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ABSTRACT

It can be considered the most systemic, deadly, and all-encompass-
ing form of institutional violence that currently exists: speciesism, 
the oppression and exploitation of other animals. For most people 
on our planet, speciesism is something completely normalized, jus-
tified, and encouraged through many facets of dominant cultures. 
The field of critical/political animal studies, and other fields that 
challenge anthropocentrism, have already thoroughly problematized, 
questioned, and analyzed speciesist practices, but one topic receives 
little academic attention: what can a counter-concept to speciesism 
contain, without saying what it is not?

This thesis is concerned with imagining ‘multispecies worldings’, 
with the goal to construct positive rather than negative aspects of 
a counter-concept to speciesism. Instead of offering a single answer, 
this work illustrates how additive knowledges regarding the possi-
ble meanings of ‘multispecies worlding’ make worlds richer. These 
knowledges emerge through a repertoire of world-making practices 
with other animals in which we recognize and engage with the ability 
to respond to each other.

Thereby, this thesis answers to – and builds on – various scholarly 
and activist discourses, including posthumanism, welfarism, animal 
liberationism, and is theoretically grounded in feminist epistemolo-
gies. With a focus on negotiating possibilities, this dissertation is also 
a work of interaction design. The design practice involves tracing and 
negotiating multispecies responses with other animals and expressing 
those narratives as a design research program. These responses are 
presented as a Multispecies Bestiary, in which ten protagonist animals 
guide the reader through a collection of big-enough multispecies 
stories. The thesis thereby illustrates how humans can – together with 
other animals – find possible meanings of ‘multispecies worlding’ not 
as a single (broken) solution, but as ever-expanding directions that 
can permanently unsettle and unmake the established speciesist order. 
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THE OPERATING INSTRUCTIONS

In a short essay called The Operating Instructions, author Ursula Le 
Guin expresses the importance of training one’s imagination through 
reading. The sharing of written words, for human animals, activates 
our imagination at a pace that a reader can choose, taking in what 
they can and want to take in (Le Guin 2016c: 215). Imagining mul-
tispecies worlds hardly takes place in a linear fashion, and thus I 
encourage the reader to approach this reading flexibly, following a 
structure that allows your imagination to remain active. 

Part I (Chapter 1-3) primarily contains theory. Although the content 
of these first chapters details the framing that ground the subsequent 
parts, the stories in the Multispecies Bestiary in Part II can also be 
read simultaneously, in any order. And thus, I suggest that the reading 
of Part I can occasionally be paused with some of the stories that 
appear in Part II. 

Perhaps after reading the introduction, a short story on how Octopuses 
tell Remote Intimacy ( ) can offer some tentacular thinking. Or, 
after more than 30 pages on the meaning of ‘worlds’ and ‘worlding’ 
in Chapter 2, a tale in which Forests tell Collective Wisdom ( ) 
helps to illustrate the multispecies worlding of ecosystems at large. 
Alternatively, adventures where Penguins tell Playfulness ( ), can 
punctuate the theory with some much-needed frolic. Additionally, 
the 37 non-captioned illustrations that appear throughout the thesis 
(all made by the author between January 2018 and February 2020) 
offer interruption and punctuation to sit with any new stories and 
old memories that these images may bring up.

“To train the mind to take off from immediate reality and return 
to it with new understanding and new strength, there’s nothing 

like poem and story” (Le Guin 2016c: 213).
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INTRODUCTION

I grew up in the Dutch countryside, together with a cat named Timmie 
and several other siblings. Timmie was 1,5 years older than me, and 
he walked with me to school, often slept on my bed, and joined us 
in our outdoor neighbourhood adventures. He was my closest friend 
until he died at age 20. Many other animals were a big part of my 
childhood as well: rabbits, cats, dogs, hamsters, chickens, cows, pigs, 
geese, horses, mice, goats, turtles, donkeys, parrots, ferrets, and frogs, 
all lived and died in close vicinity. I found my encounters with these 
other animals to be much more interesting, diverse, and surprising 
than my relationships with the other humans in town. My fascination 
with the lives of other animals began with these lasting cohabitations, 
encounters, and friendships. 

Though another, seemingly irrevocable truth that emerged from this 
childhood in the countryside is that certain animals are for friend-
ships and others are for food. The chickens, cows, pigs, and horses 
that I played with lived in people’s larger backyards as pets. The 
animals that lived on the neighbourhood’s farms, on the other hand, 
were rarely encountered. Eating them was something that – in my 
memory – nobody in the village ever questioned. 

Only later in life did I encounter people who opposed meat-eating 
with various kinds of stances related to the lives of other animals. But 
by that time, my views seemed fixed. The two decades of normalizing 
our ways of treating ‘other animals’ had made their marks in my 
understanding of the world. 
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I use this notion of ‘other animals’ throughout this thesis not as an 
‘othering’, but to emphasize animals in relation to the reciprocal 
pronouns ‘each-other’ or ‘one-another’, to invite a response; where 
humans are understood as one animal among many other kinds of 
animals.1 

Still, something was not right. My closest friendships were so much 
at odds with the practices I saw from recorded images of slaughter-
houses and the things that happened behind the closed doors of most 
farms. My fascination for other animals turned me into a walking 
encyclopaedia of facts on animal sentience and capabilities, yet I was 
unable to make these ideas fit with my decisions in everyday life. 
In these decisions, I was only a consumer, not the one inflicting the 
violence, I told myself.

I turned twenty. The start of a decade in which I learned many things, 
but the single most valuable lesson was that things are rarely set in 
stone. Being alive enables us to see difference and make decisions 
according to the ways we relate to the world(s) around and within 
us. Disentangling myself from traditional gender roles, family norms, 
socioeconomic expectations, and anthropocentric worldviews, I 
learned that the things I took for granted could also be challenged 
and investigated, even the single most deadly practice of human life: 
how we treat and kill other animals. These learnings then expanded 
into an academic project, a thesis with a humble but ambitious aim 

1  Academic, as well as more general, writings about other animals use various terms to refer 
to a broad and rather undefined category of living creatures that are not human. Most commonly, 
perhaps, this category is labelled as ‘non-humans’, which to me is an anthropocentrically odd term that 
uses a negation for indicating a category (the issues I take with negative terms will feature throughout 
this thesis, most specifically in Chapter 3.2). More recently, the term ‘more-than-human’ is used by 
various scholars who similarly challenge anthropocentric ideas and aim to indicate that much more is 
happening ‘beyond the human’ focus. I still take issue with the term ‘human’ when it concerns a notion 
that refers to entities that are other than human (though the term more-than-human is sometimes used 
to indicate relational assemblages that also include humans). Instead, in this thesis, I focus on the shared 
animality that exists between species, and thus the human is merely one animal among many other 
kinds of animals. Thus, rather than using the notion of ‘other’ to engage in a work of ‘othering’ animals 
from humans, or as a noun in itself (‘the other’), it is here meant to bring all animals together with 
each-other and one-another, as reciprocal pronouns. It involves a decision that inevitably emphasizes 
the violent cuts that linguistic categories inflict on the world. As this thesis focuses specifically on both 
problematizing and imagining relations between humans and other animals, such a linguistic distinction 
becomes necessary to be able to talk about it at all. Moreover, when language forces us to group entities 
and continuously make arbitrary categories, I wish to emphasize that we all become others in relation 
to ‘each-other’. With regards to the term ‘animal’, this notion can function as a concept for either 
individuals or categories (other than ‘species’, further indicating a particular type). The notion of ‘living 
entities’, in this thesis, further refers to a framework for beings that are alive more generally (including 
plants, bacteria, viruses, fungi), where animals are a main focus for this project (cf. Chapter 1.3).
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to find ways in which human animals can imagine different ways of 
living with other animals.

To understand the scale of the issue that this thesis focuses on, a 
real-time visualization of the number of animals killed by humans, 
solely for the production of meat, eggs, and dairy worldwide, appears 
on the following three pages. As you, the reader, turn these pages, 
these are the numbers of other animals we kill during these brief 
moments in time:



16



17

Figure 1: Screenshot by the author, retrieved from https://thevegancalculator.com/animal-slaughter/
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Figure 2: Screenshot by the author, retrieved from https://thevegancalculator.com/animal-slaughter/
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Figure 3: screenshot by the author, retrieved from https://thevegancalculator.com/animal-slaughter/
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As much as these statistics point to a massive industry, the actual 
numbers are likely much higher2. If we include the other animals 
killed for fur and leather farming, animal experiments, and in zoos, 
shelters, or urban environments, the numbers increase further. Addi-
tionally, our farming practices involve many other animals that are 
kept alive and enslaved for years in the production of dairy, eggs, 
and offspring. 

It has become increasingly clear that these practices (including their 
use of land, freshwater, and their production of toxic waste and emis-
sions) are having a catastrophic impact on the environment, disrupt 
ecosystems, and endanger the continuation of all life on this planet 
(cf. Chapter 1.4.1). While this thesis subscribes to the problemati-
zation of factory farming because of its environmental impact, the 
arguments with which I challenge the exploitation of other animals 
have a different origin. Where much of the discourse surrounding 
sustainability and ecosystem restoration are themselves grounded in 
the anthropocentric idea of continuing and protecting human life, 
this thesis challenges anthropocentrism from the very basic – but 
somehow radical – position that human life is not inherently more 
worthy than the lives of other animals. In Chapter 1, I will further 
detail this argument with the notion of ‘speciesism’, a form of oppres-
sion that is grounded in the moral inclusion or exclusion of those 
belonging to a certain species. I argue that a narrative that problem-
atizes speciesism more structurally, will result in a more radical and 
less anthropocentric starting point for thinking about future life on 
this planet and imagining different ways of living with other animals. 

In a world in which animal oppression is part of almost every aspect 
of the daily lives of most people, it is profoundly difficult to think 
of scenarios, futures, alternative presents, ideas, or examples that 
fundamentally escape this dominant paradigm. In trying to imagine 
a world where humans and other animals live together differently, 

2  The figures on this website are connected to various resources for more information on the 
documentation of these statistics, also available on this website. It is, however, impossible to provide 
exact numbers for worldwide practices in animal industries, because these are not straightforwardly 
documented across the world. This list furthermore represents statistics from 2013, while the global 
animal industry continued to grow rapidly over the last six years. The exact numbers, and a more recent 
overview, would likely be much higher. These screenshots thus show a minimum indication of scale, 
rather than a representation of currently accurate statistics.
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it seems easier to critique the present, complicate our relations, or 
produce more theory, rather than negotiate other possibilities. This, 
I will argue, is a problem of imagination: the difficulty of imagining 
non-speciesism, without saying what it is not.

On a more contextual scale, and at the level of relationships, however, 
many people know quite well what it means to have friendships 
with other animals, care for them in many different ways, share our 
living spaces, respect our distances, negotiate conflicts, or develop 
mutual understandings with each other. Especially in alternative 
worldviews, such as indigenous cosmologies and lived experiences 
with other animals, these multispecies worlds already exist in 
abundance. In this thesis, I will illustrate a framework to imagine 
multispecies worlds that follows a relational understanding of our 
lives with other animals. This relationality implies an ontological 
‘togetherness’ where multispecies worlds are not made in a vacuum, 
but are always enacted with and through each-other. This sounds 
rather complicated, but as an example (for now) we could pair this 
idea with the way we conceptualize an ecosystem, filled with entities 
that are always interdependent, can exist only with each other, and 
each entity enacts the ecosystem by merely being a part of it.

The notion of ‘multispecies worldings’, in this thesis, is proposed as 
a counter-concept to speciesism in which we recognize a response-
ability. In a search for the meaning of ‘response-ability’ throughout 
this thesis, I found that, rather than a passive or static understanding 
or an act of silencing or ignoring other animals, responding is 
about actively bringing different worlds into being. Practices such 
as listening, asking questions, becoming curious, proposing ideas, 
bearing witness, negotiating conflicts, or paying attention are all 
examples of responses in which we can make worlds less speciesist. 
The term ‘we’, in this paragraph, can technically relate to both 
humans and other animals, because all animals arguably engage 
with such activities. As humans who are particularly engaged in 
speciesist practices, however, this ‘we’ implies a primary focus on 
how humans are urged to respond to animals differently to enact 
this counter-concept. The situated knowledges (in plural, following 
the scholarship of Donna Haraway and Vinciane Despret) that arise 
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from these practices are additive and aim to make worlds richer. 
Rather than subtracting knowledge, and coming up with a single 
answer, I thus argue that the meanings of multispecies worlding 
emerge by illustrating a repertoire of practices with other animals 
that add possibility.

Thereby, this thesis responds to various scholarly and activist dis-
courses, including posthumanism, welfarism, animal liberationism, 
and is theoretically grounded in feminist epistemologies. With a focus 
on imagining worlds and negotiating possibilities, however, this 
dissertation is submitted as a work of interaction design. Meaning 
that, on its most basic level, it is quite straightforwardly an effort to 
re-design our relations with other animals. Further, a focus on alter-
native scenarios, practically engaging in thinking with other animals, 
the flexible orientation towards the future, and critically exploring 
worldings that can give rise to alternative presents and futures, are all 
traits that ideally belong to the skillset of an interaction designer and 
these traits remain fundamental to this project, in both theory and 
practice. The design practice that I undertake here is that of negotiat-
ing multispecies responses with other animals, and expressing those 
stories as a design research program. The notion of design artefacts 
in this work should therefore be interpreted not in a purely material 
sense, but also follows a relational approach as a series of unfinished 
and expansive openings for the making of worlds.3 By framing design 
in this way, I argue that humans are able to – together with other 
animals – find possible meanings of multispecies worlding not as a 
single (broken) solution, but as ever-expanding directions and more 
flexible transformations that are able to permanently unsettle and 
unmake a speciesist status quo. 

The bigger questions that guide this design program include matters 
such as: what can worlds that abandon speciesism actually look like? 
How can we engage with one another in such a society? How can 

3  Arturo Escobar, in his 2017 book Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, 
Autonomy, and the Making of Worlds also articulates a relational approach to design. Escobar refers 
to an ontologically oriented design that considers retrieving forms of making that are not merely 
technological but is about modes of revealing (Escobar 2017: 133). It furthermore “entails reconnection: 
with nonhumans, with things in their thinghood, with the Earth” (ibid.: 134) and imagines designs 
that take seriously the active powers issuing from non-humans, realizing that design situations always 
involve encounters between human and non-human actants of all kinds (ibid.: 133). 
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we understand ourselves in relation to other beings in the world? 
How can humans share the same spaces with other animals? How 
can humans think about and respond to the inevitable violence that 
occurs between animals? In this thesis, I am committed to an unwill-
ingness to provide a single answer and to provide a multiplicity of 
possible enactments and imaginings instead. These enactments and 
imaginings are, for the most part, told through stories of multispecies 
worldings that already exist. Such stories thereby become the active 
technology of worlding (Van Dooren et al. 2016: 16) with the poten-
tial to draw others into different relationships and modes of being.
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The thesis follows a three-part structure in which Part I details the 
theoretical foundation that grounds this PhD project. The three 
chapters in this first part all work to construct a framework through 
which it becomes possible to imagine multispecies worldings:

In Chapter 1, I make use of the growing amount of literature in the 
field of Critical Animal Studies to problematize human exception-
alism, detail the notion of ‘speciesism’, and analyze the presence of 
speciesism in various aspects of contemporary societies. The goal 
here is to offer a comprehensive academic argument through which 
speciesist practices can be critiqued structurally and placed alongside 
other forms of oppression (such as racism and sexism). This critique 
grounds and motivates the search for a counter-concept to speciesism.
 
Chapter 2 deals with the concept of ‘worlds’. Here, I argue that instead 
of attaching to grand stories of catastrophe and suffering, ideas for 
the design of alternative futures are inspired by negotiable scenarios. 
Adapted from Marilyn Strathern (1992: 10) and Donna Haraway 
(2016: 35), I propose that it matters what designs design designs. 
Meaning that in order to imagine and design non-speciesist worlds 
with other animals, it is crucial to start from making those kinds of 
designs – thoughts, knowledges, relations, worlds, and stories – that 
can inspire those ideas in the first place. Following John Law, in an 
unpacking of the notion of ‘worlds’ from a so-called ‘many-world 
world’ perspective and aligning with Haraway by translating this into 
a verb: ‘worlding’, I argue that it is only by paying attention to the 
actual world-making practices of other animals that a non-speciesist 
framework for design can arise. 

In Chapter 3, I will reconcile a firm critique of speciesism with the 
practice of world-making by illustrating a framing that can help 
recognize and engage with multispecies worldings that are already 
enacted. I propose to use the term ‘multispecies(isms)’ to identify 
the positive (rather than negative) meanings of worldings that are 
response-able towards other animals (rather than speciesist). These 
responses are situated in a speculative ethics of care (following 
Maria Puig de la Bellacasa) in which paying renewed attention to 
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the world-making practices of other animals helps humans to figure 
out what animals are telling. In aligning with various indigenous 
cosmologies (primarily through the work of Amba J Sepie and David 
Abram), this telling recognizes that designers (and other humans) 
can create cracks in the social repetition of worlds by tracing and 
expressing multispecies worldings together with other animals. 

In Part II of this thesis, humans largely take the back seat and listen to 
what other animals are telling us about multispecies worldings. This 
part can be read in any order and takes the shape of a Multispecies 
Bestiary, in which ten protagonist animals guide the reader through 
a collection of multispecies stories. On these pages, octopuses tell us 
about remote intimacies ( ), horses engage in technological medi-
ations ( ), Magellanic penguins play ( ), forests share collective 
wisdom ( ), ants disclose urban cohabitations ( ), worms eat 
and are being eaten ( ), dogs participate ( ), monsters inspire 
virtual queerness ( ), sheep live with their killer ( ), and pocket 
mice forage multispecies seeds ( ). Human animals are involved 
in all of these stories through design practices and examples that 
connect us to the animal protagonists. In this part, I also share some 
of my own design work in negotiating multispecies worlds with pen-
guins, ants, dogs, cats, and virtual monsters. As an expression of a 
design research program, this Multispecies Bestiary includes a more 
than seven-year-long design inquiry into the lives of other animals 
and mostly consists of stories. The annotated illustrations that 
accompany these stories (as well as other parts in this thesis) depict 
the multispecies worldings I traced during these years as deliberate 
constructions, big-enough designs, and multispecies seeds that lead 
to further possibilities.

In Part III, I offer three sets of reflections on this thesis in a further 
search for the things that matter in the context of this work: 

The chapter called ‘Reflections 1 – Mattering Designs’ recollects the 
characteristics and considerations of the design research program 
and states how it matters what designs design designs. Here, I state 
the importance of increasing awareness of the designs that design 
designs. I therefore first propose that it matters how a program 
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continuously evolves, and I detail the most important developing 
aspects of the design process. Secondly, I claim that it matters what 
counts as design and argue for a reconsideration of citational prac-
tices and curation, and reflect on the program’s relations to other 
fields of design and everyday life. Thirdly, it matters how others are 
involved in responding, and I reflect on the program’s interpretations 
of encounters with other animals, and the various workshops aimed 
at inviting responses from other humans. 

In ‘Reflections 2 – Mattering Knowledges’, I respond to the aca-
demic commitment of this thesis in producing knowledges. In this 
thesis, knowledges are regarded as local, partial, situated, lived, and 
multiple. Despite their complex character, however, they can still be 
articulated, and in this chapter, I detail how these knowledges are 
expressed in the design research program. I also discuss the risks 
and limitations of producing these knowledges and the importance 
of following an indecisive critical approach. This chapter concludes 
with five ‘Notes for Other Beginnings’ that further express the work’s 
knowledge contributions.

The final chapter of this thesis ‘Reflections 3 – Mattering Worlds’ 
is a handwritten letter to you, as a reader of this work, to ask you 
to continue engaging in multispecies world-making. Even though a 
thesis is limited to mostly two-dimensional texts and images, these 
last words aim to move the designs, knowledges, and worldings that 
I gathered in this project from my hands – or from these pages – into 
yours.



29



30



31

PART I – 
A THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK

“Sometimes you have to imagine in a radical way 

that makes you seem a little crazy, that puts you in 

an embarrassing light, in order to open up a pos-

sibility that others have already closed down with 

their knowing realism. I’m prepared to be mocked 

and dismissed for defending nonviolence in the way 

that I do. It might be understood as one of the most 

profoundly unrealistic positions you could hold in 

this life. But when I ask people whether they would 

want to live in a world in which no one takes that 

position, they say that that would be terrible.”

Judith Butler (in Gessen 2020: para. 22).
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CHAPTER 1 –  
SPECIESISM

“Have you ever heard of the term ‘speciesism’?”

This is the question that I posed in almost every talk I gave during 
this PhD project. Like most PhD students, I orally presented my 
work in various stages of completion and to various audiences. These 
presentations were formatted like guest lectures, research seminars, 
conference presentations, doctoral consortia, informal gatherings, 
panels, and a keynote speech. One or two (or sometimes zero) hands 
would go up. Expecting this response, I would try to briefly introduce 
and define the notion of speciesism to the audience:

“Speciesism is a term that is used to describe the moral exclusion 

or discrimination of those who are not classified as belonging to 

a certain species. It usually refers to the different ways in which 

human animals oppress, exploit, abuse, and kill other animals.”

With this clarification (cf. Singer [1975] 2009, Horta 2010) out of 
the way, I would then continue to take the audience through my 
design and research work. At this point, however, I leave many things 
that happen in that particular moment of the presentation unsaid: I 
introduce a notion that describes a form of oppression that most of 
the people in the audience participate in daily. I provide a definition 
that describes omnipresent violence while using the kind of general 
phrasing that allows us to take a certain distance from the fact that 
we ourselves are those ‘human animals’ participating in this vio-
lence. And I describe something that is regarded as entirely normal 
in modern societies, but I redefine it as a form of oppression. In that 
particular moment, I point out a problem, while at the same time, I 
am trying to initiate a respectful connection with the audience, who 
were so kind to show up for the presentation. 
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But actually, I would like to say a lot more about this word ‘specie-
sism’ (coming from species + -ism). I would like to spend a lot more 
time in trying to explain how I insist that this is a concept that reveals 
the most destructive impact that the human species contributes to on 
this planet. That is precisely what I will do in this first chapter.

First, I will outline the foundation on which this thesis project is built 
and break down the notion of speciesism into different arguments. 
In Chapter 1.1, I will discuss the myth of human exceptionalism by 
providing a brief introduction on how we got ourselves into excep-
tionalist thinking about our moral engagements with other living 
beings. This introduction will provide the historical backdrop for the 
emergence and problematization of the term speciesism, that I will 
further introduce and briefly exemplify in relation to other forms 
of oppression in Chapter 1.2 and relate to the broader inclusion of 
living entities in Chapter 1.3. Then, Chapter 1.4 outlines the most 
evident places in which we can find the presence of speciesism in most 
societies today; and Chapter 1.5 transitions towards ways of think-
ing about non-speciesism. The practice of (non-)speciesism thereby 
becomes a resource to think-with in this thesis and poses an urgent 
challenge to unravel through design.

This chapter includes a large number of references. These references, 
besides strengthening the arguments and offering further resources, 
aim to present a coherent body of text that brings together a large 
amount of already existing scholarship on this topic. The thesis 
thereby builds an academic contribution that extends from an already 
existing discourse. While opposition to animal oppression in daily 
life might still seem like something marginal, (for example, when we 
meet animal activists or come across anti-speciesist positions online), 
the existing body of research that critiques speciesism consists of a 
vast and ever-growing accumulation of peer-reviewed scholarly work 
that I bring together in this chapter. 

As a rhetorical configuration, this chapter seeks to overcome the idea 
that the problematization of speciesism is merely an extreme perspec-
tive, towards establishing a serious scholarly argument. Because what 
makes this thesis unusual, compared to other research projects that 
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involve discussions on violence and oppression, is that in this thesis it 
may be necessary first to convince many of the readers, discussants, 
supervisors, and examiners of this work that speciesist practices are 
something we should take more seriously as a form of oppression. 
In other words, the thesis is concerned with a form of violence that 
many people engage in (directly or indirectly) on an everyday basis, 
and there is no generally accepted academic or moral consensus that 
opposes these practices.

It is relevant to reiterate here that Chapter 2 and 3 argue for a frame-
work that is rooted in feminist epistemologies and the production of 
knowledges in plural. At the same time, this first chapter problema-
tizes speciesism structurally with the use of critical theory. While such 
a contrast might seem contradictory at first glance, this thesis aims 
to demonstrate how structural critique one the one hand and ideas 
of multiplicity on the other are not mutually exclusive but largely 
depend on each other. Central to the negotiation between these two 
theoretical positions is the search for the possible and positive ingre-
dients (in plural) of a counter-concept to speciesism. 

Furthermore, in this chapter I lay out a set of arguments against 
something that you, the reader, might participate in – personally – on 
an everyday basis. From experience, I learned that this could evoke 
a rather uncomfortable and defensive reaction; one that is often 
more personal compared to the usual type of academic engagement 
we have while reading through a PhD thesis. With the knowledge 
that, for most people, it takes more than words on a page to change 
a position, the goal of this chapter is no less than breaking down 
a prevalent and traditional justification of the existence of species 
hierarchies, in the hope that the world will taste different by the end 
of this chapter (Salih 2014: 65).

1.1 THE MYTH OF HUMAN EXCEPTIONALISM

Numerous accounts illustrate how our relationships with other 
animals have been far from straightforward and have varied con-
siderably over time. Archaeologically, our intimate and reciprocal 
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connection with other animals is dated to at least 2.6 million years 
ago (Shipman 2010: 519). On a more fundamental level, however, 
these connections likely relate to symbiotic, biosocial, and commu-
nity ecologies: living entities have evolved to be interconnected and 
form multispecies communities for potential evolutionary benefit 
(Willett 2014: 67). The conceptualization of our connections with 
other animals has varied over time. Many societies, such as ancient 
Egyptians, several African tribes, and other ancient and indigenous 
communities have worshipped animals as gods and messengers to the 
gods or regarded animals as teachers and escorts into the realm of the 
spirit world (Spiegel 1996: 15-16). In European medieval traditions, 
up until the beginning of the 20th century, animals were seen as moral, 
legal, or political agents and were prosecuted for their behaviour in 
trials (for crimes such as eating up crops or killing humans) (Meijer 
2019: 111, 112), or successfully defended as the victims of rape or 
abuse (Willett 2014: 34). These examples illustrate that pre-modern 
societies were far from free in their violence against other animals, 
but they show that humans have always had widely different perspec-
tives and relationships with regards to other animals.

When it comes to animal consumption, contrary to the belief that 
meat-eating is part of our so-called “natural” diet and a central 
part of what makes us human, other histories support the idea that 
as primates, on an evolutionary time-scale, our diets have always 
consisted of an overwhelming majority of plant-based food. The 
hallmark of being human is not our taste for meat, but our ability to 
adapt to many habitats, to be able to combine many different foods 
to create many healthy diets (Gibbons 2013, para. 33). Furthermore, 
primatologist Richard Wrangham argues that the biggest revolution 
in the human diet came not when we started to eat meat but when we 
learned to cook all kinds of different food (ibid.: para. 34). Regarding 
pre-modern moral beliefs, it can be said that ethical vegetarianism, as 
far as we know, already had its roots in civilizations of ancient India 
(it was, for example, already (and is still) practised and debated in 
different forms of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism) and in ancient 
Greece (arguably by Orphic communities and Pythagoreans). 
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In modern industrial societies, however, humans seem to have gen-
erally disentangled from living with other animals in harmony. A 
different narrative started to emerge, one that can now be considered 
as the most dominant on this planet. Not only in the retelling of 
histories but also predominantly in science and philosophy, other 
animals are constructed – above all else – to be inferior to the human 
animal. Terms like ‘monster’, ‘beast’, ‘primitive’, and ‘lower crea-
ture’ work to enforce hierarchical constructs and they are deeply 
embedded in our language and ways of thinking about other animals 
(and other humans) as having a lower status. Despite pre-Neolithic 
interspecies cultures that lingered in pockets of Europe until the 
seventeenth century as well as various narratives of medieval con-
ceptions of animals as having rights that paralleled those of humans, 
it was the rise of enlightenment rationalism and classical liberalism 
that displaced these older concepts with clear-cut divides between 
humans and other animals (Willett 2014: 35). René Descartes pre-
pared for the use of animals as resources in the industrial revolution 
by pronouncing them machines (Gibson 1967). Further summarized 
by philosopher Cynthia Willett’s research (and written with Julie 
Willett), other animals were, by then, starting to be regarded as 
passive, ahistorical, unfeeling, or unthinking, inevitably lacking 
modernist, colonial, or neoliberal virtues (Willett 2014: 30). Devoid 
of any consciousness or rational feelings, other animals were stripped 
of the rights and fellowship they had once enjoyed in mixed-species 
communities (Willett 2014: 35).

The foundations for this human exceptionalism were already laid out 
twelve thousand years earlier. In what philosopher Timothy Morton 
describes as agrilogistics, as a term for the specific logistics of agri-
culture that arose in the Fertile Crescent and that is still ploughing 
ahead so successfully that it now dominates agricultural techniques 
planetwide (Morton 2016: 42):

“Toxic from the beginning to humans and other lifeforms, it op-

erates blindly like a computer program. (…) Agrilogistics promis-

es to eliminate fear, anxiety, and contradiction – social, physical, 

and ontological – by establishing thin rigid boundaries between 

human and nonhuman worlds and by reducing existence to sheer 

quantity. (Morton 2016: 42-43).
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Following these logics, people moved to growing crops and selecting 
produce based on ease of harvesting and taste; seasonal variations 
were mitigated, and humans started to domesticate animals about 
nine thousand years ago; furthermore, private property emerged 
based on settled ownership and use of land, which – according 
to Morton – provided the non-human basis of the contemporary 
concept of self, patriarchy, massive and rigid social hierarchies, and 
impoverishment of all but a very few (ibid.: 44).

Throughout the more recent history of modernist philosophy, man 
(here also emphasized as the often assumed white-male-human) 
has repeatedly tried to assert (or reconfirm) human exceptionalism 
through emphasizing and claiming differences of capacity with other 
animals. In essence, man is the only animal that makes tools, man 
alone has language, only man has a sense of fairness, generosity, 
laughter, and man is the only mindful animal (Bird-Rose 2017: G57, 
Willett 2014: 43-59). These claims have all been thoroughly under-
mined by now. Humans are not unique outliers (Bird-Rose 2017: 
G57, Haraway 2016: 39-57). The narrative of rationalist enlight-
enment often becomes the dominant way of explaining our entire 
history. If we consider human histories more broadly, however, we 
find that this narrative hardly explains our other pre-modernist and 
indigenous stories that tell of much more diverse relationships with 
other animals.

Despite ‘man’s’ initial claims, we found that all sorts of animals make 
and use tools (Seed and Byrne 2010), they engage in play (Burghardt 
2006), they develop culture (Laland and Galef 2009), recognize 
themselves in mirrors (De Waal 2008), and communicate through 
language (Meijer 2019). This list of newly discovered animal capa-
bilities in the sciences goes on and on (cf. Andersen 2019). In other 
words, animals keep doing (as they always have) all sorts of things 
we initially thought impossible.

Nonetheless, the philosophical and scientific obsession of ‘mankind’s’ 
search towards what potentially sets humans apart from other animals 
has, throughout time, remained central to the justification for treating 
other animals as lesser beings and lifting ourselves to a superior status. 
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This modernist philosophical legacy on which our moral reasoning is 
built, continuously claims that human exceptionalism is our ethical 
way out of moral concern for other animals: it is seemingly ok for 
humans to use, kill, and exploit other animals for our ends because 
humans are inherently more valuable than other animals. Humans 
are supposedly more worthy than other living beings because humans 
have more intellectual, bodily, or collective potential. In contrast, 
a whole body of existing research about animals’ capabilities and 
so-called intelligence has taught us that animals show, repeatedly, 
that they do not fit neatly into these established categories. Notably, 
the writings of philosopher Vinciane Despret (2016), reveals a col-
lection of stories that challenge the traditionally accepted scientific 
understandings of the other animals that inhabit our planet. In 
the foreword of the book, Bruno Latour argues that her additive 
empirical accounts, contrary to subtractive sciences, aim to widen the 
reach of our understanding, make multiple voices heard, and resist 
policing the boundaries between humans and other animals (Latour 
2016: x). These stories reveal what rats may be interested in during 
experiments, ask whether donkeys, elephants, crows, and dogs can 
be said to be artists, wonder about other animals’ sense of justice, 
prestige, morality, or deception, and speculate about horse’s abilities 
to give consent (Despret 2016). 

Despret’s work repeatedly shows that inherent differences between 
living beings of any kind do not hold still as facts, but that we can 
continuously challenge them. Any demarcation between humans and 
other animals thus cannot serve as a stable justification for systematic 
oppression. Although humans may be different from other animals in 
some ways, there is nothing special about humans that can morally 
distinguish us from other animals. This rationale would be like grant-
ing superior moral status to certain humans (say, able over disabled 
people) based on physical or intellectual capabilities. In line with this 
argument, there is no moral ground on which we can maintain the 
systemic use, killing, exploitation, and oppression of other animals, 
by using a type of animality alone as a justification, regardless of the 
origin of the arguments.
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Despite our focus on the question of what makes us human, the more 
relevant prejudice that can be opposed here is the fact that these 
philosophical thinkers never really questioned whether a distinction 
between humans and other animals could – or should – be drawn 
in the first place (Calarco 2008: 23). In other words, philosophers 
and scientists for too long have failed to question the question of 
what makes us unique or superior (Willett 2014: 31). And say, even 
if we – just for a moment – found something new that characterizes 
the human species, who are we to use that particular capacity to 
assign ourselves as having superior moral status? Other living entities 
have lots of skills, behaviours, and perceptions that are alien to us 
humans (their abilities to fly, pick up ultrasonic audio waves, having 
a 4th colour-cone, produce oxygen, and making use of the subtlest 
non-verbal communications, to name a few). We generally do not use 
those as a basis for moral reasoning either.

The more humans are willing to increase our understanding of the 
complexity of life, the more we learn about our shared sentience, 
cognitive capabilities, individual or collective preferences, and unique 
traits of other beings. Our knowledge expansion also places renewed 
perspectives on how our human bodies intertwine with – and even 
consist of – other life forms. These conceptualizations about the dif-
ferent ways in which all species are in the world, every being’s unique 
phenomenological and ethological traits, the striking analogies with 
human and other animal behaviour, could be springboards for a 
more profound and better-informed concern about the way humans 
conceive of and treat other animals. These findings could potentially 
foster long-term changes in our relationships with other animals. It 
turns out, however, that this is actually very far from the case. Rather 
than pursuing interests that would put an end to animal exploitation 
and minimize their suffering, humans in modern societies have mostly 
used this knowledge to develop technologies and practices that 
extract more profits and increase productivity (Hribal 2007: 102). 
Instead of working towards better treatment for other animals, one 
could argue that technology ranging from horseshoes, barbed wire, 
restraining devices, and automatic feeders to genetic manipulation, 
specialized breeding, animal tracking, and artificial insemination has 
only allowed for more efficient exploitation and control of animals. 
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It also enabled humans to operate factory farming on much larger 
scales. It continues to follow agrilogics and human exceptionalism. In 
other words, we can argue that an increasing awareness of our simi-
larities to other animals does not necessarily lead to design work that 
improves their life conditions, quite the opposite. With more knowl-
edge, humans seem to enable more exploitation and more oppression 
(this is not only the case with the oppression of other animals, these 
dynamics operate similarly in other forms of structural violence, these 
relations are further elaborated upon in Chapter 1.2.2).

Coming back to the discussion on human exceptionalism, we might 
say that what is truly exceptional about our species is the extent 
to which humans systematically torture and oppress other animals, 
despite our knowledge and awareness of the harm that this causes 
both for other animals as well as our planet (Bird-Rose 2017: G57). 
In sum, if the consequences were not so dire, humans are quite 
impressive when it comes to the scale in which we engage in (and 
attempt to morally justify) speciesism: oppression and exploitation 
based on the grounds of belonging to a certain species (Singer [1975] 
2009). 

Together with other Critical Animal Studies scholars and activists, I 
argue that this paradox – the contrast between what humans know 
about other animals versus how we continue to treat them in daily 
life – falls in line with the most profound, deep-rooted, and large-
scale form of oppression that humans have been sustaining since 
the rise of the industrial age. I argue that our modernist heritage of 
humanist philosophy led us down a path of seemingly justified mass 
killing and destruction. We now find ourselves in a world deeply 
immersed in animal oppression, and we cannot seem to find our 
way out. Even though recent scientific and ethnographic discoveries 
address some of the horrors we inflict on our fellow animals, they do 
not succeed very well in addressing this conflict that we live out in our 
daily lives: the way most humans are engaging in, and attempting to 
justify speciesism in their everyday relations with (and consumption 
of) other animals. In other words, the knowledge we have does not 
correspond to the norms that we maintain in our society. 
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1.2 CRITICAL ANIMAL STUDIES: THE EMERGENCE OF A 
DISCIPLINE

Despite the philosophical, scientific, and affective engagements that 
attempt to debunk the myth of human exceptionalism and challenge 
different forms of exploitation, the daily oppression of other animals 
is rarely challenged in academia. As posthumanist theorist Cary 
Wolfe wrote (albeit 17 years ago): “debates in the humanities and 
social sciences between well-intentioned critics of racism, (hetero) 
sexism, classism and all other -isms that are the stock in trade of 
cultural studies almost always remain locked within an unexamined 
framework of speciesism” (Wolfe 2003: 7). Scholars from almost 
all traditional schools of ethics have been working towards ideas 
that ethically normalize, ignore, or reinforce the idea that the killing, 
exploitation, and abuse of other animals is simply part of everyday 
life. Moreover, many of these perspectives on ethics focus on dis-
mantling humanism and including other animals into our ethical 
frameworks but still failed to question the systemic speciesism that 
is part of their proposals. These different standpoints include, for 
example, animal welfarism (i.e. “we should treat animals better by 
giving them a few more rights”), hiding accountability in ontological 
entanglements (i.e. “we are all intertwined so we cannot separate 
ourselves from the suffering of all animals”), liberal sentimentalism 
(i.e. “we need to speak for the animals because they cannot speak 
for themselves”), and creating hierarchies between different forms of 
oppression (i.e. “a feminist or decolonial agenda is more important 
and urgent compared to an approach that includes other animals 
as well”).  Furthermore, many of the more recent scholars who 
challenge anthropocentrism argue for the conceptual and theoretical 
overcoming of human exceptionalism by challenging dichotomies 
such as subject-object, nature-society, and (non-)human categories, 
while at the same time neglecting the immediate consequences that 
these intellectual thought experiments have to everyday life. 

It did strike me as odd, for example, when, fellow scholars were 
able to engage in a healthy intellectual debate about anthropocen-
trism and climate change during a conference lunch while leaving 
the animal body parts and products that were consumed during this 
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discussion unexamined. This is not to say that there is such a thing 
as an ‘innocent diet’, but to emphasize that there is, at times, a direct 
disjoint between the theories that scholars advocate for and their 
everyday decisions.

In contrast, the field of Critical Animal Studies has emerged out of a 
much more practical and activist-focused idea that proposes a seem-
ingly simple, but profoundly radical premise by stating that human 
animals are equally worthy as other animals. These scholars, first 
and foremost, take a firm stance against speciesism, both in theory 
and practice. A striking difference here is that other perspectives 
that challenge human exceptionalism [such as animal-welfarism, 
ecofeminism, certain areas of postmodernism, posthumanism, new 
materialism, and human-animal studies] are often more intrigued by 
the theoretical dissection and analysis of human-animal divide and 
feel no ethical or political commitment to their everyday relations 
to other animals in practice (Nocella et al. 2015: xxiv). Instead, an 
anti-speciesist perspective comprises a radical interdisciplinary move-
ment dedicated to establishing a holistic, total liberation movement, 
for humans, other animals, and the earth (ibid.: xxvi). 

In Chapter 3 of this thesis, I will illustrate a framework that situates 
my research in between all these different attempts at overcoming 
human exceptionalism that I briefly mentioned in this section. The 
purpose of such a framework is to reconcile the existing theoreti-
cal perspectives with the immediate practical consequences of an 
anti-speciesist standpoint. I will further argue that a non-speciesist 
designing with-, living with-, and, consequentially, doing ethics 
with- other animals arises only through a relational understanding 
of the world-making practice with other animals. Such a position is 
largely situated in between critical theory and feminist epistemologies 
and suggests a more nuanced approach, without claiming innocence 
and without living in a permanent state of critique, abstraction, or 
hypocrisy. 

The notion of speciesism plays a central role in motivating this frame-
work because it grounds the origin of the critique as a starting point 
for discussion this thesis. Because, what will hopefully become clear 
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by the end of this chapter, the most challenging ambition that this 
work attempts to carry out is to articulate a worldview that consists 
of a radical departure from something that is entirely normalized 
in our society today, while at the same time not losing track of our 
already existing everyday engagements with other living entities.

1.2.1 THE NOTION OF SPECIESISM

In the early ‘70s, a group of Oxford University post-graduate phi-
losophy students and psychologist Richard Ryder used the term 
‘speciesism’ in a pamphlet advocating for animal rights. Later the 
term was popularized by utilitarian ethicist Peter Singer in his book 
Animal Liberation (Singer [1975] 2009). Singer’s text draws explicit 
comparisons between the liberation of slaves, women, and animals. 
His case ultimately rests on the crucial comparison with other forms 
of oppression, such as racism, sexism, and classism. Singer starts his 
line of reasoning by quoting an 1809 statement of Thomas Jefferson 
(responsible for writing the principle of human equality into the 
American Declaration of Independence) in which he outlines that 
a human’s degree of talent or capacity is never a measure of their 
rights (Singer [1975] 2009: 6). On the same page, Singer quotes an 
1850s point made by black feminist Sojourner Truth who insists that 
‘intellect’ has nothing to do with women’s rights.  

According to Singer, it should now become apparent that the fun-
damental objections to racism and sexism made by Jefferson and 
Truth apply equally to speciesism: “If possessing a higher degree of 
intelligence does not entitle one human to use another for his or her 
own ends how can it entitle humans to exploit nonhumans for the 
same purpose?” (Singer [1975] 2009: 6). For example: even though 
we can find differences in degrees of intelligence, capacity, or poten-
tial in children or cognitively impaired people, we do not use these 
differences to justify their systematic oppression. Speciesism, in other 
words, comprises a problematic distinction in moral value based on 
skewed and socially constructed reasoning. There is an analogy made 
here, in which racism follows socio-ideological beliefs that involves 
prejudice towards certain races, and sexism involves constructs that 
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promote superiority or inferiority among certain genders. Similarly, 
speciesists allow the interests of their own species to systematically 
override the interests of members of other species: the pattern is 
identically based on a socially constructed way of reasoning to create 
hierarchies between groups (ibid.: 9).

Here it might be tempting to insert a counter-argument that claims 
that, as opposed to other humans, other animals are speciesist 
themselves too (as one might say that lions prefer to kill and eat 
other animals as opposed to other lions), but the difference lies in 
the systemic moral inferiority of other species. Where a predatory 
animal kills another animal because they would otherwise starve, 
humans attempt to justify systematic oppression by creating absolute 
hierarchies and control. In other words, oppression comprises an 
institution (Wyckoff 2015: 529). Humans are the only animals that 
have created an industrial complex in which we exercise complete 
control over the breeding, farming, and slaughtering process of other 
animals. Lions do not breed and farm their prey. Moreover, humans 
are the only animals that constructed an ideology that states that we 
are justified in our human exceptionalism, while (for most humans in 
modern societies) their lives do not depend on doing so. Speciesism, 
as an ideology, is defined by subordination, restriction, and control 
on a systemic scale.

Once we start to understand speciesism as a legitimate categoriza-
tion for a form of oppression, it becomes clear that almost every 
single human being on this planet is engaging in speciesism, in its 
institutional form, on a daily basis. It is not just a few exceptionally 
cruel or heartless humans, but the overwhelming majority of humans, 
that play a part in supporting, sustaining, and attempting to justify 
speciesist discrimination through their consumption practices and 
decisions in everyday life. Furthermore, the hegemonic encouraging 
of speciesism (for example through nutritional advice, nationally 
subsidized and advertised forms of farming, political lobbyists, or 
prescribing religious values), can be regarded as normalizing an 
oppressive ideology: “a set of socially shared beliefs that legitimates 
an existing or desired social order” (Nibert 2003: 8). It is, like other 
forms of systemic oppression, made to appear as a normal and innate 
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part of our worldly existence, either through metaphysical, theo-
logical, or nowadays scientific ideologies (ibid.: 18). Speciesism is 
woven into generally accepted cultural norms and individual psyches 
in a way that shapes human identities (ibid.: 19). Just like we once 
regarded hierarchies that legitimized oppression of women, humans 
of colour, humans with certain sexualities, humans with disabilities 
and other devalued groups as normal and not only acceptable but 
actively encouraged by those in power.
 

1.2.2 INTERSECTIONALITY: ANIMALS, RACE, AND  
GENDER

When Singer states that there is an analogy between speciesism and 
other forms of oppression, he does not refer to a mere metaphor-
ical comparison, but emphasizes the literal similarities in systemic 
patterns and practices. Over the last decades, several scholars have 
produced texts in which these comparisons are made more explicit. 
In her 1988 book The Dreaded Comparison – Human and Animal 
Slavery, Majorie Spiegel draws a range of parallels between human 
and animal slavery. One example includes the removal of children 
from their parents: “in the eyes of the white slaveholders, black 
people were ‘just animals’, who could soon get over separation from 
a child or other loved one” (Spiegel [1988] 1996: 47-48). White 
people maintained that love among slaves was just “animal lust” and 
“animal attraction” which were responsible for intimate bonding 
(ibid.: 48). Similarly, today veal calves are separated from their 
mothers after birth, chained to their stalls and their mothers’ milk is 
consumed by humans (ibid.: 47), while humans find it hard to accept 
the notion that other animals feel love for one another as individu-
als, often dismissing lifelong pairing as merely “instinct” (ibid.: 48). 
Another practice that is drawn by Spiegel includes transportation of 
both human and animal slaves in past and present: “with its cramped 
conditions, pools of excrement and urine, ‘acceptable’ mortality rates, 
seemingly interminable length of duration, and finally insanity leading 
to violence and cannibalism” (ibid.: 57). Furthermore, disruption of 
self-regulated reproduction (ibid.: 44), the hunting down of runaway 
animals and slaves (ibid.: 61), vivisection and experiments carried 



47

out on bodies of other humans and animals without their consent 
(ibid.: 65-72), and the trading and selling away human beings and 
other animals at auctions (ibid.: 6) all follow a startlingly similar 
pattern of oppressive violence (see Figure 4 for visual references). 
While the practice of human slavery is now forbidden in many parts 
of the world (but still exists widely), similar practices for animals are 
deemed normal and legalized, despite wide-spread knowledge about 
animals’ sentience and suffering that is caused by these practices.  
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Figure 4: visual references to human/animal slavery cited with page scans from 
(Spiegel [1988] 1996: pages (from left to right) 39 [source: Marjorie Spiegel], 
81 [source: BUAV], 53 [source: The Mansell Collection], 81 [source: The 
Bettman Archive], 51 [source: The Age, Melbourne], 96 [source: unknown]).
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In strikingly similar ways, women have been objectified and stereo-
typed in ways drawing extensively upon patriarchal animal nomen-
clature: women are described as birds, bunnies, chicks, pets, bitches 
and cows; their body parts are named pussies or beavers (Selby 1995: 
17). Author Norma Benney states that in pornography, “women 
are treated as meat” (Benney 1983: 148). It is perhaps safe to say 
that most people who identify as a woman have deeply personal 
experiences in which these analogies imply objectification of their 
bodies, with serious consequences for how they are treated by men. 
Carol J. Adams, writes extensively on the obsession with meat and 
masculinity that is ingrained in cultural misogyny in her book The 
Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory, first 
published in 1990. Adams writes that what, “or more precisely who, 
we eat is determined by the patriarchal politics of our culture, and 
that the meanings attached to meat eating include meanings clustered 
around virility.” (Adams [1990] 2015: xxvi). Through numerous 
examples in her book (see also the more recent images from the latest 
published edition in Figure 5), Adams demonstrates how eating meat 
equals masculinity and eating vegetables equals femininity through-
out patriarchal societies. As an example, eating or cooking burgers 
and steak is generally considered masculine, and preparing or eating 
quiche and salad is traditionally seen as feminine.

In a paper provocatively titled ‘Most Farmers Prefer Blondes’: The 
Dynamics of Anthroparchy in Animals’ Becoming Meat, Erika 
Cudworth states at least three ways in which gendered processes of 
meat production can be identified: the vast majority of meat and farm 
animals are female (which is necessary for the production of offspring 
as well as feminized protein such as dairy and eggs [Cudworth 2008: 
38]); second, animals are separated through gender categorizations 
used by workers within the industry (i.e. genetic manipulation to 
produce “docile, ‘good mothers’, and ‘virile,’ strong, ‘promiscuous’ 
males” [ibid.]); and third, forms of animal fertility, sexuality, and 
reproduction in modern farming practices are gendered (farming is 
“really a manly job”, slaughterhouses are described as “a bastion of 
male dominance” unsuitable for women and including sexualized 
rituals of “boning”, “slapping”, and “squirting” of the usually 
female animals [ibid.: 40, 42]). 
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Adams uses the concept of the ‘abstract referent’ to discuss that 
both animals and women are rendered invisible from the oppressive 
actions that are done to them; literary, through the removal of control 
from their bodies (e.g. by installing restrictions and slaughter), and 
definitionally, through renaming (for example as ‘a piece of meat’ 
instead of a body or corpse), and metaphorically through analo-
gies that can be made (such as ‘feeling treated like a piece of meat’) 
(Wyckoff 2015: 534).
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Figure 5: visual references to relations between gender oppression and 
speciesism cited from page scans (Adams [1990] 2015: iv [source: Dorothy 
Teer], 20 [source: Playboar], 187 [source: Playboy], 203 [source: unknown],  
205 [source: unknown], 184 [source: Muscle and Fitness], figure numbers from 
Adams [1990] 2015).
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Through the numerous examples in this section, it should become 
clear by now, that the justifications, dynamics, strategies, and tools of 
oppression of both humans and other animals possess marked simi-
larities with one another and readily draw upon one another (Selby 
1995: 17). For the sake of brevity, here I only focused on bringing in 
examples from oppression related to slavery and sexism, but other 
examples exist as well. Digging further into existing research from the 
field of Critical Animal Studies, we can find examples related to fields 
like racism at large (Mosley 2009), antisemitism (Patterson 2002), 
black feminism (Harper 2010), colonialism (Armstrong 2002), and 
classism (Hribal 2007).  

The history of modern liberation movements is characterized by an 
ever so slow widening of a circle of compassion, where each time the 
circle in expanded (from white men to all men; from white women to 
all women; from human animals to (certain) other animals) it leads 
to new criteria for the ever-existing hierarchies. These new criteria 
always seem to involve structures of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ where the 
former inevitably exploits the latter (Benney 1983: 141). As Spiegel 
wrote: “Any oppression helps to support other forms of domination. 
This is why it is vital to link oppressions in our minds, to look for 
the common, shared aspects, and work against them as one, rather 
than prioritising victims’ suffering.” (Spiegel [1988] 1996: 30). Here, 
the term ‘intersectionality’ is often used to describe how relations 
between gender, race, class, and species, do not just overlap, but are 
changed by their mutual influence. 

Indeed, animal oppression has been labelled as genocide, Holocaust, 
and slavery to emphasize the connections between the oppression of 
human and other animals. Moreover, many of the authors cited in 
this paragraph insist that intersectional decolonial and feminist theory 
should always include an anti-speciesist agenda because speciesism 
is structured around other forms of oppression (cf. Adams [1990] 
2015: 155-175, cf. Patterson 2002). Some scholars maintain that, for 
example, only vegan food should be served at feminist conferences 
to avoid going against central feminist stances that the domestic, 
economic, and political cannot be divorced (cf. Selby 1995: 19). One 
does not exist without the other. These relations make it all the more 
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paradoxical to claim to be outspoken against misogyny and racism 
while consuming other animal-bodies during lunch (when not doing 
so is an available option), because as we saw through the examples in 
this section, animal body parts are produced through systems that are 
deeply rooted, both literally and metaphorically, in these other forms 
of hierarchical violence. Taking this argument further, it presents an 
interesting and provocative question: can someone really call them-
selves a feminist, while consuming the body parts of a female animal 
that is forcefully inseminated, separated from her offspring at birth, 
and treated as a mere object rather than a living being? And can we 
thereby distinguish between human-centred feminism and a more 
inclusive feminism that concerns itself with all animals?

Such questions, however, could be approached critically and 
perhaps include a simplification of the more complex implications 
of intersectional approaches to oppression. Yet, the mere posing of 
these questions helps point towards a lack of shared perspectives on 
the problematization of speciesism, and the potential hypocrisy that 
emerges in discussions on the question of whose bodies are included 
within a particular discourse. Regardless of its – more complicated 
– answers, such questions emphasize the anthropocentrism that 
prioritizes the oppression of humans, which can be said to comprise 
a speciesist practice in itself. Furthermore, raising the notion of 
speciesism among scholars and activists that already have an 
interest in other forms of oppression includes a strategic position 
of promoting an anti-speciesist discourse in a field that focuses on 
critiquing oppression and working towards moral inclusion more 
generally. 

An extensive understanding of speciesism as an oppressive practice 
is crucial for this thesis because the search for a counter-concept to 
speciesism (to design with) becomes increasingly relevant and com-
prehensible only with an understanding of the problematic structures 
of speciesism and its connections to violent ideologies more generally. 
But it is not only its relation to other forms of oppression that helps to 
further ground a critique on speciesism. A rhetoric against speciesism 
should also be amplified with regards to living entities more broadly. 
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1.3 BUT WHAT ABOUT PLANTS?

The title of this section is a simplification of an often-voiced ques-
tion that emerges as a response to a critique of speciesism, but it 
involves important further implications. After all, breaking down 
anthropocentric frameworks poses questions about new boundaries 
for the moral consideration of living entities more generally. Are 
insects morally equal to cows? Do we take the suffering of plants 
serious enough? Should malaria have a right to exist? 

Such questions indicate at least three challenges that arise through 
a problematic focus solely on other animals who look – more or 
less – like us: firstly, humans have very little understanding of the 
life experience of other species, especially smaller organisms, and 
it would be anthropocentric to use this lack of knowledge to deter-
mine their moral value. Secondly, there is no grounding on which 
we can assume that ‘sentience’ is appropriate as a factor to estimate 
moral value for other species in the first place, because (as argued 
in Chapter 1.2.1) a being’s bodily capabilities are no indication of 
their inherent worthiness (Meijer 2019: 159). And thirdly, ecosystems 
and bodies are so intertwined with each other that it is impossible to 
define where one species begins and another one ends. (this notion of 
the ‘holobiont’, the idea that our bodies are largely made up of other 
species such as microbes and bacterial symbionts is further detailed 
in Chapter 3.2.1). 

These issues are not only an indication of the impossibility to assert 
where speciesism can begin and end, but also challenges our ideas of 
agency, sentience, consciousness, and autonomy, as matters of either 
yes-or-no. It is, for example, impossible to draw a dichotomy of 
agency between different entities, where one entity (such as mammals, 
or humans) have all the agency and others (such as plants, bacteria, 
storms, artificial intelligence, or even rocks) have no agency at all 
(cf. Morton 2017: 24, Meijer 2019: 155). These dichotomies leave 
no space for a more encompassing understanding of what it means 
to be alive where complexity is not avoided, or smoothed out, but 
actively invited. Instead, we must focus on living entities as relational 
beings that live in and through each other, compose each other, both 
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compete and cooperate with each other, and thus their lives should 
be seen as relational, not separated into different bodies that either 
deserve moral consideration or not. 

In this thesis, I mainly focus on our relations with those other animals 
we interact with in more perceptible ways, where their suffering is 
palpable, and a direct result of modernist thinking, patriarchal struc-
tures, and capitalist industrialization, and is considered harmful for 
the thriving of ecosystems and continuation of life on this planet. 
Nevertheless, this focus should be seen as only a starting point for 
less-anthropocentric relations to the earth. It is thus crucial to clarify 
already in this chapter that this work is grounded in a framing that 
includes the relationality of all living beings. This framing is reflected 
upon throughout this thesis: with regards to theory and ethics, and 
is discussed in Chapter 2.2.3, Chapter 3.1.3, Chapter 3.2.1, and 
Chapter 3.4.2; and more practically, world-making endeavours with 
microorganisms, plants, and larger ecosystems are further illustrated 
in Part II:  ,  . 

