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Abstract 

The Wild Dolphin Project (WDP), led by marine biologist Dr. Denise L. Herzing 

has, since 1985, been conducting research on a pod of wild dolphins off the coast of the 

Bahamas. In 1997, the WDP began “Phase II” of their research, with the goal of 

establishing what they call “two-way communication” between humans and dolphins. In 

2010, the WDP teamed up with Georgia Tech to provide high-technology solutions to 

that goal, including the development of a speech prosthesis called the Cetacean Hearing 

and Telemetry (CHAT). The WDP’s attempts to establish “two-way communication” 

between humans and dolphins are a uniquely technoscientific approach to solving the 

“problem of knowledge” that the anthropologist Raymond Madden argues to exist in the 

field of multispecies ethnography. 

This thesis examines how the WDP negotiates the radical difference that exists 

between humans and dolphins. The first chapter presents the formation of a “cognitive 

subject” in the work of the WDP, an ontological construct that operates along the lines of 

the human of Giorgio Agamben’s “anthropological machine.” The second chapter 

analyzes the prosthetic character of the CHAT, and argues that the practice of 

evolutionary biology and dolphin science in particular has historically opened up a space 

that potentiates the production of prosthetic interspecies interfaces. The third chapter 

examines the pedagogical aspect of the WDP’s Phase II research, in which humans teach 

dolphins an artificial language developed by the scientists. I argue that this pedagogy 

troubles the politics of the WDP, and it is only through their explicit commitment to 

“noninvasive” research that they may manage to prevent a regressive relationship of 

anthropocentric domination of humans over dolphins. In the end, I conclude that the 

WDP’s work is a pragmatic and uniquely technoscientific effort that does the best it can 

to produce some commensurability across the multifaceted and radical differences that 

exist between humans and dolphins.





 

 

Introduction: Difference, Sameness, and the Wild 

Dolphin Project 

Since 1985, a group of American scientists named the Wild Dolphin Project 

(WDP) has been studying communication in a group of wild Atlantic spotted dolphins 

(Stenella frontalis) off the coast of the Bahamas. The group is led by the marine biologist 

Dr. Denise L. Herzing, and is composed of a large rotating team of scientists, staff and 

crew who spend the summers together on a 62-foot catamaran called the R.V. Stenella 

(wilddolphinproject.org 1 and 2).1 On any given trip, the R/V Stenella carries six to 

twelve people, who live on the boat 

as they carry out their research. In 

1997, the WDP began “Phase II” of 

their project, which moved beyond 

attempting to understand the 

communication systems of Stenella 

frontalis towards attempting to 

establish “two-way communication” 

between humans and dolphins. In 

order to achieve this new goal, the 

WDP has joined forces with the 

Georgia Tech College of Computing to develop a wearable speech prosthesis called the 

CHAT (Cetacean Hearing and Telemetry). The group has quite an impressive resumé for 

the task: Georgia Tech has previously developed a communications prosthesis for 

humans and service dogs called FIDO (Facilitating Interactions for Dogs with 

                                                
1 The team includes Marcia Spanick, an onboard cook; Melissa Williams, and 
administrative assistant; research assistants Dr. Cindy R. Elliser, Dr. Michelle Green, and 
Dr. Fabienne Delfour. Trips on the boat also always include at least one graduate student, 
typically studying biology. In addition to all of these participants, the WDP also includes 
an eight-member Board of Directors, an eight-member Community Advisory Board, a 
nine-member Scientific Advisory Board, and a three-member Emeritus Board. 

Dr. Denise L. Herzing wearing a CHAT aboard the 
R/V Stenella (wilddolphinproject.org 3) 
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Occupations), and Thad Starner, the leader of the team developing the CHAT, is a 

specialist in the development of wearable computing and was a lead developer for the 

development of Google Glass. 

In March 2014, news agencies reported that in the previous summer, the CHAT 

had “translated a live dolphin whistle for the first time” (Hodson 2014). The whistle in 

question had been developed by the WDP to mean "sargassum," a type of seaweed the 

Stenella frontalis are known to play with. The organization had attempted to teach 

dolphins the whistle by broadcasting it repeatedly while offering a piece of sargassum to 

the wild dolphins, and now it seemed like the dolphins finally understood. But the 

CHAT's supposed translation was problematic to Herzing, in part because it was "just one 

instance and so far hasn't been repeated" (ibid). The dolphin-produced sargassum whistle 

in some ways recalls the famous "gavagai" allegory of W.V Quine, in which an 

anthropologist witnesses a native uttering "gavagai" as a rabbit scurries by and, given no 

other context, has no way of definitively assessing what exactly that utterance means 

(Quine 1960:25-67). The situation of the WDP, though analogous to the "gavagai" 

example, was complicated by several additional factors, chief among them the fact that 

the foreign "native" was not even human, as well as the fact that the translated utterance 

was invented by the WDP themselves. Several other factors also complicated the 

situation, as Denise Herzing attests (wilddolphinproject.org 3): 

As it happened in August I was in the water when I heard the "word" 
sargassum in my bone-conducting headphone, meaning essentially 
that the computer system heard and recognized the incoming whistle 
for sargassum and was triggered to say the word "sargassum" in my 
ear. Since there was not, at this time, a second CHAT box in the 
water the only explanation is that a dolphin made the whistle that 
triggered the word in my ear. Again, this is not to say that a dolphin 
knew what it was saying when it put out this whistle. It may simply 
be that the dolphin was mimicking this whistle or that the computer 
heard a close approximation to "sargassum" and triggered. Since we 
had rigorously tested CHAT and its abilities, it was both exciting and 
confirmatory. And although the dolphins had previously been 
playing with sargassum with each other, at the time of the trigger 
they were going about normal dolphin business. So although I heard 
a potential mimic, there was nothing to indicate that this "word" was 
used in context. Through the summer we had other whistles that 
"sounded" by ear that they were mimics but did not trigger the 
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computer for a match. But as we reviewed the data this winter, it 
appeared that many whistles did look like mimics but were placed, 
by the dolphins, in a higher frequency range, one that the system was 
not designed to hear (dolphins have been known to jump octaves or 
adjust for background noise). So, as we approach the summer of 
2015 our priority is to increase "our" hearing range via the computer, 
and spend more time in the water exposing the dolphins to a few of 
these signals and see what they might do. 

Several points are of special interest here. First is the concern over whether or not the 

dolphin "knew what it was saying" when it uttered the sargassum whistle. What this 

question presupposes, of course, is that a dolphin may possibly say something, and know 

what it is saying as it speaks. The second point is that one of the problems of human-

dolphin communication has turned out to be a rather mundane corporeal difference, the 

fact that dolphin vocalizations can escape the hearing range of human ears. As we shall 

see further on, the WDP's approach is to a large extent defined by an intervention into 

radical corporeal difference by way of high-tech prosthesis. 

Finally, stepping back a bit, another more basic detail of this whole affair captures 

one's attention: Scientists are trying to converse with dolphins? Sure enough, popular 

accounts of the WDP's work, even when they tend toward the technical and sober-

minded, often nonetheless carry a tone of amazement that such a thing may be occurring. 

Looking at all the details of the WDP's work, it is hard not to be amazed. Not only are 

scientists trying to talk to dolphins, but their technique has involved inventing a machine 

that functionally serves as a dolphin "mouth" and "ear" for the human body. Furthermore, 

though the task is clearly difficult, it even seems like the WDP's technique might work.  

How do we process this astounding situation? How do we step back from amazement and 

make sense of what is happening?  

 

 

It is worthwhile to pause for a moment and ask another set of questions: Why 

dolphins? Why study them in particular? Why seek to make contact with them? This 

question is directed as much to myself as it is to the WDP and Georgia Tech. My 

tentative answer is that dolphins provide humans with a uniquely seductive combination 

of extreme difference and similarity, which paradoxically constitutes them as radically 
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alien others who may nonetheless be possibly communicated with in complexly 

humanlike ways. What dolphins promise to humans is the seemingly miraculous 

possibility of engaging with creatures who are both truly different from us and yet 

somehow our kin. It is neither difference nor similarity alone, but a powerful combination 

of the two that attract humans to dolphins. 

The situation is also characterized by a history that has made dolphins especially 

desirable creatures to communicate with. The idea of talking dolphins was first made 

popular in the American scientific imagination in the 1960s by John C. Lilly, a 

neuroscientist and cetologist who once worked as a researcher for the U.S. Air Force and 

is perhaps most notorious for attempting to make dolphins speak by injecting them with 

LSD (Burnett 2012:564-596). His career was highly controversial, and indeed Herzing 

notes that the field of dolphin communication "is a bit plagued by old biases created 

around the work of John Lilly and many scientists have been concerned about being 

Lillyatized" (Herzing 2011:177). Lilly would eventually be judged, as historian D. 

Graham Burnett puts it, "a poor iconoclast and a scientist gone bad" (Burnett 2012:644), 

and Herzing puts it lightly when she says that Lilly's work was "looked upon as a bit too 

alternative" (Herzing 2011:177). His work has nonetheless set the tone for human 

encounters with the dolphin in the U.S. The first sentence of his book Man and Dolphin, 

which optimistically predicted that humans would soon communicate with dolphins, laid 

out a formula of dolphins' charismatic difference and sameness that remains operative 

today (Lilly 1961:7): 

Within the next decade or two the human species will establish 
communication with another species: nonhuman, alien, possibly 
extraterrestrial, more probably marine; but definitely highly 
intelligent, perhaps even intellectual. 

The dolphin is at once alien and yet commensurable to humans, a "nonhuman intellect." 

Elsewhere Lilly described dolphins as the "humans of the sea," supposedly borrowing the 

nomenclature of the Maori people in New Zealand (Reiss 2012:27). Though Lilly's work 

throughout his life became more esoteric and his claims for dolphin intelligence soundly 

ridiculed by the scientific community, it remains the case that some sense of the dolphin's 

exceptional status remains today in scientific work, particularly in that of Denise Herzing 
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and the WDP. More importantly, the paradoxical image of the dolphin as a creature who 

is radically different from humans and yet somehow powerfully the same as them 

remains operative in the quest to establish communication. 

Early in her 2011 account of her decades-long fieldwork, the Dolphin Diaries, 

Herzing articulates a formulation of human/dolphin difference and similarity that is in 

some ways more mundane than Lilly's, if still generally similar (Herzing 2011:xix-xx): 

Dolphins live in a complex society with friends and relatives: they 
eat and hunt, raise young, share responsibilities, avoid predators, and 
resolve conflicts. They also live in a sensory world we can only 
imagine, full of different sounds, sights, and tastes, and a world we 
may never entirely understand. What we can share with dolphins is 
their family lives, their daily challenges, and their fierce devotion to 
their offspring and community. It is here where the boundaries 
between humans and dolphins intersect and it is here where we must 
look for hope in their cultural preservation, as we hope for our own. 

... 

Humans have the most complex brains on the planet, and even 
beyond the great apes are dolphins, with the second-most evolved 
brain. Yet dolphins have no hands to manipulate objects or build 
things; the qualities we often subscribe to advanced intelligence. Can 
we put our imagination and creativity, our best science and technical 
advances into action to understand another species? 

Here, though the messianic vision of Lilly is toned down quite a bit, many of his basic 

premises still stand. Dolphins and humans are radically different in that they have 

different bodies adapted for different worlds (land/water), which may themselves 

constitute different sense-worlds. Yet the two creatures are still somehow similar in that 

they share a similar capacity to be thinking, social subjects. 

Something of Eduardo Viveiro de Castro's Amerindian perspectivism gets 

recalled here, in the way that the boundaries of difference get drawn up along the ways 

that different bodies mediate different worlds, whereas some inner spiritual substance is 

shared commonly among those differently-worlded beings (Viveiros de Castro 2004:3-9). 

There are illuminating differences, however, between the comparisons of humans and 

animals of perspectivism and the comparison of humans and dolphins of Western natural 

science. For one, although dolphin science has been surprisingly comfortable with 
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engaging with the neo-Kantian concept of the Umwelt (Jerison 1986:141-164 and derived 

from the work of Jakob von Uexküll), and the WDP urges a perhaps metaphorical 

commitment to study dolphins "in their world" (wilddolphinproject.org), natural science 

generally posits a single reality that is then apprehended differently by all the beings who 

live within it. Another difference is that dolphin scientists' theorization of mind does not 

extend to other animals beyond the dolphin, at least not in the same way. Scientists are 

often prone to hierarchize the intelligences of humans, dolphins, and other animals 

(Morgane et al 1986:5-7; Herzing's quote above), even though Stan Kuczaj has recently 

said that "The question is not how smart are dolphins, but how are dolphins smart?" 

(Foer 2015:47). The dolphin is not just another animal among animals—the dolphin is a 

special case. What comes into view is something like a cognitive exceptionalism, which 

is inclusive of large-brained animals like dolphins and humans but exclusive of other 

species and beings. This exceptionalism is what makes humans and dolphins comparable 

to one another, and, as I explore in my first chapter, carries with it a certain set of 

political questions. 

Prior to the criterion of mental capacity, a fundamental similarity between humans 

and dolphins is found: they are both mammals. Yet here is perhaps precisely where the 

confounding paradox of human/dolphin similarity and difference begins. For though 

dolphins are mammals, they are very strange mammals indeed. The anthropologist 

Gregory Bateson once argued that, though we are able to recognize, if even mistakenly, 

the paralinguistics of most other mammals, "when we hear the sounds of dolphins we 

cannot even guess at their significance" (Bateson 1972:371). Alan Rauch, in his cultural 

study of the dolphin as humans understand them, notes that the very bodies of dolphins 

lack most of the visible signifiers of mammalian type such as hair or legs, thus making 

commonplace the reassurance to skeptical listeners that yes, "the dolphin is a mammal" 

(Rauch 2014:7-8). 

Thus opens up another problematic of human/dolphin comparison: if the two 

animals are supposedly so alike, how could we ever truly recognize that kinship? 

Miraculously, despite extreme difference, it seems to have occurred quite easily for 

Herzing (Herzing 2011:3): 
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If you could ask a dolphin one question, what would it be? And what 
do you think a dolphin might ask you? These questions occurred to 
me when I first met a spotted dolphin in the wild early one humid 
summer morning in 1985. I swam slowly away from the boat that 
was anchored in the gin-clear waters of a shallow sandbank in the 
Bahamas. It was calm and peaceful out in the middle of the warm 
amniotic salt water with no land in sight. Two dolphins approached 
and swam around me, looking directly into my eyes. There is 
nothing comparable to making eye contact with a wild creature; it is 
like a sharp splash of ice-cold water on the face. I sensed a keen and 
mutually exploratory awareness; I sensed another "being" behind 
those eyes. 

Here the dolphin is constructed as "another 'being,'" another creature who shares with 

Herzing the quality of being a "being" with subjective awareness. It is significant that 

Herzing claims to have established recognition through eye contact. Though dolphins' 

faces are radically different from those of human faces to an almost deceptive degree—

Rauch notes that dolphins perpetually appear to be smiling, though this is not actually the 

case (Rauch 2014:10)—eyes are one organ we certainly share with dolphins. Herzing 

also seems to appeal to the common notion of eyes as windows to the soul, transparent 

surfaces that allow recognition of the interiority of the other. 

Another detail of Herzing's first encounter with dolphins that must be noted is the 

concept of "wildness" that underpins it. The meaning of wildness in this context is 

unclear, and ambiguously plays upon the dynamics of difference and sameness. For a 

creature to be wild is, on the one hand, for it to be radically separate from the cultivated 

human world. On the other hand, wildness lends the animal a sort of autonomy from 

human control that paradoxically marks its agency as comparable to that of the human. 

The agentive and ontological autonomy of the dolphin is, in fact, perhaps one of the 

animal's most important characteristics for the human researcher, because it ironically 

promises something like a liberal dialogue between truly sovereign equals. Indeed, part of 

the anxiety inspired by something like the mimicry of the "sargassum" whistle is the idea 

that the autonomous subjectivity of the dolphin other is being manipulated by the human 

researchers. What is sought after is to establish commensurability between humans and 

dolphins without erasing the difference between them. This is one meaning of the WDP's 
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imperative to understand dolphins "on their terms"—that we may be able to complexly 

understand dolphins truly as they are, and not just as we want them to be. 

Establishing such pure understanding or communication between subjects can 

already be incredibly difficult to do when the subjects are both humans, much less when 

they are radically different species. Briefly expanding my historical scope, it seems to me 

that the WDP's quest is inflected with a certain pathos endemic to the very idea of 

communication as it has long been theorized in the West. John Durham Peters, in his 

history of the idea of communication, fundamentally links that concept to a possibly-

unfulfilled "desire for the presence of the absent other" (Peters 1999:179-180). Such a 

desire is perhaps one of the most salient aspects of the WDP's work—this it shares with 

the SETI (the search for extraterrestrial intelligence), and indeed, in a talk she gave to 

SETI in 2013, Herzing said that "if I hadn't been studying dolphins for the last thirty 

years, I might be in the astrobiology field" (SETI Institute). This kinship runs deep, all 

the way back to Lilly's establishment of a semisecret society called "The Order of the 

Dolphins" composed largely of SETI researchers (Burnett 2013:612). 

Both SETI and the WDP have long been engaged in a quixotic quest to establish 

communication with others who many believe may not even exist, whether they be space 

aliens or intelligent dolphins. This quest is animated by a powerful platonic eros that 

always threatens to slip into pathos, though some seekers seem more prone to despair 

than others. One of the most significant aspects of the WDP's work may indeed be that 

they have managed to temper the futile longing that seems to plague so many others who 

consider the possibilities of human-animal communication. In a 2014 radio story about 

Herzing's work, the show hosts first expressed a strong excitement at the possibility of 

communicating with dolphins, followed by a sharp frustration that such communication 

may never actually be possible (Levy 2014): 

1: Well, part of me wonders. Are they going to even get there? 

2: What do you mean? 

1: Well, if the goal is to have a conversation, and you do it this way 
where you're in the wild, and you can't touch them, and you've gotta 



9 

 

verify every whistle thirty-five times, well... Are they ever actually 
gonna have a conversation? 

Another moment in that radio story stands out in the way it illuminates the desire for 

communication with dolphins: 

Radiolab: What do you want to ask? 

Herzing: [sighs] Ah, I don't know, I want to ask everything, so... 

At this moment of the interview, Herzing's voice is tinged with melancholy, suggestive of 

some sort of longing or other such feeling. This melancholy, however, quickly lights up 

into excitement as she answers the next question: 

Radiolab: Like what? 

Herzing: Well, I'd like to know what their lives are like when we're 
not around. How do you spend your day? Do they think about 
things? I mean... Do they think about the future? Do they think about 
the past? I mean, we know they have long-term memories. Do they 
remember their calves from ten years ago? 

Radiolab: Do they think about death? 

Herzing: Yeah, they certainly see it. It'd be anything you'd ask your 
friends, right?  

Through and through, the answer Herzing gives here is generally the answer she gives 

elsewhere when explaining why she wants to speak to dolphins in particular. In 2013, 

Herzing ended a TED Talk by saying "Now imagine what it would be like to really 

understand the mind of another intelligent species on the planet" (TED 2013). Her earlier 

quoted question, too—"If you could ask a dolphin one question, what would it be?"—sets 

the tone for the WDP's work. Though many New Age types spawned from Lilly's work 

turn toward the dolphin for wisdom, healing, or even salvation from apocalypse (Rauch 

2014:162-164), Herzing's interest in communication with dolphins seems much more 

benign. Herzing's orientation is one of genuine curiosity and not messianic expectation. 

