety of animals that have been crucial in human thinking and in city-making, 
as well as its geographic reach, taking examples from a number of cities. With cattle 
headed to slaughterhouses, Americans thought about what activities should happen 
where in the city. With horses pulling heavy loads through cities, they thought about 
what moral responsibilities humans had to other creatures. With mastodon 
skeletons discovered in upstate New York, they thought about the greatness of the 
American continent, and by implication the American people, in comparison with 
Europe. With cows producing milk from brewery swill, they thought about how 
bodies could be healthy in cities seen as dangerous. As Robichaud shows, cities 
underwent a radical transformation in human-animal relations – a transformation 
based on hiding livestock and foregrounding relationships with animals in zoos, in 
public spectacles, in newspapers and magazines, and in the home as pets. This 
engaging assessment of human-animal journey of city-making raises a couple of 
questions, which I’d like to explore in this discussion. What does it mean to think 
with animals? And is there any such thing as an animal? 
 
First, what does it mean that “Americans thought with animals,” as Robichaud says 
in his introduction (4)? What does it mean that it was “through animals” that 
Americans debated a long list of issues in urban life (4). The first phrase is 
reminiscent of the Claude Lévi-Strauss quotation, often paraphrased as “animals are 
good to think with.” The fuller quote provides perhaps a useful springboard for 
thinking of the many sorts of animal relations Robichaud portrays. In arguing 
against the view of some anthropologists that totem animals were chosen by clans 
because of their material usefulness, Lévi-Strauss countered, “We understand in the 
end that the natural species are chosen not because they are ‘good to eat,’ but 
because they are ‘good to think with.’”2 With this, Lévi-Strauss clearly was not 
saying that no animals were chosen because they were “good to eat.” Animals which 
were hunted or raised for food, obviously, would be animals that were “good to eat.” 
 
Robichaud argues convincingly that through animals, U.S. Americans struggled with 
their own social, political, economic, and ideological relations. But have people 
found some animals easier to think with than others? Might it be that animals that 
Americans find “good to eat” are regulated in ways that in many ways reproduce 
broader political and economic structures, while animals that are not “good to 
eat” provide some greater freedom of representation? Might it be, in other words, 

 
2 Le Totemisme Aujourd'hui (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1969), 128. My translation of: 
“On comprend enfin que les espèces naturelles ne sont pas choisies parce que ‘bonnes à manger’ mais 
parce que ‘bonnes à penser.’” 

A 
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that animals that are "good to eat" are harder to think with than those that are not 
"good to eat"? I ask this, because I found myself noting a difference between the 
sections of the book on animals of material importance (cattle, cows, horses), and 
those removed from human material necessity (zoo animals, pets, entertainment 
animals, animals in museums).   
 
First, let’s consider those animals that many (non-vegetarian) U.S. Americans would 
consider “good to eat.” In San Francisco, as Robichaud describes, the city relegated 
slaughterhouses to a Butchers’ Reservation, first slightly south of downtown, then 
further south.  Some residents worried that witnessing the cruelty of cattle drives 
would warp children’s sense of propriety. So to some extent, with these restrictions 
middle-class residents were thinking through an ideology of propriety, in which the 
status of animals as fellow living beings was crucial. But in many ways, the 
slaughterhouse laws differed little from laws governing other nuisance industries, 
like paper mills and chemical plants. So to what extent were slaughterhouse 
regulations reflective of a particular stance toward animals? And to what extent 
were they merely reflective of the ability of the wealthy to distance themselves from 
foul-smelling, polluting industries of all sorts? 
 
And Robichaud brings forward several telling examples of how animal practices 
were regulated, with a view to limiting the rights and power of Chinese-American 
residents. For instance, the practice of feeding slaughterhouse offal to ducks, 
popular among Chinese farmers, was banned. Cloaking reform measures in the 
language of conservation, the State Board of Fish Commissioners hamstrung the 
shrimping methods of Chinese. Yet can one say these actions differed substantially 
from other forms of discrimination against Chinese, simply because there were 
animals in involved? 
 
The ways Americans thought through their place in the world with animals not 
intended for eating seem to take on a different character. Here “thinking with” 
seems richer and more complicated, and not simply the application of existing 
trends of political power exerted through the prism of class or race. Robichaud 
demonstrates the role animals played in debates on American greatness. The 
discovery of mastodon bones showed American animals could be large. Native 
animals were, Robichaud argues, “a source of national pride and emerging identity” 
(205). These displays had perhaps special appeal, because they were animals. 
Perhaps Americans could see symbols of their identity in animals, more than in 
trees or grasses. 
 
The Animal Boat spectacle of 1827, in which a buffalo, two bears, a fox, a raccoon, an 
eagle, a dog, a cat, and four geese were placed onboard a boat destined to tumble 
over Niagara Falls, Robichaud aptly describes as a “brutal and sadistic sacrifice of 
living creatures” (198). For spectators, these creatures could embody “the powerful 
and terrifying wilderness they imagined spreading mythically to the west from 
Niagara” (199). The show allowed spectators to be terrified by the sublime 
spectacle, and symbolically show their mastery of that continent. Yet the spectacle 
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in all its brutality afforded an opportunity for a sick form of empathy, which relied 
fully on the animal status of these creatures -- empathy viewers had the chance to 
feel, as they viewed the animals up close beforehand. It is hard to imagine that a 
boat filled with rye whisky or John Trumbull paintings would have elicited the same 
response, perhaps equally strong, but not as empathetic. For with these creatures on 
the boat was “a presence that people understood as something similar to their own” 
(200). In this animal entertainment, as in later spectacles by P. T. Barnum and 
others, showmasters could work to provoke strong emotions, drawing on and 
reinforcing U.S. Americans’ view of their place on this continent. The status of the 
participants as fellow creatures with the human viewers was crucial to the 
spectacles’ success. 
 