For now, with regards to the notion of speciesism, it is essential to 
break down anthropocentric boundaries rather than attempting to 
install new ones immediately. To keep these edges open I suggest 
that instead of bringing up a sudden care for plants as a counter-
argument for the problematization of speciesism (as it is often posed), 
we can engage with this question more seriously and wonder what 
humans can learn from plants (and other organisms) that may help 
us understand how to live with other living entities. As a starting 
point for expanding the notion of speciesism to include all kinds of 
species (including plants, bacteria, and viruses), it is necessary to look 
at a much larger scales of oppression where viruses may be either 
harmful or helpful to restore ecosystems; where crops may produce 
nutrients for other species in efficient ways (eating them directly) 
or inefficient ways (through human-led breeding of other animals 
for protein who first eat those crops themselves); where issues of 
a-humanism, human-withdrawal, and death should be seriously 
engaged with (cf. MacCormack 2020); and where an awareness of 
the relations between speciesism and planetary boundaries (global 
extinction through monoculture, pollution, and deforestation in 
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animal agriculture) can help us to approach these issues through 
less anthropocentric engagements. In this way, a broadening of 
speciesism from a focus on sentience towards an inclusion of all 
living entities becomes a position from which to actually engage with 
difficult questions, rather than a counter-argument that limits itself 
to questioning boundaries and refining absolute positions.

After detailing the meaning of speciesism, its relation to other forms 
of oppression, and situating this concept with regards to all living 
entities, the next section of this chapter further illustrates today’s 
presence of speciesism in various parts of modern societies.

1.4 CONTEMPORARY SPECIESIST PRACTICES

After arguing against human exceptionalism and introducing the 
notion of speciesism as a form of oppression that intersects with 
other forms of structural violence, in the last part of this chapter I 
further dissect the different forms in which speciesism presents itself 
in modern and especially in industrial and post-industrial societies 
today. As became apparent in the numbers outlined in the introduc-
tion of this thesis, it is easy to see how the killing of other animals 
takes place on a scale that is almost beyond comprehension. To add 
to these figures, only 4% of mammals globally are wild animals, and 
60% of mammals are animals raised for food (Bar-On et al. 2018). 
Further, animal agriculture uses more than one-third of the earth’s 
landmass (The Livestock, Environment and Development Initiative 
2006), and is culpable for large areas of Amazon rainforest destruc-
tion (Margulis 2003). Additionally, animal agriculture (specifically 
factory farming) produces enormous amounts of greenhouse gas 
emission and waste (Walsh 2013)4. Almost all areas of human life 
are at some point or other involved in or directly dependent on the 

4  While the sources cited in these sentences on rainforest destruction and greenhouse gas 
emission include the calculated percentages on these statements, I have chosen to omit the exact 
numbers, because other sources challenge these statistics due to factors that are left out of these cal-
culations (cf. Fairlie 2010, Berson 2019). Nonetheless, all of these references agree that our current 
animal industry far exceeds planetary boundaries in terms of resources and that these farming models 
are unable to feed a global human population.
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killing of other animals (The Animal Studies Group 2006: 3). A more 
in-depth look at the products and surroundings one engages with 
during an average day reveals that speciesist practices are involved 
with the vast majority of objects in our everyday lives. To exem-
plify this, a three-year research project by Christien Meindertsma 
tracked all the products from a single pig named ‘05049’, produced 
in the Netherlands. This project documented 185 products that 
contained traces of this individual, ranging from food, ammunition, 
train brakes, and car paint, to soap, cigarettes, and washing powder 
(Meindertsma 2007). 

Indeed, other animals are not only killed, but also gassed, electrocuted, 
exterminated, hunted, butchered, vivisected, shot, trapped, snared, 
run over, lethally injected, culled, sacrificed, slaughtered, executed, 
euthanized, destroyed, put down, put to sleep, and murdered (The 
Animal Studies Group 2006: 3). Besides these life-ending activities, 
speciesism is also carried out through things like bullying, humiliation, 
capturing, torture, abuse, rape, labour, exploitation, force, control, 
insemination, manipulation, breeding, hunting, and domestication. 
Despite this massive scale of animal killing and oppression, in most 
industrialized nations, these activities largely remain hidden from the 
public domain. In this section, I draw upon various sources from the 
field of Critical Animal Studies to briefly emphasize the practice of 
speciesism in the breeding, killing, and exploiting of other animals 
through consumption, research, and entertainment.
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1.4.1 SPECIESISM IN ANIMAL CONSUMPTION AND 
PRODUCTION

Under capitalism, other animals have come to be totally incorporated 
into production technology (Noske 1997: 14). Take the modern 
assembly-line slaughterhouse: the systems of meat production show 
a clear structural overlap with other industries of mass production 
(such as Henry Ford’s supposed claim on how the Chicago disassem-
bly lines of animal butchering in a continuous stream inspired his 
assembly-line car-production method [Williams 2004: 48]). Further, 
although Karl Marx focused his analysis on the human worker, he 
nonetheless offers quite a clear description of a similar function for 
the animal as a worker in farms: 

“they mutilate the labourer into a fragment of a man, degrade 

him to the level of an appendage of a machine, destroy every 

remnant of charm in his work and turn it into hated toil; they 

estrange from him the intellectual potentialities of the labour-

process in the same proportion as science is incorporated in it as 

an independent power; they distort the conditions under which 

he works, subject him during the labour-process to a despotism 

the more hateful for its meanness; they transform his life-time 

into working-time through technologies of alienation” (Marx 

[1867] (2007): 208). 

The worker thereby becomes both an exploited individual as well as 
a production resource. The farm animal’s capabilities have been sim-
ilarly (and separately) incorporated into a whole range of production 
industries such as meat- and egg production, dairy- and fur farming. 
Except farm animals are usually not allowed to return ‘home’ after 
their day of labour (once again a parallel can be drawn here regarding 
women’s’ domestic labour). Most farm animals are kept in confined 
environments such as sow gestation crates, battery cages, fish tanks, 
and milking stations (see Figure 6) and are expected to perform a set 
of specialized actions during their entire lives (e.g. growing, gestating, 
laying eggs). 
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For example, a typical egg-laying hen (one out of more than 19 billion 
currently alive on this planet [Barras 2017]), spends her entire life 
in dark confinement, with about one foot of space to live, trapped 
in a cage with six to eight other hens, standing on a metal grid, 
unable to walk, getting covered in excrement falling from the battery 
cages above her, and remaining in a constant state of physical and 
psychological stress for the two years she is capable of surviving 
this life (Solotaroff 2013). All the while, we are entirely aware of 
the complex and rich emotional lives of chickens, who have distinct 
personalities and the empathy and self-awareness to consciously 
experience every moment of this torturous existence (Barras 2017, 
Marino 2017). Scientific and technological developments have 
developed a number of devices to push these limits further: chemical 
additives and antibiotics in animal feed control disease, stress, and 
growth; hormonal treatment and artificial insemination control the 
animal’s sexual behaviour and reproductive cycles; bodily mutations 
(such as the culling of beaks in hens to avoid pecking and the cutting 
of tails in pigs to avoid boredom-induced tail biting) control the 
consequences of their preferred behaviour and emotional outlets; and 

Figure 6: examples of the confined living/working spaces of dairy cows and pigs. Left: a 
contemporary rotary milking station as advertised by the supplier (GEA n.d.), right: a farrowing 
crate for sows as promoted by the supplier (PigEasy LLC. n.d).
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genetic manipulation ensures the breeding of particular traits and 
characters. The following type of images (Figure 7 and 8), available 
on any farm animal breeding brochure or website, shows the extent 
to which farm animals are totally and solely presented as production 
resources rather than living beings:

Figure 7: specification of the COBB500 broiler chicken, cited from (COBB500 
Guides, 2019).

Figure 8: specification of two different types of Lohmann chickens, cited from 
(Lohmann Tierzucht Management Guide, 2019).
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Following Marx further, in his distinguishing of four interrelated 
aspects of alienation, the farm animal, both as a worker as well 
as a production resource, is (1) alienated from their own product: 
their offspring are taken away soon after birth (dairy animals are 
separated soon after birth in order for humans to harvest their milk, 
male chicks are usually ‘discarded’ [killed] soon after birth) (Noske 
1997: 18), and cows become beef, pigs become pork, and calves 
become veal after slaughter. Farm animals are also (2) alienated from 
their productive activity: the animal’s reproducing and physiological 
cycled are perfected, and their labour skills are subdivided through 
forcing a specialized task on each animal body: laying eggs, giving 
milk, growing fur, thus they become virtually deskilled in other ways 
(ibid.: 17). Farm animals are (3) alienated from fellow-animals and 
surrounding nature: their contact with other animal species (includ-
ing humans) is continuously replaced by machines (ibid.: 19), and 
they are removed from the ecosystem of which they are a part outside 
of their labour, placed in unchanging environments without relief 
from monotony and boredom (ibid.: 20). Lastly, farm animals are 
(4) alienated from species life through the removal of anything in 
the animal that cannot be made productive (such as bodily mutation 
and castration) (ibid.). In other words, under industrial capitalism, 
farm animals have become reduced to mere appendages of machines.
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As a response to our increasing knowledge about the experiences of 
animals and their suffering in factory farms, other farming alterna-
tives are continuously developed. It is important to note here that 
other forms of so-called ‘non-intensive’, ‘green’, ‘local’, ‘sustainable’, 
or ‘organic’ farming have very little to add to this industry. In essence, 
they are often lacking ethical consistency (claiming to care for the 
animals while continuing breeding and slaughter), consistency with 
reality (the false images communicated on the packaging of animal 
product versus what their lives actually look like), or an awareness of 
animals themselves as sentient individuals with rich life experiences 
(Stănescu 2010: 9). Arguably, these types of farms (occupying only 
1% of global agricultural land [Reganold 2016]), may sometimes 
minimally extend the animals’ limited welfare to gain a particular 
label that helps production and sales and marketing towards increas-
ingly concerned consumers. But these labels are often misleading. In 
the case of egg-farms, for example, ‘eco’ does not relate to the welfare 
of the hens, ‘organic’ does not mean ‘free-range’, and ‘free-range’ 
(and its translations into different languages) rarely means that the 
hens are actually always able to go outside. Importantly, the labels 
‘organic’, ‘sustainable’, ‘local’, ‘green’, ‘fair trade’, or ‘non-intensive’ 
say very little about how the farm animals were treated but focus 
more generally on aspects such as biodiversity, soil quality, human-
worker exploitation, use of pesticides, water pollution, energy usage, 
or nutritional quality (ibid.). This closer reading of farming practices 
makes the percentage of farmed animals with better welfare experi-
ences globally much closer to zero than to one. Furthermore, often 
these labels do not include other production process parts, such as 
breeding, transportation, slaughtering, and meat processing; addi-
tionally, raising the level of minimum standards to improve housing 
conditions should not be treated as an equivalent to improve the 
animals’ welfare (as it would involve a multitude of other factors 
that influence their daily lives as well) (Sundrum 2001: 211). In 
other words, these kinds of mainstream alternative farming prac-
tices do little to structurally work against speciesism as an oppressive 
institution. 

Although these practices – in rare occasions – offer better alternatives 
to factory farming and more care for the individual animals 
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involved, the agrilogical foundations on which they are built remains 
unchallenged. In fact, they might merely help once again to further 
justify and reinforce the systemic oppression of other animals. Critical 
Animal Studies scholars state that the concept of organic farming 
becomes merely a shift from “crude to camouflaged speciesism” 
(Khazaal & Almiron 2014: 374).

Nonetheless, we must consider another valuable argument towards 
the necessity of animal farming to sustain global biodiversity. A 
particular rhetoric that has developed over the last years argues that 
“we should be encouraging sustainable forms of meat and dairy pro-
duction based on traditional rotational systems, permanent pasture 
and conservation grazing” (Tree 2018: para. 3). The idea behind this 
argument is that without agriculture, the world will transform into 
a monoculture crop-growing culture that requires inputs of harmful 
fertilizers and pesticides. As argued:

“The animals live in natural herds and wander wherever they 

please. They wallow in streams and water-meadows. They rest 

where they like (they disdain the open barns left for them as shel-

ter) and eat what they like. The cattle and deer graze on wildflow-

ers and grasses but they also browse among shrubs and trees. The 

pigs rootle for rhizomes and even dive for swan mussels in ponds. 

The way they graze, puddle and trample stimulates vegetation in 

different ways, which in turn creates opportunities for other spe-

cies, including small mammals and birds.” (Tree 2018: para. 5).

It is indeed a thought-provoking idea that should be taken seriously by 
researchers and activists that promote anti-animal farming practices 
or vegan consumption habits. Though these types of proposals usually 
leave out the statistics that, currently, 30% of the world’s habitable 
land is used as livestock, and 33% of crop-growing fields are used 
to grow soy (75% of the global soy production), corn (36% of U.S. 
corn production), and grains (70% of U.S. grain production) solely 
used for animal feed (The Livestock, Environment and Development 
Initiative 2006, Pittman 20175). 

5  See comment in footnote 4.
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It is therefore not necessarily the crops grown for human food pro-
duction that increase monoculture and deforestation, but most of 
all it is the food and the land that is needed to continue breeding 
and maintaining farm animals that cause environmental destruction. 
There is also a recurring paradox at play in this rhetoric, which is 
that it is believed that the industry that comprises the leading cause 
of species extinction, ocean dead zones, and water pollution should 
simultaneously be the solution to saving the environmental destruc-
tion that they cause. Similarly, the rhetoric follows an anthropocentric 
pattern in which humans – the architects of the planet’s destruction – 
are the ones who must save the planet. While numerous studies have 
shown that (depending on individual contexts) further withdrawing 
from the disturbances that humans inflict on ecosystems might enable 
more effective restoration than attempting to solve problems through 
more human interventions (Jones et al. 2018: 1).  
  
The thought of idyllic small-scale permaculture farms is certainly one to 
continue fostering, and I will illustrate this further in Part II ( ) with the 
question of whether it is possible to kill another animal for consumption in 
a non-speciesist manner. It is difficult, however, to imagine such a utopian 
system for the global human population within current capitalist societies, 
and it is also not a consumption option that is accessible for most people 
right now. It can furthermore be argued that the use of these ideas as a 
pro-speciesist rhetoric does not necessarily help to deconstruct industrial 
farming at large, but instead promotes small-scale alternatives that will 
remain operative outside of our general norms, for those who can afford it. 

Making decisions about one’s own consumption is never an easy 
task in a society that follow speciesist ideologies at large. The act 
of eating with another human, and discussing the choices that are 
laid out on our table can raise an uncomfortable situation in which 
we may feel the need to justify ourselves. It is precisely in this act 
of eating with one another during which the rhetoric of small-scale 
farms, permaculture, permanent pasture, and grazing animals can 
arise as an answer to these dominant ideologies, but is not directly 
related to the animals that we actually consume at that moment. 
These type of arguments, in such moments, may help people to form 
a narrative for continuing to consume whatever animal body parts 
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are available in grocery stores or restaurants, while hoping that – 
as a vague afterthought or mere hope for change – it is enough to 
merely highlight the theoretical possibility of buying ‘sustainably’ or 
‘humanely’ produced products, without actually doing so.

These methods and rhetoric to reinforce speciesism also become more 
evident through the development of concepts like ‘humane slaughter’. 
In the field of architectural design, contemporary livestock engineer 
and animal scientist Temple Grandin has developed several of these 
“humane slaughtering” technologies that have received considerable 
public attention over the last decades (Williams 2004: 52). Grandin’s 
ideologically serviceable narratives celebrate the innovation of her 
“stairway to heaven”: 

“a curved entrance into the packinghouse and a conveyor which 

transports animals to their deaths on the kill floor. Its raised sides 

and serpentine shape distinguish Grandin’s entrance. The side-

walls block out distracting sights and sound while the curved 

route exploits the animals’ tendency to circle. Faced with this 

structure, cattle effectively walk themselves into the packing-

house. Inside the plant an optical illusion, the appearance of a 

supporting floor, encourages animals to mount a conveyor where 

they are braced from beneath and on either side, moved forward 

and killed.” (Williams 2004: 52).

With regards to the field of design, Grandin’s devices exemplify how 
design interventions and technological developments often serve to 
commodify the treatment other animals to make production pro-
cesses more effective and less time-consuming. Further, these devices 
show how a deeper understanding of the animals’ preferences and 
experiences enhances our capability to exploit them. The rhetoric 
is that when the animals do not fear their entry into the slaughter-
house, the methods for killing them become more efficient or more 
‘humane’. It may remind some readers of the Nazi concentration 
camp gas chambers in which victims were told they were allowed 
to take a shower rather than raising awareness of their approaching 
death, facilitating a more efficient genocide process. In Chapter 3.1.2, 
I will further detail how this kind of animal welfarism in the field 
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of design further enables speciesism rather than attempts to counter 
animal oppression. For now, I hope that this section sheds some 
light on the systemic institution that categorizes speciesism in farmed 
animals within modern industrial age capitalism. Later in this thesis, 
such a comprehensive understanding of this institution serves as a 
backdrop for being able to imagine informed alternative scenarios to 
speciesism that do not trap themselves in proposals that seemingly 
offer better solutions at first glance but do little to unmake speciesist 
norms. 

1.4.2 SPECIESISM IN ANIMAL RESEARCH

Similar to the practices of farm animals, the field of animal 
experimentation for research practices primarily takes place behind 
closed doors. It is therefore difficult to provide accurate numbers that 
represents the annual size of this industry. Conservative estimates 
range from 100 to 225 million (Emel and Wolch 1998: 7, Cruelty Free 
International 2019). This number still excludes all non-vertebrate 
animals and all animals that were killed outside of the research 
projects itself. Many people believe that animal experimentation is 
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necessary for human well-being and that we gained at least some 
useful knowledge medical research at the expense of other animals 
(Noske 1997: 35, Singer [1975] 2009: 81). While this might very well 
be the case, this argument requires a more detailed understanding 
of notions like “human well-being” and “useful knowledge” (ibid.: 
36); especially when human well-being becomes equated to profit-
making, luxury product development, and career-building. Next 
to the practices of animal experimentation in medical fields and 
pharmaceuticals, there are plenty of other research areas that are 
involved with the use of other animals to gain knowledge, such as 
military and weapon research, behavioural sciences, psychology, 
anthropology, ecology, agricultural sciences, astronomy, chemistry, 
odontology, and biology. Furthermore, commercial research often 
involves animal-testing on products like cosmetics, toiletries, waxes, 
greases, rubber, dyes, paints, plastics, toothpastes, detergents, 
floor-polishes, fire extinguishers, packaging material, soap, weed-
killers, insecticides, non-nutritive food-dyes, flavourings, and car 
manufacturing (ibid.: 36). To justify all of this animal-testing as 
necessary for human well-being requires a pretty broad conception 
of what human necessity entails. It becomes clear that, within 
industrialized capitalism, continuous quests for profit and new 
products once again overrule the suffering of other animals. 

Secondly, the idea of science generating ‘useful knowledge’ is often 
highly debatable. While it might be the case that animals can benefit 
from the knowledge that humans gain from animal experimentation, 
today’s modernist views on science is based on the assumption that 
any knowledge will benefit society at large, or otherwise benefit 
the careers of individual researchers. Knowledge is viewed as good 
in itself; and in fact, a great deal of animal research aims at pure 
knowledge without known application at the time of experimenta-
tion (Noske 1997: 36). Today’s research on animals is often designed 
as a “hit-and-miss affair” (ibid.), not as a seriously defendable case 
of generating absolutely necessary knowledge on which human or 
animal lives depend. “Strangely, at the heart of the animal research 
industry lies the paradox of a presumed comparability of animals 
and humans, and at the same time the negation of this comparabil-
ity” (ibid.: 37). This statement means that most animal research is 
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justified by arguing that other animals (notably including rats, pigs, 
monkeys, and primates) are similar to humans and therefore act as a 
buffer, while at the same time these animals are supposedly different 
enough so that testing does not pose moral problems. This paradox 
requires a speciesist agenda at the heart of any argument that defends 
animal experimentation.

Also here, the systemic normalization of speciesism is assisted by the 
slow integration of animal legislations for experimentation. These 
developments include the European Convention for the protection 
of vertebrate animals used for experimental and other scientific pur-
poses (OJ L 222, 24.8.1999: 31-37) and the Animal Welfare Act 
that ethics boards use for evaluation of decisions in research projects 
that includes animals as subjects (Animal Welfare Act 1988: 534, 
Codex 2015). With regards to the practices of speciesism, however, 
the advocacy for these kinds of legislations often depart from the 
political ideology that it is morally justifiable to treat other animals 
as a means to an end. In other words, at the end of the day, they 
contribute to the moral justification of speciesism under specific cir-
cumstances. These circumstances include, for example, the animals’ 
required daylight in hours, the minimum dimensions of their cage 
size, and the differences in rights for each specific animal species 
(primates are generally awarded with the most ‘protection’, while 
insects and other non-vertebrates are mostly excluded from these 
legislations). Ironically, these legislations are only implemented after 
scientific studies that require animal-experiments have demonstrated 
that particular species have the kinds of capacities that warrant more 
rights. This procedure means that animals have to pass specific tests 
(proving that they can feel pain, have anxieties, suffer boredom, and 
consciously experience other types of torture) to be granted legal pro-
tection. The origin of these legislation thus lies in the paradoxical and 
speciesist requirement that to have rights, one must have particular 
cognitive or behavioural capabilities. 

1.4.3 SPECIESISM IN ANIMAL ENTERTAINMENT
As writer and art critic John Berger put it: “millions visit the zoos 
each year out of a curiosity which was both so large, so vague and 



69

so personal that it is hard to express (…) [and yet] the view is always 
wrong” (Berger 1980: 20-21). Berger is here referring to the wrong 
view as the paradox in which the thrill of seeing a ‘wild’ or potentially 
dangerous animal is inevitably contrasted by seeing them trapped 
in a cage, forced into submission. Rather than seeing the animal 
in a thriving environment, the inevitable disappointment of a zoo 
visit arises from a replacement of the wild excitement with aliena-
tion, lethargy, isolation, incarceration, and boredom (Watts 2000: 
293). Of course, various zoo designs nowadays attempt to create 
narrative excitement and entertainment for its visitors and specialize 
in high-quality care-taking of their animals, once we look passed 
this veneer of constructed wilderness and conservational practices, 
however, the animals remain in captivity for the sake of entertaining 
humans.

The zoo cannot seem to erase its colonialist tracks: the zoo tells a his-
torical story of capturing wild animals (as well as indigenous humans) 
from all corners of the world and placing them in a park created for 
the (historically white) human visitor to enjoy. Zoos first arose in 
the early 19th century in British (and later Dutch and French) society 
to do precisely that: exhibit the living trophies of imperial conquest 
(Marino et al. 2009: 25). The precursors of modern circuses appeared 
as travelling menageries in Europe at the turn of the 18th century and 
displayed not only other animals but also human freak shows (ibid.). 
People from the Japanese Ainu, Native American Kwakiutl, Filipino 
Igorot were placed in cages alongside other animals, giving the white 
European viewer complete power over them (ibid.). Up until as late as 
the 2000s, remnants of human exhibits have been displayed at zoos 
throughout Europe, showcasing living humans as part of African 
villages (cf. Popular Resistance 2019). While the human exhibits 
disappeared with a changing moral compass, those same colonialist 
dynamics continue (and are still often normalized in today’s society) 
with regards to other animals up until today.   

Nowadays, zoos respond to the public awareness of problematic 
imperial motivations by rebranding their neo-colonialism as caring 
for species preservation and public education (Marino et al. 2009: 
26). But these counter-arguments rest on the anthropocentric 
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assumption that captivity in human-made environments is necessary 
for humans to educate themselves about wild animals, and on the 
belief that the conservation of wild animals requires the performance 
of their captivated and displayed species-members as a species-token. 
These arguments present a paradox that follows a speciesist agenda: 
how can it be helpful or necessary that ‘wild’ animals spend their 
lives in captivity, for us to help them in the ‘wild’? And further, if 
we, humans, are the ones endangering the existence of wild animals 
through habitat destruction that feeds capitalist industries, how could 
we argue or educate against this practice with zoo (and zoo-like) 
commercial enterprises? These practices do not seem to indicate that 
our interference with the habitats of animals is problematic, rather 
the opposite, it shows the zoo-visitor exactly how habitat destruction 
can be done on a global and commercial scale. Nowhere in the zoo 
do visitors learn about the environmental impact of a meat-based diet 
or information on the daily lives of farm animals living right around 
the corner: the paying visitors need to feel morally satisfied after 
their fantasy ride through the wild. Furthermore, zoo animals need 
to spend 365 days a year inside an artificial enclosure to offer visitors 
an occasional day (once or twice a year) of education, spectatorship, 
and engineered intimacy with other animals. Perhaps the functions of 
education, awe, and intimacy with other animals could be nurtured in 
less paradoxical and less speciesist ways instead: “A half hour tuned 
to Animal Planet can provide more drama than a lifetime spent at 
the zoo.” (Willis 1999: 684). In Part II ( ), I will further elaborate 
on the challenges that arise in thinking about non-speciesism in zoos.

Besides zoos, animal circuses, aquaria, cat-cafés, and alpaca petting 
farms, another form of speciesist human entertainment includes the 
hobby-hunting business. A business that ranges from casual fishing, 
deer hunting, and shooting birds, to trophy hunting of endangered 
predatory animals. The pattern is the same across the world: humans 
find an act of delight in the killing of other animals. In most circum-
stances, hobby hunting is not necessary to obtain a healthy and varied 
diet or to protect humans from being attacked by other animals; 
hunting (under these circumstances) is done out of desire, not need. 
The relation to colonialist and sexist oppression immediately become 
apparent: an authentic “immersion in nature” (Lawrence 1964: 121), 
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an instinctive urge which (much like a particular rhetoric regarding a 
man’s sexual drive) cannot be repressed (Kheel 1995: 89), “its source 
is a matter of instinct as well as of competition” (Leopold 1966: 232), 
“the male of the species is genetically programmed to pursue, attack 
and kill for food. To the extent that men who do not do so are not 
fully human.” (Shepard 1959: 122-123). These tendencies of male 
dominance and pride also become apparent in visual representations 
of hunting trophies grounded in narratives of gender and race: male 
deer antlers prominently placed in the living room and pictures of the 
dominant hunter showing off their (by now) submissive catch (Kalof 
and Fitzgerald 2010). 

Ecofeminist Marti Kheel further analyzes different types of hunting 
discourses that stem from this manly desire (Kheel 1995: 87). The 
happy hunter, for example, freely admits to the pleasure he derives 
from the hunt; it is a form of recreation or sport (ibid.: 92-93). To 
me, various kinds of blood sports also belong in this category (such 
as bull/rooster/dogfighting and horse/dog racing). We often see these 
types of hunting as a democratic sport, one that should be played 
according to a body of rules that purportedly gives animals a fair 
chance (ibid.: 94). Except men carry guns, arenas are closed off, 
animals are strictly maintained on a predefined maximum number 
of steroids, and other technological devices that make sure that the 
men will always win. 

The holy hunter, on the other hand, sees the activity of hunting as a 
religious or spiritual experience. Rather than justifying the needless 
killing of other animals in pleasure or charity, the holy hunter takes 
on the attitude of reverence, respect, or rite of passage in the act of 
killing (Kheel 1995: 99). This narrative brings together views from 
today’s still existing en-masse religious rituals and sacrificial offerings 
(such as Islamic lamb/goat killing (Eid al-Adha), or the involvement 
of turkeys in Thanksgiving) as well as a so-called “deep-ecologist” 
perspective through which hunting helps maturing our connection 
and identification with nature (Kheel 1995: 101). In justifying their 
act of violence in a religious, spiritual, or animal-initiated framework, 
the holy hunter claims that the animal supposedly chooses (or was 
chosen) to end their lives for the greater good. Kheel argues how these 
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narratives have no more moral validity than claiming that women 
‘asked for’ their own oppression or rape, or slaves who ‘willingly’ 
submit themselves to their masters (ibid.: 104). In other words, they 
instil a sense of victim-oriented moral justification in acts of violence 
carried out by the perpetrator. In the end, all of these hunter types 
install a self-proclaimed reward and moral entitlement to engage in 
killing other animals through the pleasure, good deed, or spiritual 
development that comes from the act of hunting. And thus, they 
find the origins of their speciesist worldview in relation to their own 
mindsets, rooted in a framework of human (spiritual) superiority 
over other animals, and not in recognition of the other animal as a 
being worthy of moral consideration.

Lastly, a speciesist grounding appears in our relationships with the 
type of other animals that humans supposedly love most of all: pets. 
Apart from preferences for certain animals over others that stems 
from a kind of species-specific speciesism in itself (we love dogs, 
eat pigs, and hate rats, for example [cf. Herzog 2010]), it is also the 
problematic notion we call ‘love’ for our pets in which speciesism 
manifests itself. There is no reason to doubt, and in fact I actively 
participate in, the ever-extending compassion and admiration for the 
domestic animals that are present in our societies and urban settings. 
There is also no doubt that many pets lead very luxurious and satis-
fying lifestyles, and their suffering is not even remotely comparable 
to those of the farm animals that live right around the corner. The 
question is, however, what brings humans to obtain another animal 
as a pet? In the human-pet relationship, it is clear that domestication 
means domination (Tuan 1984: 143). Although many people claim 
that their pets instead own them, it is humans who control the buying, 
breeding, and maintaining of their pets. Pets are usually regarded as 
properties that have human owners, and many domesticated animals 
have evolved to be dependent on humans for care-taking. Obtained 
for the pleasure that humans can derive from them, a living being 
that is always there to share their love with their human. Whether 
obtained as instruments of pleasure, aesthetic assets, status symbols, 
sources of satisfaction, or as toys, domestic animals are usually 
a means obtained for a personal end. This attachment makes the 
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human-pet relationship often not one of equal consideration, but one 
that has obvious oppressive and exploitative foundations. 

Although humans have always lived together with other animals 
in domestic spaces, it is the commodification and instrumentaliza-
tion of human-pet relationships that gave rise to systemic speciesist 
practices and norms. Statements like ‘I treat my dog like my child’, 
‘we love each other unconditionally’, ‘I really love having a pet that 
happily greets me when I get back home’, and ‘I would be so lonely 
without my pet’ all remind us of the inequality and conditioning of 
the speciesist attachment to our pets. These attachments, in turn, 
gave rise to one of the biggest commercial entertainment industries 
globally (expected to reach 202.6 billion USD by 2025 [Grand View 
Research, 2019]), as well as a profit-driven pet breeding market. This 
market includes the breeding of specific character traits leading to 
a whole range of genetic diseases (especially in domestic dogs and 
cats), inbreeding, animal shelters full of unwanted pets, illegal animal 
trafficking, and pet shops that sell living beings as if they are prod-
ucts on display. Furthermore, pet-related consumer behaviour has 
provided us with the possibility of turning the domestic animal into a 
fashion accessory, a trick-performing artist, or an entertaining subject 
in funny memes and videos to share on social media. The speciesist 
misunderstandings between humans and their pets that underlie these 
relationships – disguised as loving human-animal bonds – are endless. 
A slightly more informed insight into the behaviours and emotions 
of the animals we live with, such as cats (cf. Bradshaw 2013) and 
dogs (cf. Budiansky 2001) demonstrates humans’ categorical mis-
interpretation of anxieties, humiliation, and traumas that animals 
routinely communicate to humans, and mistake them for mutually 
positive activities.

According to Critical Animal Studies scholar Zipporah Weisberg, 
these sado-humanist and techno-capitalist projects have normalized 
the exploitative instrumentalization and commodification of other 
animals as pets and led humans to believe that they are entitled to the 
bodies and lives of other animals to use for our pleasure (Weisberg 
2009: 30). In other words, the majority of human-pet relationships in 
today’s societies (apart from friendships between humans and other 
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animals that arise out of unconditioned settings, those initiated by 
other animals, or those rooted in rescue operations) is built on spe-
ciesist foundations and norms (at best) or exemplify a human-driven 
animal slavery industry for pleasure or profit-making. I will further 
reflect on human-pet relationships with a focus on being a user or 
being used in Part II ( ).

Similar to the presence of speciesism in animals used for consumption 
and research, the design industry is often complicit in the oppression 
of animals for entertainment. This practice takes place through the 
endless supply and invention of technologies and products that allow 
humans to further exploit other animals for our entertainment in 
zoos, through hunting, or ‘owning’ other animals as pets. 

It soon becomes apparent that the speciesism that is present in almost 
any aspect of our daily lives gives rise to a large part of our design 
industries today. In this chapter, I specifically focused on speciesism 
in the most obvious places: consumption habits, animal research, 
and entertainment. But many other speciesist practices can be found 
beyond these: the representation of other animals in media (Arluke et 
al. 1996, Malamud 2012, Merskin 2015), the use of other animals as 
service workers (Malamud 2013), ‘wild’ animal suffering and human 
interventions (Faria & Paez 2015), educational practices (Andrzejew-
ski et al. 2009), politics and the legal system (Donaldson & Kymlicka 
2011, Meijer 2019), and urban environments (Wolch et al. 1995). 
Through the perspective of speciesism that I outlined in this section, 
it further becomes clear how many of our attempts at designing 
for other animals (including the development of zoo technologies, 
education/preservation programs, breeding guidelines and toys that 
entertain bored pets) are so deeply embedded in a normalization of 
speciesism that they are doomed to fail at addressing or structurally 
opposing animal oppression. 

1.5 TOWARDS NON-SPECIESISM

In this chapter, I took an attempt at addressing an all-encompassing 
system of animal oppression through a brief introductory analysis of 
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its underlying frameworks, as well as exemplifying speciesist practices 
taking place in our current modernist societies. This analysis serves 
to show how speciesism is enacted through many facets of everyday 
life, and thus, a counter-concept to speciesism poses a highly complex 
challenge. The kinds of arguments I set out to problematize specie-
sism stem from a much larger body of work that is undertaken in the 
interdisciplinary field of Critical Animal Studies. This comprehensive 
introduction to speciesism serves an important function within this 
thesis, namely to convince you, as a reader, why a counter-concept 
to speciesism is necessary for any serious rethinking of our lives with 
other animals. By now it should be clear why humans (including 
designers), while often concerned with the lives of other animals, are 
also complicit in sustaining speciesism and reinforcing the status quo. 
An understanding of the scale, broad presence, and the numerous 
ideological facets and consequences of speciesism in modern societies 
is a first attempt at creating a crack in what is often seen as normal, 
inevitable, or justifiable.

This critique does not only offer a perspective that challenges our 
norms at large but also has implications for our everyday lives 
and the choices we make regarding our habits of consumption 
and entertainment. In various sections of this chapter, I discussed 
common counter-arguments to animal cruelty and slaughter (such 
as histories of meat-eating as a ‘natural’ development, qualities that 
potentially set humans aside from other animals, possible hierarchies 
of oppression, and arguments for practices like organic farming 
or improved animal legislations). But through academic analysis, 
I outlined how responses articulated by Critical Animal Studies 
scholars and activists weaken these standpoints. As a critique of our 
current practices with other animals, it is important also to emphasize 
that nowhere in this chapter have I prescribed or dictated any specific 
anti-speciesist actions that humans must follow. The focus on only 
critiquing our present here serves as a wake-up call that states that 
nobody is innocent and we are all deeply involved. As will become 
more evident in the next two chapters, the search for a counter 
concept for – or response to – speciesism brings up many complexities 
on both theoretical and practical levels that require other frameworks 
to overcome a sole focus on critique.
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Nonetheless, when I started studying the notion of speciesism during 
the first year of my PhD, I felt deeply affected, and this helped me to 
rethink my own habits. I wonder why the issue of animal oppression 
is at the same time so clear and yet so difficult to digest for most 
humans? Although I am aware that it usually takes more than words 
on a page to convince people to challenge their views radically, I do 
hope that readers leave this chapter with a slightly altered taste in 
their mouths. 

In this PhD thesis, I will continue to struggle with the tension between 
a global and structural issue, and the much more local ways we 
interact with animals in our daily lives. Furthermore, this tension 
also shifts between a more general theoretical (or academic) way 
of thinking about the world and the much more practical and sub-
jective actual relationships humans form with other animals. This 
negotiation between all-encompassing critique and more nuanced 
relational complexity comprises the design space that this thesis 
attempts to occupy. I focus on this element of scale for two reasons. 
First, because I think these two perspectives inform, inspire, and 
influence each other. In the next chapter, I will argue that we can 
only design things that are less (or non-) speciesist by allowing us to 
pay more attention to the kinds of world-making practices that can 
inspire these designs. The only way to think beyond a problematic 
omnipotent system of oppression is to look for those encounters 
that somehow manage to escape the status quo, moments that create 
more cracks in the social repetition of the world, designs that inspire 
alternative ideas, and build on those. As will become clearer through 
this work, these non-speciesist traces exist within small stories, and 
they are plenty, but we have to articulate and express them to make 
them more visible. 

At the same time, however, we should not lose track of what we are 
up against. I argue that an understanding of speciesism at large, and 
how this form of oppression is continuously materialized and enacted 
in our societies remains crucial in coming up with alternative ideas as 
well. If we only focus on the small parts, we risk placing the ongoing 
suffering of billions of animals (that continues while we speak, read, 
write, and design) once again in the background. Humans have been 



77

doing that for far too long. Secondly, I focus on the struggles between 
speciesism and our everyday encounters with other animals because 
I see it as the most meaningful way in which I can contribute my 
research efforts, design skills, and personal experiences. Like other 
design researchers, I always find myself in between theory and praxis. 
By shifting between theoretical abstractions and practical making, I 
am continuously challenged to reconcile large-scale ideas with the 
materials of our everyday world(s), and I am required to literally 
make-sense of conceptual encounters within actual life. I can neither 
hide myself in theoretical ideas nor in the messiness of practice. As 
will become more apparent in discussing my own design work (in 
Part II and III of this thesis) a dissonance between theory and practice 
can (and will) always appear. 

The notion of speciesism will continue to play a central role through-
out this thesis. Importantly, however, rather than extending this nar-
rative in critique, in the next chapter, I will make a rhetorical shift 
towards facilitating the possible. Because although designers must be 
aware of the issues that they are fostering and reinforcing through 
their practice, an opportunity for change lies in the designer’s ability 
to imagine other possibilities. In design, critique and possibility are 
thus not mutually exclusive, because design practice entails both 
making and unmaking situations or executing decisions and creating 
contingencies at the same time. 
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CHAPTER 2 –  
IMAGINING WORLDS

Welcome to the Anthropocene: the era of man-made environmental 
transformation and destruction (Crutzen & Stoermer 2000). This 
earth has reached a status beyond repair. We are currently spiralling 
towards a 6th mass extinction (Kolbert 2014). The accumulation of 
capital feasts on death, and in doing so, devours all life (McBrien 
2016: 116). We might even say that the game is over, that it is too 
late, and that there is no sense trying to make anything any better. A 
substantial contribution to this narrative consists of the catastrophic 
impact that agriculture (Tilman et al. 2001) and other forms of 
speciesism (see Chapter 1) have on our planet. These speciesist 
practices are completely normalized and deeply embedded within 
our capitalist societies today. For most people, animal oppression 
(mostly through consumption) is so much part of daily life that it is 
a non-questioned aspect of the way we view the world at large. It is 
part of our worldview. 

These narratives, together with the arguments set out in the previous 
chapter, make everything look rather dim. Although the field of 
Critical Animal Studies and the Animal Liberation Movement are 
doing the vital work of analyzing speciesist practices and advocating 
against animal oppression, the number of animals that are farmed, 
killed, and exploited still increases every year (cf. Mahony 2018, 
Sanders 2018). From this perspective, it is tempting to state that 
moving towards a world that abandons speciesism is an illusion. And 
that it is impossible to imagine a whole world that is not speciesist 
because everywhere we look – through this dystopian worldview – we 
find more oppression and despair. Or is there another way of looking 
at these issues? 

This chapter offers a stark contrast with these dystopian narratives as 
well as the sole focus on problematizing speciesist framework that I 
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set out in the previous chapter. In the first half, aligning with the work 
of feminist technoscience philosopher Donna Haraway, I will argue 
that instead of only engaging with stories of catastrophe, suffering, 
and despair, humans need other stories to tell as well. More specifi-
cally, in order to design or construct ideas for alternative futures, it is 
unhelpful to be paralyzed by grand narratives of critique. To be able 
to design, designers require something to materialize, rather than a 
sole focus on what we want to break down. This does not mean we 
cannot be critical, or have a firm stance against speciesist practices; 
instead it implies that besides knowing what we are against, we need 
to know what we are designing for. Starting from this chapter, I 
will illustrate a conceptual framework through which humans can 
imagine and materialize alternative, non-speciesist ways of think-
ing as an inspiration for design and other forms of future-making. 
Critical voices against speciesism remain an important ally in this 
quest because they continuously restate how speciesist norms remain 
operative at large. Moreover, these critical voices help us to avoid 
resorting to an all-too-easy mode of romanticizing relationships with 
other animals in situated contexts. 

My focus, as a design researcher and practitioner, is to articulate a 
perspective that we can design with. To do this, in Chapter 2.1, I 
will use Haraway’s texts to argue that it matters what designs design 
designs in the sense that our ideas emerge from the ideas we already 
enact, which makes it crucial to find the kinds of inspiration that help 
designers. With this goal in mind, I will advocate for paying more 
attention to the types of stories – or realities – that are big-enough 
to inspire ideas for possible futures, but small enough so that they 
can still be negotiated with. Such narratives do not attempt to offer 
a single (broken) solution but many different ways in which humans 
and animals enact relations that are not speciesist.

In the second part of this chapter (2.2), I will build on John Law’s 
decolonized and many-world world framework to argue that instead 
of regarding the world as a one-world place, with one single onto-
logical state, designers are better prepared for negotiating complex 
issues with a move towards a many-world world framing, where 
many different worlds are enacted alongside each other. Haraway’s 
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notion of ‘multispecies worlding’ is then used to translate ‘the enact-
ing of worlds’ into an active process – a verb – as worlds only arise 
through worlding. By further unpacking the notion of ‘worlding’ I 
will argue for a shift towards a designerly practice of enacting worlds 
to materialize and bring into being. 

In short, with regards to the title of this thesis (Imagining Multispecies 
Worlds), Chapter 1 focused on the notion of species, while this second 
chapter unpacks the idea of ‘imagining worlds’ and connects it to the 
field of (interaction) design, by detailing what it means to imagine 
worlds as a design practice. 

2.1 WHY HUMANS NEED TO IMAGINE OTHER STORIES

It is quite easy to lose any hope for better futures in the shadows of 
the dystopian narratives that opened this chapter. Likely the stories 
of mass extinction and environmental destruction that I set out here 
are all true, but they also do not make space for any other possibili-
ties. According to Haraway, they are unhelpful stories to think-with, 
because they all end badly (Haraway 2016: 49). For designers who 
are trying to come up with more desirable scenarios, the notion of 
the Anthropocene seems to be a trap. It presents a narrow view of the 
world that is mainly concerned with humans and the environmental 
destruction that humans cause. It remains a human-centred story. 
“The human social apparatus of the Anthropocene tends to be top-
heavy and bureaucracy prone. Revolt needs other forms of action and 
other stories for solace, inspiration, and effectiveness.” (ibid.: 49). 
And most of all: “it also saps our capacity for imagining and caring 
for other worlds, both those that exist precariously (…) and those 
we need to bring into being” (ibid.: 50). To revolt against speciesism 
and anthropocentrism, designers (and other humans) need narratives 
that help to create alternative futures: we need stories that fit into the 
worlds we want to create.
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2.1.1 STORIES WITH BAD ENDINGS

Stories about environmental destruction and the overwhelming scale 
of animal oppression are not always helpful for designers or other 
people that attempt to construct, ideate, or imagine more desirable 
futures. This is not to say that design practices cannot be used for 
problem-solving. In fact, the field of design was primarily seen as 
a problem-solving and human activity in earlier reflections on the 
definition of design: changing existing situations into preferred ones 
(Simon 1969: 111), or “initiating change in man-made things” (Jones 
1970: 4). These anthropocentric definitions, however, always poses 
the follow-up question of whose problems designers actually attempt 
to solve? Who has the power to change things? And whose problems 
are thereby created or ignored? It is also relevant to stress here that 
the field of design has its historical roots in industrialized, patri-
archal, and modernist societies (cf. Buckley 1986, Weisman 1994, 
Tunstall 2013, Tlostanova 2017) These older definitions were thus 
mainly focused on creating a world designed for particular users of 
interest. For example, concepts like user-centred design (cf. Norman 
and Draper 1986), or human-centred design (cf. IDEO 2011) remain 
popular notions within design industries and research, where the end-
user of a designed product or service is placed centrally in the design 
process. Furthermore, the Scandinavian tradition of participatory 
design has its historical roots in the idea that the stakeholders must 
be allowed to take part in and influence different stages of the design 
process (cf. Ehn 1988) through methods like workshops, prototyping, 
and design experiments. However, these design perspectives are now 
also charged with feminist, eco-centric, and post-colonial critiques. 
These responses state that the roles of the designers and participants 
(such as users and stakeholders) are often unfairly distributed with 
regards to the power that the designer has over the design process and 
outcomes (cf. Beck 2002, Hillgren et al. 2016, Decolonizing Design 
2017, Schultz et al. 2018, Søndergaard and Hansen 2018, Keshavarz 
2018, also see Part II ( ). Traditionally, the designers often deter-
mine who is considered a stakeholder of interest, the targeted user, 
or the ones allowed to add their perspectives. Furthermore, these 
fields are traditionally almost exclusively built on the assumption 
that design is something that only concerns humans.
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Nowadays, definitions of design are further expanded towards 
broader and more encompassing ideas such as: regarding design as a 
series of negotiations (Highmore 2009: 4), “negotiated achievements” 
(Feenberg 1995: 9), “a material form of doing ethics” (Verbeek 2008: 
91), or a “mode of acting, of doing and of configuring the situation 
in order to propose other possible situations” (Keshavarz 2016: 92), 
and as a process of negotiation with the given, which extends the 
boundaries of the previously possible (Dilnot 2005: Ch. 4, para. 2). 
In sum, these contemporary definitions regard design as less of a 
universal problem-solving activity and more like a practice of nego-
tiation with particular situations.

What becomes clear through all of these more recent definitions is, 
first of all, that design can be a verb: to design. This implies an 
active process of making, constructing, or a deliberate unmaking of 
situations. Secondly, these definitions allow for an ethical dimension 
to design that involves a responsibility and accountability for the par-
ticular view that is put forward in design work: rather than attempt-
ing to design from an all-knowing, universal, or problem-solving 
perspective, designers always propose views from somewhere (cf. 
Suchman 2002: 96). Design thus becomes a particularly non-innocent 
activity because designers can propose impactful changes motivated 
by their own understandings of things. Thirdly, the recurring notion 
of design as negotiation, means that there needs to be something 
to negotiate with; something needs to be at stake. Aligning with 
Haraway, I therefore argue that badly-ending stories are difficult to 
design with because instead of inspiring different ideas, grand nar-
ratives with bad endings rather paralyze designers and other future 
makers. They cause a critical lack of imagination in coming up with 
other outcomes, or – alternatively – they require us to stop caring 
at all and fall into despair. In this case, the situations designers (and 
other humans) are up against are so all-encompassing that we do not 
know where to start. 

Instead – as a positioning of this thesis within the field of design – I 
argue that designers are best concerned with telling different kinds of 
stories, both in their ways of thinking and with their material prac-
tices. Designers are continuously engaged in the practice of designing 
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those kinds of designs that, rather than limit possibilities for further 
iterations, inspire other designs in turn. Rather than ending up with 
stories too big to negotiate with or stories that are so small they are 
not taken seriously, according to Haraway, we should make stories 
[or designs] that are big-enough to “gather up the complexities and 
keep the edges open and greedy for surprising new and old connec-
tions” (Haraway 2016: 101). In other words, rather than designs 
that only critique the status quo or propose dystopian despair with 
closed endings, the art of design and storytelling – to negotiate ideas 
for alternative futures – lies in the craft of adding possibilities. This 
notion of ‘big-enough stories’, Haraway states, was inspired by James 
Clifford who works to craft “open-ended sites of contact, struggle, 
and dialogue” (Clifford 2013: 85-86), a statement that fits well with 
the reformulated definitions of design as an activity of negotiation, 
proposing alternatives, and doing ethics in practice.

2.1.2 IT MATTERS WHAT DESIGNS DESIGN DESIGNS

Even though Haraway does not address designers specifically, the 
message is clear: constructing an alternative, more hopeful, future 
requires us to create more inspiring narratives. As designers, we are 
continuously trying to imagine alternative situations. According 
to interaction design scholars Jonas Löwgren et al., design entails 
changing situations, exploring possible futures, framing positions and 
creating proposals in parallel, thinking through sketching and other 
tangible forms of mediation, and addressing instrumental, technical, 
aesthetic, and ethical qualities all at the same time (Löwgren et al., 
2013). In other words, (interaction) design seems like a particularly 
suitable practice to produce and experiment with a variety of per-
spectives that can collectively generate possibilities. Here I wish to 
emphasize once again that the kind of designs that we can come up 
with are always a result of our positions and assumptions about 
certain situations. Inspiration for design comes from the way we view 
the world already and the scenarios we (often unconsciously) already 
assume: our worldview (Redström, 2017, 96-97). The ideas we artic-
ulate emerge from the ideas we already have. These preconceptions 
make it crucial to consider and question those initial positions that 
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we use to design with; as Marilyn Strathern wrote: “it matters what 
ideas we use to think other ideas.” (Strathern 1992: 10). Further 
expanded by Haraway: 

“It matters what thoughts think thoughts, it matters what 

knowledges know knowledges, it matters what relations relate 

relations, it matters what worlds world worlds. It matters what 

stories tell stories.” (Haraway 2016: 35). 

In the same vein, I would like to add: it matters what designs design 
designs.

With this statement I mean, more concretely with regards to the focus 
on non-speciesism, that in order to imagine and design non-speciesist 
worlds with other animals, we need to start from those kinds of 
designs – thoughts, knowledges, relations, worlds, and stories – that 
can inspire those ideas in the first place. This is a challenging task, 
especially because, as I outlined in the previous chapter, animal 
oppression initially seems to be everywhere. Haraway continues 
that in learning how to tell big-enough stories, we have to relearn 
how to conjugate worlds with partial connection and not universals 
and particulars (Haraway 2016: 13). In other words, rather than 
looking for universal truths, or predicting particular outcomes, we 
have to learn how to better negotiate with incomplete and unfinished 
relations that exist in the world, to add possibilities and richness to 
the world rather than subtract or limit possible outcomes. Instead of 
aiming to present a single design solution to speciesism as one grand 
counter-idea, design negotiations with such large-scale issues thus 
require a more careful consideration of the many things that can 
inspire those designs. In Chapter 3.3, I will further detail how such a 
consideration must engage itself more deliberately with the everyday 
connections and relations we already have with other animals. 

A relational understanding of design also restates the practice of 
designing or future-making as something that is always continuing. 
Rather than seeing design as having a final material outcome and 
end-state, we can also zoom out further and see these outcomes 
as ever-changing and evolving, depending on how they are used, 
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re-made, and contextualized in the world: design work shapes 
other designs in turn. For example, more holistic understandings of 
(interaction) design, often aim to address (but not necessarily solve) 
so-called ‘Wicked Problems’, complex issues that are characterized 
by conflicting perspectives of stakeholders that do not have one 
single solution and cannot be isolated from the contexts in which 
they appear (Rittel et al. 1973, Zimmerman et al. 2007). Timothy 
Morton explains the notion of ‘Wicked Problems’ more elaborately 
as issues that are difficult to conceptualize, unique, and unverifiable; 
it is furthermore impossible to predict when a wicked problem 
will have ceased to function and they are alogical and irreversible 
(Morton 2016: 36-37). Consider a ‘problem’ like climate change, 
or speciesism; even if we try to fix it, when do we know – or how 
can we conclude – that such a ‘problem’ is actually ‘solved’? Are 
these things ‘problems’ in themselves or are they symptoms of other 
‘problems’? Industrialization? Capitalism? Modernism? Patriarchy? 
And what are these underlying problems then symptoms of? This 
more encompassing perspective on the kinds of negotiations that 
designers engage with can transform the outcomes of a design process 
from a focus on only the materials – or solutions – that are produced 
through design (such as prototypes, products, or technologies) 
towards making issues experientially available. Nonetheless, the 
material qualities of design, as well as the skills that the designer 
develops through working with materials and other entities, remain 
influential in the sense that they allow for the staging of encounters 
through which different and unexpected possibilities continue to 
emerge. 

In sum, by articulating and giving material or conceptual form to 
alternative (and non-speciesist) scenarios, the practice of design, in the 
context of this thesis, should be understood as focused on negotiating 
possibilities through materials at hand rather than attempting to 
construct material outcomes in and of itself. Furthermore, these 
possibilities are additive rather than subtractive, meaning that rather 
than arriving at singular results or solutions, they seek to add richness 
and generate more designs to design with. In other words, the aim of 
the designer – in this thesis – is not to produce artefacts as outcomes, 
or even to critique current situations through design. Instead, the 
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design aim is to negotiate possibilities. In sum, for this thesis, it 
matters what designs design designs.  

In contrast with a more traditional idea of design as problem-solving 
and producing material outcomes, this open-ended understanding 
requires us to be more at ease with the uncertainty that these big-
enough designs and ‘Wicked Problems’ entail. Additionally, the 
involvement of other animals in negotiating possibilities (who have 
historically been excluded from this process) requires us to pay more 
attention to the way other animals take part in this open-ended 
process. To clarify this design position and to make space for other 
animals to participate, I argue that it is useful to focus on Haraway’s 
practice of ‘worlding’.

According to Haraway, the articulating of big-enough stories and 
partial connections is a practice of worlding. More precisely, with 
regards to our relations with other animals (including bacteria, 
fungi, and all other ‘critters’), Haraway advocates for the notions of 
‘sympoietic worlding’, or ‘multispecies worlding’ (Haraway 2016: 
76, 105). She argues that ordinary stories, such as merely becoming 
involved in each other’s lives, becoming entangled, propose ways to 
nurture well-being on an already damaged planet (ibid.: 76) and to 
help open passages for a praxis of care and response, not as stories 
of heroes, but at tales of the ongoing (ibid.: 105). In summary, rather 
than escaping the present with grand narratives, bad endings, designs 
that attempt to solve problems, or avoiding the recognition of our 
continuous engagement with other animals at all, Haraway proposes 
to pay special attention to the everyday worlding practices that we 
are already engaging in together with other life forms on this planet. 
This is precisely where the stories, knowledges, thoughts, relations, 
worlds, and designs that matter are formed.  
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2.2 WORLDING WORLDS

I argue that this idea of multispecies worlding is specifically what 
matters when designs design other designs where other animals are 
involved (and, as we saw in the previous chapter, other animals almost 
always are involved with our daily lives). The trick is, however, to 
world those worlds and tell big-enough stories in a way that does 
not downplay the suffering that humans inflict on other animals. 
Because at times it can be tempting to use Haraway’s wordy tech-
niques for storytelling to cover up the big issues that are at stake or 
for “hedging around ethical questions” (Zylinska 2012: 208). This is 
something that Haraway herself was heavily accused of by scholars 
from the field of Critical Animal Studies (cf. Weisberg 2009) and 
posthumanism (Zylinska 2012), further discussed in Part II (
). We might say, for example, that the egg-laying hen I described 
in Chapter 1.4.1 (the one living in a constant state of physical and 
psychological pain in a dark cage) may not particularly care about 
our capacity to tell good stories when her short life remains the same 
and filled with suffering. She might propose, instead, that it is more 
helpful for her if we do not consume her eggs and start unmaking the 
industry that lies at the root of her life-conditions. She might benefit 
from a chance to move out and live a more peaceful life in an animal 
sanctuary (that is, if we ask the actual hen that is currently already 
alive, not a metaphorical one that engages in existential reflections; 
in that case, perhaps she never would have wanted to exist in the first 
place [cf. Morton 2016: 52]). I therefore argue that other animals 
must become more involved participants in our worlding practices, 
not just for telling better stories, but to actually take part in a serious 
rethinking of our ongoing lives together. But when we think about the 
notion of ‘worlds’ with both humans and other animals, the work of 
philosopher Martin Heidegger often tends to surface.

