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T H E LUCKY LIST
ER IK A LOR R A IN E M ILA M
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ond monograph Creatures of Cain: The Hunt for Human Nature in Cold War America was 
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and questions of diversity in nature. – Address: Department of History, Princeton Universi-
ty, 129 Dickinson Hall, Princeton, NJ 08544-1017, USA. E-mail: emilam@princeton.edu.

In February 2024, I  crossed paths with an improbably happy person. He delighted in 
meeting new people, was captivated by his research, and reveled in intellectual exchange. 
Over a conference dinner, he said he would take his conversations from the last few days 
and add them to his Lucky List. What’s a lucky list, I asked? He said it was a written re-
cord that he kept of all the good things that happened to him. I then imagined him, in a 
rare glum mood, skimming it to cheer himself up. Hmm. When I returned to the Wissen-
schaftskolleg zu Berlin a few days later, I started my own.
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Perusing that list now, I see how my spring was filled with the joys of traveling and 
connecting with people in person. COVID has not gone away, of course, and I remain 
consciously grateful for the opportunities that a year in Berlin afforded and the intimacy 
of regular shared meals with friends. I  relished knowing that when I arrived in the 
restaurant at 13:00 on Wednesday I would be greeted by a festival of salads. In March 
I  recorded my glee over the lengthening days and the returning light. By April, I  had 
noted my fond affection for three walking routes that wend away from the Wiko: the 
downhill slope to the dog beach in the Grunewald, the quiet trail that almost encircles the 
Hubertussee, and the path that leads around the Halensee. Their twists and turns through 
the changing seasons mark my memories of the year’s passage. Measured by the kilo
meters covered on these walks and hours spent in fruitful conversation, my time at the 
Wiko was a reality check I had not known I needed.

My memories of the year are filled with convivial laughter echoing through the spaces 
of the Wiko. The extra touches were everything. The statuesque flowers in the entrance 
each week, the abundance of seasonal ingredients at dinner, scrumptious desserts at every 
meal, tote bags to help you carry your books from the library to your office (and back), 
warm smiles, thoughtful questions, and ingenious solutions to any problem that came up, 
all lubricated by an infinite supply of coffee. Thanks to the sense of camaraderie that de-
veloped over my time in Berlin, I found my footing again after the pandemic. I want to 
convey my sincere gratitude to the community of Fellows and the warm, dedicated staff 
who craft this Wiko magic each year anew.

When researching my book, The Hyena & the Jay: Long-term Research and the Birth of 
Behavioral Ecology, I hoped it would take me away from a human-centric view of animal 
life, allowing me to explore how scientists wrote about animal behavior as an end in and 
of itself. In earlier books, I explored the origins and consequences of zoomorphic concep-
tions of the human – as advanced in evolutionary models of sex or violence – as a means 
of exposing the dangers of over-biologizing life’s dramas. I had been especially keen to 
give visibility to moments in which lessons from the study of animal behavior were ap-
plied to humans, sometimes with dehumanizing consequences.

When Creatures of Cain was published in 2019, I was already looking for an intellectu-
al antidote to accounts (including my own) of theories about animals and fossils that spun 
out of control in colloquial accounts of human nature. I  started my current research 
project because I wanted to see for myself the places where scientists turned their observa-
tions of animal behavior into data and then into theories and papers and grants, long 
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before the public became aware of their findings. How did they forge decades of data on 
generations of marmots, dolphins, baboons, scrub jays, and more? As global landscapes 
have changed as a result of shifting climates, patterns of land use, and human-animal in-
teractions, these data are needed more than ever. In addition to being extraordinarily 
well-cited within ecology, publications from long-term studies contribute disproportion-
ately to ecological policy making. Given their success, I  wondered, why did they end 
at all?

As I explored the history of these long-term studies in behavioral ecology, all of which 
started after the Second World War, I came to meet a group of scientists who saw an indi-
vidual animal’s behavior as emerging from the complexities of its ecological interactions, 
and who wrote for each other rather than the reading public. Through interviews and 
conversations with ecologists and populational biologists I have also come to appreciate 
the multi-generational dramas that have unfolded over decades of observations – geneal-
ogies of animals and of the biologists who have studied them. In these site visits and inter-
views, I realized that all of these projects started as short-term trials and, through a series 
of serendipitous events and changes in perspective and planning, slowly expanded to 
long-term projects. I  had been asking the wrong question, I  realized – instead of 
wondering why some long-term projects had to end, I  began exploring why scientists’ 
expectations had changed such that these projects had become potentially infinite archives. 
Put another way, when had closure become tantamount to failure?

In scientific terms, long-term projects provided a means of seeing the social behavior 
of animals embedded in a complex web of kin relations and environmental conditions. In 
humanistic terms, these were dynastic tales! When confronted with a changing environ-
ment, behavioral ecologists demonstrated how yellow-bellied marmots, spotted hyenas, 
scrub jays, and other animals exhibit species-specific behavior and also behave in ways 
that must be attributed to individual temperament. When different individuals are con-
fronted with similar situations, some respond consistently with more or less aggressive 
reactions, are more or less wary of novelty, or are more or less likely to take risks or ex-
plore new territories. That elephants have distinct personalities will come as no surprise 
to any reader, but even smaller animals, like red squirrels or marmots, have individual 
temperaments too.

Understood in this way, I have become intrigued by the possibility that animal behav-
ior as modeled in these projects did indeed provide a corrective to reductionism. When 
behavioral ecologists drew on the animals they studied as sources for understanding the 
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behaviors of humans, and even our natures, they did so with a greater appreciation of the 
uniqueness and variety of the individuals they follow, as well as their lifetime experiences. 

Being at the Wiko reinforced the importance of place in the generation of knowledge, 
not just for scientists but also historians. Certain kinds of places – truth spots in the lan-
guage of Thomas Gieryn – are transformed into trusted sites where generalizable knowl-
edge about the world is generated. Place constitutes an essential tension in ecology, as 
each ecosystem is unique, and yet its study provides lessons about how ecological systems 
work in general. When behavioral ecologists study a group of animals for multiple gener-
ations, they generate immense quantities of data. The animals’ behaviors are ephemeral, 
made manifest through the transformation of immaterial phenomena into numbers and 
narratives. Their task and mine are not so different. And historians, like ecologists, find 
some places are more conducive to knowledge production than others. 

Indeed, the magic of the Wiko as a place and a community of scholars made my year 
productive in unexpected ways. I drafted two papers unrelated to my current book proj-
ect – one on a mid-twentieth century American artist named Thomas Cornell, the other 
developed the idea of “soft demarcation” in the sciences. With Etienne Benson and Banu 
Subramaniam (Wellesley College), I co-organized a conference generously hosted by the 
Max Planck Institute for the History of Science. The papers of the conference will even-
tually be published in Osiris as “Abundance and Loss: Historical Narratives of Diversity 
and Nature,” but you’ll have to stay tuned until 2027 to read them. Most useful for my 
book, over the course of the year I gave seminars on each of the chapters of the project 
that I was still in the process of conceptualizing – that is to say, all of them after the first. 
I am thus delighted to be finishing the year with a good sense of each of the major pieces 
and how they all fit together.

Looking back at my list, it ends much as it began with sincere appreciation for friends, 
conversation, and long walks through the Grunewald.




