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Unlimited Beauty. A Conversation with James Myers, Animal Aid Unlimited

by Valentina Sonzogni

Sitting at the technical desk at the Minding Animals Conference 3 in Delhi,  India,  slightly jet-
lagged, I am waiting for my turn to deliver the powerpoint presentation of the conference that I will 
address together with my fellow Leonardo Caffo. Suddenly, I’m aware of a gentle but imposing 
figure sitting next  to  me.  Very tall  and slender,  the man turns towards me and our  eyes make 
contact. We start chatting about the conference, about our fields of interest and we finally introduce 
each other: “Hi, I’m Jim and I run an animal shelter in Udaipur, Rajasthan”. 
Of course, Jim did not simply run an animal shelter, there was much more than that, and I would 
discover it during the following seven days that we spent at the conference. 

At the MAC 3 conference, in fact, Jim delivers a crucial, according to my opinion, paper titled 
“Animal Conversations”. When we meet, he tells me a little bit what it is all about saying that his 
topic is not about animals that talk to each other (as the title may suggest), but it  deals with a 
process of intellectualization of the practices that he carries out every day at the shelter: rescuing 
animals. Immediately, I understand that there is something crucial to it, that a process of dialogue, 
confrontation, briefly a critical and dialogical approach to activism is at stake here and I want to 
know more. 
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It’s now a foggy morning in Delhi but crystal clear inside my mind. It’s the day after Jim has 
delivered his speech. Although he only had 30 minutes time in the speakers’ schedule, the session 
moderator did not stop his narration as it develops between his life of activism for human and non-
humans, of teacher and intellectualand proud father and husband. Tears invade the audience’s eyes 
when his recollections are for some patients that had to be euthanized and joy and excitement stirs 
through the audience when a dog, after losing a leg because of a bear trap, although amputated, is 
still able to join the everyday life at the shelter and thrive on.

Jim and I sit at the table, during the coffee break now. He is about to go, he’s taking the night train 
to go back to Udaipur where his collaborators and sheltered animals are waiting for him. His inner 
energy and wisdom are palpable; I am not the only person there to have surrendered to his magic 
spell. Was he a political leader, we would all start marching after him (though he might not want to 
be  such  a  star).  We promise  to  keep  in  touch and that  from this  reciprocal  feeling  of  sincere 
friendship and interest something will generate, so that we can keep talking, a bridge of words 
between Turin and Udaipur. This is the rest of the story. 

***

Q: Jim, as you know, I was very impressed, when we first met, by the incredible intellectual work 
that you carry out with your team at Animal Aid Unlimited. I was struck by this because, over the 
past years, I have met incredible activists who work on a level of intellectualization that is really 
amazing. I think of activists like Melanie Joy, for instance, but also the people at Animal Equality in 
Italy who put together a great power of abstraction, a critical approach, an amazing amount of 
knowledge,  calm and concentration.  This  is  what  you have also  conveyed to  me through your 
“animal conversations” approach. Can you tell us a bit more about your personal background?

A:  I  was  raised  in  Southern  California.   My  friends  were  in  two  sets  that  had  no 
intercommunication: athletes and the brainy nerds. I did a year at UCLA before dropping out to 
travel.  Went to Italy, Greece, mind changing India in 1961 and to Israel where I lived on a kibbutz 
for 6 months.  Back in the USA I got a BA and MA in English Literature at UCLA.  With wife and 