2.2.1 NOT THE HEIDEGGERIAN ONES

In his 2008 book Zoographies: The Question of the Animal from 
Heidegger to Derrida, author Matthew Calarco outlines a thorough 
philosophical analysis on the – by now quite controversial – history 
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of animality (cf. the myth of human exceptionalism in Chapter 1.1). 
Ideas of ‘worlds’ play a prominent role in his analysis of Heidegger. 
According to Calarco, with ‘world’ Heidegger does not mean ‘nature’ 
or ‘environment’, but instead signifies “the place in which the Being 
of beings comes to unconcealment” (ibid.: 50). A possibility that – for 
Heidegger – only humans have because they are the only beings that 
can access other entities within their own being, they are “world-
forming” (ibid.: 50). According to Heidegger, stones are worldless, 
animals are poor in the world, and humans are world-forming. 
Necessary to add here (and often left out or misunderstood in other 
critiques of Heideggerian scholarship), however, is that Heidegger 
argued that it is counterproductive to compare these differences 
between animals and humans in hierarchical forms (Calarco 2008: 
21). Instead, the world-relations of animals should be examined in 
a way that is “appropriate to each kind of being.” (ibid.: 22). In 
other words, not through notions acquired from human psychology 
but rather by taking a look at animality itself and finding out what 
being poor in the world means on animality’s own terms (ibid.). 
Heidegger here attempts to break with a humanist philosophical 
tradition that only examines animality based on what kind of traits 
or capacities are lacking in other animals (separating humans from 
other animals in reductive and essentialist terms [cf. Calarco 2008: 
4]). At the same time, he is charged with one of the most classical 
and dogmatic of philosophical prejudices, by never really questioning 
whether a distinction between human beings and animals (in their 
ways of being in the world) can or even should be drawn in the first 
place (ibid.: 23, Willett 2014: 31). In his later work, Heidegger also 
acknowledges that although his analysis set out to understand the 
animal’s relation to the world on the animal’s own terms, “this very 
project gains a sense and direction only from an anthropocentric 
perspective.” (Calarco 2008: 28).

Object-oriented philosopher Timothy Morton further critiques 
Heidegger’s concept of ‘world’ – or ‘human worlding’ – and claims 
that the notion of ‘world’ only works if we allow non-humans to 
have it (Morton 2017: 91). This does not only mean that cats can 
have a world but also waterfalls (ibid.: 91). Rather than trying to 
raise animals and objects to a Heideggerian human status, he turns 
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the tables by saying that a “world is only ever something you can be 
poor in” (ibid.: 91). According to Morton worlds are not rigid, solid, 
complete, or require a conscious understanding of having one, but 
they are always perforated, cheap, overlapping, broken, and above 
all, they are shared (ibid.: 91-93). So, it is not that humans cannot 
understand lions (cf. Wittgenstein [1953] 2009: 223) or bats (cf. 
Nagel 1974), we actually can understand them, at least to a certain 
extent. We understand them, not because we extend our worlding 
capacity towards theirs, but because our worlds are perforated: 
“we don’t quite understand ourselves, either.” (Morton 2017: 93). 
Morton echoes once again (similar to Haraway) that ‘world’ is a 
verb – ‘worlding’. You get on with things, and your world emerges 
from this getting on (ibid.: 93). I think that Morton best (but perhaps 
still confusingly) summarizes the meaning of world by claiming that 
“[w]orld is the noise your behavior makes” (ibid.: 94).

Similarly, – but from a more feminist theoretical perspective (cf. 
Chapter 3.1.3) – the terms ‘worlds’ and ‘worlding’ as used repeatedly 
in the work of Haraway are also coined as a deliberate distancing 
from Heideggerian scholarship (Haraway 2016: 11). She writes:

“Finished once and for all with Kantian globalizing cosmopolitics 

and grumpy human-exceptionalist Heideggerian worlding (…). 

Never poor in the world, Terrapolis [Haraway’s term for SF 

stories (including science fiction, speculative feminism, science 

fantasy, speculative fabulation, science fact, and string figures) 

for multispecies worlding] exists in the SF web of always too 

much connection, where response-ability must be cobbled 

together, not in the existentialist and bond-less, lonely, Man-

making gap theorized by Heidegger and his followers. Terrapolis 

is rich in the world, inoculated against posthumanism but rich 

in com-post, inoculated against human exceptionalism, but rich 

in humus, ripe for multispecies storytelling. (…). It matters what 

stories make worlds, what worlds make stories.” (Haraway 

2016: 11-12).

At times it can be troublesome to understand Haraway’s wordy (and 
worldly) compositions. But there seems to be a difference here with 
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Morton’s approach, namely, that for Morton, everything is always 
poor in the world and perforated. And for Haraway, multispecies 
worlding is never poor in the world, always a doing, and always 
in abundance. Both propositions sound like exciting and important 
breaks with traditional anthropocentric ways of thinking about 
worlds, and at times it even becomes difficult to see their differences. 
Here, however, with ‘multispecies worlding’, I focus on the shared 
aspect and the always ongoing practice of worlding – between 
humans, other animals (and for Morton also non-living things) – 
that both theorists emphasize. Whether or not that is rich or poor 
simply depends on the currency we use to evaluate those temporary 
worldings. For example, Anna Tsing, building onto the work of 
Haraway and ecologists’ usage of the notion of assemblage, illustrates 
the shared-ness of world-making among non-humans by exemplifying 
that beavers make worlds by re-shaping streams, plants live on land 
because fungi made soil by digesting rocks, bacteria made our oxygen 
atmosphere while plants maintain it; in other words, each organism 
changes everyone’s worlds as they overlap (Tsing 2015: 22). And 
thus, when Haraway writes that it matters what (multispecies) worlds 
world worlds, I read this as an argument for paying more attention to 
how humans and other animals continuously make, share, break, and 
give form to worlds. Not only in design practices but especially also 
in mundane daily life. Not only in terms of suffering but also – and 
perhaps most importantly – for finding ideas to continue worlding 
in other, more desirable, ways.

To be able to take the practice of worlding (as a doing, rather than 
a static idea) seriously for both humans and other animals, it is 
furthermore necessary to understand that, for scholars like Haraway 
and Morton, there is no one single world, but there are many worlds 
and many entities that enact these worlds. This enacted and relational 
plurality is an essential and not to be ignored element of their 
scholarship because it indicates a crucial difference with other (more 
anthropocentric) departures from traditional modernism. Essentially, 
if humans want to engage in multispecies worlding practices in non-
speciesist ways, we need to train ourselves to treat other kinds of 
worlding practices as verbs and relational activities. This goes for 
both other humans and other animals. To me, the world is enacted 
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differently than for any other human, a capibara, or for a mushroom. 
All of our worlds emerge from our world-making practices. Here I am 
not trying to imply that we all have different perspectives on a single 
world that exists ‘out there’; instead, I actually mean that worlds 
emerge precisely from our enactments. I will now turn towards the 
perhaps rather complicated arguments that are crucial for making 
this statement gain clarity so that by the end of this chapter, the 
emergence of ‘worlds’ as a result of active processes (or therefore 
‘worlding’) – within the context of this thesis – become clearer.

2.2.2 WORLDING PARADIGMS

Before further detailing the many-world world scenario (in Chapter 
2.2.3), as a contrast, I will offer a brief overview of three other 
paradigms (i.e. major conceptual frameworks) for understanding 
worlds. The goal of this section is not to provide a comprehensive 
historical overview of these paradigms or to outline them in a precise 
and complete fashion. Instead, I aim to sketch out the basics of these 
contrasting perspectives on the humanities’ understanding of the 
notion of ‘world’ to place the many-world world proposition within a 
broader conceptual framework, specifically with regards to the place 
of other animals in these worlding paradigms. For further clarity, I 
also include three graphical representations that visualize my reading 
of these paradigms as a contrast to the visualization of a many-world 
world in the next section.

Institutional Mythology

Belief systems based on mythologies (understood here as the telling 
of narratives and interpretations of ‘truth’ including god(s), deities, 
and spirit worlds) are among the oldest known explanations that 
provide accounts of the existence and creation of the world. Examples 
include ancient and contemporary religions as well as other forms 
of spiritual, esoteric, supernatural, or sacred traditions. Although 
differences between these belief systems are vast, a mythological 
worldview is structured by the interactions with sources of energy 
and power that are independent and exist above and alongside the 
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day-to-day world accessible or knowable by humans. This spirit- or 
concept- mythology can explain the order of things as well as express 
and confirm a society’s or practitioner’s values and norms (Honko 
1984: 49). The world, as understood through institutional mythology 
in its primary and most practised framework (e.g. organized religions 
such as Christianity and Islam), constitutes a fixed entity that 
consists of a daily world that is available to humans (and in some 
cases other animals) that is influenced by a divine or spiritual force 
only partially accessible, transferable, and explainable (through for 
example enlightened beings, prophets, or rituals). In many forms 
(including the most practised religions in today’s societies) this force 
has a centre from which all other powers and energies emerge. 
Furthermore, many mythologies have clear hierarchies that state 
that divine creatures have a higher status than humans, and humans 
have a higher status than other animals. A simplified institutional 
mythological understanding of the world could look like this:
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Figure 9: an interpretation of an (institutional) mythological understanding of 
the world. Illustration by the author.
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Modernism

In the name of progress, reason, and calculability, modernism con-
trasts the mythological understanding and foregrounds the essential 
capacity of humanity to perfect itself through the power of rational 
thought. At its most basic, modernism sees the world as a fixed 
and universal entity that is ‘out there’. What is ‘true’ and ‘real’ can 
be understood through inductive and deductive ways of reasoning 
within scientific disciplines and methods. Since the enlightenment, 
modernism has transformed societies influenced by industrial and 
technological developments and rapid growth of cities. Importantly, 
humans are seen as the most influential form of power in this world, 
with their ability to create, improve, and reshape their environ-
ment. Ideas of progress and efficiency (stimulated further through 
the global rise and productivity of capitalism) support humanity’s 
modernist quest to exert control over the world and to further the 
understanding of its true nature. The rational world created through 
a modernist paradigm places order and reason at the centre of this 
world. Although modernist understandings of the world have their 
historical roots in Europe, this paradigm is no longer tied to any 
specific area or society. The modernist paradigm has, among others, 
produced ideologies including scientism, rationalism, relativism, 
materialism, positivism, empiricism, individualism, humanism, and 
existentialism. Modernism, as (rather crudely) summarized in this 
section, may look as illustrated in Figure 10.

Critics of modernism argue that the world is not at all accurately 
described and interpreted by this modernist paradigm. More spe-
cifically, they point out that the idea that there is a universal truth 
and that scientific methods can discover this truth is a rather naïve, 
euro-centric, and hierarchical. Instead, they claim that the world 
is much more diverse, chaotic, and ungraspable. Furthermore, as 
already outlined in Chapter 1.1, it is argued that modernism has 
produced an understanding of mankind that exerts human excep-
tionalism and dominance over other animals. As sociologist and 
anthropologist Bruno Latour wrote: it was clear already twenty years 
ago that modernism is problematic, “since it was becoming harder 
and harder by the day—indeed, by the minute—to distinguish facts 
from values because of the increased intermixing of humans and 
nonhumans.” (Latour 2013: 9). 
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Over the last forty years or so, critiques of modernism have pro-
duced other proposals for understanding worlds. Nonetheless, a 
modernist understanding of the world constitutes the most dominant 
understanding of reality for many societies (as well as the sciences 
in general) up until today. Post-modernists, Science and Technology 
Studies (STS) scholars, as well as other theorists, however, have pro-
posed contrasting frameworks for thinking about worlds as well, 
two of which are relevant to further think about our world-making 
practices with other animals. They include the framework of ‘multi-
ple universalism’ and the idea of a ‘many-world world’.

Figure 10: an interpretation of a modernist understanding of the world. 
Illustration by the author.
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Multiple Universalism

One of the responses to the search for rationality and absolute truth 
can be found in a worlding paradigm that contains a multiple uni-
versalism. This understanding – advocated for (among others) by 
the deconstructionist views of Jacques Derrida – states that humans 
cannot fully understand or express ‘reality’ as it is and therefore 
always relies on arbitrarily produced language (and other forms of 
semiosis) that are unstable and produce realities that infinitely differ-
ent than a single universal ‘true’ view on the world (cf. Derrida [1967] 
2011). In other words, a universal reality cannot ever be completely 
known or cannot even exist by itself, because it cannot be shared or 
grasped by humans or other entities. According to feminist philoso-
pher Claire Colebrook, this leads to an understanding of the world 
as a “multiple universalism” (Colebrook 2016: 22) or a world that 
has infinitely expanding realities that can never be fully expressed. To 
be clear, this does not mean that there is ‘a’ world which is perceived 
differently depending on one’s perspective, history, culture, animality, 
sexuality or race. Instead, it means the opposite: each truth (or each 
universal) follows from a perspective. This universal opens a world 
each time it is made (Colebrook 2016). And thus, there are as many 
universals as there are perspectives. This idea of multiple universalism 
can look as follows:
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Figure 11: an interpretation of a multiple universalist understanding of the 
world. Illustration by the author.
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One of the implications of this worldview is that any talk of facts, 
history, or anything that simply is, cannot be outside of philosophy, 
but always relies on the necessary conceptual positing that one is 
drawn into when making claims about truth (Colebrook 2016: 29). 
There is no right or wrong because there is no foundation on which 
ethics exists on one universal ground: it is impossible to step out of 
one’s own framing. As a consequence, the only thing to do here is 
either to endlessly critique (or deconstruct) sources of power that 
claim to be universal (as is the work of many postmodernist philos-
ophers) and thereby expanding universals by infinitely expressing 
‘other’ realities. Resisting essentialism constitutes an attempt at an 
ethics that is characterized by its ever-expanding and infinitely more 
complex nature. The problem, however, is that although this device 
of critique is useful as an ever-evolving warning, complication, and 
reminder against the prevailing modernist rationale, it is also almost 
exclusively human-centred. In postmodernist theory and activism, as 
well as through the making of concepts in literature, art, and design, 
it is only the human animal that (philosophically, politically, and 
ethically) problematizes speciesism and other forms of oppression. 
The human animal thereby becomes the animal that needs to speak 
for all other entities. So, even though the understanding of multiple 
universalism makes space for the ever-expanding realities that enact 
worlds, its focus remains centred around the human as a creator and 
deconstructor of these universals. 

And so, when Derrida found himself in the room with a cat6, he was 

6  In the essay The Animal That Therefore I Am (More To Follow), Derrida turned to 
questions on animality, human animality, and violence against other animals. He raises the issue of 
being naked in front of a cat and asks what it means to be naked, how that which we call animal cannot 
be naked, what it means to be seen by that which we call animal, and what it means for humans to 
see themselves in the eyes of another animal (Derrida and Wills 2002). While the text is often seen as 
marking an ‘animal turn’ in Derrida’s scholarship, he himself said that the question of the living and 
of the living animal is the most important and decisive question, addressed by him “a thousand times, 
either directly or obliquely” (Derrida and Wills 2002: 402). Haraway acknowledges Derrida’s attempt 
at turning towards the animal, but critiques him for missing the opportunity to “seriously consider an 
alternative form of engagement either, one that risked knowing something more about cats and how to 
look back, perhaps even scientifically, biologically, and therefore also philosophically and intimately.” 
(Haraway 2008: 20). According to animal philosopher Eva Meijer: “There is no interaction, and 
therefore no space for the cat to give meaning to the situation. The cat is merely an animal mirror in 
which Derrida sees himself reflected, naked.” (Meijer 2019: 31). In the words of philosopher and artist 
Joanna Zylinsksa: “Derrida came “right to the edge of respect” but then got sidetracked by himself, 
by his own nakedness and his pee-pee, and hence his own philosophico-anthropocentric narcissism.” 
(Zylinska 2012: 210). 
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seen by the cat, he was philosophizing-with this cat, and he acknowl-
edged the industrial violence to which man has submitted animals for 
centuries. But the question is: did he really succeed in making a space 
for the cat to become an independent self-thinking and self-creating 
author of her own worlds? 

In this section, I detailed and visualized several possibilities for the 
understanding of the notion of worlds. The aim here is to provide 
a few contrasting ideas to the concept of a many-world worlding 
that I will now further substantiate in the next section. By outlining 
these paradigms, I aim to make it more understandable how a many-
world world perspective differs with these existing interpretations of 
worlds. It is important to clarify here, that these paradigms cannot be 
read in isolation from each other, but are continuously and mutually 
influencing each other. For example, an institutional mythological 
paradigm continues to emerge through predominantly modernist soci-
eties in which organized religions inform epistemic and ontological 
understandings. Further, Derrida’s idea of deconstructionism in the 
multiple universalism framework offers continuous critical readings 
and warnings against the prevailing modernist proposals of worlds 
that attempt to be fixed or finished. It is thus crucial to understand 
that also in a many-world world understanding (as I will outline in 
the next section), deconstruction never ends, and worlding is always 
ongoing. A many-world world can therefore never be understood as 
a static or abstract philosophy, but always entails an unfolding and a 
doing. I argue that it is all of these ideas together that eventually make 
up the world(s) and our existence in it. In the context of this thesis, 
however, I argue that a decolonial understanding of a continuously 
enacted ‘many-world world’ is the only framing that also deliberately 
makes space for the worlding practices of other animals.

2.2.3 THINKING IN A MANY-WORLD WORLD

When going through a larger body of writings from critics of mod-
ernism who engage themselves with less-anthropocentric frameworks 
for thinking about the world, it becomes clear that many of the 
foundational texts in these fields involve a shift from a modernist 
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‘universal’ knowing (or world) towards an idea of multiplicities that 
become enacted (and thereby ‘real’) in practice (or worlds). Haraway, 
for instance, wrote about knowledges in plural, understood as partial 
and critical understandings. Already in her 1988 text Situated knowl-
edges: The science question in feminism and the privilege of partial 
perspective she advocates for alternatives to the dominant way of 
developing knowledge in modernist societies. She writes that when 
pursuing knowledge through the dominant, scientific paradigm, 
researchers customarily adopt detached, theoretical approaches (from 
a presumed ‘view from nowhere’) that attempt to describe the world 
as a single entity that can be objectively understood. Haraway instead 
urges us to consider the value of ‘local’ and contextual knowledges, 
that arise from perspectives that are partial, flexible, and to a degree 
engaged with the very objects of their inquiry. This constitutes a 
knowledge from somewhere, as opposed to ‘from nowhere’, which 
is an epistemological approach that is more open to surprises and 
compromises. 

This shift towards multiplicity is also closely connected to a branch 
within Science and Technology Studies (STS), in particular with 
regards to the work of Bruno Latour. In the late ‘80s, together with 
Michel Callon and John Law, Latour started to develop an Actor 
Network Theory (ANT) as an approach towards scientific and tech-
nological developments that can broaden a modernist understanding 
of the world. ANT investigates interactions that do not just play 
out between different humans, but emphasizes that we should be 
concerned with a whole network of both human and non-human 
actors that continuously make and re-make situations (cf. Law and 
Callon 1988, Latour 2005). As STS scholar Li Jönsson exemplifies in 
the writing of her PhD thesis, word processors influence the process 
of writing by regulating the layout; words flagging up red encourage 
the writer to change them; previous experiences and built-in program 
functionalities allow for certain use of computers and software; 
thus, all of these ‘actors’ influence how the writer acts and how 
a text comes into being (Jönsson 2014: 71). It is also possible to 
add examples here that broaden this narrative even further: trees 
enable paper production that allows the writer to print the text and 
factory employees have physically made the technologies on which 
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the software is installed. The idea of ANT is that these networks 
are infinite and infinitely complex. It would be impossible to draw 
together a complete account, not in the least because these networks 
are continuously changing. In these anthropologists’ STS accounts, 
however, distinctions are often crudely drawn (as is the case with 
Latour) between the human and non-human, whereby the category 
of the non-human indicates everything that is not human: technol-
ogies, objects, issues, forces, the weather, and other animals. The 
result of this, I argue, is that in most of the resulting discourse within 
STS (especially in the field of design), humans are discouraged from 
taking the world-making practices of other animals as serious as our 
own. Aligning with Haraway’s and Zylinska’s critique on Derrida’s 
encounter with a cat (see footnote 6), it is not enough to acknowledge 
that other animals have worlds, and thereby influence our worlds. 
Humans also need to acknowledge their worlding practices and 
recognize the full extent to which animals continuously engage and 
respond. Regarding the worlds of other species, Anna Tsing, for 
example, argues that “we are surrounded by many world-making 
projects, human and not human” (Tsing 2015: 22) and notes that 
“every organism makes worlds; humans have no special status, (…) 
[and] world-making projects overlap (ibid.: 292). I argue that it is 
only by actually engaging with the world-making practices of other 
animals that a non-speciesist framework for thinking about the world 
can arise.  

To help us understand this move towards a many-world world sce-
nario further, sociologist John Law offers a decolonialist argument 
towards a many-world world. He starts by outlining the difference 
between what he calls ‘European or Northern’ metaphysics and 
those of ‘Aboriginal people’ or what can be referred to as indigenous 
cosmology:

“in a European or a Northern way of thinking the world carries 

on by itself. People don’t perform it. It’s outside us and we’re 

contained by it. But that’s not true for Aboriginal people. The 

idea of a reified reality out there, detached from the work and the 

rituals that constantly re-enact it, makes no sense. Land doesn’t 

belong to people. Perhaps it would be better to say that people 
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belong to the land. Or, perhaps even better still, we might say 

that processes of continuous creation redo land, people, life and 

the spiritual world altogether, and in specific locations.” (Law 

2011: 126).

  
In other words, the world is not a surface with features, a space to 
be occupied, or a static container, but it is a continuous process of 
creation and re-creation. The issue is that a European or Northern 
(what I would prefer to call ‘modernist’) response to other ideas 
about reality is “metaphysically self-contained” (Law 2011: 128). 
The concept of a one-world metaphysics is also continuously enacted 
and confirmed by various social, political, scientific, or religious 
domains (ibid.: 131). As he wrote in an earlier text, everything that 
is not clear to us is, at least in principle, susceptible to clarification 
through those domains, we can discover ‘it’, and learn about ‘it’ 
(Law 2004: 127, 137). Modernism has firmly placed itself in our 
society as an indefinite producer of “technologies of truth” (Law 
2011: 131) in which singular reality confirms and reassures itself 
in daily life. For example, if both of us have a different idea about 
reality (as something that exists out there), we can endlessly discuss 
it through various domains (socially, politically, scientifically, or reli-
giously), assuming that there is a single truth and that, if anything, 
we simply can produce different perspectives on that truth: “It ends 
by authorizing a single account of out-thereness.” (Law 2004: 122). 
Following authors like Bruno Latour, Steve Woolgar and Annemarie 
Mol, Law argues that this is a misunderstanding (ibid.: 131-132) 
and we should shift to an understanding of metaphysical reality as 
a many-world world that is continuously enacted. This view, similar 
to the Zapatistas of Chiapas’ notion of “a world where many worlds 
fit” (Womack 1999: 303, Escobar 2017: xvi), implies that worlds 
are always plural, possibly overlapping, and contrasting each other. 
Anthropologist Tim Ingold has described this as a meshwork made 
up of interwoven threads or lines, always in movements: a sentient 
universe in which everything is deeply relational and brings each 
other into existence (Ingold 2011: 68).

According to Law, in ideas about realities taken from indigenous 
philosophies (mainly focusing on the Aboriginal Tjukurpa), different 
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enactments of worlds exist next to one another, and this is not 
experienced as a problem (Law 2004: 129). Things are not set in 
place once and for all, it is not possible to discover and represent 
these worlds as some kind of operation that is separate from their 
existence-making (ibid.: 131). Instead, everything takes continuous 
effort, worlds have to be re-done and re-enacted, through a process 
that knows that nothing is fixed and that nothing like closure is 
available (ibid.: 132). Importantly, this does not mean that different 
world-making efforts do not coincide and overlap, potentially leading 
to critical struggles (for example related to ethical, existential, 
epistemological, or phenomenological differences of life and death). 
These struggles are still discussed and negotiated; however, the 
difference is that they are only settled for the time being: politics 
gets mixed up visibly with reality-making” (ibid.: 138). So, when a 
herbivore takes a non-speciesist position on meat-eating, a carnivore 
is hungry, and an omnivore tries to mediate the situation, all actors 
are engaged in conflicting world-making. Their worlding refers to the 
enactments of the temporal mental organizations that hold worlds 
together; in the case of humans they are (for example) limited by 
processes of cognition and language (Zylinska 2014: 77) including 
their tools and knowledge-making practices. They are enacting a 
real in material ways: their worlds are the noises of their behaviour 
(as cited from Morton in section 2.2.1). This, however, does not 
mean that they need to come to an agreement that unproblematically 
accepts everyone’s practices of world-making. There is no one solution 
to this dilemma, and in a many-world world this lack of closure does 
not have to be a problem. Ethics are only made for the time being, 
and this continuous ethics-in-practice is part of world-making (I will 
discuss this further in Chapter 3.4). The herbivore, carnivore, and 
omnivore all do their respective worlding, face strong disagreements, 
and indeed run for their lives. 

With the risk of reducing the understanding of a many-world world to 
a static philosophy, a more visual (albeit temporary) representation, 
could look like this:
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Figure 12: an interpretation of a many-world world. Illustration by the author.
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In contrast with the framing of a ‘multiple-universalism’, that I 
visualized in the previous section of this chapter, the many-world 
world representation is much more temporal than expanding, more 
of a doing than a philosophy, and more encompassing of the world-
making practices of other (non-human) entities. In other words, this 
many-world world looks more like a soup. It includes an indefinite 
number of worlds that are unfinished, incomplete, perforated, 
broken, separate and shared, mixed together, and fragile. There is 
no centre, and the human animal does not take any special place in 
this world. Reality only appears through world-making: what is real 
emerges through the practice of world-making. The outer border 
of the figure is not to be confused with a fixed space/time box, but 
with a temporal, fragile, and leaking container that holds the soup 
together; representing that worlds are negotiated and made through 
each other.   

These forms of many-world-making and negotiating these worlds 
– on an ontological level – are needed if we want to overcome the 
continuous practice of othering everything that does not fit into the 
modernist singular world understanding. Because the problem is 
that all other ideas of a many-world world that are already existing, 
either in European/Northern enactments or assemblages of ‘other’ 
societies, remain to be systematically othered (Law 2004: 132). This 
othering can be observed, for example, in modernist critiques by 
authors like Noam Chomsky, when he asks “what are the principles 
of [postmodernist] theories, on what evidence are they based, what 
do they explain that wasn’t already obvious, etc? These are fair 
requests for anyone to make.” ([presumably written by] Chomsky 
1995: para. 13). Or criticism from Marxist angles such as Fredric 
Jameson who writes that postmodernism is merely “the cultural 
logic of late capitalism” (Jameson 1991). Moreover, particularly 
targeting authors like Haraway and Latour, human-ecologist Andreas 
Malm argues that their theories only serve to “muddy” the situation 
of climate change (Malm 2018: 16), calls their work “obnoxious 
philosophy” (ibid.: 51), literally sets aside the possibilities for world-
making practices of other entities (ibid.: 87) and argues that only 
entities with brains7 can have intentions (ibid.: 90). 

7  More detailed reflections on multispecies worlding practices and brains are illustrated in 
Part II ( ).
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Through engaging with these critiques, it becomes clear that it might 
be impossible to argue for a many-world world understanding with 
scholars that are (still) stuck in a purely modernist paradigm. Asking 
for evidence, attempting to find logics, and engaging with anthropo-
centric arguments are all responses that further serve the ‘othering’ 
of many-world world assemblages. These arguments attempt to hold 
together and reconfirm a modernist one-world world, by overriding 
other understandings with the logics of modernism itself, where the 
search for a universal truth is always the answer. This discourse 
thereby follows colonial structures in the sense that a modernist form 
of knowledge that emerged from European or Northern traditions 
does not help to investigate or challenge specific issues, but rather 
as a form of power that can override other ways of knowing by 
reasserting itself as universal. I will further exemplify how this ‘oth-
ering’ takes place with regards to the practice of design in Chapter 
2.3. What is crucial here, is that a many-world world understanding 
becomes a decolonial project through a deliberate breakdown of these 
(seemingly) universal powers by inserting other possibilities. These 
possibilities for world-making are often inspired from entities other 
than the western, white, or male traditions (e.g. inspired by people 
with other genders, other animals, or indigenous communities). 

Having said this, however, the critiques of a widening discourse on 
the understanding of worlds do point towards a considerable risk of 
a many-world world that should not be brushed aside: what does 
this many-world world understanding do, in practice? How can it 
help to start a multispecies revolution? How does it avoid going into 
cultural relativism? How does it change the life of the egg-laying hen 
who continues her life in dark confinement throughout this thesis? 
As Malm writes (similar to other critical theorists): “There is that 
itching feeling that the only meaningful thing to do now is to let go of 
everything else and physically cut off fossil fuel combustion, deflate 
the tyres, block the runways, lay siege to the platforms, invade the 
mines. (…) Theory can be part of the problem.” (ibid.: 16). Critics 
of a many-world world understanding are bored with foggy theories 
that make issues so complex that revolution becomes impossible, and 
I think they also have a point. 
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Part of this critical reading emerges from a risk that a many-world 
world understanding is regarded as theory or (what Malm claims 
to be an “obnoxious”) philosophy. Instead, it is meant as a doing, 
not a static philosophy that can or cannot be proven. Many-world 
world enactments can be better understood by becoming more 
attentive to the world-making of other animals (and other humans) 
that exists already. To negotiate these many-world worlds as doings, 
and overcome these critiques, Law argues that “there is a need for 
tools that allow us to enact and depict the shape shifting implied 
(…). There is need for assemblages that mediate and produce entities 
that cannot be refracted into words.” (Law 2004: 122). If we try 
to explain something only in words, we may fall short in staying 
with the more active, unfinished, shape shifting, producing, and 
negotiating aspects that are involved world-making. Here I will place 
a foreshadowing note that this is one of the main contributions of 
the design and illustrative work in this thesis: producing non-verbal 
assemblages that depict and enrich multispecies worlds as enacted 
possibilities rather than static endings.
 
In reading all of these worldly theorists with care, and weaving 
them together to create other frameworks rather than focus on 
their differences (cf. Puig de la Bellacasa 2016: 77), there are several 
aspects of the concept of ‘worlding’ that shape a further direction for 
this thesis. Most notably, at this point the carnivorous reader might 
think this chapter offered an excellent moral relief from the previous 
one: this many-world world argument risks to imply that a speciesist 
world is equally true and equally valid as a non-speciesist one. What 
it says, however, is that living in a many-world world means that 
we cannot be able to know the world in its entirety or reach a final 
position. In the first chapter I argued, based on a deconstruction of a 
norm, that speciesism does not hold together as an ideology for world-
making. When modernist foundations of human exceptionalism 
visibly lose their connections to other worldings (i.e. when they can 
only be argued for through their own dynamics, leading to circular 
standpoints, or when further knowledge generation does not support 
their claims any longer), these worlds become increasingly broken and 
less steady. Traditions are replaced with other arguments, and other 
worldings, in an ever-evolving continuation of fragile and tentative 
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world-making. A lack of final answers means that the worldings one 
might hold on to, to justify one’s actions in a definitory sense, are 
not as steady (or real) as modernity often makes us believe it is. I will 
further elaborate on how this framework may inform a perspective 
on ethics with other animals in Chapter 3.

The implication for designers and other future makers is that by 
looking at our practice as world-making, we can carry on multiply-
ing worlds more deliberately, as a project that can, in turn, inspire 
different worldings. By never elevating one world (or one design) 
as the single one that can be true or valid, we make space for big-
enough stories that tell “realness as emergent: what’s real emerges 
in gradually clotting and eventually routinised collective acting, and 
not only human acting.” (Verran 2001: 36-37). In summary, when 
I use the term ‘worlds’, ‘worlding’, or ‘many-world world’, I refer 
precisely to this as doings. They are ungraspable, intangible, emerg-
ing, shared, plural, temporary, unfolding, and perforated enactments 
that we can never statically define because it is not something rigid, 
fully understandable, or descriptive. Nonetheless, they continuously 
guide our actions as they emerge. And thus, they cannot be reduced 
to mere fictions, perspectives, or speculations that are placed outside 
of a single reality. This is what matters when worlds world worlds, 
and when designs design designs.

2.3 WORLDING AS DESIGN PRACTICE

The notion of ‘world’ or ‘worldview’ is often used in relation to 
design. Design theory scholar Johan Redström argues that design 
research programs8 are always built upon a set of underlying ‘beliefs’ 

8  The idea of ‘programmatic design’ was coined by Johan Redström in the early 2000s to 
conceptualize research that turns the characteristics of design practice into research strengths (Löwgren 
et al. 2013: 83). A design research program typically consists of multiple design experiments that 
are reflected upon (cf. Hobye 2014) and consists out of three iterative steps that are interwoven: the 
formulation of a program, the realization of this program through multiple experiments, and the final 
results that are formulated through reflections (Löwgren et al. 2013: 83). According to Löwgren et al., 
this leads to constructive and holistic design research knowledge in which theory and practice are framed 
in parallel (ibid.: 84). The implications of a programmatic research approach also include that the design 
and research process are continuously ongoing. This means that rather than one outcome, programs 
produce a design repertoire in the form of specific interventions and takeaways as a reflection on the 
program as a whole. In part III (Reflections 1), I will elaborate further on the notion of programmatic 
design and detail the design research program that is developed and expressed in this thesis project.
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about the world.  He describes a ‘worldview’ as “a set of basic beliefs 
or assumptions that constitute the world for the design, in the sense 
that they are not really questioned or challenged but rather assumed 
as its basic condition” (Redström 2017: 96). A basic example 
includes certain assumptions regarding basic geometrical shapes, 
ergonomics, and functionality to design ‘everyday’ objects within 
this understanding of how the ‘everyday world’ works. Then, with 
the particular potential to engage with the practice of design to bring 
about alternative futures, these worldviews are not only constructed 
around style, aesthetics, form, and function but also provoke domains 
of values and ideologies (Redström 2017: 125).  This framing makes 
it possible to use design practice to explore alternative worldviews, 
as provisional articulations, as if they were true in order to learn 
something about the kind of design this would lead to (Redström 
2017: 97). 

Despite Redström’s background as a philosopher, in this book, 
it remains unclear if the meaning of ‘worldview’ refers to a more 
Heideggerian world-forming exclusive to humans (or even only fully 
available to ‘designers’) with the capability to explore provisional 
concepts on a single world reality. Or, if the making of these worldviews 
can be practised in a more relational and ungraspable (less modernist) 
way like the previously mentioned scholars have theorized. Can 
worldviews thereby be understood not as ‘beliefs’ about a single 
world, but as already enacted entities? More specifically, with regards 
to speciesism, can we do some of this designerly worlding – in both 
a many-world world and anti-speciesist sense – to reveal or bring 
about more desirable alternatives? Redström is hinting at something 
valuable here in the practice of design. Still, in this particular book, 
he does not clearly propose a break with modernist understandings 
of the world(s) that is(/are) designed with. Since the number of 
scholars and designers that advocate for a many-world world (or 
other kinds of ontological multiplicities) are so few, I argue that it 
would be crucial to clarify whether the author indeed intends such 
a perspective.

Another area of design theory and practice that concerns itself with 
the notion of ‘worlds’ includes design fiction. Science fiction writer 
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Bruce Sterling and design researchers Paul Coulton et al., argue that 
creating a design fiction is a world-building activity (Bosch 2012, 
Coulton et al. 2017). Other than the creation of specific ‘worlds’ and 
blueprints for these worlds in activities like film making, game design, 
and even architecture, the field of design fiction presents design pro-
posals to imagine the world that the designs belong to; thereby design 
moves from the specific to the general (Dunne and Raby 2013: 173).  

In other words, design fictions “manifest themselves as a number 
of standalone artefacts, which together build the world” (Coulton 
et al. 2017: 6). Furthermore, the artefacts provide a series of ‘entry 
points’ into a world of which we can see the shape, but the complex 
internal structure remains hidden from view (Coulton et al. 2017: 
6). The Little Book of Design Fiction for the Internet of Things, 
for example, includes several design fictions that encourage people 
to think critically about issues that the design embodies in relation 
to the Internet of Things (IoT). For example, “how the government 
may regulate your kettle’s data protection policy, how the IoT could 
revolutionise the way we wash our clothes, and how coloured blobs 
and blurry lines are, quite literally, helping to open doors (using 
smart locks) with the IoT.” (Coulton et al. 2018: 15). Each of the 
artefacts constructs the world as a representation of that world, but 
at various scales (Coulton et al. 2017: 6). This understanding of 
design fiction helps designers to create artefacts that break with the 
limits of everyday life in terms of metaphysical structures, general 
assumptions and norms, or experiential domains. The label of design 
fiction can also help people to gain a certain readiness with artefacts 
or narratives that propose fictional worlds and be at ease with 
situations that break with their everyday understanding of the world. 

Once again, however, the design theorists use the notion of ‘world’ 
in a singular format and similar questions regarding the plural 
possibilities for this kind of designerly worlding arise. Furthermore, 
the examples are thus far only constructed and enacted by humans. 
Would it be possible for other animals to participate in making or 
enacting design fictions as well? Moreover, we should be careful 
in assigning labels of design fiction to any enactments or artefacts 
that highlight or bring about other worlds (as in, worlds that exist 
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outside the ‘real’ or ‘actual’ one) because it risks othering the actual 
enactments that emerge in design. Whereas the label ‘fiction’ may 
help imagine different possibilities and ideate beyond limitations that 
currently hold our worlds together, there is a risk in assigning this 
label to any world-making practice that does not follow a modernist 
paradigm. For example, at times it can become particularly tempting 
to place anti-speciesist design practices (such as the illustrations in 
this thesis) in the category of ‘design fiction’ (Löwgren, May 2018, 
personal communication during my 50% PhD seminar). Such a 
label risk to provide an opening for anyone to unproblematically 
continue the speciesist-status-quo regarding our relationships with 
other animals in the so-called ‘real world’, while design work that 
attempts to show worlds as already emerging enactments that break 
with these traditions can be safely stored away in boxes labelled with 
‘other worlds’, ‘fictions’, or simply as ‘other perspectives’ on the (one 
and only) ‘default world’. 

A similar dynamic often takes place with regards to indigenous 
cosmologies and practices, where indigenous forms of storytelling 
are often labelled as mere beliefs, myths (in a modernist translation of 
a false idea), or fictions and therefore systematically othered. Design 
fiction can include many practices to stimulate our imaginations, 
explore what-if scenarios, and work with many-world world-making 
as an investigative tool. Assigning this label to works that attempt 
to emphasize other (already emerging) worlds and alternative world-
making practices, however, risks confusing fiction and worlding 
within the limits of a modernist design paradigm.

Another term for design that deals with the notion of ‘world’ includes 
‘speculative design’. A practice that designers and scholars Anthony 
Dunne and Fiona Raby – in their 2013 book Speculative Everything: 
Design, fiction, and Social Dreaming – describe as “a space where 
speculative, fictional, and imaginary design all collide and fuse.” 
(2013: 100). The words ‘speculative’ and ‘fiction’ are often used 
interchangeably in this book. Though the authors argue that the term 
‘speculative design’ allows for a broader purpose than design fiction 
(ibid.) and that speculative designs allow us “to entertain new ideas, 
thoughts, and possibilities for an alternative world from the one we 
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and the prop coexist in” (ibid.: 92). “The prop belongs to its own 
fictional world; it expands our imaginative horizons and provides 
new perspectives.” (ibid.). The purpose is to facilitate imagining, 
but the authors still claim that the speculative props are “physical 
fictions, departure points for sophisticated imaginings never meant 
to be viewed as “real,” or to reflect reality. (ibid.). In other words, 
they repeat several times that speculative design props are fictional 
and firmly placed outside of reality. 

A critical reading of these two fields is not meant to indicate that 
fiction and speculation cannot offer valuable tools for imagination in 
design practice, on the contrary, but this is not what I am focusing on 
with the meaning of ‘imagining worlds’ in this thesis. Design fiction 
and design speculation can enable designers to imagine and construct 
worlds that are currently far beyond our reach. This thesis, however, 
concerns itself with the deliberate imagining and making of worlds 
that we are already engaged with, as already enacted materials to 
think-with in design. I focus on the everyday relations we have with 
other animals and seeks to add possibilities for finding emerging 
non-speciesist worlds in those. 

It is precisely the problem in the “othering” of alternative 
representations and imaginations of worlds (here detailed with regards 
to both design fiction and speculative design) that Law warns against 
in his arguments towards a many-world world. “The uncertainty 
or the contingency of the realities made manifest in representations 
disappear. Their character, as enacted, vanishes.” (Law 2004: 132). 
Realities [or representations of those] get downgraded to perspectives 
on a single reality and the views of ‘others’ can simply be written 
off (Law 2011: 131-132). The unfolding of worlds – the worlding 
as a doing itself – thereby disappears in their static representations. 
Any imagination on world-making as multiplicity then become either 
engaging philosophical thought experiments, entertaining fictional 
ideas, or ‘othered’ perspectives of marginalized entities. But “the 
occasional radical propensity to treat metaphysical multiplicity as if it 
were a simple intellectual pastime is a serious political mistake” (ibid.: 
137). The non-speciesist worlding practices I am exploring in this 
thesis thus must not be regarded as an attempt at imagining worlds 
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as fixed or static ideas. On the contrary, they are an additive and 
ongoing processes of worlding, mostly taking place in our everyday 
lives. They do not produce speculative or fictional representations 
but emphasize that traces of non-speciesist worldings are emerging 
alongside any of the speciesist ones produced in Chapter 1. 

One of the very few resources in design theory that adopts a many-
world world understanding appears in Arturo Escobar’s 2017 book 
Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, Autonomy, and 
the Making of Worlds. Escobar builds on the work of scholars like 
John Law and Donna Haraway, as well as knowledges of various 
indigenous communities, and translates their theories to implications 
for the field of design. The author notes that in order to escape the 
modernist traditions that the field of design has emerged from, it is 
paramount to incorporate indigenous cosmologies and understandings 
into design theory, and thereby enable an ontological turn in design 
(Escobar 2017: 110). By working through the cosmologies of 
indigenous Latin American activists, Escobar presents ontological 
design as engaging in philosophical discourse: 

“as a means to think about, and contribute to, the transition from 

the hegemony of modernity’s one-world ontology to a pluriverse 

of sociocultural configurations; in this context designs for the 

pluriverse becomes a tool for reimagining and reconstructing 

local worlds.” (Escobar 2017: 4).

He then asks “what would it entail to construct a non-Eurocentric 
design imagination?” (ibid.: 69), or in other words, how can design 
help the flourishing of many-world worldings? Escobar argues that 
the answer to this question can be found in the idea of autonomous 
design as a practice that focuses on the struggles of communities and 
social movements to defend their territories and worlds against the 
ravages of neoliberal globalization (ibid.: 20). 

The issue with Escobar’s framework, however, is that it (perhaps 
somewhat unintendedly) continues to rely on universal human values 
as a driving factor towards this flourishing or imagination, and 
thereby also eventually returns to a central position for human actors. 
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Theoretically, he follows a posthumanist approach in which beings 
are mutually constituted. He also emphasizes that “we are deeply 
immersed in the world along with other sentient beings, who are 
similarly and ineluctably knower-doers as much as ourselves.” (101). 
Notably, he brings up the importance of involving other living beings 
in design situations and reconnecting with non-humans throughout 
the book. But without illustrating how this specifically works with 
other animals. This theory consequently falls short in foregrounding 
definite ideas of sustainability, justice, and fairness as “the possibility 
that humans and other life on the planet with flourish forever” 
(Ehrenfeld 2009: 53, cited in Escobar 2017: 122). Furthermore, he 
describes ‘flourishing’ as the most basic foundation of human striving 
(Escobar 2017: 122) and argues for an ecological civilization that 
“recognizes the right to justice and fairness for all humans and all 
living beings” (ibid.: 144). While a less anthropocentric approach 
would not insist that human flourishing is necessary for the planet, or 
that justice and fairness are values that can be universally accounted 
for or aimed at. These values are always relational within this 
framework and therefore cannot be used as descriptions of desired 
futures as such. When Haraway refers to justice, for example, she 
describes “experimental justice” as something akin to “getting on 
together” (Haraway 2016: 28), as an open question (ibid.: 102), or 
as “truly multispecies affairs” (ibid.: 193) where “eco-justice has no 
allowable one-variable approach” (ibid.: 208).

Within an already posthumanist and relational framework, this 
seems like a minor issue, and indeed something to further explore 
in this thesis as an extension based on Escobar’s work. On the 
other hand, Escobar translates his framework into design through 
continuous use of values like justice, fairness, and sustainability 
to advocate for postdevelopment, degrowth, grassroots solutions, 
autonomous design, horizontal organization, or self-rule. He argues 
for transitioning towards these modes through design as if they will 
then automatically lead to something akin to a universal justice or 
fairness. When we engage with ‘Wicked Problems’ through design 
though (cf. Chapter 2.1.3), our lack of understanding the issue at 
large means that it becomes impossible to foreground such solutions 
as unquestionably the right thing to do. Because what does ‘human 
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flourishing’ mean in a context where human populations either decline 
or continue to grow? Is justice seen as simply enabling all potential 
or future lives to flourish? Is an unlived potential life better than an 
existence filled with suffering? How can ‘flourishing’, ‘justice’, or 
‘fairness’ be conceptualized or imagined as an end-goal in itself? Are 
self-rule and grassroots initiatives always the ‘right’ solution? How 
can fairness be achieved when the impacts of communities on global 
issues cannot be completely known? 

The problem, I think, arises from the inevitability of articulating 
preferred futures or solutions through a (human) language and 
value descriptions that does not leave any space for approaching 
things with less certainty. In academia, scholars are supposed to 
make up their minds and provide answers. Instead, I think that 
a many-world world design approach must illustrate less defined 
possibilities that nonetheless attempt to break with modernism but 
do not immediately assume other solutions as answers. As Escobar 
also reflects at the end of the book: “Founded on the principles of 
separation and disconnection from the natural world, academic 
knowledge in general seems unprepared to provide us with the 
earth-wise knowledge needed for the integral functioning of humans 
and the Earth.” (Escobar 2017: 223). Nonetheless, I will continue a 
theoretical framework that shows similarities with Escobar’s work 
in the next chapter with regards to the idea of imagining worlds as 
a doing but differs in its less goal-oriented approach to ethics (cf. 
Chapter 3.4). 

The imagining of worlds does not only arise in our minds. For 
designers, this practice takes place through thinking with material 
worlds and giving form to possibility. Secondly, it is not only humans 
who engage in worlding. Although human beings are particularly 
skilled at undertaking philosophical activities to negotiate and reflect 
on different worldings, practices of multispecies worlding are not 
contained in human minds, but involves seeing, listening to, and 
responding to other entities as well (cf. Zylinska 2012, Driessen et 
al. 2014). In the next chapter, I will unpack how humans can find 
inspiration in paying renewed attention to other animals. So that, 
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instead of thinking-for the animal, we strive to think-with the animal 
and practice worlding together as a multispecies affair.

Where Chapter 1 of this thesis articulated a rather depressing outline 
in which speciesism exists everywhere, Chapter 2 offered a comple-
mentary understanding of worlds as a departure from only focusing 
on bad endings towards a practice that is continuously unfolding and 
that we can actually design with. While a critique of speciesism thus 
remains a fundamental starting point for discussion, a more relational 
understanding of design as negotiating possibilities allows designers 
to pay more attention to the ungraspable, intangible, shared, plural, 
emerging, temporary, and perforated aspects of such worldings. The 
next chapter further expands this relational framework with the 
purpose of formulating and illustrating a deliberate counter-concept 
to speciesism.
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CHAPTER 3 –  
IMAGINING MULTISPECIES 
WORLDINGS

What can worlds that abandon speciesism actually look like? What 
name can these worlds carry? How can we engage with one another 
in such a society? How can we understand ourselves in relation to 
other beings? Can all beings be equal? What can we eat? Can we 
repair an already dying planet? Can certain animals go extinct? Can 
humans go extinct? How can humans share the same spaces with 
other animals? How can humans think about, and respond to, the 
inevitable violence that occurs between animals?

These are fundamental questions to think-with in an attempt to 
imagine a society that does not regard other animals as lesser beings. 
I will not be able to answer all these questions in one PhD thesis, 
but in this chapter, I will illustrate a framework for thinking about 
these questions. In a many-world world, these questions do not have 
definite answers, because worlds are always changing. This does not 
mean, however, that we cannot take clear stances that imply differ-
ence from an unsatisfactory status quo, or think of scenarios we find 
desirable to develop further. It matters what designs design designs 
and the designs that inspire non-speciesist world-making are still hard 
to find in worlds where speciesism is normalized. This framework, 
therefore, functions as a stepping stone towards a transitional phase 
where those designs can be further imagined.

So, how can humans imagine non-speciesist worlds together with 
other animals? In this chapter, I will engage with the reconciliation 
of a rejection of speciesism (discussed in Chapter 1) with the idea of 
worlding as an ontological grounding for design (discussed in Chapter 
2). The first two chapters introduced this thesis’ main matters of 
concern including speciesism and outlined a practice of design as 
world-making. This chapter does the work of pushing a theoretical 
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understanding and critique of our current ways of interacting with 
other animals into our everyday worlds by introducing three further 
concepts to think with: multispecies worlding, multispecies care, and 
tracing the animal-tell. 

In the first part of this chapter (3.1), I summarize and challenge 
three key disciplines that can help formulate a counter-concept to 
speciesism. Then, after a note on the kinds of words to use for this 
reconciliation and my interpretation of the ‘multispecies’ concept 
(section 3.2), I discuss how the practice of imagining multispecies 
worlds, together with other animals, is grounded in the present (3.3). 
In section 3.4, I outline a framework for a speculative ethics that I 
adopt in a multispecies many-world world. I detail how the notion of 
‘care’ plays a central role when doing ethics-in-practice. Finally, in the 
last section of this chapter (3.5), I introduce how the design research 
program (focusing on ‘figuring-out-the-tell’) that is expressed in Part 
II of this thesis imagines and enacts traces of multispecies worldings. 
In other words, this third chapter, carrying a similar name as the 
thesis itself, concludes the theoretical framework of this thesis (3.1-
3.4) and articulates the method (3.5) that is subsequently applied in 
Part II. 

3.1 CHALLENGING EXISTING WORLDINGS

As a first step in imagining alternatives to speciesism, it is helpful 
to look into existing disciplines (or fields, ideologies, or clusters of 
thought) that offer rhetoric with the goal of ‘improving’ the lives of 
other animals in contemporary scholarly discourse. To this end, three 
significant stances can sum up these debates: animal liberationism, 
welfarism, and what I came to refer to (inspired by Haraway) as 
‘compost’. This thesis borrows theoretical arguments, as well as prac-
tical implications, from each of these fields. Nonetheless, in attempt-
ing to combine these (often contradictory) arguments, it is useful to 
outline their origins and challenges, specifically with a focus on their 
implications for imagining alternatives through design practice. The 
next three sections summarize the three main fields to which this 
thesis responds. First, I argue that animal liberationism helps to gain 
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an understanding of speciesist practices but often resorts to a focus on 
critique and sentimental liberalism that may be unhelpful for design 
practice. Second, welfarist standpoints are crucial in engaging with 
other animals in practice and in problematic spaces, but also risks 
reinforcing the status quo and merely proposing ideas for ‘better 
cages’. Third, compost-theories (such as feminist new materialism, 
posthumanism, or feminist technoscience) avoid simplifications and 
allow for the complexity needed to engage with multiplicities, but 
their overly theoretical approach may only focus on asking more 
questions rather than also imagining possible answers. 

3.1.1 ANIMAL LIBERATIONISM: CRITIQUE AND  
SENTIMENTS

Researchers and activists who align with the values and ideas of 
animal liberation firmly advocate against the practice of speciesism 
and maintain that all forms of animal oppression should be opposed. 
They often describe their agenda as abolitionist: advocating for the 
end of animal slavery and claiming that ‘none are free until all are 
free’. In academia, fields that most closely resemble animal libera-
tion worldviews include Critical Animal Studies and animal political 
theory. The existing research from these growing fields was a fun-
damental resource for the arguments against speciesism presented in 
Chapter 1 of this thesis. 

Critical reflections on the mainstream modernist philosophical and 
ethical ways of thinking about other animals as less worthy than 
humans can be dated back to Jeremy Bentham’s late-eighteenth-
century utilitarianism and other mid-eighteenth-century sentimental 
moral traditions. These critiques gave rise to the animal rights and 
protection movements by generating sympathy for the undeniable 
and often monstrous suffering of vulnerable creatures and mass 
extinction (Willett 2014: 233). Over time, a moral discourse of 
sentiment and sympathy challenged modernity’s harshest abuses 
through the rhetoric of care and protection of other animals (ibid.). 
The appeal here, was based on the shared capacities of suffering, 
following Jeremy Bentham’s well-known remarks: “The question is 
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not, Can they reason? Nor Can they talk? But, Can they suffer?” 
(Bentham 1789, in Singer [1975] 2009: 7).

This appeal to the sentiment encouraged people to reconcile the 
dependency of other animals and claim that they are right-bearing 
individuals deserving of legal or moral protection from harm, despite 
their sub-rational status (Willett 2014: 35). So, initial protection 
rights emerge from the animal’s dependency on humans rather than 
any kind of moral equality. Despite the apparent appeal to reason 
to claim that other animals deserve our protection, underneath the 
rationale, these arguments rely on our caring emotions to provide a 
solid ground for our ‘rational’ understanding of shared suffering and 
advocacy towards moral considerations for other animals (ibid.: 36). 
These caring emotions, however, are shaped around pity, guilt, and 
mercy for ‘poor’ animals. Many of today’s animal rights and libera-
tion movements remain grounded in the shared focus on vulnerability 
and sentience of other animals and what Willett calls “sentimental 
liberalism” as a response to the increasing horrors of the industrial 
revolution and neoliberal intensification of animals’ use (ibid.). Activ-
ist practices that fit with these movements include providing visibility 
to the excessive amount of animal suffering that currently happens 
behind closed industrial doors, advocating for legal animal rights, 
and reform projects that aim for the protection of animals against 
abuse and exploitation. 

When observing today’s animal liberation movements from this per-
spective of ‘sentimental liberalism’, it becomes apparent that some of 
their most convincing rhetoric focuses on an appeal towards the kind 
of caring emotions that generate compassion and pity for sentient 
animals. The sentimental caring capacities of humans, as well as 
convincing rationale on animal sentience, offer a powerful plea. But 
the use of these arguments as a basis for imagining non-speciesism 
often remains limited to anti-speciesist ideas. These ideas include 
vegan consumption behaviour, legal rights that prohibit speciesist 
practices, and other hands-off approaches to animal-human rela-
tionships (the idea that the best kind of relationship between humans 
and other animals would be no relationship at all [also challenged by 
Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011: 7]). 
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Here, I wish to emphasize that animal liberation movements engage 
themselves with the crucial task of putting speciesist practices on a 
global agenda. It is thanks to the relentless critique, the protests, the 
civil disobedience, and the ever-developing sentimental rhetoric that 
humans become more aware of their role in sustaining speciesism. 
Furthermore, the field of Critical Animal Studies is increasingly inter-
disciplinary and consists of varying approaches to anti-speciesism. 
Lastly, it can also be argued that we would not even be thinking 
about non-speciesism without an emotional association with – and 
concern for – the suffering that other animals experience. It is only 
with regards to the imagination of other worldings – particularly 
thinking about the possible rather than negative ingredients of such 
worlds – where I argue that animal liberationism falls short.

3.1.2 WELFARISM: BETTER CAGES & THE STATUS QUO

Another ideology that concerns itself with improving the lives of 
other animals involves welfarism. Where the animal liberationists 
subscribe to an abolitionist approach and a total rejection of spe-
ciesism, welfarists advocate for so-called ‘humane’ treatment of 
other animals. They generally focus on improving the well-being of 
animals in its current systems. While both fields seek to challenge 
our norms regarding the place animals have in our societies, their 
differences are remarkable. Liberationists are firmly anti-speciesist, 
whereas welfarists often support speciesism, as long as it is done as 
‘humanely’ as possible9. Welfarist-informed legislations and animal 
rights achievements are updated and expanded continuously, based 
on emerging scientific insights into capabilities of animals to feel pain 
or suffer as well as ongoing court cases and political engagement of 
lobbyist groups with policymaking.

9  Here, it is also important to point out that there is a difference between ‘animal welfarism’ 
in general and so-called ‘new animal welfarism’. ‘Animal welfarists’ claim that human interests gen-
erally overrule animal interests. ‘New animal welfarists’, on the other hand, think we should aim for 
abolishing speciesism, but they argue (pragmatically) that it will take a very long time to accomplish 
this, so in the meantime, we should support animal welfare as best as we can. A counter-argument that 
is put forward by animal liberationists as a response to this is that this pragmatic approach actually 
only enables and structurally enforces animal oppression and exploitation in the long run because it 
encourages the ‘manufacturing of consent’ (cf. Johnson 2011). 
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The design work that aligns with the welfarist worldview is plentiful 
and appears in many different design fields. The realization that 
we treat other animals poorly in our society, combined with the 
welfarists’ pragmatic stances on direct improvement of their lives 
enables specifically focused and solution-oriented design. With 
regards to interaction design, the field called Animal Computer 
Interaction (ACI) is a sub-field of Human Computer Interaction 
(HCI) and aims to investigate how designers and researchers can take 
the needs and perspectives of animals as users of our technologies 
seriously (Mancini 2011). Examples include environment enrichment 
for zoo and farm animals (Driessen et al. 2014) or interfaces for 
assistant/working dogs (Robinson et al. 2014).