Her question is largely not, What wisdom may the dolphin teach us?, but rather 

something more simple: What may the dolphins have to say? This question transforms 
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the dolphin from a guru who may save us humans from ourselves to a fellow as of yet 

silent creature who may have something to say. 

It would be a mistake, however, to overstate the difference between Lilly and 

Herzing. The very fact that Herzing expresses a worry that scientists in her line run the 

risk of becoming "Lillyatized" betrays a recognition that the very field of human-dolphin 

communication is, for better or for worse, historically indebted to the work of Lilly. 

Herzing herself, though she expresses contempt for a "New Age perspective that 

inappropriately elevates dolphins to gurus whose lives in the ocean rotate around waiting 

to interact with humans," (Herzing 2011:77), also nonetheless slips into similar lines of 

arguments, as when she claims that dolphins "represent a healthy and live connection 

with the Earth and one that has the potential to re-create our place and relationship with 

nature" (Herzing 2011:218). Herzing's very line of work causes her to walk a delicate 

tightrope between scientific legitimacy and New Age fantasy. She could not fully do 

without one or the other. The work of the WDP feeds upon New Age desires for the 

dolphin; it is what makes the work exciting, and, in a more basic sense, thinkable for 

much of the mass public. It is also, however, what threatens to relegate Herzing to the 

realm of crackpots together with Lilly and his acid-tripped dolphins, his student Margaret 

Howe who is sensationally remembered for following eros too far and engaging in a 

sexual relationship with a dolphin (Rosenbaum 2014), and perhaps even Winthrop 

Kellogg, a bioacoustician who studied dolphins and is somewhat infamous for 

performing an experiment in which he raised his son together with a chimpanzee for nine 

months to test how fundamental were the differences between the two species (Nuwer 

2014). To a certain extent, I feel such judgments may be a bit unfair, but ultimately there 

is a strong case to be made that, though Herzing's work is a logical successor to Lillyism, 

it is nonetheless profoundly different in important ways. 

 

 

In asking why there exists a special desire for dolphins in particular, I must turn to 

my own project. As noted by Kirksey and Helmreich, anthropology has lately turned to 

foregrounding multispecies encounter in its ethnographic accounts (Kirksey and 

Helmreich 2010:545-567). To a certain extent, I find that the turn to the nonhuman may 
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be a symptom of Joel Robbins' claim that "we anthropologists have lost hold of the 

cultural point and the critical potential of the notion of difference that it once allowed us 

to realize in our work" (Robbins 2013:447). Though Robbins' claim hinges around a 

discussion of anthropological studies of suffering, I believe it may reflect a larger sense 

that we now understand there to be no truly profound differences that exist between 

people—though this remains a complicated and contested question within anthropology, 

and one I am not equipped to deal with at length here. All I mean to suggest is that—and 

this is my own conjecture on the situation, not a commonly held opinion—if 

anthropology may be said to have historically been built to study the Savage other 

(Trouillot 2003:18-20), then the animal is a perfect object of study for such exoticists, a 

subject who is truly different from them, whoever they may be. 

Raymond Madden's account of multispecies' ethnography is nearly opposite to 

mine. Madden makes the case that modernist anthropology has historically exaggerated 

exotic difference between humans in cases where commensurability was indeed possible, 

whereas multispecies ethnography has often tended to do the opposite, exaggerating the 

similarity between creatures who are in truth largely different from one another (Madden 

2014:289): 

Modernist human ethnography dedicated its field practice, its 
methodological heart, to finding commensurability, communion, and 
intersubjectivity with what was supposed to be radical human 
difference. It accomplished this task successfully with uncounted 
numbers of ethnographers living with, and coming to know 
intimately, other humans all over the globe, because in truth they 
were never really that different. And yet all this "tribal" 
commensurability that was the hallmark of successful field work was 
typically elided in the "scribal" realm, rendered into ethnograpgic 
portraits powered by the desirous rhetoric of human racial and 
cultural difference, with the ethnographers, Hermes-like, 
authoritatively translating cultural gaps and adumbrating the fantasy 
space/time of the human "other." … In the post-human and post-
species moment, an inverse activity might be occuring; that 
interspecies ethnographers are running the risk of writing away real 
difference and incommensurability. 

Madden suggests elsewhere that “to treat animals seriously as ethnographic subjects we 

must do more than simply be with them, rather we should explore if there are ways to 
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know what it feels like to be them” (Madden 2014:285). This seems to be the closest he 

gets to providing a way forward for what he describes as the "problem of knowledge" in 

multispecies ethnography (Madden 2014:289), referring to the problem of our own lack 

of knowledge of what it actually feels like to be another species. There is of course 

something circular about this, and Madden notes that his intention has been "merely to 

raise this problematic, not to 

resolve it" (Madden 2014:290). 

In any case, I take Madden's 

argument as highlighting the 

similar political outcomes of 

both human exoticization and 

animal anthropomorphization—

both are situations in which the 

researcher seems to distort their 

object of study with their own desire. Such distortion is commonplace in human 

encounters with the dolphin in particular, which like the Savage of modernist 

anthropology has often been "fancifully constructed as a utopian projection" (Trouillot 

2003:18) of the humanist Western Subject. Insofar as dolphins are concerned, the only 

honest way forward would seem to be to find some way of coming to know them 

truthfully, perhaps “on their own terms,” as the WDP are so apt to remind us. 

In this thesis, however, I do not attempt to make sense of the subjectivity of 

dolphins, instead opting to grant sustained attention to the ways that the WDP itself 

negotiates the difference between humans and dolphins. Insofar as my thesis addresses 

Madden's "problem of knowledge," it examines the work of a group of scientists who are 

themselves active in trying to resolve the problem. Beyond the problem of knowledge, 

however, I am interested in other aspects of the situation. This thesis takes as its point of 

departure that between humans and dolphins there is no single "problem of knowledge," 

but rather multiplicitous fields of difference that each require particular attention for 

those who would seek to interface the two. Thus my work examines different aspects of 

the WDP's work with an eye towards attempting to account for a) the problematic posed 

Image on the front page of the WDP’s website, presenting 
their slogan, “In their world… On their terms…” 
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by human/dolphin difference in different facets of encounter and b) the WDP's own 

intervention upon this problematic. 

My first chapter examines the WDP's formation of a "cognitive subject" as an 

answer to the problem of subjective difference between humans and dolphins. First and 

foremost, what the category of the cognitive subject does is make communication 

between humans and dolphins a legible concept, and one distinct from other sorts of 

multispecies encounter that already happen all the time. By positing that both humans and 

dolphins have similar capacities for sociality and thought, the WDP makes it possible for 

the two species to talk with one another the way humans talk to each other through 

language. This category does not actually achieve communication between the two 

species, but it is the presupposition upon which the WDP's project must rest in order for it 

to even be a possibility. Beyond the project of talking to dolphins, the category of the 

cognitive subject also lends a certain ethical-political weight to the project, establishing 

dolphins as creatures who uniquely deserve to be protected from killing. I argue that this 

ethical component is highly ambivalent, and produces many problems of its own. 

In the second chapter, I look towards another element of the WDP: the very 

machine invented to speak to dolphins, dubbed the CHAT. I argue that the CHAT 

constitutes a prosthesis, and as such operates upon a logic of lack and desire, and 

furthermore develops a zone of indiscernibility between humans, dolphins, and the 

machines that connect the two. I also argue that the CHAT is another manifestation of a 

long historical tendency of military science to treat animals in general and dolphins in 

particular as always-already being cyborgs who may be disassembled and re-assembled 

as engineers see fit. It is cyborg ontologies of prosthesis that inform the WDP's work, and 

set it apart from many other attempts to establish communication between humans and 

dolphins. 

In the third chapter, I examine the fact that the WDP's quest for two-way 

communication involves a process in which humans design artificial whistles and then 

teach them to dolphins. This human-animal language pedagogy establishes the WDP as a 

successor to previous human attempts to communicate with dolphins, inheriting some of 

their problematics, chief among them the problem of differentiating authentic connection 

from mere mimicry, as well as the problem of establishing an ethically regressive control 
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over the autonomy of the animal other. The WDP attempts to navigate out of these 

problematics by a commitment to preserving the "wildness" of dolphins, as well as a 

commitment to conducting their research through "noninvasive" means, commitments 

which further attest to the ethical inflection of the WDP's work. 

My analysis mainly looks at these three general components of the WDP's 

research—their theory of subjectivity, their prosthetic intervention into corporeal 

difference, and their noninvasive human-dolphin pedagogy—at the expense of some 

other details. It is the case that Herzing has given unique names to each of the individual 

Stenella frontalis she has encountered in the wild, and even provided a genealogical tree 

that shows multiple generations of biological relatedness of three different dolphin 

families. She refers to these names repeatedly throughout her 2011 Dolphin Diaries, 

which serves as one of my main primary sources for this work. A better multispecies 

ethnographic account than mine would take these individual dolphins more fully into 

account as agentive subjects. A better account may also synthesize a more profound 

range of biological knowledge, which in my short time researching this topic I was not 

able to fully apprehend. To a large extent, my thesis operates as an extended analysis of 

some of the logics and affects of Herzing's research. The focus is on the arrangement of a 

few different basic elements, which I believe are complex enough when taken on their 

own. Ultimately, I remain agnostic on whether or not the WDP will achieve what it is 

setting out to do, though there is reason to be optimistic. What interests me the most is 

discerning what sets the WDP's work apart from that of earlier dolphin scientists, and 

what their work may mean for the human political community—for both its ethics as well 

as the very shape of its constitution. I am also keen on attempting to understand what 

may animate some to try to cross radical difference, and what implications their 

techniques may have for those involved. 



 

 

Chapter 1: Humans, Dolphins, and the Cognitive 

Subject 

The Wild Dolphin Project (WDP) is a nonprofit organization founded and 

directed by the marine biologist, ethologist, and environmental advocate Dr. Denise L. 

Herzing (wilddolphinproject.org 4). The WDP has, for almost every summer since 1985, 

been visiting a single group of wild spotted dolphins off the coast of the Bahamas in the 

interests of “studying dolphin communication in the wild” (ibid): 

Objectives of this long-term, non-invasive field research on wild 
dolphins are to gather information on the natural history of these 
dolphins, including dolphin behaviors, social structure, dolphin 
communication, and habitat; and to report what we have learned to 
the scientific community and the general public. 

Since 1997, after 22 years of observations and interactions with the wild spotted 

dolphins, the WDP has begun “Phase II” of their research, which “involves the 

development of a two-way communication system between the dolphins and humans” 

(ibid). In order to achieve this goal, in 2010 the WDP partnered with a group from 

Georgia Tech led by Dr. Thad Starner, a researcher of wearable computing, artificial 

intelligence, and human-computer interaction who is perhaps best known for having been 

a lead developer on Google’s Project Glass (Starner 2016). Together with Starner’s 

group, the WDP has developed a set of high-tech tools and techniques to communicate 

with dolphins, which I examine in more detail in the latter chapters of the thesis. 

In this chapter I will examine the formation of a “cognitive subject” in the work 

of the WDP, a construct that permeates their efforts at communicating with dolphins and 

endows it with a specific political orientation. By “cognitive subject” I refer to an implicit 

—and, in the case of philosopher of dolphin ethics John L. White, an explicit—

equivalence made between humans and dolphins due to the possession of similar 

capacities for sociality, cognition, and language. This construct derives in part from 

scientific knowledge about dolphins and serves as the precondition for thinking them 

capable of engaging in “conversation” with humans. It is also a highly political (and 



16 

 

explicitly politicized) category, one that compels the WDP to often frame the goal of 

their project as the full recognition of an alien intelligence, with the stakes being nothing 

less than the protection of dolphin lives from the murderous hands of anthropocentric 

humans. The category of the cognitive subject, however, is not without its own tensions 

and ambivalences, and perhaps recapitulates the exclusionary gesture of the very 

anthropocentrism it is addressed against, even if it changes the boundaries of who can 

properly be deemed a subject rather than an inhuman other. Ultimately, I argue that the 

formation of a cognitive subject is one tactic that the WDP uses to negotiate the radical 

alterity of dolphins within a hegemonic anthropocentric discourse. 

Possibilities for human-dolphin communication 

The model of “two-way communication” 

It is worthwhile to examine the reasons why scientists believe that two-way 

communication between humans and dolphins may be possible. The first thing to 

emphasize in this account is that by “two-way communication,” the WDP means an 

intersubjective dialogue mediated by symbolic forms. This type of communication is 

distinguished from other types of human-dolphin interaction by its aim of accessing the 

interiority of dolphins. Herzing describes the project thus in the Dolphin Diaries, a 2011 

account of her fieldwork in the Bahamas (Herzing 2011:175): 

In the summer of 1997 I began my work on two-way communication 
with the dolphins. We were going to give them a direct channel for 
sharing information, specific information about their world, and 
perhaps about ours. 

Herzing here establishes the goal of the project to be the production of a “direct channel” 

for the transfer of information between two radically different species. The phrase “direct 

channel” is telling for the way it simultaneously suggests both a mediating form or 

material (channel) that carries information as well as a process of unmediated (direct) 

informational interpenetration between two or more subjectivities. 
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What the WDP seeks is a privileged kind of communication that transcends mere 

sociality and effects a direct connection between minds. After the above-quoted passage, 

Herzing testifies to her lifelong interest in human-cetacean communication, and recounts 

wondering as a teenager about the contents of cetacean minds: “The blue whale is the 

largest living creature on earth, with a huge brain. What must they be thinking?” (ibid) 

The exceptionality of Herzing’s sense of communication is made clearer in her 

description of the specific work that has made the “Phase II” work possible (Herzing 

2011:175-176): 

More than a decade ago I came to this remote area in the Bahamas in 
hopes of finding a long-term research site to attempt interspecies 
communication with a wild pod of dolphins. I spent the first ten 
years getting to know the dolphins, learning to recognize their 
behavior, and giving them time to feel comfortable with us. It had 
been a wise investment. I knew their culture, their individual 
personalities, and their moods. Now I could attempt a long-term way 
of communicating with them with their permission and based on 
mutual interest. I was still as interested in exploring a nonhuman 
mind as I was when I was twelve. But now the reality was hitting. 
The last decade had been a hard road, building a base of relationship 
and information, but what if we really cracked the code, found a way 
in, and gave them a way to express their thoughts? 

What is striking in this account is the way Herzing seems to subordinate her intimate 

relationship with the dolphins to an ideal of unmediated access to the dolphin mind. That 

a decades-long experience of building intimate relationship with and knowledge about 

individual dolphins does not qualify as communication speaks volumes about the nature 

of the WDP’s work. Indeed, throughout the Dolphin Diaries, Herzing describes the lives 

and personalities of a variety of wild spotted dolphins, each recognized as distinct and 

even given individual names (Herzing 2011:16-17), and she does so in remarkable detail; 

in the end, however, all the social interaction between her human team and the wild 

dolphins is framed as a mere prolegomena to a more authentic connection between 

minds. To have established the sort relationship with wild dolphins that the WDP has 

established is not enough, no matter how intimate or long-term it proves to be. What is 

sought after is to transcend non-linguistic pragmatics and begin a true dialogue between 

minds. 
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Dolphins with minds and complex communication 

Though Herzing’s quest to make direct contact with a dolphin mind may seem 

quixotic, she is far from alone in speculating that dolphins may be capable of this sort of 

communication. There are good reasons why scientists think dolphins may have this 

capability. Here I will summarize just a few attributes mentioned often by Herzing and 

other researchers in the field: dolphins’ vocalizations, brains and sociality. 

The existence of “signature whistles” (whistles that function like names) and 

other dolphin vocalizations are often cited by researchers who argue that dolphins possess 

a capacity for linguistic communication. In Herzing’s discussion of the matter, she notes 

that dolphins “create a variety of sounds, including frequency-modulated whistles, clicks, 

and burst-pulsed vocalizations, using multiple air sacs situated below their blowhole” 

(Herzing 2011:19). These sounds are known to have sensory and navigational functions 

(particularly in the case of echolocation clicks) as well as communicational functions. 

Signature whistles are the most well-known of dolphin communicative vocalizations, 

which Herzing describes thus (Herzing 2011:19-20): 

From my graduate work I knew that dolphins had unique whistles 
analogous to names, thus named signature whistles. Luna had a 
strong signature whistle and Apollo rapidly learned not only to 
recognize his mother’s whistle, but also to produce his own unique 
whistle. Signature whistles are used in three contexts: in mother-
calf  reunions, during baby-sitting, and in courtship displays. 

The National Geographic claims that dolphins “can recognize the signature whistles of 

other dolphins, perhaps even if the animals haven’t encountered each other for as long as 

20 years” (Foer 2015:44).  Signature whistles are not the only communicative 

vocalizations that dolphins use, but they are the best understood; part of the WDP’s 

project is precisely to gain a better understanding of how dolphins and other animals 

“encode specific information into their communication signals” which by and large 

remains “a mystery” today (Herzing 2011:274). 

The behaviors that scientists observe to be associated with signature whistles 

suggest creatures capable of a complex sociability and cognition. One group composed of 

scientists from the University of Southern Mississippi and the Institute for Marine 
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Mammal Studies notes that these whistles are used by bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops 

truncatus) in “sophisticated contexts such as when groups of dolphins encounter one 

another in the wild,” and speculate that they probably developed in part from the “highly 

social nature of these animals” (Broadway et al 2016:1). They then go on to report that it 

“has been suggested that signature whistles may be used self-referentially and to 

reference others...similarly to how humans use names” (Broadway et al 2016:1-2). In this 

discussion of dolphin communication, one can begin to discern a widespread articulation 

of the dolphin as a subject possessed of, in Descola's idiom, a humanlike interiority 

(Descola 2005:174), which will become more clearly evident in the advocacy work of 

Herzing and the WDP. This dolphinlike interiority separates dolphins from the rest of the 

animal kingdom; this group notes that, if signature whistles do in fact work in the ways 

that are here speculated, then they “would be one of the only species to use names to 

identify individuals.” 

Not only do the observed uses of signature whistles and other vocalizations seem 

to endow dolphins with a uniquely complex and humanlike interiority, but so does their 

physiology. The following passage by Herzing on the oft-cited “encephalization 

quotient” (brain-to-body ratio) of dolphins illuminates the situation (Herzing 2011:270): 

There are two primary ways we measure intelligence in other 
species; one is physical and the other cognitive. Physically, dolphins 
have the second-highest brain-to-body ratio next to humans. Evolved 
to its current configuration for more than twenty-five million years, 
it differs slightly from the modern human brain. Dolphins have a 
large and dense corpus callosum, the structure that sends signals 
back and forth between hemispheres; their brain is heavily 
convoluted and dense with neuronal connections. Dolphins have 
large frontal lobes, which are thought to be the area of association 
and higher thinking. Dr. Lori Marino at Emory University has 
measured the brain-to-body ratio and next to humans dolphins have 
the second-highest encephalization quotient or EQ, even higher than 
the great apes. The idea being that dinosaurs could get along with 
small brains despite their large size, but anyone with a large EQ 
must be using all of the energetically expensive brain on something 
complex. 