Robichaud rightly pays careful attention to the humane movement, in which, to be 
sure, animals’ status as fellow creatures took on greater importance than it had with 
issues of zoning and regulations of slaughterhouses. Societies for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals  had sought to reform slaughterhouses, but the logistics of 
distance, economic incentives and perhaps corruption meant human reformers 
focused instead on horses, initially, and later on pets. Again, animals that most don’t 
consider “good to eat.” In this, however, municipal authorities also found it easier to 
regulate the horses of the poor, than of the powerful. Middle-class reformers came 
to reject labor with dogs, feeling they could not be deemed beasts of burden. In the 
case against Charles Walker, who worked a dog in his New York cider mill, walking a 
treadmill to press cider, the State Supreme Court ultimately upheld a cruelty 
conviction against Walker, although it also noted dogs might lawfully be worked on 
treadmills or elsewhere, as long as they were not “cruelly used” (192). Despite this 
mixed verdict, humane efforts such as this helped contribute to a decline in laboring 
dogs walking treadmills or pulling ragpickers’ carts. Here we see people thinking 
with animals, and seeing cruelty as threatening not just to dogs, but to human order 
and morality, as dogs became “central to a new ideology of humane education” 
(160). Yet the power of capitalism and of distancing restricted the animals that came 
to benefit from that humane concern. Those animals that were “good to eat” were 
increasingly hidden away and left behind. 
 
Robichaud’s work also raises the question of whether there is any such thing as an 
animal. The term “animal” is clearly of great use. Among other things, it allows the 
blossoming of the field of “animal studies,” and works such as Robichaud’s that 
broaden our understanding of the workings of history and the human place within 
the rest of nature. Still, the term is problematic.  Similar to the term “nature,” it has 
two contradictory meanings. It can mean all members of the class Animalia, 
creatures defined generally by moving, eating, and thinking, inclusive of humans or, 
on the other hand, it can mean all members of that class, exclusive of humans. Even 
granting the usefulness of a term for all those animals who are not humans, do 
humans really have an attitude toward “animals,” which applies equally to 
mosquitoes, aardvarks, pigs, and cats? Or do we rather have a fairly distinct subset 
of animals in mind, each time we talk about animals or think with animals? 
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Robichaud’s work does an excellent job of tracing one of these large divides, in the 
great separation of work animals and animals associated with human leisure. He 
argues convincingly that livestock separation and animal welfare were cocreated 
and mutually constitutive. This may suggest some of the problematic nature of the 
term “animal.” Do we really have all animals equally in mind, when we speak of 
“dominion over animals,” or “animal rights,” or “animal lovers,” or indeed, “animal 
history”? The separation allows many to have primarily dogs and cats, or squirrels, 
crows, and wolves, in mind, when they speak of animals, since cattle, pigs, and 
chickens are hidden away in factory farms. I can hardly argue we should do away 
with the term, “animal,” having used it so many times in this commentary and in my 
own book. Still, I am curious what the author’s thoughts would be on the usefulness 
and limitations of the term. 
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Comments by Joshua Specht, University of Notre Dame   

  
 first read Andy Robichaud’s Animal City before the pandemic, what now feels 
like a lifetime ago. Then, when everything fell apart, I lost track of this 
roundtable. I relate this because once it was time to return to the book (with 
Kara’s gentle prodding!), I had a chance to reflect on what about the book stuck 

with me. What I remember most clearly were the set pieces in the book—stories of 
human-animal interaction—and how Robichaud deftly connected them to big 
transformations in the American city. There was the dog in the window of a cider 
shop, turning a treadmill that seemingly powered a cider press, much to the outrage 
of New York’s respectable class. Just one story of one very unusual scene, but it cut 
to the heart of changing attitudes about animal labor and animal cruelty. Similarly, 
the book contains a description of men capturing sea lions, a dangerous but 
profitable trade that supplied the nation’s zoos. Another unusual scene, but one that 
said much about American imperialism as well as American leisure. 
 
Once I started rereading Animal City, I realized the reason these scenes stuck with 
me also gets at what I’d like to discuss here. Though these are memorable scenes, 
without Robichaud’s vivid descriptions, they would be largely invisible. They would 
be either invisible to people at the time (zoo goers, myself included, rarely think of 
zoo animals as the product of intense human work of capturing and transporting 
animals) or they would be made invisible to later generations (the reform 
movement that ensured passers-by would never again see a working dog in a shop 
window). Animal City is a book about the transformation of the American city and 
the place of animals within it, but this is not so much about the elimination of animal 
labor or exploitation, but its removal from the city. Animals, particularly those 
connected to industry, do not disappear from the American economy, but they do 
become harder to find. 
 