It can indeed be argued that some of the research carried out in the 
area of ACI is paramount in improving the welfare of other animals. 
For example, the development of interactive games for orangutans in a 
zoo in Melbourne contributes directly to the enrichment of their daily 
environment and, as social primates, the games facilitate interactions 
with the human zoo visitors (Webber et al. 2017). Another project 
is inspired by European legislation that aims to improve the welfare 
of farmed pigs by requiring the availability of toys in their daily 
living environments. Research has demonstrated that pigs are playful 
animals that, when they lack cognitive stimulation inside industrial 
farms, start biting each other’s’ tails off out of boredom or frustration 
(Driessen et al. 2014). The ‘Playing with Pigs’ project directly 
responds to this challenge by proposing a multiplayer interactive 
touch screen game that invites playfulness that is designed according 
to insights about pigs’ playful behaviour (ibid.). Thirdly, there is a 
rapidly growing amount of research and commercial developments 
that target the pet industry. Many of the technologies that designers 
propose in this field facilitate distance communication with pets or 
suggest other options for satisfying their basic needs such as watching 
tv for dogs (Hirskyj-Douglas et al. 2017) or playing interactive games 
(cf. some of my own design work in this area10: Westerlaken and 
Gualeni 2014, Westerlaken and Gualeni 2016a).

10  These design projects will be discussed in more detail in Part II. The sections
  ,  ,  ,  , will focus specifically on several of my own design contributions to this thesis.



125

These examples demonstrate how the design and development of 
technologies can directly improve the welfare of other animals and 
address issues that limit their well-being in current environments. But, 
referring back to Chapter 1.4.1 (on using animals for consumption) 
and 1.4.3 (on using animals for entertainment): What if we wish 
to argue against keeping wild animals captive in zoos in the first 
place? What if we think that pigs should not be bred for meat, to 
begin with? And what if we argue that leaving pets at home by 
themselves for extended amounts of time is a harmful practice? From 
an anti-speciesist standpoint, it becomes clear how the research and 
development of these interaction modalities can actually re-enforce 
a system of animal oppression. Surely, when we can play games with 
orangutans – zoos can become much more entertaining for humans 
to visit. When pigs are kept busy in their sheds – we can likely house 
more of them in the same spaces. And when our pets are entertained 
with technology – we can leave them alone for longer periods of time. 
These examples indeed indicate that in many cases, improving the 
welfare of other animals can lead to an intensification of speciesism. I 
therefore think it is crucial for designers who are motivated to improve 
the well-being of other animals, to question whether their design of 
animal welfare technologies helps in imagining less-speciesist worlds, 
or if it merely contributes to making things worse. 

Nonetheless, there are several directions within the context of 
welfarism that are worth exploring further. It is notably the pragmatic 
and direct engagement with other animals that helps us imagine 
alternatives with other animals in design practice. In some cases, it 
may be only because of the welfarist’s ideas that humans and other 
animals engage with each other in practice and can explore each 
other’s world-making practices in problematic spaces like zoos, 
farms, and other sources of animal exploitation. While other fields 
would critique, complicate, or theorize, it is the welfarists who can 
engage with the worlds of other animals and imagine more desirable 
alternatives through direct engagement.
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3.1.3 COMPOST: COMPLEXITIES & TROUBLEMAKING

There is a crucial area of other disciplines or ideologies with frame-
works for thinking about world-making with other animals that are 
relevant to this thesis. It is, however, impossible to outline these as 
a field, because it is precisely the fluidity, their contradictions, and 
the lack of essential grounding that brings scholars from these fields 
together. A scholar such as Haraway, for example, has often been 
labelled a postmodernist, posthumanist, or ecofeminist, but she has 
also rejected these descriptions. Furthermore, theoretical fields inves-
tigating new-materialism, feminist technoscience, poststructuralism, 
anti-essentialism, or critical posthumanism are both overlapping and 
differing with a myriad of approaches, understandings, and methods 
of knowledge production. A full analysis of their histories and details 
as disciplines with regards to other animals is outside of the scope 
of this thesis. It would perhaps even lead to an impossible project 
because some of these fields are characterized precisely through a 
lack of predetermined identities that grounds them. A refusal to be 
pinned down or categorized is part of the project that scholars who 
move within these fields want to achieve.

“Other words for this might be materialism, evolution, 

ecology, sympoiesis, history, situated knowledges, cosmological 

performance, science art worldings, or animism, complete with all 

the contaminations and infections conjured by each of these terms. 

Critters are at stake in each other in every mixing and turning of 

the terran compost pile. We are compost, not posthuman; we 

inhabit the humusities, not the humanities. Philosophically and 

materially, I am compostist, not a posthumanist. Critters – human 

and not – become-with each other, compose and decompose each 

other, in every scale and register of time and stuff in sympoietic 

tangling, in ecological evolutionary developmental earthly 

worlding and unworlding.” (Haraway 2016: 97).

With a nod to Haraway, a compost pile can shape a relational 
framework that challenges anthropocentrism without categorizing 
this as an ‘-ism’ or a new discipline. But this form of composting 
simultaneously presents one of its challenges, because instead of only 
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being a collection of stuff, how does a pile of compost continue 
to decompose and grow life? The methods that scholars who are 
searching for these less anthropocentric framings undertake aim 
to move beyond critique and deconstructionism. But the creation 
of new concepts becomes an increasingly complicated theoretical 
affair. Philosopher Rosi Braidotti, for example, suggests an intimate 
connection between critique and creation, where critique is also an 
act of “conceptual imagination in the task of producing sustainable 
alternatives” (Braidotti 2011: 6), but should not be the only mode 
of thinking. 

Yet, with regards to design, it must be stated that most designers do 
not leave readings of scholars like Isabelle Stengers, Karen Barad, 
Rosi Braidotti, or Gilles Deleuze (to name a few) with the practical 
guidance that directly inspires design work. And, phrasing this from 
my own experience, it can feel like their work helps to turn worlds 
into assemblages that become ever more complicated with theories 
and interrelated dynamics. This can result in compost piles merely 
becoming bigger and bigger, instead of enriching the soil and growing 
life. 

This attempt at troubling our understandings and introducing more 
complex ways of thinking about the world seems to be crucial to 
how theorists advocate for a more encompassing approach that 
widens our perspectives and broadens our understandings. At the 
same time, it makes an attempt at creating non-speciesist possibilities 
also more challenging. This is because negotiations of non-speciesist 
encounters with other living entities can bring up a multitude of 
questions that problematize the situation that is depicted, imagined, 
or designed. As argued by media studies scholar Eva Haifa Giraud, 
emphasizing pluralities and entanglements risks replacing concrete 
everyday decisions, or it may be used to point out the limitations we 
face in trying to understand complex situations; but what comes after 
such entanglements are acknowledged (cf. Giraud 2019)? Giraud 
thereby  states that some of these relationality theories do not account 
for the fact that we are required to take a stance on some possible 
worlds and not others (cf. Van Dooren 2014: 61), and when the 
acknowledgement of entanglements replaces decision making (or 
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responding) it can merely reproduce existing oppressions (Giraud 
2019: 72). In theory, I agree that it can be possible to follow a framing 
that is at ease with its own contradictions and flexibilities in shifting 
back and forth from abstractions to specifics. In practice – and in 
moving beyond activism, artworks, stories, or design that focuses on 
raising problems or asking more questions – it is however much more 
difficult to navigate these complexities and make decisions about ever 
more complicated issues. Designers are also required to take actions, 
and choose certain materials, prototypes, limitations, or scenarios to 
work with over others. 

Nonetheless, this compost pile allows us to think with alternatives 
to speciesism without simplifying its meaning, without knowing 
upfront if the outcome of these negotiations will be helpful to other 
animals or not, while at the same time working with contradictory 
perspectives and refusals to be categorized. Authors who have been 
particularly skilled at translating ideas from such compost piles into 
stories that lead to new stories include, for example, Ursula Le Guin, 
Vinciane Despret, and Anna Tsing. In their stories and scholarship, 
they have composed different ways in which humans and other living 
beings encounter each other, where each story does not work towards 
a single answer but to an additive process of knowledge-making. As 
Haraway writes (here with a focus on Despret), their work inhabits 
a world of propositions not available before, it creates and discloses 
new scripts, and surprising answers made the world richer (Haraway 
2016: 128). A key phrase that can help clarify what inspires these 
stories involves Haraway’s slogan (as well as a part of the title of her 
2016 book): ‘staying with the trouble’. Much of the design work I 
engaged with, during this PhD, align with such troubled storied that 
take place in difficult situations. These projects are troubled in the 
sense of negotiating the consequences of climate change, dealing with 
mass extinctions, maintaining relationships with food, or cohabiting 
in unequal settings. Despite their complexity, the work of these 
scholars helps to inspire possibilities for different attachments or 
intimacies with other animals and offer a relational outlook on how 
living together with all kinds of entities can be conceptualized. 

The three fields I have summarized in this section each come with their 
own rhetoric and challenges. They are all enacted through their own 
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scholarship; they emerged from different histories and timeframes; 
and they are continued nowadays not only through a variety of 
academic conferences, journals, and books but also through activism. 
Importantly, many of the scholars and designers that feature in this 
thesis are not necessarily subscribing to only one of these disciplines, 
but their world-making also overlaps. For example, the scholarship 
of Donna Haraway is fundamentally built on feminist technoscience 
theories, but her ideas are also regarded as welfarist (Cudworth 2011: 
182). Or, animal political theorist Eva Meijer can be considered as 
firmly anti-speciesist (or animal liberationist), but builds a common 
language between humans and other animals through a reconciliation 
of both new materialism and justice approaches (Meijer 2019: 163). 
Similarly, this thesis – and my design work – travels back and forth 
between these three disciplines and speaks to the scholarship and 
design work that is produced within these often-contradictory fields. 

While an overview of these three fields clarifies some of the ongoing 
debates with regards to animal oppression, the outline of these three 
disciplines are overlapping, temporary, and fragile in the sense that it 
is arguably impossible to divide existing scholarship in this manner. 
This thesis also aligns with these fields to varying degrees and often 
builds on stances deriving from all these three fields, and attempts to 
formulate a response to the challenges that I outlined here. I will come 
back to these fields with regards to terms like ‘animal liberationism’ 
and ‘welfarism’, or by citing the ‘composting-scholars’ directly. In that 
sense, there is no one framing that I choose to adopt, nor am I trying 
to reconcile all three fields into one (some of their disagreements 
are simply too strong for this [cf. Westerlaken 2018a]). Instead, I 
am integrating those aspects that help illustrate a framework for 
imagining alternatives to speciesism. This framework (instead of only 
residing in critique, sentimental liberalism, theoretical engagements, 
complexity, or only works to reinforce the status quo) proposes to 
imagine difference with design practice in everyday encounters and is 
open to negotiating possibilities without losing track of the suffering 
that speciesism entails. 

I now turn to conceptualizing this framework further by giving things 
a name.
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3.2 IMAGINING WORDS: MULTI-SPECIES-ISMS

As one might have noticed in reading this thesis to this point, there 
is an issue with the wording that describe those worlds that are not 
speciesist. Both the research area of Critical Animal Studies, as well 
as everyday spaces of animal activism, constitute the very few places 
in which the notion of speciesism appears to describe the oppression 
of other animals. In other fields, the whole idea of problematizing 
human violence against other animals as a whole is rarely discussed. 
As Cary Wolfe wrote, even the discourse in post-humanism – seem-
ingly the place where scholars end up challenging human exception-
alism – remains stuck in unexamined speciesist frameworks (Wolfe 
2003: 7). 

Now let’s try to use the notion of speciesism to imagine those worlds 
that are non-speciesist. In your own imagination, what does such a 
world look like? 
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It turns out that it is quite difficult to imagine something by only 
describing what it is not. 

As an analogy, try to imagine you are a designer tasked with a project 
to design a new kind of chair. This chair, however, needs to be an 
artefact that is not used for sitting, but for something else. Actually, it 
is a chair built for anything else, but not sitting. The new chair cannot 
even have any sitting-related activities connected to it. 

You may approach this brief by browsing the internet and perhaps 
other archives with examples of chairs, you could ask around for 
suggestions, and you might try to come up with original ideas by 
playing with existing chairs. But soon after that, you will likely feel 
stuck. If all chairs are used for sitting as a primary function, how 
is it possible to imagine something that can be called a chair, but is 
not used like one? It is not until you characterize an idea of what 
you actually want to design instead that things start to emerge. In 
this effort, “designing a thing is typically not only about creating an 
object – about ‘thing-design’ – but also about embodying, or inscrib-
ing, some notion of intended use – about ‘use-design’.” (Redström 
2008: 419). Perhaps it turns out to be a table, a hammock, a carpet, 
or a kitchen counter? Or a combination of those.

In a many-world world understanding, the creation of concepts makes 
worlds: they isolate and construct and thereby bring something into 
being. In other words, concepts do not exist in a vacuum but are 
actively created, and this creation is continuously enacted. To be able 
to design for the emergence of particular worlds – worlds that we 
want to bring into being – we thus need to actively and continuously 
create those concepts that fit with the unfolding perspectives that 
embody and inhabit those worlds. And with regards to this chal-
lenge, I argue that the notion of non-speciesism is counter-productive 
and paralyzing because rather than creating an actual concept to 
think-with, it only offers a break-down (non-) of an already existing 
concept (speciesism)11.

11  In part II of this thesis ( ), I further exemplify this paralyzing effect of designing with the 
notion of speciesism in mind, as it is something that I have experienced in my own design work as well.
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So, what concepts can we use to describe those worlds that reject 
speciesism, without saying what they are not? Is it even possible 
to put non-speciesist interactions into words if they are so scarce? 
And can we create a concept that allows for the active many-world 
‘becoming’ of non-speciesist worlds, rather than trying to find an all 
too definite notion?

During this PhD project, I went on a two-year quest to find the right 
words, and I uncovered something odd: many people that problema-
tize speciesist practices do not know the answer to this question. This 
is to say that they do have very clearly developed intuitions towards 
the kinds of respectful and compassionate relationships they (intend 
to) have with other animals, but they are not sure what words to use 
to describe these interactions, or how to call the worlds that they 
envision. In other words, many people know quite well how to live 
these worlds in practice, but cannot describe them as a concept. These 
non-verbal understandings of non-speciesism can be said to serve as 
emerging understandings that are lived, ever-evolving, and difficult 
to pin-down as concepts. 

Besides the notion of non-speciesism (or anti-speciesism and 
post-speciesism), there are some terms we use to describe opposite 
kinds of relations. A term like ‘animal-liberation’, for example, 
has a vital function in animal activism: it clearly explains what we 
need to do: liberate animals. This term, however, points towards 
the action that needs to be undertaken to end animal suffering and 
says very little about what this freedom entails. Imagining animal 
liberation would imply the development of ideas about how this 
liberation takes place (such as through protests, civil disobedience, 
sanctuaries, and adoption programs). All of these are crucial stages 
towards creating a non-speciesist society, but do not describe such 
a society itself. An often-used slogan in animal activism is ‘none are 
free until all are free’. Here, the notion of freedom describes a lack 
of captivity or enslavement and the absence of control or constraint 
(Miriam-Webster n.d.). But it seems much harder to define what the 
concept of freedom entails without discussing it as an opposite of 
captivity. Moreover, on a more abstract level, what would it mean to 
be in a world in which anyone is truly free, what would we do with 
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ourselves? Referring back to the analogy with the chair, the design 
of non-speciesist worlds needs inspiration from things that can be 
part of these worlds rather than only describe what they are lacking. 

Here I will also place a short note referring back to Chapter 1.2.2 
on relations to other forms of oppression. When we describe worlds 
or desirable futures that are free from institutional violence, we tend 
to use terms like ‘feminism’, ‘diversity’, or ‘multiculturalism’ to 
positively emphasize the ideologies that carry these worlds. I argue 
that even within these fields, more words to describe the positive 
elements of these constructs are helpful for designers and other future 
makers to materialize and inspire their work. But comparing this to 
the terms we have to positively refer to the rejection of speciesism, 
the lack of concepts is still striking.   

Other words that I came across are ‘ethical veganism’, which is 
sometimes also used to describe post-speciesist societies. Still, this 
term usually refers to a consumption ideology: vegan shoes are made 
without animal body-parts, vegan milk is made out of plant-based 
ingredients, etc. The concept was seemingly coined by Donald Watson 
in 1944 to differentiate the ‘Vegan Society’ from vegetarianism, to 
indicate a specific diet (The Vegan Society n.d.). When we extend it 
to everyday encounters and interactions, it would be unusual to say 
that I just had a vegan encounter with a squirrel, perhaps confusingly 
implying that we did not eat each other. The term also presupposes 
that eating another animal or their products is by definition excluded 
from a world that is not speciesist. I think that this idea insufficiently 
accounts for the relationships of carnivorous animals with their prey 
(something that most ethical vegans also would describe as non-
speciesist). Furthermore, it does not align with scenarios in which 
human animals live under certain circumstances (such as regions 
without sufficient plant-based proteins). I also think that it is too 
defining to claim that non-speciesist worldings do not include any 
form of animal consumption by humans. I further reflect on existing 
ideas about non-speciesist animal-consumption by humans in Part 
II (  , ). 
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The problem here is that the term ‘veganism’ to describe non-
speciesist worldings indicates a rather ‘clean’ or ‘hands-off’ so-called 
abolitionist ideology. In this understanding of ethical veganism, the 
best possible relationship between humans and other animals would 
be no relationship at all (cf. Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011: 6-8). 
Having said this, I do think that many humans abiding to (ethically 
motivated) vegan ideologies already continuously engage with the 
worlding practices of other animals. They thereby inspire ideas on 
how to live differently with other animals on an everyday basis. In 
imagining worlds that abandon speciesism further, beyond dietary 
habits, it becomes crucial to pay special attention to people that are 
already used to making vegan choices every single day. I merely argue 
that the term ‘veganism’ by itself is not enough to account for the 
complexity and much larger variety of worlding practices that appear 
in a non-speciesist society.

Other terms that are often used to describe respectful and 
compassionate ways of living with other animals are quite human-
centred on closer look. In Jainism, for example (as well as other 
schools of Indian thought, including Buddhist and Vedic sources), 
a universal virtue to describe a compassionate way of thinking and 
living with all other living beings is referred to as ‘ahiṃsā’ (Walli 
1974: 60). This concept, however, is also derived from a negation:  
a-hiṃsṃ – meaning no-injury, and carries the meaning that to hurt 
another being (both in thought and action) is to hurt oneself and 
to hurt the divine energy (Walli 1974: 76) (see also “institutional 
mythology” in Chapter 2.2.2). Second, terms like ‘animalism’ or 
‘sentientism’ – derived from a broadening of a ‘humanist’ ideology 
– imply an expansion of anthropocentric modernist traditions of 
humanism towards zoo-centrism. These concepts merely raise the 
status of other animals, which creates a new moral boundary at the 
question of what counts as ‘sentient’. Furthermore, they maintain a 
modernist idea of higher versus lower entities that are ‘animal-like’. 
These ideologies tend to get stuck with questions like ‘what about 
plants, bacteria, fungi, and artificial intelligence’? This understanding 
claims that entities need to have certain ‘sentient’ (i.e. human-like) 
characteristics to be offered moral consideration by humans. Third, 
some other notions from posthumanist perspectives generally aim to 
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offer less anthropocentric positions, include ecofeminism (cf. Miles 
n.d.), deep-ecology or ecosophy (cf. Madsen n.d.), and bioethics (cf. 
Zylinska 2011). These terms aim much more broadly at offering 
alternatives to the category ‘human’ as something unique and at the 
centre of the world. Although a non-speciesist framework might fit 
into these concepts, these categories are so broad that they do not 
sufficiently emphasize or involve a firm rejection of speciesism. 

It was during these times of talking to animal-liberationists, welfarists, 
and other scholars/activists as well as reading about the terminology 
that describes non-speciesism that I started to see the contribution I 
could make as an interaction design researcher. How can we design 
for emerging worldings if we only know what they are not? The 
knowledge gap became so much clearer if I articulate it like this:

We are suffering from a lack of non-speciesist worldings firstly 
because we are only emphasizing what they are not. We cannot seem 
to describe what they are actually like. 

Despite pointing towards the possibility for design practice to 
materialize or articulate worldings that we cannot easily describe 
in words, I do think it is important to give things a name, especially 
when the only alternative is to reside in negations (such as the notion 
of non-speciesism). Other concepts, or different meanings of old 
concepts, will have to be invented12.

3.2.1 MULTI-SPECIES-ISMS

When attempting to think about non-speciesism in a many-world 
world, we need a term that can encompass the plurality of worlding 
activities that are always ongoing and continuously undertaken by 
all animals. It is for this reason that I choose to develop the notion 
of the ‘multispecies’ adjective further. With the awareness that the 
term ‘multispecies’ is already widely used (particularly in ecofeminist 

12  It is also worth mentioning here that other areas suffer from the same knowledge gaps. For 
example, what do post-capitalist, post-growth, post-colonial worlds look like? How do we describe 
them without saying what they are not? I argue that these notions could also benefit from positive 
conceptualizations that help to articulate the aspects that such worlds could contain. 
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and posthumanist discourse), in this thesis I offer a more specific 
interpretation of this concept with regards to speciesism and design.

Multispecies worlding, then, (aligning with Haraway) simply means 
that multiple species (including humans, other animals, as well as 
other living entities such as plants) are involved in worlding practices, 
without assigning any particular order, direction, or hierarchy (as 
would be indicated by terms like inter-species or trans-species). The 
term multispecies includes a broader and more open-ended adjective 
that can evolve further in different directions while maintaining a 
focus on living entities involved in world-making. This is not to say 
that I wish to eradicate the object-oriented-ontology approach that 
includes the potential worlding capacities of non-living entities such 
as snowflakes and rocks (cf. Bogost 2012, Morton 2017), or deny 
the existence of agency in things (cf. Verbeek 2011, Giaccardi et al. 
2016, Reddy 2020). It rather speaks to a multiplicity of actors that 
make and do worlds, without establishing a particular category or 
boundary as to who these actors are13. 

And, with regards to multispecies, why stick to the term ‘species’? 
According to Timothy Morton, the notion of species is “violently 
antique” (Morton 2017: 19). One reason for this statement involves a 
more recent branch of biology-inspired posthumanism that reconsid-
ers human exceptionalism by breaking down the idea of what we call 

13  A more encompassing approach to think about living entities is suggested by anthropologist 
Eduardo Kohn’s in his 2013 book How Forests Think: Toward an Anthropology Beyond the Human. 
Following the understandings of the Equadorian Runa people (specifically in the Sapara Nation), he 
argues that a limiting approach to non-human agency is often taken for granted in posthumanism (with 
a distinction only between human and non-human entities). This distinction overlooks the fact that 
some members of the non-human category can be understood as ‘selves’, whereby selves very broadly 
indicate processes that are subject to response and adaptation, in other words to things that are ‘living’ 
(Kohn 2013: 7). The response and adaptation that qualify a ‘self’ according to Kohn do not need to take 
place at time scales and with modalities that customarily enter the horizon of human phenomenologies. 
For example, a coral reef takes centuries to grow, and climatic changes in an ecosystem are not always 
possible to be perceived and understood at the temporal scale of human beings. Furthermore, these 
selves are not necessarily part of the animal kingdom, and they do not even have to be endowed with 
a nervous system to be recognized as ‘selves’: according to Kohn, plants and mushrooms also qualify. 
Additionally, he maintains that selfhood can be distributed over multiple bodies. This is the case, for 
example of the ‘selfhood’ of a seminar, a crowd, a forest, or an ant colony (Kohn 2013). This broader 
understanding of living entities allows us to keep the edges open and avoid defining all too rigidly 
where alive-ness begins and ends. In this way, concepts such as agency, response, and adaptation may 
become matters of negotiation. They can thereby extend onto things that human animals in western 
worlds generally perceive as non-living, but various indigenous communities regard as fully expressive 
and world-making.
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‘species’ and illustrates that it is not at all possible to identify or cat-
egorize individuals as such. Rather than single entities or organisms, 
living beings are actually ‘holobionts’. Our bodies are largely made 
up of other species including microbes, bacterial symbionts, and 
complex ecosystems that comprise and interact with our anatomy, 
genomes, development, immune system, physiology, and the ways we 
evolve (Gilbert 2017: M73-M89). These symbiotic entanglements of 
everyone’s bodies make it impossible to say where one species starts 
and another one ends. Any attempt at creating boundaries between 
inside and outside ontology is “arbitrarily produced by acts of vio-
lence (social, psychic and philosophical) on beings that cannot in any 
sense be arbitrarily divided in such ways” (Morton 2017: 24). 

I agree that this is indeed the case. Following this ontological 
branch of posthumanism and biology, this idea of organisms that 
continuously fuse with each other broadly redefines what it means 
to be a human living entity who is involved with other animals 
on this planet. In reconciling the concept of the holobiont with 
the problematization of speciesism, however, the complete lack of 
perceivable boundaries (accurate or simply made up for the time 
being) risks removing all aspects of accountability with regards to 
animal oppression. We might, for example, start blaming the bacteria 
in our gut for encouraging massive animal slaughter and thereby 
relocating accountability in undefinable and inseparable entities that 
make up the temporary totality of our worlds. This is indeed an 
exciting and relevant ontological posthumanist meditation on what 
it means to be in the world. Still, in our everyday encounters with 
other entities, we continuously shape our actions and make decisions 
on intuitively (albeit inaccurately) grouping together and separating 
the things we encounter. Following quantum theory, it can be said 
that structures or orders have intrinsic contradictions, otherwise 
they could not exist. As Morton further explains, with reference 
to Schrödinger: “if my boundaries weren’t fuzzy, if there weren’t 
quantum events occurring everywhere in me, I would be a cloud of 
powder dispersed at the slightest breeze. My very solidity depends 
upon my being fuzzy.” (Morton 2016: 90). Furthermore, feminist 
technoscience scholar Michelle Murphy argues that it is not enough 
to theorize life as clusters of nonindividual symbiotic beings. Instead, 
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we need to burst open categories of organism, individual, and body 
to acknowledge a shared, entangling, and extensive condition of 
being (Murphy 2017: 498). A critique of speciesism requires the 
possibility to group entities, otherwise the notion of speciesism (or 
any conceptual category for living beings) could not be identified. 
A relational approach to design must however also acknowledge its 
own intrinsic contradictions in materializing or imagining artefacts 
(or concepts) for which a certain sense of solidity is necessary to be 
able to bring things into being. As Morton argues, fuzziness and 
solidity are not mutually exclusive, they need each other. I argue that 
the same can be said for critique and possibility. I therefore argue that 
the multi- aspect of the term multispecies can account for the fact 
that the ‘we’, ‘I’, and ‘them’ are not as easily defined as we used to 
think. At the same time – and here is where the multispecies worlding 
concept crucially differs from the way Haraway uses it – the -species 
element of the multispecies concept can firmly and continuously 
remind us that this concept seeks to define the opposite meaning of 
speciesism. As a noun, the term multispecies-isms14 simply indicates 
the plural directional stance that carries these worldings.

So, for the remainder of this thesis, I will use the adjective ‘multispecies’, 
the noun ‘multispeciesisms’, or the practice of ‘multispecies worlding’ 
to identify the positive (rather than negative) ingredients of world-
making that are response-able towards other animals (rather than 
speciesist). It is important to keep in mind here, that the ‘multispecies’ 
concept does not only mean that multiple species are involved in 
world-making, but the term is expanded to include a multiplicity and 
continuous enacting of worlds. 

14  It is relevant to clarify here that, with the notion of multispeciesisms, I mean to align 
with -isms that advocate against oppression with plurality (such as feminisms, multiculturalisms, and 
postcolonialisms). I am distancing this work from -isms that attempt to reinforce oppression or propose 
singular and fixed ideological standpoints. At the same time, I indicate that -isms can take strong foci 
and positions within a many-world world understanding. That is to say that these -isms (in plural) are 
continuously negotiable and never essentially obtainable. 
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These ‘abilities to respond’, as well as the possible meanings of 
multispecies worlding practices, are further illustrated and elabo-
rated upon throughout this thesis. In other words, now that I have 
established a concept to describe the worldings that I am after in this 
thesis, the next challenge is to find ways to imagine what they can 
possibly contain.

3.3 IMAGINARY FUTURES OR ALTERNATIVE  
PRESENTS

In the previous chapter, I cited Haraway when she claims that we 
need to tell better stories. Humans need to tell stories that can allow 
us to imagine differently and pay more attention to multispecies 
worlding practices. But how can this urge towards ‘telling better 
stories’ work relationally with other animals?

Surely, there is no such thing as a one-type-story in this framework, 
because a plural understanding implies that the worldings we engage 
with are always many. Writer Ursula Le Guin – author of many 
stories that imagine and play around with ideas of utopian societies 
– offers a suitable note on this matter; one that determines exactly 
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how the research and design method is framed within the context of 
this thesis:

“If utopia is a place that does not exist, then surely (as Lao Tzu 

would say) the way to get there is by the way that is not a way. 

And in the same vein, the nature of the utopia I am trying to 

describe is such that if it is to come, it must exist already.” (Le 

Guin 2016a: 185).

In other words, to imagine multispecies worldings in which humans 
and other animals live together differently – while accepting the 
uncertainty, temporality, active process, and lack of totality that 
these worlds imply – we need to pay more attention to what is 
already there: alternative presents. When it matters what multispe-
cies designs design designs, I argue that these designs are made to 
matter in the present. Our worlding processes connect to all the stuff 
that we relate to already, where we continuously add layers, stories, 
thoughts, knowledges, and designs in our daily lives. The practice 
of imagining multispecies worldings, together with other animals, is 
thus grounded in the present. Multispecies worlds arise from becom-
ing attentive to the things that exist around us. In other words, the 
task of imagining multispecies worlds is first and foremost one of 
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articulating the possibilities that are already there (Law 2011: 135, 
Le Guin 2016b: 208-209). It involves learning to be attentive to the 
multispecies worldings that are being made. Rather than scientific 
breakthroughs or techno-fixes, the imaginations of multispecies 
worlds arise in the practical enactments that each of us discovers in 
our daily life (Escobar 2017: 122). And it requires the imaginative 
freedom of letting go of the assumptions that keep us trapped within 
existing frameworks for thinking about worlds. The future is not 
prescribed but inscribed in already enacted worlds. This means that 
we can learn from it through a process of tracing and articulating 
what is already there, but what we are currently inattentive toward, 
to add more richness – different possibilities – to these presents (cf. 
Despret 2016). As anthropologist Eduardo Kohn summarizes in his 
review of Haraway’s (2016) book:

“Ongoingness as a temporal orientation is about ‘learning to 

be truly present’ in order to ‘become capable of response’ (p. 

1), for example, we need to be able to dream well and remain 

fully awake. (…) This makes ongoingness, to my mind, imagistic. 

For it involves a kind of iterative re-presentation; not faithful 

reproduction, but, rather, a mindful way of bringing into the 

present what has already come, albeit in a ‘re-patterned’ form 

(p. 35). Ongoingness is a form of staying with what is, holding it 

with care in a way that might leave open a space for unexpected 

flourishing.” (Kohn 2018: 99-100, page numbers are references 

to Haraway 2016).

The field of design is, in one way or another, inherently connected to 
bringing situations into being. It is either concerned with possibili-
ties for the present or the development of ideas for possible futures. 
Within our current modernist and anthropocentric frameworks, 
humans are not used to developing an attentiveness towards the 
enactments of multispecies worlds that can inspire different stories. 
These frameworks presuppose that the future is something that can 
be circumscribed or posited as an object of scientific study, where 
it is possible to predict and portray what the future can look like 
in its technological and material qualities. Such an understanding 
presupposed that the future is also something ‘out there’ that we can 
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understand on a static or linear timescale. Not only are these types 
of anthropocentric and modernist futures one-sided, but they are 
also unoriginal because they cannot avoid reproducing themselves. 
Knowledges are world-making practices, but they tend to make the 
worlds they know. As Elisabeth Grosz argues: “if dominant modes 
of knowledge (causal, statistical) are incapable of envisioning the 
absolutely new, maybe other modes of knowing, other forms of 
thinking, need to be proposed” (Grosz 1999: 21). Design-future 
researcher and practitioner Ramia Mazé proposes design-based 
research as becoming a practice of seeing and acting to open for 
meaningful ways of knowing, experiencing and relating to futurity 
and: to “re-inscribe the power politics of the present instead of the 
openness or alternative possibilities of the future” (Inayatullah 1990: 
134, cited by Mazé 2019: 28). But thus far, practices of design and 
design-research that include more relational reflexivity still often rely 
on human communication through language, articulated responses, 
and other cognitive processes humans carry out. This becomes an 
even more challenging task when other animals are more deliberately 
involved in design processes. 

To allow for a broader perspective on how other animals can take 
part in these design efforts, sociologist and design researcher Alex 
Taylor brings together the possibilities for less anthropocentric ways 
of engaging through design in reconciling the work of Vinciane 
Despret and Tim Ingold:

“What we find in Despret’s stories with animals, as well as 

Ingold’s strings and lines, are lessons for how we might begin 

to treat the relations—the correspondences—as openings and 

as opportunities and possibilities for more sympathetic, richer, 

and more expansive ways of becoming together. We then face 

the possibility of getting past the limiting language of human-

centeredness that cannot do anything but overestimate our 

mastery and agency in the world. Our entangled lines and lives 

with animals give us the possibility to dream for new entities and, 

through design, to begin to give these entities [a] chance” (Taylor 

2017: 36).
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Through entangled design practices that try to move beyond 
human-centredness, other possibilities for multispecies worldings 
may arise. In the words of Arturo Escobar, “the inner work demanded 
for a relational practice of living and designing requires other tools 
than (or beside) those of theoretical reflection.” (Escobar 2017: 157). 
Throughout this thesis, I hope to demonstrate how the practice of 
design can contribute to expressing and bringing forth multispecies 
worldings that are inscribed in the present while including other 
animals in the process. Not as a search for final answers or essential 
qualities of multispecies worlding, but to add layers of possibility that 
propose a richness to the present. Here, the task is twofold and relates 
to the definition of design as ‘negotiating possibilities’. One part 
involves engaging in multispecies worlding practices by responding to 
the worlds other animals make (a practice of negotiation). The second 
part consists of articulating and expressing these worlds, so they 
generate knowledges (an additive process of expressing possibility).  

In learning and practising these, what I would tentatively call mul-
tispecies worlding skills (more on this notion of ‘skills’ in Part III, 
Notes for Other Beginnings), I found theoretical support in a particu-
lar approach to speculative ethics that evolves around the notion of 
‘care’. This framework for doing ‘ethics in practice’, detailed in the 
next section, helps to articulate how our daily lives can be attentive 
towards multispecies world-making. 

3.4 ETHICS: SPECULATION AND CARE

Traditionally, the meaning of ethics resides in a search for what is 
good or bad, right or wrong, or moral or immoral. Depending on 
one’s static understanding of the world (see Chapter 2.2), particular 
perspectives on ethics evolve15. In a relational understanding of the 

15  In a religious paradigm, for example, what is right or wrong is understood through the 
knowledge of the divine. Thus, in major contemporary religions, moral obligations derive from god’s 
commands, either as a duty or because it has positive or negative consequences. Other, more modernist 
understandings, imply that an awareness of what actions are ‘ethical’ emerges from things understood as 
ultimately determinable like pleasure versus pain, knowledge versus ignorance, freedom versus control, 
positive versus negative outcomes, moral versus immoral motives, agreement versus disagreement, or 
equality versus inequality. 
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world, however, the development of ethical directions becomes an 
even more complicated affair, because the fundamental grounds on 
which stable, ethical principles are developed is lacking. If there is 
no fixed world – out there – but worlds instead are enacted all the 
time, there is no basis in which ideas of good and bad can ultimately 
be grounded. Ethics, then, rather than formulating a set of principles 
to live by, instead shapes different types of narratives about lived 
experiences, without any stable answers as to what kind of actions 
these narratives imply. In other words, 

rather than following a grand narrative that prescribes ethics (such 
as in modernist or religious understandings), one’s ethics becomes 
inspired by lots of different, smaller, narratives. Moreover, these nar-
ratives are continuously changing and thereby able to shift ethical 
perspectives. Importantly, as already discussed in Chapter 2.2.3, this 
does not mean that we cannot take strong stances on what we under-
stand as right or wrong or attempt to convince others of our ideas. 
Instead, it implies that our positions cannot form a basis for claiming 
a universal ethics, but only for speculative ethics: politics gets mixed 
up with reality-making and has to be continuously contested and 
rethought. Speculative ethics are not concerned with fixed explan-
atory visions or normative (moral or epistemological) stances, but 
instead focus on how things could be (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017: 60).

By bringing together the arguments of Chapter 1 and 2, thus far, 
this third chapter proposes two characteristics for the multispecies 
worldings that I attempt to bring into being: (1) a description that 
can be used as a container for these worlds (‘multispecies[isms]’) and 
(2) an emphasis on imagining worldings with those elements that are 
inscribed in the present. In this third part of the chapter, I identify 
a speculative approach to ethics that helps to – more concretely – 
articulate the role that ‘responding’ has in informing speculative 
ethical stances. The main keyword that inspires these speculative 
ethics, following the work of feminist philosopher Maria Puig de la 
Bellacasa, is ‘care’. 
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3.4.1 CARE 

The meanings that the word ‘care’ evokes may initially resort on 
its positive or pleasant aspects, such as taking care of someone or 
something through nurturing and affection. Care can involve other 
humans, other animals, and plants, but also non-living things like 
caring for our home, our possessions, or caring about intangible 
concepts such as spirituality or death. But contrary to an initial 
understanding of the word, care is not always something pleasant 
or innocent. It is much more ambivalent than that. Sometimes, for 
example, we might care too much, pretend to care, be worn out by 
care, or perhaps care for the ‘wrong’ things. Other times we act care-
fully, but this does not mean we always do what we later perceive as 
the ‘right’ thing. The understanding that care is relational and can 
never be defined as a single thing makes it particularly suitable for an 
understanding of ethics in a continuously enacted many-world world. 
So how can the notion of care become a useful approach to ethics?

In her book Matters of Care: Speculative Ethics in more than Human 
Worlds, author Maria Puig de la Bellacasa describes the notion of care 
(adapted from Joan Tronto and Bernice Fischer’s definition [Tronto 
1993: 103]) as “everything that is done to maintain, continue, and 
repair “the world” so that all can live in it as well as possible” (Puig 
de la Bellacasa 2017: 161). Importantly, the idea of living “as well as 
possible” includes a continuous hesitation on the meaning of “well” 
that is crucial for doing any kind of speculative ethics (ibid.: 7). As 
mentioned, there are no definite answers on what is right or wrong 
in a many-world world. Furthermore, to make the point that we need 
any kind of ethics, according to Puig de la Bellacasa, presupposes 
that there must be something ‘wrong’ with the currently available 
options for making moral decisions. A speculative ethics therefore 
requires an “indecisive critical approach, one that doesn’t seek refuge 
in the stances it takes, aware and appreciative of the vulnerability 
and ongoingness of any position on the ‘as well as possible.’ ” (ibid.). 
An indecisive critical approach to imagining multispecies worlds 
therefore allows us to reconcile firm critique with negotiating other 
possibilities. As Puig de la Bellacasa emphasizes here, any need for an 
articulation of (doing) ethics implies that critique is already involved. 
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Instead of solely embracing relationality as an answer to matters of 
concern (cf. Chapter 3.1.3) or hiding accountability entirely in the 
fluidity of living entities (cf. Chapter 3.2.1), a firm but indecisive 
critical stance (in this case on speciesism) is needed to encourage the 
imagining of other possibilities. Such stances do not claim universal 
solutions but they do propose that we can do ‘better’. 

One example that, I think, clarifies this point resides in all of our 
recurring trips to the grocery store in daily life. Any type of fixed 
ethical approach to inform decisions on what kinds of food to buy 
would claim to solve this question through a ready-made formula. 
Based on a number of factors that someone opts to take into account 
(such as financial resources, available options, health, taste, quality, 
and the means through which it is produced [like fair-trade, ecologi-
cal, organic, vegetarian, or vegan]), it is possible to, ultimately, make 
the best decisions on what to eat and use this stance – in principle – to 
guide all of our subsequent visits to the store. In practice, however, 
going to the grocery store is much more of a continuous effort in 
doing ethics every single instance. The positions by which we decide 
to buy something are continuously shifting (albeit perhaps minimally, 
based on the narratives that inspire us as well as other subtle or 
less-conscious influences), and motivating different purchases every 
day. How am I caring about the planet today? How much thought 
do I put into thinking about my health? Who else will be affected by 
my decisions today? What do I feel like eating? Why should I care? 

A speculative approach to ethics, therefore, acknowledges the com-
plexity of world-making and grounding ethical decisions, and sees 
this process as a continuously evolving and changing practice. When 
we incorporate the meaning of ‘care’ into this process, we can ask 
ourselves, next time we find ourselves doing groceries: how do I 
practice care today? What am I caring for, and what am I neglecting? 
And how does this influence my actions? How am I interpreting the 
meaning of living ‘as well as possible’ today? Such questions allow 
us to take critical stances, but they also acknowledge that the next 
time things can change.
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In other words, acting ‘with care’ becomes a non-innocent, impure, 
and open-ended approach to life that is always involved with the 
question of how to care (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017: 6). Speculative 
ethics, then, becomes a hands-on, ongoing process of re-creation of 
‘as well as possible’ relations and therefore one that is unthinkable 
without a specific context in which it is applied (ibid.). This defini-
tion of care, and its starting point for a speculative ethics, broadens 
the meaning and practice of care in several ways that, I argue, are 
inspiring for imagining multispecies worlds. 

Here we can read care as a verb: to care. This means that caring 
is a doing that consists of work that has actual affective, ethical, 
practical, and material consequences (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017: 4).  
Furthermore, it involves a tension between affective sides of care 
(such as love and nurturing) or as a work of maintenance that is not 
necessarily engaged at all (for example in case a worker is pressured 
into caring as part of (waged, social, or emotional) labour) (ibid.: 
5). In other words, care can become an oppressive burden, a joy, or 
even a boredom (ibid.). 

There is also no denying that care often attaches to the self, even in 
seemingly altruistic or self-less practices of care. In The Selfish Gene 
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(1976), Richard Dawkins explains how the struggle and competition 
of genes to replicate and propagate decides the life and behaviour of 
organisms; accordingly, any changes of a living body happens at the 
level of its genes. Care can thus potentially be located solely through 
this understanding of gene-level changes. This focus on gene-based 
evolution by natural selection, by modernist biologists, can quickly 
evolve into a grand-narrative theory of how the world works from 
a micro perspective on gene-processes and leaves out more inclusive 
understandings of world-making. Haraway broadens this perspective 
by shifting this narrative towards the influences that micro-organisms 
and ecosystems have on these genes. Inspired by the words of radical 
evolutionary theorist Lynn Margulis (1938-2011), Haraway states 
that nothing makes itself: “new kinds of cells, tissues, organs, 
and species evolve primarily through the long-lasting intimacy of 
strangers” (Haraway 2017: M26), and continues:

“The fusion of genomes in symbioses, followed by natural 

selection – with a very modest role for mutation as a motor of 

system-level change – leads to increasingly complex levels of 

good enough quasi-individuality to get through the day, or the 

eon” (ibid.: M26-M27). 

For example, the relationships between orchids and bee-pollinators – 
with the orchid flowers looking like the genitals of the female insects 
– could be explained away in what Haraway calls neo-Darwinian 
orthodoxy as “nothing but biological deception and exploitation 
of the insect by the flower – in other words, an excellent example 
of the selfish gene in action” (Haraway 2016: 68). In an enacted 
many-world world, these stories of mutation, adaptation, and natural 
selection are still valid. But equal attention is given to other ongoing 
stories. For example, the one by Hustak and Myers, who offer an 
ecology inspired by a feminist ethics of ‘response-ability’ where the 
orchids and bees are mutually constituted, they are entangled with 
one-another through intimacy and involved in each other’s lives. The 
practices of both the orchids and bees, their inventions, the many 
ways they have become entangled, and their curiosities are what 
characterizes different stories and different readings of ecological 
relationality (Hustak and Myers 2012: 79, 97, 106). The bee made 
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the orchid, and the orchid made the bee. The meaning of care, in 
this context, shifts continuously, depending on the way the story 
of the orchids and the bees is narrated16. Our ways of caring, then, 
are impossible to locate precisely, because they take unexpected 
and highly complicated turns: it is not always clear to us why we 
care. Caring most often involves asymmetry and surprise, as well as 
violence and neglect. 

3.4.2 MULTISPECIES CARE

With regards to the practice of care and other animals, Puig de 
la Bellacasa also cites Haraway’s reflections on how humans and 
other animals already live, work, and play together to construct 
relationships of significant otherness in various complex ways (ibid.: 
83). Caring for other animals in a multispecies manner, as humans, 
becomes a particularly asymmetrical process that involves “non-
harmonious agencies and ways of living that are accountable both 
to their disparate inherited histories and to their barely possible but 
absolutely necessary joint futures” (Haraway 2003: 7). In other words, 
care involves response-abilities to the complexity of our lives together 
with other animals. It recognizes that power is often distributed 
asymmetrically in relations between species, but in these relations 
organisms also continuously reconfigure the shifting meaning of ‘as 
well as possible’ in all kinds of different contexts. Care should not 
be confused with something like sole empathy or with an attempt to 
become spokespersons for those that are neglected. Instead, thinking-
with care is an always ongoing form of doing ethics that can be 
practised in many different ways by many different kinds of agencies, 
without any definite ethical answers. It is not concerned with what is 
‘right’ or ‘wrong’ by following more traditional branches of ethics, 
but it is the kind of ethics that is capable of maintaining, continuing, 
and repairing in many directions and with many outcomes. 

16  M. Beth Dempster, in 1998 suggested the term ‘sympoiesis’ for “collectively-producing 
systems that do not have self-defined spatial or temporal boundaries. Information and control are 
distributed among components. The systems are evolutionary and have the potential for surprising 
change.” (Dempster 1998: 28). The point of this widening of biological systems as much bigger 
world-making ecologies is to say that regardless of the changes that happen in the DNA of individuals, 
““no one acts alone” (…). We relate, know, think, world and tell stories through and with other stories, 
worlds, knowledges, thinkings, yearnings. So do all the critters of Terra, in all our bumptious diversity 
and category-breaking compositions and decompositions” (Haraway 2017: M44-M45).
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A crucial factor that is involved with an ethics of care involves a shift 
of focus from the consequence or outcome of the situation towards 
a doing ethics-in-practice. In this context, we can ask questions like: 
who is caring about what? And what is happening right now? These 
questions allow us to speculate about different ways of living with 
other animals in complex situations without attempting to propose 
fixed solutions that define our relationship once and for all. We are 
thereby continuously adding different layers and ways of thinking 
with other animals, instead of remaining stuck in deconstructive 
critique, rejections, or simplifications of the matters of concern. I 
argue that this is the only way in which we can undertake ethics 
with regards to multispecies worlding: by adding more worlds and 
more possibilities rather than looking for a one-way outcome. A 
speculative ethics of care allows us to deepen our understanding 
of worlding, rethink what is actually ‘also’ going on, and express 
(re-inscribe) other possibilities in today’s already existing enactments, 
without losing track of the positions and critiques that anchor our 
practices of care. 

Furthermore, where other contemporary approaches to ethics are 
situated around the position of the human as the only being that 
can seriously engage with the complexities and narratives of ethics, 
it does not require much knowledge about the lives of other animals 
to recognize that they also continuously practice care. In fact, this 
is part of their DNA. Such forms of care range from the ways other 
mammals enact care much like humans do, to – when paying close 
enough attention – the recognition of care in the communication and 
evolutions of entities like entire forests (cf. Kohn 2013), mushrooms 
(cf. Tsing 2015), and angiosperms (a family of flowering plants) (cf. 
Bird-Rose 2017) as well. The notion of care is therefore capable of 
addressing things that are at stake for all kinds of different entities 
and resituates the practice of ethics from a solely human-centred 
philosophical affair towards a much broader engagement of all sorts 
of species in all facets of life: Being alive means to practice care 
continuously. 

To further clarify the meaning of doing ethics for humans, philosopher 
and artist Joanna Zylinska articulates an approach to ‘minimal ethics’ 
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that (in my reading) aligns with the work of Puig de la Bellacasa in 
its everyday engagement with relational ontologies: 

“Minimal ethics can therefore be said to refer loosely to a set of 

actions we can undertake once we have intuitively grasped this 

constant movement of life, of which we are part, and then turned 

to our compromised and imperfect faculty of reason—which is 

perhaps primarily a storytelling faculty—in order to tell better 

stories about life in the universe, and about life (and death) of the 

universe.” (Zylinska 2014: 43)

It is important to recognize here, that within a many-world world 
framing, the stories and explanations of the sciences – as well 
as mythological understandings – remain helpful in developing 
understandings of all kinds of world-making scenarios. That is, as 
long as they do not aim to provide a single account of truth that 
becomes indisputable. As became more evident in this chapter, the 
sciences continuously play a role in Haraway’s scholarship. In a 
recent interview, Haraway was asked how she responds to the blame 
she receives for “creating the environment of “relativism” in which 
“post-truth” flourishes” (Weigel 2019: unpaginated): 

“Our view was never that truth is just a question of which 

perspective you see it from. […] Take evolution. The notion that 

you would or would not “believe” in evolution already gives 

away the game. If you say, “Of course I believe in evolution,” 

you have lost, because you have entered the semiotics of 

representationalism – and post-truth, frankly. You have entered 

an arena where these are all just matters of internal conviction 

and have nothing to do with the world. You have left the domain 

of worlding.” (Haraway in Weigel 2019: para. 10, 14).

What Haraway seems to emphasize here is that there is no fixed 
idea about ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ that one decides to believe or not, but 
it is merely a matter of making things hold together (thus, a matter 
of worlding). So rather than approaching the sciences with a fixed 
‘belief’, her approach would be to accept facts for as long as they 
keep holding things together. And with that idea, the sciences are 
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not only helpful but absolutely necessary in creating a relational 
understanding of world-making.  

Other scholars have critiqued the usage of ‘care’ as a concept within 
feminist theory; Janet Biehl, for example, states that “as an emotion, 
‘caring’ cannot be universalized as the basis for social organization 
outside one’s own small group, whether kinship based or not. Nor can 
the kind of caring that a mother (or father) feels for a child be univer-
salized” (Biehl 1991: 148). As a form of ethics, then, care is particular 
and limited, risking to become “whimsical, subject to prejudices and 
can hardly provide a solid foundation for emancipatory political life” 
(Archambault 1993: 21). According to Puig de la Bellacasa, however, 
this is precisely the point. And this is why care becomes a suitable 
concept for speculative ethics: it allows us to continuously question 
who and what is cared for, and how this is done. Here it must be 
emphasized that although many researchers have used the concept 
of care in their scholarship over the last decades, their arguments 
surrounding care (as these two examples critique) have often been 
aligned with feminist theoretical grounding in emotion and affect 
as a foundation in itself. In contrast, this thesis (as well as Puig de 
la Bellacasa’s work) adopts and understanding of care as a way to 
reconfigure our relationships with other animals through an ongoing 
rethinking of our lives together, not as an end-goal or value in itself.

Secondly, a call for practising care with other animals should not 
tone down the critique of animal oppression by accepting all kinds 
of violence as simply part of our complicated lives together. We 
cannot hide our ethics behind a veneer of care. Because once again, 
we can question how a speculative approach to ethics helps us to 
care for the egg-laying hen who, in the meantime, continues to live 
in darkness. It is not easy to continuously remain aware of this in our 
everyday encounters with other animals. Caring, here, also involves 
a response-ability to the lives of those animals that make us feel 
uncomfortable with ourselves or pays particular attention to the 
animals that remain hidden from our views in daily life. In other 
words, it does matter how we choose to care about this egg-laying 
hen today, and what narratives of critique, actions, and possibilities 
this practice of care inspires.
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To sum up, a speculative ethics of care involves a continuous ‘living-
with care’ in the practices and problems that we encounter in daily 
life, without having any final answers for the situations that unfold. 
Regardless of our efforts to embrace more flexible forms of doing 
ethics-in-practice with other animals, we should still maintain the 
notion of multispeciesisms at the heart of this inquiry to avoid naivete 
or superficiality in reconfiguring our relationships. This means that 
doing multispecies ethics is contingent on a critique of speciesism 
(as outlined in Chapter 1) and is reformulated as the search for its 
counter-concept as the main topic of this thesis.

3.5 TRACING THE TELL: IMAGINING MULTISPECIES 
WORLDINGS

Coming back to the questions that opened this chapter, (What can 
a world without speciesism look like? How can we engage with 
one another in such a society? How can we understand ourselves 
in relation to other beings in the world? How can humans share the 
same spaces with other animals? How can humans think about the 
inevitable violence that occurs between animals?, etc.), I thus far 
argued that humans can find answers to these questions by paying 
renewed attention to traces of these worlds that are already present 
in our daily lives. The skills that are needed to recognize and engage 
with multispecies worldings are situated in a speculative ethics of 
care. By practising the potentially infinite forms of multispecies care, 
the possible meanings of multispeciesisms becomes more visible but 
is yet always evolving and never wholly knowable. 

How do we meet other animals, with care? How do other beings 
die, with care? How do we laugh and play together, with care? How 
do we understand how other species care? How does meaning arise 
from care?

Throughout this thesis, I have tried to express possible answers to 
these questions in the form of annotated illustrations. Hopefully, by 
now, it will start to become more apparent how these illustrations are 
negotiating possibilities for the multispecies worlds that we already 
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share with other animals. In this thesis, these illustrations become a 
tool to depict worldings that are not singular, and that cannot easily 
be put into words (Law 2004: 122). Instead, the interpretation of 
these worldings takes continuous effort by the maker and the viewer 
in which nothing is fixed, and no closure in the form of a definite con-
clusion, proposal, or meaning is available. The illustrations offer a 
cue for negotiating multispecies worldings. As constructed artefacts, 
they offer merely one collection of enactments that can allow further 
worlding and further design work. They present a kind of knowing 
that does not come from standing at a distance and representing 
something, but rather providing different initial entries into what 
multispecies worlding practices can entail. It is up to everyone – and 
every-thing – to negotiate these realities further. 

All the annotated illustrations in this thesis propose different ways of 
responding to other animals that are somehow able to escape domi-
nant speciesist narratives. Rather than articulating a type of closure 
(in ways that rules, definitions, or blueprints would do), the illustra-
tions express an opening from which further multispecies practices 
can be imagined. Instead of offering a single answer, they help us to 
come up with multispecies stories, alternative interpretations, and 
care-full responses that negotiate relationships with other animals 
and thereby determine the possible meaning of multispeciesisms. This 
is not an attempt at embracing a kind of uncertainty that claims 
that anything is possible. Quite the opposite, a speculative ethics 
of care and a search for the positive rather than negative aspects of 
multispeciesisms is an attempt at defining more concretely what this 
can actually look like. It shows that multispecies encounters are also 
negotiated in everyday life rather than only in abstract theory.

In Part II of this thesis, I further expand the traces of multispecies 
worldings in the form of a design research program. While the design 
considerations of working with programmatic design are detailed in 
Part III (Reflections 1), Part II instead expresses the program itself.

Importantly, in a relational and decolonial commitment to a con-
tinuously enacted many-world world, it is hardly up to the human 
animal to tell these stories. Actually, an earlier draft of this second 



155

part followed a structure that told these encounters from a predom-
inantly human perspective (with chapters titled ‘animal liberation’, 
‘welfarism’, ‘utopianism’, and ‘ecofeminism’). Yet, I felt that this 
structure did not allow for enough attention towards all the animals 
that take part in making multispecies worlds, because it structurally 
centred itself once again around how humans describe and categorize 
these worlding practices. 

In societies where modernism has established a dysfunctional idea 
of the human self as somehow separate, individual, and superior 
to all else (Macy 2013: 149), a more multispecies relational way of 
thinking asks for a particular kind of intimacy with – and attention 
for – the multispecies worlding skills that humans can learn from 
other animals. It is through the reading of various understandings 
of indigenous cosmologies (specifically through the work of Amba 
J. Sepie 2017) that I found more appropriate ways of framing this 
second part of the thesis around the concept of animal ‘telling’. 
Anthropologist and ecologist David Abram write that:

“For the largest part of our species’ existence, humans have 

negotiated relationships with every aspect of the sensuous sur-

roundings, exchanging possibilities with every flapping form, 

with each textured surface and shivering entity that we happened 

to focus upon. All could speak, articulating in gesture and whis-

tle and sigh a shifting web of meanings (…) And from all these 

relationships our collective sensibilities were nourished (Abram 

1996: ix).     