The encephalization quotient of dolphins is often cited, by Herzing and others, as 

evidence for high intelligence in dolphins. Though dolphins are thus thought to be highly 

intelligent, what exactly such dolphin “intelligence” may be remains an open question. It 
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is a profoundly difficult question to answer, one always already tangled up with issues of 

how to reckon one's own relationship with radical others. One scientist of dolphin 

cognition writing in the 1980s cites the anthropologist Marshall Sahlins when he notes 

that the problem of reckoning intelligence is bound up with culturally specific modes of 

reckoning kinship and empathy (Menzel 1986:168; Sahlins 1978). Herzing likewise 

situates the intelligence of dolphins in relational and political terms when she asks 

"...how intelligent are we willing to let them be?" (Herzing 2011:218). The complex 

mental faculties that are theorized to exist for dolphins do not eliminate the problem of 

making sense of dolphins’ radical alterity, they merely reconfigure their terms. It is then 

quite striking that one very prominent tactic that Herzing and the WDP take in 

negotiating the radical mental alterity of dolphins is precisely to form an equivalence 

between the mental subjectivities of humans and dolphins, as I will show in the following 

sections. 

“Persons” and Agamben’s “anthropological machine” 

The dolphin and human as “persons” who may not be killed 

The construction of the dolphin as a cognitively and socially sophisticated subject 

lends a strong ethical dimension to the work of the WDP, which is perhaps most clearly 

expressed by Thomas I. White’s articulation of the category of the “person,” meant to 

replace the “human” who is opposed to the “animal.” White is a philosopher from Loyola 

University whose early career focused on sixteenth-century Renaissance humanism. In 

the late 1980s, his work led him to take on an interest in ethical questions regarding 

dolphins. He has since done much work on dolphin ethics. His work draws on the 

research of several dolphin scientists including Herzing, and in 1998 he co-wrote a paper 

with Herzing called Dolphins and the Question of Personhood, which lays out many of 

the arguments that would become central to White’s 2007 book on the topic, In Defense 

of Dolphins. Herzing mentions White’s work when she lays out the ethical imperatives to 

protect dolphins, and it seems likely that the two have had considerable co-influence in 
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developing their understandings of dolphins, so I dedicate some space here to making 

sense of White’s work. 

For Thomas White, the cognitive capacities of dolphins mark them as nonhuman 

“persons” who as such deserve to be treated in a more ethical manner. White explicitly 

constructs the category of the “person” as a category separate from “human” (White 

2007:8): 

You might be surprised to read the question, “Are dolphins 
persons?” because in everyday language, most of us use “human” 
and “person” interchangeably. But philosophers distinguish between 
the two, seeing “human” as a scientific concept and “person” as a 
philosophical concept. Human refers to any member of the 
biological category homo sapiens. Person refers more to the 
combination of advanced traits by which we define ourselves—
things like self-consciousness, intelligence and free will. 

This category then comes to stand in as a cover term above humans and dolphins, 

mutually inclusive of members from both species. This category, however, is also 

exclusive of some humans; in trying to answer the question of whether every human is a 

person, White gives the example of the “irreversibly ‘brain dead’” person who “being 

kept alive by a life-support system, is still a human life” (ibid). Shockingly, he elides 

popular ethical controversies surrounding the practice of life-support and takes it for a 

given that “what made that individual unique is no longer present in that body” and that, 

“Accordingly, if we ended life-support for that patient, most of us wouldn’t call it murder 

because, in essence, the person was already dead.” 

The above quotations from White are all found on the same page, and it is striking 

how quickly a discussion of “personhood,” dolphin or human or otherwise, becomes a 

discussion of the proper configuration of sovereign power, in the sense of deciding who 

gets to live and who gets to die (Foucault 1976:135). Herzing also frames the ethical 

problem of dolphins in this way, such as in the following passage in which she frames the 

stakes of the WDP’s project as nothing less than the aversion of genocide (Herzing 

2011:273-274): 

Do dolphins, like primates, have the structure and flexibility to learn, 
but only show the emergence of these features when put into the 
right contextual or cultural circumstances? In his sci-fi book Speaker 
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for the Dead, Orson Scott Card proposes the scenario of a galaxy full 
of intelligent beings, some of whom are intelligent on their own, and 
some who have the “propensity to become intelligent with help,” 
who are called Varlese. These are the species that the protagonist, 
Ender, is in search of, but along the way he fails to recognize the 
signs of potential intelligence and instead wipes out a species that 
were, in fact, Varlese. 

The quest to communicate with dolphins here transforms into the morally imperative task 

of sounding the intelligence of alien others in the hopes of fully recognizing the “person” 

that lies within. 

This task of recognizing the personhood of alien others becomes all the more 

urgent against the backdrop of the high volume of dolphin killings that occur in places 

like Taiji and elsewhere around the world, an issue that Herzing repeatedly retweets 

mentions of on her Twitter account. As she puts it in one tweet, “I wonder why “Japan 

#Taiji is so busy slaughtering mothers & sons. Afraid of some sentient competition w/ 

humans? Pathetic! Boycott Olympics.” Her retweet of an image showing the total number 

of dolphins killed in Taiji (1,873 at the time of the post) makes the issue even more 

explicit. It would seem that for Herzing, humans routinely fail to “recognize the signs of 

potential intelligence” of dolphins, with disastrous consequences. 
 

Giorgio Agamben’s “anthropological machine” 

Though the category of the “person” dissolves some of the boundaries between 

humans and dolphins, and potentially, for that matter, between humans and animals in 

general, I argue that such an intervention is in significant ways a recapitulation of the 

biopolitical tendencies of the very humanism it is designed to work against. By defining 

the ontology of the “person” through anthropomorphic cognitive and social traits, and 

thus making creatures’ ethical rights contingent upon these traits, the WDP and their 

associated thinkers include new creatures into the political community of humanity 

without transforming the overall structure of exclusion which that community is 

predicated upon. If the transformation of the dolphin into a “person” is a recapitulation of 

old humanisms, it is still nonetheless a transformation. As such, what interests me in this 

situation is precisely the process through which some entities become included into 
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sovereign protection from being killed and others are excluded from it. I argue that the 

process occurring here can be made sense of in terms of Giorgio Agamben’s concepts of 

the “space of exception” and the “anthropological machine,” the latter of which he 

explores in The Open, his 2002 meditation on the political separation of humanity from 

animality. 

Through a reading of 19th-century debates on the evolutionary origins of 

humanity—which identified the human as having become separate from the animal by 

developing the capacity for language—Agamben develops the concept of the 

“anthropological machine of the moderns” (Agamben 2004:33-38). This “machine” is the 

name that Agamben gives to the process through which the “human” excludes its own 

animality from itself and becomes fully human. Agamben argues that this process always 

produces an outside that is then allowed to be killed; this outside is always included 

within the human as a potentiality. Thus the human (or an aspect of the human) may 

always threaten to become animal, or vice versa. 

Agamben emphasizes the processual and historical character of the 

anthropological machine. For Agamben, the human who is produced from the process of 

the anthropological machine “is only the place of a ceaselessly updated decision” 

(Agamben 2004:38) upon the difference between human and animal. It is a neverending 

process in which the gulfs between the ontologies of the human and the animal “are 

always dislocated and displaced anew.” Through the always-changing process of 

articulating what separates humans from animals (or in the case of the WDP, what 

separates persons from nonpersons), the anthropological machine encounters a problem 

in the commonalities that exist between the two. The human itself always contains a 

nonhuman or animal aspect, which must be separated and then excluded; thus Agamben 

writes that the anthropological machine produces an animality that exists outside of the 

human “through the exclusion of an inside” (Agamben 2004:37). 

Ominously, this process is described as sometimes excluding humans from their 

own category when they lack whatever trait is relevant to the anthropological machine of 

their times: thus, like Herzing, he invokes the specter of genocide when he says that in 

the 20th century “we will have the Jew, that is, the non-man produced within the man,” 

and like White, he invokes the problem of life-support for cognitively incapacitated 
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people when he mentions “the néomort and the overcomatose person, that is, the animal 

separated within the human body itself.” The anthropological machine is a constant 

process always producing new exclusions to the category of a humanity, and thus 

producing out of the same entities new forms of “bare life” that may then be killed. 

Herzing and White’s construction of what they sometimes call the “person” and 

may be more broadly understood as the cognitive subject functions as a new articulation 

of Agamben’s anthropological machine, and thus, as partly demonstrated with the above 

examples, necessarily operates by demarcating new inclusions and exclusions from a type 

of subjectivity that may not be killed. Another example comes from Herzing’s discussion 

of the “less than pure” history of humans interacting with dolphins (Herzing 2011:218): 

It includes consumptive uses of cetaceans (whales and dolphins); 
incidental catches in the tuna industry; captive educational, research, 
and New Age therapy facilities; captive swim programs; and open 
sea interspecies interaction. 

The first two examples that Herzing gives are striking for the way they mark cetaceans as 

exceptionally non-food, as differentiated from other species of animals who may be 

rightfully deemed food for lacking certain social and cognitive capacities. The problem of 

“incidental catches in the tuna industry” makes the situation explicit: what is here at issue 

with tuna fishing is not, as some animal or environmental rights activists might argue, the 

killing of innocent creatures or the adverse exploitation of natural resources, but rather 

the accidental killing of cognitive subjects. Mindless tunafish (or cattle, or insects, or 

“braindead” humans) may be rightfully killed—dolphins, with their personlike minds, 

may not. 

The ambivalence of Herzing and Whites’ anthropological machine 

There is something tragic and unsatisfying about the deployment of 

anthropological machines,2 and, in truth, both Herzing and White have expressed a 

certain amount of ambivalence toward the efficacy of defending dolphins on the basis of 

                                                
2 Agamben highlights the machine’s “lethal and bloody” character and describes his 
project in The Open as an attempt to understand “how they work so that we might, 
eventually, be able to stop them” (Agamben 2007:38). 
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their cognitive capacities. In a paper for the March 2013 newsletter of the American 

Cetacean Society, Herzing argues that “we can no longer think of dolphins as ‘a species 

or stock’ but must consider that they are individuals with unique cultures and societies” 

(Herzing 2013:3) thus extracting a cognitive subjecthood from the dolphin and excluding 

from it the “bare life” that characterizes other creatures. Herzing then inserts the 

following caveat (Herzing 2013:3-4): 

Should we save dolphins just because they’re intelligent? Of course 
not. We should save a species or ecosystem simply because it has the 
right to exist in a healthy and normal way. Does the average person 
want to save intelligent species, yes. The dolphins’ ability to connect 
and show intelligence is an extra draw, a way to link humans with 
other species, and any edge we can give our aquatic friends is worth 
a try. 

Thomas White inserts a nearly identical caveat to his own work at the beginning of In 

Defense of Dolphins (White 2007:x): 

I am aware that using the concept of “personhood” and placing so 
much emphasis on the capacities and vulnerabilities of a 
sophisticated consciousness puts us dangerously close to 
anthropocentrism, and I have tried to address this issue at different 
points in the discussion. However, I do try to argue in a way that 
even the most skeptical reader will find convincing. 

Though they gesture towards the rights of nonpersons, neither Herzing nor White give 

detailed articulations of those rights. 

More striking in these caveats, however, is the looming specter of anthropocentric 

hegemony. It is clear that wild dolphins are not the only beings that the defenders of 

dolphins are in dialogue with. If these caveats are to be taken seriously, the construction 

of the cognitive subject may be read as a tactic of arguing for the rights of radically alien 

beings within an anthropocentric hegemonic discourse. It is specifically 

anthropocentrists, whomever they may be, who are meant to be addressed by the 

cognitive subject. Because humans at large may only be capable of being convinced to 

save other humans, then dolphins must be shown to be in some sense equivalent to 

humans. This tactic, however, threatens to further entrench anthropocentric hegemony by 

the way it extends rather than refutes its premises. 
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Conclusion 

Positing an equivalence between humans and dolphins through the construction of 

a cognitive subjecthood that can encompass both is one way that the WDP negotiates the 

radical difference that problematizes the relationship between the two species. It is not 

the only way they negotiate this difference, as I will argue in my later chapters. Like their 

other tactics, the tactic of the cognitive subject emerges as an answer to particular facets 

of the problem of human-dolphin difference. Two problems are solved by the cognitive 

subject: 1) the impossibility of linguistic and intersubjective communication between 

humans and animals within a classically anthropocentric worldview and 2) what Herzing 

characterizes as the wanton killing of dolphins by anthropocentric humans. What remains 

unclear, however, is whether the cognitive subject is thought to be an authentic 

characterization of dolphins’ ontology or if it is merely a tactic meant to defend dolphins 

within an anthropocentric hegemony. In truth, it is likely neither entirely one or the other, 

but rather something of both. The cognitive subject, like other constructs explored in this 

thesis, may be best understood as another tactic emergent from the pragmatic 

considerations of the scientists and activists aligned with the WDP. 

Here I am struck with a difficulty in approaching the subject, since I do take the 

ideas that underpin the concept of dolphin “personhood” seriously, just as seriously as 

those ideas that would critique the production of new humanisms. I am sympathetic to the 

idea that the killing of dolphins must be stopped—I feel a deep terror and fearful 

powerlessness in me when I read about contemporary wars and genocides, knowing that 

other humans, people just like me, consistently suffer through torture and mass death. It 

is precisely their quality of personhood that appeals to me, and the lack of something like 

personhood that horrifies me in things like American pro-life activists, who privilege the 

lives of unborn fetuses over those of pregnant women. I mention all this to admit that I 

am just as ambivalent as anybody, and that this ambivalence troubles me greatly. The 

problem is so serious that I could not, in good faith, present this solely as an abstract 

theoretical concern, but rather a deeply affecting and potentially intractable problem that 

nonetheless calls for some way out. 
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Donna Haraway, in an analysis of Derrida’s discussion of the killable animal 

(which details essentially the same problematics as Agamben’s discussion), shares some 

of my worry, and humbly offers a solution (Haraway 2008:79): 

I am afraid to start writing what I have been thinking about all this, 
because I will get it wrong—emotionally, intellectually, and 
morally—and the issue is consequential. Haltingly, I will try. I 
suggest that it is a misstep to separate the world’s beings into those 
who may be killed and those who may not and a misstep to pretend 
to live outside killing. The same kind of mistake saw freedom only 
in the absence of labor and necessity, that is, the mistake of 
forgetting the ecologies of all mortal beings, who live in and through 
the use of one another’s bodies. This is not saying that nature is red 
in tooth and claw and so anything goes. The naturalistic fallacy is the 
mirror-image misstep to transcendental humanism. I think what my 
people and I need to let go of if we are to learn to stop extremism 
and genocide, through either direct participation or indirect benefit 
and acquiescence, is the command “Thou shalt not kill.” The 
problem is not figuring out to whom such a command applies so that 
“other” killing can go on as usual and reach unprecedented historical 
proportions. The problem is to learn to live responsibly within the 
multiplicitous necessity and labor of killing, so as to be in the open, 
in quest of the capacity to respond in relentless historical, 
nonteleological, multispecies contingency. Perhaps the 
commandment should read, “Thou shalt not make killable.” 

The problem as it is posed here may lead us to try to prohibit the killing of wild dolphins 

simply because it is not necessary, and not because they are people. This answer is 

unsatisfying to me—shouldn’t we want to protect people? There may be no way out to 

this problem, but I am sympathetic to those who search. 





 

 

 
 

Chapter 2: Corporeal Difference and the CHAT 

To aid them in their “Phase II” goal of establishing “two-way communication” 

between humans and wild spotted dolphins, the Wild Dolphin Project has teamed up with 

Georgia Tech to devise several technological solutions to the problem 

(wilddolphinproject.org 3): 

Phase II research involves the development of a two-way 
communication system between the dolphins and humans. From 
1997 to 2000 we piloted the use of an underwater keyboard with our 
wild spotted dolphins, attempting to bridge the gap. Although this 
was successful on some levels, we have been in need of a better 
system. In the fall of 2010 we relaunched this project. Joining forces 
with Georgia Tech in Atlanta, we are developing state-of-the-art 
technology specifically designed for this application. 

One of the pieces of “state-of-the-art technology” mentioned here is the Cetacean 

Hearing and Telemetry or CHAT, designed by Dr. Thad Starner, who was one of the lead 

developers of Google Glass in its early stages (Maddox 2014). The CHAT is one iteration 

of multiple attempts to produce what Herzing describes as a “human/dolphin interface or 

acoustic keyboard” (wilddolphinproject.org 3). It takes the form of a waterproof 

computer equipped with two hydrophones and an underwater speaker, meant to be used 

in conjunction with a set of bone-conducting headphones attached to the CHAT as well 

as a linguistic-pedagogical program directing the use of the whole apparatus. 

The computer itself is strapped onto the torso of the researcher, who is also 

wearing the bone-conducting headphones on their temples. The underwater speaker 

transmits artificial whistle sounds designed by the WDP to refer to “a few play objects 

(Sargassum – a natural play toy, scarf, and rope – toys that humans bring in the water)” 

(IPaT Georgia Tech 2015). These whistles are not observed to be part of the wild 

dolphins’ repertoires, but could nonetheless be physically produced by their bodies. 

Every time the underwater speaker transmits one of these artificial whistles in the water, 

the corresponding English word is transmitted to the researcher via the bone-conducting 
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headphones. The hydrophones have been designed and “rigorously tested” to receive the 

same whistles from not just another CHAT but also from the dolphins themselves, who 

are currently in the process of being taught how to “speak” with the artificial whistles. 

When one of these whistles is received by the CHAT through its hydrophones, it is also 

translated into English by the bone-conducting headphones. 

My argument in this chapter is in two parts. In the first part, I argue that the 

CHAT is characterized by a logic of prosthesis, which I theorize using Jacques Lacan's 

objet petit a as well as Brian Massumi's "zone of indiscernibility." In this schematic, the 

prosthesis is brought into being by the subject's desire to fill a lack, and subsequently 

confuses the differences between bodies (of the human, of the machine, of the dolphin, of 

the ocean, etc.) without erasing them. In the second part of the chapter, I argue that the 

prosthetic nature of the CHAT unravels problems of teleology and agency that have been 

latent to both evolutionary biology and modern dolphin science since their very 

beginnings. I radiate outward from the work of the WDP and look at problems of 

representation in Darwinian evolution as well as early and contemporary military efforts 

to develop submarine technologies by imitating the bodies of dolphins. In the final 

analysis, I argue that the dolphin was always already a "submarine cyborg" (Helmreich 

2009:212-249) insofar as modern dolphin science was concerned. As such, the dolphin 

was always a machine to be copied and rebuilt, and thus simultaneously subordinated to 

humans and granted a special agency by its ontological status as the human's object of 

technological desire. 

I must also note that, in this chapter and in my thesis as a whole, I largely focus 

on the WDP’s attempts to communicate with dolphins using a prosthetic interface at the 

expense of an analysis of their attempts to “decode” the fundamental units of dolphin 

speech (Dolphin Communication: Cracking the Code, minute 17). From a 2014 article in 

Wired Magazine (Solon 2014): 

Starner's computer group is developing a system to decode dolphins' 
natural sounds, which Herzing has been collecting "for decades". 
"These are dolphin vocalisations that are correlated with underwater 
behaviour, or in some cases, individual dolphins. One of the 
mysteries of dolphin communication that remains is whether they 
have complicated sounds and what the fundamental units of sound 
might be in dolphin acoustics," Herzing tells us. 
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One of the main mysteries is whether a single whistle constitutes one 
unit of information or whether it contains multiple units. Until now, 
humans have tended to measure a single whistle as a single unit, 
labelling them "whistle A" and "whistle B". But what if we were 
wrong? 

"If you take a human word it contains phonemes," explains Herzing, 
"If you say FUN and SUN, the f and s are unique units of sound that 
can be used with UN. The combinatorial power of these units is part 
of what makes human language powerful. We simply have not been 
able to look at these kinds of details of dolphins’ sounds in the past 
but computer programs are now making this possible. So essentially 
we are also trying to 'crack the code' of natural dolphin 
communication." 