kids went to Montana State University where I taught writing and Literature from 1967 to 1970.  I 
was removed from the university just as I was about to get tenure when I would not withdraw my 
request to teach James Baldwin’s Another Country. This book, with its gay and inter-racial themes 
was too hot for rural America.  The university administration was shut down for several days by 
protesting students and faculty.  The powers of conservatism prevailed and I was let go.  I went with 
5 other faculty member who resigned in protest to start an educational commune near Santa Fe, 
New Mexico.  In short order the commune collapsed in on itself.  With family we went to Phoenix 
Arizona where I taught at the University and completed a Ph.D. in English Literature. I taught at the 
University of Arizona in Tucson for a year after a divorce.  My former wife moved to Seattle, 
Washington.  I followed them to Seattle and rented a small fixer-upper home a few blocks from 
where my three children lived.  
There were no teaching positions in Seattle at that time.  Out of nowhere a man called me wanting 
to know if I’d be interested in organizing 15 communities in five Northwestern states to raise funds 
for humanitarian needs in Israel.  I said “Yes.”  After three years of learning to work for others out 
of  the  framework  of  the  Ph.D.  world  I  was  hired  by  Seattle’s  Jewish  community  to  direct 
community  fundraising  for  local  and  Israel  needs.   They  knew I  wasn’t  Jewish  but  somehow 
accepted my interest.  I was hired three years later to direct a University of Washington School of 
Medicine campaign to raise $10 million for cancer equipment and medical endowment funds. After 
completing this assignment I was hired by a network of schools in Melbourne, Australia to creating 
a marketing program and a foundation to raise $20 million.  In 1992 I returned to Seattle and with a 
new wife and girl child started making regular trips to India.  I did consulting work on marketing 
and fundraising in Australia, New Zealand and the USA until the late 90s.  We built a small home in 
a village of 400 people just out of the city of Udaipur, Rajasthan.  We began to help injured street 
animals in Udaipur and in 2003 created Animal Aid.  We’ve been doing this work regularly since 
then.  We sold our US home and now are residence of India.
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Q: Is there any political model that you are bringing into Animal Aid Unlimited and if so where 
does it come from in your own personal story? 

A: My time on a kibbutz had a strong social/political impact on me along with growing up in 
California in the 50s and 60s.  I’ve also had a view of not waiting for government to solve the 
problems that face me.  I let gods and governments do what they can do and try on my own with 
like-minded people to respond to the problems in front of me.



Q: Do you come across, let’s say, “cultural” clashes between your view of the world and the Hindu 
or Muslim communities serving at the shelter? And do you think that your “critical conversations” 
method” may originate from the strong will to overcome such differences? 

A: I  probably have something of the “peace maker” in me which causes me to work with the 
cultures that surround me.  I’ve also been influenced positively by the rich veins of thought and 
practice in Hinduism, Buddhism, and most significantly Jainism, which I think is the earliest and 
best thinking on the ecology of the planet.

Q:  During  the  conference  someone  asked  an  activist  whether  she  had  read  Zoopolis  by  Will 
Kymlicka and if she looked for inspiration in the animal studies fields. The lovely woman, being one 
who chases and traces cruel animal transportation methods, answered that no, she actually finds 
inspiration  in  her  mission,  in  the  fact  that  she  had  to  do  it  for  them,  for  all  those  creatures 
humiliated, wounded and killed everyday. Do you think that a reconnection between theory and 
practice should be encouraged for the growth of the movement and, if so, why?

A: People and the “movement” are the same to the extent that they can lose their balance and go 
dysfunctional or simply nuts when theory and practice become estranged.  The Ivory Tower scholar 
working on one kind of “…ism” or another can become as alienated as the laborer who never looks 
up from his  daily  tasks  to  witness  broader  perspectives.  The failures  of  19th  and 20th  Century 
Enlightment sadly make the case that when dreams of human advancement moved to theories of 
human control and management that “nature” is brought to its knees and human nature is numbed, 
self  preoccupied  with  no  spirit  left  for  empathy  concerning  the  other.   “In  the  mysterious 
willingness of the technologically educated masses to fall under the spell of any despotism, in its 
self-destructive affinity to nationalist paranoia, in all this comprehended senselessness the weakness 
of  contemporary  theoretical  understanding  is  evident.”  (From  the  preface  of  Dialectic  of 
Enlightenment by Horkheimer and Adorno)

Q: I know that the most critical point in your dialogical approach comes when the death of the 
animal approaches. Which personal /spiritual vision have you developed following the fact that you 
are continuously confronted with this moment? So, is it true that an animal “dies” and does not 
simply “perish” as Heidegger thought? 