Apart from having constructed an excellent (albeit unintended) 
relational and less-anthropocentric candidate for a definition of 
‘design’, Abram situates the practice of multispecies worlding with 
negotiations, exchanges, articulations, and nourishments with other 
entities (living or non-living). Sepie then argues that humans can 
become more aware of what we are being ‘told’ by other animals, 
following various indigenous narrative traditions, by learning to pay 
attention (Sepie 2017: 24). Through this attention, we can develop 
the skills of ‘figuring-out-the-tell’ that come from intuitive knowing, 
good listening, familiarity with the landscape and a combination 
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of connection, observation, and communications with other species 
(ibid.: 22, cf. Bird-Rose 2013: 102-103). In other words, ‘figuring-
out-the-tell’ is an indigenous concept for active attentive listening 
that is more humbly focused on the other entity as a teller (Bird-Rose 
2013: 102-103). The encounters that appear in Part II are engaged 
with multispecies worlding through ‘figuring-out-the-tell’ in many 
different ways. It is therefore that, rather than focusing primarily 
on human voices, I (re-)structured these traces around what other 
animals are telling us when humans engage with them in multispecies 
worlding.

Telling, here, aligning with various indigenous cosmologies, hardly 
involves language in the human sense (Sepie 2017: 19). It is much 
bigger than that. It is about acknowledging that animals, plants, 
and even landforms are “expressive subjects” (Abram 2010: 10) 
that can be conversed with; they may speak in song (like birds) or 
rhythm (like oceans), or speak other languages of movements and 
gestures (ibid.: 11). Also, it is by no means an attempt at narrating the 
so-called ‘animal perspective’, that is, claiming to tell stories from the 
perspective of another animal, with the risk to speak for them rather 
than listen. It is, instead, a form of recognizing that, with care-full 
practice, we can learn about the multispecies worldings that are made 
in the spaces where all kinds of living beings overlap. In this practice, 
humans must understand and recognize that other animals have been 
speaking to us all along and that we learn about them in interactions 
that are partly shaped by them (Meijer 2020: 239-240). And thus, 
where Part I of this thesis required some deliberate repositioning 
of what it means to be human through engagements with human-
written theory, in Part II the human animals largely take the back-seat 
and try to listen to what they are told. 

In what follows, I am assembling the possible meanings of 
multispeciesisms. I do this by bringing together existing design 
and research work, a design portfolio, and annotated illustrations 
through thematic sections. These themes – found in the titles of each 
section – articulate possible (and partial) answers to the questions 
that opened this chapter. These upcoming sections do not fully answer 
these questions, but they do offer some ideas. Moreover, they rarely 
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manage to escape the dominant speciesist system entirely. Yet, they 
move our thinking from a focus on solely critiquing the status quo, 
towards creating alternative possibilities. They may thereby create 
cracks in the social repetition of worlds. They also identify already 
existing traces of how designers (and other future makers) engage 
with multispecies worldings. The goal of Part II, then, is to create a 
repertoire of multispecies worldings.     

These thematic sections do not have chapter headings, as they do not 
follow a linear pattern and can be read in any order. Instead, they 
are each named after a protagonist species. These animals (better 
described as ‘living entities’, in some cases) are the ones carrying the 
stories that connect to each theme. The protagonist-species that tell 
multispecies worldings in the next sections are there as our guides. 
Either as companion species, animal familiars, power animals, spirits, 
or totems in indigenous cosmologies, they are there to remind us of 
the kinds of worlds they make. Formulated as a Multispecies Bestiary, 
the protagonists help me to bring their stories (and these pages) to 
life, and they will hopefully remind the reader to listen to what they 
tell when they are met ‘in person’, long after these pages are read. 

The connections of the different species with their multispecies 
worlding themes are not assigned randomly. Relations with 
individual members of these categories – and the stories they told 
– highly influenced my understandings (or those of other designers 
and researchers) of the multispecies worldings that we enacted. Still, 
all their world-making also overlap, and it should therefore not be 
a surprise that other kinds of living beings are involved throughout 
each theme as well. Moreover, each of these animals also make all 
sorts of other worlds that move far beyond the stories with which they 
appear in this thesis. That is the fascinating thing about multispecies 
worldings: they are infinite, and therefore our learning never has to 
end. 

The thematic sections with their protagonist-species are formatted as a 
Multispecies Bestiary (the historical functions of bestiaries are further 
reflected upon in Part III, R1.1). Although easily misunderstood, I 
argue that the notion of ‘beast’ as an ever-changing concept of where 



158

humans and other animals meet, becomes a term that characterizes 
multispecies world-making17. Following this framing, a beast does the 
unexpected and thereby establishes different meanings (see also ). 
A ‘Multispecies Bestiary’, within this anti-speciesist project, therefore 
can be regarded as a collection of these evolving and paradigm-
shifting world-making practices we engage in together with (other) 
beasts.

In this chapter, I argued that imagining multispecies worldings 
does not happen by looking for inspiration in critique or stories of 
despair, but by creating concepts and frameworks for recognizing 
and engaging with stories that already enact these worlds. Following 
a framework of speculative ethics and care, I argued that within a 
many-world world framing this means that there is no one ‘correct’ 
ethics, but many different ways in which the relationships between 
different animals are negotiated. Part II, the Multispecies Bestiary, 
tells the multispecies worldings I have learnt by not only engaging 
with other humans but especially by learning to listen to – and 
become changed by – other animals.

17  The reference to ‘beast’, here, must be understood in alignment with a critique (or word-
play) on the French bête, meaning both ‘beast/animal’ and ‘stupid’ as explained by Vinciane Despret 
(2016: 7). In various human worldviews (both in religion as well as modernism), the notion of ‘beast’ 
often signifies something that is lower-than-human and is culturally ‘othered’. What is considered 
‘beastly’, however, is about the tensions and similarities between humans and other animals and is 
always changing. Outside of normative or religious human culture, the concept of ‘beastly’ is a place 
where all kinds of animals meet and make different worlds based on their shared ways of being. Despret 
writes that “[b]easts, therefore, behave like beasts until we change our minds about what behaving like 
a beast means” (ibid.: 65).
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PART II – 
A MULTISPECIES BESTIARY

“Each story receives and gives (…). But each 

story is clarified differently by others who re-

spond from their own contexts of enunciation 

and according to the fortuitous ways they are 

connected. These connections between ver-

sions can clarify other ways of considering 

these stories of practice and animals, of assess-

ing their interest, their repetition, the contra-

dictions they raise, and their creativity – some-

times, I have no doubt, against my own ways 

of comprehending them.”

Vinciane Despret (2016: 176). 
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OCTOPUSES TELL –  
REMOTE INTIMACIES

As mostly solitary animals, octopuses generally avoid humans. They 
spend their time in the depths of the sea in places humans cannot 
easily visit. They are hard to spot, as their reflectors, skin textures, 
postures, and pigment organs enable camouflage and clever disguise. 
The difficulties of underwater communication for humans further 
makes it hard for us to have conversations with these eight-limbed, 
soft-bodied Cephalopods. Perhaps it is precisely because of the 
distances we cannot overcome that humans are so fascinated by 
octopuses (octopi, octopodes). As mythical and alien creatures they 
appear in ancient stories of sea-farers and Greek mythology. They 
also appear as legendary sea monsters like the Norwegian Kraken. 
And some say that the indigenous Hawaiian Kumulipo (creation 
story) claims that the octopus is the sole survivor of an earlier world 
(Dixon 1916: 15).

Of course, the octopuses themselves have contributed to the making 
of these stories. Nowadays, by showing us how to use tools underwa-
ter, solving mazes, and opening jars, they have fundamentally turned 
our story in which one needs a central brain (in the mammalian 
sense) to have a “sophisticated inner life” upside down (Courage 
2013: para. 1). While most octopuses can live out their sophisticated 
lives in free-roaming oceans full of the challenges and adventures 
in which they have evolved to succeed, others spend their days in 
research lab tanks. In these tanks, they resort to pulling stuff into 
the water for examination, stealing lab equipment, yanking up drain 
plugs, escaping through the smallest openings, refusing to carry out 
task experiments, ripping out wires, and rejecting to eat low-quality 
food (ibid.: para. 6, 8-9). Despite the researchers’ academic intention 
to learn about their intelligence, octopuses have other things to say. 
Presumably, following the standpoints of animal liberationists (cf. 
Chapter 1.4.2 and 3.1.1), it will still take a while before humans 
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develop the multispecies skills to listen and respond to animals living 
in research laboratories. Nonetheless, the stories of octopuses in labs 
raised the researchers’ interests and fostered curiosities about their 
complex underwater lifeworlds. 

If we want to relate to other animals who make worlds in places that 
seem far removed from humans, beyond laboratories, it requires us 
to learn to create intimacy from a distance. The idea of intimacy 
without proximity is told by octopuses in an example shared by 
Haraway on multispecies worlding. It includes a crochet project in 
which over eight thousand people (mainly women) from twenty-one 
different countries have come together to crochet the coral reef in 
wool, cotton, plastic bags, discarded reel-to-reel tape, vinyl jelly yarn, 
Saran wrap, and just about anything else that can be ‘coded’ in cro-
cheting (Haraway 2016: 77-78). This practice, according to Haraway, 
powers the “sympoietic knotting” (or ‘multispecies worlding’, see 
also ‘sympoietic worlding’ in Chapter 2.1.2) of mathematics, marine 
biology, environmental activism, ecological consciousness-raising, 
women’s handicrafts, fibre arts, museum display, and community 
art practices (ibid.: 78). What makes this into a multispecies worlding 
practice can be read in Haraway’s analysis of the project:

“[T]he thousands of crafters crochet psychological, material, 

and social attachment to biological reefs in the oceans, but not 

by practicing marine field biology or by diving among the reefs 

or making some other direct contact. Rather, the crafters stitch 

“intimacy without proximity,” [Metcalf 2008] a presence with-

out disturbing the critters that animate the project, but with the 

potential for being part of work and play for confronting the ex-

terminationist, trashy, greedy practices of global industrial econ-

omies and cultures.” (Haraway 2016: 79).

In other words, the project finds unique ways of creating intimacy and 
attachment to our oceans. The involvement of other animals in this 
project takes place more on the level of conceptual inspiration rather 
than practical encounters (as the crochet work is thus far carried out 
only by humans). But the ocean ‘critters’ still play a role in creating 
the intimacy without proximity by shaping their representations and 
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potentially generating different stories about coral reefs. Compost 
theories of broadening perspectives (cf. Chapter 3.1.3) are visible 
through the framing of the project around the relationality of coral 
reefs as larger ecosystems (rather than emphasizing certain species 
in specific) as well as through the open-ended kinds of attachments 
and intimacies that the project generates. 

Although octopuses are often still vitally involved in telling their 
stories from distant under-water worlds, many other animals have 
drawn our attention without proximity. As soft animals, though they 
have been around for about 500 million years, octopus fossils are 
rare, and their ancestors generally left no traces. Many mammalian 
extinct animals, however, are telling stories from their death. In some 
cases, this happens quite literally:

Artist-designer Marguerite Humeau spent several years researching 
the sounds that three long-extinct mammals could have produced 
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through their vocal cords. Working together with palaeontologists, 
zoologists, veterinarians, engineers, explorers, surgeons, ear/throat 
specialists, and radiologists, Humeau created three large scale 
3-D-printed models of prehistoric vocal tracts (Figure 13). They 
include the Ambulocetus (a Cetacean known as the ‘walking whale’), 
the Entelodont (known as the ‘terminator pig’, a massive omnivore), 
and the Mammoth Imperator (a species of giant mammoth) (Chalcraft 
2012: para. 7). Humeau produced the likely resonance cavities, 
larynx, vocal cords and windpipe and then recorded the sounds. 
According to exhibition curator Alexandra Midal, this project is 
not a backwards-looking [science or history] project, but rather 
an [artistic] “desire to feel the physical presence of these animals 
from another time” (ibid.: para. 13). The  project thus presents a 
multispecies intimacy without proximity with animals that lived 
during different times, in which the animals tell their own sounds 
through the body-parts they left on the earth. 

The issue with some of these sites for multispecies intimacy, though 
motivated from a multispecies desire to create a bond without 
necessarily being physically close to another being, is that they usually 
focus on animals that are similar to us. Giant mammals or even 
octopuses with their complex cognitive abilities are interesting for 
humans, often because we can see ourselves in them. In coining the 
notion of “intimacy without proximity”, environmental philosopher 
Jacob Metcalf focuses his text on the inevitable intimacies of 

Figure 13: photographs of “The Opera of Prehistoric Creatures”. Images used 
with permission. Photographer: Marguerite Humeau.
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encounters with wild bears that arise from negotiating cohabitation 
and the sharing of spaces that both humans and bears seem to lay 
claim to (Metcalf 2008). As dangerous animals, he writes that “the 
“proper practices of proximity cannot be negotiated without also 
taking intimacy into account” (ibid.:126). In other words, intimacies 
without proximities also arise from respectful or potentially life-
saving distance from other species. The animal liberationist, however, 
will claim that a sole focus on remote intimacies with animals that 
are either similar or dangerous to us involves a problematic kind of 
speciesism (or racism) in which humans empathize more with those 
who are like us or impact our lives directly (Dunayer 2013: 30). Why 
are many of us more interested in ‘saving’ (and thereby developing 
(distant) intimacies with) the giant panda (who are often uninterested 
in pro-creating themselves) or the polar bear (with their unbearable 
living conditions on a melting planet); versus being concerned with 
the future of the tiny Cameroonian Redbelly Egg Frog, or the more 
than 150 other species of less intimacy-inviting insects, birds, and 
plants that go extinct every day (Vidal 2011)? 

A less speciesist approach would be to develop remote intimacies 
with other animals, not only when they are similar to us, but also 
precisely when they are so different. These remote intimacies can 
open sites for multispecies learning that celebrate the beastliness of 
the animals that we can barely relate to. Here, the octopus can tell 
us more about their two-faced intimacies that travels through both 
recognition and mystique. 

At the time of writing this section, the internet became fleetingly 
fascinated with a video that showed a dreaming octopus (Johnson 
2019). In the one-and-a-half-minute video, an octopus named Heidi 
settles down for a nap in the top corner of a water tank and starts 
shape-shifting through various patterns of camouflage, colour change, 
and movements that suggests she is dreaming about hunting, leaving 
the bottom of the ocean floor, and hiding. In her sleep, the octopus’ 
skin is telling us the stories that are on her mind; what a fantastic 
ability for sharing dream-worldings! Despite being mostly solitary 
creatures, recent research finds that octopuses do not only change 
their skin colour for hunting and camouflage but also to signal moods 
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or emotions (cf. Worrall 2015, Sullivan 2016). The more anthropo-
centric reflections on this video focus on how octopuses might be 
dreaming “in the same way that humans do” (Johnson 2019: para. 
10). Alternatively, science writers are careful to reduce these obser-
vations to something that “could be nothing more than the twitching 
of muscles that control her colour-changing organs” (Preston 2019: 
para. 10). Instead, the more remote intimacies that the viewer can 
create with Heidi through this video are a source of fascination with 
her specific means of embodied storytelling. Her mystique, disguise, 
and enchantment are what draws us closer while keeping us at bay 
at the same time. She tells that we can never completely know her.

Naturalist and author Sy Montgomery lyrically expresses her fasci-
nation with octopuses in an essay about the other-worldly mystique 
that took place when she met an octopus for the first time:

“The heavy lid covering her tank separated our two worlds. One 

world was mine and yours, the reality of air and land, where we 

lumber through life governed by a backbone and constrained by 

jointed limbs and gravity. The other world was hers, the reality 

of a nearly gelatinous being breathing water and moving weight-

lessly through it.” (Montgomery 2011: para. 6).

In many occasions, the worldings of humans and other animals are 
shared, and they overlap. But when they do not – at least, not in 
a directly perceivable sense – intimacies still travel through them. 
And thus, when the octopus becomes a guide for crafting remote 
intimacies, they can remind us of their two-faced existence: we are 
similar, and yet we are alien to one another. As Abram writes: 

“this tension between the apparent and hidden dimensions of 

each being beckons steadily to my perceiving body, provoking 

the exploratory curiosity of my senses. (…) I’ve been flirting, 

however briefly. No matter how long I linger with any being, I 

cannot exhaust the dynamic energy of its presence. It is this ret-

icence, the inexhaustible otherness of things, that enables them 

to hold my gaze, to sustain themselves in my awareness. (Abram 

2010: 45).
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Together with the octopus, I advocate for the need to acknowledge 
not only the intimacies created between different species when their 
worldings overlap, but especially also pay attention to the intimacies 
travelling through worlds that remain eerily alien to us. Multispecies 
worldings are not only enacted in mutual understandings but also 
arise from curiosities towards inexhaustible differences. Here humans 
may learn to hold worldings apart (e.g. by not keeping animals in 
laboratories) while still relating to each other in intimate ways.
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HORSES TELL –  
TECHNOLOGICAL MEDIATION

One day, I was walking around in an old hillside town in the north of 
Italy while wearing the wrong type of shoes to manoeuvre my way up 
a cobblestone street. Instead of questioning my shoe-choices, I started 
wondering who would design a road with such an unhelpful choice 
of stones. When I finally reached my computer, I started looking for 
answers and discovered certain sources claiming that those rounded 
cobblestones were designed to support horses in gaining traction and 
to avoid sliding (cf. Jurga 2015). Supposedly, the shape of the stones, 
as well as the empty spaces between them, could fit the different 
horse-shoe sizes and thereby enable them to carry carts with heavy 
loads up the streets.    

It is not entirely clear to us when horses started to live and work in 
the human settlements of our ancestors, but what is evident is that 
the domestication of horses developed in parallel to the expansion of 
human civilizations and economies. Horses became symbols of power 
and status. Furthermore, they are used as a means of transportation, 
they carry out work in agriculture and warfare, and they are sacri-
ficed in spiritual rituals. They are also involved in various sports, used 
in tourism, and ridden at leisure time. One could say that horses and 
humans have co-constituted each other for a long time.

Aligning with animal liberationist positions, after humans figured out 
how we can use horses for human purposes, we normalized how vio-
lence, domination, and control can be exerted to subordinate horses, 
turn them into commodities (or living machines), and condition them 
to cooperate and do their jobs (Hribal 2012). Horses, however, do 
not give in so easily. One could therefore say that horses engage in 
a continuous process of negotiating with humans about the details 
of this subordination. Texts by animal historian Jason Hribal are 
filled with examples of how horses have ignored commands, dragged 
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their hooves, made friendships, broken fences, worked too slow, and 
refused to carry out tasks (2007: 101-105). In fact, Hribal claims 
that the rise of (U.K. and U.S. based new-Pythagorean and Quaker 
abolitionist) animal rights and vegetarian movements is directly con-
nected to humans’ shared solidarity and identification with labour 
and resistance in working animals (ibid.: 106). 

The vast array of technologies designed by humans to firmly restrict 
horses to a place of subordination can give us some clues as to how 
horses have attempted to regain power over their lives. Horse blinders 
limit their eyesight. Whips and spurs force them to continue forward. 
Bits, bridles, and halters keep their head in place. Reins encourage 
specific directions. And horseshoes make their feet last longer. 
Covered up with all these technological mediations, it can become 
more and more difficult for the horse to engage in world-making with 
humans on more mutual terms, because these tools exist primarily 
with the goal to silence them. It also begs the question: do horseshoes 
and cobblestone streets help horses to carry out their work with more 
ease or do they enable humans to negotiate horses into doing more 
work? 18 

18  It is crucial to align these types of speciesist designs to the kinds of technologies that are 
used, for example, in human slavery (see the references to Majorie Spiegel’s analysis in Chapter 1.2.2); 
as well as place this pattern of ever-increasing demands for productivity in the discourse on capitalism 
in Chapter 1.4.1).
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Apart from the design of technology that aims to control horses, 
some more recent design work has focused on the use of technology 
to try to engage with the so-called horseness19 of horses. Designer and 
researcher Alan Hook was not particularly fascinated with horses at 
first. Still, when his children became friends with the horses in the 
wastelands behind their house (they were subsequently named Grassy 
Stripes and Captain America) and grew concerned about their daily 
lives, Hook got inspired to spend several years on a project that could 
make humans better understand what it could be like to be a horse 
(Hook 2018). 

19  Horseness, as a term here, does not refer to the more traditional idea that there is an 
essential quality to being a horse (just like there is also no specific humanness that can be distilled, 
see also footnote 20), but is meant to imply that our different world-making technologies drive our 
curiosities and speculations about beings other than humans. Similarly, when a horse investigates us, 
the horse may not be searching for an essence of humanness, but rather follows her own curiosity and 
meaning-making arises in relation to each other. The design projects that I discuss in this section engage 
with human technologies to speculate about the things that other animals do, with the goal to explore 
other subjectivities and not to arrive at an essential quality. ‘Engaging with horseness’ is thus always 
an experimental and speculative project.

Figure 14: designer and researcher Alan Hook is wearing the Equine Eyes 
prototype. Image used with permission. Photographer: Vincent O’Callaghan.
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The project, called Equine Eyes (Figure 14), acknowledges that the 
subjectivity of a horse is much more individual and ungraspable than 
a human could ever understand, but it nonetheless proposes that 
speculative design can help explore interspecies subjectivity (Hook 
2019: 146). Notably, rather than using technology to silence horses, 
the project employs technology to help us pay more attention to the 
sensory particularities that are involved with being a horse. The final 
prototype consists of a headset resembling the head of a horse, that 
includes two 180-degree field of view cameras (installed to match a 
horse’s 350-degrees vision), and software that maps a horse’s colour 
range (excluding the colour red) (ibid.: 159).  With this prototype, 
Hook “poses a counternarrative to the positivist, observation-based, 
and data-driven methods of designing for other species” (ibid.: 160). 
These methods often dominate the research fields that investigate 
technological mediation in human-animal relationships (cf. Chapter 
3.1.2 on welfarism). Speculative design methods, in this case, facili-
tate a space for exploration and playing around with “interspecies, 
intersubjective subjectivity” (Hook 2019: 160). What this counter-
narrative actually is, however, remains excluded from the writings 
about this project. With this, I mean that the interspecies, intersubjec-
tive subjectivity stories that speculate about horseness (see footnote 
19), the most interesting explorations of this work (at least to me), 
have not yet appeared in any of the publications that focus on the 
more processual and methodological aspects of the research.

Hook is far from the only human that has an interest in using 
technology to speculate about what it could be like to have the 
physical capacities of other animals. Throughout history, humans 
have strapped birdlike wings, stiffened cloaks, and other customized 
wearables to themselves before jumping off towers to explore what 
it could be like to fly like birds. From a more comfortable theoretical 
angle, philosopher Thomas Nagel, in his 1974 paper “What is it Like 
to Be a Bat?” is undoubtedly interested in knowing the selfhood of 
bats; in knowing what it could be like to imagine having: 
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“webbing on one’s arms, which enables one to fly around at 

dusk and dawn catching insects in one’s mouth; that one has very 

poor vision, and perceives the surrounding world by a system of 

reflected high-frequency sound signals; and that one spends the 

day hanging upside down by one’s feet in an attic” (Nagel 1974: 

439).

But by imagining this, regardless of the kinds of advanced technolo-
gies that we could develop and equip, it will only tell us what it would 
be like for us to behave as a bat behaves, and not what it is like for a 
bat to be a bat (ibid.). However, this rather mundane20 philosophical 
limitation of escaping one’s selfhood has never stopped humans from 
exploring other phenomenologies, rediscovering shared animality, 
and generating multispecies intimacies from doing so.  

Another recent design projects that investigates interspecies, intersub-
jective subjectivity is called Animal Superpowers (Figure 15). In this 
work, designers Chris Woebken and Kenichi Okada explored how 
animal senses are different from human senses by designing artefacts 
such as a microscopic antenna that mimics the vision of ants, a bird 
device using GPS and vibrations to approximate birds’ detection of 
geomagnetic fields, and giraffe goggles that raises the user’s visual 
perspective by 30cm (Animal Superpowers 2008). 

20  This phenomenological limitation is regarded as mundane here, because it rests its philo-
sophical thesis on a quite banal understanding of our everyday engagement with the world that insists 
on a fundamental separation between humans and other animals. Nagel assumes that a human knows 
what it is like to be a human to some extend (“we know what it is like to be us. (…) its subjective 
charater [sic] is highly specific, and in some respects describable in terms that can be understood only 
by creatures like us” [1974: 440]) just like a bat knows what it is like to be a bat. From a compostist, 
posthumanist, and decolonial standpoint, however, it can be argued that a human (or a bat) does not 
have any idea whatsoever as to what it is like to be a human (or a bat) either. Not only do living entities 
include infinite variations on each other, we are also not separable from our environment or from the 
other species that inhabit and sustain us (cf. the notion of holobiont in Chapter 3.2.1). As Morton 
wrote, we do not understand bats, because we do not understand ourselves either (Morton 2017: 93). 
The point thereby becomes mundane, since any of our interactions with anyone (or anything, even 
ourselves) are met with phenomenological limitations similar to the one raised by Nagel in his text. 
When raised as a theoretical limitation to creating intimacies with other animals, it risks to remove 
recognition of our shared animality and mutual understandings with other animals that do arise. It 
thereby devalues and diminishes the multispecies worlds that are created through practical speculations 
and knowingly incomplete curiosities about the phenomenology of other animals.
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A slightly more physically extreme experiment with interspecies inter-
subjective subjectivity was carried out by designer Thomas Thwaites, 
a.k.a ‘GoatMan’. In his book, Thwaites states that he wanted to take 
a vacation from the stress of human life, by living in the Alps as a goat 
for some days. With the words “Well screw you, Nagel! I’m going 
to try anyway.” (Thwaites 2016: 84), the designer developed a set 
of prosthetic limbs, a frame, a helmet, and a grass-digesting external 
stomach to experiment with some of the presupposed goatness that 
comes naturally to goats. The designer’s portfolio of the project looks 
polished. He spent a lot of time researching goat physiology and the 
iterative prototyping process must have been costly. The project is 
also well-documented, because a photographer was present during 
the designer’s time with the goats in the Alps. Nevertheless, the book 
itself, or any interviews by Thwaites, are not particularly informative 
on the curiosities he explored with the goatness of goats. Apart from 
a newly found respect and admiration for these four-hooved animals, 
the mere three days in the Alps were mainly considered meditative 

Figure 15: in approaching animal characteristics through design, the project 
explores the sensory perception of ant antennas that magnify the user’s vision 
(left) and a giraffe device that heightens the user’s visual perspective (right). 
Images used with permission. Source: Chris Woebken and Kenichi Okada.
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and physically painful. According to Hook, the documentary evi-
dence and written reflective diaries fall short of allowing the reader 
or audience to experience the “goatness of goats” (Hook 2019: 155). 
On the other hand, it can be argued that when we explore this par-
ticular incomplete and intersubjective speculation on goatness, what 
can possibly be said about it in the language of humans?

A more long-term intimate connection with horses is part of a project 
carried out by computational anthrozoologist Steve North. In trying 
to follow his curiosities towards what it means to be a horse, North 
(among other things) has developed a set of robotic horse ears that 
respond to a horse’s head movements (North 2018). It is crucial to 
understand here that North has been living with horses for many 
years, and that he designed the expressive ears both to explore 
what it means to be a horse (for humans) and to communicate with 
horses by wearing the device (ibid.). Using techniques of speculative 
design, autoethnography, and science fiction, North describes the 
particular, situated, and often imagined elements of his experiences 
(North 2019). Throughout his work, it becomes clear that North is 
not very interested in describing accurate or quantitative results from 
his studies, but that he is mainly practising the acknowledgement 
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of cognitive biases, expectations, and framings of computational 
studies. North is not at all clear about the experiences he had during 
the studies, or if he has explored anything about horseness that he 
did not already know by living with them. Reading his work leaves 
me thinking, once again (as with the other examples in this section), 
that there is not much to write about our speculations on horseness 
(or batness, or goatness) in the language of humans.

All of these examples explore ideas of subjectivities of other animals, 
and sometimes the humans involved go to great lengths to attempt 
to recreate and embody some of the physical traits of other animals. 
Perhaps, as Coetzee’s character Elisabeth Costello argues (as a critique 
on Nagel’s essay), the fact that we can imagine our own mortality or 
think ourselves into the existence of fictional characters who have 
never existed means that “there is no limit to the extent to which we 
can think ourselves into the being of another. There are no bounds 
to the sympathetic imagination.” (Coetzee [1999] 2016: 35). Yet, in 
a world of multispecies worlding it is important to recognize how, 
while humans explore horseness, horses inevitably also probe the 
humanness of humans. How remarkable it must be for a goat to live 
with a human – covered with technology – in a field for three days; 
or for a horse to interact with a man they know well, who suddenly 
wears artificial horse-ears and attempts to communicate through 
them. Although humans tend to engage in design speculations and 
philosophical reflections, the animals that are involved in these efforts 
certainly have something to tell us about these experiments as well. 
Like humans, they are not escaping their own ways of being, but they 
do meet us in our shared animality. Such curiosities about horseness, 
and humanness, are thereby not arriving at an essential quality, or a 
species-specific understanding, but rather tell us how speculations are 
made possible through technologically mediated relations. When we 
engage in these activities, we therefore do not necessarily approach 
a particular subjectivity of other animals, but we find different ways 
to recognize the animality that we already share. 

For the examples mentioned in this section, the development and 
experimentation with technology is an integral part of engaging with 
interspecies animality. Employing technologies seems to be one of the 
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ways humans, in particular, make sense of the worlds around them. 
One way of looking at these technological mediations is as a way to 
facilitate a dialogue; the material intervention invites humans and 
other animals to respond, relate, adapt, interpret, and see each other 
differently (Driessen 2014). But the horses that are negotiating with 
us with all of their technological equipment also tell us how we risk 
distancing ourselves from our shared animality with technologies that 
silence. To submit and control other animals, humans tend to use 
technology that holds the world-making of horses at a distance. Then 
it becomes a shield, a way to avoid encounters with shared animality, 
to ward off whatever frightens or disagrees with us, and turn actual 
resisting and uncontrollable animality into a synthetic cover (Abram 
2010: 7-8). As Despret writes, with regards to scientific investigations 
about the lives of other animals:

“The question is not what is a lion, but ‘how does one become 

a lion’, not only in the lion community, not only in the lion’s 

species, but also ‘how does one become a lion’ in the work of 

scientists constructing what it is to be a lion. This is a question 

of becoming: of that of which the animal is rendered capable by 

the apparatuses that interrogate it, by the narratives that guide 

these apparatuses, by the hours of work spent observing them.” 

(Despret 2008: 127).

Here lies the crucial point: are we using technology to cut off from 
our shared animality (to abstract, shelter, control, and silence) or to 
become-with the multispecies worldings that other animals tell us 
(to wonder, articulate, enable, nourish, and connect)? Closing off 
here includes not only the employment of material technologies but 
also the kinds of theoretical abstractions of Thomas Nagel. With 
these abstractions, humans may attempt to restrict or categorize our 
animality as too different from that of other animals (or, alternatively, 
theorizing a complete lack of animal-particularities to speculate with). 
Anthropologist and ecologist David Abram insists that technology can 
be mighty useful and beneficial, but only as long as the insights that 
they yield are carried carefully back into our world-making (Abram 
2010: 7). Many of the designers and researchers that I included in 
this section seem to be interested in just that: following animal-like 
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curiosities, welcoming uncertainties, becoming-animal in our shared 
experiences, and making contact with other particularities of life. 
Through their continuous negotiation, horses tell humans how to 
explore horseness in our shared animality, never as a fixed quality, 
but always following curiosities and temporal meaning-making. This 
is also how they respond to humans in return.
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PENGUINS TELL –  
PLAYFULNESS

A group of Magellanic penguins, also called a waddle, had caught 
my attention in early 2015, after seeing an online video in which they 
were playing videogames on a tablet screen21. In the wild, Magellanic 
penguins live along the coasts of South-America’s temperate climate 
and, similar to most penguin species in the world, never see any snow 
or ice. These medium-sized birds build their nests on the coasts of 
Argentina, Chile, and the Falkland Islands, but they spend most of 
their lives at sea searching for food while reaching as far north as 
Peru on the Pacific side, and Brazil on the Atlantic side. The penguins 
I met, however, live in a U.S. aquarium exhibit with a size that is less 
than 50m2. 

In Chapter 1.4.3, I already laid out the speciesist neo-colonialism that 
most zoos perform nowadays, and, although this zoo is branded as a 
non-profit organization that houses rescue animals, it seems that only 
a few of the twenty penguins I met here were born in South America. 
All the other birds in this colony were born in (several different) U.S. 
zoos. Here, the visitors’ spectatorship and engineered intimacy are 
mixed with education about species preservation and care for the 
environment. The twenty penguins are telling a recreated story about 
their wild family members, and they tell it in their own ways.

Being critical of zoos, I could have ended this narrative right here. 
A truly (and sterile) non-speciesist account of Magellanic penguins 
telling about their multispecies worldings would perhaps prefer to 
limit itself solely to the stories they tell in their so-called natural 
environments, where they rarely meet humans. But, given that this 
planet does not really involve such clear distinctions between natural 
and artificial, I am convinced that multispecies worldings also arise 

21  The reference itself is omitted to grant anonymity to the aquarium that will feature in this 
section.
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in conflicting spaces such as zoos. Furthermore, I became ambitious 
and curious; I thought – perhaps naively – that these twenty penguins 
could help me to think about ways in which zoos could somehow 
become non-speciesist (a typically welfarist framing, cf. Chapter 
3.1.2). And thus – I told myself – I must schedule a meeting to see 
what is going on with these videogaming birds.   

After introducing myself and my research interests to the aviculturist 
over email during my PhD exchange in the U.S.22, I was invited to 
meet the penguins and take part in their daily enrichment session. 
With conflicting feelings of excitement, curiosity, and scepticism I 
went through the door of the penguin habitat, and there we met; 
about a quarter of the bird colony immediately approached us and 
responded to my presence with similar mixed feelings. Over the 
next few hours, we got to know each other a little better. To better 
understand my position in how we came to know each other, it is 
useful first to travel back in time a little further and outline my design 
journey with playful artefacts and other animals.

Before this meeting, I had worked for a couple of years on design-
ing artefacts that mediate playfulness between humans and other 
mammals, including domestic cats and dogs. I was drawn to interspe-
cies play because it deliberately shapes a shared space of negotiation 
between different animals with a less-hierarchical-than-usual mindset. 
Meaning that, within a normalized system of animal oppression, the 
activity of play is one of the few spaces where humans and other 
animals must explicitly negotiate the unfolding interactions together 
for play to arise. In a 2019 interview, Donna Haraway describes play 
as a crucial possibility for generating political imagination.  

22  Similarly, the actual name of the aviculturist is excluded here for anonymity. It is relevant 
to mention here that much later during this project, in the communication with the management and 
PR department of this zoo, I was told that I am not allowed to mention the aquarium name while 
providing any critical remarks on zoos in general. As much as I would like to acknowledge the names 
of the penguin experts and caretakers in thanking them for their generosity and time, I therefore see it 
as necessary to omit this information. 
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“Play captures a lot of what goes on in the world. There is a kind 

of raw opportunism in biology and chemistry, where things work 

stochastically to form emergent systematicities. It’s not a matter 

of direct functionality. We need to develop practices for thinking 

about those forms of activity that are not caught by functionality, 

those which propose the possible-but-not-yet, or that which is 

not-yet but still open. It seems to me that our politics these days 

require us to give each other the heart to do just that. To figure 

out how, with each other, we can open up possibilities for what 

can still be. And we can’t do that in a negative mood. We can’t 

do that if we do nothing but critique. We need critique; we ab-

solutely need it. But it’s not going to open up the sense of what 

might yet be. It’s not going to open up the sense of that which 

is not yet possible but profoundly needed.” (Haraway in Weigel 

2019: para. 28-29).

This comment also aligns with what she wrote a decade earlier (and 
keeps bringing up throughout her work), in When Species Meet. Here 
she argued that shared encounters, such as play, touch, and joy, allow 
us to experience and discover degrees of freedom and possibilities to 
develop intuitive and bodily understandings between humans and 
other animals (Haraway 2008). Earlier, I wrote about these shared 
understandings between beings, and reflected that we have always 
been playing with other animals that surround us, and they have 
always been playing with us (cf. Westerlaken 2016). 

With playful activities, I do not only refer to animal play character-
ized by strictly non-functional, awkward behaviour such as jumping 
around or play-biting (cf. Burghardt 2006). Instead, I am using the 
term playfulness to include a much broader scope of actions that 
aligns more to Miguel Sicart‘s discussion of the term in his 2014 book 
Play Matters as any playful or carnivalesque expression or attitude. 
More generally, this includes all kinds of activities undertaken with 
curiosity, pleasure-seeking, humour, sharing affection, laughter, and 
being open to surprising engagements. Cynthia Willett’s book is filled 
with examples of ways in which animals display humour and ridicule, 
make jokes, and engage in laughter; similar to Haraway, she refers 
to this as potential “technologies of reversal, levelling hierarchies by 

figure
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turning stratified structures upside down” (Willett 2014: 30). Given 
this broader definition of playfulness, I also suggest that (as opposed 
to the much more studied behaviour of play as an activity in other 
mammals) we still know very little about these broader kinds of 
playful practices among different animals. This becomes especially 
useful for multispecies worlding when we stop asking ‘why other 
animals play’, and instead focus on ‘how we can be playful together’. 

In being playful, we can learn to be flexible, engage with our whole 
body, explore alternative scenarios, and practice our sensitivity 
(Westerlaken 2017b: 61-62). Play involves rules and power but also 
allows for continuously changing dynamics; and it is not only the 
human that comes up with ideas, but other animals can surprise us 
too (ibid.). By looking at the world in this alternative light, such as 
through a playful encounter with another animal, we do not necessar-
ily engage in a practice that opposes dominant culture, or completely 
abandons speciesism. Rather, we wilfully start paying attention to 
each other differently and to alternative ways of manipulating and 
anticipating things, in ways that we find interesting and appealing 
(Bogost 2016: 20). And if living beings are in some way drawn to 
discovering surprising and pleasurable engagements with the world 
and with each other, there is much multispecies worlding inspiration 
to be found in play.

In a project called ‘Felino’, together with game designer/developer 
Alex Camilleri, we developed and tested a prototype for a tablet game 
that would allow humans and cats to play together collaboratively 
(Figure 16). Where existing interactive toys for cats usually provide a 
one-sided interaction (a moving object on a screen that can be tapped 
by the cat), we designed a game in which both the human and the 
cat could alter the game mechanics, objects, and create challenges. 
By experimenting and playing with the different game states (such as 
by changing the size, speed, and colours of the fish, creating object 
trails, gathering fish food, or moving around and replacing elements 
of the aquarium) both the cat and the human could influence and 
create different ways of playing together.
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Before and during this project, we published several papers that 
argued for more attention towards interspecies play in theory (cf. 
Westerlaken and Gualeni 2013) and reports on the design and testing 
methods of the Felino project (cf. Westerlaken and Camilleri 2014, 
Westerlaken and Gualeni 2014a). Furthermore, we reflected on 
the philosophical framing of interspecies playfulness that informed 
the design (cf. Westerlaken and Gualeni 2014b). Looking back at 
this project and these publications, several years later, from a more 
developed multispecies standpoint, it strikes me that – besides the 
speciesist aquarium metaphors that we applied in the game – the 
human designer and player maintained a very dominant role in the 
interactions with the cats. This became clear during the design phases 
that predominantly relied on existing theoretical knowledge about 
cats’ playful behaviour to use as an inspiration for the design. The 
human-focus also appeared during playtesting in a local animal 
shelter, where, as the human player/designer, I placed the tablet screen 
in front of the cat and thereby decided when and where they would 
play. Lastly, a human-centredness also becomes more apparent when 
re-reading the papers. By framing the design and testing methods 
according to the academic formats that I was taught as an (under-
graduate/early graduate) student – mainly following standardized 
Human Computer Interaction (HCI) principles – I was systematically 
silencing the cats. The academic work gained credibility and value by 
attempting to quantify or theorize the interactions of the cats with 
the games and improving the design of the game from these insights, 
leaving little space for the other worldings made by the cats (as these 
worlds are hardly described in numbers and theories). To be sure, 

Figure 16: the prototype testing phase of ‘Felino’, a game for cats and humans 
(undertaken in 2014). Images from the author.
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the issue was not that there was a lack of multispecies worlding, but 
that I failed to recognize or focus on them during this project. For 
example, I did not document what the cats were already up to when 
I presented them with the prototype. I also did not take note of their 
interactions with the environment or with me more generally, after 
they finished with the game.

Nonetheless, I think that some multispecies worlding traces can still 
be inspired by the experiences with this project, albeit retrospectively. 
As designers, we quickly grow attached to our ideas and prototypes; 
we desperately want other beings to like the things we present to 
them. Having experience with designing for both humans as well 
as other animals, I can say that when another animal shows interest 
and curiosity towards a prototype I created for them, it generates an 
excitement that is difficult to put into words. 

During this project, I noticed that – when the amount of care that 
a designer puts into their creation is met with enthusiasm (of all 
sorts) by another animal – the designer experiences a powerful start-
ing point for learning about (some of) the animal’s worldings. The 
designer thereby gains a temporary access and a glimpse of recogni-
tion from another animal for their efforts. It is difficult to articulate 
these somewhat self-centred experiences. Perhaps it suffices to say 
that now, more than half a decade later, I can still remember the ways 
of playing together with each cat that interacted with the prototype 
together with me, and I cherish these memories. Nonetheless, the 
cats likely do not.

In the field of design research, there are several other projects that 
explore interspecies playfulness. Examples include the work of Ilyena 
Hirskyj-Douglas, who researched and practised participatory design 
with dogs engaged in watching tv (Hirskyj-Douglas 2017), and 
Hanna Wirman, who prototyped and tested touch screen games for 
sheltered orangutans (Wirman 2014). Furthermore, Fiona French et 
al., engaged with a ‘research through design’ approach for playful 
artefacts in the context of elephant enrichment (French et al. 2015), 
and Clemens Driessen et al., explored the use of games for farmed 
pigs (Driessen et al. 2014). Likewise, Sarah Webber et al. developed 
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and tested games for orangutans in zoos (Webber et al. 2017), and 
Patricia Pons et al., researched the possibilities for interactive, playful 
systems from a more technological angle (Pons et al. 2014). Similar 
to the Felino project, it can be argued that these projects primarily 
take a welfarist approach (cf. Chapter 3.1.2) to designing technology 
that can benefit the lives of other animals directly, but not necessarily 
in a more systematic multispecies manner.

After all this focus on playfulness and other mammals, it was refresh-
ing to experience the playful worlding of birds. With their feathers 
cold and wet from the water, their hard beaks continuously exploring 
and pulling at the materiality of the world, their heads turned slightly 
sideways to look at me with black eyes that see more than humans 
do23, and their cold flat feet searching for the edges of balance on 
every surface, they investigated me, as well as the other items that 
were part of their daily enrichment session. During these sessions, the 

23  Not only do penguins see the more-than-human world with their penguin animality, their 
vision has also evolved to have excellent eyesight, both under and above the water. Furthermore, like 
most birds, it is assumed that Magellanic penguins have a fourth colour cone cell that enables them to 
see a broader visual spectrum, including ultraviolet light.
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human caretakers check up on the health of the penguins, engage in 
social interaction with them, and provide challenges that can alleviate 
boredom. The toys that are used for enrichment are similar to toys 
for domestic animals such as dogs and cats, and the tablet game they 
played with was one designed for cats. I must note, though, that 
the penguins – perhaps due to their excellent eyesight – achieved 
much higher scores than the cats. Enrichment sessions are not only 
about toys though, during some quiet days at the zoo, I was told that 
many of the penguins also enjoy a visit (following behind one of the 
caretakers) to go and see the otters at the other end of the aquarium. 
They also enjoy climbing on your lap to take a nap (and leaving 
behind some droppings), pull your hair, nibble on your shoes, and 
they are generally quite talkative. As a result of this first meeting, the 
challenge, posed by the aviculturist, entailed: can you design a game 
that is specifically made for Magellanic penguins at a zoo?   

With a somewhat optimistic welfarist frame of mind, I agreed to 
the task and spent the following year designing interactive penguin 
toys. My personal goal was still to use this project as a way to start 
an engagement with the question of what non-speciesist zoos could 
look like. I thought that the penguins could help me with this. Due 
to practicalities and prior agreements, I could only return to the zoo 
with the prototypes in the summer of 2017, so the participation of 
the penguin individuals in the initial design phase was out of the 
question. After many prototypes as well as the helpful ideas generated 
during a workshop at the 2016 Animal Computer Interaction (ACI) 
conference (Figure 17) and the results of an assignment carried out 
by the Interaction Design MSc students at Malmö University (Figure 
18), a box full of prototypes was shipped to the U.S. in the summer 
of 2017 and the playtesting with penguins could start. To nobody’s 
surprise, the penguins curiously explored the novelty that was intro-
duced to their daily environment, and many playful activities with 
the prototypes were observed and documented (Figure 19 and 20). 
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Figure 17: one of the sketches from an ideation 
session for the 2016 Zoo jam workshop at the 
ACI conference in Milton Keynes. Image from 
the author. Illustration by Yingxue Zhang.

Figure 19: playtesting the penguin toy prototypes in July 2017 – inside area. Image from the author.

Figure 18: one of the student groups presenting 
prototypes of penguin toys as part of the MSc in 
Interaction Design at Malmö University. Image 
from the author. For a complete overview of 
these projects and credits of each team member 
see: https://wp.me/p2y7bd-hr
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The caretakers appeared satisfied, the local university I was affiliated 
with produced an engaging PR story, the penguins seemed to enjoy 
theirafternoon, and I had enough material to reflect on a design case 
and potentially produce another paper. 

Except I neither ended up writing a paper nor reflected on this design 
case as particularly successful. Up until today, I do not feel like this 
case was practically helpful for me to think about the notion of (multi)
speciesism(s) in connection to the penguins in the zoo (apart from 
regarding the design case itself as a problematic activity). I am also 
not sure I used my time effectively to engage with this question spe-
cifically. This is where the welfarist standpoint is a dangerous one in 
design practice. It becomes all too easy to attach to the ideas of all the 
stakeholders involved and start producing the designs they envision 
(e.g. engaging penguin toys), while losing track of the bigger picture 
or the more structural norms that the designs re-enforce (unprob-
lematic exploitation of other animals as sources of entertainment in 
zoos). This is not to say that the different stakeholders do not focus 

Figure 20: playtesting the penguin toy prototypes in July 2017 - outside area. 
Image from the author.
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on problematizing speciesism at all, or that the care they bring into 
their work is always necessarily speciesist. The issue is that it is easy 
to get side-tracked by the humans involved and start engaging in a 
risky praxis that could have quickly silenced the world-making of the 
penguins that participated. 

And thus, I revisited the documentation of the project with renewed 
attention for bringing up the worlds that the penguins are telling. In 
a re-analysis of the playtesting footage – a few years later – it is clear 
that the penguins do take every opportunity to express themselves 
playfully. Not only with regards to the prototypes but much more 
deliberately in ways that they invented themselves. For example, 
while we were busy testing and documenting the interactions of 
several penguins playing with the prototypes, three other penguins 
decided to sneak around the corner, into the supply closet, to inves-
tigate its contents. 
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A few minutes later, my assistant for the day tried to get a steady 
shot of the penguins playing with the prototypes outside, in front of 
the zoo visitors, while another penguin tried to get his attention by 
starting to nibble on his pants.   

I argue that the penguins were – as penguins do – making worlds 
with whatever was available to them during that afternoon in the 
zoo. These two examples show that it is especially in the ways that 
they continuously negotiate playfulness on their accords that humans 
(and perhaps other animals) can get a glimpse of their multispecies 
worlding practices in play. While I first looked at the documentation 
with a focus on the interactions with the artefacts I designed (still 
hoping that the penguins would like them), nowadays I think that all 
the other ways in which the penguins made play that day (and any 
other day) can tell us much more about what playful multispecies 
worlding may look like. 
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The examples show that these penguins did worlds differently than 
me or the other stakeholders had expected, which is precisely part 
of the essence of play. As play scholar Ian Bogost writes: “Fun is the 
aftermath of deliberately manipulating a familiar situation in a new 
way” (Bogost 2016: 57), whereby play is found not in ourselves, 
but in the manipulation of the things around us (ibid.: 91). Making 
playful multispecies worlds with Magellanic penguins in captivity 
thus becomes possible by being attentive to the surprising ways they 
manipulate their environments and negotiate different possibilities. 
By negotiating possibilities in unexpected ways they add richness to 
multispecies world-making.

This insight ties back to the challenges that the welfarist standpoint 
face because design research frameworks within HCI (and ACI) 
have a standardized focus on reporting how certain technologies are 
appropriated by the animals that try them out. But it is perhaps 
all the other – unexpected – stuff that happens during the project 
that makes multispecies worldings apparent. To be able to recognize 
these moments better, the research and design methods themselves 
need to remain more attentive to things that take place outside of 
their pre-defined design and evaluation methods, applying the same 
flexibility and openness to surprise that can be found in playfulness. 
Otherwise we risk silencing what other animals are telling us. In other 
words, to design and research interspecies playfulness, and trying not 
to silence what other animals are telling us, I argue that we must also 
extend the qualities of playfulness to the structure of the project itself.

These insights could also be framed as an argument for a kind of 
multispecies welfarist standpoint in which this playful flexibility can 
only be obtained by actually engaging with other animals in prac-
tice. While other disciplines can often limit themselves to producing 
critique, complications, or theory, it is the welfarists who are able to 
engage with multispecies worldings in the most problematic spaces. 
So when orangutans are rubbing the touch screen with food and 
body-fluids instead of their hands (Wirman and Jörgensen 2015), ele-
phants destroy hosepipes rather than use them as imagined (French et 
al. 2015), and piglets follow laser-lights despite what was previously 
predicted (Driessen et al. 2014) multispecies worlds are continuously 
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being made by other animals. And those activities also inspire the 
design of playful interactions and thereby help us practice multispe-
cies worlding skills that are playfully initiated by other animals. 

During my years of designing and thinking about playfulness with 
other animals, it took a waddle of Magellanic penguins to tell me 
about all the other things that other animals do to make playful 
worlds, and to distract me from the academic theories and traditions 
I was trying to hold onto. Despret eloquently phrases a similar lesson 
from other animals in the sciences: 

“Beyond these reversals, these stories fall within a very similar 

regime: one that characterizes situations in which beings learn 

either to ask that what matters to them be taken into account 

or to respond to such a demand. And that they learn to do so 

with another species. This is what gives such a remarkable and 

particular flavour to these scientific projects, wherein learning to 

know what is observed is subordinate to learning, and above all, 

to recognizing one another.” (Despret 2016: 20). 

Although I was trained with the many playful stories of cats and dogs 
in domestic spaces throughout my life, my unfamiliarity with penguins 
as well as the problematic staging of a zoo forced me to reconsider 
my assumptions and become more attentive to what penguins do. 
And thus, Magellanic penguins became the protagonist, at least 
in my journey as designer, in telling the stories about multispecies 
playfulness.playfulness.



197



198



199

FORESTS TELL –  
COLLECTIVE WISDOM

‘Forest’ is one of those beautiful words we have to tentatively describe 
a multispecies ecosystem that is impossible to comprehend fully. 
When humans think of a forest, we see a collection of trees, moss, 
green, leaves, insects, birds, rodents, and a few bigger mammals. 
The thing about forests, though, is that they are much bigger than 
that. Large parts of a forest’s ways of telling are invisible to us; their 
stories are unfolding in the soil underneath our feet and the air above 
our heads.

Forests actually think, and this is not a metaphor (cf. Kohn 2013). 
As with any self, each forest is different and tells their own stories. 
Many trees, for example, live for thousands of years and the stories 
of a human lifetime happen in the blink of an eye in their timelines. 
Even after dying, tree stumps and branches continue to play a vital 
role in the forest for many years to come; their stories keep evolving. 
For indigenous communities, such as the Ecuadorian Runa people 
(specifically in the Sapara Nation), lives are intimately engaged with 
the forest and its living beings who animate and enchant their worlds; 
these intimacies make space for a way to think outside of language, 
in which living-thoughts create relations between all kinds of beings 
and ecosystems (Kohn 2013: 234). In many ways, indigenous people 
consider a forest’s existence value to be as important as its use-value 
(Deb 2014: 123), as opposed to a modernist framework in which a 
forest is often regarded as a collection of resources for human use. 

When researchers started to pay attention to the organization of a 
forest as a large-scale system, it was found that trees communicate 
with each other over the air and through their roots. Already in 1997, 
ecologist Suzanne Simard wrote that trees communicate their needs 
and send each other nutrients through networks of soil fungi (Simard 
et al. 1997: 581). Since then, Simard has pioneered further research 
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into tree’s communications and fungal networks that help trees send 
warning signals about environmental change, search for related trees, 
and transfer nutrients to neighbouring plants before dying; she now-
adays also uses phrases like ‘forest wisdom’ and ‘mother trees’ when 
talking about these systems, which has helped change how other 
scientists define cooperative forest systems (Toomey 2016: para. 
1-2). This type of work is now becoming more generally accepted in 
research communities (cf. Wohlleben 2016). Simard’s work is also 
intriguingly portrayed in a recent novel by Richard Powers, who was 
likely inspired by the work of Simard (Worsley n.d.: para. 4) for one 
of the book’s characters, dr. Patricia Westerford, an ecologist who 
feels outcast by more conservative scientists, and reflects on the more 
recent discoveries that she had already been reporting decades earlier:

“We found that trees could communicate, over the air and 

through their roots. Common sense hooted us down. We found 

that trees take care of each other. Collective science dismissed the 

idea. Outsiders discovered how seeds remember the seasons of 

their childhood and set buds accordingly. Outsiders discovered 

that trees sense the presence of other nearby life. That a tree 

learns to save water. That trees feed their young and synchronize 

their masts and bank resources and warn kin and send out signals 

to wasps to come and save them from attacks. “Here’s a little 

outsider information, and you can wait for it to be confirmed. 

A forest knows things. They wire themselves up underground. 

There are brains down there, ones our own brains aren’t shaped 

to see. Root plasticity, solving problems and making decisions. 

Fungal synapses. What else do you want to call it? Link enough 

trees together, and a forest grows aware.” (Powers 2018: 453).

The things that forests tell emphasize the relationality that is involved 
in the making of multispecies worlds. Their stories are not only about 
a tree growing tallest and competing for the largest space in the 
canopy, but much more about the tallest tree providing safety, shade, 
and nutrients for the rest of the forest, and the oldest trees collecting 
wisdom that benefits the entire ecosystem, simply by being around 
for the longest time.
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The Swedish soil on which most of this thesis was written is gener-
ally abundant with forests. Reportedly, almost all of these forests 
(>90%), however, are in commercially use where trees are grown to 
produce wood (Skyddaskogen 2016a: para. 12), Sweden’s biggest 
export product. These production woods can be recognized easily, for 
example as a collection of tall, slim, almost branchless trees closely 
planted together. Every couple of fields is momentarily empty due to 
recent logging, apart from a few seed trees that are usually cut after 
new generations of trees start to form. In mid and southern Sweden, 
this method for gathering wood ensures that these trees do generally 
not exceed an eighty-year lifespan (Swedish Wood n.d.: para. 8). 
In contrast, old-growth forests comprise a much more complicated 
dynamic biological system; they have experienced insect outbreaks, 
forest fires, and storms that have favoured the species richness and 
diversity (Skyddaskogen 2016b: para. 2). Life and death both play a 
big part in this; for example, it can take about a thousand years for 
an average pine tree to go through its whole life cycle, from a seed to 
an old tree that dies and is biodegraded (ibid.). The wisdom of the 
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trees, their awareness, growth, learning, protection, and care-taking 
shape the forests and the things it learns to tell during all this time. A 
single harvest can erase all of the multispecies worlds that forests tell.

Compostist understandings (cf. Chapter 3.1.3) can help frame some 
of these complexities so that the multispecies wisdom found in 
forests can become more apparent. For example, in trying to imagine 
multispecies worldings through a focus on the relationships between 
a human and the trees of a forest, this complexity encourages us to 
endlessly expand these assemblages by describing not only the human 
and the tree, but also focus on the extensive networks of a forest. This 
includes the invisible communication that takes place through roots 
of the tree, the oxygen we breathe, the winds that help the tree’s seeds 
travel, the other life forms that the forest makes, the organisms that 
are living inside both the tree and the human, the symbiotic exchange 
of these organisms, all the other beings that are involved with the 
tree, and the question of where the forest actually starts or ends. 

One extensive account of such an assemblage includes anthropol-
ogist Anna Tsing’s book, The Mushroom at the End of the World: 
On the Possibilities of Life in Capitalist Ruins (2015). This book 
tells the precarious stories of the Matsutake mushroom. It is one of 
the rarest and most expensive mushrooms in the world, primarily 
sold in Japan but grown in places across the northern hemisphere. 
Matsutake are aromatic wild mushrooms that grow in forests that 
are already disturbed by humans (Tsing 2015: 3). They help forests 
grow in daunting places through their ability to nurture trees (ibid.: 
4). As a result of global commodification in what Tsing calls “the 
ruins of capitalism” the mushroom’s commerce and trade tell stories 
of displacement, loss, power, ownership, and wealth among humans, 
mushrooms, and other species (ibid.). Due to the mushroom’s precari-
ous living conditions, their existence cannot be predicted or mastered. 
In other words, the stories of the matsutake can tell the things that 
happen when “many species sometimes live together without either 
harmony or conquest” (ibid.: 5). 