In order to work this out, the Wild Dolphin Project is collaborating 
with students at Georgia Tech who are developing algorithms and 
programs to work out what some of the fundamental units of sound 
might be in the project's dolphin database. "Once we see if there are 
'units' of combinatorial sounds, we can go back to their underwater 
behaviour and look for patterns of behaviour and other correlations." 

The database of sounds stretches back almost 30 years, and acoustic 
data is mapped with behavioural data -- what were the dolphins 
doing when they were making those sounds. "From the beginning of 
my field work I felt it important to know the individual dolphins, the 
dolphin society, and their own communication system before 
moving to an interface," she says.  

This latter project is an important part of the WDP’s work with Georgia Tech, but a 

proper consideration of it is beyond my scope. It is important to keep in mind that the 

CHAT is just one facet of a two-pronged effort to communicate with dolphins, and that 

the aim of the WDP is to eventually reconcile those two projects that are today separate 

from one another—imaginably, to manufacture a prosthesis that is capable of speaking 

words native to the wild spotted dolphins. Until then, however, the project proceeds with 

one half of Georgia Tech’s efforts devoted to decoding the fundamental units of dolphin 

speech, and the other to developing a human/dolphin interface that uses artificial whistles 

to establish communication between humans and dolphins. My analysis, in focusing on 

the CHAT, is focusing on that latter project; and because the very separation of the two 

projects may be understood as largely provisional, a pragmatic way of dealing with limits 
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that may disappear through the very realization of those two projects, then the object of 

my analysis may be understood as being the particular time in which the WDP’s work 

with the CHAT exists. 

Part 1: The CHAT as prosthesis 

Guiding my analysis in this chapter is a theorization of the CHAT as a prosthesis 

that borrows from Lacan’s objet petit a as well as Deleuze’s “zone of indiscernibility” as 

it is articulated by Brian Massumi. In theorizing the prosthesis as an objet petit a, I follow 

the cultural theorist Gary Genosko, who invokes the objet petit a in his theorization of the 

bug (in the multivalent sense of glitches, insects, and cyborg insects or “cybugs”) as a 

“being toward disappearance” (Genosko 2007:121). The objet petit a serves as a model 

for understanding the ontological characteristics of the prosthesis, while the zone of 

indiscernibility provides a way to theorize the logics by which prostheses (and, 

specifically, human/animal communications interfaces) operate. The characteristic 

modalities of the CHAT (and other human/dolphin interfaces) within this schema are 

those of lack, desire, provisionality, and the maintenance of difference. 

Prosthesis as objet petit a 

Jacques Lacan describes the objet petit a thus (Lacan 1978:103): 

The objet a is something from which the subject, in order to 
constitute itself, has separated itself off as organ. This serves as a 
symbol of the lack...in so far as it is lacking. It must, therefore, be an 
object that is, firstly, separable and, secondly, that has some relation 
to the lack. 

This gloss on the concept provides a helpful way of conceptualizing the nature of 

prosthesis. In the first instance, the subject (in the sense of an opposition between subject 

and object) feels a lack that then urges the prosthesis to come into being. At this moment, 

prior to the material existence of the prosthesis, the prosthesis nonetheless exists as an 

unattained and not-yet-existing object of desire. This desire motivates the subject to bring 

the prosthesis into being. The eventual development of the actual physical prosthesis, 
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however, does not imply the complete filling out of the lack, nor does it a satisfaction of 

that desire that brought it into being; until it is completely perfected (which may never 

occur), the prosthesis is provisional, as the subject seeks to replace it with something that 

can better fill the lack. 

As an objet petit a, the material existence of a prosthesis is contingent upon the 

subject’s perception of a lack as well as the prosthesis’ own ability to fill out that lack; 

and that existence is always provisional, changing over time according to the dynamics of 

the subject’s assessment of its lack (desire) and the subject’s ability to materially 

compensate for that lack. This schematic is a creative extrapolation from Lacan's image, 

meant to outline my own theory of the ontology of prosthesis. The "organ" that is 

"separated off" of the subject refers, in Lacan's original work, to concepts of the phallic 

and of visual desire. Here I choose to interpret the organ in a broader sense aligned with a 

technological posthuman or cyborg corporeality, in which the body is treated as a site of 

transformation and revision. 

Prosthetic coupling as zone of indiscernibility 

The concept of the objet petit a helps to theorize the prosthesis’ contingency upon 

the subject’s desire to fill out a perceived lack in itself, but still absent is a more explicit 

theorization of how the prosthesis operates once it actually exists. I argue that the use of a 

prosthesis produces a zone of indiscernibility between the human and the subject who 

uses it. Within a discussion of animal play-fighting in What Animals Teach Us About 

Politics, Brian Massumi provides the following gloss on the zone of indiscernibility 

(Massumi 2014:6): 

Where the immanent modulation and stylistic deformation 
overlap...the arena of combat and that of play enter into a zone of 
indiscernibility, without their difference being erased. The logics of 
fighting and play embrace each other, in their difference. They 
overlap in their shared gesture, the simplicity of which as a single act 
constitutes their zone of indiscernibility. They overlap in the unicity 
of the performance, without the distinction between them being lost. 
They are performatively fused, without becoming confused. They 
come together without melding together, co-occurring without 
coalescing. The zone of indiscernibility is not a making indifferent. 
On the contrary, it is where differences come actively together. 
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Here Massumi is writing about the difference between play gestures and fighting 

gestures, but via the use of the prosthesis, a similar zone of indiscernibility comes to 

encompass the differences between the subject and its own lack. In the case of the WDP, 

what becomes “performatively fused, without becoming confused” is the human body 

(subject) with the functions of the dolphin body as symbolized by the prosthetic CHAT 

(embodied lack). 

When a researcher wears the CHAT, the functional differences between human 

and dolphin bodies become temporarily suspended, without the actual physical 

differences between those two bodies becoming erased. The human body does not 

become a dolphin body, but it does temporarily play at being one. Even during this 

moment of playful imitation, the differences between human and dolphin bodies remain 

explicit if tightly coupled within the encounter. For example, recall that at any moment 

when a researcher presses a button and prompts the CHAT to transmit an artificial 

whistle through its underwater speaker, the bone-conducting headphones attached to the 

head of the researcher produce the sound of the corresponding word in English (the 

inverse also occurs when the CHAT’s hydrophones pick up a sound that it recognizes). In 

an ideal encounter, a dolphin would hear and understand as a whistle what the human 

researcher hears and understands as an English word.3 The simultaneity of the whistle 

and the English-speaking voice also makes possible an encounter in which two radically 

different species are each communicating to the other in a medium that is indigenous to 

them. Any given moment of “two-way” human-dolphin dialogue thus occurs in a zone of 

indiscernibility, in which a semiotic commensurability between the two species co-occurs 

with a heterogeneity of mediums. The zone of indiscernibility is the space of “two-way” 

dialogue itself, in which radically different species, remaining radically different, 

nonetheless come together with one another. 

                                                
3 Because the whistle is designed to have melodies distinguishable by humans, the 
scientist can also hear and understand the whistle. Herzing reportedly includes the 
English word for ease and efficiency of communication. 
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The dolphin who tried to speak English 

The significance of the WDP’s using this kind of approach may be made more 

clear through a brief comparison with Margaret Howe’s pioneering attempts to establish 

human-dolphin communication in 1963. Margaret Howe was a trainer who worked under 

the pioneering neuroscientist and cetologist John C. Lilly, whose controversial work is 

noted by Herzing as having earned the study of human-dolphin communication a bad 

reputation (Herzing 2011:177). In her experiments, Howe attempted to teach a bottlenose 

dolphin named Peter how to speak words in English. The problem, however, is that, just 

as human bodies lack the ability to easily produce dolphin whistles underwater, so too do 

dolphin bodies lack the ability to produce words in English. Precisely where the WDP’s 

work was sensitive to corporeal difference, Howe’s work was not. 

A consequence of such a corporeally-insensitive approach can be discerned from 

a somewhat uncanny and frankly astonishing recording of Peter attempting to say the 

word “Margaret” (Levy 2014). Because his dolphin mouth could not make “M” sounds, 

he can be heard dipping his mouth underwater and blowing bubbles to replicate the sound 

of that letter. In order to form an utterance to Howe, Peter was compelled to compensate 

for his body’s lack of English-capable organs by using the water as a speech prosthesis, 

while Howe was able to continue using a language compatible with her body as it was. 

Thus a prosthetic zone of indiscernibility still emerged out of the need to fill out a lack, 

but the subject filling out that lack was not the human but the dolphin.  

What is unique about the WDP’s approach to human-dolphin communication, 

then, is not necessarily the fact that speech prostheses are being used to realize the goal. 

As Howe’s attempt to teach a dolphin English makes clear, a speech prosthesis will 

necessarily emerge in a subject’s attempt to compensate for its own body’s lack of a 

capacity to function like the body of the other. Nor is the necessary emergence and use of 

a prosthesis unique to attempts at human-dolphin communication, as early attempts to 

teach chimpanzees how to speak English words make clear. Just like dolphins, 

chimpanzees lack the proper speech organs or habitus necessary to produce English 

words, and no significant progress on establishing human-chimpanzee communication 

was possible until researchers began attempting to use hand signals to achieve the goal 
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(Duignan 2007). In the case of chimpanzees, however, humans did not develop a new 

technological object; rather, they used pre-existing body parts in creative ways. This does 

not contradict my theorization of the prosthesis; rather, it illuminates how the ontology of 

the prosthesis is constituted by its function and its relation to lack. Though the hands of 

the chimp are indigenous to it, it is being taught how to use them in new ways that 

compensate for other corporeal limits, imbuing their use with a prosthetic character. One 

way or another, attempts at establishing communication between humans and certain 

other animals must address the radical corporeal differences that exist between those 

species. 

The WDP’s approach is unique precisely because the human-dolphin prosthesis 

necessary to the encounter is a) being brought into being by the humans to compensate 

for their lack of dolphin organs, rather than by the dolphins to compensate for their lack 

of human organs and b) the prosthesis being brought into being is a piece of high 

technology, not just a new way of using a previously-available material or organ (i.e. 

water, hands, etc.). In the next portion of this chapter, I will explore how the CHAT came 

into being through the WDP’s quest to produce a prosthetic “human/dolphin interface.” 

The development of a “human/dolphin interface” 

Pre-CHAT: Herzing feels a lack 

Throughout the Dolphin Diaries, published shortly before the development of the 

CHAT, Denise Herzing repeatedly reports having felt a need for advanced or “cutting-

edge” technology to realize the goals of the WDP’s “Phase II” work (Herzing 2011:164, 

173, 194, 219, 225, 259). Prior to the development of the CHAT, the WDP first piloted 

the use of underwater keyboards, which “was successful on some levels” 

(wilddolphinproject.org 3) but proved too cumbersome for the WDP’s goals. Herzing 

writes that she “needed to be interacting and looking at the dolphins and the activity 

during Phase II work, not looking at a display or a keyboard” (Herzing 2011:180). To 

achieve a more immediate form of communication between herself and the dolphins, 

Herzing designed a wristband that generated sounds intelligible to the perception of both 

humans and dolphins (ibid): 
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The first equipment I designed was a simple wristband that 
generated tones. I designed the tones with different rhythms, in low-
frequency ranges, because these acoustic signals had to be both 
recognizable to humans and dolphins and within the ability of the 
dolphins to mimic. Humans are good at recognizing rhythm, but not 
at recognizing frequency contours. So I created a variety of tones 
that were short little “melodies” that humans could recognize. The 
wristband, which I could activate without looking, was perfect. 

Note here how the wristband is meant to mutually accommodate the corporeal, 

phenomenological, and practical limits of both humans and dolphins. It is as important 

for the “human/dolphin interface” so sought after by Herzing to not only overcome the 

differences that prevent two-way communication, but to do so efficiently enough that 

something like a conversation between members of the two species can take place. 

The wristband is here deemed “perfect” by Herzing for the way it realizes these 

goals, but it soon becomes clear that a more perfect machine is needed. Herzing recalls a 

moment when a dolphin named Dash had fishing line caught on his tail, a potentially life-

threatening situation (Herzing 2011:184). She notes the difficulty of trying to 

communicate to Dash her intention to remove the wire: “We tried swimming close and 

stretching out our hands. We tried to demonstrate the wire removal on a human.” She 

ends this anecdote of missed connection by gesturing to a lack: “I can’t help thinking that 

if our communication had been much more developed we might have been able to 

communicate our intention to help.” Dash could have been helped if only Herzing knew 

how to talk to him—and, of course, the implication is that the development of such 

communication will be contingent, in part, upon the existence of some as-of-yet 

nonexistent technology. 

Later in the Dolphin Diaries, Herzing articulates the need for a technology that 

prefigures the work the WDP is currently doing with Starner’s team (Herzing 2011:219-

220): 

Flexibly designed, a two-way system could both incorporate natural 
communication signals and mutually agreed-on, but artificial, signals 
that both participant species might utilize. 

Reflecting upon the state of her work in 1998, Herzing here describes the problems that 

the WDP’s work in 2016 is now working to solve. Researchers at the University of 
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California in San Diego (UCSD) and Georgia Tech collaborating with the WDP are 

currently using cognitive analysis and algorithmic database analysis to understand 

dolphin communication and thus pave the way to “incorporate natural communication 

signals” into a two-way communication system (wilddolphinproject.org 6).4 Pending a 

proper understanding of dolphins’ “natural communication signals,” however, the current 

iteration of the CHAT only aims to fulfill the promise of using “mutually agreed-on, but 

artificial, signals that both participant species might utilize.” 

CHAT and beyond: Starner sees an engineering problem 

In October 2015, I attended a joint lecture given by Denise Herzing and Thad 

Starner at Georgia Tech. The lecture presented the work of the WDP, its collaborations 

with Georgia Tech, and the process of developing, using, and improving upon the CHAT. 

About a half hour into the lecture, Starner described the beginnings of the project. He 

recounted his first meeting with Herzing, which was largely focused on the effort to 

decode natural dolphin signals using advanced data-analysis. 

Then he recounted being told about what Herzing called a “side project” to that 

decoding effort, the development of an underwater “box” that would eventually become 

the CHAT (IPaT Georgia Tech 2015): 

[Herzing told me,] let’s create some box where I can have two divers 
in the water and one has a rope or a scarf or something that dolphins 
like to play with, and the first diver can make the sound and request 

                                                
4 From the WDP website: 

For years we have known that dolphins have complex sounds and behavior. WDP 
has a database of underwater sounds and behaviors, collected over the past 26 
years, for this free-ranging community of dolphins.  Two initiatives are currently 
underway. The first is to fully digitize and index our video database to extract 
patterns of communication.  We are collaborating with researchers at the 
University of California in San Diego using advanced frameworks of cognitive 
analysis to begin to look at the complexity of dolphin communication. In addition, 
we are working with a team at Georgia Tech to research the use of multiple 
algorithms designed for unique pattern discovery in dolphin sounds. 
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the rope from the second diver. The second diver hears it, gives the 
rope to the first diver, they can play this game in front of the dolphin 
repeatedly. 

I said, How hard can this be? My group has been making wearable 
computers for twenty-five years. We also run the rapid prototyping 
lab here on campus. Surely we can make a wearable computer that 
would handle this. Of course, I didn’t take into account how badly 
computers handle saltwater. (audience laughs) 

There was something remarkable to me about the confidence that Starner expressed in his 

ability to realize Herzing’s vision. It was true, however, that he had extensive experience 

in creating precisely the category of equipment that Herzing was seeking to manufacture. 

And, in any case, Starner maintained an ironic self-awareness that the WDP’s project was 

maybe more difficult than he had originally bargained for. It is worth noting, however, 

precisely what he cites as having underestimated: the corrosive effects of salt water. In 

my mind, what Starner had underestimated was the difficulty of establishing 

intersubjective communication with another species, but ultimately this was not exactly 

the sphere of Starner’s labor. Rather, the problem Starner was faced with was an 

engineering problem; the conceptual and anthropological problems of coming to know 

dolphins and teaching them how to speak was the domain of Herzing’s work. Starner’s 

latter portion of the talk, then, focused largely on the engineering challenges of 

developing the CHAT, from having to wait a year for obscure companies to manufacture 

new parts to repeatedly testing its waterproof casing. Herzing’s work, of course, is not 

exempt from its own mundane considerations, such as the everpresent problem of 

funding: she reports that “We are constantly looking for funding to help with all her 

fieldwork” (Solon 2014). 

 The development of the CHAT symbolizes an approach to negotiating alterity via 

mechanical engineering. This development process is contingent upon a division of labor 

that gives a group of wearable computing engineers the task of producing a speech 

prosthesis that is sensitive to the capabilities of the dolphin body. Thus the dolphin body 

itself comes to be understood as an engineering problem; or rather, what becomes an 

engineering problem is more precisely the human body’s lack of dolphin-capable organs. 

This is something of an ironic historical re-orientation of attempts made by the US Navy 
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in the 1940s and 1950s to understand how cetaceans apprehended sound in underwater 

environments in order to aid their technological efforts in submarine warfare (Burnett 

2012:537-538). In those early days 

of cetacean science, researchers 

sought to compensate for the 

human’s poor ability to apprehend 

underwater sound by studying and 

imitating the bodies of whales. The 

group at Georgia Tech is now 

doing the same thing, but the aim is 

different. Rather than increasing certain 

humans’ capacity for warfare, Starner and his team are seeking to establish a linguistic 

commensurability between two radically different species. 

At the end of the lecture, Starner mentions the ongoing development of the Super 

CHAT, designed to be smaller than the CHAT and capable of receiving sound 

frequencies that the first machine currently cannot. Thus the provisionality of the 

prosthesis again comes into view, amplified by the accelerationist logics of computer 

engineering. If the CHAT was more perfect than Herzing’s wristband, then the Super 

CHAT will be even more perfect than that. Thus the material prosthesis, as soon as it 

comes into being, already begins to fade from view: what remains constant is the 

functional lack that the prosthesis is meant to compensate for. 

Part 2: Difference and teleology in the evolutionary 

encounter 

Implicit to the ontology of the prosthesis is a sense of teleology—as a tool, it is 

brought into being with its endpoint in mind. This teleology lends the prosthesis a 

provisional nature, so that something like the CHAT is, like Genosko’s prosthetic bug, 

constituted as a “being toward disappearance” (Genosko 2007:121) since it is built with 

its eventual replacement by a Super CHAT in mind. This provisionality could also be 

Dr. Thad Starner presents the Super CHAT at 
Georgia Tech in October 2015 
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understood as lending the prosthesis a double ontology, of (1) functional lack on the one 

hand and (2) actual object on the other. In our ethnographic case, the ontology of the 

functional lack would describe the “human/dolphin interface,” whereas the ontology of 

the actual object would describe the various iterations of that interface, be it the 

underwater keyboard, Herzing’s watch, the CHAT, or the Super CHAT. 