A: An animal most certainly dies for me like a human being does but then so too does the collapsing 
of a magical day into the shadows of evening and the black of night.  I don’t know that I’m very 
good at it, but I am learning to levitate within myself a creature that has just died in my company 
along with the other deaths on a given day and take them with me to be mourned later in the day or 
in the depths of the night when I can give my full spiritual attention to their passing and my loss.  I 
don’t have a single day without the images of loss, but the great compensation comes from the 
overwhelming improvements made by animals through the hands of our workers,  the caring of 
hundreds of international and Indian volunteers and my family.
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Q: Have animals actually worked as a vehicle to continue your personal and professional research? 
Do you see continuity in this regard? 

A: I have no body of work that I would call “professional research.”  My living with and working 
with and for animals has had everything to do with my development as a person.  My engagement 
with art in all its forms, but more particularly with imaginative writing, has everything to do with 
keeping myself awake to myself and the selves and conditions that surround me.  
Some general reflections on this topic: years ago meditating over the Cyclops episode in Homer’s 
Odyssey I learned that Odyesseus, trapped in a Cyclop’s cave when asked to give his name said that 
he was “Nobody.”  When Odyesseus, as a prelude to his escape, blinded Polyphemous who then 
cried out to the other Cyclops to come to his aid cried to them that “Nobody has blinded me,” and 
the Cyclops left thinking there was no real problem.  After escaping from the cave by clinging to the 
wool of a sheep’s underbelly Odyesseus, on his ship, thinking he has escaped Polyphemous calls in 
his pride “I, Odyesseus, son of Laertes, blinded you.” Polyphemous then hurls a great rock toward 
the sound of the voice and the ship is drawn back to the coast of the island.  In strict  silence 
Odyesseus  slowly  sails  away  from the  danger.  We  learn,  I  learned,  that  when  we  call  out  as 
Somebody we can attract dangerous and unwanted attention to our selves, but when we navigate 
our lives as Nobody we can make our points, side-step attention to ourselves, and sail on.  
Polyephemos is the eternal bully, whether in the form of a Stalin or the mean spirited boys who 
bullied their way through the schools of my youth.  In the absence of spirit the bully brings his size 
to bear on the weak…whether women, gay men, lesbian women, people of color, Jews, the ugly and 
crippled and most profoundly on animals…the eternal Nobodies. I am a Nobody trying to help the 
other Nobodies.

I  have  been  attracted  the  idea  of  being  a  Nobody  who  finds  great  interest  in  Nobodies…the 
marginalized, Dostoyevsky’s “insulted and injured.”  The truly “out of caste,” the untouchables, are 
almost always the ones worth approaching, worth touching. 
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Q: Are there any further examples from literature that have provoked a reflection about the features 
of your own personal mission?

Allow me to play further with this theme by way of pointing to a wonderful Nobody, the poet 
Yeats’s “Crazy Jane” who talks with a real Somebody, a Bishop.

I met the Bishop on the road
And much said he and I.
“Those breasts are flat and fallen now
Those veins must soon be dry;
Live in a heavenly mansion,
Not in some foul sty.”

“Fair and foul are near of kin,
And fair needs foul,” I cried.
My friends are gone, but that's a truth
Nor grave nor bed denied,
Learned in bodily lowliness
And in the heart's pride.