To give a couple examples from the book, Robichaud reveals this dynamic within 
milk production as well as the regulation of pig ownership. Regarding pigs, the book 
opens with a memorable description from Charles Dickens’ 1842 trip to America, on 
which he was surprised to find urban pigs were ubiquitous (he calls them 
“gentlemen hogs”). Pigs were an asset to the urban working-class, turning 
scavenged waste and food into valuable animal flesh. But during the second half of 
the nineteenth century, urban reformers around the U.S. first restricted the number 
of hogs that could be owned, then restricted where in the city pig raising and 
slaughter could happen, and eventually exiled pigs entirely. Milk production had a 
similar history. During the middle of the nineteenth century, reformers in New York 
associated infant mortality and contaminated low-end milk with urban dairy 
stables. The industry was first investigated, then regulated out of existence, as 
reformers endorsed rural milk production that fit with their vision of an orderly city 
supplied by a healthy country-city relationship. No matter that sites of rural 
production were subject to the same risks and disorder. These histories raise 
questions evident throughout Animal City: invisibility to what end? Invisibility for 

I 
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whom? Largely, these industries were hidden from the view of the city’s burgeoning 
middle and upper classes. There was little change for the animals themselves, and 
the effect was often to make life more difficult for the urban working-class as well as 
rural people. 
 
Before I continue on this topic of invisibility, I’d add that the book reveals how the 
nineteenth-century animal city still shapes our urban spaces. Robichaud presents 
his fascinating idea of “animal ghosts,” which are “the scars and legacies of an urban 
world where animals once lived and died by the millions,” (12). These scars are 
everywhere, from shuttered meatpacking districts to decommissioned stockyards 
and polluted waterways. After animal industry left, these areas were replaced with 
new (but no less exploitative) industry or low-end housing. There are deep 
continuities here; spaces of extraction and exploitation are omnipresent in cities, 
even though their appearance changes. 
 
To return to invisibility, the remaking of the animal city could also be viewed as a 
process of spatial separation between humans and animals and between sites of 
production and consumption. Animal industry first left middle-class and wealthy 
neighborhoods and then out of the city entirely.  This required changes in 
distribution—new relationships between cities and their hinterlands. It allowed for 
an intensification of production. As long as animal industry happened at the scale of 
individual cities, then markets would be largely local, for they were layered on top 
of each other. But once production was moved out of cities, then it could concentrate 
in specific places, that could distribute to a great many cities. Remaking the animal 
city enabled massive increases in the scale of animal industry and animal 
exploitation. 
 
One point about this process: Animal City does an amazing job of describing how 
this unfolded within cities. See, for instance, everywhere in the book, but especially 
the visualizations on pages 120 and 149. These transformations were about things 
happening within cities to be sure, but they were also about forces beyond the city, 
transformations at the regional and national level. Animal industry became invisible 
because infrastructure and markets (and the legal frameworks that created them), 
made it such that industry concentrated in specific areas and regions. Therefore, 
when we think particularly of industry, this is a story as much outside of cities as 
within them. I would have been curious to hear a bit more about that in the book 
itself; how do we analytically balance these forces within and without the city? 
 
That said, within the city, Robichaud does a great job connecting the transformation 
of the animal city to broader urban reform movements. The invisibility of animals is 
part of a broader process of making all sorts of things invisible. If the early American 
city was characterized by various overlapping populations, organisms, and 
dynamics, the process of rationalizing the city was about removing many of these 
dynamics from view. Visible manifestations of urban poverty were pushed to the 
margins or concentrated in particular neighborhoods at the same time that certain 
forms of production or exploitation were driven from the city. Pigs are evicted from 
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the American city at the same time that human use of public space (whether for 
intimacy, socializing, or buying and selling) is remade. The remaking of the animal 
city fits into a much broader narrative of cities “rationalizing,” if we take that 
process to mean sweeping visible signs of disorder under the rug. 
 
Of course when it comes to animals, it is not simply invisibility. As Robichaud 
highlights, at the same time industrial animals are disappearing from the animal 
city, new creatures are taking center stage. Zoos and circuses bring exotic animals to 
urban residents, albeit in controlled and tightly-regulated spaces. Pets become 
essential companions. New kinds of affective human-animal bonds emerge at the 
same moment that visible animal exploitation disappears. This timing seems 
important, either because they grow from the same underlying dynamics, or 
perhaps because they are somehow directly related. 
 
Perhaps the biggest question Animal City raises is how the changing nature of urban 
human-animal relationships, especially the separation of animal industry 
production from animal consumption, changes our relationship to the nonhuman 
world. How does the post-animal city (or remade animal city) create new human 
subjects? My sense is that it makes addressing ongoing concerns more challenging 
and even allows greater exploitation, since its consequences are not as visible. But 
maybe there is a silver lining: we are now so distant—physically, mentally, and 
emotionally—from animal exploitation that it might allow room for our affective 
relationships (like those with pets) to get turned toward protection and reform.  
 
There’s also a question here about how scholars should address this invisibility 
dynamic. We should make the invisible visible, showing that animal exploitation is 
still with us, just behind the scenes. When we do this for spaces like 
slaughterhouses, we reveal all sorts of exploitation, both human and animal. There 
is a reason meat processing companies have encouraged the criminalization of 
filming these facilities. But it is also our job to explain the how and the why, as 
Robichaud does. If we are to conclude anything about what can be done about these 
developments, it seems like an analysis of how and why they happened—as 
provided in this book—is essential. But would reviving the nineteenth-century 
animal city changed things? Based on Robichaud’s descriptions, I’d rather live in the 
twenty-first century city, but would my relationship to the natural world (or all 
sorts of human exploitation) be improved if my twenty-first century sensibility was 
confronted with the nineteenth-century city? 
 