The problem of human-dolphin encounter has for a long time been understood as, 

in part, a problem of evolutionary history. A 1986 book on dolphin cognition dedicates a 

chapter to the "evolutionary and ecological aspects" of dolphin behavior and cognition 

(Eisenberg 1986:261-268). Herzing also invokes evolutionary history as a dimension that 

may help make sense of human-dolphin difference and similarity (Herzing 2011:272-

273): 

How might we begin to recognize other types of intelligence in 
nonprimate species? It is easiest to recognize types of primate 
intelligence primarily because given our common ancestry and 
evolutionary trajectory, we see similar facial expressions and body 
language. However, convergent evolution, the theory that species 
under similar selective pressures reach the same end point, leads us 
to think about other, nonprimate species. There is evidence of 
physical continuity between species, like the hydrodynamically 
efficient streamlined shape of sharks and dolphins. Evidence of 
mental continuity may be found in species faced with parallel social 
politics, individual personalities, and group living, such as dolphins, 
elephants, birds, and, of course, a variety of primates. I suspect we 
will also find emotional continuity in many species. Usually 
evolution and natural selection favor those traits that are adaptive. It 
stands to reason that continuity in intelligence or emotional 
expressions may be adaptive and something more commonly found 
in the natural world than we have been, up until now, willing to 
admit. 

Thus if humans want to be able to understand what it is like to be a dolphin in order to 

communicate with them, then they must have a good understanding of dolphins' 

evolutionary history. In the following section, I examine some of evolutionary history's 

modes of representation, which I argue have paved the way for making more easily 

imaginable a prosthetic interfacing between radically different species. 
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The ambiguity of evolutionary trees 

When comparing the bodies of humans and dolphins, biologists tend to study their 

evolutionary histories in a way that emphasizes continuity and difference. As noted by 

Stefan Helmreich and Gillian Beer, Darwin’s genealogical system for differentiating 

species borrowed the form and narrative technique of the “great Tree of Life” (Darwin 

1859:93) from earlier Victorian practices of family recordkeeping (Helmreich 2009:76-

78; Beer 2000:86). The “mythic potentiality” (ibid) of the tree metaphor lends itself to 

various interpretations and readings of the relationships and origins of life forms to one 

another, as well as the role that time plays in articulating those dynamics.  One reading of 

the tree takes it as a radically non-hierarchical affirmation of both the kinship and the 

diversity of all living beings. Discussing the differences between Darwin and the 

comparative psychologist C. Lloyd Morgan, the philosopher of science Elliott Sober 

suggests that Darwin consciously worked towards a theory of evolution without hierarchy 

or teleology (Sober 2005:91). James G. Lennox, however, argues the opposite, writing 

that Darwin's theory of natural selection was itself fundamentally teleological, even if it 

eschewed the particular theories of teleology that existed in its time (Lennox 1993:409-

418). Lennox also notes, however, that Darwin's theory of evolution was open to 

radically different philosophical interpretations, which he credits to Darwin's public 

silence on the issue (ibid:418).  

The form of the tree often used to communicate evolution has exacerbated the 

ambiguity of the theory's meaning. Trees were, for example, easily put to regressive uses 

by social evolutionism. Writing about Herbert Spencer’s socioevolutionary trees, 

Johannes Fabian notes that the tree “has always been one of the simplest forms of 

constructing classificatory schemes based on subsumption and hierarchy” (Fabian 

1983:15). The idea is that Spencer’s (mis)reading of Darwinian evolution was, in part, 

made possible by the very metaphor used to communicate it. Even if Sober's claim about 

Darwin's nonteleological orientation was correct, it would seem that trees were 

ambiguous enough as to always re-inscribe teleology into the interpretation of evolution. 

Attempts to grasp the difference and continuity between humans, dolphins, and 

other animals are plagued by such representational ambiguities. In a May 2015 article 
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about the WDP and dolphin science in the National Geographic, a chart titled “BRAIN 

EVOLUTION” compares the evolution of human and dolphin brains through an 

evolutionary narrative (Foer 2015:45; figure 1): 

 
figure 1 

In this figure, the difference between humans and dolphins is represented simultaneously 

as an ontological given as well as a historical contingency. They are both given separate 

lines to represent each of them, and these lines seemingly remain separate all the way 

back through history, thus preserving a difference made along species categories. This 

difference fluctuates in degree, however, and is even sometimes collapsed along the axis 

of the “relative brain size” of the two species. These moments of collapse are historical 

zones of indiscernibility, in which the human and the dolphin become indistinguishable 

from one another on one axis while nonetheless remaining irreducibly different from one 

another. The ambiguity of evolutionary meaning emerges from the fact that the two 

species are clearly being compared to one another in a hierarchical fashion. The axis of 

"relative brain size" or encephalization quotient produces a comparison between the two 

species in which one is always either higher than the other or essentially the same as that 

other. 

What is most significant in a chart like this, however, are the gestures made 

towards representing the unique historical trajectories of each species. Note that humans 

and dolphins begin generally the same until the "dolphin ancestor enters water." Dolphin 

brains further differentiate themselves from those of humans when dolphins "develop 

echolocation," and then both humans and dolphins further transform as the result of 

"more social behavior." What comes into view here is a conceptualization of bodies as 

fundamentally unstable things, as becomings whose ontologies change over time as they 



44 

 

incorporate their environment, their behaviors, or even certain of their body parts into the 

whole of their being. Thus a continuity is formed between beings and their environments, 

between beings and the things they do, between beings and other beings. An evolutionary 

body is always caught within a zone of indiscernibility with other bodies and processes, 

one that threatens to collapse into an Agambean "zone of indeterminacy" (Agamben 

2004:37), that liminal space of transformation from animal to human, or more generally 

from one being (animal human, machine, etc.) to another being. The difference here 

between Massumian indiscernibility and Agambean indeterminacy is one of ontological 

stability versus flux. In the former, beings come together in close relationship without 

dissolving into one another. In the latter, beings are caught in-between two or more 

modes of being, and threaten precisely to transform. Beings that complete the process 

instantiated by the zone of indeterminacy become something new and cease being what 

they once were. Evolutionary processes (selective pressures and others) encounter the 

bodies of a species and risk becoming incorporated into them, transforming them into 

new species. The boundary between a body and its environment always threatens to be 

permeated throughout the passage of evolutionary time. 

That dolphins are, despite their evolutionary mutability, nevertheless represented 

in the National Geographic illustration as eternally being dolphins leads to a strange 

contradiction in representation, one that risks reinscribing teleology and a Platonic 

essentialism into the evolutionary narrative. Dolphin evolutionary development is 

represented as a clear and unbroken line labeled "Dolphins," obscuring the gaps that exist 

between evolutionary forms. But even more peculiar is the seemingly innocuous detail of 

referring to an initial form as a "dolphin ancestor." Though this may be an intuitive way 

to describe things, to refer to a dolphin ancestor as such risks inscribing the present into 

the past. The dolphin itself comes to seem like an inevitable outcome, like it was the body 

that its ancestor was always attempting to become. The present manifests as the 

teleological end of the past. 

The dolphin as cyborg 

The evolutionary narrative of dolphins takes on a uniquely technoscientific flavor 

in the way it frames agency. The dolphin in this narrative is something like an engineer of 
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itself, the master manipulating its own body like a tool. Radiating outward onto the social 

institution of dolphin science, one can see that, as far as dolphin scientists were 

concerned, the dolphin was indeed an engineer of itself. Since the very beginning of 

modern dolphin science, dolphins have been analogized with machines and studied by 

engineers like one would study an instruction manual. The historian of science D. 

Graham Burnett reveals that some of the very first dolphin scientists of the mid 1950s 

studied the creatures in order to figure out how to develop better sonar capabilities for 

their submarines (Burnett 2012:541-542): 

The gradual realization of the power and range of the echolocatory 
capabilities of the odontocetes [toothed whales, includes dolphins] 
attracted considerable interest on the part of the navy, since they 
suggested an important avenue of "bionic" research, a term that was 
used for what was seen to be an exciting new intersection of biology 
and engineering: the study of organic systems for the purpose of 
improving technology. Echolocation by marine mammals thus 
constituted an active subspecialty for those interested in studying 
sound under water. This, then, was the discipline of marine 
bioacoustics. 

The discipline of "bioacoustics" is historically remarkable in the way it lent dolphins a 

prosthetic character by using them as a model for mechanical replication. A similar 

process occurred later in the 1990s with insects, which provided a model for 

"biomimetic" technologies designed "by means of analogy, abstraction, and extrication of 

the most promising features of creatures from an engineering perspective" (Genosko 

2007:117).  Clearly, the conceptual transformation of animals into prosthetic organisms is 

not unique to dolphins, though they provide us with a particularly rich historical example 

of the process. 

Take the following passage from a 1961 book by the biologist Winthrop Kellogg, 

who Burnett cites as one of the foundational scientists of bioacoustics (Burnett 2012:539-

540)—in this passage, Kellogg compares the dolphin "meatus" in the ear to a "depth or 

pressure gauge," a human tool (Kellogg 1961:75): 

Even a superficial examination of the ears of the cetaceans suggests 
that they are capable of extraordinary hearing. … They have 
"attained a degree of development practically unknown in the animal 
kingdom," writes Haan (1957, p.21). There is no external pinna, and 
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the meatus of the outer ear is so small that it is difficult to find. This 
tiny canal may remain entirely closed during dives, but even if this is 
so, it should not affect the functioning of the auditory mechanism. 
The pressure waves of the water would be transmitted through the 
body tissues directly to the middle ear. Haan (1957, pp.51-53) 
experimentally demonstrated this fact, using a piece of whale 
blubber. One view is that the meatus and surrounding muscles 
perform the functions of a depth or pressure gauge (Yamada, 1953, 
p.4), which would be a necessary organ for these diving mammals. 

Here, the dolphin meatus becomes a prosthetic objet petit a when it is described as a 

"necessary organ" for the pre-dolphin "diving mammals"—that is to say, the meatus' 

emergence is here described as being necessitated by a lack felt by the dolphin's past 

evolutionary ancestor. And this evolutionary ancestor is thus represented as lacking, in 

the sense that it will be incomplete until it acquires such an organ. The dolphin ancestor 

becomes rhetorically subordinated to the contemporary dolphin itself, and stops being the 

Indohyus (Rauch 2014:24) or even the hypothesized ancestor common to all mammals, 

humans and dolphins alike (Choi 2013), instead becoming the pre-Tursiops truncatus or  

pre-Stenella frontalis, the dolphin struggling to become itself. The dolphin becomes the 

subject that objectifies its own organs in the quest to become itself, like Starner and 

Herzing objectifying metal and plastic in order to become like dolphins. 

In this history, the body of the dolphin became a prosthetic model for both 

present-day humans, who lacked submarines then and a human/dolphin interface today, 

as well as the ancestral pre-dolphins, who lacked organs that would allow them to live 

underwater. The anthropologist Stefan Helmreich uses the phrase "submarine cyborg" to 

refer to the sensory-semiotic continuity formed between the human, the submarine's 

sound technologies, and the underwater environment outside the submarine (Helmreich 

2009:215-222). When considering the history of dolphin science, this prosthetic coupling 

of human, machine, and underwater environment can be understood as the telos of the 

subfield of bioacoustics. Dolphin scientists were instrumental in building a better 

submarine; their contribution was to imagine the dolphin as always-already a "submarine 

cyborg," even in its ancestral form. 
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The contemporary dolphin also looks forward to its own replacement by a better 

machine, thanks to the work of the US Navy's Mine Warfare Branch, who plan to replace 

their fleet of mine-clearing dolphins with robots (Weinberger 2014). Dolphins were 

chosen in the first place because of their unique sensory abilities (ibid): 

The difficulty of finding and clearing mines is why dolphins' 
capabilities are so prized: their use of echolocation to spot objects is 
the biological equivalent of sonar, making them an ideal tool for 
hunting mines. 

In describing dolphins as a "tool" and their echolocation abilities as the "biological 

equivalent of sonar," dolphins again become analogized to military equipment in a very 

direct and instrumental way. The dolphin becomes something like the "soft machine" in 

the paranoid sense of William Burroughs (Burroughs 1961), an organic body become 

mechanized through what Hayles, Haraway, and Deleuze describe as a cybernetic 

ideologies of control (Hayles 1994; Haraway 1983; Deleuze 1992).  

Starner and Herzing follow in this long military tradition of analogizing dolphins 

to machines, even if they choose to employ such analogy to more benign ends. Like the 

early military bioacousticians, they take the bodies of dolphins as a model for 

technological mimicry. But unlike those scientists, Starner and Herzing are not seeking to 

produce a tool that will allow humans to better fight other humans. Rather, they are 

developing a tool that will allow humans to establish two-way communication with wild 

dolphins. As Donna Haraway writes, the trouble with cyborgs "is that they are the 

illegitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism" (Haraway 1983:119). But, 

indeed, "illegitimate offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to their origins" (ibid). So 

we may be able to think of the WDP's work with Georgia Tech as an almost a fullscale 

subversion of the Navy's long historical project of producing better weapons of war by 

mimicking the bodies of dolphins. Instead of trying to produce a human war machine, 

Starner and Herzing try to produce something radically different: a prosthesis for a new 

transhuman community.  





 

 

 

Chapter 3: The Politics of Human-Dolphin 

Pedagogy  

In the previous chapter I examined the prosthetic qualities of the CHAT itself, but 

as Herzing emphasized at Georgia Tech last October, what is of interest with the CHAT 

is not just the technology manifested in the box, but the actual technique of its use (IPaT 

Georgia Tech 2015). The CHAT is nothing without its attendant project of establishing 

two-way communication between humans and dolphins. In order to realize their goal, 

then, and pending future decoding of natural dolphin communication signals, the WDP 

has devised a linguistic pedagogy meant to produce something like a common human-

dolphin language. In these early stages of the CHAT’s use, the WDP has programmed it 

to play a set of “artificial sounds” (wilddolphinproject.org 4) out of its underwater 

speaker. These sounds are referential signals in the form of artificial dolphin whistles, 

each meant to correspond with four different concepts, three of them objects the dolphins 

use to play (scarf, rope, and a type of seaweed called sargassum) and one a playful 

activity the spotted dolphins do with the researchers’ boat (a bow ride) (IPaT Georgia 

Tech 2015). The whistles are specially designed to be a) distinguishable from one another 

by both dolphin and human ears5 b) distinct from anything the dolphins are observed to 

produce (as the WDP phrases it, “outside of their repertoire”) and c) reproducible by the 

bodies of the dolphins. Because dolphins are known to be capable both of mimicking 

whistles and of associating sounds with objects (wilddolphinproject.org 4), the WDP 

hopes that by repeatedly playing the CHAT’s whistles while also interacting with those 

whistles’ referents (e.g. by repeatedly playing the “scarf” whistle while throwing a scarf 

to a dolphin), those dolphins will “learn the functional use of these whistle mimics when 

                                                
5 The bone-conducting headphones of the CHAT, which produce in a researcher’s head 
the corresponding English word for each artificial whistle, obviate the need for the 
whistles to be distinguishable to human ears. The WDP nonetheless persists in using 
whistles with clearly distinguishable (for humans) prosodic features (i.e. melodic shape), 
perhaps for the sake of other researchers not wearing the CHAT. 
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interacting with researchers in the water” (wilddolphinproject.org 3). In short: with the 

help of the invention of an underwater wearable computer, the humans of the WDP have 

produced the beginnings of a common language for humans and dolphins, and are now in 

the process of trying to teach it to wild spotted dolphins through a process of play.  

One day in August 2013, Herzing was in the water when her bone-conducting 

headphones played her the word “sargassum.” Since, at the time, she was the only 

researcher in the water wearing a CHAT, this indicated that a dolphin had produced the 

WDP’s whistle. Several news outlets claimed that this event constituted a translation of 

dolphin speech (Hodson 2014, Griffiths 2014, Fang 2014, Nassivera 2014, Turner 2014), 

but the reality of the situation is much more ambiguous. Herzing reports that it is 

unknown whether or not the dolphin “knew what it was saying when it put out this 

whistle,” if it was “mimicking the whistle,” or even if the CHAT had simply misheard 

(wilddolphinproject.org 3). Herzing largely discounts this final possibility, noting that the 

CHAT had been “rigorously tested” (ibid). A problem of hermeneutics still remained, 

however. What did the dolphin do when it made the sargassum whistle? Did the dolphin 

speak? And, if so, did the dolphin know what it was saying? Or was the dolphin just 

repeating what it heard? 

The inscrutability of the sargassum event illuminates several problems endemic to 

the quest for human-animal communication, particularly for contexts in which humans 

attempt to teach language to animals. In this chapter I examine the place a linguistic 

pedagogy has in the WDP's work. It is important to again emphasize that this pedagogy is 

only one part of a two-pronged strategy for realizing the goal of establishing two-way 

communication. The second part of this strategy involves the development and use of 

computational techniques to "decode" and "decipher" communication systems indigenous 

to the dolphins themselves (wilddolphinproject.org 6). Lacking an understanding of 

something like a native dolphin language, however, the WDP has nonetheless gone ahead 

and begun attempts at using the CHAT to communicate with dolphins in the field. I begin 

this chapter by presenting some of the problems posed by human-animal language 

pedagogy and some of the expression of these problems throughout the history of dolphin 

science. Then I examine some of the solutions the WDP has provided to these problems. 
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The WDP is perhaps unique in its field for very seriously attempting to respect the 

subjectivity of dolphins in both their theory and practice. In the first chapter, I examined 

some of the ethico-political claims made by the WDP and Thomas I. White on the basis 

of dolphins' social and cognitive capacity. After establishing the problems posed by 

pedagogy, in this chapter I then turn towards the WDP's emphasis on dolphin "wildness" 

as well as their commitment to "non-invasive research." I argue that these concepts serve 

to orient the WDP's interactions with wild dolphins towards an ethical relationship, 

specially attuned to the preservation of the differences between humans and dolphins. 

The problems of pedagogy 

The fact that human-animal communication is typically worked towards by way 

of humans teaching animals how to speak raises several problems. In the first instance, 

one becomes concerned that when animals speak, they are not authentically 

communicating, but rather only reflecting back sounds or other sorts of signals they have 

been taught to imitate. Such a concern is clearly evident when the psychologist David 

Premack, in his 1986 Gavagai!: the Future History of the Animal Language Controversy, 

argues that "Conversation is a skill that goes far beyond that of producing novel 

sentences. Animals that never master the complexities of conversation may nonetheless 

create sentences" (Premack 1986:28). Here a clear distinction is made between speech 

that emerges from the interlocutor's interior mind, and speech that does not. The 

connection between intelligence and speech is also evident in Gregory Bateson's 

digression about animal trainers in his discussion of cetacean communication (Bateson 

1972:369): 

Let me now consider for a moment the art of the animal trainer. 
From conversations with these highly skilled people—the trainers of 
both dolphins and guide dogs—my impression is that the first 
requirement of a trainer is that he must be able to prevent the animal 
from exerting choice at the level of step 4 [of a set of steps for 
discriminating animal intelligence; step 4 notes that the dolphin, 
recognizing what it is that an animal trainer wants it to do, may still 
choose whether or not to carry out the task]. It must continually be 
made clear to the animal that, when he knows what is the right thing 
to do in a given context, that is the only thing he can do, and no 
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nonsense about it. In other words, it is a primary condition of circus 
success that the animal shall abrogate the use of certain higher levels 
of his intelligence. The art of the hypnotist is similar. 

 In this view, something like a dolphin speaking a whistle invented by a human to signify 

"sargassum" may ironically just as easily be read as an act indicating low intelligence (or 

at least the inhibition of intelligence) as it could indicate high intelligence. But what 

exactly is intelligence? Provocatively, intelligence in this context seems to carry with it 

meanings of will, agency, and identity. In this sense, gauging the intelligence of an 

animal is always at the same time gauging the dynamics of power between the humans 

and animals in question. The above quoted scenario is especially striking in the way that, 

by comparing the language researcher to an animal trainer, a circus trainer (Bateson 

1972:369-370), and even a hypnotist, Bateson thus strongly sets human-animal language 

pedagogy in an arena of conflict and control. In this context, by analogy, when the animal 

speaks, it is following a researcher's forceful command. The animal is then not just 

mindlessly imitating signs it encounters—more perniciously, the animal rather becomes 

something like a puppet to the human researcher, dutifully carrying out the commands of 

the master's hands. The animal "speaks" because it is made to speak. In both 

interpretations of animal speech, the interior volition of the animal is put into question, 

but it is only in the latter that questions of power come to the fore. 

