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About the book:
Animals and

Human Society in Asia

This edited collection offers a
comprehensive overview of the
different aspects of human-ani-
malinteractionsinAsiathrough-
out history. With 12 thematical-
ly-arranged chapters, this book
examines the diverse roles that
beasts, livestock, and fish - real
and metaphorical - have played
in Asian history, society, and cul-
ture.

Ranging from prehistory to the
presentday, the authorsaddress

a wealth of topics including the
domestication of animals, di-
etary practices and sacrifice,
hunting, the use of animals in
war, and the representation of
animalsinliteratureandart.

Providing a unique perspec-
tive on human interaction with
the environment, the volume is
cross-disciplinary in its reach,
offering enriching insights to
the fields of animal ethics, Asian
studies, world history and more.
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Second part of your book
is dedicated to animals
as food. How do you see
the “animals as not food”
movement, aka vegan-
ism? Is it pointing to the
prevailing future we are
goingtohave?

This question is relevant
to my own research. Being
a historian of modern Ja-
pan interested mainly in
questions of ethnicity and
wartime behavior, my ini-
tial concern with animals
was purely serendipitous.
When researching the Jap-
anese encounter with the
West, [ found that during
the late nineteenth centu-
ry, the Japanese began to
consume meat after more
than a millennium of vir-
tual taboo. The origin of
this taboo is found in the
seventh century, shortly
after the introduction of
Buddhism,and was associ-
ated with the slaughtering
of draft animals. Scholars
tend to explain the initial
taboo as motivated by re-
ligion, but, in my view, it
was mainly ecological. In
the intensive agricultural
society that developed in
Japan by then, there was
simply not enough food to
maintainbothhumansand
animals.

As a result, domestic ani-
mals began to disappear
and gradually thelocal diet
became completely vege-
tarian. The return to meat
consumption in the late
nineteenth century was
motivated initially by the
desire to imitate the West,
associating meat con-
sumption with large bod-
ies, greater energy, and by
extension also with power
and empire. Still, the eco-
logical constraints were
notoverand there were no
animals to fulfill this car-
nivore aspiration. Thus, as
late as 1940, the Japanese
consume on average about
two kilograms of meat an-
nually. It was only the afflu-
ence and high exportinthe
1960s that facilitated the
consumption of a consid-
erable amount of meat in
Japan, part of it imported,
although always in smaller
quantitiesthaninthe West.
In the past, many agri-
cultural societies were
not much different from
premodern Japanese so-
ciety. They were almost
completely vegetarian and
tended to consume meat
only in small quantities
andonrareoccasions,such

as holidays. The Japanese
case suggests that vege-
tarianism poses neither
cultural nor health prob-
lems. In the long run, soci-
ety got used to this form of
diet inasmuch killing ani-
mals and consuming their
meat seemed abnormal
and shocking. More im-
portantly, this long period
of vegetarianism did not
prevent the Japanese from
developing a sophisticat-
ed society and elaborate
culture. The only physical
“side effect” was a certain
impact on their body size:
They turned smaller and
by 1900 the average height
of men was about 158 cen-
timeters.

This case offers us some
insights into a possible
future. Apparently, the
breeding of domestic ani-
mals (including fish) caus-
es larger and larger dam-
age to the environment
and may force us to dras-
tically limit our consump-
tioninthe future. Thisdoes
notmean thatweare going
to turn into complete veg-
etarians like the Japanese,
especially since there are
already certain substitutes
for animal meat. But, it is
evident that life without
meat, or much less meat, is
possible and may havealso
some health,letalonemor-
al, benefits.

Finally, in the whole
143,484 words of your
reference book on an-
imals in Asia, I failed to
find onesingle mention of
the cutest bestial symbol
anyone ever had: Pandas
- I'm a huge fan, but Chi-
na’s rediscovery of pan-
das and using them as a
potent tool of diplomacy
is something of signifi-
cance, I think. Some other
countries tried to do the
same - Australia and its
koalas come to my mind
- but none came close
to China in this regard -
again, admittedly, I'm bi-
ased, but I think my over-
all estimation is not far
off the point. Would you
agree with my assump-
tions? And if so, why do
you think China succeed-
edwhereothersfailed?

The panda is certainly one
of the “cutest” animals, at
least from a human view-
point,butthereistoitmore
than meets the eye. In fact,
the story of the giant pan-
da and its conservation in
China offers several per-
spectives on the way cer-

tain animals are preserved
and others are not and
how this treatment could
be extended. Four aspects
have made this animal so
coveted, perhaps the most
sought-after wild animal
on the planet today. First,
it has black patches on its
eyes and ears that make it
doll-like and particularly
cute. Second, it is consid-
ered peaceful, quiet, and
friendly. Adding to this im-
age is the fact that despite
its carnivorous origin it
is fed on plants: bamboo
shoots and leaves making
up more than 99 percent of
its diet. Third, the panda is
very rare, as there are less
than 3,000 individuals in
thewildandall ofthemlive
in a limited and hardly ac-
cessiblehabitat.
Finally, the Chinese gov-
ernment was wise enough
to control the spread of
pandas. Treating it as Chi-
na's national symbol, the
government began in the
1970s what was known
as “panda diplomacy,’
and gave pandas as gifts
to American and Japanese
z00s. Since 1984, however,
China has ventured on 10-
year loans of pandas, with
very strict terms. Among
other things, the receiving
Z0os are required to pay
up to US$1 million peryear
and under the provision
that any cubs born during
the lease remain the prop-
erty of China. For all these
reasons, no more than 50-
60 pandas are living today
in zoos outside China and
this makes this animal
evenmoreattractive.
No other animal is enjoy-
ing today such a combina-
tion of characteristics that
help conservation. Despite
the Chinese poor record
in protecting certain ani-
mals, the giant panda will
survive. Indeed, in 2016,
this species was reclassi-
fied from "endangered"
o "vulnerable.” Other an-
imals are not as fortunate.
The koala, for instance, is
also cute and seemingly
passivebut, unlike the pan-
da, its habitat is far more
accessible and the Aus-
tralian government does
not control its export cor-
rectly. For these reasons,
its number has declined
from as many as 10 mil-
lion in the early 20th cen-
tury to around 43,000 this
year. In other words, being
“cute” isimportant but not
enough for the survival ofa
speciestoday.