By now I’ve strayed pretty far from the book, which ably shows the nineteenth 
century remaking of the American city and the place of animals within it. I’ve shared 
some of the things that ran through my head as I read the book and hopefully 
captured a bit of why I enjoyed it so much. Beyond these thoughts, I do have one 
final question for Andy: is there anything you’d add or change now that the book has 
been out for a bit? Are you thinking about any of this differently? Speaking for 
myself, I rethought a lot about my own book during the year after it came out, when 
I was constantly talking, writing, and thinking about it.  
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As Robichaud shows, we live with the ghosts of the nineteenth-century animal city. 
And there are still animals all around us, though their relationships with us are 
carefully managed and mostly unthreatening. Today, far fewer of us are confronted 
with the animal death and exploitation that makes the modern world run. That has 
made our cities much more pleasant, but has also made the exploitation of animals 
all too easy. One of the great contributions of Animal City is its exploration of how 
and why that happened, and perhaps if we consider it more, how we can rethink our 
relationship with the nonhuman world. 
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Comments by Joanna Dean, Carleton University 

 
nimal City opens with Charles Dickens’ description of New York City streets, 
occupied by “two portly sows,” “half-a-dozen gentlemen hogs,” and a “solitary 
swine, lounging homeward by himself.” In 1842, pigs still scavenged North 
American streets. Andrew Robichaud examines the regulation of animals, in 

two American cities, New York City and San Francisco, with his own Dickensian 
accounts of adulterated milk, rat infested slaughterhouses, and decaying 
menageries. He brings the spatial regulation of livestock into the same context as the 
reforming zeal of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and the 
showmanship of P.T. Barnum, to show that the various movements co-existed and 
were co-constructed. 
 
Animal City merges amid a spate of histories of urban animals: Joel Tarr and Clay 
McShane’s The Horse in the City (2007), Hannah Velten’s Beastly London  (2013), 
Catherine McNeur’s Taming Manhattan (2014), and Frederick L. Brown’s The City is 
More than Human: An Animal History of Seattle (2019).3 Most focus upon one city or 
one animal.  Animal City moves from New York City to San Francisco, and back again, 
with diversions to such places as Boston, Philadelphia, and Niagara Falls. The focus 
on San Francisco is a welcome addition to the literature, but some reflection on the 
reason for the focus upon these two cities might have been useful, as would some 
reflection on the choice of animals. Why do zoo animals and such domesticated 
animals as pigs, dogs, cows and horses receive so much attention in the literature? Is 
it their visibility? Their sentience and intelligence? Their intimate relationship with 
humans? Dawn Biehler reminds us of the ubiquity of other creatures in Pests in the 
City: Bedbugs, Cockroaches and Rats (2013, and Robichaud’s own description of the 
numerous species on the Islais River marshes reminds us of the interlocking 
ecologies that populate our cities, even today.4  
 

 
3 Clay McShane and Joel A. Tarr, The Horse in the City: Living Machines in the Nineteenth Century 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007), Hannah Velten, Beastly London:  A History of 
Animals in the City (London: Reaktion: 2013), Catherine McNeur, Taming Manhattan: Environmental 
Battles in the Antebellum City (Cambridge:Harvard University Press, 2014), Frederick L. Brown, The 
City is More than Human: An Animal History of Seattle (2019).  See also collections such as Peter 
Atkins, ed., Animal Cities: Beastly Urban Histories (Farnham Surrey ; Burlington, VT: Ashgate Pub Co, 
2012) and Joanna Dean, Christabelle Sethna and Darcy Ingram, eds.,  Animal Metropolis: Histories of 
Human Animal Relations in Urban Canada (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2017), and  articles 
such as Jessica Wang, “Dogs and the Making of the American State: Voluntary Association, State 
Power, and the Politics of Animal Control in New York City, 1850–1920,” Journal of American History 
98, no. 4 (January 2012): 998–1024, Etienne Benson, “The Urbanization of the Eastern Gray Squirrel 
in the United States,” Journal of American History 100, no. 3 (January 12, 2013): 691–710, Sean 
Kheraj, “Urban Environments and the Animal Nuisance: Domestic Livestock Regulation in 
Nineteenth-Century- Canadian Cities,” Urban History Review / Revue d’Histoire Urbaine 44, no. 1/2 
(2015): 37–55, and Jeffrey C. Sanders, “Animal Trouble and Urban Anxiety: Human–Animal 
Interaction in Post–Earth Day Seattle,” Environmental History 16, no. 2 (April 2011): 226–61. 
4 Dawn Biehler, Pests in the City: Bedbugs, Cockroaches and Rats (University of Washington Press, 
2013). 

A 
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Where Animal Cities departs from other urban animal histories is in its ironies. In 
the first section, it follows dairies and slaughterhouses outside the city, and the 
unintended consequences of this relocation to the countryside gives the narrative an 
ironic turn. As Robichaud puts it with reference to slaughterhouses, regulation led 
to “one endless game of whack-a-mole: the solution for one generation sowed the 
seeds for the health crisis of the next” (89). The urban dairies were replaced by 
country dairies that were no more pure than their urban counterparts. The butchers 
are forced to relocate to Old Butchertown, and then further to Butchertown, where 
the slatted floors, hailed by one generation as a hygienic waste disposal, were found 
to harbor rats. Butchers, ratcatchers and hog keepers found themselves 
conveniently out of reach of the San Francisco SPCA officer. The ironic tone 
continues in subsequent chapters: the lofty purpose of Peale’s zoological museum 
leads to P.T. Barnum’s circus; Robert Woodward’s zoo deteriorates.  
 