The problem of control is not unique to human-animal language pedagogy, but 

rather endemic to human language pedagogy as well as pedagogy in general. Deleuze and 

Guattari give one account of this situation when they argue that the teacher "does not so 

much instruct or 'insign,' give orders or commands" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987:75). In 

this account, the teacher "imposes upon the child semiotic coordinates" and installs in 

them "order-words" (ibid:75-76) which internalize control within the student's mind. The 

influential theorist of critical pedagogy Paulo Freire gives a similar account when he 

criticizes the "banking concept" of education (Freire 1968:245): 

It is not surprising that the banking concept of education regards 
men as adaptable, manageable beings. The more students work at 
storing the deposits entrusted to them, the less they develop the 
critical consciousness which would result from their intervention in 
the world as transformers of that world. The more completely they 
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accept the passive role imposed on them, the more they tend simply 
to adapt to the world as it is and to the fragmented view of reality 
deposited in them. 

The capability of banking education to minimize or annul the 
students' creative power and to stimulate their credulity serves the 
interests of the oppressors, who care neither to have the world 
revealed nor to see it transform... 

In both of these pessimistic accounts of the power dynamics of pedagogy, the teacher is 

imagined to be violently invading the subjective interiority of the student in order to 

replace it with one amenable to the teacher's own interests. Note also that in these 

accounts, the student is alternately imagined as being something like a machine 

programmed by the teacher (the teacher as engineer), and, more explicitly, as a child 

being formed and led by the teacher (the teacher as parent). Deleuze & Guattari's 

imagined student receiving order-words, for one, is a child. Premack, in multiple sections 

of his book on human-animal language pedagogy, looks toward language acquisition in 

human children to make sense of language acquisition in animals (Premack 1986:28, 40-

45). And in an introduction to Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed written by Donaldo 

Macedo, the word "pedagogy" itself is shown to etymologically imply the leading of 

children (Freire 1968:25). The student is inherently infantilized in relation to the teacher 

by virtue of being a student. This dynamic only heightens the anxiety of control in the 

pedagogical relation. In all of these cases, what comes into view as the danger of 

pedagogy is the danger that the student will lose their ontological sovereignty and 

transform into a double of the teacher's desire. 

The anxiety that students may simply be mutated reflections of their teachers' 

desire does not manifest solely as an ethical concern, but, in the world of human-dolphin 

communication, also as something more deeply entwined with desire. It is an anxiety 

defined by a profound longing for deep contact with a truly alien other, an event often 

imagined as something that would dispel a lonesome solipsism inherent to the condition 

of humanity. At the end of her book The Dolphin in the Mirror, the dolphin researcher 

Diana Reiss makes such longing explicit at the same time that she denies feeling it herself 

(Reiss 2011:241-242): 
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In 1960 Eiseley wrote a beautiful essay called "The Long 
Loneliness," which begins "There is nothing more alone in the 
universe than man." Our supposed "loneliness" was the result of the 
widespread belief of the time that only humans possessed rational, 
thinking minds and high-caliber intelligence. This left our species 
alone on an intellectual pinnacle, unable to communicate our 
thoughts and feelings to any other creature despite a strong desire to 
do so.  … 

Eiseley's inspiration for the essay had been John Lilly's work on 
dolphins and his ideas about their large, complex brains and inferred 
high intelligence, which offered a possible pathway to ending the 
long loneliness. … 

I read the essay in my early days as a graduate student, and it was 
very influential in my thinking. Yet I have never experienced the 
kind of loneliness to which Eiseley refers. I have always felt an 
abundance of life and intelligence around me in nature. 

Though Reiss herself here reports not feeling such pathos over the relationship between 

humans and animals, many do, especially when they wish to establish an intensive 

"communication" between the two. The fact that human-animal communication tends to 

be made possible by way of pedagogy exacerbates this situation. If an animal could 

speak, when speaking to humans it may only be able say the things that humans wanted it 

to say—that is, humans may never be able to truly speak to animals, but only to speak to 

themselves. The solipsistic character of human-animal communication becomes poetic in 

the detail in a Daily Mail article about the "sargassum" event that "When the dolphin 

'said' sargassum, Dr Herzing heard her own voice because the machine translated the 

unique whistle as 'sargassum'" (Daily Mail 2014). Hearing the voice of the other in her 

bone-conducting headphones as a translation in her own voice, Herzing becomes like the 

prisoner of Plato's cave, perpetually unable to break free of an interpretive apparatus she 

herself has built. 

It is unknown to me whether or not Herzing consciously feels a strong pathos in 

regards to her task, but such pathos is implicit to the very project of the WDP, as it is to 

another project to communicate with radically alien others: the Search for Extraterrestrial 

Intelligence (SETI). SETI's quest to establish communication with extraterrestrials is an 

ongoing international effort that began in the 1950s (Peters 1999:247). As mentioned 
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previously in the introduction, John Lilly had much contact himself with SETI 

researchers and felt comradery with them (Burnett 2013:612), and Herzing has also 

expressed to SETI researchers that she may have become an astrobiologist had she not 

been a dolphin researcher (SETI Institute 2013), suggesting a deep affective kinship 

between the quest to communicate with aliens and the quest to communicate with 

dolphins. But one thing that importantly differentiates attempts to speak with dolphins 

from attempts to speak with aliens is a sense that the former project may be more possible 

than the latter. Indeed, in the 2015 National Geographic article about the WDP's work, 

the author says of dolphins that "they're a kind of alien intelligence sharing our planet—

watching them may be the closest we'll come to encountering ET" (Foer 2014:51). Yet 

such statements are still marked by a profound longing to communicate, as well as a 

sense that communication does not currently exist and may, in the final instance, remain 

impossible to establish. Thus the National Geographic article ends with the following 

account (ibid:54): 

"It's not inconceivable that if the dolphins understand that we're 
trying to use symbols, that they would try to show us something," 
Herzing says later, back on board the Stenella [the WDP's research 
boat]. "Or imagine if they started using our word for sargassum 
amongst themselves." 

For now that still feels like a distant dream. The CHAT box never 
registers any mimicking during this hour-long encounter. "It's all 
about exposure, exposure, exposure," says Herzing. A tall order 
when you're a human on a boat trying to link up with wild dolphins 
for a brief chat in a vast ocean. 

"They're curious. You can see them starting to put it together," she 
says. "I keep waiting for them to trigger," she says. "I keep waiting 
to hear a female voice in my headphones saying, 'Scarf!' You can 
almost see them calculating in their eyes, trying to work it out. If 
only they'd give me some acoustical feedback." 

The feedback may be there, just not in a form anyone can make 
sense of yet. Nereide [a dolphin] had draped the sargassum over her 
tail as she floated casually through the water, finally shaking it off 
and then blowing a big, playful bubble. 
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After an hour in the water with us, the dolphins began to lose 
interest. As Nereide turned to leave, she made one final long, 
mysterious whistle, looked back at us, and then swam off into the 
blue darkness and disappeared. 

Here the task of communicating with dolphins comes to seem extremely difficult and 

nearly impossible, "a tall order" for small creatures within "a vast ocean." The task also 

comes to seem extremely frustrating, and though the humans in this excerpt seem 

relatively level-headed, their desire to hear the dolphin speak is palpable. Herzing 

mentions the dolphin's eyes, anxious that she might be projecting meaning onto them, 

saying that one can "almost" perceive in them a struggle to speak. At the end of this 

account, the dolphin gives a signal, but it is inscrutable, a "mysterious whistle" that 

cannot be read for meaning. The dolphin then swims off and disappears "into the blue 

darkness," leaving Herzing and the reporter alone with a desire for meaningful speech. "If 

only they'd give me some acoustical feedback," Herzing says—if only the dolphins would 

say something intelligible, and mean what they say. If only, if only, if only. 

Of course, as I write this, dolphins finally have given feedback in the form of a 

"sargassum" whistle. But did they really speak, or did they imitate the humans? If they 

spoke, did they really mean what they said, or were they just trying to please the humans? 

If they meant what they said, was this intention born from the dolphins themselves, or 

was it implanted into them by the humans who taught them how to speak? These are the 

sorts of fraught questions that emerge from the human-animal pedagogic encounter. 

Ironically, the very pedagogic method by which humans attempt to communicate with 

animals threaten to place themselves at the center of the relationship, thus erasing the 

very otherness that makes such communication uniquely desirable. 

Wildness 

One way that the WDP attempts to work outside the problems of pedagogy is by 

emphasizing and respecting the "wildness" of the Stenella frontalis being taught. The 

wildness of dolphins is central to the whole of Herzing’s research, interspecies language 

pedagogy, and ethical program. Wildness is in the very name of the WDP, and in the 
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"vision" statement of their website, they note that the WDP seeks to "observe, document 

and report the natural, underwater, social lives of wild dolphins" (wilddolphinproject.org 

5). Wildness also opens up the Dolphin Diaries, with an epigraph quoting Henry David 

Thoreau that "In wildness is the preservation of the world" (Herzing 2011:xviii). This 

emphasis on dolphins’ wildness is a unique conceptual and instrumental technique for 

negotiating the difference and similarity between humans and dolphins, one that invites 

comparison with the technique examined in the first chapter of establishing an 

equivalence between humans and dolphins as both being “people” by virtue of each 

having similar cognitive and social capacities. Unlike the concept of personhood, which 

emphasizes a shared attribute between humans and dolphins, the concept of wildness 

precisely articulates the alterity of dolphins to humans.  What is striking, then, is that 

wildness, just as much as personhood, seems to produce an ethical command to not harm 

dolphins. The ethical command of wildness operates by a different logic, however: where 

the command to protect dolphins-as-people works by extending the boundaries of the 

human community to include dolphins, the command to protect dolphins-as-wild-beings 

works precisely by way of an exclusion of the dolphin from the community of humans. 

Because dolphins are essentially different from humans, they deserve a) to live life as 

they would without human intervention and b) to remain ontologically distinct from 

humans, even in the event of encounter. 

The wild dolphin and the problem of captivity 

One detail that marks the WDP's linguistic pedagogy as unique is the space in 

which it is carried out: in the ocean, where the Stenella frontalis live. Up until now, the 

most promising attempts to communicate with dolphins occurred in the laboratory, using 

captive dolphins (Herzing 2011:218). Herzing, however, is a strong advocate against the 

human practice of capturing dolphins and keeping them in captivity. Her advocacy 

against the captive use of dolphins uses familiar arguments regarding the unnaturalness of 

animal captivity. As the political geographers Neo & Ngiam note, the debate over 

whether or not animal captivity is acceptable hinges on a set of questions about nature 

and harm (Neo and Ngiam 2014:236). This debate leads one to ask certain questions 
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about dolphins, such as: What exactly is the “nature” of these animals in question? What 

kinds of beings are they? And what kinds of needs do they have? 

 An answer to these questions appears as a subentry for the entry “dolphins” in the 

index to the Dolphin Diaries: “dolphins…fully dolphins only in their own habitat” 

(Herzing 2011:307). This is a stark ontological formula with important ramifications, 

both political and epistemological (Herzing 2011:218): 

Perhaps because of expediency, control, and access, the most serious 
efforts for interspecies interaction have occurred in laboratory 
settings. The current paradigms of science barely allow for the 
emergence of interspecies investigation. Interaction with dolphins is 
a particularly sensitive issue to many who would shun the concept of 
a nonhuman intelligence. Although studies of captive species can be 
productive for some aspects of cognitive and language work, I 
believe that a species is not studied to its full potential if studied only 
outside its natural environment. A dolphin is only a dolphin in its 
ocean habitat surrounded by members of its own society and dealing 
with the everyday issues of dolphin life such as foraging, mating, 
and socializing. 

Here Herzing positions the wildness of dolphins as the precondition to coming to know 

them. If the dolphin one studies is not wild—by which she means not living “in its ocean 

habitat surrounded by members of its own society and dealing with the everyday issues of 

dolphin life”—then that dolphin will have nothing to teach the researcher about what 

makes a dolphin a dolphin. This answer follows a familiar line of thought, one that 

expresses the philosophy that underlies the practice of anthropological ethnography. As 

Madden writes (Madden 2014:281): 

…ethnography retains its value to social scientists through the very 
strengths that Malinowski (1922) identified way back in his 
Trobriand days. Being with people, in their time and space, in all 
their strangeness, and in their mundane and quotidian flow, is still 
one of the most valued ways to build a qualitative understanding of 
the particulars and generalities of the human condition. 

In Herzing’s case, wildness exists as a precondition for being able to be with dolphins “in 

their time and space, in all their strangeness, and in their mundane and quotidian flow.” 

The dolphin is figured as a social and biological being coextensive with its environment. 
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The study of captive dolphins is just that: the study of captive dolphins, not dolphins as 

such. 

The issue becomes more profoundly ethical in Herzing’s second mention of her 

ontological formula (Herzing 2011:283): 

Dolphins belong in the wild. An average spotted dolphin travels 
around ten to twenty miles a day, has a large network of friends and 
family, and invests years in teaching young dolphins how to survive. 
Dolphins teach their young complex skills ranging from feeding, 
babysitting, and negotiating the fine lines of dolphin behavior. A 
dolphin can only reach the true potential of a healthy, normally fully 
actuated individual in the wild. 

Striking examples of the long-term effects of captures on wild 
dolphins exist. One is from the resident bottlenose dolphin 
community in Sarasota Bay, Florida, when such activities were 
allowed. Over the course of years of severe capture activity, gaps 
have emerged where young female dolphins are clearly missing from 
the reproductive pool. In a pod of killer whales in the Pacific 
Northwest, whales born between 1960 and 1970, almost an entire 
generation of orca was taken to captivity (or died in the attempt). 
These examples of captured individuals represent true gaps in their 
wild societies and because they are slow reproducing mammals, 
could cause their eventual demise. 

Herzing’s arguments here against dolphin captivity are contingent upon a theorization of 

the dolphin as having a humanlike subjectivity as well as a genuine interest in their health 

and well-being. She lays out the argument even more starkly at the very end of her book 

(Herzing 2011:290-291): 

Ultimately we gain the most complete understanding of wild 
dolphins by watching them in their natural environment, the ocean. I 
wish that every dolphin might have the ability for a rich and dynamic 
life in the wild. Every dolphin captured for captivity, killed in a 
fishing net or hunt, or poisoned in an oil spill is a Romeo, a Caroh, 
or a Little Gash. Every dolphin is someone’s mother, brother, or 
friend. I wish them to be always in their world, on their terms, where 
they belong, in the wild. 

If we take the idea of dolphin personhood seriously, then the practice of captivity should 

indeed horrify many of us. What a concept of personhood does is transform the capture 

of animals into the kidnapping of people, just as it transforms the killing of animals into 
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the murder of people. As Haraway writes, “To make Man merely killable is the height of 

moral outrage; indeed, it is the definition of genocide” (Haraway 2008:78).  This same 

moral logic that for Herzing prohibits the killing of dolphins also prohibits their capture.  

But the moral claims made with the “wild dolphin” hinge as much upon dolphins’ 

radical difference as they do their fundamental similarity to humans. Special attention 

must be paid to the last two sentences of her book, which reiterate two common slogans 

of the WDP.6 The first of the two, that “every dolphin is someone’s mother, brother, or 

friend,” uses human kinship terms to strongly argue for the ontological equivalence 

between humans and dolphins, which entail certain moral responsibilities. But the second 

one, that dolphins must be allowed to live “in their world, on their terms,” argues that, 

however similar dolphins may be to humans, certain differences will always prevent them 

from living in common with humans. In a very literal sense, this means that dolphins 

cannot live in spaces which humans normally live, such as on the land, and that to expect 

them to do so (as scientists who study dolphins in captivity do) is to violently invade their 

sovereign difference. 

Towards a “noninvasive” research 

Herzing’s advocacy against dolphin captivity prescribes a form of research that 

calls upon humans to do their best to respect the agency of dolphins. Herzing describes 

this as a “noninvasive model” of research (Herzing 2011:286): 

Spending time with dolphins, as individuals and as a culture, is 
probably as close as we can get to an understanding of the dolphin 
mind. I am always touched when a member of the public approaches 
me to thank me not only for my work but how I do my work. A 
noninvasive model, that incorporates another species freely as a 
participant, may be rare, but it is much needed. 

Noninvasive research, importantly, does not imply a research in which humans and 

animals do not come into contact with one another, but precisely one that “incorporates 

                                                
6 One can be found on a tweet mentioned elsewhere in this thesis (“I Wonder Why "Japan 
#Taiji Is so Busy Slaughtering Mothers & Sons…”), and the other is the slogan of the 
WDP, decorating the front page of their website as well as the brochures handed out at 
the October 2015 lecture given at Georgia Tech. 
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another species freely.” So what is noninvasive about it? On the one hand, the WDP's 

commitment to noninvasiveness implies that they will abstain from practices of capture 

and tagging; in this sense, the WDP is here doing its best to respect the boundaries of the 

dolphin body. Noninvasiveness, however, is not just about maintaining a distance 

between the bodies of humans and dolphins, but in forming a close intersubjective 

relationship between the two animals in a socially responsible manner. 

Donna Haraway's analysis of the baboon researcher Barbara Smuts provides some 

helpful reflection on what a socially responsible multispecies relationship might consist 

of (Haraway 2008:23-24): 

She wanted to get as close as possible to the baboons to collect data 
to address her research questions; the monkeys wanted to get as far 
away from her threatening self as possible. Trained in the 
conventions of objective science, Smuts had been advised to be as 
neutral as possible, to be like a rock, to be unavailable, so that 
eventually the baboons would go on about their business in nature as 
if data-collecting humankind were not present. Good scientists were 
those who, learning to be invisible themselves, could see the scene 
of nature close up, as if through a peephole. The scientists could 
query but not be queried. People could ask if baboons are or are not 
social subjects, or ask anything else for that matter, without any 
ontological risk either to themselves, except maybe being bitten by 
an angry baboon or contracting a dire parasitic infection, or to their 
culture’s dominant epistemologies about what are named nature and 
culture. 

Haraway goes on to note that this tactic of becoming neutral or invisible did not work, 

that baboons did not become “habituated” to her inactive presence. The situation only 

changed when she became responsive to their social cues and played at being a baboon 

(Haraway 2008:24-25): 

Smuts began adjusting what she did—and who she was—according 
to the baboons’ social semiotics directed both to her and to one 
another. “I…in the process of gaining their trust, changed almost 
everything about me, including the way I walked and sat, the way I 
held my body, and the way I used my eyes and voice. I was learning 
a whole new way of being in the world—the way of the baboon…” 
… The result was that the baboons treated her more and more as a 
reliable social being who would move away when told to do so and 
around whom it might be safe to carry on monkey life without a lot 
of fuss over her presence. 
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Herzing’s experience nearly 

replicates Smuts’, with the crucial 

difference that she reports having 

built a positive rapport with the 

dolphins she is studying. Herzing 

is always emphasizing that if we 

wish to come to do anything with 

dolphins, we must have their trust. 

