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Red

TOBIAS MENELY AND MARGARET RONDA

If I said fire, if I said blood welling from a cut—-
+- . Red, I'said. Sudden, red.

—ROBERT Hass, “The Problem of Describing Colar”

Cavel West

During its years of operation, the Cavel West slan
Oregon, killed up to five hundred horses a week
European and Japanese markets. Cavel West was
par?y, Velda Group, which ran several horse-slaughtering facilities in the
United States and Canada. Its manager, Pascal Derde, described the speed
3m‘i transnational scope of the plant's slaughtering operation this way:
. I.(llled on Friday, processed Monday, Thursday we load the truck, and th::;
it's flown to Europe. Moenday it's sold in Belgium, Tuesday eat’en Wed-
nesday it's back in the soil"! Derde’s description of an efficient was‘te-free
glf)balized circuit of capitalist production, circulation, and co’nsum tion
elides a more disturbing reality: Cavel West was notorious in the [;led-
mond area not only for the stench it produced but also for the blood, tis-
sue, and contaminated sludge that entered local waterways someti,
overwhelming the wastewater facility. Such problems ar ’ reas

e endemic to areas
around horse-slaughter pl
plants, where blood and tissue are a i
: co
in local streams, .

even spilling from taps and bubbling up i
; g up in bathtubs. For
iears, Redmo'nd residents had protested the plant’s environmental abuses
lut to no avail. The plant gained further notoriety when it was revealed
that many of the slaughtered horses had been rounded up by the Bureau

of Land Management under the aegis of igi i
B gts ol a program originally intended to

ghterhouse in Redmond,
and shipped the meat to
owned by a Belgian com-
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On July 21, 1997, the Cavel West slaughterhouse burned to the ground.
Later in July, a communiqué was sent from the Animal Liberation Front

and Earth Liberation Front (ELF) to the media, claiming responsibility

for the fire, According to the communiqué, the fire was set with three elec-

. _f'- trically timed incendiary devices and “35 gallons of vegan jello” (identified
= by authorities as a blend of soap, gasoline, and diesel); in addition, they

left “two gallons of muriatic acid” to taint any remaining horse flesh. The

-~ arson, the activists claimed, “would bring to a screeching halt what count-

less protests and letter-writing campaigns could never stop.™® Part of a
string of ELF arsons in the Pacific Northwest in the late 1990s, the Cavel
West fire is considered by radical environmentalists to be one of the most
successful acts of “ecotage.” Will Potter, in his study of radical ecoactivism,
Green Is the New Red, describes its status among activists as “folkloric.™
Not only did it cause $1.4 million in damages, but it led to the plant’s per-
manent closure and drew national attention to the environmental issues
involved in the industrial rendering of horse meat. The incident also high-
lighted the rise in the United States of a radical, underground movement
carrying out direct action aimed at environmentally destructive corpora-
tions and a juridical order dedicated to protecting private property. What
its participants describe as “ecodefense,” the state has characterized as “eco-
terrorism.” By March 2001 the ELF was named the greatest domestic ter-
rorist threat by the FBL.