Where humans, and many other species, mostly maintain their bodily 
configuration, life-form, and brain-shape, when they grow older, 
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what makes fungi special is that they change shape in relation to 
their encounters and environments; mushrooms, and other fungi, 
tell us about being transformed by our encounters; they show quite 
clearly how living beings respond to the worlds around us (ibid.: 47). 
They can tell us about flexibility and collective flourishing of forests:

“Fungi (together with bacteria) made the soil in which plants 

grow. Fungi also digest wood. Otherwise, dead trees would stack 

up in the forest forever. Fungi break them down into nutrients 

that can be recycled into new life. Fungi are thus world builders, 

shaping environments for themselves and others.” (Tsing 2015: 

138).

The mushrooms that fruit from these fungi are so difficult for humans 
to manipulate because they only grow together in vast networks with 
other species: “They come into being only through interspecies rela-
tions” (ibid.). Importantly, these mutual benefits do not necessarily 
lead to harmony. Sometimes the fungi parasites the tree roots or a 
plant rejects the fungus (ibid.: 139). Fungi in forests tell us about the 
interrelations that are required to grow collectively, as a forest; in 
which one element does not thrive without the other. By the end of 
this situated account of the matsutake, Tsing translates the wisdom 
of the forest into a more general multispecies way of approaching 
knowledge:

“Consider, instead, the pleasures of the woodland. There are 

many useful products there, from berries and mushrooms to 

firewood, wild vegetables, medicinal herbs, and even timber. A 

forager can chose [sic] what to gather and can make use of the 

woodland’s patches of unexpected bounty. But the woodland re-

quires continuing work, not to make it a garden but rather to 

keep it open and available for an array of species. (…) This book 

is just one harvest of those products.” (Tsing 2015: 286).
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Similarly, this section is just one harvest of the forest – with a brief 
focus on what trees and mushrooms may tell us – and this thesis 
is only one harvest of multispecies worldings. Every visit to the 
forest may yield renewed wisdom and different multispecies worlds. 
With the help of the writings by Ursula Le Guin, Tsing argues that 
[multispecies] stories can best be found through foraging rather than 
hunting and killing: 

“[Le Guin] proposes that storytelling might pick up diverse 

things of meaning and value and gather them together, like a for-

ager rather than a hunter waiting for the big kill. In this kind of 

storytelling, stories should never end, but rather lead to further 

stories.” (Tsing 2015: 287).

And so, when foraging for multispecies worldings, the wisdom and 
complexities of a forest tell us to look for alternative paths, under-
ground growth, shapeshifting relations, unexpected connections, 
and ancient timelines. Above all, as foragers – if we are care-full to 
maintain its continued existence – the forest can always lure us back 
in, indefinitely able to tell more stories and make more worlds.
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ANTS TELL –  
URBAN COHABITATIONS

Most of the world’s human population (about 56%) live in urban 
spaces. Building vast infrastructures and multi-storey homes, they 
often live and work in close vicinity to each other; so do ants. The 
black garden ant, for example, can scale up their colonies to 40,000 
individuals (although 5,000 to 7,000 is a more average colony 
size). Most humans tend to see ants as strong, hardworking, and 
cooperative, and their colonies as efficient societies, hierarchically 
reigned by an ant queen, but a closer look at these small insects 
reveals many other stories as well. 

In the winter of 2016, I started a design project with a colony of 
black garden ants (Lasius Niger). At the time, the main reason for 
this curiosity was a drive to engage in a design experiment with a 
type of animal we usually do not have any intimate relations with, 
but who are still sharing their environments with humans. The two 
questions that guided me in the beginning of this project were rather 
challenging: how could we actively involve ants in the process of 
designing a playful space? And – more generally – how could this 
project help to re-negotiate and re-think the relationships we have 
with ants? 

With a focus on playfulness (see ), I wanted to move our 
understanding of ants away from a traditional narrative about ants as 
only hardworking efficiency machines towards finding other stories, 
such as what ants do for leisure? How do they seek to enjoy life? 
What curiosities do they have? And what else can they tell us about 
living in urban conditions with humans? 

I obtained a black ant colony with one queen-ant and eight worker-
ants and set up a living environment for them at my workspace in the 
university. These ants and their needed supplies/nests are available 
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as commercial products. A week or so after the young ant colony 
entered their new den, the worker ants, after a thorough investigation 
of their new environment, found a suitable room for the queen ant. 
Rather than the queen ant herself deciding the procedures, several of 
the worker ants picked her up and carried her, and her recently laid 
eggs, to the new location in the nest. Further, I found that – for most 
of the day – the ants were rather casually hanging out with each other, 
either close to the queen or in the sources of sugary water. These 
‘workers’ spent a lot of time exploring their environment or simply 
lying around (see the set-up of the nest in Figure 21).

As expected, the ant residents gathered lots of attention from the 
human workers in the university office spaces. During these early 
days, colleagues and visitors came by to ask how the ants were doing, 
what they were working on, and they wanted to know if the queen 
had already moved into the chambers. At this stage, most of the small 
design experiments I carried out consisted of placing different objects 
into the ants’ outside area box and monitoring their responses. I also 
maintained a journal of the ants’ activities as well as my reflections 
on the mixed feelings of keeping the ants in captivity. Over time, I 
started to get to know the ants and their daily occupations. And, 
inevitably, the ants began to tell their own stories:
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After a few weeks, I noticed a single ant walking around on my desk; 
I picked her up and put her back in the nest while wondering how 
she managed to get out. Then, the next day, two ants were walking 
around, exploring computer cables, the keyboard, and my coffee 
cup. Once again, I picked them up, as carefully as possible, and 
returned them to the nest. I started to get a little worried, as one of 
the requirements for being allowed to keep ants in this (open) office 
environment was that I would not let them escape. This continued 
for a couple of days until, instead of picking them up, I decided to 
follow them around until I figured out how they actually got out. 
Apart from general exploration of my desk, the ants walked over to 
a nearby source of carton, taking off small pieces of the material, and 
carrying these pieces back to the nest. In my observation – although 
please note that I am not an ecologist – the ants had found an opening 
between two sides of the plexiglass box, and they were stacking these 

Figure 21: the confined living environment of the ants consisted of a plastered 
nest with different chambers and an outside area made of transparent Plexiglass 
where the ants gathered resources and brought out garbage from their nest. The 
attached tubes provide sugary water. Image from the author.
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pieces of carton in that opening so that they could crawl in and out 
more comfortably with other resources. 

My first reaction to this rather creative negotiation of the ants was 
to remove the stacked pieces of carton and close off the plexiglass 
with some tape (see Figure 22), living up to the promises I made to 
my colleagues. I then felt increasingly bad about this decision and 
removed the tape again after a few weeks. It is important to note 
here that worker ants never really venture very far from their nests as 
they remain in close contact with the queen as well as with the other 
workers. Rather than a more permanent escape, their behaviour is 
better described as a series of back-and-forth explorations from the 
nest itself. Their adventures outside of their living area could also be 
telling that they needed resources (or things to do) that they could 
not find nearby.

Figure 22: this image shows the queen ant and most of the workers in the nest, 
as well as a partial view on the outside area that the ants used for their escape. 
The corner that they used (on the right side of this image) was then taped off to 
prevent them from getting out. Image from the author.
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This initial experience with the ant colony brings up relevant 
questions about our inevitable cohabitations with other animals, 
especially in urban conditions where animals are regarded as pests, 
a sign of bad hygiene, and daily annoyances. In multispecies worlds, 
living together with other animals in urban spaces in harmonious 
and response-able manners is always a negotiation between different 
species and individuals.

One of the few (often cited) resources that engage with multispecies 
(anti-speciesist) imaginations for urban cohabitations includes the 
work of political theorists and Critical Animal Studies scholars Sue 
Donaldson and Will Kymlicka (cf. Sandelin 2018, Kleszcz 2018, 
Meijer 2019, Rosińska and Szydłowska 2019). Rather than focusing 
on the creation of animal rights that restrict possibility, they advocate 
for a future-oriented approach to non-speciesist animal rights. Their 
2011 book Zoopolis: A Political Theory of Animal Rights, starts 
from the premise that all animals have inviolable basic rights. Having 
inviolable basic rights implies, according to Donaldson and Kymlicka, 
that a sentient being has a right to live, regardless of their contribution 
or usefulness to society. Their main contribution, however, lies in 
their investigation of how animal-human relationships can be formed 
as a consequence of this premise. The authors advocate for the 
accordance of citizenship to domesticated animals, sovereignty to 
wild animals, and denizenship to liminal animals. 

The first category, citizenship, focuses on the already existing shared 
communities of humans and domesticated animals, in which we 
seek to understand the preferences of individual animals themselves 
(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011: 100). We have brought other animals 
into our society through domestication processes, and therefore we 
owe them a membership to it. This means that we must include their 
interests in our decisions. 
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This position implies that domesticated animals have the right of 
residency, inclusion in decision-making processes, and the agency 
to shape rules accordingly. In many examples, the authors refer to 
the existence of residencies compared to today’s animal sanctuaries 
where domesticated animals can live a protected life without being 
exploited, while they can continue to have relationships with humans 
and other animals. In some cases, these animals might perform 
voluntary labour activities like eating grass, growing wool, protecting 
others, producing manure, eggs, and milk that could – under some 
circumstances – be consumed by humans (Donaldson and Kymlicka 
2011: 139).

The second category involves the sovereignty that wild animals must 
regain in their own territories. Sovereignty here is not just limited to 
legal institutions (such as nation-states), but to any (plural) overlap 
of interest in autonomy and maintenance of a society; just like with 
the territory of other humans: while we may be free to visit and even 
inhabit the land of other societies, we are not free to control, settle, 
or reshape it (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011: 173). Sovereignty also 
implies that humans should not have the right to harm wild animals 
and destruct their habitats and that we should seek to widen our 
understanding of the complexity of ecosystems and food-cycles to 
offer appropriate assistance or respectful interventions (ibid.: 206).
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The third, most intertwined, category that Donaldson and Kymlicka 
emphasize seeks to overcome the wild/domesticated dichotomy by 
acknowledging that many other animals are living both inside and 
outside human communities. These include animals like urban birds, 
rats, mice, deer, bats, foxes, reptiles, coyotes, possums, and (I add) 
insects. Although they have found plenty of ways to survive and 
thrive in human societies, our relationship with them is often one 
of de-legitimizing their presence and designing spaces that seek to 
exclude them from human environments. While the authors approve 
the design of urban areas that are less attractive for certain animals, 
they specifically propose a concept of liminal animal denizens. This 
concept means that these animals must be accorded a legal and 
political status that provides security, without the forms of intimate 
trust and cooperation that define domestic co-citizenship (Donaldson 
and Kymlicka 2011: 230). For example, urban pigeons must be 
granted the right of residence and be treated with respect, but they 
do not necessarily have to be taken into account in the redesign of 
public spaces. 
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In some cases, however, these liminal animals pose serious threats 
to humans or domestic animals, which might create conflicts, such 
as rodents carrying diseases or predatory animals harming (human 
or other animal) citizens. The authors therefore emphasize that in 
order not to make each other’s lives miserable, liminal denizenship 
does not entail befriending other animals, or increasing the range or 
depth of their relationships with humans; it merely means avoiding 
violence and abuse of liminal animals and keeping an open mind 
about the possibilities and limits regarding our relationships with 
them (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011: 244). 
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Imagining multispecies worldings through the political proposals 
that Donaldson and Kymlicka outline is helpful in theory because it 
offers a clear starting point from which infinite potential situations 
might be thought-through in practice24. Their book provides plenty of 
examples that demonstrate how detailed their proposal of according 
citizenship, sovereignty, and denizenship to other animals can be and 
this offers many openings for the design of spaces where different 
animals meet. For example, how can public squares be designed 
according to accommodate citizens and denizens? How does the 
design of a house take the non-human inhabitants into account? 
How to create leisure spots and workspaces for all animal citizens to 
thrive? What can ‘accommodate’ and ‘thrive’ mean in this context?

From the standpoints of Critical Animal Studies or political theoretical 
scholarship, however, these imaginations risk becoming rather sterile. 
They offer interesting starting points for thinking about multispecies 
worlds, but – as this thesis hopes to demonstrate – these worlds are 
always infinitely more complex than can be summarized in the three 
citizenship-categories that Donaldson and Kymlicka offer. 

While encountering their work, I was already involved with the 
colony of black garden ants, whom – I thought – would not really 
mind being in a confined environment, but it turned out that they 
had their own stories to tell. These stories appeared to be much more 
complex than a basic right to denizenship could fully account for. In 
the attempt to take the ants’ escape story seriously, and to allow for 
further negotiations and mutual curiosities to unfold, I organized a 
designing-for-ants-workshop in April 2016. Framed as an “Escape 

24  On the other hand, it must be added that the use of citizenship as a framework for legal 
rights is already a challenged institution. Having citizenship entails a privilege, a categorization, and 
definition of a particular status. It also implies rights and rules that grant protection and involves duties. 
In practice, this creates a situation in which certain beings define who can become citizens and thereby 
allow others to be excluded, which makes space for exclusionary politics, exploitation, and imbalanced 
power dynamics. In contemporary times where immigration and border politics are at the forefront 
of political debates, the implied meaning and practical consequences of denied citizenship for humans 
should be included within any critical discourse on this topic. Nonetheless, as the authors argue, this 
framework entails an initial speculative starting point for further thinking about the positive rights and 
ingredients of multispecies worlds that are radically different from our current norms, as opposed to 
limiting the animal rights discourse to critiquing the present and advocating for negative rights only. See 
also Meijer 2019 for a more in-depth analysis and extension of a political framework for interspecies 
democracy and the work of Donaldson and Kymlicka.
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Rooms for Ants Game Jam” at the international Student Interaction 
Design and Research (SIDeR) conference, I asked the 16 interaction/
game design students (with various international backgrounds) who 
participated in developing escape rooms25 for the ants. During this 
two-hour jam, the students developed five different prototypes that 
were inspired by the escape story and the more general insights I 
gained about the black garden ants. Figure 23 shows several images 
of the workshop.

25  “Escape rooms are live-action team-based games where players discover clues, solve 
puzzles, and accomplish tasks in one or more rooms in order to accomplish a specific goal (usually 
escaping from the room) in a limited amount of time.” (Nicholson 2015: 1).
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Figure 23: several images of the “Escape Rooms for Ants Game Jam” showing 
some of the available prototyping materials, the design process of two out of 
five groups, and a slide that was presented by me, with some insights into 
possible directions for designing with ants. Images from the author. Images of 
participants are used with permission.
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During this design activity, the participants were asked to experiment 
with the speculative idea of seeing the ants as players and design a 
challenge that would not be too easy, and not too difficult, for the 
ants to solve26. Some of the designers started their ideation process 
by crafting metaphors taken from game design with humans and 
tried out where these could apply to designs for ants. Some groups 
tried, instead, to envisage and control the effects of their design 
ideas by designing puzzles and level progression while continuously 
speculating and discussing how the ants would appropriate the 
mechanics and materials in their prototypes. To exemplify, Figure 
24 shows one of the prototypes that the designers built.

26  Some of the text in the remaining part of this section was also published in Westerlaken 
2018b as well as Westerlaken and Gualeni 2016b.

Figure 24: in this prototype, the designers (Ralitsa Plamenova Retkova, Simon 
Nilsson, Eliel Camargo-Molina, and Pak Lau) propose an escape room with 
three different stages. First, the ants have to choose the correct wire that leads 
to the next area. Then the ants need to push a ball through the transparent 
tube. This action will pivot the seesaw after which the ants can exit the room 
through the straw. Image from the author. More detailed explanations of all five 
prototypes, as well as the credits of the other designers that took part in each 
project, can be found online through: http://wp.me/p2y7bd-dF 
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Additionally, at the end of the workshop, all 16 designers filled in a 
survey with open questions regarding their experiences. Their answers 
illustrated how nearly all designers started considering the previously 
unexplored possibility of ants being curious and perhaps even playful. 
Furthermore, the participants reflected on ethical interrogatives and 
implications that should be discussed in the case of pursuing a design 
intervention that involves ants. Some of their answers:

“It should not be dangerous. We should respect these small 

animals.”

“We should be careful of not ending up killing them or make 

them suffer.”

However, none of the designers considered the activity as an ethically 
questionable exercise in itself or refused to participate in it, despite 
my openness regarding the mixed feelings prior to the game jam. 
In the same survey, the designers were asked if this short activity 
changed their view on ants or their relationships with them:

“I have never thought that ants possibly could enjoy certain 

activities, instead of doing it out of instinct or just to survive” 

“No…Or maybe a little. We began to give them personalities.”

“I never thought that ants are playful. Not that I thought they 

weren’t, I just did not think about it.”

Even though the designers expressed subtle differences in their 
experiences during the workshop, most participants included a 
specific reflection on their increased sensitivity and interest towards 
the ants that were involved in this project. A frequently mentioned 
topic included the designers’ consideration of ants being perhaps 
‘more playful’, ‘smarter’, or ‘more curious’ than they would initially 
expect them to be. Furthermore, most participants seemed to be 
interested in giving more thought to the idea that ants might do 
something, such as exploring or manipulating objects, for reasons 
that are not purely functional or done for immediate survival. These 
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insights remained a topic of conversation during the next days of the 
SIDeR conference. Additionally, a follow-up survey that was sent 
out six months after the game jam elicited two replies. In both of 
these, the participants shared how their experiences changed their 
encounters with the ants they met after the game jam and made them 
feel more curious and considerate towards the ants’ lives:

“This summer we had ants in our kitchen. My mum was not so 

happy about it and we tried to find a solution how we can block 

their way in. From the workshop I remembered that they can’t 

walk on olive oil. So what I did was that I put olive oil around 

the area were they came in. It was very interesting how they re-

acted because now they started to find a new way in. It does not 

take long and they found their way around and I had no further 

solution of how I could make it harder for them. So I gave up 

and let them stay there. At a certain point during the summer 

they were suddenly gone.”
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After this workshop, I wanted to invite the ants to respond to the 
designs that were created, and observe the ants’ interactions with 
the prototypes. During this phase, I set up a space in my home 
environment and connected the different prototypes to their usual 
living environment. This process was live-broadcasted on Twitch 
and other online streaming platforms with the aim to generate 
conversations and further reflections concerning the ideas that this 
project proposes. After the first day of streaming, the platform Twitch 
closed the online broadcast of the ants interacting with the escape 
room prototypes and labelled it a ‘non-gaming related content’. This 
event generated mixed feelings among viewers that started arguing 
online about the potential paradox of designing escape rooms for 
captive animals and society’s concept of gaming understood as an 
exclusively human activity. This situation produced several online 
discussions and illustrated different degrees of sensitivity that people 
perceived in their relationships with these ants while watching them 
interact with the prototypes. Some of the online comments: 

“How do ants play games?!”

“This is way more exciting than I ever figured it would be!”

“Have they pushed the ball yet???”

“It reminds me of that cabin in the woods movie”

“Sadly, ants playing a game is non-gaming related content 

according to @Twitch” 

 

“‘Playing’ vs ‘teased for human amusement’. Right choice [to 

close the stream] IMO”

In the meantime, during a period of five weeks, the ants interacted 
with each of the five prototypes, and the ants escaped from three 
of the five rooms. What was interesting in this process was how – 
also in this phase – the ants created their own narratives, by finding 
alternative paths, appropriating the designs, and generally making 
themselves at home in my entire living room. These stories are too 
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numerous to detail here but can be found online via http://wp.me/
p2y7bd-eT 

Notably, while connecting different prototypes to their outside area, 
the ants dug a hole directly from their nest on their own as well. 
This construction resulted in the possibility for the ants to roam 
around freely. Then, a few weeks after the last of the five prototypes 
was tested, while I was away from home for a few days, the ants 
disappeared all-together, including the queen, and I never saw them 
again. Perhaps they relocated to a nearby water source, a darker 
area, the balcony, or the neighbours. With this final move, I think 
the ants themselves have clearly told the end of their involvement in 
the project.

All of these negotiations with ants and designers have allowed me 
to experience some of the complexities that are involved in the rela-
tionships between black garden ants and humans. Even though the 
project includes engagements that must be labelled as speciesist more 
generally, the reflections and conversations that emerged during and 
after the design experiments with the ants constitute fragmented, 
subjective, and incomplete interpretations of insights into urban 
cohabitations with other animals, that were gained during and after 
their involvement. These kinds of knowledges do not only ascribe 
facts about the lives and behaviours of ants, they also illustrate how 
the act of getting contextually engaged with the lives of other animals 
can be a transformative exercise that generates sensitivity and sym-
pathy towards other living beings. I argue that actual engagements 
with animals we meet in urban spaces is crucial in negotiating the 
meaning of denizenship of liminal animals.

Most importantly, the ants were not passive entities during this 
process. By being there, acting, escaping, responding, appropriating 
artefacts in unexpected ways, they influenced how these relationships 
evolved, and the project unfolded during all phases of the project. 
These types of reflections and sensitivities could not be obtained at 
a distance, or in theory, without practically engaging with the lives 
of this particular colony of black garden ants. I argue that a design 
practice that is informed by unforeseen complexities that arise, such 
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as the often-unexpected responses of other animals in this project, 
allows for situations capable of stimulating different thoughts, 
alternative points of views, and previously unexperienced forms of 
engagement that influence the making of multispecies worlds. This 
becomes especially constructive when we focus these engagements on 
the animal individuals that we already share our environments with, 
such as those animals we meet in our daily urban spaces. Because 
what we find is that all of the animals that live all around us are 
already telling us lots of stories about our complicated lives together.
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WORMS TELL –  
EATING AND BEING EATEN

The human body (just like other animal bodies) have trillions of other 
creatures living inside and on it. Scientists have identified more than 
ten thousand species of microbes (The Human Microbiome Project 
Consortium 2012); these include bacteria, fungi, and viruses that 
form a unique human microbiome, an ecosystem or world, that is 
you. To exemplify this more specifically, consider our face: every 
square centimetre of our facial skin contains one or two so-called 
Demodex mites. While we are asleep, they crawl across our face to 
mate, lay eggs inside our pores, and clean away other bacteria that 
may cause infections (BBC Earth Lab 2015). More microbes are living 
just on our skin right now than people living on the earth. In con-
stant exchange and partnership with each other, the microbes in and 
on our bodies need the environment of the human body to survive, 
while the human body needs these microbes to remain healthy. In 
attempting to stay alive, it can therefore be said that we are caring 
for the multispecies world(s) that form our body; thereby, the very 
activity of living – balancing the microbiome we carry – becomes a 
practice of multispecies worlding.

There is a tendency, especially within compostist scholarship (cf. 
Chapter 3.1.3), to emphasize these micro-species as a further com-
plication of – or even as a refusal to problematize – the notion of spe-
ciesism. As detailed in Chapter 1.3, the term species (or the concept 
of the holobiont) broadens a focus on other animals (specifically the 
ones we farm, consume, slaughter, visit in zoos, or own as pets) to an 
inclusion of all organisms (including plants, vegetables, bacteria, and 
fungi). This move can be used to insist that it is impossible to stay 
alive without harming other living beings, because eating a carrot or 
taking antibiotics, involves an inherent act of violence towards other 
species (such as plants, bacteria, and viruses). And further, the holo-
biont also means that being alive not only involves harming others; 
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it also inevitably entails being harmed by others. In a meditation on 
the meaning of eating and being eaten, ecologist David Abram writes:

“I find myself entwined in a great gift economy, wherein each 

life partakes of other lives and gives of itself in return. No matter 

how earnestly we humans strive to exempt ourselves from this 

economy (…), we cannot escape our participation in the cycles of 

exchange. If we ingest the land’s nourishment not only through 

our eyes and ears but also through our hungry mouths – chomp-

ing leaves, seeds, and muscles with our teeth, moistening them 

with our saliva, and swallowing them down into our depths, in-

corporating the world’s flesh into our own – it can only be so 

because we, too, are edible. Because we, too, are food. I watch 

the mosquito’s abdomen fill up with my blood. Countless times I 

have annihilated mosquitoes with a slap against my arm, or else 

brushed them angrily away. Yet today I just watch, humbled, 

ashamed to be offering only this tiny sip of my blood in return 

for the abundant sustenance I draw from the biosphere, yet still 

glad to confirm my membership in the big web of interdepend-

ence, as both eater and eaten.” (Abram 2010: 62-63).

The circularity of this gift economy, however, is usually not as recip-
rocal as Abram describes it here. Although we may find the creatures 
harming the human animal in various places (most notably in bacteria, 
viruses, insects, and the occasional wild animal attacking humans), 
those are rarely the same animals we systematically oppress with our 
global-scale speciesist and industrial consumption practices. Addi-
tionally, describing the recent SARS-CoV-2 virus (commonly known 
as the coronavirus), and its corresponding COVID-19 pandemic, as 
a circular exchange (for example) downplays the massive impact this 
virus has on global infrastructures and the disproportionate ways 
in which the virus affects minorities or individuals. Being harmed 
or eaten does not necessarily make for a circular exchange, or gift 
economy, but rather an event that sustains and disrupts ecosystems 
in unequal ways. This is not to say that posthumanist and biologi-
cal concepts of holobionts and circular exchanges are non-existing 
modes of being. In fact, they are crucial to incorporate in a broader 
understanding of multispeciesisms and avoid an all too narrow focus 
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on caring only for the species that look like us. But, merely theo-
rizing about the circularity of our lives by allowing yourself to be 
bitten by a probably harmless mosquito (this particular scene is set 
in North America) is not enough, I find, to seek mindful reflection 
on the mindless consumption of countless other animals that have 
minimal opportunity for harming us back. Acknowledging such 
entanglements is important, but also risks replacing our ability to 
respond to other animals with a discussion on complexity and can 
thereby reproduce the status quo (cf. Giraud 2019). The animals 
that humans eat are bred, enslaved, and kept in captivity by us with 
the entire purpose of avoiding resistance, calling this a gift-economy 
downplays the responses that those animals enact in disagreeing 
with their oppression. The animal industry is precisely built around 
systems that reduce any circularity or exchange of human lives in the 
process of producing edible animal body parts. Although Abram uses 
this reflection on the undeniable taste of his own body to emphasize 
the possibility for humans to give life to other creatures in return 
(and question our human attempts to escape this exchange), he does 
not challenge the lack of more direct reciprocity to the animals that 
we actually consume. 

Continuing reflections on the practicalities of being both eater and 
eaten, it is useful to think of relationships in which the eater and the 
eaten have more synchronous encounters. As mentioned, intimacies 
with bacteria and viruses qualify, but human animals are quick to 
divide these species in categories of either harmful or helpful to our 
bodies. This continues a separation of those species to be eliminated 
(i.e. producing antibiotics or vaccines) and those to be consumed 
(i.e. using probiotics). Alternatively, larger animals that have rela-
tionships with humans as both eater and the eaten are predatory 
animals, such as sharks. But it is actually very rare to be eaten by a 
shark. The other way around, as expected, is a lot less rare. Shark 
finning entails removing the fins from sharks, their most profitable 
parts, and discarding the rest. When the shark is thrown back into 
the sea without fins, they are unable to swim, sink to the bottom, 
and die of suffocation or they are eaten by other predators. Roughly 
73-100 million sharks die each year because of this practice (Worm 
et al. 2013: 194). It is precisely this difference in the degree to which 
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humans eat and are being eaten that is crucial to involve in our reflec-
tions on exchange and reciprocity with other species and gift econ-
omies. When a shark attempts to eat a human the situation usually 
involves a hunt, an encounter in which both species respond to each 
other, to run (or swim) for their lives. The shark either succeeds or 
fails in eating the human, much like any predator animal hunting 
their prey. The practices through which humans obtain food – most 
of which we would never be able to catch and digest with our bare 
hands – involves technologies (weapons, tools, pesticides, antibiotics, 
artificial insemination, or genetic manipulation) that help to reduce 
the chance for other animals to escape or survive. These technologies 
structurally eliminate possibilities for responses from other species. 
This elimination also takes place in discussions; as Abram writes:

“There are ways of speaking that honor this consanguinity, and 

so encourage and enhance the reciprocity between the human 

animal and the more-than-human land. Yet there are also ways 

of speaking that implicitly deny this conviviality, styles of speech 

that stifle the spontaneous participation and exchange between 

our senses and the sensuous topography.” (Abram 2010: 63).

Besides employing ways of speaking that deny multispecies 
entanglements, however, there are also ways of speaking that hide 
response-ability by resorting to emphasizing the complexities of these 
entanglements in theory instead of engaging with the question of how 
to eat and be eaten by other species in practice. Both of these speech-
techniques work to distance ourselves from ‘figuring-out-the-tell’ with 
other animals; one exists in denial, the other resides in abstractions. 
The elimination or complication of responses, I argue, are practices 
situated at the centre of speciesist frameworks, and this is where 
oppression becomes systematic through its own reproduction. Here, 
humans disengage and try to keep other living beings at a distance 
and either deny our entanglements or theorize them away. And thus, 
a search for more reciprocal responses is a crucial key to imagining 
multispecies worldings.     

Another species to think with, in exchanges of eating and being eaten, 
include worms. Worms and larva creatures are very much part of our 
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daily lives and deaths. Most notably, after dying, our body (if not cre-
mated) can be consumed by a variety of maggots, mites, and bacteria 
becoming attracted to our smells and tastes. After a while, the soil 
around us will absorb our decomposition and these supply nutrients 
that enable fungus life and nematode worms, helping our bodies to 
become one with the earth. Based on which species participate in 
the buffet supplied by our bodies, the ecosystem evolves in entirely 
unique ways, and our deaths may give rise to countless other lives in 
exchange. Also while we are still alive, worms are known for con-
suming humans. Parasites such as tapeworms, flukes, hookworms, 
pinworms, and trichinosis may take up residence in our bodies and 
eat away our insides. Besides infecting other animals, they may even 
help humans stay alive. Indigenous communities such as Australian 
Aboriginals, Mayan healers in Central America, and indigenous 
peoples in Burma and China’s Yunnan Province have reportedly 
used larvae to promote healing wounds (Church 2008: 525). During 
the American Civil War, doctors discovered (accidentally) that the 
maggots who were attracted to battle wounds were more efficient at 
digesting necrotic tissue and promotion of new tissue growth than 
the available cleaning supplies, essentially saving lives (Miller 1997: 
231). 

Furthermore, worms may have even evolved to help human animals 
compost their plastic waste: a recent science article has demonstrated 
how common mealworms can biodegrade Styrofoam plastics (Yang 
et al. 2015). These findings inspired designers and researchers 
Kristina Lindström and Åsa Ståhl to further explore our complex 
entanglements with worms through speculations about composting 
and eating. In their project called ‘Plastic Imaginaries’, they invited 
participants to experience living with these common mealworms in 
their kitchens for two weeks. Participants could observe the worms 
biodegrade Styrofoam, and bring back stories and speculations into a 
follow-up discussion on the mealworms becoming part of a multispe-
cies labour force (Lindström and Ståhl 2016: 42-43). In participating 
in this experiment, and living with the mealworms for a while, I 
found a continuous tension between regarding the worms as a pest 
or a companion species. I explored different modes of negotiating 
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these tensions by making adjustments to their living environment and 
introducing them to the dogs that lived in my household. 

The co-living enactment of the various participants and their worms 
resulted in different kinds of relationships and tensions; at the same 
time the material participation and the “design-in-use”, revealed a 
rearrangement of existing entities and relations and thereby brought 
new issues and concern into being (Lindström and Ståhl 2016: 
43). Importantly, the “experiment thereby shows that there is no 
innocent position and that co-living inevitably involves negotiations, 
which will never be fully resolved.” (ibid.). Later, the participants 
gathered once again, and we tried out different spring roll recipes 
with cooked mealworms to further a discussion on reciprocity (see 
Figure 25). To me, this deliberate and reciprocal relationship with 
the worms as eating and being eaten has had a much more direct 
effect on practising the possible meanings of circularity with other 
animals. Rather than theorizing the eating with micro-ontologies, 
or claiming circularity in abstraction, this actual provocation allows 

Figure 25: the left image shows the mealworms in a jar filled with Styrofoam 
in a proposed kitchen setting. The right image shows the mealworms being 
cooked into spring rolls and consumed during the follow-up event. Images used 
with permission, cited from Lindström and Ståhl 2017. Photographer: Petra Lilja 
(left) and Kristina Lindström (right).
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both humans and other animals to respond to entanglements that 
arise in consuming each other.  

The trick of distancing ourselves from micro-ontologies or theorizing 
them into abstraction serves to deconstruct any attempt at imagining 
multispecies worldings:

“Microontologies partake of further parting bites: who do we 

invite and who do we overlook when we meet the other in 

ethical encounters? (…) How does our current concern with 

human-animal relations obscure bacterial intra-actions that have 

nothing to do with humans, and are beyond human recognition? 

Eating well with bacteria, for instance, complicates animal rights 

discourse, vegetarianism and veganism. This task is indeed far 

ahead of us: we must somehow survive humanism, if we are to 

survive at all.” (Hird 2010: 38).

It was Jacques Derrida who observed that “One never eats entirely on 
one’s own” (Derrida 1991: 109). He argued that the task of eating-
well, and figuring out what ethics are involved with this, is “far 
ahead of us” (ibid.). But what such statements (here rather isolated 
from their original context) fail to emphasize is that we are already 
engaged with this task as soon as we are alive, and thus consume 
anything. To be alive is to do ethics, and to consume is to make 
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decisions that invoke response-ability. As Joanna Zylinska writes, 
extending Derrida’s reading of Levinian ethical theory:

“[E]thics is not so much about respect, because respect assumes 

that I am already fully constituted as a moral agent before I en-

counter the other, any other, and then I can give this other my gift 

of recognition, care, and kindness. Instead, ethics can be thought 

more productively in terms of phenomenological responsiveness 

and moral responsibility – a position which assumes that whatev-

er attitude I adopt towards the other, I am already responding to 

the other’s presence and demand” (Zylinska 2012: 228).

The task of eating-well, (also broadened by Haraway as “killing-well” 
[Haraway 2008: 296]), is not far ahead of us at all. The idea of involving 
circularity and exchange in eating and being eaten is therefore crucially 
relevant to multispecies worlding practices. Reflections on these 
worldings must acknowledge their micro-ontological entanglements 
and emphasize that this complicates decisions on how to consume 
and how to respond. We must, however, avoid taking shortcuts or 
simplifications by rendering all kinds of consumption as circular 
and responsive. The human “does not disappear altogether in this 
‘alternative’ bioethical theory” (Zylinska 2012: 220), but – by being 
human – takes up the possibility to respond: critically, affirmatively, 
questionably, caringly, affectively, or doubtfully. The observation that 
we can differentiate between eating a farmed pesticide-infused carrot 
and eating a farmed horse who first also ate that carrot allows us to 
respond differently in making decisions on how to consume. These 
decisions are never uncomplicated and never provide any universal 
answers; doubt is always at the centre of responding with care (see 
also Chapter 3.4). As Haraway states: 

“I think cosmopolitical questions arise when people respond to 

seriously different, felt and known, finite truths and must cohabit 

well without a final peace. If one knows hunting is theologically 

right or wrong, or that animal rights positions are dogmatically 

correct or incorrect, then there is no cosmopolitical engagement.” 

(Haraway 2008: 299).
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In this framing, eating a carrot can no longer be used as a stand-in 
to justify the eating of a horse or vice versa, and doing ethics in 
part depends on critical engagement with different standpoints 
(cf. Chapter 3.4). I argue that, in this reading, there are two vital 
circular elements in our exchange of eating and being eaten that 
remain. The first one involves a universal ability to respond, in which 
multispecies worlding attempts to widen (rather than limiting, or 
silencing) a being’s possibility to tell, and others try to listen. The 
second involves a universal ability of a living being biodegrading into 
compost after dying, where death gives life to new ecosystems, and 
worms contribute to the making of multispecies worlds in practice, 
rather than theory. 
 



234



235

DOGS TELL –  
PARTICIPATION

If there is one kind of animal on this planet that is interested in 
participating in what humans do, it is perhaps the domestic dog. In 
fact, this is how they started to domesticate themselves some 20,000 
to 40,000 years ago: by hanging out in the vicinity of humans. 
Contrary to a story that only credits humans for their domestication 
process, another story reveals that wild wolves specifically developed 
the boldness and the friendliness that allowed them to live close to 
human settlements to scavenge their leftovers (Hare and Woods: 
para. 7, Meijer 2019: 76). This development of friendliness while 
approaching humans changed their genetic compositions and, within 
several generations, they showed splotchy coats, floppy ears, wagging 
tails, and made remarkable psychological changes such as the ability 
to read human gestures (Hare and Woods: para. 8). Domestic dogs, in 
this reading, are an inspiring example when it comes to non-colonial 
ways of expanding territories and living environments. Rather 
than violence, control, and domination, they used friendliness and 
cooperation as a way to gain access to human societies.

The proto-dogs and humans soon started to collaborate. While 
helping with the hunt, barking at strangers, finding people who got 
in trouble, herding cattle, and defending humans from predators, 
dogs started to become increasingly important members of human 
communities. 

It is only much later, during the mid-19th century in Victorian England 
when kennel clubs started to arise, that modern dog breeding fully 
installed itself as the more organized, exploitative, and eugenics-
related industry that it is in many places today (Budiansky 2001: 
37-38). Although different ‘types’ of dogs already existed long before 
then (and were often grouped/bred by function), the kennel clubs 
established a narrower focus on the physical appearances and lineages 
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of distinct dog breeds (ibid.). This development changed the narrative 
of the domestic dog as a member of multispecies communities, to 
the speciesist idea of an animal that can be labelled a purebred or a 
bastard depending on their genetic compositions and their relations 
to the humans who control them. As already discussed in Chapter 
1.4.3, nowadays, although often labelled as ‘companion species’ dogs 
are, as most pets, perhaps more accurately described as instruments 
of pleasure, aesthetic assets, status symbols, sources of satisfaction, 
or as toys by the many humans who ‘own’ them. Their friendliness 
and their interest in participating in human lives have brought dogs 
a multi-faceted – and in some ways tragic – life-story to tell. It is 
humans who have started to systematically exploit the friendliness of 
their companion dogs with the purpose to control them.

This thin line between being a companion or an instrument evokes 
critique for scholars who try to romanticize our relationships with 
dogs. Most notably, Donna Haraway was heavily critiqued by schol-
ars and activists from the field of Critical Animal Studies. Although 
she writes that relations between humans and animals are seldom 
symmetrical, equal, or calculable, she also wants to “resist the ten-
dency to condemn all relations of instrumentality between animals 
and people as necessarily involving the objectifications and oppres-
sions of sexism, colonialism, and racism” (Haraway 2008: 74). In 
the same book, she withholds judgement when discussing practices 
like mass-breeding, creating pure-bred dogs, and engaging in dog 
training. This has not been received well by more critical scholars. 
Zipporah Weisberg, for example, writes that breeding is “a practice 
built directly out of humans’ entitlement to the bodies and lives of 
other animals” (Weisberg 2009: 30); and that Haraway is complicit 
in sustaining or even endorsing these practices:

“By, in essence, providing ideological cover for such violent 

practices as animal experimentation, genetic engineering, dog 

breeding and training, killing animals for food and hunting, 

Haraway undermines what might otherwise be construed as 

an effort to overcome the speciesist ethos which characterizes 

humanist ideology and the normalization of brutality against 

animals that it fosters” (Weisberg 2009: 23).
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Haraway’s dog – Cayenne – has often been included in her writ-
ings about human-animal relationships. The agility training that 
they engage in together is used as an example of how humans and 
animals “are everywhere full partners in worlding, in becoming with” 
(Haraway 2008: 301). The issue here is to understand what “full 
partners” actually implies for Haraway. In the 2003 Companion 
Species Manifesto, she explains some of the practicalities of training 
together with dogs: 

“forbidden to the pooch are the pleasures of romping at will with 

other dogs, rushing after a teasing squirrel, or clambering onto 

the couch—unless and until such pleasures are granted for exhib-

iting self control and responsiveness to the human’s commands at 

a near 100% frequency” (Haraway 2003: 44). 

It becomes evident that, in this reading, the training is more like an 
exercise in domination and control over the dog, rather than being 
something resembling full partnership. Weisberg critiques Haraway’s 
failure in raising the inequalities that are inherent in human-dog 
relationships and her refusal to recognize these as instances of 
domination at all and she states that:

“We need to avoid naturalizing unequal instrumental relations 

between species – that is, relations in which humans are the users 

and nonhumans are the used.” (Weisberg 2009: 28, original 

emphasis).

The failure to acknowledge the instrumental relationship that 
humans have established with dogs, and the attempt to romanticize 
exercises in dog-conditioning as partnerships, are risky practices in 
multispecies worldings. In one way, they absolutely normalize specie-
sist relations with dogs in general. At the same time, however, they 
could also be regarded as an initial attempt at opening up a space in 
which we can start to think of dogs, more specifically, as our partners 
or companions rather than solely as instruments for our pleasure. 



238

If we refuse to settle to the idea that the best kind of multispecies 
relationship between humans and dogs would only arise when dogs 
cease to exist, which is, at least for now, a rather sterile and negative 
thought27, we can more openly focus on articulating less romantic/
instrumental and more consensual understandings of instances of 
companionship that can give rise to multispecies worldings.

There is at least one design field in which discussion between what it 
means to be a user or the used are continuously brought up: the field 
of Participatory Design (PD). This field has its roots in Scandinavian 
design and research practices that focused on ideas of workplace 
democracy since the 1970s (Bjerknes, Ehn and Kyng 1987, Bødker 
1996). Nowadays, the notion of PD has primarily been understood 
with regards to the inclusion of end-users and other stakeholders of 
the designed artefacts early on in the design process. PD aspirations 
have often been framed as a way to include voices of people that 
are not usually heard (for example by focusing parts of the design 
process on listening to the workers rather than the managers, the 
neighbourhood inhabitants rather than the municipality, the tenants 
rather than the landlords, or communities rather than companies). 
Tools and methods such as workshops, collaborative prototyping 
and sketching, and iterative design phases are commonly used in PD 
practices. 

Since then, however, critical discussions of these supposedly bottom-up 
processes have been put forward as well. PD scholar Eevi Beck, for 
example, argued that the idea of participation can be questioned 
regarding representation, power, and scope; and that forms of 
participation may actually advance dominant power patterns (Beck 
2002: 82). Furthermore, PD scholars Per-Anders Hillgren et al. have 
stated that “participation can be seen as a way to strengthen and 
make existing structures more efficient rather than to invite diversity 
and voices that could challenge established structures” (Hillgren et al. 

27  This is not to say that this is an unrealistic or an entirely undesired proposal; It is more 
that, within the context of this thesis, I am not looking for multispecies points of arrival, but rather (as 
detailed in Chapter 3.3) for the multispecies worldings that are made in the present. In other words, this 
thesis attempts to articulate imaginations that deal with the kinds of relationships that we can establish 
with the metaphorical (or actual) dog that is currently sitting in our living room, waiting to be taken 
out. 
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2016: 90). Solutions to these issues are proposed through increasing 
diversity, challenging hegemonic structures, and embracing 
controversies rather than establishing consensus (ibid.). On a more 
critical note, design theory scholar Mahmoud Keshavarz (building 
on Jacques Rancière’s political philosophy) states:

“Participation is advocated in so far as it diversifies the types of 

stakeholders but does not unsettle the forms of police-politics 

and hegemonic orders that sustain the economic interests of 

the state, markets, entrepreneurs and certain classes. (…) By 

producing multiple choices but only within a given framework, 

participation adjusts and adopts to power structures for the 

sake of facilitating participatory potentials, by giving a sense of 

collaboration without taking into account the politics of different 

and contradictory positions, hierarchies, conflicts, dissents 

and norms that actually constitute the ontological features of 

politics.” (Keshavarz 2016: 104).

In other words, the participation of the so-called user, in an always 
inevitably politically laden design process, readily reinforces 
their positions as the used, when oppressive structures remain 
unchallenged and cannot avoid reproducing themselves. This does 
not only become evident in offering participants select choices only 
(e.g. being allowed to provide ideas for the kinds of shops that 
could open in a new residential area, but not being able to propose 
building public parks or community centres instead); it is also visible 
with regards to the identities of the designer/researcher (as the often 
privileged professional or (white) scholar) and the participant (as 
their marginalized helper that is involved in their private time). As 
advocated by the De-colonizing Design platform: 

“[M]ainstream design discourse has been dominated by a focus 

on Anglocentric/Eurocentric ways of seeing, knowing, and acting 

in the world, with little attention being paid to alternative and 

marginalized discourses from the non Anglo-European sphere, 

or the nature and consequences of design-as-politics today.” 

(Decolonising Design 2017: para. 3).
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The critique of the user versus the used here is – on a structural level 
– very similar to the potentially problematic partnership between 
humans and dogs. Does the proposed partnership help to oppose, 
challenge, or reveal oppressive structures, or does it actually reinforce 
them?

Unsurprisingly, or rather, as an extension of dogs’ already existing 
participation in human societies, it did not take long before humans 
turned to their dog companions with the attempt to involve them into 
the model of PD; including me. 

Within the emerging field of Animal Computer Interaction (ACI), 
the notion of PD with other animals (particularly with domestic 
dogs) is gaining popularity. An early HCI paper, published in 2005, 
already referred to the idea of “pawticipatory” design with canines 
to develop a telecommunication device that allows humans to watch 
their dog while they are away from home (Mankoff et al. 2005). 
Since then, researchers have proposed to use PD with dogs as a dog-
centric approach that can “give the dog another method of voicing 
their opinion” (Hirskyj-Douglas and Read 2014: 2). Also other 
domesticated animals have been involved in PD contexts, such as 
the ‘Playing with Pigs’ project in which designers and researchers 
used participatory methods to figure out pigs’ playful interests 
(Driessen et al. 2014: 84). Other researchers are sceptical about the 
possibility for productive or fair collaboration with other animals 
in the design process because of language barriers (Lawson et al. 
2016: 38). Moreover, they emphasize the risk of exploiting users 
through a façade of participation and insist that it will only result 
in humans projecting desires, curiosities, and emotionality on other 
animals for which “we simply have no evidence that these thoughts 
and feelings exist” (ibid.: 39). To move beyond anthropomorphic 
notions of participation, ACI researchers have later suggested that 
broader participatory models, based on indexical semiosis, volition, 
and choice could make PD practices more resilient to the diversity of 
the part-taking agents, and better account for the contributions that 
can be made by other animals (Mancini and Lehtonen 2018: 907). 
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While these publications engage with the possibilities for other 
animals to engage in design projects as participants in various ways, 
I wish to emphasize that – with the already ancient histories of dogs’ 
participation in human societies – it is not a matter of deciding 
if dogs are able to join in PD processes, but how designers may 
respond to- and account for their participation in multispecies ways. 
This is precisely where a theoretical commitment to multiplicity in 
world-making is crucial because it is only in this way that we can 
redirect a search for ‘correctly’ understanding the ‘true’ desires and 
emotions of participants, or trying to identify a threshold for what 
counts as participation, towards finding ways to account for the 
multispecies worlds that are always made collectively during design 
processes in which humans and other animals encounter each other.
 
Over the last decade, I had the pleasure of living with two dogs 
myself. Jojo and Boogie both came into my life as puppies, and we 
established a close bond together over time. Throughout these years, 
of course, we engaged in countless negotiations together, but several 
of those were documented and iterated upon as design projects. 
Between 2013 and 2015, we explored playful interactions together in 
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which digital technologies played a role for both the humans and the 
dogs that were involved (see some of these projects in Figure 26-29).

Figure 26: a robotic dog toy with a puzzle mechanic controlled from a mobile 
phone. Image from the author.

Figure 27: a hybrid digital/physical game for dogs and humans, a project 
that was made together with Dariela Escobar and Inge van Hoppe. Image 
from the author.



243

Figure 28: a digital hopscotch game for dogs and humans made together 
with Alex Camilleri. Image from the author.

Figure 29: a dog toy that uses replaceable smells and interactive sounds as a 
core play mechanic. Image from the author.
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These projects could be analyzed to identify where and how the dogs 
would qualify as participants in the design process as is often the 
focus in ACI projects. Instead, however, I propose to focus on more 
recent frameworks in which participation is regarded as a way to 
sensitize and attune our already ongoing relationships to reflect on our 
companionship (rather than how the dogs were ‘useful’ in the design 
projects). Here, the notion of sensitizing and attuning is adopted 
from the recent work of designers/researchers Yoko Akama and Ann 
Light. They write about sensitizing as a process of receptiveness and 
awareness of situations, and attuning as a modifying and adjusting of 
courses of actions as a response to a more relational understanding 
of complex interactions (Akama and Light 2018: 2, 9). I argue that 
their approach offers a way of discussing participation that is better 
able to account for the complexity of participation, compared to 
the existing ACI work mentioned earlier, in which PD is more often 
argued for (or against) as a possible method or tool. 

By being more explicitly open about our undercurrents and personal 
histories together, Akama and Light write, we are “exploring how 
these commitments play out in our actions, we begin to understand 
our practice better and work with greater sensitivity to others in the 
design process. In doing so, we also reveal a way of working that 
approaches uncertainty with more resilience than formal methods are 
able to do.” (Akama and Light 2018: 2). On a practical level, this 
means that they encourage writing about design practices through 
auto-ethnographic approaches that can write the designers actively 
into the story, instead of risking to imply that they are coming from 
nowhere (ibid.).

In revisiting the projects with Jojo and Boogie five years after the 
design projects were carried out, with the particular goal to find 
a more appropriate multispecies framing for participation, I paid 
particular attention to how I wrote myself and the individual dogs 
into our design story. In a 2016 paper, much space was given to 
these “designer notes” in writing (about 30% of the paper). Most of 
these notes dealt with the interactions of the dogs with the artefact, 
but some sections shed more light on our ongoing attunements and 
sensitizations. In the following paragraphs, I am quoting some of 
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those notes and weave them together with Akama and Light’s more 
recent reflections on PD. 

“When I put this prototype [an interactive ball] in my living room 

for the first time and I started to move it around, both the dogs 

immediately paid attention to the object. Interestingly, [Boogie28] 

moved towards the artefact and started to explore it, while [Jojo] 

took more distance and observed the object from a safe and high 

position. Apparently [Boogie] found it enjoyable and started to 

play around with the ball for a few minutes, while making eye 

contact with me multiple times. I tried to facilitate these short 

moments of contact by participating in the interaction while being 

closer to them. So I sat on the floor and talked with the dogs, as 

I would normally do when we play together.” (Westerlaken and 

Gualeni 2016a: 5).

In their article, Akama and Light refer to an earlier text, suggesting 
that it “is more important to be attuned to relations and ready for 
anything in these flexible and evolving circumstances than it is 
to have an action plan. Thus, one skill is to make an appropriate 
judgment call on what might and could happen next and decide 
whether to intervene: to disrupt or to preserve.” (Light 2015:91). 
This is arguably a challenging thing to do when both dog participants 
respond in widely different ways to our interventions (as described in 
this design note). Our histories together, however, are what I would 
claim, the most contributing factor as to how our play sessions would 
unfold. Akama and Light further argue that “Designers’ embodied 
knowing shifts from moment to moment, often in response to the 
intersubjective nuances of the group” (Akama and Light 2018: 2). 
The designer notes that I included in the publication often fall short 
in accounting for these nuances; especially when I tried to describe 
– in human language – the rhythms of our interactions with other 
animals. 

28  In the original paper, instead of using their real names, we cited the dogs as “A” and “B”. 
I have always felt uneasy with this attempt at distancing the research project from our everyday lived 
experiences together. Although it is common to protect the identities of humans in participatory design 
projects, I think that to articulate multispecies worldings, the names and identities (such as genders or 
backgrounds) of the other animals we know are a crucial basis for establishing them as partners rather 
than anonymous (and thus more distant) agents. I have therefore re-inserted their actual names here. 
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“Having lived with these dogs for many years, I know that [Jojo] 

is usually more interested in playful artefacts that contain a re-

ward in the form of food. Therefore, we started exploring the 

interaction by adding different flavours to the ball such as peanut 

butter and dog treats inside different covers.” (Westerlaken and 

Gualeni 2016a: 6).    

To put it more bluntly: Jojo is always interested in food. In this 
project, this became a response to Jojo’s initial scepticism and her 
distance from the artefacts. I knew that as soon as treats became 
involved, she would participate gladly. Does this mean I bought her 
participation? Did I manipulate this process? Or was it merely a 
design response after observing her with the earlier prototypes? 

Reflecting on uncertainties in design projects, Akama and Light 
write: “Of course, no one can ever tell what would happen if paths 
had been followed rather than abandoned. (…) there is no right 
answer, only the flow of interactions. What we can aspire to is a 
rhythm that includes all voices and helps people to achieve what 
they can do together.” (Akama and Light 2018: 6). It is these changes 
in “rhythm” that determine how the playful interactions (and thus 
the design project) unfold. So rather than striving to find ‘the right 
design’, our sensitizing and attuning happen in a search for a common 
rhythm that can be sustained29.  

29  What Haraway would likely refer to as a ‘becoming-with’ (cf. Haraway 2008)
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A second project that was reported on in that 2016 paper involved 
a more open-ended object. Rather than resembling a toy (such as 
a ball or soft toy), the initial artefact took the shape of a bundle of 
smells and sounds. 

“I noticed that one of the main activities my dogs engage in 

when we go outside is exploring objects by smelling them and 

following smell trails that are unnoticeable for me. Next to this, 

I discovered that they had a big interest in certain items that 

were connected to other places, such as clothing items of family 

members that live in other countries, branches from a local 

forest, towels that were in the dog-bed of a familiar dog, etc. I 

noticed how they would spend their time sniffing these objects 

and it seemed like an enjoyable activity to them [see Figure 30]. I 

became fascinated with the possibility that, perhaps, these smells 

could trigger certain memories for them, like familiar smells can 

do for humans.” (Westerlaken and Gualeni 2016a: 7).

Figure 30: both of the dogs in the activity of smelling a particular object (in this 
case, a towel that belongs to a family member living abroad) that formed an 
inspiration for this project. Image from the author.
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Also in this project, the prototyping was inspired by a much more 
extensive history that we had together. Living in a different country 
from my family, I asked them to send me a package of smelly objects 
including a branch from the forest that their dog-friend back home 
played with, a blanket from her bed, a t-shirt of a human family 
member. The original paper does not discuss my difficulties with 
having separated Jojo and Boogie from other dogs and people that 
they care about. Although we often were in contact online, the dogs 
did not show much interest in audio/video conversations. I hoped 
that having some familiar smells could help them somehow cope 
with these distances. Was I trying to make up for this? Did it help 
in any way? Design often prioritizes those responses and actions 
that are explicitly and visibly expressed by participants (Akama and 
Light 2018: 8). Design decisions, especially in PD, can therefore 
easily follow those participants that are most articulate because 
those decisions are made for reasons that appear as documented or 
recorded in the design process. There is no reason to assume, though, 
that other – more subtle or hidden – responses are less relevant to 
the making of multispecies worlds. As Akama and Light write “It is 
precisely in these nuanced, silent moments that delicate relationships 
are forming or transforming” (ibid.).

I continued this project with prototypes that could contain smells 
as well as soundscapes of familiar places (such as a talking family 
member, a barking dog, or a forest back home). Using an Arduino 
Uno, an Audio Wave Shield, a speaker, and a radio-frequency 
identification (RFID) reader/antenna, I created a soft toy that could 
contain both sounds and smells (see Figure 31). Additionally, the 
RFID tags that I attached to the dogs’ collars would ensure that 
different sound files could be activated by each dog individually (I 
knew that both dogs had individual preferences regarding the volume 
levels and the kinds of soundscapes).
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Figure 31: the technical components of one of the prototypes, including an 
Arduino Uno, an Audio Wave Shield, an RFID reader, an antenna, and a 
speaker. The image on the right shows Boogie (wearing the RFID tag) and 
interacting with the prototype. Images from the author.
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“Interestingly, the dogs remained strikingly careful in their 

interaction with this prototype compared to the rough ways in 

which they treat their other toys. (…) While interacting with the 

prototype together, I noticed how the dogs’ playful behaviour 

(biting, pulling, and running after the artefact) was alternated 

with other types of behaviour such as sitting next to the artefact, 

sniffing it calmly, or seeking contact with me. Therefore, after the 

play session I iterated upon this by presenting the prototype as a 

starting point for exchanging affection (…). Especially [Boogie] 

seemed to appreciate these sounds and she approached me and 

the prototype. When I started to pet her she sat down next to 

me and, after extensively sniffing the prototype for a minute, 

eventually fell asleep on top of the prototype.” (Westerlaken and 

Gualeni 2016a: 8).
 