In the pedagogic encounter, she 

increases the agency of the dolphin 

even more, and affirms that if we 

want to teach them how to speak, we must have their interest (Herzing 2011:179). Thus 

techniques are used to keep the dolphins “captive” in a non-invasive manner—that is, 

they use techniques to get the dolphins’ attention. Consequently, much of the pedagogy 

literally takes the form of play. They use play objects to attract the dolphins’ attention, 

and, in more recent engineering work, they even devise the production of new high-tech 

toys for the dolphins to play with, one of them a robotic submarine designed by one of 

Starners’ graduate student classes (IPaT Georgia Tech 2015). 

The ludic character of the human-dolphin encounter fosters a logic of "mutual 

inclusion" in Brian Massumi's sense (Massumi 2014:1-54). According to Massumi, the 

act of play urges us to rethink the human as a distinct sort of being that is nonetheless 

"immanent to animality" (Massumi 2014:3). The play that occurs between WDP 

researchers and wild Stenella frontalis places both creatures in a zone of indiscernibility 

in regards to one another, which may be distiniguished from the “zone of indeterminacy” 

that is produced by Agamben’s “anthropological machine” (Agamben 2004:37). This 

zone of indeterminacy may be glossed as a condition of ontological liminality, in which 

beings risk crossing from being human to being animal and thus becoming excluded from 

the human political community. Herzing’s noninvasive model of research that “freely 

incorporates another species freely as a participant” through play and the use of 

dolphinlike communication signals operates much more along the lines of Massumi’s 

logic of mutual inclusion, since it does not require that the dolphin transform its ontology 

Dr. Thad Starner presenting the Dolphin Sub at Georgia Tech 

in October 2015 
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nor sublimate its desire in order to engage with humans. Rather, dolphins may remain 

dolphins, and humans may remain humans. 

Is it thus possible, however, to design a pedagogy that keeps teacher and student 

fully ontologically separate? As I explored in my second chapter, the very form of 

communicational encounter imagined by the WDP is contingent upon a transcendence of 

the corporeal limitations of humans vis-à-vis dolphins. In some sense, the human has 

been transformed into something else by adapting to dolphinlike ways of being and 

communicating, just as the dolphin has been transformed into something else by being 

implanted with human-invented speech forms. Neither creature is truly free of 

“ontological risk” in this sort of encounter. Thus we should not imagine that there could 

be such an intimate encounter between humans and dolphins that would leave either of 

the two unchanged. In practice, the WDP seems to be attuned to this basic fact, and 

operates in a way that mitigates the ontological demands it makes upon wild dolphins 

without falling into the trap of thinking that pure separation between the two ways of 

being may be possible or even desirable. 

 

 

How do we sound the difference between a desire and a demand? Though the 

WDP has attempted to configure their pedagogy in a way that respects the sovereignty of 

dolphin agency and being, questions about the true purpose of the research remain. 

Though dolphins are not being forced to do anything they do not want to do, the case 

remains that the WDP would really like it if the dolphins engaged in the Phase II work 

would follow the humans' lead and talk back to them. Whatever the humans in this 

encounter do, no matter how respectful it is of ontological boundaries, they do it with the 

aim of directing the dolphins towards a desired outcome. These dolphins may be said to 

have been interpellated in Althusser's sense (Althusser 1971), hailed and enlisted into 

human projects of community-building that exist and operate at larger scales than do the 

dolphins or even the human researchers involved in the pedagogic encounter. Whether or 

not they understand or feel burdened by it, these dolphins have been saddled with the task 

of making themselves available to humans and including themselves into their social 

network. 
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For the dolphins to include themselves into a distinctly humanly contrived and 

initiated social network through "two-way communication" means also to include 

themselves into a humanlike ontological category, no matter how noninvasive the 

methods of this inclusion are. Given the life-or-death stakes that Herzing and others 

ascribe to such ontological inclusion, it would seem that there is a strong imperative for 

dolphins to follow humans in the various projects of expanding scientific knowledge of 

animals as well as expanding the political category of the cognitive subject. The sense of 

a responsibility on dolphins' part becomes most vivid during a discussion of dolphin 

agency vis-a-vis cross-species intelligence tests (Herzing 2011:272): 

What if an individual just isn't in the mood to take a test? Trainers in 
many facilities both talk about and recognize individual dolphins and 
their personalities; animal personality is an emerging area of study in 
many species including dolphins, horses, and even octopuses. In 
cognitive tests some individual dolphins are recognized as 
"ambassadors," those who are quick and willing to work with an 
artificial system of testing. In my own two-way work in the wild, 
Caroh, Tink, and Rosepetal proved to be the ambassadors of the 
group, adapting their schedule and their friendships to pursue 
another worldly interest. It is likely that most social mammals are 
unique individuals who may cope with and handle problems 
differently. So when we are measuring intelligence we might 
consider whom we are measuring, not just what species we are 
measuring. We must take into account the appropriateness of the 
test, and the individual that is tested, if we really want to unravel the 
minds of other species. 

Here, Herzing appropriates the language of geopolitics to make sense of the emergent 

relationship between humans and dolphins. Certain of these dolphins are "ambassadors," 

more interested in two-way work than other dolphins. But what are they ambassadors of? 

Herzing is not alone in using this language to describe human-dolphin relationships; 

adding to Donna Haraway’s notion of a mutually respectful recognition of “significant 

otherness” as well as Latourian notions of expanded nonhuman agency, the political 

geographers Scott and Jennifer describe spaces of multispecies interaction, and 

particularly those spaces of human-dolphin interaction, as “embassies” of transspecies 

ambassadorship (Scott and jenifer 2013:8). But what do embassies and ambassadors 

imply? In our case, the WDP’s language of ambassadorship, coupled with their constant 
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evocation of a uniquely dolphin “world,” may lead one to imagine the existence of 

something like a dolphin territory or nation-state that must reckon how to form a pact 

with the typically imperialistic human species. In her paper to the 2013 American 

Cetacean Society, Herzing has admitted that humans and cetaceans are in conflict—

alluding to the long and continuing history of human violence against whales and 

dolphins—but then affirmed that they do not "have to be" in such conflict (Herzing 

2013:4). In this sense, communication would be a large step towards dolphin salvation 

from a war they never asked for. I wonder, as I am sure that others do, whether or not 

these Stenella frontalis are aware of the gravity of the task they have been given. 

 

Conclusion: A prosthetic anthropology 

Throughout this chapter, I have attempted to elucidate some of the political 

ramifications of the human-dolphin CHAT language pedagogy by situating it within the 

WDP's broader discourses of dolphin wildness and noninvasive research. Wildness, in 

this regard, could be read as a discourse that paradoxically affirmed both the fundamental 

similarity and radical difference between the ontologies of humans and dolphins, with 

equally paradoxical ramifications for the forms of relationship that the two types of 

beings could hope to engage in with one another.  

The marriage of difference and similarity vis-a-vis humans in dolphin wildness 

becomes perhaps the most explicit and confounding when, in the first chapter of the 

Dolphin Diaries, Herzing first articulates the idea that dolphins, like humans, have 

something called "culture" (Herzing 2011:25): 

Dolphins have evolved very parallel, yet different, cultures to be 
explored. Just beneath their raw behavior and individual skin 
patterns are individual minds and personalities unique both to their 
society and likely, to this solar system. It is that depth that fascinated 
me when I was twelve years old and continued to do so this summer. 
Layer the dolphins' daily patterns, routines, feeding, courting, and 
fighting behavior with a complex group of individuals, and you get a 
species living in a choice filled, fun-filled, challenge-filled, fully 
actuated life. This is the life of a wild dolphin. It is a life we know 
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little about, being aliens ourselves to such an aquatic environment, 
but one I wanted to explore. 

This passage is the fullest articulation Herzing gives of her often-invoked concept of 

dolphin culture. Most important in this articulation is the way she manages to evoke a 

communicable similarity across species that nonetheless allows for those species to 

remain profoundly different from one another. Culture is here, in some sense, an analogy 

for difference itself, pointing to the diversity of ways of being in the world that exist not 

only between humans and dolphins but also within humans and dolphins themselves. 

Culture is also operates as an articulation of a particularly anthropological desire for 

tracing out the contours of difference while simultaneously working to cross them; 

indeed, Herzing describes her participatory method of being "incorporated into a society 

of wild dolphins" as "akin to an anthropologist interacting with a new human culture and 

learning the signals and habits of that society" (Herzing 2011:100). At one point she 

expresses regret that she has never studied anthropology herself (Herzing 2011:4), and 

elsewhere recalls meeting the anthropologist Mark Plotkin, who approved of her 

methodology (Herzing 2011:198). 

Though dolphins may share with humans the quality of being cultural beings, it is 

not so easy to cross human-dolphin cultural difference as it is to cross cultural difference 

between humans—at least not when "crossing difference" means, as it does for the WDP, 

engaging in a two-way intersubjective dialogue mediated by linguistic forms. The desire 

to communicate with such radically different creatures has required a set of creative 

interventions that could make such communication possible. Crossing difference may 

always require some amount of creativity, but the case of scientists developing 

computational techniques, high-tech prosthetic machines, and linguistic pedagogies must 

surely be an extreme example, illustrative of the very profound differences that exist 

between the two species. 

As I have hoped to have demonstrated, however, prosthesis in the human-dolphin 

encounter is not just an engineer's method of transcending cross-species difference, but 

also the manifestation of a desire to make intimate contact with another without risking 

the ontological transformation of either participant. After seeing Herzing and Starner's 
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lecture at Georgia Tech, I met a fellow attendee, a young materials scientist whose 

aspiration was to develop noninvasive tagging methods for use on sea turtles. Her idea 

was to imitate the mouths of remoras—those fish that suck on to the underbellies of 

sharks—to create tags that could stick onto the bodies of turtles without either hurting the 

turtles or permanently altering their bodies. As a material object, the CHAT operates on a 

similar logic of prosthetic noninvasiveness and reversibility, but the CHAT is more than a 

material object: it is also a node in a social relationship between humans and dolphins, a 

relationship in which one creature is actively trying to produce a new mode of being for 

both. 

Despite my own suspicions about the impossibility of an encounter without 

transformations, I find much optimism in the prosthetic and biomimetic character of the 

WDP's CHAT program. Not only is the CHAT itself a prosthesis, but so are its whistles, 

and so is the very pedagogy through which it is incorporated it. In thus describing the 

WDP’s CHAT research as a prosthetic, I wish to highlight the ways that their attempt to 

establish a dialogue between humans and dolphins is one that a) is largely oriented 

towards actively producing commensurabilities through the development of prosthetic 

technologies and techniques and b) seeks its own future obsolescence and replacement 

with better techniques. Because this pedagogy is prosthetic, it is largely oriented towards 

filling in lacks in both humans and dolphins. The use of a prosthetic pedagogy 

distinguishes the WDP’s project from a modernist ethnographic approach to forming 

knowledge, one which Tim Ingold characterizes thus (Ingold 1988:94, italics in original): 

The crucial difference between natives of another culture and 
animals of another species is this: the former possess a language 
which enables them to think, the latter do not. To grasp the natives’ 
thoughts we have but to learn their language … However, we cannot 
grasp the animals’ thoughts simply by learning and practicing their 
communicatory mode, because animals have no thoughts as such to 
grasp. 

As Chapter 1 hopefully makes clear, the WDP does not believe that “animals have no 

thoughts as such to grasp,” nor that they necessarily lack “a language which enables them 

to think.” Their attempts to algorithmically “decode and decipher” 

(wilddolphinproject.org 6) dolphin sounds—through cognitive analysis of dolphin 
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communication as well as algorithmic techniques for discovering unique patterns in 

dolphin sounds—can be understood as a direct attempt to “learn their language.” The 

current phase of CHAT research, however, is something different altogether, precisely 

not an attempt to “learn their language” but rather to create from scratch a common 

language between humans and dolphins. The differences may be between searching for 

commensurability on the one hand, and producing commensurability on the other hand. 

Where one facet of the project attempts to discover what common ground may already 

exist between humans and dolphins, the other facet (the prosthetic pedagogy) attempts to 

look towards producing a common ground that does not currently exist but may 

nonetheless be possible—in short, to actively fill in what is lacking between humans and 

dolphins. 

What is not even considered in the WDP’s work is the pessimistic notion 

espoused by Ingold and others that no commensurability may be possible between 

humans and dolphins. All of the Phase II work presupposes that there is some essentially 

possible commensurability possible between humans; what is different between the 

different facets of Phase II work is exactly what form this commensurability may take. 

They indeed operate as different facets of a single commensurability, as different angles 

that are complementary with one another. So one form this commensurability takes is that 

of an essentially similar subjectivity shared by humans and dolphins, the condition of 

being a “person” capable of thought and language. Another form it takes, compatible 

with the first, is a more precisely linguistic commensurability that is waiting to be 

discovered through computational techniques. And yet another form this 

commensurability may take is that of a shared speech prosthesis that connects the two 

species in a newly created language. Each of these commensurabilities rest upon the same 

supposition, derived from cetacean biology, that dolphins have the capacity for a 

humanlike communication. 

The multiplicity of commensurabilities imagined by the WDP derives from a 

multiplicity of relationships they wish to produce between humans and dolphins; each 

praxis for negotiating human-dolphin difference emerges out of a different telos for a 

human-dolphin “becoming with” (Haraway 2008). This is to say that the WDP 

approaches difference in a normative manner, developing techniques that may allow them 
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to achieve desired configurations of human-dolphin relationship. Prosthesis operates in 

the work of the WDP as a method for creatively bringing about an as-of-yet absent form 

of relationship between humans and dolphins: a linguistically-based intersubjective 

dialogue. The use of high technology and pedagogical techniques is an acknowledgment 

that communication cannot occur between humans and dolphins as their bodies are 

currently configured, as well as the reflection of a faith that humans and dolphins may 

one day be able to communicate. It is both a prosaically pragmatic as well as an 

extraordinarily wishful project. 

It is also a project that looks far to the future, and, like Gary Genosko’s prosthetic 

bug, seeks its own disappearance (Genosko 2006:120-122). Ultimately, the WDP’s 

language pedagogy is a provisional technique that will one day become obsolete, if all 

goes according to plan. Herzing often emphasizes that the CHAT is not a “translator” but 

an “interface” (wilddolphinproject.org 3; Solon 2014), by which she means to emphasize 

the way it operates by way of inventing a new commensurability rather than decoding a 

pre-existing language. But the way the CHAT is built, it could easily one day become a 

translator, and indeed, this is what it truly aspires to become. The WDP is also engaged in 

a project that seeks to decode the meanings of native dolphin sounds. Because the CHAT 

(and future iterations of the CHAT) can be reprogrammed with new sounds, it allows for 

the possibility of one day communicating with dolphins in their native language, which 

may indeed be the closest we may ever get to truly engaging with dolphins on their own 

terms.   





 

 

 

Conclusion 

Much of this thesis has been about lack, and so it is only fitting to begin this 

conclusion by gesturing towards what is missing it. The work of the WDP provides 

unique opportunities of study for anthropologists with both multispecies and STS 

(Science and Technology Studies) orientations. A richer ethnographic account than mine 

would include more detailed attention to the various actors engaged in the encounter, 

even those who are not immediately visible. There is much to glean from analyzing the 

institutional politics in which the WDP's work is enmeshed. Much of the organization's 

time is spent attempting to seek funding, leading it to cross paths with many other 

institutions, as well as leading it to orient its research and self-presentation in certain 

ways. When considered along with the collaboration with Georgia Tech, one realizes that 

the WDP operates in a large cross-section of worlds. There is much opportunity to study 

different scales of activity for the ways they encounter and translate each other, in the 

manner that Anna Tsing studies global interconnections in her landmark 2005 

ethnography Friction. 

Another fruitful way forward would be to actually spend time in the ocean with 

Denise Herzing and the wild Stenella Frontalis she studies. I fear that this thesis lacks a 

strong sense of what it means to actually encounter real dolphins, in the water and in the 

flesh. Not only have I not conducted the sort of ethnographic fieldwork I here prescribe, 

but I also have never personally encountered a dolphin, wild or otherwise. This lack of 

encounter must have had profound effects on my analysis. To a certain extent it could be 

argued that some of my objectivity in regards to the study was preserved, but I believe 

that the true effect was that I simply excised much detail of what the dolphins actually did 

in the wild encounter. Never having met a dolphin, I am not prepared to be able to 

analyze dolphins the same way I may feel prepared to analyze humans. There is not 

enough experience for me to draw upon. 
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To a certain extent, the richness of Herzing's own work calls into the question the 

very need of conducting an ethnography of her work. Disciplinarily, Herzing's allegiance 

is to science and ethology, but as others have noted, she has been for a long time engaged 

in what amounts to an ethnography of the wild Stenella frontalis (albeit with a prosthetic 

twist). When I met Herzing, she told me that she thinks of her work as much aligned with 

anthropology, even if she admits to being unfamiliar with the discipline in a rigorous 

manner. What knowledge she may lack about anthropological theory, she clearly makes 

up for in how to engage in a long-term study of actual wild dolphins. Much work is now 

being done to incorporate other species and beings into ethnographic accounts, paying 

attention to the interactions between humans and other animals (Kirksey and Helmreich 

2010:545-567). Whether or not any fellow anthropologists heed the call and conduct 

fieldwork alongside the WDP, it seems to me that if we are serious about working 

towards producing a multispecies anthropology then Herzing's work must be given 

sustained critical attention in the discipline. 

But why should we pay such attention to Herzing's dolphins in particular? The 

first answer is that the human-animal encounter actualized by the WDP is distinctive in 

the way it is directed toward producing prosthetic commensurabilities between species. In 

this sense, the WDP and Georgia Tech’s CHAT program should be studied alongside 

other instances in which humans and nonhumans encounter each other through the 

mediation of prosthetic machines, such as Georgia Tech’s FIDO project (Facilitating 

Interactions for Dogs with Occupations) which involves building speech prostheses for 

dogs to better communicate with humans, or practices of bio-art such as the Energy 

Bending Lab of Mexico City’s Interspecifics collective, which connects humans and 

slime molds in collaborative music performances. Giving careful attention to the material 

and erotic dynamics of each of these human-machine-nonhuman assemblages—that is, 

asking the questions: Why are these creatures connecting with one another? And how 

exactly are they doing it?—can foreground the possibilities at the heart of different sorts 

of interspecies encounter.    

The second answer is that dolphins in particular are politically important animals, 

and may turn out in the future to play a bigger role than they already do. Though all 
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beings and encounters are in flux, the WDP's work on nonhuman intelligence may prove 

to have uniquely profound transformative effects on the way humans think of other 

species. Whatever these transformative effects upon human society may be were partly 

the critical subject of my first chapter, but a richer ethnographic account would pay more 

attention to the diversity of human cultural forms and agents in the multispecies 

encounter. I am particularly interested in learning more about the discourse and practice 

of engaging with dolphins in Japan. In many popular accounts, as well as in Herzing's 

own work and public statements, Japan appears as a lawless zone in which savage 

violence against cetaceans is the norm. This characterization troubles me for the way the 

way it treats the Japanese as barbarians who operate outside the realm of modern rational 

culture. Equally troubling to me, however, are activists who defend whale-killing towns 

like Taiji by describing said killing as a cultural practice. One particularly telling 

exchange is found on Twitter: 
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Having grown up in the border between Mexico and the United States (in both San Diego 

and Tijuana), RG's response is fascinating to me. I am somewhat familiar with several 

arguments in Hispanic countries that exist for and against the practice of bullfighting, but 

I do not know exactly how to approach the subject myself. The confrontations between 

human cultural difference and global controversies surrounding animal violence present 

another rich dimension for making sense of the WDP's work. 