The stories are well told and the descriptions are rich: “the sharp and familiar whiff 
of animal urine and manure were so prevalent that they must have felt, at times, like 
the smell of air itself” (128). The reader waits in trepidation for the boat full of 
animals to be sent over Niagara Falls, squirms at the descriptions of animal 
slaughter, and delights, with the eleven-year-old Robert Frost, in Woodward’s zoo. 
(There is only the occasional minor misstep: how did the copy editor miss the fact 
that horses do not bray?) The focus upon leading reformers, many of them familiar 
figures, often introduced by a short biography, makes this work more richly peopled 
than some animal histories: we encounter Robert Hartley’s campaign against swill 
milk, Henry Bergh’s dour demeanor and prosecutorial SPCA, George Angell’s culture 
of kindness, P.T. Barnum’s shenanigans and Robert Woodward’s zoo.  What does it 
say that they are all men, especially those reformers in a field most commonly 
associated with women? How might we reconcile it with Diane Beers’ work on the 
SPCA, Jenny Price’s work on the gendering of the Audubon Society, and Darcy 
Ingram’s analysis of the gender politics of Canadian animal reform?5 
 
I came to Robichaud’s work through his early blog, “Trail of Blood: The Movement of 
San Francisco’s Butchertown and the Spatial Transformation of Meat Production, 
1849-1901,” produced with the Stanford Spatial History Project.6 His digital 
mapping of the movement of butchers out of San Francisco, first to Old Butchertown 
at Mission Creek, and then to Butchertown on Islais Creek, provided an excellent 
teaching tool for an undergraduate class in animal history. The two chapters in this 
book now provide students a deeper understanding.  The same maps are included, 
as is new material, including a map showing how Butchertown evaded the 

 
5 Diane L. Beers, For the Prevention of Cruelty: The History and Legacy of Animal Rights Activism in the 
United States (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2006); Jenny Price, Flight Maps: Adventures with 
Nature in Modern America (New York: Basic Books, 2000); and Darcy Ingram, “Wild Things: Taming 
Canada’s Animal Welfare Movement,” in Animal Metropolis. 
6 Andrew Robichaud and Erik Steiner, “Trail of Blood: The Movement of San Francisco’s Butchertown 
and the Spatial Transformation of Meat Production, 1849-1901,” Stanford University Spatial History 
Project, 2010. Available at https://web.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-
bin/site/pub.php?id=31&project_id=1047 . 

https://web.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-bin/site/pub.php?id=31&project_id=1047
https://web.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-bin/site/pub.php?id=31&project_id=1047
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surveillance of the San Francisco SPCA, (149) but the spatial dimension, which is so 
effectively conveyed online, is less evident in these chapters, overshadowed by the 
rich narrative.  
 
The historiography has been largely banished to the footnotes. This diversion (like 
the animal relocations described in the text) has unintended consequences. No 
doubt it makes the book more accessible, but also means its real contributions to the 
literature are not as evident as they might be. How does Robichaud’s discussion of 
the SPCA build on, or depart from, earlier work? How does his discussion of P.T. 
Barnum change our opinion of this showman? How does his analysis of the swill 
milk controversy move this history forward? The debate over New York’s swill milk 
is a well-trodden issue: Michael Egan and Catherine McNeur have drawn upon the 
same set of sources and even used the same, fascinating, images from Frank Leslie’s 
periodical.7 Robichaud digs deeper. He departs from earlier work by placing more 
attention on Robert Hartley, and following the movement of dairies into the country. 
He draws upon Raymond Williams’ analysis in The Country and the City to point out 
the unintended consequences of this relocation: “country milk was far from the 
perfect food Hartley promised” (43). Might we make more of these findings: was 
there in fact any substance behind Hartley’s alarming claims that swill milk killed 
children? There seems little doubt that the cows were sickly, and abused, and that 
the milk was low in butterfat and frequently adulterated. But milk is a highly 
perishable food. It continued to kill children until pasteurization and refrigeration 
were imposed. Robichaud reminds us that Hartley came to the swill milk issue from 
his work in temperance; should this ironic story make us more critical of his claims? 
Was Hartley’s offensive primarily an abolitionist’s attack on the soft underbelly of 
the distilleries? 
 
Chapter Five, “That Doggy in the Window: The SPCA and the Making of Pets in 
America,” is nicely built upon an 1874 court case about a dog turning a treadmill in 
the window of a cider shop. The treadmill was connected to a cider press in the 
basement, but as the owner Charles Walker revealed in court, the connection was 
sometimes disabled: the dog was more window dressing than power source. The 
survey of the literature on dog mills is fascinating. The dog size treadmill appears to 
have been a novelty; its workings had to be explained in court. Robichaud argues 
that the use of dogs in a machine, like the use of dogs to pull carts, was disturbing 
because it stood in “increasingly sharp contrast to the dog in the home.” Were dogs 
such cossetted pets in the nineteenth century? Or was something else at work?  
Could the outrage have been due to the type of machine employed? Treadmills had 
been used in prisons as a humiliating form of drudgery. They were widely used for 
horses, but even though their mechanism was an improvement on the traditional 

 
7 Norman Shaftel, “A History of the Purification of Milk in New York,” in Sickness and Health in 
America, Judith Walzer Leavitt and Ronald L. Numbers, eds. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1978), 275-291.McNeur, Taming Manhattan, Chapter Four. Michael Egan, “Organising Environmental 
Protest: Swill Milk and Social Activism in Nineteenth Century New York City,” in Natural Protest: 
Essays on the History of American Environmentalism, edited by Michael Egan and Jeff Crane (New 
York: Routledge, 2009), 39-63. 
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horse sweep (where a horse walked a circle, turning a central shaft), farmers were 
disturbed by the endless drudgery of a treadmill, calling it a “horse killer.”8 Was it 
perhaps this particular technology, not just the use of dog power, that was 
disturbing?   
 