Even though I intended to create a toy to play together with, both 
of the dogs were spending most of their time exploring the smells 
and sounds of the artefact in a calmer setting. My decision “not to 
act” (Akama and Light 2018: 6) following my own expectations 
for the project, allowed the dogs to create their own ways of being 
with the prototype. Most importantly, these projects, and our other 
daily negotiations, continuously built renewed understandings and 
ways of knowing about each other that shape our relationships. This 
project, for example, helped me to rethink how smells and memories 
may work for Jojo and Boogie, as well as for other animals. The 
importance of making space for their own curiosities and explora-
tions changed our daily neighbourhood walks together, or the times 
they get to spend with their other family members. I learned how 
to better listen to what they were telling me. Or, as Despret wrote, 
I better learned what Jojo and Boogie could say if I “asked the right 
questions” (cf. Despret 2016). The attuning and sensitizing to their 
curiosities also fundamentally impacted the day on which Jojo died – 
suddenly – through a violent sickness in 2018. We observed Boogie’s 
final moments of interacting with Jojo – her affective ways of being 
with and extensively sniffing her departed body – and knew that she 
might be the only one who came to know the details of her death. 
In the aftermath of her death, we had to re-attune and re-sensitize 
in many different ways with Boogie, as their participation in each 
other’s lives largely affected their entire ways of being in the world(s).
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The attuning and sensitizing that I documented in these two projects 
are only a few of the countless moments in which our relationships 
transformed through participation in each other’s lives. The way that 
dogs have evolved – and specialized in friendliness and participation – 
over time largely contribute to their ways of telling with humans and 
the other animals they engage with. Living together and participating 
in each other’s life creates a common language (cf. Meijer 2020: 
85-108). Developing a kind of sensitivity to these processes is not 
something that is usually taught in formal design training, but proves 
to be a central skill to design that negotiates matters-of-concern 
(Akama and Light 2018.: 2). 

With regards to the politics of involving dogs in PD frameworks 
with the attempt to articulate multispecies worldings, it is important 
to understand that ‘figuring-out-the-tell’ is inevitably part of such 
practices. Practising openness and exposure of the ways we – 
ourselves – are a part of this learning process can help us to move 
beyond existing traditions in human-dog relationships and create 
the spaces in which we can enact different kinds of worlds together. 
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MONSTERS TELL –  
VIRTUAL QUEERNESS

Frankenstein’s monster was a vegetarian; a sympathetic being, one 
who considers how they exploit others. As vegan-feminist theorist 
Carol Adams reflects:

“The Creature includes animals within its moral codes, but is 
thwarted and deeply frustrated when seeking to be included 
within the moral codes of humanity. It learns that regardless of 
its own inclusive moral standards, the human circle is drawn in 
such a way that both it and the other animals are excluded from 
it” (Adams 1990: 149-150).

Despite their peaceful nature, the monster is refused admittance to 
human society and is exiled to an apolitical realm “cut off from all 
of the world” (Shelly [1818] 1974: 118). Being different and thereby 
outcast is one of the main characteristics of monstrosity. According 
to monster-theorist and eco-critic Jeffrey J. Cohen, however, society 
needs monsters that are different, to contrast, normalize, and enforce 
a definition of ourselves:

“Monsters are our children. They can be pushed to the farthest 
margins of geography and discourse, hidden away at the edges 
of the world and in forbidden recesses of our mind, but they 
always return. And when they come back, they bring not just a 
fuller knowledge of our place in history and the history of know-
ing our place, but they bear self-knowledge, human knowledge 
– and a discourse all the more sacred as it arises from the outside. 
These monsters ask us how we perceive the world, and how we 
have misrepresented what we have attempted to place. They ask 
us to re-evaluate our cultural assumptions about race, gender, 
sexuality, our perceptions of difference, our tolerance towards 
its expression. They ask us why we have created them” (Cohen 

1996: 20). 
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These descriptions do not only apply to literary monsters, fictional 
beings, and monsters living in indigenous cosmologies but – espe-
cially within modernist or certain religious traditions – monstrosity 
also serves to personify a threat to purity and homogeneity and 
rationalizes xenophobia and prejudice (Graham 2002: 53). Monsters 
are often conceptually created by the humans who get to define what 
monstrosity means, and this meaning is always changing. Further-
more, with regards to rationalization or justifications of speciesism, 
monstrosity (sometimes described similarly as beastliness) is a device 
that may reinforce sub-human otherness to create a rationale behind 
exploitation and oppression of other animals through being outcast 
from human moral consideration. It is, however, also possible to add 
nuance to our understanding of monstrosity and instead celebrate 
a post-humanist, indigenous, or ‘queer’ meaning of otherness that 
monsters inspire. The notion of ‘queer’, by the act of resistance, is 
enacted through its refusal to be pinned down in a stable definition. 
According to feminist and queer studies scholar Sara Ahmed, a queer 
politics might involve a refusal to cover what is missing, a refusal to 
aspire to be whole; as such there can be nothing more wilful than 
the unwillingness to be aspirational (Ahmed 2017:185). With regards 
to monstrosity, as articulated by Mair Rigby, a queer reading of a 
work like Shelly’s Frankenstein “is attractive for its representation of 
monstrosity and excess, its interest in the possibilities and the limits 
of power, desire and transgression, and its tendency to render the 
supposedly normal world open to question” (Rigby 2006: 4). More 
broadly, the term ‘queer’ can here be understood as a performative 
concept or position of critical resistance to heteronormativity (ibid.: 
2), one that questions worlds by posing an ‘other’ possibility.  

The monster, though, is not only a critical figure, or a resisting entity, 
they also perform a way of being outside negations. Not only by being 
a spectacle, but the monster is also able to point towards other ways 
of being, other possible worldings, or transgression of previously held 
boundaries. As philosopher Rosi Braidotti writes:    

bo
un

daries
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“The peculiarity of the organic monster is that s/he is both Same 

and Other. The monster is neither a total stranger nor completely 

familiar; s/he exists in an in-between zone. I would express this as 

a paradox: the monstrous other is both liminal and structurally 

central to our perception of normal human subjectivity.” 

(Braidotti 1999: 292).

     
In other words, monsters or beasts – as liminal identities – may show 
us different ways of knowing. Within many-world world enactments, 
we can also understand monstrosity as the gateway to more unfamiliar 
worldings. As this multispecies bestiary aims to reveal, the creatures 
that stand at the entrances of multispecies worlds (often defined as 
monsters, beasts, critters, or pests), offer multispecies deviations from 
the more normalized and hegemonic narratives. The word ‘monster’, 
according to its Latin and French etymological roots monstrate and 
montrer respectively, means that a monster is something “shown 
forth” (Graham 2002: 50). These creatures can show us – or tell 
us – the meaning of multispeciesisms by, rather than insisting on 
any thick formal descriptions, narrate possible identities, obtain 
unstable knowledges, and inhabit the borders between speciesism 
and multispeciesisms. 

Besides enacting unfamiliar worlds, another important characteristic 
of monstrosity, as described by theologist Elaine Graham, is the 
capacity to excite contradictory yet powerful feelings and evoke 
abhorrence, disgust, attraction, impossibilities, wonder, fear; in 
other words, being both awful and awe-full (Graham 2002: 53). The 
monster can have powers that are difficult for humans to understand 
or to deal with in cognitive and perceptive faculties. They invoke 
what can be called the “sublime thesis” (Astma 2012: 192), based 
on Kant’s understanding of the sublime as entities that appear “to 
be ill-adapted to our faculty of presentation, and to do violence, 
as it were, to the imagination.” (Kant [1790] 2007: 76). In other 
words, monsters inspire feelings beyond those we can understand 
through usual cognitive or perceptive frameworks. Philosopher 
Stephen Astma notes that the sublime thesis also involves “radical 
vulnerability” where we feel that the monster inhabits scales and 
powers that far outweigh us or are difficult to understand (Astma 
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2012: 192). The monster, then, enacts worlds that are not only 
unfamiliar but also capable of evoking overwhelming feelings that 
move us beyond reason and understanding, towards more powerful 
affective responses.   

In fantasy or sci-fi texts, audio-visual media, and virtual worlds, 
monstrosity is represented according to numerous different 
characteristics they may inhabit. Mainstream or popular narratives 
often reinforce hegemonic masculinities and normative frameworks in 
which monstrosity is overcome through defeating or befriending the 
monsters. The monster is thus either overpowered or normalized. This 
trope is also seen in videogames, as described by game scholar Jaroslav 
Švelch, where the monster is usually designed to be confronted and 
defeated by the player; rather than creatures of wonder and sublime 
they are encoded as computer-controlled entities (Švelch 2018: 
1). In this representation, the monsters may look fearful, but they 
rarely behave in a way that would confound us; their transgression 
is superficial (ibid. 10). They are thereby far from the meaning of 
monster that is described by the scholars earlier in this section as 
liminal, sublime, and capable of enacting other worlds. Although 
Švelch, inspired by game scholar Daniel Vella (2015) highlights the 
video game series Dark Souls (FromSoftware 2011) as an example in 
which sublime monstrosity may arise through extreme difficulty or 
grotesque, repulsive audio-visual design, the monsters in the game are 
ultimately knowable, as contained encoded entities (Švelch 2018: 10). 
On the other hand, where narratives in literature and film present 
relationships with monsters following the linear forms in which the 
storyline can be read, interactive storylines (such as videogames) 
can – in some modalities – offer some possibilities for other ways 
of relating to monsters. In these interactive spaces, the player can 
experiment with their own world-making practices. Here, the player 
exists between the virtual-world (as designed and encoded entity) and 
the player’s own extended ontology in developing their relationship 
to this world through their interactions (with)in the virtual space. 

In the book Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, 
Haraway briefly touches upon virtual worlds as an example of 
multispecies worlding with fictional creatures. As an example, she 



257

mentioned the “world game” (Haraway 2016: 86) Never Alone 
(Kisima Ingitchuna) released in 2014 by E-Line Media and Upper 
One Games. The game arises from a collaboration between game 
developers and indigenous storytellers from the Inupiat, an Alaska 
Native people. The platform game tells the story of “a young Inupiat 
girl and an arctic fox as they set out to find the source of the eternal 
blizzard that threatens the survival of everything they have ever 
known.” (E-Line Media and Upper One Games 2014). Monstrosity, 
in the stories of Never Alone, is not about engaging with monstrous 
characters to defeat, but about engaging with unknowable, yet 
powerful, spirit helpers/animals and learning to deal with extreme 
weather conditions that can hardly be tamed. Haraway relates to 
the player’s extended ontology in the form of a digital avatar as 
an experimentation with world-making project. She argues that 
these kinds of stories demand a certain suspension of ontologies and 
epistemologies, holding them lightly, in favour of more venturesome, 
experimental natural histories, making the activity of dying early 
and often in the game a metaphor for the difficulty of staying with 
the trouble (Haraway 2016: 88-89). Thereby, Haraway suggests 
that the game allows for different worlds to exist next to one 
another simultaneously without it being a problem for the player. 
Furthermore, Haraway seems intrigued with the idea of dying and 
restarting in the game as a way to practically represent these different 
ontologies (worlding inside and outside the game at the same time), 
and formats for engaging with difficulties rather than abandoning or 
simply overcoming them. With regards to monstrosity, virtual worlds 
may further allow us to play the game to get to know other enacted 
worlds without necessarily having to overpower, fully understand, 
control, or tame the creatures we meet inside them. 

Where the game Never Alone offers the player insights in – and 
experimentation with – the world-making practices of the Inupiat, as 
a game in the platformer genre, the game follows a semi-linear way of 
encountering these stories and ultimately ‘solving’ puzzles to proceed 
in the game. The ‘solving’ that takes place here, sometimes turns 
the spirit helpers or other entities into resources that are only dealt 
with to overcome challenges. In other instances, however, the Inupiat 
stories tell different ways of dealing with monstrosity as impossible 
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to fully understand or control (such as in the case of extreme sea-
sonal weather or powerful animals that will always be reborn and 
come back). Ultimately though, the platformer type of game presents 
a more-or-less fixed manner of navigating the virtual worlds and 
encountering or dealing with otherness in pre-designed ways. 

A more flexible approach to monstrosity in virtual worlds, I argue, 
can be found in a videogame that involves encounters with many 
different creatures with varying modes of monstrosity. This game is 
called The Legend of Zelda - Breath of the Wild (Nintendo 2017). 
The game incorporates a narrative in which most of these living crea-
tures can be defeated through hunting, collected as trophies, bullied 
as entertainment, used as transportation, or robbed from in-game 
items. Still, the non-linear set-up of the game also enables players 
to experiment with their own playing styles and make up different 
ways of relating and responding to the other beings they encounter 
in the virtual world. 

As a game in the open-world genre, the player can explore a vast 
world of inhabitants. Other living creatures appear as friends, 
inhabitants, strangers, monsters, magical beings, fairies, tricksters, 
hidden shapes, enemies, ghosts, and voices. Although the game offers 
a storyline to follow and challenges the player to respond to quests 
in pre-designed (and often speciesist) ways, the player is also free 
to play differently. And thus, during the spring, summer, and fall of 
2017, I spent more than 150 hours living my life in this virtual world 
becoming protagonist Link (see Figures 32-34). And although most 
players take the anticipated pleasures in the numerous challenges that 
offer rewards for hunting, bullying, and killing other creatures (as 
most games do), the Link I embodied took on a different approach. 
I wrote about this experience as an extension of Link as a playable 
character:
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“Hi, my name is Link, and I am a Hylian. I am also known as 

‘The Hero of Time’. This is because I am the chosen one who ex-

plores the virtual world of the Zelda game series as a protagonist 

while pursuing an important quest for harmony and peace30.

I am also a vegan.

This does not only mean that I refuse to eat animal products. 

In fact, I try to avoid all aspects of speciesism that I encounter 

during my adventures. I try not to kill or bully other creatures, 

I don’t buy any leather or wool clothing items, I don’t pick up 

weapons made of bones, and I don’t tame or ride horses. On the 

other hand, I eat a lot of veggies, and I do my best to help fight 

the destructive spirit of Ganon to bring back harmony to our 

worlds.  

30  A similar, but not identical, version of this story also appeared in Westerlaken 2017a.

Figure 32: The Legend of Zelda – Breath of the Wild (Nintendo, 2017) opening 
scene. Screenshot by the author.
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It’s not always easy being vegan. Others often ask me why I don’t 

want to ride horses. They ask me to bring the bodies of other 

animals for their own gains. They come up with challenges that 

require me to abandon my values. And they try to convince me 

to hunt or bully other creatures just to gain profit or to entertain 

myself.

But I won’t abandon my vegan lifestyle just because others don’t 

share my ideas about respect towards other living beings in our 

world. What is the difference really between a Hylian queer hero, 

a fish, a talking bird, a Gerudo woman, and a centaur? 

Loaded up with mushrooms, apples, acorns, carrots, peppers, 

durians, some sticks, a map of Hyrule, and a bow and arrow 

(just in case I need to defend myself), I make my way through 

Figure 33: in-game tips in loading screens. Screenshots by the author from The 
Legend of Zelda - Breath of the Wild (Nintendo 2017).
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dense forests, cold mountains, and warm deserts. 

To do what exactly? I don’t know yet. I guess I will find out along 

the way…”

The Link I virtually embodied in the game still approached the world 
as a protagonist, knowing that the coded elements would adapt to 
my interactions and changes I made to the game-state. What was 
different, compared to a more common playing style in which the 
challenges always revolve around obtaining resources to make pro-
gress, is that I experimented with ways of relating to other creatures 
that did not take domination, defeat, and control as a primary chal-
lenge. Instead, I sought out elements of uncertainty, distance, stealth, 
following others, curiosity, playing hide-and-seek, observation, and 
leaving-be as a means to negotiate with – and respond to – the other 
beings I encountered (see Figures 35-40, screenshots I took while 
playing). Instead of seeking to defeat, overcome, or understand mon-
strosity and otherness, I thereby experimented with more relational 
possibilities of encountering each other. 

Figure 34: Link’s inventory of vegan ingredients. Screenshot by the author from 
The Legend of Zelda - Breath of the Wild (Nintendo 2017).
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Figure 35: encountering other creatures who respond to unusual decisions 
within the game. Screenshot by the author from The Legend of Zelda - Breath of 
the Wild (Nintendo 2017).

Figure 36: negotiating or refusing to engage in challenges that seek to obtain 
other creatures. Screenshot by the author from The Legend of Zelda - Breath of 
the Wild (Nintendo 2017).
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Figure 37: seeking out safe spaces from which to observe the habitats of 
dangerous creatures. Screenshot by the author from The Legend of Zelda - 
Breath of the Wild (Nintendo 2017).

Figure 38: using stealth to sneak into monster camps while running away after 
being discovered. Screenshot by the author from The Legend of Zelda - Breath 
of the Wild (Nintendo 2017).
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Figure 39: seeking closeness with other creatures who appear friendly and 
approachable. Screenshot by the author from The Legend of Zelda - Breath of 
the Wild (Nintendo 2017).

Figure 40: finding uncertain ways to determine how to deal with harmful or 
helpful creatures. Screenshot by the author from The Legend of Zelda - Breath 
of the Wild (Nintendo 2017).
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Through disruption and destabilization of the default gameplay, I 
created an experimental narrative through the practice of expan-
sive gameplay: a vegan-run. This practice is similar to the more 
well-known speed-runs or pacifist-runs (where players invented the 
challenge to finish a game as quickly as possible or try to finish the 
game without killing enemies respectively), but with a clear focus on 
improvised decision making that is based on a guiding set of broadly 
interpretable values. Veganism is understood here as a general and 
interpretable ideology, not a strict set of rules. So instead of a pre-
defined set-out challenge (such as ‘don’t kill anyone’ (in the case of 
pacifist-runs) or ‘complete the game as fast as possible’ (in the case 
of speed-runs) I approached the game with values that are negotia-
ble. Questions that come up while playing characterize the vegan 
movement at large and include things like ‘what is considered a living 
creature?’, ‘when is hurting another creature as a form of self-defence 
appropriate?’, ‘what should I do if I receive an item that contains 
animal products as a gift?’. In other words, it requires a constant 
exploration and willingness to reinvent what it could mean to be 
vegan within the specific game-world that is presented to the player. 

As a creature who always runs away while I am being attacked, 
someone who sneaks around the camps of other creatures in order 
not to alert them, always being low on resources and self-defence 
skills, and not obtaining many rewards by avoiding many of the 
challenges that are offered, I die a lot. But in this world, it does not 
matter: it is a continuous enacting of a many-world world where I can 
start over, change course, fast travel, jump out of reach, and strug-
gle without severe consequences. In other words, virtual spaces can 
become a helpful storytelling technology in telling multiplicity. Fur-
thermore, virtual spaces can enable players to engage in doing ethics 
or practically engaging with philosophical concepts (cf. Westerlaken 
and Gualeni 2017). In this particular case, the virtual world offered 
a playful space for ‘figuring-out-the-tell’ of other virtual beings and 
trying out responding towards other entities. 

These types of virtual worlds (both Never Alone as read by Haraway, 
and my own experimentation with The Legend of Zelda - Breath of 
the Wild) can represent monstrosity and allow for an engagement 
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with monstrosity as a player through characteristics of discovery, 
otherness, and difference. At the same time, the monsters can main-
tain some of their sublime powers and their impossibility to be fully 
understood or defeated. In Never Alone, stories of monstrosity 
should sometimes be read between the pixels with regards to the 
broader indigenous ways of knowing other entities. In The Legend 
of Zelda - Breath of the Wild, a recognition of monstrosity requires 
the willingness to avoid completing the game entirely or refraining 
from engaging with all the challenges that the game proposes. Despite 
monstrosity being ultimately encoded within the game-world, the 
player’s virtual responses to other beings matters in creating a rela-
tionship to the different kinds of monstrosity that can be engaged 
with.

Monstrosity can be seen as the site where we struggle to understand 
what it means to be human or how we relate to otherness. Virtual 
worlds might help humans to explore monstrosity through hybrid 
identities and imagined fictional spaces and stories, as long as our 
extended virtual ontologies can respond to other beings in ways that 
preserve and even celebrate the queerness of their monstrosity (rather 
than consuming, exploiting, or knowing ‘it’). Monsters can tell us to 
relate to otherness without taming or domesticating. And monstrosity 
enables us to encounter sublime power and overwhelming emotions 
without being able to understand or control these experiences. When 
monstrosity is perceived of in these manners, multispecies worldings 
arise from those places that, rather than being attractive and know-
able, can be repulsive, awful, fearful, and overwhelming. This is how 
monsters may tell – or show forth – the gateways to multispecies 
ways of knowing.
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SHEEP TELL –  
LIVING WITH YOUR KILLER

The rare so-called Churro-sheep became central to Navajo life and 
spirituality in the 17th century after Spanish colonizers imported them 
to support the armies of the Spanish settlers. The Navajo people, or 
Diné, found in the Churro “what they needed to survive in the stark 
desert: meat for sustenance, wool for weaving clothing and blankets, 
sinew for thread” (Cannon 2010: para. 6). The Churro became part 
of their cosmology and told the weaving “together in a balance of 
nature” (ibid.: para. 8). 

One Navajo legend credits a deity named Spider Woman with teach-
ing the art of weaving. Yet, other stories claim that the Pueblo people 
of northern New Mexico taught the skill to the Navajo (Navajo 
People n.d.: para. 1). While they used cotton at first, the introduction 
of the Churro sheep created a shift to the use of Churro-wool, a 
particularly lustrous, silky, and varied type of wool that became a 
much sought after textile. 

The Navajo and the Churro experienced much hardship and 
bloodshed as victims of colonialization over the last 400 years. 
The lifeways and harmonies they established with each other were 
almost entirely eradicated when the U.S. government ordered military 
actions to destroy orchards and sheep flocks (Navajo-Churro Sheep 
Association, n.d.: para. 6). When Haraway discusses examples of 
multispecies worlding practices, she includes the tale of the Navajo 
weaving practices as particularly able to tell difficult multispecies 
stories.

After the killing of about a million Navajo sheep and goats by the U.S. 
government in the 1930s, stocking quotas were imposed, collective 
ownership of land was not recognized, and the modernity concepts 
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of progress were installed (Haraway 2016: 93). The Navajo mul-
tispecies lifeways were exterminated, and colonial structures assured 
that their fundamental ideas and ontologies would become further 
eradicated (ibid.: 94). By the 1970s, only about 430 Navajo-Churro 
sheep survived; but efforts by activists, scientists, Diné herders, 
weavers, wool-processing facilities, associations, cooperations, and 
other actors – including the sheep themselves – were undertaken 
towards Navajo-Churro restoration (ibid.: 94-96). Interestingly, with 
regards to the making of multispecies worlds, Haraway states that 
apart from an economic practice, this weaving is also a cosmolog-
ical performance of Diné stories and knowledges that propose and 
embody world-making and world-sustaining relations (ibid.: 91). As 
she explains, in Navajo weaving, women individually embody and 
manifest their style, experiences, lived connections, invented patterns, 
and histories of colonial traumas of humans, sheep, and goats (ibid.: 
91-92). Weaving here becomes not just an act of storytelling, but also 
a metaphor for connecting important ideas and actions that can face 
the repeating traumas of history without denial and without cynicism 
or despair (ibid.: 97). The sheep are thus telling the stories of their 
traumas through the hands of Navajo weavers who craft patterns 
and styles that are inspired by their life experiences. 

Although the question remains: (how) are the stories of the sheep 
heard through these weaving practices? (How) does the fact that 
their body parts are involved in telling Navajo stories allow for the 
making of multispecies worlds? 

The underlying question here is: (how) can multispecies worldings 
involve instrumental relationships with other animals? 

With regards to the Navajo weaving practices, it may be said that 
the Diné and the Churro can be well adapted to a life in harmony 
with each other, as wool may be exchanged for safety and the care 
for the herd. Perhaps it is possible to regard this as a (non-innocent) 
companionship between sheep and humans that – in certain respects 
– manages to escape the dominant speciesist paradigm of industrial 
sheep farming practices. On the other hand, it involves a risky 
assumption that the Churro tell their willing participation in weaving 
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with their body parts and being part of the Navajo communities. 
Part of the difficulty with this assumption is the telling of the Diné 
and Churro as a group, while a framework of enacted multiplicity 
would imply that each Diné and each Churro would still have their 
own stories to tell. In other words, perhaps some sheep and humans 
are ok with this configuration, while others would prefer to have 
entirely different relationships with each other. There are no simple 
answers to these questions.

To get some access to more contextual and individual kinds of 
life-stories with sheep, it is interesting to travel to an entirely 
different corner of the world, a rural area of Aotearoa, also called 
New Zealand. Here lives Anne Galloway, a design researcher, and 
Ursula, Grace, Mercy, Emmaline, Gus, and Esther, all members of an 
Arapawa sheep flock; this flock had several other members as well, 
including Ernest, who was sold (and a bit gangly with his big horns 
and bollocks), and Ned (or Eddard), who sadly died young from 
enterotoxemia; then there is Melvin, Mingus, Edith, Glory, Victoria, 
Max, Murray, Ulrich, and Ulla, they were all home-killed and eaten, 
by Galloway and presumably other humans (More-Than-Human 
Lab 2019, Galloway 2019: 203).  

This is where the making of multispecies worlds becomes really inter-
esting, and the borders between speciesism and multispeciesisms are 
explored in a most involved practice of living together with your own 
meat; or, from the sheep’s angle, living with your own killer. 

One of the goals of Galloway’s research is to find ways to live 
well, eat well, and kill well, with other animals in the era called 
Anthropocene. In our ten thousand years of living together with 
sheep, she emphasizes, we have not always exploited them; to say 
that would be to “deny the fundamental agency of sheep, and the 
deeply embodied interconnectedness that continues to make each 
of us who we are” (Galloway 2019: 203). In fact, living and dying 
together with other animals has been one of the most fundamental 
parts of life on this planet ever since we existed. 
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Galloway sees herself as part of the flock; she knows every member 
well, they have grown into their land together, they speak, rest, and 
play together, and they experience fear, joy, and sorrow together (ibid.: 
205). But it is necessary, with regards to the making of multispecies 
worlds, to recognize here that they have “failed to domesticate the 
other absolutely, [they have] also made new places and new ways 
with, and for, each other.” (ibid.). In other words, their flock is 
continuously enacting multispecies worlds together while leaving 
open questions regarding things to come. Along with these sheep, 
Galloway is engaged in many of the ‘tellings’ that Part II of this 
thesis has focused on, and undoubtedly many more world-making 
practices as well:

“Perhaps the first step away from anthropocentrism is humility? 

Being flock in the Anthropocene means admitting what we are 

able, and unable, to do. It also requires acknowledging that not 

everyone will survive, despite our best attempts. I love the sheep, 

and I value them as companions and friends. I was there when 

they took their first breath, and I hope to be there when they take 

their last. Some of us will die when we are old and others when 

we are young, but I want to make sure that death comes calmly 

and quietly for them at home, and I wish to die with the sheep 

beside me too. I want to be the one who injects the fatal dose 

of barbiturates—and the one who holds the captive bolt gun to 

their heads to stun them before cutting their throats. I want to be 

the one who buries them in our hills and visits their graves—and 

the one who butchers them, eats their meat, and keeps warm 

with their skins.” (Galloway 2019: 205).

With the humble uncertainty that must install itself in a world with 
many worldings, we might say that there can be multispecies ways 
of living and dying together, including eating each other’s flesh. Yet, 
we can never be sure if that is indeed the best way. Moreover, we 
have to follow our uncertainties and intuitions. Galloway’s stories 
have upset people, both vegans and livestock farmers, because she is 
exploring the spaces of respectful control, kindness in killing, grieving 
over meat, and loving the other, while at the same time having firm 
stances against factory farming or veganism as a clean or innocent 
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ideology. Aligning with scholars like Donna Haraway and Vinciane 
Despret, she does not seek refuge in final stances, but prefers to 
“imagine what we might owe “others” under the best and worst 
circumstances.” (ibid.: 203).

What remains essential here is not only the continuous practice of 
living with uncertainties but also the willingness to practically engage 
with these questions together with other animals. To me personally, 
it would be horrific to eat my friend, perhaps even impossible. And if 
any other animal could be a friend, potentially, it does not seem fair 
to me to ‘other them’, to render them killable in morally distancing 
myself from the slaughtering process, or otherwise participate in what 
I see as exploitation. My own intuition usually guides me away from 
buying or eating anything that has been treated worse than I would 
have treated my friend; otherwise, who am I hurting? For the Navajo 
people, the Churro are world-sustaining, in that together – by keeping 
each other alive – they might be able to escape colonialist violence 
and traumas. For Galloway, the flock is a continuous establishing of 
alternative ways of living with other animals in stepping away from 
anthropocentrism without making humans and animals equal. These 
stories may follow different stances but what they have in common 
is an involved dedication to making response-able decisions. The 
making of these multispecies worlds, all in opposition to speciesist 
norms, require courageous and honest commitments in dealing with 
living and dying while giving the sheep a space to be involved in these 
world-making efforts: to tell. As a reader, inevitably entangled with 
the lives of other animals (dead or alive), I invite you to keep (re)
considering your own positions, never as a final stance, but always 
indecisively critical and as an ongoing attempt at making worlds with 
other beings in the best possible ways; where the meaning of ‘best’ 
is ever evolving.
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MICE TELL –  
FORAGING SEEDS

During a research exchange in the summer of 2016 in California, I 
learned a story of the Pacific pocket mice. The smallest rodent species 
in North America, a nocturnal mouse only weighing six grams, was 
thought to be extinct in the ‘70s but was rediscovered in the ‘90s. Due 
to their excellent hoarding and digging skills, the mice proved useful 
for encouraging native plant growth and thereby got themselves into 
a 7.5-million-dollar recovery plan (cf. U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
1998). A total of 50 mice, raised in captivity while undergoing a rigid 
‘predator aversion training’, were released into the Laguna Coast 
Wilderness Park during my stay (cf. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
2016).  Pocket mice generally live off the seeds of plants in their 
surroundings that they forage during the night and gather in their 
cheek pouches (hence the name ‘pocket’ mouse). They then store 
these seeds in different compartments of their burrows. These habits 
make the mice a crucial participant in spreading seeds and hydrating 
the soil through their digging, which encourages the growth of native 
plants (cf. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2010). The seeds that are 
left uneaten have a chance to germinate and thereby enable plants to 
spread their populations.

In an essay titled ‘The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction’, Usula Le 
Guin highlights the importance of telling the stories of the foragers 
and their carrier pouches rather than the stories of the heroes with 
their sticks and spears (Le Guin 1986: 150-151). Aligning with the 
research of anthropologist Elizabeth Fisher, Le Guin argues that the 
first cultural device [or perhaps the first ‘designed’ object/tool] made 
by humans was probably not some big, long, hard bone used for 
bashing somebody, but a recipient; a container, shell, bag, net, sack, 
or sling that could hold gathered things (ibid., cf. Fisher 1979). How 
else could we collect food, useful or beautiful items, or carry our 
babies with both hands free for engaging in foraging activities? Le 
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Guin urges storytellers to move from the hero-killer story towards 
the much more diverse life stories of the foragers:

“The trouble is, we’ve all let ourselves become part of the killer 

story, and so we may get finished along with it. Hence it is with 

a certain feeling of urgency that I seek the nature, subject, words 

of the other story, the untold one, the life story. (…) A book 

holds words. Words hold things. They bear meanings. A nov-

el is a medicine bundle, holding things in a particular, powerful 

relation to one another and to us. (…) I came lugging this great 

heavy sack of stuff, my carrier bag full of wimps and klutzes, and 

tiny grains of things smaller than a mustard seed, and intricately 

woven nets which when laboriously unknotted are seen to con-

tain one blue pebble, an imperturbably functioning chronometer 

telling the time on another world, and a mouse’s skull; full of 

beginnings without ends, of initiations, of losses, of transforma-

tions and translations, and far more tricks than conflicts, far few-

er triumphs than snares and delusions; full of space ships that get 

stuck, missions that fail, and people who don’t understand.” (Le 

Guin 1986: 152-153).

Inspired by the story of the pocket mouse, with some encouragements 
from Le Guin, this last section of Part II takes the shape of this tiny 
mammal’s burrows. Similar to a book’s index pages, the following 
two pages contains multispecies seeds of all different tellings: native 
and foreign, large and small, ugly and beautiful, clear and confusing, 
wild and domestic, out in the open and hidden underneath the soil. 
Still, despite my efforts in foraging and storing the multispecies seeds 
and the pages on which their stories can be found “[s]till there are 
seeds to be gathered, and room in the bag of stars.” (Le Guin 1986: 
154).
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Alien otherness,  : 163

Alternative paths,  : 205  : 221

Ancient timelines,  : 199

Attachment,  : 188

Attuning,  : 244

Beastliness, : 254

Care,  : 205

Carnivalesque,  : 185

Circularity,  : 226

Citizenship,  : 211

Cohabitations,  : 222  : 235

Compost,  : 202   : 229

Conceptual inspiration,  : 164

Craft,  : 164

Curiosity,  : 185  : 219

Danger,  : 167 : 263

Denizenship,  : 213

Distance,  : 167

Dreaming,  : 167

Dying, : 257  : 272

Eating,   : 226  : 272

Ecosystems,  : 199   : 225

Exchange,   : 227

Experimentation, : 257

Failing,  : 192

Flexibility,  : 195  : 203

Foraging,  : 205  : 275

Growth,  : 202   : 275

Intimacy without proximity,  : 164

Killing, : 265  : 271

Laughter,  : 185

Microbes,   : 225

Monstrosity, : 255

Mystique,  : 168

Negotiation,  : 195  : 210

Networks,  : 203

Open-ended attachments,  : 165

Participation,  : 238

Phenomenological limitations,  : 175

Playfulness,  : 185  : 219 : 257

Pleasure,  : 185  : 207

Precarity,  : 202

Possible-but-not-yet,  : 185

Problematic spaces,  : 183  : 221

Queerness, : 254

Reciprocity,   : 226

Remote intimacy,  : 168

Resistance,  : 172

Seeds,  : 276

Sensitizing,  : 244

Shared animality,   : 178

Soil,  : 199   : 229

Sovereignty,  : 212

Speculation,  : 174  : 218

Subjectivity,  : 173

Sublime, : 255

Surprise,  : 195  : 222

Sympoietic knotting,   : 164

Technological mediation,  : 179

Telling from death,  : 166  : 273

Virtual worlds, : 266

Welfarism,  : 195

Wisdom,  : 200

Wonder,  : 179  : 255
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PART III – 
SEARCHING FOR WHAT 

MATTERS 

“[I]n the midst of all that we do not 

know, we also gain knowledge. We are 

called to acknowledge that in the midst 

of all we cannot choose, we also make 

choices. And we are called into recogni-

tion: of the shimmer of life’s pulses and 

the great patterns within which the pow-

er of life expresses itself. We are therefore 

called into gratitude for the fact that in 

the midst of terrible destruction, life finds 

ways to flourish” 

Deborah Bird-Rose (2017: G61).
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Here – after taking a couple of deep breaths – this thesis lands in the 
present. Following the articulation of a theoretical framework for 
imagining multispecies worlds in Part I, and expressing traces of these 
worldings through a Multispecies Bestiary in Part II, this third part 
is one of careful reflections on those efforts. Mostly, these reflections 
articulate the knowledges that emerge from Part I and II: how – and 
where – does this thesis contribute knowledges and how may these 
knowledges matter in adding multispecies richness to worldings? 

A first search for these matters, in Part III, is related to ‘Mattering 
Designs’, in which I reflect on the design research program that is 
expressed in this thesis. By bringing together the different elements 
that constitute this program, I argue how it matters what designs 
design designs.   

A second kind of mattering that I engage with on these next pages 
entails ‘Mattering Knowledges’. Where many research efforts tradi-
tionally obtain insights through a search for generalization to produce 
a universal kind of knowledge (in singular), the multispecies worlding 
practices in this thesis generated knowledges (in plural)31. Though 
regardless of their complex character, these knowledges can still be 
traced and expressed as an academic commitment within this thesis.

Designs, knowledges, or worldings – without an attempt at creating a 
relational engagement with them – can be rather sterile imaginations 
or one-sided world-‘views’ that leave little space for the many-world 
worldings that arise when things (entities, beings, actors) actually 
engage with each other. A third kind of mattering – ‘Mattering 
Worlds’ – therefore aims to move the designs, knowledges, and 
worldings that I tried to gather in this project from my hands – or 
from these pages – into yours.

31  See also the discussion on Haraway’s notion of ‘situated knowledges’ in Chapter 2.2.3
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REFLECTIONS 1 –  
MATTERING DESIGNS

As a subject within the design sciences, Interaction Design research 
investigates how processes, artefacts, and systems can shape worlds32. 
In Chapter 1, a closer look into the notion of speciesism revealed 
how our anthropocentric, modernist, patriarchal, and capitalist 
structures are all closely tied to the systematic oppression of other 
animals, something that is entirely normalized for most people and 
in most places. Any alternative ideas are therefore not found in these 
dominant structures but in relational understandings and less anthro-
pocentric frameworks. It is however not enough to merely find or 
analyze these multispecies alternatives. They can only be brought to 
life through an active process of multispecies world-making. This is 
where Interaction Design processes are needed.

In Chapter 2.1.1, I elaborated on the meaning of designing as ‘nego-
tiating possibilities’, which implies (1) an active processes of making 
or unmaking of situations, (2) an ethical dimension that involves a 
response-ability for the particular views that are put forward with 
design, and (3) the need for big-enough stories that – rather than 
paralyzing designers – can help to imagine and negotiate alternative 
possibilities. Subsequently, in Chapter 2.1.2, I argued that particularly 
with regards to speciesism, a practice that initially seems to be every-
where, design practices and frameworks could be used to address 
complex situations and make matters experientially available. Rather 
than producing design materials as the outcomes for this thesis, or 
critiquing current conditions, design practice is here employed to 
negotiate possibilities for multispecies worlds. In bringing many dif-
ferent design situations together, the notion of ‘programmatic’ design 

32  This statement about Interaction Design as a subject is not a general understanding, but 
a specific claim that is articulated in the general study plan by the department in which this PhD 
thesis is submitted in the School of Arts and Communication at Malmö University. It aligns with an 
understanding of Interaction Design within which this PhD project is carried out.
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helps to reflect on the broader perspectives that this thesis produces. 
So rather than regarding all negotiations in this thesis as separate 
design efforts, an understanding of the possible meanings of 
multispeciesisms brought together as a program generates a body of 
work that can be reflected upon. 

The concept of a design research program is a multi-layered framing 
for design that is emerging in the field of design research. Described by 
some as “the most promising candidate for conceptualizing a fruitful 
designer/researcher stance” (Löwgren et al. 2013: 81), the notion of 
a program is built with reference to the field of architecture (as the 
initial scoping of an architectural project, e.g. the Bauhaus Manifesto 
[Gropius 1919]) and in the academic context (as a way to capture 
how central frames of reference in science evolve) (Löwgren et al. 
2013: 83). In the field of interaction design, several (Scandinavian) 
researchers have discussed the notion of research programs over 
the past two decades (e.g. Hallnäs et al. 2002, Hallnäs et al. 2006, 
Brandt et al. 2011, Redström 2011, Löwgren et al. 2013, Redström 
2017). Central is the idea that a design research program consists of 
an extensive (usually multi-year) project in which several stages of 
design interventions and experiments are carried out to investigate 
a particular area of interest that is continuously further redefined 
through design work and reflections. 

The first three years of this PhD project were structured around a 
loose question of ‘how to design for and with other animals’. Later, 
the search for a counter-concept of ‘speciesism’, then rephrased as 
a search for ‘the meanings of multispeciesisms’, further helped to 
develop the design program into the format in which it is expressed 
here. It is important to note here that the design experiments, 
questions, and research in these first years remain relevant to the 
program as a whole despite the different stages of the program’s 
maturity. Secondly, the design program does not finish here. Rather 
than reaching a final conclusion, design programs are ongoing 
and more often characterized by generating different takeaways 
at different stages that are rarely completely exhausted, and more 
commonly end due to time constraints (Löwgren et al. 2013: 84). 
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These reflections are therefore best described as characterizing the 
program’s current states, rather than its conclusions or endings33.

Although programmatic design researchers, at least to my knowledge, 
have not yet discussed its evident connections, the multi-layered, 
flexible, and ever-evolving character of a design research program 
makes it a well-suited form of inquiry in a many-world world 
understanding. Similar to worldings that consists of many layers of 
enacted multiplicities that are engaged in a continuous process of 
creation and re-creation, a design program exists as an assemblage of 
many different design interventions or experiments that are iterated 
upon and created through each other. Secondly, these different 
worldings may overlap, contrast, or change each other, just like 
the different design activities within a program also continuously 
influence and question each other and the program as a whole. 
Thirdly, the flexible and fleeting character of a many-world world 
also helps to understand programmatic design as something rather 
unfixed. Where some designers may present static expressions of their 
program, a more relational understanding of doing programmatic 
research can emphasize the temporal changes and lack of closure 
that may be inherent to the program (Redström 2017: 98-99). 
Nonetheless, intended as a form of scholarship, design research 
programs differentiate themselves from the understanding of a many-
world world in their aim to function as a form of scholarly or design 
inquiry. In this case, researchers and designers follow a central (albeit 
often changing) theme with clearly formulated questions, intentions, 
and articulations of the knowledges that are produced through the 
program. This academic orientation makes it possible to reflect on 
the design program that was created through this PhD project (see 
Figure 41) in detail, as I will do in the following sections. The central 
question that guides these reflections involves a further engagement 
with the slogan that guides this thesis and states: how does it matter 
what designs design designs?

33  It may also be said here that some design research programs also do not have a clear 
beginning. My scholarly interests in designing with other animals was formalized first in a bachelor 
thesis (in 2011) and was then extended into three master thesis projects (in 2012, 2014, and 2015). 
Still, my broader interest in thinking through world-making practices with other animals is certainly 
tied to numerous cohabitations and encounters with other animals throughout daily life.
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Figure 41: 
there are 
likely as many 
different ways of 
visualizing a design 
research program as 
there are programs 
in general (examples 
can be found in Brandt 
and Binder 2007, Eriksen 
and Bang 2013, and Redström 
2017). But due to this thesis’ 
relation to the notion of a many-
world world, and the visualization of 
this worldview that I shared in Chapter 
2.2.3, I reiterated this visualization for 
the design program here as a tool for 
discussion in this reflective chapter. In other 
words, the design program I will now reflect upon 
in further detail similarly looks like a soup and can – in its 
current iteration – look like this. Illustration by the author.
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R1.1 IT MATTERS HOW PROGRAMS ARE  
DISSEMINATED

Design research programs often emerge in retrospect. This means 
that rather than a method or predefined plan, the program’s thematic 
elements may develop through reflecting on several years of related 
design experiments, interventions, and readings. At the start of this 
PhD project, the design experiments were centred around notions of 
playfulness with other animals and investigated animal participation 
in design processes. It was only two years later, following both practi-
cal engagements (specifically  and ) as well as theoretical read-
ings (particularly in Critical Animal Studies and feminist theory), that 
the search for a counter-concept to speciesism, and the subsequent 
inquiry into the possible meanings of multispeciesisms, took shape. 
Even while writing Part II of this thesis, in an earlier iteration, I tried 
to express the program through different disciplines (cf. Chapter 3.1) 
that I encountered in my readings (including sections titled ‘animal 
liberation’, ‘welfarism’, ‘utopianism’, and ‘ecofeminism’). Although 
these fields help to understand different standpoints regarding mul-
tispecies worldings, I found the expression of the program through 
these disciplines to suggest that they can easily be separated; while 
in my experiences with designing for other animals, world-making 
practices are always overlapping (often leading to conflicting view-
points in my design work (cf. , ). Furthermore, I found these 
headings to remain too focused on human academic themes and too 
little on what meanings of multispeciesisms other animals may tell. 
Shortly after reaching the 75% milestone for the thesis (September 
2019), I decided to seek a different approach, in which other animals 
and their world-making practices would feature more deliberately on 
the foreground. 

Together with the ten species that comprise the Multispecies Bestiary 
in Part II, I sought to combine exemplars, my design work, and 
annotated illustrations with a focus on how other animals tell us 
about their multispecies worldings. These ten protagonists enabled 
me to weave together the program’s elements into a series of digestible 
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narratives that readers could relate to or learn from, without insisting 
on a particular order of the program. 

While the word ‘beast’ as it is generally used, might not initially 
encourage a counter-concept to speciesism, I argued in , that mon-
sters (such as beasts) create the gateways to unfamiliar worldings and 
show-forth different ways of knowing. Historical texts show that 
bestiaries became popular in the Middle Ages (especially in Christian, 
Islamic, and Jewish texts) and within medieval Christian traditions, 
various common features establish our (euro-centred) understand-
ing of what bestiaries are. They usually consist of a combination of 
texts and images that describe and depict both fantastical as well 
as familiar animals. These entries vary in length and often include 
narratives, notes, behavioural advice or lessons on morality and 
central concerns in medieval life (Hassig 1995: xv, 167, 171). Still, 
due to its broad variation and inconsistencies, the genre of bestiaries 
works as a general concept but does not have a single text (ibid.: 5). 
Importantly, although existing bestiaries are structured in various 
ways, they usually do not make any clear distinctions between imag-
inary or otherwise existing animals. Within Christian tradition, this 
is ascribed to the idea that any beast (either imagined, read about, or 
observed) can be a suitable vehicle for moral and religious teaching, 
and that imaginary animals are used to fill a spiritual gap for which 
real animals were not as readily adaptable (Gravestock 1999: 130). 
In indigenous narratives, descriptions and stories of animals are 
often also at ease with the unclear separation between fictional and 
non-fictional. As described by Amba J. Sepie: 

“This is not to suggest indigenous stories or literatures do not 

employ or recognize fiction, but that it is not set aside in quite the 

same manner as within ‘westernized’ categories of writing and 

thought. In traditional Native American contexts, for example, 

a distinction between ceremonial and popular genres makes 

more sense, or the sacred as juxtaposed with the pedagogical or 

humorous, soothing or entertaining” (Sepie 2017: 4, cf. Allen 

1986). 
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With a focus on the ten protagonists that help in telling multispe-
cies worlds, the bestiary in this thesis similarly abandons a clear 
juxtaposition between fiction and non-fiction or observations and 
experiences. Instead, its primary function entails the dissemination 
of knowledges gathered through multispecies world-making in the 
design program through big-enough stories. 

The ten protagonists are curated in correspondence with how the 
design program developed over time. Several species directly connect 
to my design portfolio ( ,  , , ); a few follow the exemplars 
that play a central role the field of multispecies design (  , ); some 
take a deliberate role in broadening the meaning of multispeciesisms 
( , ); and others arose through their additional role in telling 
some of the remaining central themes I see as further enhancing the 
imagining of multispecies worlds (  , ). 

Ten species may also represent each finger on the hands of most 
humans. These are the fingers that often mediate back and forth 
between imaginations and worlding, between thoughts and writing, 
between ideas and artefacts. They are the fingers we often use to 
share and write about design work and craft worlds through prac-
tice. Imagining multispecies worlds takes place between minds and 
making, where ideas arise of worlds, while worlding, and between 
entities. Haraway uses the metaphor of “playing games of string 
figures” with our hands to emphasize multispecies relationality as: 

“giving and receiving patterns, dropping threads and failing 

but sometimes finding something that works, something 

consequential and maybe even beautiful, that wasn’t there before, 

of relaying connections that matter, of telling stories in hand 

upon hand, digit upon digit, attachment site upon attachment 

site” (Haraway 2016: 10). 

Interactions are mediated through our senses, and human fingers 
often play a role in our interactions with worlds. While curating a 
list of the protagonists over time, as a person who never stopped 
finger-counting, each of the animals grew attached to a particular 
position of my hands. The flexible thumb as the mystical octopus, 
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the technology with the horses suits the index finger, the small ants 
and pocket mice live on each pinkie, and monsters are obviously 
represented through the middle finger. The notion of the animal-tell, 
as composed with these populated hands typing away on the key-
board or drawing on paper, became a personal meditation during 
the writing/drawing process. And thus, besides time constraints and 
coverage of the program’s thematic elements, the decision to choose 
ten protagonists is also a physical consideration. Though these ten 
protagonists, as well as our human hands, are really only a start-
ing point for further articulations and imaginations of multispecies 
worldings. 

The 37 annotated illustrations emerged from a practice that I started 
in the summer of 2017. When I started articulating a counter-concept 
to speciesism, I initially collected examples of traces that escaped 
dominant speciesist frameworks for our relationships with other 
animals during exchange studies in California and Hong Kong. These 
examples included various small field trips to places where humans 
and other animals meet (such as sanctuaries, shelters, national parks, 
cityscapes, and homes). From earlier design projects, I learned that 
describing encounters between humans and other animals can hardly 
take the form of human language because it tends to fall short in 
translating the more physical, affective, and non-human aspects of 
these encounters. I had to choose a form of documentation that better 
depicts the ongoing bodily experiences than textual descriptions, and 
that could leave space for the temporal interpretations and multiplic-
ities of these encounters. A representative limitation for this project, 
however, remains the book/paper format of this thesis, which was 
one of the decisive factors in working with printable depictions of 
multispeciesisms (more on this limitation is discussed in note 5 in 
‘Mattering Knowledges’). 

Although other kinds of formats exist for disseminating design work 
(such as film, animation, virtual worlds, physical artefacts, audio, 
data visualizations, or interactive archives), I think it is important 
to weave text and images together as much as possible to avoid 
disconnection between the multispecies traces and the textual parts 
of the thesis to which they connect or from which they arise. The 
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illustrations are thereby presented throughout this thesis as pauses or 
punctuations and belong together with the text. I find that the flexible 
pacing and the act of reading itself helps in world-making. Rather 
than faster-paced or pixel-perfect forms of digital media, I find that 
texts and illustrations are a fruitful way of engaging with examples 
of multispecies worldings in a manner that can slowly extend other 
imaginations into our own lives. As Ursula Le Guin (who is clearly 
biased towards words and books) writes in an essay meditating on 
imagination and reading:

“Reading is not as passive as hearing or viewing. It’s an act: you 

do it. You read at your pace, your own speed, not the ceaseless, 

incoherent, gabbling, shouting rush of the media. You take in 

what you can and want to take in, not what they shove at you so 

fast and hard and loud that you’re overwhelmed. Reading a story, 

you may be told something, but you’re not being sold anything. 

And though you’re usually alone when you read, you are in 

communion with another mind. You aren’t being brainwashed 

or coopted or used; you’ve joined in an act of the imagination.” 

(Le Guin 2016c: 215).

Granted, rhetoric remains essential to any story, and propaganda 
widely exists in textual forms. What Le Guin is expressing here, 
however, is the necessary participation of the readers themselves in 
imagining the story, and thereby making worlds. 

To trace existing multispecies worldings, I initially took to document-
ing moments I encountered through photographs. I tried to empiri-
cally capture already existing multispecies interactions between the 
humans and other animals I met. This created practical difficulties, 
in needing to be physically present to capture stories, timing the 
pictures right, finding the right camera angle, and so on. I realized 
that I was missing out on retelling a lot of interesting stories with the 
need to document each of the traces I encountered. Secondly, many 
of these traces consisted of stories that were told by other people. 
Whenever I talked to others about my research project, people 
often responded with an abundance of memories, experiences, and 
moments of multispeciesisms through their own life-stories with other 
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animals. I started noting down the stories I found most inspiring, and 
I reworked these stories into (anonymous) annotated illustrations. 
Furthermore, many of the multispecies stories I wanted to capture 
are told in books and articles as well. Researchers, writers, designers, 
artists, and people living with other animals have articulated traces of 
multispeciesisms throughout time, and to make a diverse collection, 
I had to find ways to include some of these stories in this project. 

At the same time, the multispecies traces I sought after had to be 
enacted in everyday worlds (I will clarify further why in the next 
section) and provide an account that actually did happen, or could 
have happened. As Ursula Le Guin wrote about the Kesh people, on 
the back cover of Always Coming Home, an anthropological account 
of a community that exists but does not yet exist, as the Kesh are a 
people that “might be going to have lived” [1985] (2016). The book 
offers an empirical account of a future world that has happened and 
could happen simultaneously. The negotiations of multispeciesisms 
captured in the annotated illustrations are similarly an account of 
multispecies worldings that can happen, did happen, will happen, 
and might have happened. 

For the reasons mentioned here (the broadening of textual descrip-
tions, a limitation to print, the difficulty of capturing traces in the 
present, the inclusion of diverse available sources, and the specula-
tive-everyday nature of these traces), a transition to making illustra-
tions rather than sticking to photographs helped to accommodate 
these aims. Illustrations are often more flexible than photographs 
or text. They are also more open to unfinished worldings, inter-
pretable negotiations, and worldings that are difficult to describe in 
human language. Hand-drawn sketches allow for rough lines that 
deliberately depict far from completed imaginations. Initially, I had 
a difficult time with sketching, because I tried to create ‘correct’ 
images with the kind of shading, line-art, and details I was taught 
formally. One colleague remarked that the drawings almost seemed 
like manuals, which was not at all fitting with the unfinished and 
temporary worlding theories I aligned them with. After working with 
the ease of digital drawing for a while, I returned to much more sim-
plistic hand-drawn illustrations. Figure 42 shows some other stages 
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through which the style of drawings evolved between August 2017 
and March 2019.

As an activity I engaged with throughout life, drawing felt like the 
most intuitive way to represent the traces that appeared in my imag-
ination throughout this project. Nonetheless, my formal training is 
limited, and I had to rely on many references and create collage-style 
structures before turning to sketching, using several references and 
rough compositions for each drawing as examples. After an initial 
pencil sketch by hand, I overlay the black-ink line art for the final 
image. Through this way of working, I could ensure a consistent style 
that could bring together 37 illustrations.

Figure 42: an overview of the illustration styles between August 2017 and 
March 2019 (left to right). The collection was comprised of photographs/notes 
at first, then moved to pencil sketches, detailed digital drawings, and a range of 
different styles of black-pen drawings, before deciding on the illustrations style 
that appears in this thesis. Image from the author.
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The annotations have been part of the illustrations from the first 
drawing. Initially, I kept detailed descriptions of the photographs I 
took earlier (including information on the place, time, a narrative of 
the encounter, the animals and humans involved, notes on aesthetics, 
and the relation I found to multispecies ways of thinking with other 
animals). When I transitioned to drawing the encounters, I took to 
including the information I thought relevant into the drawing itself. 
The annotations (the hand-written texts in each illustration) are there 
to accentuate, clarify, and point towards the multispecies worlds that 
the drawing depicts. Here, I sought to emphasize these worldings 
without simplifying or closing down the possibilities that the illus-
tration could contain. In other words, ideally, the annotations help 
to open to more worlds and initiate further imagination. I found this 
to be a fine balance between saying too little (for instance when the 
drawing appears on its own without text), versus saying too much 
(when the annotations become too descriptive or explanatory). 

Most annotations follow from the composition of the illustration 
itself. Several annotations are loosely inspired by stories of other 
people. And a few of the annotations are direct quotations from 
readings that sparked an idea for an illustration (these include their 
citations). Annotations in design research on ‘annotated portfolios’ 
(cf. Gaver et al. 2012, Löwgren 2013), are described as a way to 
disseminate intermediate-level knowledge in connection to the design 
artefacts. The presentation of design and text can thereby help point 
to certain desired or salient features of the artefacts (Gaver et al. 
2012: 43). In reflecting on the annotated illustrations (as well as 
the other elements of the design program in this thesis), it could be 
observed that certain aspects of multispecies worldings are recurring 
(such as response, care, surprise, flexibility, or other keywords found 
in ). Nonetheless, with a theoretical commitment to multiplicity, 
I continue to insist on refraining from reducing the program to a set 
of descriptions that can explain or contain multispecies worldings. 
The annotations do not seek to describe ‘features’, but instead, they 
point to possibilities and tensions that can be negotiated with.

In this section, I reflected on several of the program’s elements of 
narration, expression, and style; in particular with regards to the 
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Multispecies Bestiary and the annotated illustrations. With an under-
standing of a design research program as an emerging and evolving 
repertoire of exemplars and design work, it becomes crucial to situate 
a designer’s own position, and explain the most essential decisions 
in developing and expressing the program; not as a final outcome, 
but an account of the program’s current state. These details enable 
the reader to become more aware of how the designer actually did 
attempt to design the designs within the program. In other words, 
with regards to the continuously evolving elements of the multispecies 
design program, it matters that knowledges are also disseminated by 
a designer who shares the different stages of the program’s develop-
ment, and narrates how a designer engaged with the program over 
several years. 