The Sign of Red

In this chapter, we read the story of Cavel West—the slaughterhouse and
the global market, the blaze of resistance in the name of the nonhuman,
and the state’s hyperactive response—in terms of a dialectic of appearance
and nonappearance, which we associate with the sign of red. The philo-
sopher Charles Sanders Peirce returned often to the semiotic primacy of
red. “First, imagine a person in a dreamy state,” he writes in “What Is a
Sign?” “Let us suppose he is thinking of nothing but a red color. Not think-
ing about it, either, that is, not asking nor answering any questions about it,
not even saying to himself that it pleases him, but just contemplating it, as
his fancy brings it up.”* Redness is an example of “firstness,” which Peirce
elsewhere defines as “a degree of disturbance of your consciousness. The
quality of red is not thought of as belonging to you, or as attached to liveries.
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It is simply a peculiar positive possibility regardless of anything else.” In
laying the groundwork for 2 theory of signs, Peirce repeatedly refers to the
color red as an instance of primordial vividness, an apprehensible qual-
ity distinguishable from the given forms it takes. This phenomenological
“possibility” —the availability of red to “fancy,” its elemental potential as
sign, separable from its “object”—is the first condition of semiotic activity,
as it comes to manifest, say, in the red hourglass of the female black widow
spider, the red flag of the revolutionary, and, symbolically, in the words
themselves: red, rojo, rouge. Attesting to this semiotic primacy, “red” is the
only color word for which there is an evident Proto-Indo-European root
(reudh); in the Middle Ages, red and not black was considered the oppo-
site of white; and the Berlin-Kay hypothesis identified red, after black and
white, as the most basic color term across languages.®
Two conditions underlie the semiotic conspicuousness of red. First, red
appears at the longest wavelengths of the visible spectrum of light and is
considered the most acutely noticeable color to those mammals and birds
capable of perceiving it. This vividness is physiological but also environ-
mental. On our verdant, terraqueous earth, green and blue are the hues
of contexts, enveloping atmospheres, whereas red, in most natural envi-
ronments, signals disturbance and rupture. Red is the most prevalent color
of “aposematism”—from the Greek apo- (away) and senta (sign)—asin the
bright body of the granular poison frog, the hairs of the velvet ant, and
the bands of the coral snake. In these cases, red stands, conspicuously, for
an otherwise invisible threat, much as a stop sign warns of danger. The
second set of conditions for the semiotics of red is associative. Red is the
hue of burning wood and of blood exposed to oxygen, and is thus widely
linked with fiery destruction and the violent breaching of boundary, “nature
red in tooth and claw.” The association of red with political radicalism—
whether republican, anarchist, or socialist—is long-standing and pervasive.
The Oxford English Dicti. nary traces the correlation between red and rev-
olution in Europe to the thirteenth century and the use of the red flag as
a signal of defiance to the sixteenth century. In the 1790s the sans-culottes
wore the bonnet rouge, and red came to be associated with socialism dur-
ing the brief establishment of the “Red Republic” in France in 1848.
Red marks kairotic condensation, rift and inversion, beginnings and
endings, the red earth from which Adam and the animals are created and
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the red skies that presage the imminence of Judgment Day. Because of
its vividness, red is often the sign of what remains otherwise unseen: the
absent cause, the hidden poison, the underground resistance. It signifies
in extremis, borders and their rupture, consolidating but also interrupt-
ing the symbolic order. In what follows, we examine blood and fire, the
symbolic status of creaturely consanguinity and radical political action,
but also the disappearance of red, the nonsignification of limit, violence,
and risk in the Anthropocene. Red ecology, as we characterize it, draws
on the semiotic and symbolic conspicuousness of red to turn attention
to the otherwise invisible sites, the slaughterhouse and the market, where
organisms and ecological matter are transformed into commodities. It is
attuned, dialectically, to the reemergence of red, from horse blood in the
waterways to the sparks of revolutionary action, but also to the possibility
that these red alerts will fail to illuminate the crises of the present.

Blood: Sacrifice and the Slaughterhouse

According to the second chapter of Genesis, the first man was a clod of red
earth—adamah in Hebrew, part of a semantic constellation that includes
edom (red) and dam (blood)—animated by divine breath: “The LORD
God formed the man [adam] from the dust of the ground [adamah] and
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a liv-
ing being” (2:7). The animals were then created out of the same blood-
colored soil: “Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground [adamah]
all the beasts of the field and all the birds of the air” (2:19). Like many ori-
gin myths, the second Hebrew cosmogony recognizes, as an elemental
condition of being, the consanguinity of living creatures. God's granting of
dominion (radali) and Adam’s naming of the animals are crucial points of
differentiation, a supplementary response to the initial fact—the common
origin, the shared capacity to bleed—of creaturely affinity.

While other species differ from humans in their behaviors and bodily
forms, their essential likeness becomes vividly evident when the shared
substance of life spills from the body. Blood bespeaks corporal vitality
at the point of its vulnerability, life in its capacity to die. In Israelite soci-
ety and throughout the ancient world, sacrificial practice follows from
the consanguinity of human and animal, as is attested in stories of animal
substitution like Isaac and the ram. In Leviticus, God identifies blood as
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