“A woman can be proud and stiff
When on love intent;
But Love has pitched his mansion in
The place of excrement;
For nothing can be sole or whole
That has not been rent.”
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The imperious Bishop degrades and calls on her to wish for a “Heavenly mansion” and not, with the 
pigs, a “foul sty.”  Jane pulls him sharply back to earth crying out that “fair needs foul.” A Victorian 
woman  she  tells  the  Bishop  “can  be  proud  and  stiff/When  on  love  intent,”  when  love  is  an 
idealization, but real LOVE this crazy lady tells him has “pitched his mansion in/The place of 
excrement.”  And the poor Bishop, before he can take a breath is told that “nothing can be sole or 
whole/That has not been rent.”  She even, we can hope, reminds him that his Lord Jesus, was most 
dangerous, not as a heavenly hope, but when “rent” on the cross, stabbed in his side, nailed to the 
wood of the world before Paul and Christian tradition turned Jesus into the Chairman of Christianity 
Inc.
In the Bishop’s world Jane has to be “Crazy” and in her world he is delusional.
As you can easily guess I side with Crazy Jane an original Nobody.
Yeats’s and Jane’s profound point is that we are made whole when we are rent, when our defensive 
identities are torn, shattered and have to be rebuilt into enriched ideas of the human.
To be at our shelter is to be with the wounds of the animals…the voiceless Nobodies with the blood 
and excrement, and work while we attempt to heal them and ourselves.  
Who better than the wounded to heal?  We have now four men from the tribal community who had 
polio.  As men in a rural agricultural community with polio they have no traditional work, but they 
are now stars of healing in what we call “Handicapped Heaven,” where we shelter over 70 dogs that 
are healthy apart from the fact that their back legs are paralyzed by way of road accidents.
We also have 7 tribal women who have reached out from conditions of deep poverty and abuse 
from heavy drinking husbands to look for work.  They are amazing caregivers.
None of our workers came for love of animals.  They came because they needed work.  The ones 
who didn’t  care for  animals  eventually left,  but  the ones who stayed have turned into healers.  
Consequently, the injured dogs, the men with polio injuries and the tribal women are in combination 
the healing force around the foreign volunteers who come to Animal Aid to care for animals and 
find while being here that an organ of compassion grows in them and they come back, time and 
time again.
Yesterday I visited Handicapped Heaven and there were 7 women, from the Netherlands, Israel, 
Canada, the UK and the US, all women, and all on their second, third or fourth return visits to 
Animal Aid.  All have or are learning that foul and fair are kin.
If you are still with me here is a poem Progress Of The Sun I wrote a few years ago:

Flash floods cross my mind
Disturbing the flow of memory--
I recognize the distant mountain range



The dry and gasping river bed
But am at a loss to understand
The accusing squawk of a crow
Or the great muscular oak shaking
Like a bereft ogre in a furious rage
When the wind races like the breath of god
Through its frantic branches--
The path behind me closes with each step
My arms are singed pulling an animal
From a burning bush--
A man in a fine dark suit
Comes out of nowhere
Waving papers in the air
Warning that a payment is due--
The only path leads onward
To the friendly laughter
Of people I do not know--
They wave for me to join them by the fire--
As well here as any where--
We warm water
To wash the wounds
And reflect on the progress of the sun
As if we believed in tomorrow.

***
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James  “Jim”  Myers,  together  with  his  wife  Erika  and  daughter  Claire  are  the  founders  and 
managing directors of Animal Aid Unlimited located in Udaipur, India. They have moved there 15 
years ago when, with a part-time worker and part-time rickshaw started to help street animals in 
1999, creating then in 2003 a small animal shelter and hospital in a village out of Udaipur.  They 
operate now on a 20 year lease on a 4 acre property where they created a hospital and a shelter.  
As of today, 400 animals are at the shelter: 250 dogs, 75 cows, 50 donkeys, 20 birds, two pigs, 3 
turtles, and a monkey of which 150 are permanent because they would not be able to survive on the 
streets.Since its inception Animal Aid has rescued more than 47,000 community animals, spayed 
and neutered 20,000 dogs, and given 30,000 dogs rabies vaccinations. 



They receive 20 to 25 emergency calls a day and rescue and release animals with two ambulances.
The staff has now grown to 47 people among which  two veterinary doctors, 5 trained vet nurses, 3 
PR and education personnel, 3 drivers and general staff. The monthly expense to run the entire 
shelter and hospital are $20,000.
Please donate to: http://www.animalaidunlimited.com/how-to-help/donate/
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