R1.2 IT MATTERS WHAT COUNTS AS  
(MULTISPECIES) DESIGN

This design research program involves many stories of our encoun-
ters with other animals in which design plays a role. The process 
of selecting which stories to include or exclude, and what qualifies 
as design within this program, is a practice of curation. Evidently, 
many animals tell multispecies worldings, many examples could 
have been cited, and many (potential) drawings could have been 
included. From a broader perspective, the term ‘curation’ means the 
“thoughtful selection of a subset of material from a larger collection 
of items, often to illustrate a particular theme” (Feinberg et al. 2012: 
200). With this understanding in mind, it becomes clear that not only 
museums and libraries are constructed by curation, but designers 
and researchers are engaged in curating practices all the time (cf. 
Presner 2010, Feinberg et al. 2012). Citation practices, curricula, and 
reading lists are all forms of curation that enable knowledge produc-
tion in universities; and designers build their skills by thematically 
collecting and reflecting upon both their own and other people’s 
work as inspiration for their own. A paper by design researcher Sarah 
Pennington describes the curation of speculative and critical design 
projects as a way to draw attention to ‘neglected things’ and speculate 
on how qualities of care can be raised through feminist practices 
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of curation (Pennington, 2018). Further, she emphasizes how the 
notion of ‘curation’ derives from the Latin word cura, meaning ‘to 
take care of’ and argues that curation can be understood, not merely 
as a variant of a design practice or as an act of presentation of an 
existing design, but as an exercise that connects to a concept of care 
and enables attention towards a multiplicity of feminist care practices 
(ibid.: 582). This perspective aligns well with the attempt to construct 
a multispecies design research program in which a speculative ethics 
of care for other animals forms the basic proposition. But, to ‘curate 
with care’ also requires an acknowledgement of the ethical-political 
commitment that is involved with curation in which generating care 
includes being affected as well as affecting others more generally 
(ibid.: 588). 

Here it matters what a designer regards as part of the program and 
what must be excluded. In this thesis, this involves a non-innocent 
practice in which the borders of the multispecies design program 
always remain open to being rethought (cf. Chapter 2.1.1 on design 
as non-innocent and Chapter 3.3.1 on care as non-innocent). Many of 
the design experiments and examples question or explore where the 
borders between speciesism and multispeciesisms are while remaining 
critical but also slightly indecisive. As also shown in the program 
visualization, this results in elements of the program that challenge 
itself (e.g. discussing aspects of violence, captivity, and farming, but 
also investigating the meaning of multispecies world-making in virtual 
spaces as alternative acts of imagination). The deliberate search for 
tensions between critique and negotiating possibilities is thus crucial 
for doing ethics in practice because it allows us to continue rethinking 
how things could be ‘better’.

In curating the Multispecies Bestiary, a search for design examples 
further pushes us to put thought into what is considered exemplifying 
in design. This entails a risky and political praxis in which certain 
stories are often privileged over others. In the field of design, the 
inclusion or reading of other design projects is often referred to as a 
repertoire of design exemplars. As argued by Donald Schön as well 
as Blomkvist et al., repertoires of exemplars include referential tech-
niques that use existing elements and already existing design objects 
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that are brought into the design process to benefit the result of that 
process (Schön [1983] 1995: 66, Blomkvist et al. 2009: 20). 

What is considered ‘design’, however, is traditionally focused on 
artefacts, material outcomes, or has the potential to be relevant for 
industrial development. Second, the stereotypical designer is brought 
forth and reinforced through design schools that are often located in 
the global north, which established an understanding of a designer 
as someone who is trained in predominantly white and historically 
euro-centric universities or schools. Thirdly, the channels through 
which exemplars are found and promoted reinforce these stereotypes 
and focus on dissemination through publications, websites, or port-
folios that favour certain types of writing and sharing of design work 
over others. The making of multispecies worlds, in contrast, must 
be a fundamentally decolonial effort in which multispecies practices 
are often found in places that are not usually regarded as ‘examples’ 
of design work. 

In this thesis, I made a deliberate attempt to disentangle (at least par-
tially) from these one-sided assumptions by purposefully including 
exemplars that we do not usually include when we think of ‘design’. 
This not only involves drawing on references to works of fiction 
and storytelling, such as the work of Ursula Le Guin ( ), Richard 
Powers ( ), or Mary Shelley ( ), it also includes engagement 
with indigenous practices that are exemplified in Navajo weaving 
( ), Anna Tsing’s worldly reflections on mushroom foraging in 
various places ( ), Eduardo Kohn’s anthropological writings on 
thinking with forests in Runa communities ( ), and game design 
collaborations with Inupiat people ( ). To be sure, much more 
work needs to be done to ensure future inclusions of these projects as 
legitimate exemplars in design research at large, which is an ongoing 
effort of unmaking design bias and doing politics through citational 
practices. If we continue to ignore other practices as design, those 
design exemplars that are fundamental and inspiring for the contin-
uation of multispecies world-making remain left unseen. I therefore 
advocate for the more deliberate inclusion of multispecies exemplars 
that we can find in activities that are traditionally not regarded as 
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design work, but nonetheless offer imaginations and configurations 
of multispecies worldings that are generative to design. 

This thesis also brings together several design fields in which rela-
tions with other animals are explored. I specifically discussed fields 
including Animal Computer Interaction (cf. Chapter 3.1.2, ), par-
ticipatory design with other animals (see ), critical or speculative 
multispecies design (in  and ), interspecies play/game design 
(e.g. ), and posthumanist/feminist new materialist design with other 
living entities (see Chapter 3.1.3, , ). As argued in Chapter 
3.1, such design efforts are usually carried out within particular fram-
ings of animal liberationism, welfarism, or compost theories, and 
they are included in this thesis because they negotiate possibilities for 
multispecies worldings. It should be noted, however, that (as forms 
of design inquiry) these projects risk focusing predominantly on the 
designed artefacts, and they often prioritize reporting on the successes 
or failures of various interventions. In discussing these projects, for 
example, I emphasized how the researchers mainly focused on dis-
cussing the stages of the design process ( ), whether or not other 
animals qualify as design participants ( ), how playful interactions 
could be evaluated or philosophically framed ( ), or what theoretical 
entanglements can be reflected upon in these projects ( ). Other 
animals thereby become important stakeholders and participants but 
rarely the ones who determine or carry the stories themselves. In these 
academic publications (including my own papers), the artefacts and 
the human stakeholders often dominate the processes, the design 
spaces, and the reflective narratives. With this Multispecies Bestiary, 
on the other hand, I articulated a search for multispecies worldings 
by more deliberately foregrounding the things that other animals tell 
us. The contexts in which these projects are curated (each as part 
of a story with an animal protagonist) reframe such design efforts 
as a process of training attentiveness and learning how to respond 
to what other animals tell us about multispecies worldings. Such a 
retelling enables a kind of curation that is not focused on presenting 
projects and their corresponding challenges as a design inquiry but 
pays particular attention towards the ways the design contributes to 
world-making with other animals. A deliberate foregrounding of the 
things that other animals expressed in these projects (as opposed to 
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focusing on explaining the methods, materials, theories, or tools that 
the researchers employed, as is often central in academia) is thus a 
necessary aspect of multispecies worlding as a decolonial curational 
effort.   

Another element that matters in curating diverse design work in 
this thesis took place through a focus on the ‘everyday’. While 
explorations of multispecies worldings become increasingly popular 
in artistic practices, groups of intellectuals, and museum spaces 
(notable examples include the numerous art exhibitions and events 
by The Multispecies Salon [n.d.]), a crucial factor in people’s ability 
to imagine multispecies worlds is found in their everyday relations to 
other animals. In fact, our relations with other species (e.g. through 
encounters, consumption, sympoiesis, or avoidance) are an essential 
component of being alive, making the subject matter of this thesis 
one that every human being inevitably takes part in on a daily basis. 
Everyday worlding, rather than theory or speculative realms, require 
us to make concrete decisions that impact the lives of other animals 
directly. The majority of cited projects, as well as the encounters 
depicted in most of the annotated illustrations, therefore relate to 
various ways in which humans are reconfiguring and rethinking 
their relationships to other animals with a connection to daily life. 
These projects take place in larger living communities with eco-
systems as stakeholders (  ,  , ), through storytelling and 
virtual worlds that bring remote worldings of other animals closer 
to everyday life ( , ), or within places where humans and other 
animals already meet or live together in various configurations (

, , , , ). Artistic or intellectual expressions can help 
to propose ideas, critique the status quo, or ask questions. But the 
ability of people to enact multispecies worlds in everyday life becomes 
more accessible within spaces that enable us to practically rethink 
our current responses. Especially within a framing of many-world 
worlds, an essential character of multispecies worlding is the idea 
that every living being makes worlds and thus already partakes by 
default. The design exemplars and annotated illustrations included in 
this thesis are a reflection of the endless possibilities of multispecies 
world-making in connection to everyday life.
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The annotated illustrations further enabled me to use design prac-
tice to depict various traces of everyday multispecies worldings. The 
meaning of a design artefact, in this context, should not be under-
stood in a purely material sense, but as deliberately constructed and 
composed negotiations of multispecies possibilities; as openings 
instead of closings. This understanding of design practice creates 
prompts – or seeds – that aim to inspire other worldings. In other 
words, rather than sharing my artistic expression or communicat-
ing a single message, the (multispecies) designs help to design other 
designs. The annotated illustrations – because of their focus on small, 
individual, and personal stories – are able to design multispecies 
worldings in ways that are more tangible and more experiential than 
could be depicted by grander or more descriptive ideas about these 
worlds. At the same time – because of their depictions of particular 
situations – they make multispecies possibilities more concrete and 
more detailed. As big-enough stories, the illustrations continue to 
inspire possibilities and add richness to worlds.

In sum, it matters that we understand design practice as much 
broader than what is traditionally taught in euro-centric design 
schools, specifically in its geographical, cultural, and material sense. 
It matters that a design researcher understands their own political 
commitment to the thought-full and care-full aspects involved in 
curating their design research program, including their citational 
practices. It matters how much space is given to other animals to 
express themselves in the research projects they are involved in. And 
it matters that (besides academic or artistic endeavours) our everyday 
relations with other animals, as essential components of being alive, 
are also acknowledged as big-enough stories that continuously enact 
multispecies worlds.

 
R1.3 IT MATTERS HOW OTHERS ARE INVOLVED IN RE-
SPONDING

Imagining multispecies worlds is a relational practice. This means that 
worldings are not enacted in a vacuum, but always emerge through 
interdependent assemblages in connection with larger ecosystems. 
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Other living beings are thus already involved in responding to 
world-making, a quality that I investigated further through several 
interventions in which the annotated illustrations play a role.

The first aspect that matters, in this context of responding, deals 
with the interpretations of multispecies worldings that happen in 
constructing and sharing the illustrations. For it could be argued 
that the annotated illustrations remain an anthropocentric interpre-
tation of various encounters with other animals. Not in the least 
because they are drawn and inevitably interpreted by human animals. 
Further, in multiple occasions, the illustrations may include specu-
lations on intentions of other animals that they may not actually 
experience. This, I argue following Despret, is a misunderstanding 
of the risks that are involved, and a futile abstraction of the meaning 
of anthropomorphism. It is clear that, as humans, we always use our 
perceptions, cognitive structures, and expressive tools to understand 
and engage with the world (see also ). Thereby, anthropomor-
phism is an inevitable practice involved in everything that we do and 
sustained especially in the most detached scientific endeavours34. I 
argue that the illustrations in this thesis are actively contributing to 
a withdrawal from anthropocentrism precisely through speculations 
with other animals that may or may not be according to their own 
lived experiences. It is only by allowing for the possibility that other 
animals have things to tell, make worlds, and respond to us in numer-
ous different ways we may not always accurately understand, that 
human animals may resist centring themselves and train themselves 
to become a more sensitive part of the life-worlds we share with 
other animals. The illustrations in this thesis are not only inspired by 
human stories and experiences but attempt to deliberately involve the 
multispecies worldings that are inevitably made together with other 

34  For a broader discussion on the inherent anthropomorphism in the sciences, I refer to 
Vinciane Despret’s What Would Animals Say if we Asked the Right Questions (2016). In this book, 
Despret illustrates, through numerous ‘scientific fables’ how difficult it is to know what other animals 
do, what they think about, and what they want. The paradox that Bruno Latour lays out in the foreword 
of this book is the idea that anthropomorphism can be avoided through strictly controlled scientific 
methods: “only by creating the highly artificial conditions of laboratory experimentation will you be 
able to detect what animals are really up to when freed from any artificial imposition of human values 
and beliefs onto them. From then on, only one set of disciplined accounts of what animals do in those 
settings will count as real science. All other accounts will be qualified as “stories” (Latour in Despret 
2016: viii). This, according to Despret, leads more to a kind of academocentrism, where the naturally 
occurring situations are considered a source of artificial fictions (ibid.).
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animals. This way of thinking with other animals, in training these 
less-anthropocentric ways, must allow for the possibility that other 
animals are active agents in world-making practices. Any refusal of 
this possibility brings us back to distancing ourselves and reinserts 
the risk that humans remain blind to all the worlding practices that 
other animals already engage with in response. 

Further, a follow-up step in working with sketching in design is to 
use various methods for seeing the drawings ‘in-action’, and using 
them to engage with other people. To do this, I organized four dif-
ferent interventions: one “design probe” (Mattelmäki 2006: 40) and 
three workshops with designers. The main question guiding these 
interventions was: how could these annotated illustrations generate 
other attempts at multispecies worlding? Or, how do these designs 
design other designs?

The first (pilot) design workshop took place in April 2018. Together 
with a fellow interaction designer/researcher who shares an interest 
in design and other animals we used four of the (earlier) illustrations 
in a guided brainstorming session where we tried to come up with 
multispecies interaction ideas (in the broadest sense). Outcomes were 
related to different ways of engaging with urban and domestic animals 
(such as sunbathing with ducks, dinners with dogs, ant-friendly 
shoes, and insect capture and release tools for the home) (see Figure 
43). As expected, the drawings do help designers in generating ideas 
for multispecies interactions. This is rather unsurprising because this 
is what designers are trained to do already: using existing probes to 
generate different ideas. It is important to clarify here that I am not 
interested in somehow ‘proving’ that the drawings ‘work’ as a ‘tool’ 
to generate multispecies worlds. That would reduce the making of 
multispecies worlds to a positivistic endeavour that can quite simply 
be empirically demonstrated and documented. A more curious ques-
tion – in my view – is to investigate how possibilities for multispecies 
worldings arise, expand, and multiply as imaginings of individuals 
and collectives. This is a question that can never have a simple answer 
in a many-world world, but can nonetheless be partially answered 
through examples.     
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In broadening my perspectives to collecting such possibilities outside 
the field of design, I hosted a design probe in January 2019. Before 
the start of an invited guest-lecture for MA students in the Media 
Dramaturgy program at the Johannes Gutenberg University in Mainz 
(Germany), I handed out A6 cards to all attendants with seven dif-
ferent (earlier) illustrations with a question written on the back that 
said: “What does your multispecies world look like?”. I asked the 
attendants to pick a card that somehow spoke to them. During the 
talk, I provided context to the possible meanings of multispecies 
worldings and reflected on my research project. At the end, I asked 
the attendants to write down (or otherwise illustrate) possible answers 
anonymously. I collected the cards after the attendants left. In guar-
anteeing anonymity, I hoped to gain insight into the more personal 
stories, experiences, refusals, and possibilities that the attendants 
were thinking about during the talk. Some answers to the questions 
can be seen in Figure 44 and included both general thoughts (such 
as “vegan/vegetarian diet”, or “observing with curiosity”) as well as 

Figure 43: Brainstorming exercise during Workshop 1 – April 2018. Image 
from the author.
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specific ideas (such as urban gardening or offering food and places for 
urban animals). Where the general answers often reiterated common 
anti-speciesist rhetoric, or reflected the illustrations themselves, the 
specific answers gave me some more insights into the multispecies 
worlds that the participants had in mind. The specificity and phrasing 
of the question on the card helped to uncover personal thoughts, 
and I decided to explore different ways of asking this question to 
designers as well in the second workshop.  

This second design workshop took place in my home, in March 2019, 
with three fellow interaction designers. I deliberately chose to organ-
ize this workshop with close friends whom I meet regularly. I worked 
with familiar designers both to differentiate with the anonymous 
probe and to be able to follow up with their thoughts about mul-
tispecies worldings in the months after the workshop. The two-hour 
workshop included four different tasks and started with a warm-up 
discussion around the illustrated cards, revolving around the same 
question posed in the design probe. Secondly, in a collage exercise, 
I asked the participants to visualize multispecies worldings taking 
inspiration from various magazine pictures. The third task involved 
creating a comic story with four frames, in which a few elements were 

Figure 44: answers from two attendants written on the back of the card – 
January 2019 (e.g.”vegan/vegetarian diet”, “planting/urban gardening, 
“food places for birds in big cities”, “put lost snales (Schnecken) back to earth/
green space”, “Observing with curiosity”). Image from the author.
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pre-drawn. The last exercise consisted of a turn-taking collaborative 
drawing activity in which the participants created a drawing together 
from a set of pre-drawn human and other animal eyes. These tasks 
were deliberately structured to engage with ideas for multispecies 
worldings with fewer guidelines as the workshop progressed (see 
Figure 45-48 for several pictures of the outcomes of the workshop). 
We ended the workshop with over-all discussions of our thoughts 
and experiences. Once again unsurprisingly, the designers came up 
with many ideas and demonstrated their professional skill in working 
with a design brief. Where one of the participants initially got stuck 
in negations (and described possibilities for multispecies worlds as 
“no hierarchies”, “no agriculture”, “no interaction”, “no pets”), 
once I rephrased the purpose of the annotated illustrations, shared 
my own struggle in being stuck with these negations throughout my 
PhD, and needing help coming up with ideas that describe small – 
but positive – traces, this participant felt confident in continuing the 
workshop. Although the many ideas that the designers contributed 
could – if further prototyped and iterated upon – enrich the field 
of multispecies design, in this thesis I am exploring different modes 
of inspiring designers to think of multispecies worldings. In other 
words, the ideas themselves are – here – less relevant than the various 
ways in which these ideas were generated. The workshop shows an 
early exploration of four possible ways of working with the anno-
tated illustrations that help designers to think about multispecies 
worldings. Importantly, these exercises should be structured around 
possible meanings and employ methods that avoid getting stuck in 
negative or paralyzing aspects of world-making. 
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Figure 45: collage exercise from one of the interaction designer participants – 
March 2019 (e.g. “living together, finding beauty in the togetherness when it’s 
possible but not by keeping animals captive”, “living completely separate in 
some cases”, “sometimes us entering the world of the animals & us becoming 
the pets/caged animals”). Image from the author.
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Figure 46: collage exercise from one of the interaction designer participants – 
March 2019 (e.g. “food containers in the park for lunch left overs for the animals 
to finish”, “city lights are dimmed down at night not to disturb animals that have to 
work”, “some birds that occupy top floors fly to the south during winter, then either 
people or other animals can use the floor. But they have to clean after themselves 
before the tenants return”). Image from the author.
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Figure 47: one of the comic stories created by an interaction designer participant. Frame 2 and 3 have 
a pre-drawn cat and bird respectively through which the participant imagined the story – March 2019 
(“Hello! We have a dead family member here. Can you come take care of it?”, “Cat-olic. The funeral 
agency”, “sorry for your loss. We are on the way”, “Cat-olic. Salary here:”). Image from the author.

Figure 48: one of the collaborative drawing created by three interaction designer participants. The 
original prompt consisted of a blank page with two set of eyes (here further drawn as a human and 
cat). – March 2019 (e.g. “I wish I knew what they were thinking”, “I wonder how long until she leaves 
the house again and I can live in peace”, “actually I am just playing along”). Image from the author.
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A third workshop was hosted in two identical 1,5 hour-sessions 
with different participants (13 in total), during the Imagining 
Collaborative Future Making conference in November 2019 at 
Malmö University. Together with colleague Maliheh Ghajargar we 
organized semi-structured conversations with fellow (mostly senior) 
researchers about multispecies worldings. The focus of these two 
sessions was to identify possibilities to imagine multispecies futures 
in the context of doing (design) research. The conversations were 
mostly theoretical but nonetheless, the participants engaged in 
sharing stories about their own multispecies worlding experiences. 
A large part of the dialogues evolved around identifying multispecies 
practices. Ideas that were shared involved rituals for attuning to other 
animals, looking at our bodies as multispecies worlds, suggestions for 
withdrawing from other animals and the earth, visualizing invisible 
relations, and practising humbleness, listening, and sensing better 
(a small part of the workshop discussion is summarized and shown 
as key-phrases in Figure 49). Many of the conversations that took 
place during this day involved extended thoughts on readings in 
posthumanism, decolonialism, and Critical Animal Studies. Some of 
these thoughts are weaved together with my reflections and design 
work in the sections , , and , that were all written and 
illustrated after this workshop.
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Figure 49: a partial summary of the third workshop with fellow researchers 
(most of which work within the field of design). The image includes key phrases 
and topics that were discussed. – November 2019 (e.g. “the multispecies 
worlds inside me, 3kg bacteria”, “visualizing invisible things”, “counterfactual, 
counternarrative, scenarios of becoming”, “making earth fabrics”). Image from 
the author.
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It is not only through these workshops and design probe that the 
annotated illustrations generated thoughts on multispecies world-
ing. By sharing the illustrations on social media (in several iterations 
and series), as well as through conversations with friends, family, 
colleagues, fellow conference participants, during guest lectures or 
seminars, the illustrations travelled further. These people (including 
the friends who participated in the second workshop) shared (in 
writing, through conversations, or even through postcards in the 
mailbox) their thoughts, stories, experiences, ideas, questions, and 
problems. They thus showed different interpretations and reflections 
than the ones I had in mind in the making of each illustration. Some 
examples, communicated in writing, are shown in Figure 50. 

Figure 50: seven comments from different individuals on Facebook who 
responded to different annotated illustrations during 2018-2019. The image 
also includes a scan of a postcard received in the mailbox made by two friends 
as a response to the annotated illustrations in general (2019). (e.g. “your 
drawing reminds me of (…) – wouldn’t it be amazing if once a year you met 
up with your whole community”, “a perfect post for Canadian Thanksgiving 
weekend! Pet turkeys. Don’t eat them”, “I have ‘friend cows’ (…) and over this 
summer’s drought, I bought them water every day.”). Screenshots by the author.
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These contributions are important – perhaps even more so than the 
organized design workshops – because they reveal numerous ways 
in which these illustrated traces of multispeciesisms generate other 
thoughts on multispecies worlding. These additions do not necessarily 
require professional design skills or organized workshop structures and 
they thereby valuably expanded, enriched, and multiplied the traces I 
initially gathered in the annotated illustrations. Again, this should not 
be confused with an attempt to ‘prove’ that the illustrations ‘work’ 
as an ‘effective tool’ to generate these worlds, but rather initiate an 
insight in multiplicity and possibility of (multispecies) thoughts that 
think other thoughts (or designs that design other designs). Where 
initially, speciesism seems to be everywhere and imagining differently 
(beyond negations) seems like an impossible task, the responses of 
other people (see the images on the previous pages) show that there 
are infinitely expanding multispecies worldings to enact, create, or 
construct. Nonetheless, as one of the participants shared in the third 
workshop “if we don’t make or do those worlds, they cannot be more 
than an idea”. In general reflection, we inevitably remain descriptive 
and abstract in expressing what multispecies worlding may ‘look 
like’. Yet, it could be more relevant and generative to participate in, 
sense, or engage with multispecies worldings as enacted experiences. 
The idea of a need for big-enough stories as discussed by Haraway 
(see Chapter 2.1.1), emphasizes this struggle with finding the right 
worldings, the right illustrations, the right traces, or the right stories, 
that may help generate other multispecies worldings. 

As an important element in the design program, the annotated 
illustrations invite response, and it matters that these responses are 
regarded as relational, interpretive, and leading to further stories. 
Drawing, as a method for creating big-enough multispecies stories 
not only provides an outlet for a designer’s multispecies imagi-
nations, and facilitates a depiction of various traces described by 
other people, but also reveals – through gathering responses – the 
multiplicity of multispecies worlding generated by engaging with 
others in conversations. Surely, these conversations could become 
differently structured, more precisely targeted, or iterated upon 
further, to expand in different directions. Moreover, the workshops 
and probes focused on the generativity of the annotated illustration 
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outside of the narratives with which they appear in this thesis, while 
many of the illustrations were created as pauses and punctuations 
with the text. Further research could therefore investigate how the 
Multispecies Bestiary (as a whole) could travel further beyond this 
thesis, where texts and images are presented simultaneously. Here I 
have only reflected briefly upon a few ways in which multispecies 
worlds world other worlds in turn.

In summarizing this first reflective chapter, a mattering in design 
gathered the multispecies design research program at large. Rather 
than only reading the Multispecies Bestiary as a collection of separate 
design works, in situating myself as a designer and providing an 
account of how the program evolved, it becomes clearer how designs 
have designed designs in the context of imagining multispecies worlds. 
Here it matters to situate a designer’s commitment to curation and 
citation practices, their understanding of design practice, and to 
account for decisions regarding narration, expression, and style. 
Furthermore, the program’s relation to everyday worlds with other 
animals, in which speculation and interpretation enable us to become 
attentive to the world-making practice of other animals (rather than 
distancing ourselves) matters in learning how to respond to what 
other animals may tell. And finally, it matters that the program is 
thereby regarded as a continuous relational effort in searching for 
ways in which we can generate and disseminate other stories and 
other responses so that other possible meanings of multispeciesisms 
can be articulated.
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REFLECTIONS 2 –  
MATTERING KNOWLEDGES

This thesis included several statements that complicate the practice of 
knowledge production: knowledges are plural, they are situated, and 
knowledges make worlds and are also made by worlds. These state-
ments broaden more traditional (modernist) views of knowledge as 
a singular truth that is ‘out there’ and can be discovered (cf. Chapter 
2.2.2). Where modernist academic frameworks aim to ensure that 
research questions have singular answers, a relational understanding 
views knowledges as that which holds worlds together, until they no 
longer do, and knowledges shift. Nonetheless, an academic commit-
ment means that these knowledges must be produced, articulated, 
disseminated, or somehow accounted for, regardless of how situated, 
complex, or plural they are. This chapter tries to answer to this aca-
demic commitment, in a manner that is as clear and unambiguous as 
possible, first through a statement of what knowledges in a many-
world world may look like (R2.1), and second by answering the ques-
tions that were posed in the thesis in accordance to this theoretical 
commitment (R2.2). The chapter will end with five ‘Notes for New 
Beginnings’, that articulate the knowledge contributions, limitations, 
and directions for further research.

R2.1 ARTICULATING KNOWLEDGES IN A  
MANY-WORLD WORLD

In the recent book A World of Many Worlds, Marylin Strathern 
writes that “self-consciousness about “knowledge” is a tool for 
knowledge making” (Strathern 2018: 64). Reflections on the 
academic contributions of a thesis should, therefore, also reflect on 
what is meant by ‘knowledge’ and how this knowledge is produced. 
In the same book, John Law (the scholar I relied on in Chapter 2.2.3 
for articulating the many-world world framework included in this 
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thesis), together with Marianne Lien, write that when we start to take 
world-making practices seriously, we start to discover multiple times, 
multiple spaces, multiple relations, multiple origins, and multiple 
modes of causality or noncausality: worlds start to multiply, and the 
singular universe starts to dissolve (Law 2018: 361). Law further 
emphasizes that “the lesson we can take from this is that it is time 
to rearticulate the subordinate sensibilities, sensibilities embedded in 
and enacted by those caught up in the practices of modernity” (ibid.: 
362). This rearticulation of sensibilities is crucial to emphasize here, 
because it is precisely the type of knowledges that this thesis produces 
through the design research program: additive rearticulations of 
multispecies sensibilities that are already enacted. 

As a decolonial project, these rearticulations are “a matter of humble 
recalibration with Earth sentience, challenging perceptions, kindling 
relationships, (…) forging new treaties, and remembering to remem-
ber those necessary things that ensure we are all treading a fertile 
path.” (Sepie 2018: 221-222). Knowledges, in this thesis, thereby 
answer to these many-world world understandings in which they 
are treated as local, partial, situated, lived, and multiple. Rather than 
reducing multispecies worlding possibilities to single outcomes, the 
knowledges in this thesis – by illustrating possible meanings – add a 
qualitative richness to world-making. But, regardless of their shifting 
or evolving character, they can still be expressed. It is possible to 
trace the knowledges that make worlds and are made by worlds 
as well, which is what I showed in different examples through the 
Multispecies Bestiary as a design research program (including the 
program’s reflections discussed in the previous chapter). 

A second point of attention towards knowledge production is 
concerned with how knowledges as instances of world-making can 
be evaluated as academic output. Traditionally, academic research 
is evaluated according to criteria such as validity, reliability, and 
objectivity. Many-world worlds reframe (but not entirely undo) 
these criteria, because here knowledges are not following ambitions 
to uncover a singular truth or eliminating ideas, but rather to add 
other knowledges to the ones traditionally seen as the only ones 
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that count as such35. These criteria have also been challenged in the 
field of practice-based (design/artistic) research, where knowledge 
production may be similarly aimed at showing possibility and dis-
seminating multiple ideas rather than arriving at singular outcomes. 
In design research, this is sometimes referred to as “intermediate-level 
knowledge” (cf. Löwgren 2013) and includes knowledges that reside 
in between particular artefacts and general theory such as design 
guidelines, annotated portfolios, concepts, patterns, and heuristics 
(ibid.: 33). 

In order to evaluate the quality of this kind of knowledge production 
in interaction design, several researchers have argued for criteria 
and lenses that should be used to assess the academic contribution 
of design work. Zimmerman et al., for example, suggests to look 
at the design process (providing enough detail so that the process 
can be reproduced by other designers), its invention (making a 
novel contribution), its relevance (the work should articulate the 
reasons and intentions for the design), and its extensibility (the 
community should be able to leverage the knowledge derived from 
the work) (Zimmerman et al. 2007: 7-8). Furthermore, Löwgren 
et al. discuss the importance of appropriability and actionability in 
design research, meaning that the work should be articulated in an 
understandable, defensible, and relevant manner in order for others 
to ‘takeaway’ knowledge (Löwgren et al. 2013: 84). Additionally, 
Gaver has suggested that design research is generative in the sense 
that its aim should be to inspire other designs (Gaver 2012: 941). 
With regards to programmatic design, Binder and Redström argue 
that evaluation mainly happens in retrospect, when the program is 
finished to the extent that there are enough examples that express 
the program (Binder and Redström 2006: 11). Although these design 
theorists are focusing on situating design research mostly in relation 

35  On the notion of objectivity, Science and Technology Studies scholar Lucy Suchman wrote 
that “a shift from a view of objective knowledge as a single, asituated, master perspective that bases 
its claims to objectivity in the closure of controversy, to multiple, located, partial perspectives that find 
their objective character through ongoing processes of debate. The premise is that the latter is not only 
a better route to objectivity, but that it is in actuality the only way in which claims to objectivity are 
or ever could be grounded, however much the lived work of knowledge production is deleted from 
traditional scientific discourse.” (Suchman 2002: 92). Criteria such as objectivity, validity, and reliability 
are thus still important aspects to evaluate situated knowledges, but they are produced in dynamic and 
relational debates in which knowledges are not a search for closure, but for further discourse.
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to traditional scholarly practices, their comments are relevant in 
reflecting on and articulating the details of design practices in the 
context of many-world worlds as well, because it similarly aims at 
producing knowledge that is not finite or singular. Something that 
echoes through all of these discussions is the emphasis on finding 
appropriate formats for sharing design research practices in ways 
that can be valuable or inspiring for other designers or researchers. 
It should be understandable, relevant, extensible, actionable, and 
generative for others who may appropriate the work in their own 
practices in turn. In other words, design knowledges are disseminated 
by articulating a certain consciousness about how the design came 
to be: it matters how designs can design other designs. In evaluating 
this as research, attention should therefore be paid to how the designs 
may help design other designs. 

It is, however, rather challenging to foresee whether design research 
is generative at the time of writing and designing itself. It may, for 
example, take time before the work is picked up by others; or the 
work could offer subtle (but nonetheless important) kinds of impact; 
or the influence of the design or research is invisible; or the work 
prevents certain (harmful) designs from being developed without any 
indication that this has happened; or the knowledges are generative 
in largely personal developments. To account for this in the context 
of a PhD thesis, the format of programmatic design research helps 
to place the generativity of design work in relation to the elements 
that continue the program over the years. Where it can be difficult to 
evaluate the generativity of smaller-scale projects without observing 
how they may help other designers and researchers over a longer 
timeframe, it is useful to emphasize that a design program is already 
in continuous generative development with itself. Redström writes 
that:

“Design programs can be used to explore what designing 

according to a certain worldview is like, to learn from it, to 

understand its implications (…) in the realm of a wider set of 

differences or alternative nows that help counteract tendencies of 

tunnel vision and destabilize the idea that now can be conceived 

as a single point.” (Redström 2017: 131).
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This, Redström argues, is a form of present-ing alternatives with 
design (ibid.: 129). The elements that constitute the design program 
are generated from the program itself and they continuously build on 
each other in creating multiplicity. This framing helps to see how all 
the elements in the program work together to produce and question 
knowledges and continues to expand. In this thesis, the knowledges 
that are produced articulate existing traces of multispecies worldings 
with the aim to help us imagine what those worldings may look like, 
and they are in continuous conversation with each other. This form 
of present-ing is thus generative in the sense that it continues to 
produce alternative nows. In the Multispecies Bestiary in Part II, as 
well as the reflections on the multispecies design research program 
in the previous chapter, I have woven the elements of the program 
together in ways that emphasize its expanding and multiplying 
character. Additionally, the involvement of other people and other 
animals in these design processes further advance the generativity of 
the program through deliberate inclusion of other stakeholders. At 
the same time, I have worked with narrative structures (especially in 
Part II) and ways of depicting multispecies worldings (the annotated 
illustrations) that essentially aim to evoke the imagination of the 
reader in relating themselves to these worldings. In the words of 
Anna Tsing: “In this kind of storytelling, stories should never end, 
but rather lead to further stories.” (Tsing 2015: 287).

Nonetheless, this approach to knowledge production involves risks. 
First, a framework of multiplicity can sometimes be confused with 
the idea that everything goes or that anything counts as knowledge. 
Or more fundamentally, that reality (and knowledge making) is 
merely a matter of belief. As Haraway stated in a 2019 interview: 
“The idea that reality is a question of belief is a barely secularized 
legacy of the religious wars. In fact, reality is a matter of worlding 
and inhabiting. It is a matter of testing the holdingness of things. Do 
things hold or not?” (Haraway in Weigel 2019: para. 13). In other 
words, reality emerges in worlding itself, not by merely believing in 
something or not. Knowledges, then, are the things that hold worlds, 
until they fall apart. Rather than searching for definite answers or 
singular truths, knowledges are thus approached with an indecisive 
critical approach (cf. Chapter 3.1.1, Puig de la Bellacasa 2016: 7) 
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that deliberately installs uncertainty as a part of world-making. 
The traces of multispecies worldings I have identified embody those 
knowledges only until they no longer hold; until other knowledges 
take their place. Until we find understandings that contradict other 
ones in ways that cannot continue to exist in parallel. This means that 
deconstructing knowledges and critiquing practices remains crucial 
to the production of these knowledges.

A second risk is that as an academic project, there is a danger that 
worldings are only enacted in theory. As a broadening of the tra-
ditional ontological and epistemological frameworks for thinking 
about knowledge as multiplicity, it should be emphasized that many 
of our everyday understandings remain based on modernist princi-
ples. This makes it all the more tempting to isolate worlds as static 
ideas in philosophical realms and thereby failing actually to enact the 
things they imagine. Merely pointing out decolonial possibilities or 
ideas is something different than actually making decolonial worlds. 
Enacting these worlds further – in relation to other worldings – is 
the only way to resituate humans with other animals in decolonial 
ways (Escobar 2017: 98-99, 103). This is a continuous activity where 
the program has to emphasize and articulate the knowledges it pro-
duces with a concern for other worldings, for example with a focus 
on everyday relations, lived experience, other living entities, new 
kinds of questions, or different geographical or cultural contexts, 
in order to continuously test the ‘holdingness’ of world-making. An 
ethics of care in this approach to knowledges (as detailed in Chapter 
3.4), requires an approach that does not propose universal stances 
but is aware of the vulnerability that any knowledge inherently has. 
Knowledge generation thus becomes a continuous search for better 
answers, where the meaning of ‘better’ is always under negotiation.  

R2.2 ANSWERING QUESTIONS

In the opening lines of Chapter 3, I asked: what can worlds that 
abandon speciesism actually look like? What name can these worlds 
carry? How can we engage with one another in such a society? How 
can we understand ourselves in relation to other beings? Can all 
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beings be equal? What can we eat? Can we repair an already dying 
planet? Can certain animals go extinct? Can humans go extinct? 
How can humans share the same spaces with other animals? How 
can humans think about, and respond to, the inevitable violence that 
occurs between animals? 

In the same section, I wrote that these questions do not have definite 
answers, and that one PhD thesis would not be able to address all 
of them either, but that it is possible to find frameworks for think-
ing about these questions through design and everyday encounters 
with other animals. By aligning with a theoretical framework of 
world-making and arguing for a counter-concept to speciesism, I 
proposed to illustrate multispecies worlding practices as stories that 
are inscribed in the present. A speculative ethics of multispecies care 
proposes that there is no one ‘correct’ or ‘true’ multispecies blue-
print or ideology, but many different ways in which the relationships 
between different animals are negotiated.

The closest this PhD thesis gets to answering questions for imagining 
multispecies worlds appears in Part II (as well as the annotated illus-
trations that appear throughout the thesis). The Multispecies Bestiary 
expresses a design research program that engages in multispecies 
worlding practices through various experiments, interventions, 
stories, and encounters that offer possible meanings of multispecie-
sisms (as a counter-concept to speciesism). 

Other animals must be involved in articulating the meaning of 
multispeciesisms because all living entities are engaged in world-
making, and thus worlds arise in relational contexts. By learning to 
pay attention, connecting with other animals, observing, responding, 
developing multispecies intuitions, nurturing humbleness, growing 
familiarity, and practising good listening, it is possible to develop skills 
of ‘figuring-out-the-tell’ of the beings we encounter in worlding (cf. 
Sepie 2017). Through ten different protagonists, these multispecies 
worldings address different themes that work to break down the 
existing dominant grand narrative that seems all-explanatory to tell 
all kinds of different stories about the shared lives of humans and 
other animals. These themes are articulated through texts, design 
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artefacts, storytelling, images, illustrations, and annotations, and 
therefore interpretable and cannot be reduced to single answers. To 
attempt to do so would take away the richness of the multispecies 
worlds that are imagined in Part II. 

But another possible 
answer can also be:

A possible answer 
to a question such 
as “how can we 
engage with one 
another in a multi-
species society?” is 
therefore:
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Or another 
answer is:

Or yet another 
answer:

Or another 
possible answer:

And yet many more answers could be given. I have proposed some 
of them in this thesis, but many more answers are still waiting to be 
imagined and expressed. The ultimate answer therefore lies in the 
unwillingness to provide a single answer and to provide a multiplicity 
of possibilities instead. In other words, the knowledges arise from 
within the enactments and imaginings of these worldings, which can 
be done through design practices that are able to make worlds to 
think with and concepts (through language, image, artefact, encoun-
ter, or otherwise) to articulate what we are worlding.

Foraging:
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R2.3 NOTES FOR OTHER BEGINNINGS (KNOWLEDGE 
CONTRIBUTIONS)

To further advance the knowledges that arise from finding answers 
to questions, it is necessary to articulate in more detail to what (or 
whom) these knowledges answer. What is the knowledge gap that 
this thesis tries to fill? How can it complement existing work in this 
area? Who is this thesis aimed at? To this end, I offer five notes that 
can direct other beginnings:

1. The first note situates this project into a broader research con-
text in which our relationships with other animals are investi-
gated:

A transition from anti-speciesism as a negative concept towards 
finding imaginable ingredients of multispecies worldings is crucial 
for negotiating possibilities in design. 

Several academic disciplines have identified practices of animal 
oppression and argued for problematizing speciesism. Most notably, 
the fields of Critical Animal Studies, animal ethics, and animal polit-
ical theory have produced several decades worth of knowledge that 
explains numerous different facets and components of speciesism 
and intersected these with other forms of oppression. Unfortunately, 
this knowledge still floats at the margins of politics, scholarship, and 
activism, and is often ignored. Many policy makers, scholars, and 
activists (in general) are still unfamiliar with the concept of specie-
sism. Furthermore, theorists have investigated our relationships with 
other animals in relation to the earth, relational philosophy, feminism, 
indigenous cosmologies, and situated contexts, thereby complicating 
anthropocentric worldviews and rethinking hierarchies among living 
beings. Yet, these knowledges often continue to remain silenced by 
traditional (modernist and patriarchal) academic practices.  

This PhD project is situated in between these theoretical dimensions 
and illustrates a way forward in combination with practices from the 
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field of interaction design. While the notion of speciesism and the 
critique of assumptions and traditions that normalize or reinforce 
animal oppression sits at the heart of this research, through several 
years of designing with other animals I have found that it is impossible 
to design solely inspired from anti-speciesist standpoints. It is impos-
sible to imagine multispecies worldings by only saying what they are 
not, or only identifying what they are against. Further, while many 
other forms of scholarship add crucial insights to our understanding 
of the world(s) with ideas found in less anthropocentric frameworks, 
they often focus on theory and thereby add (a much needed) com-
plexity to understandings taken for granted in modernity. These ideas 
may lead to ever-expanding frames that make design negotiations in 
practice difficult, if not impossible sometimes. Moreover, they risk 
theorizing away from the very radical standpoints against speciesism, 
that propose to focus on the suffering of other animals that still 
continues (as nothing less than a genocide), while theorists continue 
their intellectual scholarship on paper. 

This thesis reconciles critique with possibility by formulating a 
counter-concept that can help to identify the positive rather than 
negative aspects in rethinking relationships with other animals. The 
most important contributions in this thesis stem from the numerous 
attempts at further translating existing scholarship from the pages 
of books and the pixels on screens into negotiating multispecies 
possibilities with other animals in everyday relations. This is where 
my training as an interaction designer, as well as a daily life that has 
involved many encounters with other animals, guides me to treat 
existing scholarship as beginnings rather than endings. Instead of 
aiming to utilize design to verify or evaluate theory, in this thesis, I 
have used design practice to translate ideas and to make worlds with 
the things I read. Adding knowledges (rather than subtracting them), 
in this context, aims to make worlds richer and more responsive to 
the events and challenges that we are facing as inhabitants of the 
earth, rather than seeking to produce knowledge in academia as an 
end in itself. 

The knowledge gap that this thesis tries to fill is found in the lack of 
articulations of multispecies worldings that are needed to negotiate 
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possibilities in design, and thereby able to imagine multispecies 
futures. In other words, by establishing a counter-concept to 
speciesism, and searching for the possible meanings of this concept, 
this thesis negotiates multispecies designs that may design other 
designs. Through this work, I am addressing designers and scholars 
that move within fields such as animal liberationism, welfarism, and 
forms of theoretical composting (cf. Chapter 3.1) in the attempt 
to connect their work to possibilities that do not halt at critiquing 
the status quo, reinforcing speciesism, emphasizing complexity, or 
residing in theory, but tries to negotiate possibilities that can translate 
their findings to the everyday worlds we enact with other animals. I 
argue that this is a crucial step – and perhaps the only way – in which 
knowledges found in academia can be brought back to the places 
where humans and other animals respond to each other.  

This approach not only relates to the oppression of other animals but 
also connects to matters of concern where design affects all margin-
alized groups facing structural oppression. As one type of oppression 
reinforces all others, the search for a counter-concept of speciesism 
not only affects our relationships with other animals, but with human 
animals as well. 

“Does racism exist because we discriminate between humans and 

every other lifeform? Or does speciesism exist because we hold 

racist beliefs about people who don’t look exactly like us? (…) 

The struggle against racism is exactly the struggle against specie-

sism” (Morton 2017: 133).  

   
By framing this struggle as a design program (with exemplars, 
interventions, and developing thought), rather than only a critique, 
it becomes possible to make worlds and imagine alternatives 
through design. This approach helps designers to frame struggles as 
negotiations with uncertain possibilities: struggles as openings rather 
than closings.  

2. The second note is related to my own developments as a de-
signer/researcher within this program:
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I am never innocent. The best I can do is remain uncertain and 
continue responding. 

At some point in the past, perhaps I thought that within five years of 
PhD-ing I could figure out the best way to respond to other animals; 
as a single set of answers that would guide me through life, design, and 
research afterwards. Whereas now, I think that we should be highly 
suspicious of anyone who claims to have found a single solution 
to a highly complex matter. Yet, while some research topics might 
not impact us much in daily life, interactions with other animals 
(dead or alive) are inevitable and require us to make decisions every 
day. It is crucial, for the continuation of all life on this planet, that 
these decisions do not presuppose an end-point, but rather a path or 
direction that can continuously change. 

This mode of thinking changed my understanding of the world fun-
damentally, and therefore my decisions in life, design, and research. 
It not only allowed me to question things more radically, challenge 
norms, transcend disciplinarity, and search for worldings outside of 
colonialist and modernist frameworks. It also forced me to continue 
responding. With this, I mean that acknowledging non-innocence 
should not become an answer in itself. Where many researchers may 
answer complex questions from a position where “it depends”, but 
speculations may happen in theories, labs, or galleries, everyone’s 
direct connections with other animals – as well as engagements with 
the practical aspects of design – entails actions that affect others and 
have a direct impact on other living beings. By learning to sit with 
these actions, to take the ability to respond care-fully, I learned to stay 
with the trouble and develop skills of better listening. This is a life-
long project. And thus, any other beginning shall take non-innocence 
and deliberate uncertainty as a basic position to respond to other 
animals in the best ways we can come up with.            

What does it mean then, to design non-innocently? This is a design 
position that lies in between critique and optimism, or between 
despair and broken solutions. It entails continuously thinking about 
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the thoughts that think our thoughts, and continuously re-designing 
the designs that design our designs. A position in which our designs 
are never finished and are always up for being rethought, not in the 
least by ourselves, with the goal to find other directions towards other 
barely possible futures. But importantly: it requires us to continue 
designing, and thus to continue negotiating possibilities.

3. The third note deals with the field of multispecies design as a 
program:

Multispecies design can be developed and learned. As a design 
research program, it entails directions, exemplars, and practices 
that can be built on and further advanced. 

Although this multispecies design program is not as rigidly defined 
or formally established as something like the Bauhaus Manifesto (far 
from it), it is a serious attempt at constructing a counter-concept to 
speciesism that follows a particular developing school of thought. 
The program deliberately sketches the existence of a design field 
and, throughout this thesis, seeks to add content and meaning to 
this field. In continuing this effort, it is crucial to add positive (rather 
than negative) perspectives to the program as a counter-movement to 
speciesism and to keep questioning what this could mean for design. 
Many already existing exemplars or traces of multispecies design 
could still be added to the program. This thesis merely carried out an 
initial scoping and showed possible meanings and existing constructs 
of multispecies worldings. 

It is necessary for the program’s further existence that its design 
knowledges are disseminated and continued. The program’s possi-
bilities are by no means exhausted yet. This may even happen with a 
different framing or using different descriptions and ways of articu-
lating the program. It remains vital, however, to emphasize that this 
particular program involves recognition of the existence of speciesism 
and a problematization of speciesist practices. As argued in Chapter 



327

3.4.2, doing multispecies ethics (as framed in this thesis) is contingent 
on a critique of speciesism.

With regards to design, I would not say that ‘multispecies worlding’ 
is a skill, in its more progress-oriented meaning (or something that 
designers can ‘master’). Instead, I argue that we can understand 
practices of multispecies worlding more humbly as something that 
humans can learn to do better, promote, and develop in ourselves. I 
would also not say that multispecies design is a genre of design (in 
the sense that industrial design, critical design, or digital design could 
potentially be labelled as such). Rather, multispecies design is a par-
ticular design orientation and focus that could be emphasized in all 
design practice (similar to – and always engaged with – highlighting 
the importance of feminist designs, design diversity, and decolonial 
design, but with a particular focus on the inclusion of other animals). 
It would perhaps be unusual (but not impossible) to regard feminist 
design, or design diversity, as a program. I argue, however, that in 
the case of multispeciesisms, it is the lack of a generally accepted 
understanding of its possible meanings, and the lack of an established 
design engagement with other animals that follows a non-speciesist 
framework, that informs the development of a program in this thesis.  

The existence of a multispecies design program for design practice 
and theory is a much-needed addition to any attempt at negotiating 
less-oppressive possibilities for the future. The manner in which 
knowledges arise from this program cannot rely solely on exist-
ing methods and tools, but need to use the available scholarship 
to actively re-invent processes in which knowledges are generated, 
based on the ongoing challenges that arise and the responses that 
other animals continuously invite differently. Amba Sepie, in her PhD 
thesis, cites a Unangan (Aleut) Elder (an Alaska native people of 
the Pribilof Islands) when stating that: “This coming-to-knowing, 
as Ilarion Merculieff teaches, requires dropping out of the head, and 
into the heart; then, listening to what is happening ‘on your mind’” 
(Merculieff 2017 in Sepie 2018: 223). Related to this is how Akama 
and Light write about sensitizing and attuning ( ) as something 
that is crucial to responding to others in design but also rarely 
formally taught in design schools (Akama and Light 2018: 2). As 



328

reflected upon in the previous chapter (in R1.2), a more inclusive 
approach towards forms of curation, citational practices, a rethink-
ing of what counts as exemplifying in design, a focus on everyday 
situations with other animals, and placing the animal more centrally 
in the design narratives are all important aspects that can challenge 
academic practices in continuing this program.
           
As interaction design scholars and practitioners, we need to develop 
the kinds of thinking and designing that enlarges “such that the 
domain of ways of being and knowing dilates, expands, adds both 
ontological and epistemological possibilities, proposes and enacts 
what was not there before.” (Haraway 2016: 126). Importantly, we 
should recognize that this development often happens in practice and 
that design research can function as a valuable mediator between 
knowledges generated in theories and knowledges arising from 
practices.

4. The fourth note is about the importance of designing together 
with other animals in imagining multispecies worldings.

We share our animality with other animals. We can meet each other 
in design and must leave ample space for mutual responding. Nego-
tiating possibilities only happens in relations to the other. 

In understanding designing as a practice of negotiating possibilities, 
it is clear that animals participate in design. Any attempt at ignoring 
and silencing this participation, or morally elevating the involvement 
of human stakeholders above those of other animals, is a continu-
ation of speciesist design norms. Animals’ practices of responding 
and negotiating are not invisible or outside of human awareness, 
but can always be found in animals’ expressions, reactions, engage-
ments, approaches, withdrawals, surprises, and encounters. It may 
require an effort in sensitizing and attuning to these animal voices, 
and technology or animal sciences may be helpful in many cases. But 
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it is always first and foremost our animality that we share with others 
that will help us understand. 

The negotiations with other animals were always there, but perhaps 
we (in a predominantly modernist paradigm) are just starting to 
learn how to recognize them. Our shared animality is something 
that we can turn to in our design negotiations with other animals 
more deliberately. It forms a basic life-practice that we can always 
learn to do better. But in design, we are trained to engage with certain 
processes and practices of dealing with stakeholders. Multispecies 
worlding must be a part of these structures, and it requires designers to 
deliberately make space for other animals to respond and participate 
on their own terms. 

When other animals are involved, designers must find suitable 
ways of asking questions or evoking curiosities. We need to care for 
subtle, complex, and barely visible responses on the one hand and 
tensions, violence, or death on the other. I have found that through 
slower, iterative, prototyping processes, we can treat our designs 
more humbly and with more possibility to adjust our directions 
and become attentive to the situations that unfold. These processes 
are not all that different from working with human animals in par-
ticipatory practices, but they are always adjusted to the particular 
ways in which other animals make worlds and tell us about their 
worldings. This is different for each species: a tree may take years to 
tell us things, a dog has developed particular human-oriented com-
munication styles, and an ant colony responds differently through all 
kinds of distributed agencies. These processes are always informed by 
understandings through relational, decolonial, and alternative ways 
of being, knowing, and doing that, in time, might help to further 
cultivate and foster the multispecies design program. The program 
thereby does not work towards a sudden fix or univocal agreement, 
but functions as an expansive, steady, and ambitious transformation 
that aims to permanently unsettle the established order.  

5. The fifth note explains the importance of attention for lived 
experience to develop an attunement to listening and responding:
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Reading about ways of engaging with multispecies worlding practices 
is not always the same as developing these sensibilities yourself. 
The biggest limitation of this thesis (and perhaps any thesis) is its 
challenge to move from descriptions and representations of worlds 
(statically) towards making and becoming-with them. Through our 
worldly encounters with other animals, we can figure out our own 
ways of relearning how to listen and respond. 

During this PhD project, I learned the feeling of wet penguin feet 
on my skin; I learned how to catch an ant without crushing her; I 
learned how to grieve together with another dog; I wondered about 
the past-time activities of horses; I speculated about stories of bac-
teria living on my skin; I tried to dream about being an octopus; I 
imagined where the migrating birds are going after our encounter; 
I saw that penguins are tricksters; I was moved by the sounds of 
extinct mammals; I played together with many other animals; I tried 
to talk with trees and smell mushrooms; I followed the ants; I yelled 
at a child who kicked a pigeon; I got angry with the seagulls who 
distracted me from writing with their endless screaming; I hugged 
farmed animals living in a sanctuary, and we talked about trauma; 
I ate mealworms; I got scared by virtual monsters; I learned how 
to greet a cow; I cried about the suffering of others; I caused the 
suffering of others. 

This list goes on and on. As much as I can try to theorize or explain 
these encounters on these pages, the stories will always lack some 
of the sensorial engagement of the experiences themselves. Further, 
they will always be one-sided, the worlds that I constructed may be 
different than those of the other animals involved. The multispecies 
sensibilities that I developed always offer partial experiences, and 
they always include hidden aspects and dimensions. 

The words and depictions on these pages inevitably lack a certain 
kind of sensorial and lived engagement with world-making. For you, 
as a reader and after going through more than 250 pages of text, 
you have not actually encountered many other animals in their full 
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worldly presence. You might have paused for some food that involved 
animal body parts, scratched your skin with its micro-organisms, or 
walked the dog. But it is exactly by pausing the reading, or extending 
the texts into your imaginations beyond these pages, that your own 
worlding practices became involved with other living beings. The 
experience of encountering another animal through a medium – such 
as text, film, drawings, photos, or virtual worlds – is different from 
an encounter that takes place in a more embodied worldly setting that 
involves many of our senses. The term ‘worldview’ for a reader of this 
thesis, can describe this sense of looking-at-worlds (on paper) that 
has been dominant through reading texts, rather than a more smelly, 
uncomfortable, physical, or less-articulated world-making encounter. 
This can turn into a practice that risks distancing ourselves from 
worlds by looking at them rather than engaging in them: 

“[O]ur sensorial engagement with the ambiguous depth of our 

world has been largely overcome, in the last half century, by our 

steady involvement with flat representations of that world. (…) 

in favor of knowledge drawn, secondhand, from the flat pages 

of books. It matters little that the things written of on those 

pages may be filled with creative nuance, or that the glowing 

screen carries an image rich with perspectival programming and 

simulated depth – for it is first the flat surface that intercedes 

between us and that depth. Our animal senses are no longer in 

direct relation with the sensuous terrain, our muscled body sits 

immobilized before the smooth and scintillating surface upon we 

gaze, enthralled.” (Abram 2010: 89-90).

In looking at a nature-based program on a television, observing a 
group of lion cubs, Abram continues, as one stands up and walks 
across the room, one’s movements do not alter anything on the screen: 
“the spatial positions of those cubs do not shift in relation to one 
another, or to the acacia tree behind them. For you and those lions do 
not inhabit the same space. There is no depth between you and those 
creatures, since you stare at them from a position entirely outside of 
their world.” (Abram 2010: 91). By encountering other animals on 
a screen, or reading about them in text and image, we thereby risk 
missing at least some aspects of world-making that occurs in meeting 
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another animal. This is never quite as binary as it is put by Abram, 
because our worlding practices continuously shift back and forth 
between worlds and representations of worlds. Through reading 
things that fuel our imagination, by playing videogames, or by 
watching thought-provoking content, humans also engage in world-
making. But it must be acknowledged that with an abundance of 
mediations in our lives, and pre-digested narratives, we risk limiting 
ourselves to worldings that are only enacted through flat pages and 
screens and imagined from these representations. As much as I can 
try to write and draw these worldings on paper, articulating them 
as best as possible, it remains a systematic act of dislocating them 
from the situations in which they emerged. In trying to describe my 
design practices, I have experienced an inevitable loss of richness in 
presenting the work to others.

Seeing a drawing in which a person opens the window to let a fly out, 
is not the same as opening the window to let a fly out. A limitation 
to a thesis that produces knowledges in this manner, therefore, is that 
our own world-making with other animals risks becoming deprived. 
This is not a limitation that can easily be overcome or worked out 
in further research. It is one that is at the core of doing academic 
scholarship. One way to deal with this limitation is to encourage 
ways to carry articulations and illustrations of worldings with us into 
further world-making (in both theory and practice). Directions for 
further research entails the task of stimulating multispecies world-
making further beyond what knowledges in academia can convey on 
paper. It is clear to me that multispecies worlds are made by letting 
our imaginations travel through both representations and worldly 
encounters with other animals in our daily lives. This needs to be a 
continuous exercise that is just as important as academic scholarship.
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MATTERING WORLDS
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