The idea that a dog should stay at home is a modern one. John Hacket testified in 
court that machine work was a perversion of a dog’s nature; he spoke as a breeder 
of hunting dogs in the country side, but city dogs also roamed free. As McNeur 
points out, most dogs in New York at this time were free agents, who scavenged 
with the pigs in city garbage. Susan Nance introduces her collection on animal 
history with a reflection on a photograph in which a dog sits, unperturbed, and 
unleashed, on a Sunday sidewalk amid church goers. Robichaud himself describes 
the autonomy of slaughterhouse curs in San Francisco. George Colpitts has 
described the abolition of dogs in Banff, Alberta, during a 1950s rabies scare, and 
the ensuing rise in urban pests and predators. Raymond Coppinger has pointed out 
that the free ranging dump dog still is the global norm. Was the outrage at the doggy 
in the window perhaps also due to the unusual constraints under which the dog 
lived, rather than simply the labour extracted?9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
8 David H. Shayt, “Stairway to Redemption: America’s Encounter with the British Prison Treadmill,” 
Technology and Culture vol. 30, no. 4 (October 1989): 908-938. One Canadian catalogue, Moody’s, 
reported that “farmers are slow to discard them [the sweep] for a Tread Power, as they are afraid the 
latter is a horse killer.” Autumn Catalogue, Moody Labour Saving Agricultural Implements, 
Terrebonne, Quebec, 42. Museum of Science and Technology, Ottawa, AGR M8173 3008 1915 
LO7530, Cited in Joanna Dean, and Lucas Wilson, “Horse Power in the Modern City,” in Powering Up 
Canada: The History of Power, Fuel and Energy from 1600 (McGill Queens University Press, 2016). 
9 Susan Nance, The Historical Animal (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2015). George Colpitts, 
“Howl: The 1952-56 Rabies Crisis and the Creation of the Urban Wild in Banff, Alberta,” in Animal 
Metropolis, 219-253. Raymond and Lorna Coppinger, What is A Dog? (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2016). 
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Response by Andrew A. Robichaud, Boston University 

 
 n September of 1827, thousands of spectators watched in anticipation as an old 
schooner drifted toward the precipice of Niagara Falls. The boat was loaded with 
live animals: a buffalo, two bears, a fox, a raccoon, an eagle, a dog, a cat, and four 
geese. The whole thing was a stunt, designed to attract tourists to the Falls in the 

off-season. And it worked. Hotels and restaurants filled with far-flung travelers who 
turned out by the thousands to line the edges of the waterfall and watch the 
descent.10  
 
The animal boat was also successful in attracting my own tourism in animal history. 
The boat became a searing anecdote that hinted at the complete strangeness of this 
past. Early in my training as a historian, I latched onto advice to seek out and dwell 
in these strange places. Weirdness was an entry point that revealed other logics, 
other ways of thinking, and perhaps even a sort of otherness unimaginable to 
contemporary historians. Expose and explain that world—and what changed over 
time—and you have managed to create something interesting.11  
 
In writing Animal City, I perhaps took that advice too literally. As the panelists note, 
Animal City is full of strangeness—stories that expose some broader issues, 
conflicts, and changes over time. For every bizarre story that made the final copy of 
the book, there were countless more in the archives. For historians seeking 
strangeness in the past, animal history remains fertile ground.  
 
In other ways, releasing an unmanned boat toward a waterfall feels a bit like 
launching a book (particularly in a pandemic, and in a year with such relentless 
political turmoil). I am grateful for the four readers who steered this craft wisely 
and pointed at new vistas they saw from its decks. Thank you to Dawn Biehler, 
Frederick Brown, Joshua Specht, and Joanna Dean—all of whom have written on 
similar topics in ways I admire deeply. Their comments and questions pushed me to 
think about certain aspects of this project in new ways. I apologize that I cannot 
adequately answer all of their questions in such limited space. (A fuller discussion 
will have to wait for the next in-person conference.) I am especially thankful that 
they have shown this book and this author more mercy than the beings aboard that 
schooner. Finally, thank you to Kara Schlichting for organizing this roundtable (and 
the essential roundtable series) and for gently “prodding” us along. 

 
10 I first came upon this story in its brief mention in Paul Johnson’s Sam Patch: The Famous Jumper 
(New York: Hill & Wang, 2003), 107. While I endorse the use of the term “nonhuman animals,” I also 
find it cumbersome as language. I’ll often refer to nonhuman animals as simply “animals” in this 
piece. 
11 Readers might immediately know that I’m paraphrasing Richard White here, who states it better 
than I: “Any good history begins in strangeness. The past should not be comfortable. The past should 
not be a familiar echo of the present, for if it is familiar why revisit it? The past should be so strange 
that you wonder how you and people you know and love could come from such a time. When you 
have traced that trajectory, you have learned something.” Richard White, Remembering Ahanagran: 
Storytelling in a Family’s Past (New York: Hill and Want, 1998), 13.  