Moving on, I would like to ponder for a moment on what may have been learned 

throughout the course of this thesis. In my first chapter, I analyzed the construction of the 

"cognitive subject," a category that includes both humans and dolphins as beings worthy 

of protection from sovereign power. Ultimately, though the thought of intelligent 

dolphins in some sense radically decenter the human subject's supremacy in relation to 

other sorts of beings, I argue that the construction of the cognitive subject in the human-

dolphin encounter operates as an expansion of humanist logics rather than a subversion of 

them. In this sense, what may be coming to pass is the replacement in popular scientific 

thought of an old Cartesian-type dualism of humans vs. animals with a nearly identical 

dualism of intelligent animals or "persons" vs. nonintelligent animals or "non-persons". 

This new dualism excludes some humans from the privileged category of being a 

"person" at the same time that it includes other animals into that same category. The 

significance of this categorical transformation should not be overstated, however. These 

categories remain deeply controversial and highly contested constructs, and only time 

will tell how significant the WDP's work may be in their future articulations. 

In my second and third chapters, I analyzed the logics of noninvasive prosthesis in 

the WDP's work with the CHAT and their transspecies linguistic pedagogy. What I hope 

to have highlighted in these chapters are the ways this particular human-dolphin 

encounter have been defined by a) the desire to overcome radical differences between 

species, without at the same time erasing those very differences that make the encounter 
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desirable and b) a way of thinking that constructs the body as an always-provisional 

mechanical assemblage that is the site of new technological improvements, a way of 

thinking with roots in both military histories of human-dolphin encounter as well as the 

broader history of evolutionary theory. Both of these defining qualities are specific not 

just to the encounter between humans and dolphins, but also to the encounter between 

wild dolphins and the WDP. Human-dolphin encounter can and has operated by other 

logics than this. I have partly argued that the WDP's desire for an encounter without 

transformation is a paradoxical one, and in the end I may be inclined to believe that such 

a desire has had a productive dialectical effect on the organization's project. By this I 

mean that the arc of the WDP's "Phase II" can be understood as a long process of 

creatively resolving the contradictions inherent to the idea of a noninvasive coupling of 

humans and dolphins in intersubjective dialogue. The provisionality of the prosthesis aids 

in this dialectical quest, allowing the WDP to update the conditions of encounter as time 

passes and their ability improves. 

This thesis has been an extended meditation, told from a human perspective, on 

what it may mean for humans to attempt intimate contact with dolphins. I have been 

largely interested in the politics of encounter in general, attempting to tease out what it 

means for beings to come together and to negotiate their difference and similarity in 

relation to each other. The story told here has been about one side of the equation. Such a 

limited perspective may be all we are capable of today, but if the WDP's work bears out, 

this may not always be the case.  

Some more personal thoughts on the possibility of dialogue between humans and 

dolphins may now be appropriate. If I said that the prospect of one day being able to 

speak with dolphins did not excite me, then I would be lying. As I child I placed much 

hope in SETI's quest to communicate with aliens, and when I felt despair at the prospect 

that such contact would never come to pass, the possibility of speaking with dolphins 

seemed to be a source to renew my hope. But often I have wondered what it is that has 

animated this sort of desire in me. Throughout this thesis I have tried to interrogate the 

desire for dolphins in broad ethnographic and historical terms, but part of me wonders 

about more intimate details that may have a had a hand in the process. The following 
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passage from the Dolphin Diaries in particular lingers in my memory (Herzing 2011:78-

79): 

I had many dark days in the field as well. There were some days 
when I just didn't know if I could go on with the challenges of the 
project. Although it was a joy in countless ways, the responsibility 
often seemed overwhelming, financially and personally. Part of me 
realized that I might never have a normal life, and it wasn't that I 
even wanted one, but I did miss normal things of land life. … It was 
also a lonely journey much of the time, partly because I felt the 
responsibility of the work so personally. I knew this was a unique 
opportunity, to tell the story of a normal, healthy dolphin society 
underwater, and intimately, for the first time. I wanted to do it 
respectfully, carefully, and creatively. I had been alone much of my 
life, having lost my parents early. It was in these times that my long-
term friendships with Linda, Chris, and other friends that helped me 
shape the work and the project were invaluable. 

In these reflections on the difficulty of fieldwork, I am struck by Herzing's mention that 

she lost her parents at a young age. I cannot help but feel a certain curiosity towards this 

biographical detail, and wonder how much of an effect it may have had on the overall 

thrust of her life's work. I myself lost my father when I was twelve years old, and there is 

no doubt in my mind that, although my interest in communicating with nonhuman entities 

predated his death, that loss must have had profound implications to how I imagined and 

felt such scenarios of contact. Losing somebody one loves makes a person lonesome, and 

I wonder whether the wish to speak to possibly nonexistent beings is a desire that comes 

most naturally to a lonesome heart.  

Questions such as these strike me as a bit too intimate for comfort, at least for an 

undergraduate anthropology thesis written without extensive interaction with the 

ethnographic subjects. The fact that, however, that I have personally if briefly met 

Herzing (thanks to a generous travel grant from the Reed College anthropology 

department), does not make such questions any easier to engage with. In the interests of 

ethnographic reflexivity, it must here be noted that my encounter with Herzing at Georgia 

Tech has long been on my mind throughout the writing of this thesis. Though I tried my 

best to maintain a critical stance and avoid writing a hagiography of Herzing, the meeting 

reminded me of the deep sympathy and respect I have for her project. In the moments 
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leading up to me speaking with her after her lecture, I felt star-struck, involuntarily and 

intensely anxious at the impending fact of meeting my thesis face-to-face. This only 

made her kindness and interest in my work all the more humbling. 

At the end of our conversation, Herzing told me that I should show her my thesis 

once it was done. Taking her at her word that she would actually read this thing has had 

deep effects on the way I have conducted my work. These effects were, I believe, largely 

positive. Keeping in mind that she might read my thesis has reminded me that the subject 

of my thesis is not abstraction, but rather an actual set of practices being carried out by 

living, breathing people. Not only that, but the project of the WDP has been a source of 

wonder and optimism for me since I first heard about it in 2014. There would be no sense 

in attempting to personally alienate researchers who I truly believe are doing 

revolutionary and politically positive work. Aside from my own interests in keeping good 

terms with people, the prospect of actually being read by the WDP had also raised the 

stakes for what my work should be. It meant that what I wrote had to be worthwhile and 

intellectually honest, because these words could actually have a direct effect on the 

world. What tremendous pressure!  

When I talk to people about my thesis, they often ask me: So, what's the verdict? 

Are we going to be able to talk to them or not? As I hope has been clear, this question is 

not precisely what I have been attempting to answer. My project was to make sense of the 

strangeness of the WDP's quest, and to develop a new perspective on human-animal 

relationships in our biotechnical age. My intervention has been small—I have surely 

contributed less with this project than the act of working on it has contributed to me. In 

this conclusion, I have presented a wide set of loose ends and questions. As my advisor 

said, this topic is a real "growth field," so I invite the reader to remain curious about the 

situation, and researchers to take the encounter between humans, dolphins, and high-tech 

machinery seriously. It may just be the case that we will, indeed, be able to talk with 

dolphins in the way the WDP desires. If such a conversation comes to manifest, then we 

will all have a lot to think and talk about.  





 

 

 

Bibliography 

���1. Website Citations 

Note: The following websites are cited within the text by the names given on the first 
line of these citations. For citations of the Wild Dolphin Project website, I write the 
name of the page followed by a number, which refers to the page and access date 
cited on the list below. 
 
IPaT Georgia Tech. "Dolphin Communication: Cracking the Code" YouTube video, 
1:09:24. Posted [October 30, 2015] 

 
SETI Institute. "How can SETI learn from dolphin communication? - Denise Herzing 
(SETI Talks)" YouTube video, 1:24:31. Posted [April 2013]. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IDC0cBxOU7k. 

 
TED. "Denise Herzing: Could we speak the language of dolphins?" YouTube video, 
14:38. Posted [June 2013]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CQ5dRyyHwfM 

 
wilddolphinproject.org (without number, it's just wilddolphinproject.org accessed on 
4/20/2016) 

1. (http://www.wilddolphinproject.org/about-us/our-team/) 4/16/2016, "About Us --
> Our Team" 

2. (http://www.wilddolphinproject.org/participate/trip-faqs/) 4/16/2016, "Participate 
--> Trip FAQs" 

3. (http://www.wilddolphinproject.org/research/chat-research/) 3/14/2016 "Research 
--> CHAT Research" 

4. (http://www.wilddolphinproject.org) 3/14/2016 
5. (http://www.wilddolphinproject.org/about-us/mission-and-vision/) 4/20/2016, 

"About Us --> Mission and Vision" 
6. (http://www.wilddolphinproject.org/our-research/dolphin-communication/) 

4/22/2016, "Our Research --> Decoding and Deciphering Dolphin Sounds" 
 

2. Main Bibliography 

���Agamben, Giorgio��� 2004 The Open: Man and Animal. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press. 



80 

 

���Althusser, Louis ��� 1971  Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses. In Lenin and 
Philosophy and Other Essays Pp. 127–186. New York: Monthly Review Press. 

���Bateson, Gregory��� 1972 Steps to an Ecology of Mind. University of Chicago Press. 
���Beer, Gillian��� 2000  Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George 

Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press. 

���Broadway, Megan, Jamie Klaus, Billie Serafin, and Heidi Lyn��� N.d. Signature Whistles in 
an Introduction Context. In The Evolution of Language: Proceedings of the 11th 
International Conference. S.G. Roberts, C. Cuskley, L. McCrohon, et al., eds. 
New Orleans. http://evolang.org/neworleans/papers/166.html. 

���Burroughs, William��� 1961 The Soft Machine. Broadway, New York, NY: 
Grove/Atlantic, Inc. 

���Choi, Charles Q.��� 2013  Meet Your Mama: First Ancestor of All Placental 
Mammals Revealed. LiveScience.com. http://www.livescience.com/26929-mama-
first-ancestor-placental-mammals.html, accessed April 22, 2016. 

���Darwin, Charles ��� 1859  On the Origin of Species. 2009 edition. Strand, London, 
England: Penguin. 

���Deleuze, Gilles ��� 1992  Postscript on the Societies of Control. October 59: 3–7. 
���Deleuze, Gilles, and Felix Guattari��� 1987 A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 

Schizophrenia. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press. 
���Duignan, Brian��� 2007  The Language of Apes. Encyclopedia Britannica Advocacy 

for Animals. http://advocacy.britannica.com/blog/advocacy/2007/11/the-
language-of-apes/, accessed April 22, 2016. 

���Eisenberg, J.F ��� 1986  Dolphin Behavior and Cognition: Evolutionary and 
Ecological Aspects. In Dolphin Cognition and Behavior: A Comparative 
Approach. Ronald J. Schusterman, Jeanette A. Thomas, and Forrest G. Wood, 
eds. Pp. 141–164. Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 

���Fabian, Johannes ��� 1983 Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object. 
New York: Columbia University Press. 

���Foer, Joshua��� 2015  It’s Time for a Conversation: Breaking the Communication 
Barrier between Humans and Dolphins. National Geographic, May: 30–55. 

���Foucault, Michel��� 1976 Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison. New York: 
Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group. 

���Freire, Paulo��� 1968  Pedagogy of the Oppressed: 30th Anniversary Edition. 
New York: Bloomsbury Publishing USA. 

���Genosko, Gary��� 2006  The Bug’s Body: A Disappearing Act. In The Prosthetic 
Impulse. Marquard Smith and Joanne Morra, eds. Pp. 107–124. Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology: MIT Press. 



81 

 

���Haraway, Donna��� 1983 A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-
Feminism in the Late 20th Century. In The International Handbook of Virtual 
Learning Environments. Joel Weiss, Assistant Professor Jason Nolan, Jeremy 
Hunsinger, and Professor Peter Trifonas, eds. Pp. 117–158. Springer Netherlands. 
http://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-1-4020-3803-7_4, accessed April 
22, 2016. 

���Haraway, Donna Jeanne��� 2008  When Species Meet. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota 
Press. 

���Hayles, Katherine��� 1994 Boundary Disputes: Homeostasis, Reflexivity, and the 
Foundations of Cybernetics. Configurations(2.3): 441–467. 

���Helmreich, Stefan��� 2009 Alien Ocean: Anthropological Voyages in Microbial Seas. 
Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: University of California Press. 

���Herzing, Denise��� 2011  Dolphin Diaries. New York: St. Martin’s Griffin. 
���Herzing, Denise L.��� 2013 Atlantic Spotted Dolphins Behavior and Communication: 

How Participatory Research Can Inform Us About Cetacean Culture, 
Communication, and Intelligence. Spyhopper: American Cetacean Society 
Newsletter(Q1 2013): 1–4. 

 N.d. Acoustics and Social Behavior of Wild Dolphins: Implications for a Sound 
Society. In Hearing by Whales and Dolphins. W.W.L. Au and Richard R. Fay, 
eds. Pp. 225–272. New York: Springer-Verlag. 

���Herzing, Dr Denise L.��� 2016 I Wonder Why "Japan #Taiji Is so Busy Slaughtering 
Mothers & Sons. Afraid of Some Sentient Competition W/ Humans? Pathetic! 
Boycott Olympics. Microblog. @deniseherzing. 
https://twitter.com/deniseherzing/status/692143527585804288, accessed March 
15, 2016. 

���Hodson, Hal��� 2014 Dolphin Whistle Instantly Translated by Computer. New Scientist, 
March 26. https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22129624-300-dolphin-
whistle-instantly-translated-by-computer/, accessed April 20, 2016. 

���Ingold, Tim��� 1988 What Is an Animal? London and New York: Routledge. 
���Jerison, Harry��� 1986 The Perceptual Worlds of Dolphins. In Dolphin Cognition and 

Behavior: A Comparative Approach. Ronald J. Schusterman, Jeanette A. Thomas, 
and Forrest G. Wood, eds. Pp. 141–164. Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 

���Kellogg, Winthrop N.��� 1961  Porpoises and Sonar. Third impression 1965. The 
University of Chicago Press. 

���Kirksey, S. Eben, and Stefan Helmreich��� 2010 The Emergence of Multispecies 
Ethnography. Cultural Anthropology 25(4): 545–576. 

���Lacan, Jacques ��� 1978  The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis. Alan 
Sheridan, tran. New York and London: W.W. Norton & Company. 

��� 



82 

 

���Lennox, James G.��� 1993 Darwin /was/ a Teleologist. Biology and Philosophy(8): 
409–421. 

���Levy, Lynn��� N.d. Hello. Radiolab. http://www.radiolab.org/story/hello/. 
���Lilly, John��� 1975 Lilly on Dolphins: Humans of the Sea. University of California: 

Anchor Press. 
���Lilly, John Cunningham��� 1961 Man And Dolphin. New York: Pyramid Books. 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/best_book/3306868-man-and-dolphin, accessed 
April 20, 2016. 

���Madden, Raymond��� 2014 Animals and the Limits of Ethnography. Antrhozöos: A 
Multidisciplinary Journal of the Interactions of People and Animals 27(2): 279–
293. 

���Maddox, Teena��� 2014  Wearable Tech Pioneer and Google Glass Mastermind. 
TechRepublic. http://www.techrepublic.com/article/wearable-tech-pioneer-and-
google-glass-mastermind/, accessed February 11, 2016. 

���Marine Mammal Program��� N.d.  
http://www.public.navy.mil/spawar/Pacific/71500/Pages/default.aspx, accessed 
March 19, 2016. 

���Massumi, Brian��� 2014  What Animals Teach Us about Politics. Durham, North 
Carolina: Duke University Press. 

���Menzel Jr., E.W.��� 1986 How Can You Tell If an Animal Is Intelligent? In Dolphin 
Cognition and Behavior: A Comparative Approach. Ronald J. Schusterman, 
Jeanette A. Thomas, and Forrest G. Wood, eds. Pp. 5–28. Hillsdale, New Jersey: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 

���Morgane, P.J., M.S. Jacobs, Albert Galaburda, et al.��� 1986 Evolutionary Morphology of 
the Dolphin Brain. In Dolphin Cognition and Behavior: A Comparative Approach 
Pp. 5–28. Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 

���Neo, Harvey, and J.Z. Ngiam��� 2014 Contesting Captive Cetaceans: (il)legal Spaces and 
the Nature of Dolphins in Urban Singapore. Social & Cultural Geography 15(3): 
235–254. 

���Peters, John Durham��� 1999 Speaking into the Air. Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press. 
http://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/S/bo3656803.html, 
accessed April 23, 2016. 

���Premack, David��� 1986  Gavagai! Or the Future History of the Animal Language 
Controversy. Cambridge, Massachusetts / London, England: MIT Press. 

���Quine, Willard Van Orman��� 1960 Word and Object. new edition, 2013. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: MIT Press. 

���Rachel Nuwer��� 2014 This Guy Simultaneously Raised a Chimp and a Baby in Exactly 
the Same Way To See What Would Happen. Smithsonian Magazine, July 28. 



83 

 

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/guy-simultaneously-raised-chimp-
and-baby-exactly-same-way-see-what-would-happen-180952171/?no-ist. 

���Rauch, Alan��� 2014 Dolphin. Animal. London: Reaktion Books. 
���Reiss, Diana��� 2011 The Dolphin in the Mirror: Exploring Dolphin Minds and Saving 

Dolphin Lives. Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 
���Robbins, Joel��� 2013 Beyond the Suffering Subject: Toward an Anthropology of the 

Good. Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 19(3): 447–462. 
���Sahlins, Marshall��� 1978 Culture and Practical Reason. Chicago and London: 

University of Chicago Press. 
���Sober, Elliott��� 2005 Comparative Pscyhology Meets Evolutionary Biology: Morgan’s 

Canon and Cladistic Parsimony. In Thinking With Animals: New Perspectives on 
Anthropomorphism. Lorraine Daston and Gregg Mitman, eds. Pp. 85–100. New 
York: Columbia University Press. 

���Solon, Olivia��� 2014 Dolphin “Translator” Aids Human-Animal Interaction (Wired 
UK). Wired UK, April 4. http://www.wired.co.uk/news/archive/2014-
04/04/dolphin-translator, accessed April 22, 2016. 

���Sophia Rosenbaum��� 2014 “I Had a Sexual Relationship with a Dolphin.” New York 
Post, June 10. http://nypost.com/2014/06/10/the-dolphin-that-fell-in-love-with-a-
human/, accessed April 20, 2016. 

���Starner, Thad��� N.d. Thad Starner Home. http://www.cc.gatech.edu/home/thad/, 
accessed March 15, 2016. 

���Taylor, C. Scott, and Jennifer Carter��� 2013  The Agency of Dolphins: Towards 
Inter-Species Embassies as Sites of Engagement with “Significant Otherness.” 
Geographical Research 51(1): 1–10. 

���Trouillot, Michel-Rolph��� 2003  Global Transformations: Anthropology and the 
Modern World. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

���Viveiros de Castro, Eduardo��� 2004 Perspectival Anthropology and the Method of 
Controlled Equivocation. Tipití: Journal of the Society for the Anthropology of 
Lowland South America 2(1): 3–22. 

���Weinberger, Sharon��� 2014 Robots Replace Costly US Navy Mine-Clearance Dolphins. 
BBC, November 18. http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20121108-final-dive-for-
us-navy-dolphins, accessed April 22, 2016. 

���White, Thomas ��� 2007  In Defense of Dolphins: The New Moral Frontier. 
Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons. 

 


