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Introduction
Tony Weis’s “Ghosts and Things: Agriculture and Animal Life” examines two transformations that
appear opposite but are produced by the same global food economy. Wild animals are becoming
absent from landscapes through habitat conversion, hunting, pollution, climate pressure,
infrastructure, and agricultural expansion, leaving what Weis describes as ecological “ghosts.” At the
same time, a small number of domesticated species—especially chickens, pigs, and cattle—exist in
enormous populations because industrial agriculture breeds and manages them as standardized units
of production, turning sentient animals into economic “things” (Weis, 2013; Weis, 2018). The
argument therefore links biodiversity loss with the scale and organization of animal agriculture rather
than treating conservation and food production as separate subjects. Agricultural landscapes
determine which animals disappear, which survive in fragmented populations, and which are
multiplied for meat, milk, or eggs. Weis’s framework is valuable because it places animal life inside
environmental political economy. Land, feed crops, labor, trade, energy, waste, and consumer
demand connect the decline of wildlife with the intensive production of domesticated animals across
great distances.

Defaunation and the Making of Ecological Ghosts
Defaunation describes the loss of animal abundance, diversity, and ecological function, and it can
occur long before a species disappears completely. A forest may remain visually intact while losing
large mammals, birds, insects, amphibians, or predators that once dispersed seeds, pollinated plants,
controlled prey, moved nutrients, or shaped vegetation. Dirzo et al. (2014) emphasize that this
erosion of animal life can be difficult to perceive because conservation statistics often focus on
extinction rather than declining abundance and interaction. Agriculture contributes through clearing
forests and grasslands, draining wetlands, diverting water, applying chemicals, constructing roads,
and fragmenting migration routes. Hunting and wildlife trade can intensify the pressure by making
remote areas commercially accessible. Weis’s idea of the “ghost” is therefore ecological as well as
symbolic: animals may technically remain in a region while becoming too scarce to perform their
former roles. Defaunation also affects people, particularly Indigenous and rural communities whose
food systems, knowledge, identity, and cultural practice are connected with animal populations.
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Conservation must therefore protect functioning relationships, not merely preserve a few surviving
individuals inside isolated reserves.

Colonial Animal Frontiers and Modern Conservation
The transformation of animal life cannot be separated from colonial expansion and the reorganization
of land. European imperial systems introduced livestock, crops, private-property regimes, fences,
commercial hunting, and export markets across colonized territories while displacing Indigenous
communities and changing relationships between people and wildlife. Cattle and sheep frequently
accompanied territorial occupation, while predators were killed to protect herds and wild herbivores
were displaced from pasture. Markets for ivory, skins, feathers, meat, and live animals turned wildlife
into globally traded commodities. Modern conservation emerged partly in response to these losses,
but protected areas have sometimes reproduced unequal power when local people were removed or
restricted while larger commercial pressures remained intact. Weis’s framework therefore encourages
a broader definition of conservation. Charismatic species such as elephants, tigers, whales, or
rhinoceroses can mobilize public support, yet protecting one famous animal does not automatically
preserve ecological communities or respect local rights. Effective conservation requires habitat
connectivity, community participation, Indigenous stewardship, control of illegal trade, and action
before wildlife is reduced to a symbolic remnant of a formerly abundant landscape.

Domesticated Animals and the Grain-Oilseed-
Livestock Complex
While wildlife populations decline, industrial agriculture multiplies a narrower set of domesticated
species through systems designed for rapid growth, feed conversion, standardized body size,
reproductive output, and mechanized processing. Weis describes this as part of an industrial grain-
oilseed-livestock complex because animal production is inseparable from maize, soybeans, fertilizer,
pesticides, machinery, land markets, transport, feed mills, refrigeration, slaughter, and global
commodity trade. Modern livestock is therefore not simply a larger version of traditional mixed
farming. Fossil energy, genetics, pharmaceuticals, automated feeding, concentrated housing, and
long-distance supply chains allow enormous numbers of animals to be raised far from the land
producing their feed or receiving their waste. The system can provide abundant animal-source food,
but it also externalizes costs through habitat conversion, greenhouse-gas emissions, manure
pollution, nutrient runoff, water use, and antibiotic resistance. Environmental effects differ by species
and farming method, so every animal product should not be treated as identical. Weis’s criticism is
strongest when directed at scale, concentration, resource intensity, and the political structures that
make industrial production appear economically efficient while shifting ecological costs elsewhere.
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Animal Welfare, Workers, and Rural Communities
Calling domesticated animals “things” raises an ethical question about what happens when
production efficiency becomes the dominant measure of their value. Many farmed animals experience
pain, fear, social attachment, comfort, frustration, and strong behavioral motivations. Breeding for
rapid growth or high output, confinement, transport, and slaughter can create suffering even when
animals remain productive. Welfare reforms can improve space, handling, veterinary care,
enrichment, and transport, but Weis asks whether minor improvements are sufficient when the scale
and biological demands of production remain extreme. Human labor is also part of the same system.
Farm, slaughterhouse, processing, transport, and feed workers may face repetitive injuries,
dangerous machinery, biological hazards, low wages, and psychological strain. Contract farmers can
carry debt and production risk while large firms control breeding stock, feed requirements, technical
standards, and purchasing. Rural communities may experience odor, water contamination, truck
traffic, and economic dependence on a small number of companies. A sustainable animal system
must therefore be evaluated through animal experience, worker safety, community health, and
ecological resilience together rather than treating them as unrelated external issues.

Rethinking Production, Consumption, and
Responsibility
Weis’s argument does not imply that every society should adopt one diet or that all relationships with
domesticated animals are equivalent. Animal-source foods can be nutritionally and culturally
important, particularly in pastoral systems or regions where plant alternatives are limited. The
strongest case for change concerns excessive consumption and highly resource-intensive industrial
systems. Individual actions such as reducing meat intake, preventing food waste, or purchasing
higher-welfare products can express ethical commitments, but consumer choice occurs within prices,
marketing, income, culture, and availability. Structural reform is therefore indispensable.
Governments can regulate pollution and animal welfare, strengthen labor standards, protect habitat,
support diversified farms, reform subsidies, enforce competition law, invest in plant-based and lower-
impact foods, and help farmers transition without abandoning livelihoods. Public procurement and
dietary guidance can change demand at scale. The central question is not simply whether meat is
desirable, but how much is produced, from what feed, on whose land, under which labor conditions,
and with what consequences for wild and domesticated life. Food policy becomes environmental and
interspecies policy at the same time.

Conclusion
“Ghosts and Things” reveals that wildlife decline and industrial livestock expansion are connected
outcomes of the same political economy of land, commodities, and consumption. Agricultural
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expansion can empty forests, grasslands, wetlands, and waterways of animals while feed systems and
intensive facilities multiply a few domesticated species in extraordinary numbers. Weis’s “ghosts” are
therefore not limited to extinct species; they include animals rendered ecologically absent from
landscapes that still appear intact. His “things” are living beings whose value is reduced to
standardized units of meat, milk, eggs, or profit. The analysis also shows why conservation cannot be
separated from colonial history, labor, rural communities, animal welfare, and food-system reform.
Protecting biodiversity while ignoring feed expansion or industrial pollution addresses only one side of
the problem, just as improving livestock efficiency without considering habitat and animal experience
leaves major harms intact. A more sustainable food system requires political reform, ecological
restoration, fair treatment of workers and farmers, and serious attention to the lives of nonhuman
animals. The essay’s lasting contribution is to make those hidden relationships visible.
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