I 
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As the reviewers here attest, animal histories seem to be having a contemporary 
moment. Much has changed in environmental, animal, and urban history since I first 
began this project nearly a decade ago. Animal history—in part an outgrowth of 
environmental history—now sees a presence in most geographic areas and periods 
of scholarship. There is serious work in considering the historical lives of animals 
and in studying human-animal relationships to gain fresh perspectives on culture, 
environment, politics, economy, social relationships, and more.12 As Dean notes, 
Animal City joins a flurry of new urban animal histories published in the last few 
years, ranging from Seattle, to Toronto, to New York, to London, to Dublin, and 
beyond.13 
 
Environmental historians have, of course, cared about nonhuman animals for as 
long as environmental history has been a field. And though I appreciate (and use) 
the shorthand of “animal history,” I am also cautious about categorizing Animal City 
as such. I agree with Brown that the terms “animal” and “animal history” are useful 
but problematic. They help center our attention on nonhuman beings, but also have 
the capacity to be so vast as to lose meaning. Animal history may cover everything 
from microorganisms to megafauna, from ecosystems to individual relationships. In 
choosing to write about animals in nineteenth-century American cities, I quickly 
realized just how many rabbit holes there were—to say nothing of the countless 
other species (burrowing or not) that left their mark on landscapes and history.  
 
Although I try to write the lives and perspectives of animals into this history, Animal 
City is very much about humans. The animals that came into focus were those my 
human sources highlighted as important: those whose presence in cities changed 
notably over time. The animals that nosed and shouldered their way into Animal 
City were overwhelmingly those thousands and millions of animals used as 
transportation, as entertainment, as pets, as food, and as products. These were also 
animals that left traces in the human-made archives.14  
 

 
12 Why are we now seeing this wave of scholarship on animals in history? I only have space here to 
pose the question for another time and place. 
13 See: Frederick L. Brown, The City Is More than Human: An Animal History of Seattle (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2016); Sean Kheraj’s work, including “Urban Environments and the 
Animal Nuisance: Domestic Livestock Regulation in Nineteenth-Century Canadian Cities,” in Urban 
History Review/Revue d’histoire urbaine 44, no. 1-2 (Fall/Spring 2015/2016): 37-55; Catherine 
McNeur, Taming Manhattan: Environmental Battles in the Antebellum City (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 2014); Dawn Biehler, Pests in the City: Flies, Bedbugs, Cockroaches, and Rats (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2013); Hannah Velten, Beastly London (London: Reaktion Books, 
2013); Thomas Almeroth-Williams, City of Beasts: How Animals Shaped Georgian London 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2019); and Juliana Adelman, Civilised by Beasts: Animals 
and Urban Change in Nineteenth-Century Dublin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020).  
14 Finding and analyzing archival sources for animal history has its distinctive challenges. See a 
forthcoming collection tentatively titled Traces of the Animal Past, edited by Sean Kheraj and Jennifer 
Bonnell. 
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Animal City contains sobering histories. But the project began a decade ago out of 
curiosity: What were these cities like with thousands of cattle, cows, horses, stray 
dogs, and other species? Ten years ago, historians had only hinted at the richness of 
this vibrant world, and only sketched its contours. I wanted to spend time in these 
places: with foraging pigs and backyard cows; with wild animals that were captured 
and caged in new urban zoos; and in the ramshackle stockyards, slaughterhouses, 
and feedlots that appeared and disappeared across urban spaces. What I found in 
these nineteenth-century cities was, in some ways, even more surprising than I 
could have imagined.  
 
But there was also a mystery that also soon presented itself: what happened? To use 
an imperfect shorthand: How did we go from the world of Charles Dickens’s 
foraging urban pigs of 1840s Manhattan to the obscured slaughterhouses of Upton 
Sinclair’s Chicago of 1906? What happened in those intervening decades?  
 
As Specht notes, there were factors beyond the city that shaped these extensive 
spatial and qualitative transformations in human-animal relations. There was the 
emergence of large-scale corporate, governmental and economic structures—new 
systems of ranching, meatpacking, and railroads in particular—built through laws 
and “logics of capital” that William Cronon outlined in Nature’s Metropolis. Specht’s 
own work brilliantly outlines state projects that ushered in many of these changes.15  
 
But these larger processes did not fully explain the emerging and widening chasm 
between urbanites and some species. Prying certain domestic animals from urban 
residents and uprooting small-scale animal industries was no small task. Though 
many urbanites turned more completely to markets for animal products, large 
numbers of residents still sought to keep pigs, cows, and other animals. Horse 
populations boomed in the Gilded Age. Polluting animal industries remained 
entrenched near downtown markets and expanding residential neighborhoods. It 
was neither obvious nor inevitable that growing cities and growing scales or 
systems of animal production would completely uproot local urban husbandry and 
industry of varying scales.  
 
As I drew closer to this world, I realized there was a rich legal, political, and 
regulatory history of urban animal policy. City and state laws, in particular—and 
powerful new institutions that enforced laws, like SPCAs and public health 
departments—came to dictate where animals could be within cities, how many 
animals residents could keep, and even the intricacies of how those animals could 
be treated. This was a major public intervention into private property. When we 
look at how animals were regulated in the 1800s, any illusion of a “weak state” in 

 
15 William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: Norton, 1991); Joshua 
Specht, Red Meat Republic: A Hoof-to-Table History of How Beef Changed America (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2019). 
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nineteenth-century urban life quickly dissolves.16 The public powers established to 
regulate animal life and death were also powers that could be easily turned on 
certain social groups with animal regulation as a pretense or medium of control.  
 
As Specht notes, this “push” on urban livestock in turn pressured urban residents 
further into the market and toward large-scale producers, enabling “massive 
increases in the scale of animal industry,” to quote Specht’s apt summation. For this 
reason, Animal City dovetails with histories like Cronon’s and Specht’s, pointing to 
complex, multi-directional dynamics in creating modern economies and landscapes.  
 
Both Biehler and Brown raise the concept of “killability”—a word that does not 
appear in the pages of Animal City but which is useful. What makes some animals 
(and people) more expendable than others—or more vulnerable to suffering and 
death? What allows individuals in a society to grieve the lives of some individual 
animals, while simultaneously partaking in personal or systemic abuse, torture, and 
slaughter of other equally or more sentient and intelligent beings?17 These are 
vexing dimensions of modern American life.  
 
Space and geography are important features of “killability.” In Animal City, I try to 
chart some of the history that forged these modern geographies of human-animal 
relationships—what Biehler calls an “archaeology of killability.” Brown’s book does 
this also—effectively showing the ways in which nineteenth-century Seattleites 
“sorted” species and industries in real space.18 What emerged from these 
nineteenth-century urban transformations were certain zones in which animal 
suffering and death became permitted and sanctioned, and other zones where they 
became largely or entirely prohibited.  
 
These changes in the geography of “killability” were often quite deliberate. Public 
health reformers and their supporters sought to separate certain animals and 
animal industries from human senses to protect residents (mostly middle and upper 
classes) from miasmas and noxious smells. If health reformers focused largely on 
smell, humane reformers looked to sight (and, to an extent, sounds) of animal 
suffering and death.19 Humane reformers cared for the well-being of animals, but a 
key feature of their ideology was that visible animal suffering also degraded human 
beings.  
 
As Brown notes, some aspects of nineteenth-century animal regulation resemble 
other environmental regulations of the time. Indeed, humane and health reform 

 
16 William Novak, “The Myth of the ‘Weak’ American State,” American Historical Review 113, no. 3 
(2008): 752–772; William Novak, The People’s Welfare: Law and Regulation in Nineteenth-Century 
America (Chapel Hill: university of North Carolina Press, 1996).  
17 Patricia Lopez and Kathryn Gillespie, eds. Economies of Death: Economic Logics of Killable Life and 
Grievable Death (London: Routledge, 2015). 
18 Brown, The City is More than Human. 
19 Melanie A. Kiechle, Smell Detectives: An Olfactory History of Nineteenth-Century Urban America 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2017). 
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often went hand-in-hand. Both were concerned with creating absences and 
undetectability of one kind or another. Both were concerned with some broader 
concept of human and social progress. But there were distinctions in the nuances 
and moral implications that inspired these drives to create forms of undetectability. 
If undetectability was the cure, space was the regulatory tool.  
 
But undetectability for whom? As growing majorities of urban residents saw their 
environments improve, a smaller, more distant, less visible, and less powerful 
minority lived and worked in these concentrated spaces of animal life and death. 
 
I cannot say with any confidence whether, in general, the lives of livestock today are 
any better or worse than they were two hundred years ago. There was abysmal 
treatment of animals long before modern CAFO’s and slaughterhouses. Humans 
living close to animals were plenty capable of inflicting endless suffering. New York 
markets were full of scenes of violence: fowl plucked while still alive, living turtles 
strung together, and living calves and hogs tied and stacked like logs. Like Specht, I, 
too, would prefer to live in the modern city. 
 
Most of us now live in the “post-animal city” to borrow Specht’s shorthand. We are 
largely unburdened by animal suffering and death, which happens out of sight and 
mind of everyday life. The “silver lining,” as Specht notes, is that our distance from 
animal exploitation has allowed “room for our affective relationships (like those 
with pets) to get turned toward protection and reform.” Humans have changed. 
 
There is a dark side to this human progress. Invisibility of animal industry has 
arguably led to broader, more systemic exploitation of pigs, cows, chickens—and 
also of human beings who work in these brutal environments. In one realm we see a 
story of progress and improvement; in another a hellish reality. And though exposés 
come along every so often, the everyday invisibility of this brutality perhaps makes 
democratic political action (for animals and workers) less urgent.  
 
This is partly why the animal city of the nineteenth century is such a fascinating 
moment in history. These were spaces where animal welfare reformers coexisted 
and battled with pervasive, visible, and everyday forms of violence toward a wide 
range of domestic species. That entanglement shaped the early agenda and force of 
humane reform. But creating spaces of undetectability served human wishes. As 
animal suffering and death disappeared from public view, so also did the urgency of 
certain reforms.  
 
Humans created these spaces and systems. And humans have the capacity to alter or 
dismantle them. But for all the violence and domination of animals that appear in 
the pages of Animal City—for all the ways in which people come to remake urban 
space—humans are never fully in charge of anything (hence the ever-present irony 
that Dean notes). Nineteenth-century horses were not the only species to wear 
blinders. And, like the animals aboard the schooner, we too can only see to the edge 
of the waterfall. 
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